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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 

Possible Republics: Tracing the ‘Entanglements’ of Race and Nation in Afro-
Latina/o Caribbean Thought and Activism, 1870-1930 

 
 

by  
 
 

José I. Fusté  
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Ethnic Studies  
 

University of California, San Diego 2012  
 

Professor Ross H. Frank, Chair 
 
 

 
This dissertations challenges how critical scholarship on race and racism in 

Latin America has traditionally understood racial subalterns in Cuba and Puerto Rico 

as people who are prevented from acting as black political subjects because of the 

hegemonic power of discourses of nationhood premised on ideas of mestizaje and 

racial fraternity. By providing an intellectual history of several important yet largely 

ignored Cuban and Puerto Rican activists intellectuals of color who lived and worked 

between the Caribbean and the U.S. at the turn of the 20th century, I show that instead 

of being tricked by creole elite national narratives, they attempted to redefine ideas of 

nationhood to challenge racism, colonialism, and imperialism at local, national, and 

transnational levels. More specifically, through an examination of the essays, 

newspaper articles, personal correspondence, and literary works they left behind, I 

look at the complicated ways in which figures such as Rafael Serra, Tomás Carrión-

Maduro, and Luis Felipe Dessus attempted to reconcile a politics of anti-racism within 



 xiii 

the nation with a politics of nationalism that rallied racial subalterns to stand up to 

colonialism and imperialism. I also look examine how these figures negotiated how 

they saw themselves in relation to the pan-Africanisms and Latin American pan-

nationalisms of their era while critiquing how these projects concealed the internal 

hierarchies of power within and between the national communities they comprised. 

Overall, this intellectual history maps the terrain of entwined racial, class, and national 

politics in the thought and activism of a largely forgotten yet profoundly influential set 

of racial subaltern, Hispanic Caribbean intellectuals at a key moment in the making of 

their respective nation-states. 
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Preface 

 

  

This dissertation challenges the way we think about anti-racist politics in the 

Hispanic Caribbean. Originally, when I began researching this topic, I intended to use 

the concepts I learned in my Ethnic Studies graduate classes to write a genealogy of 

black anti-racist social movements in Puerto Rico, the island where I was born and 

raised. My overarching intellectual project has always been to articulate a critical 

understanding of colonialism in Puerto Rico and neo-colonialism in the Hispanic 

Caribbean as something that is not merely imposed from outside through imperialism 

but also reproduced through internal hierarchies of dominance. As I completed my 

M.A. thesis project on race and public housing policies in Puerto Rico, I realized that 

there is a need for in-depth scholarship that deals with the Hispanic Caribbean’s 

complex local structures of white supremacy, and that traces how these were created 

historically and transnationally. There is also an absence of scholarship that critically 

analyzes the way racial subalterns in this part of the world challenged how white 

supremacy in their islands was interrelated with colonialism and imperialism, in part 

by seeking common cause with other black subjects elsewhere, but also by sometimes 

actively disidentifying with them. These are the questions/concerns that led to this 

investigation. 

In Puerto Rico, there are two principal narratives about race and its relation to 

how people think of nationhood. First, there is the dominant narrative which scholars

often refer to as the discourse of the “Great Puerto Rican Family.”1 In the 19th and 20th 
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centuries, creole elites employed the phrase “la Gran Familia Puertorriqueña” (the 

“Great Puerto Rican Family”) to portray Puerto Ricans as a unified and harmonious 

people who achieved a certain kind of racial harmony based on a common history of 

struggle along with the prevalence of miscegenation.2 According to this notion, white 

supremacy only existed during the island’s Spanish colonial past. It should be noted 

here that what typically qualifies as prejudice in Puerto Rico consists of ‘overt’ racism 

in which hostility towards a person based on their racial identity/appearance is openly 

verbalized. Even members of the pro-independence and/or socialist left have 

subscribed to this colorblind formalist assertion by claiming that talking about race 

divides the nation and the working class in the face of colonial capitalism.3 There is 

also a more recent and I would argue more insidious manifestation of this notion 

implicit in contemporary celebrations of Puerto Rico’s African ancestry as one of 

three “roots” comprising the island’s national culture (i.e., the other two being its 

Spanish and Taíno ancestry).4 This kind of multiculturalist rearticulation of the “Gran 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 See Arlene Torres, “La Gran Familia Puertorriqueña ‘Ej Prieta de Beldá’ (The Great Puerto Rican 
Family is Really Really Black),” in Blackness in Latin America and the Caribbean : social dynamics 
and cultural transformations, ed. Norman E. Whitten and Arlene Torres (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1998). 
2 Miriam Jiménez-Román, “Un hombre (negro) del pueblo: Jose Celso Barbosa and the Puerto Rican 
‘Race’ Toward Whiteness,” Centro Journal 7, no. 1-2 (1996): 9. 
3 Rodriguez-Morazzani mentions the importance of Isabelo Zenón’s Cruz’s Narciso descubre su trasero 
and José Luis González’s El país de los cuatro pisos in proving debates about race among Puerto Rico’s 
left in the 1970s, which was typically silent on the subject. See Roberto P.  Rodríguez-Morazzani, 
“Beyond the Rainbow: Mapping the Discourse on Puerto Ricans and “Race” “ Centro Journal 8, no. 1-
2 (1996): 155-56. See also José Luis González, Puerto Rico: the Four-storeyed Country and other 
Essays  (Princeton: M. Wiener Pub., 1993)., and Isabelo Zenón-Cruz, Narciso descubre su trasero: el 
negro en la cultura puertorriqueña, 2 vols. (Humacao, P.R.: Editorial Furidi, 1974).  
4 In her analysis of the official seal of Puerto Rico’s institute of culture, Dávila notes how the Spaniard 
is placed in the center, between the Taíno Indian and black slave. Flanked by galleons with crosses, the 
conquistador holds a book of Spanish grammar. This symbolizes that he is the bearer of Puerto Rico’s 
language, dominant culture and religiosity. Puerto Rico’s black heritage—also referred to as its “third 
root”—is seen as having the least significance. According to Dávila, “this legacy is acknowledged in 
the music and dace genres of bomba and plena and in the carnival masks that are characteristic of the 
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Familia” narrative objectifies the afro-descended Puerto Rican as an object of folklore 

and cultural curiosity. By doing so, it strips her or him of any political agency as a 

racial subaltern subject.5  

The main response to the idea of “the Great Puerto Rican family” has been 

articulated through what I would refer to as the discourse of black recognition. 

Broadly speaking, it portrays the black Puerto Rican subject as a member of a black 

nation within the Puerto Rican nation that is also part of a broader black diaspora that 

was dispersed throughout different parts of the Caribbean and the Atlantic worlds. 

There is ambiguity in this discourse about whether this means that black Puerto Ricans 

are more members of this imagined trans-nation than they are part of the imagined 

Puerto Rican nation. In part, this hesitation stems from the way the discourse of Puerto 

Rican black recognition is responsible for challenging how the colorblind formalist 

ideal of the “Great Puerto Rican family” has imagined the afro-descended subject as 

one that is “obliterated” by his or her cultural and biological miscegenation with the 

white subject.6 Puerto Rico’s black recognitionist discourse also rewrites those of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
coastal towns of Loíza and Ponce…the folklore of these regions has evolved into the embodiment of 
what is “African” for the rest of the island, erasing the Afro-Caribbean aspect of popular culture and 
everyday life.” See Arlene Dávia, Sponsored Identities: Cultural Politics in Puerto Rico  (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1997). 68-71. 
5 For more on this, see Halbert Barton, “The Drum-Dance Challenge: An Anthropological Study of 
Gender, Race, and Class Marginalizations of Bomba in Puerto Rico” (Dissertation, Cornell University, 
1995); Isar Godreau, “La semántica fugitiva de la raza en Puerto Rico,” Revista de Ciencias Sociales 
9(2000). In spite of this, scholars like Raquel Z. Rivera and Jossianna Arroyo have documented the 
complex ways in which race and class subalterns as well as other Latina/os in the U.S. are using the 
genres of bomba and plena to subvert narratives of mestizaje and multiculturalism. For more on that, 
see Raquel. Z.  Rivera, “Will the “Real” Puerto Rican Culture Please Stand Up? Thoughts on Cultural 
Nationalism “ in None of the above: Puerto Ricans in the Global Era, ed. Frances Negrón-Muntaner 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Jossianna Arroyo, ““Roots” or the virtualities of racial 
imaginaries in Puerto Rico and the diaspora,” Latino Studies 8(2010). 
6 I am basing this on Denise Ferrerira da Silva’s interpretation of Brazil’s discourse of “racial 
democracy” as a particular “logic of obliteration.” According to this logic, Brazil’s history is 
eschatological process in which history “obliterated” the black and the indigenous subject through 
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mixed ancestry in the island as black subjects who refuse to see themselves as such. It 

is hard to argue with the claim that there is something alarming about a place where 

the vast majority of people are at least partly descended from black ancestors yet they 

openly disidentify with blackness. I am referring here to the fact that in the last U.S. 

Census, 75.8% of respondents in Puerto Rico self-identified as white whereas 12.4% 

self-identified as black. Only 2.2% self-identified as having “two or more races.”7 The 

discourse of black recognition has done much to point out the prevalence of 

internalized anti-black racism in Puerto Rico, something that is evident in these 

numbers. However, there is also a problem with the claim that all non-white Puerto 

Rican subjects who do not identify as black diasporic subjects are gullible victims of 

the discourse of the “Gran Puerto Rican Family.” As a historical and sociological 

assertion, this interpretation is too facile in that it obviates the many reasons why afro-

descendants in Puerto Rico may or may not disidentify with black diasporic 

subjecthood. It also assumes a purported unity of purpose within that idea of a black 

transnational “we” that may not always be there historically and politically. 

Clearly, the black recognitionist interpretation of Puerto Rican society draws 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
miscegenation and modernization. See Denise Ferreira da Silva, “An introduction: the predicament of 
Brazilian culture,” Social Identities 10, no. 6 (2004)., and Chapter 10 of ———, Toward a Global Idea 
of Race (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007). I argue that a similar logic of obliteration 
exists within Puerto Rico’s ‘Gran Familia’ discourse, particularly in the way it obviates the possibility 
of there being a racial subaltern.  
7 See Census 2010, “Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: Puerto Rico,” U.S. 
Bureau of the Census (Washington, D.C. 2010). Interestingly, the number of people in the island who 
self-identified as “black” actually went up in the past ten years. Compare these results to the Census 
data from 2000, when 80.5% of respondents self-identified as “white” whereas 8% identified as “black.” 
These figures suggest that as with other Latina/os in the United States, Puerto Ricans have a different 
understanding of how categories of race are defined and used in public documents like the U.S. Census. 
For example, the survey did not include a category for “mixed race,” which would have made more 
sense to Puerto Ricans, instead forcing respondents to identify as having a “single” race, or “two or 
more” races. What is interesting though is that forced with the choice of identifying as either white or 
black, nearly four fifths identified as white.  
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heavily from U.S. American black anti-racist politics, in spite of the fact that both 

places have very distinct racial formations. Many of the English-speaking historians 

who have examined the operations of race and racism in the Hispanic Caribbean have 

tended to portray afro-descendants in this part of the world as black subjects 

imprisoned within false ideologies of nationhood. This scholarship has exalted Arturo 

Alfonso Schomburg, the black Puerto Rican pan-Africanist, as the model for an Afro-

Latina/o who found his true black “consciousness.”8 Likewise, there has been much 

interest in recent decades on Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color, who are also 

praised as people that took up arms not only against the Cuban state, but also against 

the nationalist ideal that gave it its legitimacy.9 In the meantime, there has been a 

scarcity of scholarship on race and nation examining Hispanic Caribbean activist 

intellectuals who would have been interpellated as black in the United States because 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 On Schomburg, see for example Lisa Sánchez González, “Modernism and Boricua Literature: A 
Reconsideration of Arturo Schomburg and William Carlos Williams,” American Literary History 13, no. 
2 (2001); Elinor Des Verney Sinnette, Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, Black Bibliophile and Collector: a 
Biography (New York, N.Y.: New York Public Library, 1989); Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, “The 
Migrations of Arturo Schomburg: On Being Antillano, Negro, and Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-
1938,” Journal of American Ethnic History 21, no. 1 (2001); ———, “The World of Arturo Alfonso 
Schomburg,” in The Afro-Latin@ reader: history and culture in the United States, ed. Miriam Jiménez 
Román and Juan Flores (Durham [NC]: Duke University Press, 2010); Jossianna Arroyo, 
“Technologies: Transculturations of Race, Gender and Ethnicity in Arturo Schomburg’s Masonic 
Writings,” Centro Journal 17, no. 1 (2005); Winston James, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: 
Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth Century America  (London: Verso, 1998); ———, “ Afro-
Puerto Rican Radicalism in the United States: Reflections on the Political Trajectories of Arturo 
Schomburg and Jesús Colón,” Centro Journal 8, no. 1-2 (1996).  
9 On Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color, see Silvio Castro-Fernandez, La masacre de los 
Independientes de Color en 1912  (La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 2002)., María de los 
Angeles Meriño-Fuentes, Una vuelta necesaria a mayo de 1912: El alzamiento de los Independientes 
de Color  (La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales (Pinos Nuevos), 2006); Ricardo Rey  Riquenes-
Herrera, 2007. Guantánamo en el vórtice de los Independientes de Color. (Guantánamo: Editorial El 
Mar y la Montaña, 2007); Serafín Portuondo-Linares, El Partido Independientede Color  (La Habana: 
Editorial Cuatro Caminos, 2002 [1950]) as well as chapters on the PIC in Rebecca J. Scott, Degrees of 
freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after slavery  (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2005); Alejandro de la Fuente, A Nation For All: Race, Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth-
Century Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001); Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: 
the Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1995). 
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of how they looked, but did not necessarily identify with a black nationalist identity 

politics.  

Thus, what is usually missing from this historiography is an understanding of 

the complex ways in which afro-descended radicals in the Hispanic Caribbean 

struggled to reconcile a politics of blackness with the anti-colonial and anti-imperial 

projects that seemed urgent to them. This absence perhaps explains why in his history 

of black Caribbean radicalism—which is pioneering in that it compares West Indian 

and Hispanic Caribbean radicals—Winston James asserts that Schomburg was an 

“aberration.” What he means by this is that according to him, most radicals in the 

Spanish speaking parts of the Caribbean exhibited a relative indifference, if not 

aversion, to black nationalism. Instead, these activist intellectuals tended to favor 

unhyphenated socialism.” He states this without explaining in detail why they would 

have eschewed black nationalist politics.10  

This dissertation provides a more nuanced explanation for why black radicals 

in the Hispanic Caribbean had a fraught relationship with the kind of black nationalist 

and internationalist politics that became popular in the English speaking parts of the 

Atlantic. I argue that if we examine the writings of several afro-descended activist 

intellectuals from Cuba and Puerto Rico who became prominent at the turn of the last 

century, it becomes clear that these individuals had a sophisticated understanding of 

black nationalism and internationalism. They carefully considered these currents of 

thought and the social movements and political strategies that came out of them, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 James, “ Afro-Puerto Rican Radicalism in the United States: Reflections on the Political Trajectories 
of Arturo Schomburg and Jesús Colón,” 92-93. 
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weighed whether they could be applied to places in the Caribbean with their own 

unique histories and structural antagonisms.  

 



 

 8 

Introduction- A History of the “Entanglements” of Anti-Racist/Anti-Colonial 
Intellectual Activism In the Hispanic Caribbean 
 
 
  
 
 

I have a different idea of a universal. (Provincialism? Not 
at all, I am not going to entomb myself in some strait 
particularism. But I don’t intend either to become lost in 
fleshless universalism. There are two paths to doom: by 
segregation, by walling yourself up in the particular, or 
by dilution, by thinning off into the emptiness of the 
universal.) It is of a universal rich with all the particulars 
that there are, the deepening of each particular, the co-
existence of them all. –Aimé Césaire, Letter to Maurice 
Thorez (1956) 
 
 
The poetic word of Césaire, the political act of Fanon, led 
us somewhere, authorizing by diversion the necessary 
return to the point where our problems lay in wait for 
us…However, the works that followed negritude and the 
revolutionary theory of Wretched of the Earth are 
universal. They follow the historical curve of the decline 
of decolonization in the world. They illustrate and 
establish the landscape of a zone shared elsewhere. We 
must return to the point from which we started. Diversion 
is not a useful ploy unless it is nourished by reversion: 
not a return for the longing for origins, to some 
immutable state of Being, but a return to the point of 
entanglement, from which we were forcefully turned 
away; that is where we must ultimately put to work the 
forces of creolization, or perish. - Édouard Glissant, Le 
discours antillais (1981) 
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This dissertation provides an intellectual history of the ways Cubans and 

Puerto Ricans of color who participated in anti-colonial/anti-imperial politics at the 

end of the 19th century responded to the continuation of racial hierarchies of power in 

the 20th century. The three main writers I examine are Rafael Serra (1858-1909), a 

black Cuban nationalist intellectual, and Tomás Carrión Maduro (1870-1920) and Luis 

Felipe Dessus (1875-1920), black journalists and literary authors who were active in 

various anti-colonial movements and political parties in Puerto Rico between the 

1890s and the 1910s. These were radicals who agitated for the decolonization of the 

Hispanic Caribbean as they also criticized white supremacy in their islands, which 

they saw as concomitant with the colonial and imperial forces they opposed.1 What 

makes them interesting to study is that in spite of their incisive anti-racist critiques, 

they were reluctant to endorse the kind of black internationalist, pan-Africanist politics 

that gained adherents in the United States, the West Indies, and other parts of the 

English speaking Atlantic world at the turn of the last century.2 Here, I argue that the 

                                                
1 About my use of the term “white supremacy,” Fredrickson defines it as “the attitudes, ideologies, and 
policies associated with the rise of blatant forms of white or European dominance over ‘nonwhite’ 
populations. In other words, it involves the making of invidious distinctions of a socially crucial kind 
that are based primarily, if not exclusively, on physical characteristics and ancestry.” I borrow this 
concept to denote the discourses, practices, and policies that provided advantages to white peninsulares 
and criollos in the Hispanic Caribbean colonies and created structural economic, educational, and 
political disadvantages for nonwhites that survived well into the 20th and 21st centuries. See George M. 
Fredrickson, White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American and South African History (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1981). xi. 
2 By black internationalism, I am referring to struggles that subscribed to an idea of a common black 
racial subalternity and a concerted vision of black liberation. According to West and Martin, “black 
internationalism is a product of consciousness, that is, the conscious interconnection and interlocution 
of black struggles across man-made and natural boundaries…from the outset, black internationalism 
envisioned a circle of universal emancipation, unbroken in space and time. See Michael O. West and 
William G. Martin, “Contours of the Black International,” in From Toussaint to Tupac: the Black 
International Since the Age of Revolution, ed. Michael O. West, William G. Martin, and Fanon Che 
Wilkins (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 1. Pan-Africanism was a specific kind 
of black internationalism that sought to cement bonds of cooperation and communication between Afro-
descendants around the globe. Its aim, in other words, was to formalize a black internationalist 
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reason for this was not that they were tricked by “colorblind” or “racially fraternal” 

discourses of nationhood. Instead, as activists who sought a way to dismantle 

structural racism, colonialism, and imperialism simultaneously, they struggled to 

reconcile black internationalist politics with dominant ideas of Cuban and Puerto 

Rican nationhood and Latin American pan-nationhood. These were ideas that were 

essential to their radical projects since the 19th century in that they had been effective 

in mobilizing Hispanic Caribbeans of color like themselves against colonialism and 

imperialism.3   

Historicizing “entanglements”  
(a theoretical methodology) 

 
 Central to the contribution that this dissertation makes is the theoretical lens 

that guides its analysis. Part of what this intellectual history does is trace exactly how 

the activist intellectuals it examines came to identify as “black” political subjects 

relationally, transnationally, and intersectionally. By this, I mean in relation to other 
                                                                                                                                       
solidarity and commitment through pan-Africanist organizations and conferences that existed from 
1900 onwards. For more on this, see Chapter Two.  
3 The idea of “Latin America” also emerged in the late 19th century alongside black internationalism. It 
shaped how people born in former Spanish American colonies came to see themselves as part of a pan-
nation with a common history of resistance against Spanish colonialism and later, the U.S. Empire. This 
discourse was preceded by a middle 19th century discourse of “Latin” raciality by which white creole 
attempted to counter the discourse “Anglo-Saxon” racial superiority that enabled U.S. and British 
Imperialism. By the 1880s-1890s, intellectuals like José Martí who rejected biological racialism 
attempted to divorce this idea from the idea of a common race between Latin America sand instead 
argued that it was their unique “mestizo” culture that made those born in the region a special kind of 
“people.” The main difference between black internationalism and Latin American pan-nationalism is 
that the former understood a condition of racial subaltern diasporicity to be the “glue” that united black 
peoples whereas. Latin American internationalism, on the other hand, claimed that there was a common 
experience and destiny between nation that were imagined as racially and culturally white. In a way 
then, there was an intrinsic tension between the two ideas in the way they were originally racialized. For 
a brief but detailed explanation of the emergence of Latin Americanism, see Aims McGuiness, 
“Searching for Latin America: Race and Sovereignty in the Amercas in the 1850s,” in Race and Nation 
in Modern Latin America, ed. Nancy P. Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson, and Karin Alejandra 
Rosemblatt (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003).Also see Walter Mignolo, The Idea 
of Latin America (Malden, MA ; Oxford: Blackwell Pub., 2005). and Arturo Ardao, América Latina y la 
latinidad  (México, D.F. : UNAM, 1993). 
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racialized subjects (e.g., creole whites, peninsular Spaniards, white Americans, 

African Americans, and other Caribbeans racialized differently, for example, Haitians) 

who traversed distinct political spaces with unique racial projects. I also pay attention 

to the ways these activist intellectuals negotiated how ideas of race and racial 

subalternity were redefined in relation to dominant ideas about nationhood and 

ethnicity. They also engaged how the racialized nation was gendered as a large-scale 

family in which white, lettered men were deemed to be its patriarchs while women and 

people of color in general were cast as their feminized and infantilized subordinates. 

Thus, this dissertation takes as a central premise that there is no fixed, timeless, a 

priori way of being a “black,” “white,” or even “Latina/o” or “Latin American” 

subject. Neither is there a predetermined black “consciousness” that is there, waiting 

to be attained. Rather, as a work of intellectual history influenced by Caribbean 

poststructuralist theory, this study traces how the Afro-descended activist intellectuals 

it writes into history struggled to reconcile their ideas about blackness as a potentially 

useful political identity with dominant discourses of nationhood, pan-nationhood, and 

republicanism, which they believed could mobilize people towards the creation of a 

liberal cosmopolitan telos.  

 In order to adequately capture the protean quality of black and mulatto 

attempts to reconcile anti-colonialism with anti-racism in the Hispanic Caribbean,  

I employ the term “entanglement.” I use this keyword to denote a kind of onto-

political predicament that people like Serra, Carrión, and Dessus confronted as they 

struggled to square two seemingly irreconcilable dimensions of their identities. On one 

end, they identified as a members of nations that creole elites had imagined as 
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communities in which race no longer mattered. In the case of Cuba, this discourse 

became so central to the preservation of the early Cuban republic that in 1910, its 

senate passed the infamous “Morúa Amendment” that banned the existence of political 

parties comprised exclusively of members of one race. The objective of this law was 

to criminalize the creation of Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color, an all black and 

mulatto political party founded in 1908.4 What distinguishes radicals like Serra, 

Carrión, and Dessus is that they attempted to redefine their nations to make them 

compatible with sub-national black anti-racist politics. At the same time, they also 

sought to redefine black internationalism as something that was compatible with 

multi-racial anti-colonial/anti-imperial struggles.  

The kinds of “entanglements” that I am referring to here between nationhood 

and racial subalternity are different from what Du Bois referred to as “double 

consciousness.” Entanglement implies that there are serious limitations to how the 

Afro-descendant can reconcile his national and racial ontologies.5 It is not simply a 

matter of the black subject stepping out of her “veil” to see herself/himself as a distinct 

black woman or man, independent of how whites see her through what Paget Henry –

in reference to DuBois’ double consciousness—refers to as a “potentiated second 

sight.”6 The concept of entanglement I use here implies that there is no complete, 

                                                
4 I am referring here to the Partido Independiente de Color (PIC). For more on the PIC, see below.  
5 In this sense, my analysis here differs from Gilroy’s analysis in The Black Atlantic, which relies on his 
updated version of Du Bois’ idea of double consciousness as its theoretical lynchpin. See Paul Gilroy, 
The black Atlantic: modernity and double consciousness  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1993). 
6 The famous passage in which Du Bois introduces the concept of “double consciousness” and its “veil” 
reads:  

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the 
Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 
American world,—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets 
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attainable, rooted “black consciousness” which is the opposite of a false “double” 

consciousness.7 Instead of attempting to reconcile conflicting consciousnesses, the 

Cuban and Puerto Rican racial subaltern subject is trapped in a kind of tug of war 

between a longing for an identity that is rooted within a specific community imagined 

as a nation, a pan-nation, or a diaspora and yet at the same time, a sense that she/he 

does not and has never fit neatly within those constructs given how they have been 

imagined and represented discursively.8  

The concept of “entanglement” I use here is a modified version of that which 

appears briefly and almost mysteriously in Édouard Glissant’s Le discours antillais. 

                                                                                                                                       
him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, 
this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes 
of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, 
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose 
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. 

See W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of Our Spiritual Strivings (from: The Souls of Black Folk),” in W. E. B. 
Du Bois: a Reader, ed. David Levering Lewis (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), 29.  
7 According to Henry’s analysis of Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness:  

The categoric transformation represented by second sight was very much a double-
edged sword. On one side it guards against the achieving of true self-consciousness 
by Africana subjects, and on the other it can give the latter very special access and 
insight into the dehumanizing “will to power” of the European imperial subject. This 
peculiar insight, which I am calling potentiated second sight, is a crucial link between 
the transcendental and the ethical dimensions of Du Bois’s phenomenology. The 
potentiating of second sight is always a latent possibility in the racialized and divided 
self-consciousness of the Africana subject. This possibility can be activated in two 
basic ways: first through the recovery of a significant measure of first sight, that is, 
the ability to see one’s self as an African as opposed to “the negro” that the white 
mind was constantly producing and projecting. This ability to see one’s self as an 
African will depend upon one’s ability to creatively uproot the “blackface” stereotype, 
and to reconstruct self and world within the creative codes of African discourses and 
symbols. To the extent that an individual or group is able to do this, they will have an 
alternative space from which to see through and critique the imposed “negro” 
stereotype. 

See Paget Henry, “Africana Phenomenology: Its Philosophical Implications,” C. L. R. James 
Journal, 11, no. 1 (2005). 
8 Neither does the Afro-descended Hispanic Caribbean subject possess a kind of “triple consciousness,” 
(i.e., as a “Latina/o,” a “black subject” and as an “American”), at least one that is resolvable through a 
“potentiated” second or third sight, to borrow from Paget Henry’s phrase. See Miriam Jiménez Román 
and Juan Flores, “Triple-Consciousness? Approaches to Afro-Latino Culture in the United States,” 
Latin American and Caribbean Ethnic Studies 4, no. 3 (2009). 
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There, the Martinican poet claims that “we must return to the point from which we 

started. Diversion is not an useful ploy unless it is nourished by reversion: not a return 

to the longing for origins, to some immutable state of Being, but a return to the point 

of entanglement, from which we were forcefully turned away.”9 Glissant here writes 

against the negritude movement in Martinique which posited that the majority of the 

island’s population belonged to a black diaspora that was stripped of its right to exist 

as a collection of black subjects with their own unique histories of struggle. He resists 

against casting the Martinican or Caribbean subject as an errant Afro-descendant with 

the capacity to reinstate his ontological agency by identifying as a black subject and 

expressing himself as such. For Glissant, the créole subject—which in his work 

denotes an “Antillean” whose identity is as jumbled and complicated as the French 

créole dialect is—is caught in what Michael Dash has called a “dialectic of withdrawal 

and return,” forever trapped in that place of ontological vacuity, or rather caught inside 

an entanglement between a sense of rootedness and a sense of placelessness.10 Thus, 

the créole Caribbean has no “point of origin” that will provide her with the basis of a 

politics of liberation, but rather a “point of entanglement,” a state of being in which 

she fleetingly experiences a sense “rootedness” that is not really rooted, but that is not 

its opposite either.11 That in-betweeness leads that subject to produce unique and 

dynamic engagements and rearticulations of ideas about both rootedness and its 
                                                
9 Édouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, trans. Michael Dash, CARAF books 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1989). 26. 
10 Ibid., xix. 
11 A quick note about terminology: créole (i.e., in French, particularly in the original text by Glissant) is 
not to be confused with the Spanish word criollo or the English word Creole. The former term denotes a 
subject that is of mixed ancestry, usually African, European and possible indigenous Taíno or Carib. 
The latter two denote people who were born in the American colonies, regardless of race. Later on, I 
use the term “creole elite” which refers to the “lettered” and landowning criollos that dominated the 
local economic and political spheres in Puerto Rico in the 19th and 20th centuries.  
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opposite, “diversality.”12 In other words, the créole is neither universal, nor rooted or 

provincial, or even “hybrid,” but is instead caught in a dynamic state of in-betweeness.  

Thus, this study conceives the Cuban and Puerto Rican Afro-descendant’s 

search for a radical anti-racist and anti-colonial political ontology as one that is forever 

caught between what Glissant would call “reversion” (i.e., to rootedness) and its 

opposite, “diversion.” Radical anti-colonial/anti-racist activist intellectuals like Serra, 

Carrión, and Dessus thought, felt, and spoke through an incessant dialectic of 

withdrawal and return, identification and disidentification with “root” identities based 

on nationhood, raciality, diasporicity, etc. Thus, with this theorization in mind, this 

dissertation traces not so much how these Afro-descended intellectuals from the 

Hispanic Caribbean expressed themselves as “Cubans,” “Puerto Ricans” or “blacks,” 

but rather how they identified and disidentified with these political ontologies. By the 

same token, it delineates how they partly-succeeded and partly-failed in rewriting the 

dominant discourses of both Hispanic Caribbean nationhood and black diasporicity 

that interpellated them.  

In order to write this kind of history of onto-political “entanglements,” this 

dissertation examines the ideas that Serra, Carrión, Dessus and others produced not 

only as authors/activists that physically travelled across borders but also as consumers 

and producers of knowledges that crossed geographic as well as linguistic boundaries. 

Thus, a history of the entanglements of these Hispanic Caribbean activist intellectuals 

involves a great deal of attention to translation, not just in terms of literally translating 

                                                
12 In Glissant’s work, “diversality” encompasses diasporicity but is not limited to such a narrow and 
loaded concept. He comes up with this new term to divorce it from the connotation that terms such as 
“diaspora” and pan-nation carry.  
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between English and Spanish but also in terms of how ideas are exchanged across 

places and cultural contexts.  

The sources that this intellectual history draws from consist of essays, 

newspaper articles, editorial work, personal correspondence, and literary works (e.g., 

short stories, chronicles, poems, and even essays of literary criticism) written by or 

about Serra, Carrión, and Dessus. I analyze passages that give us a window into how 

these historical actors attempted to refashion dominant discourses of race, nationhood, 

and pan-nationhood to suit their political ends, which in most cases involved crafting a 

politics of anti-colonialism that would simultaneously dismantle white supremacy. 

Seeing these people as not just writers or journalists but also as political actors seeking 

to activate the communities they came from in part by using rhetoric as an instrument 

for social mobilization, I read between the lines of both what they wrote as well as 

what is either implied or noticeably absent in their texts. Also, taking these individuals 

as intellectuals who often changed their positions and who often contradicted 

themselves, I also look within these passages for indications of the conversations that 

they continued to have with themselves, so to speak. In other words, I attempt to write 

an intellectual history of both the patterns and changes in their ideas and of the aporias 

of political thought and strategy they encountered.  

Between “Afro” and “Latina/o” 

This dissertation bridges Latina/o and Latin American Studies with Africana 

studies, or at least put these fields in conversation with each other. Scholarship on race 

in Latin America and among Latina/os in the United States has offered us new ways of 

comprehending how white supremacy operates in the Spanish and Portuguese 
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speaking Americas, with a particular focus on how ideas of nationhood marginalize 

Afro-descended racial subalterns.13 At the same time, Africana scholarship has 

provided us with a more complex understanding of how the idea of a “black diaspora,” 

like the idea of nation, is a construct that has been “forged” transcolonially and 

transnationally through intellectual and cultural exchanges and “translations.” Recent 

scholarship concentrating on black transcolonial and transnational connections in the 

Atlantic has elucidated the ways the idea of a black “diaspora” itself has multiple 

meanings to different Afro-descendants, depending on the contexts they come from 

and the different ways they see black internationalist politics as relevant to their 

lives.14 This dissertation applies these insights to the study of Hispanic Caribbean 

Afro-Latina/os to show that at the time that the ideas of Latin America and Latinidad 

as well as “blackness” were forming, there were many ways of being a black Latina/o 

political subject. It also pays attention to how these early attempts at activating an 

Afro-Latina/o or Afro-Latin American political subjectivity were processes of social 

construction, contestation, appropriation, and rearticulation, that is, of the ideas about 

race and nationhood circulating through different parts of the Atlantic at the time.   

                                                
13 Although many scholars use Afro-Latina/o interchangeably with the term Afro-Latin American, as 
Flores and Jiménez stress, there is an important distinction between Afro-descendants living in places 
such as Brazil, Cuba, or Mexico, and Afro-descended Latinos living within the United States. That is 
why I second their effort to create a distinction between these two terms. See the introduction to Miriam 
Jiménez-Román and Juan Flores, The Afro-Latin@ reader: History and Culture in the United States  
(Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2010). 
14 See for example Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the 
Rise of Black internationalism  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003); Frank Andre 
Guridy, Forging diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African Americans in a World of Empire and Jim Crow 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Sara E. Johnson, The Fear of French Negroes: 
Transcolonial Collaboration in the Revolutionary Americas (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2012); Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy  
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004); Robin D.G. Kelley and Tiffany Ruby Patterson, 
“Unfinished Migrations: Reflections on the African Diaspora and the Making of the Modern World,” 
African Studies Review 43, no. 1 (2000). 
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For decades now, scholars who study Afro-descendants in Latin America have 

debated the effects that discourses of nationhood based on celebrations of mestizaje 

and racial fraternity have had on the lives of blacks and mulattos in this vast and 

complicated region. Before the 1960s, scholars of race in Latin America typically 

represented countries such as Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, etc. as a places where 

Afro-descendants were treated more benignly than in other parts of the continent that 

had once been French or English colonies.15 After the emergence of the Civil Rights 

and Black Power movements in the United States, scholars of race in Latin America 

began to problematize the idea of racial democracy.16 In the last two decades, some 

scholars have reassessed how that revisionist scholarship relies on a dichotomy 

between what it presumes to be a “false” consciousness (i.e., each country’s discourse 

of nationhood via racial fraternity and/or mestizaje) and a “true” consciousness (i.e., 

                                                
15 The concept of racial democracy—or “democracia racial” in Portuguese—originated in Brazil in the 
1930s, thanks in part to the influence of Gilberto Freyre’s 1933 influential book Casa Grande & 
Senzala (The Masters and the Slaves). Later on, Frank Tannenbaum reinforced the idea that the concept 
applied to all of Latin America and not just Brazil with the publication of Slave and Citizen: the Negro 
in the Americas in 1946. There, he argued that in comparison to slavery in the British colonies, slavery 
in the Portuguese and Spanish colonies had been more benevolent towards slaves. This was used to 
support the argument that Latin America as a whole had a more tolerant and more racially mixed 
society that was solely divided by class and not race, thanks in part to its purportedly different history of 
slavery. See Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (Chicago, Ill.: Pluto Press, 1997). 50. 
Today, these ideas have been almost completely discredited not only by scholars who have looked at 
the existence of white supremacy in Latin American countries but also by historians who have shown 
that slaves were treated as harshly in Brazil and in other parts of the region. See for example Carl N. 
Degler, Neither Black nor White: Slavery and Race Relations in Brazil and the United States  (New 
York,: Macmillan, 1971). In spite of the numerous critiques of it in the academy, the idea of “racial 
democracy” continues to shape how people in the region think about race and racism. See Ariel E. 
Dulitzky, “A Region in Denial: Racial Discrimination and Racism in Latin America,” in Neither 
enemies nor friends : Latinos, Blacks, Afro- Latinos, ed. Anani Dzidzienyo and Suzanne Oboler (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 
16 “Racial democracy” refers to the 20th century belief that countries in the Latin American region were 
able to escape racism and discrimination, especially as they became liberal republics. See for example 
Leslie B. Rout, The African Experience in Spanish America, 1502 to the Present Day (Cambridge ; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1976). According to the book’s introduction by Miriam 
Jiménez and Juan Flores, “Rout had clearly political concerns, no doubt prompted by the Civil Rights 
and Black Power movements that rocked the very foundations of U.S. society.” See p. vi.    
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the realization that Afro-descendants are inherently “black” subjects as opposed to 

national ones). For example, the Brazilian critical race philosopher Denise Ferreira da 

Silva has critiqued what she refers to as the “carioca school” (i.e., the movement of 

Brazilian scholars that began to critique the idea of racial democracy in their country) 

for assuming that racial democracy hampers the emergence of a black self-

consciousness. She prefers approaches that look at race and racism in Brazil by 

examining the ways national and racial narratives function as productive strategies of 

power that symbolically produce the Brazilian black subject and her/his subjection.17 

This dissertation is modeled after studies that are critical of celebrations of discourses 

of mestizaje, racial fraternity, and racial democracy but that at the same time resist 

calling on the individual and collective fulfillment of “black consciousness” as the 

antidote to these ideas.  

One of the places in Latin America that has received the most attention when it 

comes to studying the intersections of race and nationhood is Cuba. Scholars have 

published dozens of books and articles on the effect that Cuba’s discourse of 

nationhood via racial fraternity has had on black anti-racist politics. One of the most 

cited works on the subject is Aline Helg’s Our Rightful Share. There, the author 

examines how what she calls the “myth of racial fraternity” created an environment 

that discouraged, and ultimately criminalized, race based claims for social justice. In A 

Nation for All, Alejandro de la Fuente takes a slightly different approach by arguing 

that this “myth,” although certainly limiting and problematic, also opened up avenues 

                                                
17 Denise Ferreira da Silva, “An Introduction: the Predicament of Brazilian culture,” Social Identities 10, 
no. 6 (2004): 729. 
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for black and mulato Cubans to challenge white supremacy through the liberal politics 

of the state.18 In this dissertation, I purposely avoid claiming that Cuba’s dominant 

discourse of nationhood is tantamount to a kind of false ideology or myth that limits 

the political agency of Afro-descendants and that alienates them from a proper “black 

consciousness.”19 Instead, this work takes discourses of nationhood to be 

battlegrounds of meaning in which Afro-descendants attempted to redefine what 

nationhood was and who it served as they also pondered on whether or not they were 

part of a black diaspora, and if so, how this would better the lives of Cubans of color 

who were not just racial subalterns but also colonial and class subalterns as well. In 

doing so, my analysis differs from De la Fuente’s in that I resist the temptation of 

celebrating instances in which black and mulatto Cubans attempted to use the idea of 

                                                
18 See Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: the Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912  (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995). and Alejandro de la Fuente, A Nation for All: Race, 
Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth-Century Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2001). 
19 On this point, Pappademos makes the following critical commentary in regards to historiographies of 
race, racism, and anti-racism in Cuba, which illustrates the kind approach that this dissertation carefully 
avoids:  

More recent studies show that although civic participation and the mobility narratives 
have ongoing significance for Cuban race relations history and for the construction of 
an inclusive national identity, nationalism should be interrogated in its own right. By 
analyzing the relationship between nationalism and eugenicist theories and policies, 
as well as antiblack violence and blacks’ strategic adoption of the racelessness ideal, 
students of race in the republic have brought into relief the implications and 
limitations of nationalism in historical narratives; they recover the history of black 
political discourses and their relations with dominant racialist ideals, thereby 
assigning the African-descended greater agency. Yet these revisions, though welcome, 
have drawn, perhaps too heavily, on a conceptualization of strict racial consciousness, 
which presumes an analytic continuum of state and elite racialist policies at one end 
and overt, racially conscious activism on the other. This more closely models the U.S. 
context, where, despite a history of socioeconomic complexity, the politics of 
integration and separation, marginality and domination--spatial relationships that 
emphasize an analytic of core-versus-peripheral identities--still dominate the lexicon 
of racial politics. Conceptions of racial sensibilities in these ways, as polarized, and as 
the overriding component of worldview, are influential in much of the recent 
literature on race in republican Cuba. See Melina Pappademos, Black Political 
Activism and the Cuban Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2011). 7. 
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Cuba’s alleged racial fraternity to gain individual and collective inclusion in the early 

20th century Cuban nation-state. As I argue here, the question of whether or not 

Cubans of color could successfully appropriate discourses of nationhood to dismantle 

white supremacy is not so simple. If we go by studies on race in contemporary Cuba, 

we know that a white supremacist social structure is still firmly intact there, in spite of 

over a century of proclamations about the country’s supposedly colorblind national 

ethos combined with decades of communist governance.20 Although I agree with De la 

Fuente that it is important for historians to examine how Cubans of color attempted to 

use nationhood as an instrument for liberation, I also believe that it is important to 

document the dead ends that activist intellectuals encountered when they tried to wield 

the idea of nationhood via racial fraternalism against structural white supremacy in 

Cuba.  

This focus on historicizing “entanglements” also shapes the way I write about 

race and nationhood in Puerto Rico. Already, several authors have critically analyzed 

the way Puerto Rico’s 19th and early 20th century discourse of nationhood created the 

popular notion that there is no significant racism in the island. Prejudice, as Tomás 

Blanco claimed in 1937, was a matter of interpersonal dislike while structural racism 

and white privilege was something that supposedly existed in the United States only.21 

In the last two decades, some scholars have challenged the notion that Puerto Rico 
                                                
20 For more on the persistence of white supremacy in contemporary Cuba, see Mark Q. Sawyer, Racial 
Politics in Post-Revolutionary Cuba  (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Pedro Pérez 
Sarduy and Jean Stubbs, Afro-Cuban Voices: on Race and Identity in Contemporary Cuba (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2000); Andrea E. Morris, Afro-Cuban Identity in Post-Revolutionary Novel 
and Film (Lanham, Md.: Bucknell University Press, 2011); Sarah A. Blue, “The Erosion of Racial 
Equality in the Context of Cuba’s Dual Economy,” Latin American Politics and Society 49, no. 3 
(2007). 
21 Tomás Blanco, El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico, 3a ed., Colección Obras completas de Tomás 
Blanco (Río Piedras, P.R.: Ediciones Huracán, 1985). 
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achieved the status of a racial democracy. For example, Arlene Torres claims that in 

the early 20th century, symbols of nationhood combined with discourses of mestizaje 

(i.e., miscegenation) and blanqueamiento (whitening) produced a paradoxical yet 

powerful symbolic order that privileges whiteness over non-whiteness and renders the 

black subject as one that can only exist outside the nation.22 This dissertation seconds 

this critique. I wish to further complicate it by exploring how Puerto Rican anti-racist 

activist intellectuals wrestled with what to do with the idea of nation, given its 

problems but also its usefulness as an instrument of mobilizing people against U.S. 

colonialism.  

A significant part of my study also examines how black and mullatto anti-

racist intellectuals in the Hispanic Caribbean grappled with ideas of pan-nationhood 

and pan-ethnicity. In recent decades, scholars of race in the Spanish and Portuguese 

speaking parts of the Americas have also unpacked the idea of “Latin America” itself. 

They have traced how it emerged out of an effort by creole elites to center whiteness 

as an ideal and non-whiteness as something that would and should be obliterated 

through miscegenation and cultural “modernization.”23 Similarly, scholars studying 

Latina/os in the United States have also begun to question the usefulness of the idea of 

Latinidad in the United States as a pan-ethnic label. For instance, in a recent book, 

Cristina Beltrán argues that the ideal of Latina/o unity is not only overly reductive, but 

                                                
22 Arlene Torres, “La Gran Familia Puertorriqueña ‘Ej Prieta de Beldá’ (The Great Puerto Rican Family 
is Really Really Black),” in Blackness in Latin America and the Caribbean : social dynamics and 
cultural transformations, ed. Norman E. Whitten and Arlene Torres (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1998). 
23 See Arturo Ardao, Génesis de la idea y el nombre de América Latina, Colección Enrique Bernardo 
Núñez (Caracas, Venezuela: Centro de Estudios Latinoamericanos Rómulo Gallegos, 1980); ———, 
América Latina y la latinidad; Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America. 
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also potentially harmful to the interests of Latina/os as a whole. She prefers to see a 

different kind of Latinidad, one that acts as a verb and not a noun, in other words, as a 

practice that is contingent and continual, and that involves contested and negotiated 

processes of coalition-making between Latina/os with different positionalities and 

interests. This dissertation expands on this reconceptualization of Latinidad by 

considering how anti-racist, anti-colonial, and anti-imperial activist intellectuals in the 

Hispanic Caribbean weighed the benefits and pitfalls of Antillean and Latin-American 

pan-nationalisms as they simultaneously debated the usefulness of black 

internationalist ideas and strategies for their causes.  

This work is also in conversation with recent Africana and Caribbean Studies 

scholarship that has reassessed the meaning and political effectiveness of the idea of a 

black “diaspora.” As Ben Vinson informs us, the phrase “African Diaspora” emerged 

in the 1950s and 60s as an alternative to the framing of blackness in pan-Africanist 

politics, which tended to homogenize the diversity of experiences of the different 

black subjects comprised within black internationalism. However, “these early 

conceptualizations of the African Diaspora did not materialize as anticipated. Lacking 

a tight definition, the concept’s fluidity has encouraged numerous re-readings.”24 For 

Tiffany Ruby Patterson and Robin D. G. Kelley, diasporic identities are constructed 

and reproduced in ways that transcend the narrow definition that has been traditionally 

given to the term. According to these two authors, the linkages that tie the diaspora 

together are not inevitable but are rather always historically constituted. Thus, what 

                                                
24 Ben Vinson III, “Introduction: African (Black) Diaspora History, Latin American History,” The 
Americas 63, no. 1 (2006): 5. 
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people refer to as the African diaspora is actually both a process and a condition, yet it 

also functions as something that is invoked for particular political ends, at the same 

time that the way the concept is typically used hides that fact.25 Thus, just as there is a 

need for studies that understand diaspora to be something that is more fluid, open, 

dynamic, there is also urgency for scholarship that “provincializes” the U.S.-centric 

tendencies of African diaspora studies, to borrow Chakrabarty’s term.26  

In recent years, some scholars have pursued innovative approaches that capture 

how black diasporicity has been historically made and remade across colonial and 

national borders through processes of translation of political ideas and negotiation of 

identities. Brent Hayes Edward’s The Practice of Diaspora exemplifies this kind of 

work. What is significant about this book is how it examines the ways black 

internationalism emerged out of correspondences and translations across geopolitical 

and linguistic borders as racial subalterns in different parts of the Atlantic negotiated 

what blackness was to them and how it ought to be used politically.27 In spite of these 

advances, most studies that resemble Edwards’ book in their approach deal primarily 

with English and French speaking afrodescendants. Thus, to this day, there is still a 

great need for studies that examine how blackness is negotiated between the United 

States and the Hispanic Caribbean. Recent works by people such as Brock, Guridy, 

Mirabal, Hoffnung-Garskoff, James, and Johnson are beginning to fill that gap.28 

                                                
25 Kelley and Patterson, “Unfinished Migrations: Reflections on the African Diaspora and the Making 
of the Modern World.” 
26 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
27 Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora. 
28 Lisa Brock, “Back to the Future: African Americans and Cuba in the Time(s) of Race,” Contributions 
in Black Studies 12, no. 1 (1994); Guridy, Forging Diaspora; Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “De aquí, de allá: 
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However, given the contextual and historically contingent nature of the way ideas of 

black diasporicity are negotiated, these studies have only begun to scratch the surface 

of the multiple ways in which Afro-descendants from places like Cuba and Puerto 

Rico both identified and disidentified with black internationalism at different points of 

the region’s history.  

Although this dissertation deals with a limited number of black and mulatto 

activist intellectuals from the Hispanic Caribbean whose political imagination 

traversed the US/Caribbean divide, it also highlights unique differences in the way 

each of these individuals engaged these questions. One of the main contributions of 

this work then is precisely how it pays attention to those subtle nuances. 

Why Cuba and Puerto Rico?  
 
Lastly, I would like to clarify why this study deals with both Cuban and Puerto 

Rican anti-racist/anti-colonial activist intellectuals. As I began to think about how I 

could write a dissertation on black anti-racist politics in Puerto Rico, it became clear to 

me that the only way to adequately historicize the interplay between ideas of 

nationhood and racial subalternity in the island was to employ a transnational/ 

relational framework that traced who the intellectuals I wanted to look at were in 

conversation with. Due to the influence that Cuba’s anti-colonial struggle had in 

                                                                                                                                       
Race, Empire, and Nation in the Making of Cuban Migrant Communities in New York and Tampa, 
1823-1924” (Dissertation, University of Michigan, 2001); ———, “Spripting Race, Finding Place: 
African Americans, Afro-Cubans, and the Diasporic Imaginary in the United State,” in Neither Enemies 
Nor Friends: Latinos, Blacks, Afro-Latinos, ed. Anani Dzidzienyo and Suzanne Oboler (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, “The Migrations of Arturo Schomburg: On Being 
Antillano, Negro, and Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-1938,” Journal of American Ethnic History 21, 
no. 1 (2001); ———, “To Sbolish the Law of Castes: Merit, Manhood and the Problem of Color in the 
Puerto Rican Liberal Movement, 1873–92,” Social History 36, no. 3 (2011); Winston James, Holding 
Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth Century America  (London: 
Verso, 1998); Johnson, The Fear of French Negroes: Transcolonial Collaboration in the Revolutionary 
Americas. 
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Puerto Rico’s affairs as Spain’s only other American colony at the time, it became 

clear to me that I would have to pay attention to the triangular exchange of ideas about 

race and nationhood between both of these islands and the communities of Hispanic 

Caribbean émigrés in the east coast of the United States. In spite of the geographical 

distance between Cuba and Puerto Rico and the geopolitical iron curtain that still 

separates Puerto Ricans and Cubans from each other, people still tend to refer to both 

islands as “two wings of the same dove.” Although this phrase is sometimes wrongly 

attributed to José Martí, it originally appeared in a Puerto Rican poet named Lola 

Rodríguez de Tió in New York in 1893.29 In a way, this poem allegorizes Tió’s life as 

a political émigré who was twice banished from Puerto Rico, leading her to move to 

New York.30 There, Tió collaborated with Cuban separatist leaders like José Martí and 

with other Puerto Rican émigrés like Sotero Figueroa and Arturo Alfonso Schomburg 

in their search for an end to colonialism in both islands. Together, they contributed to 

the creation of the Partido Revolucionario Cubano and its “Puerto Rico section” that 

was financed by both Cuban and Puerto Rican community groups and workers’ 

associations.31 This is why Puerto Rico’s flag is nearly identical to Cuba’s: it was 

adopted by the Puerto Rican Revolutionary Committee in 1892 in New York to signal 

their solidarity with Cuba’s separatist community. 

I mention this history in order to provide some context for the way the anti-

                                                
29 See Lola Rodríguez de Tió, “A Cuba,” in Mi libro de Cuba (Habana: La Moderna, 1893). 
30 Edna Acosta-Belén, “Lola Rodríguez de Tió and the Puerto Rican Struggle for Freedom,” in Latina 
Legacies: Identity, Biography, and Community, ed. Vicki Ruíz and Virginia Sánchez Korrol (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
31 For more on this, see Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “‘No Country But the One We Must Fight For’: The 
Emergence of an Antillean Nation and Community in New York City, 1860-1901,” in Mambo 
Montage: the Latinization of New York, ed. Arlene M. Dávila Agustín Laó-Montes (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2001). 
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colonial intellectuals that this dissertation examines were part of a fluid exchange of 

ideas, strategies, tactics, and bodies between Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the United States. 

There is no denying that each island had distinct racial and national projects 

corresponding to each place’s history of colonialism and slavery. For example, in 

early 19th century Cuba, Spanish authorities and creole elites grouped together black 

and mulatto Cubans under the category, the so-called “classes of color.” In Puerto 

Rico, such a term was rarely, if ever, used. Also, there were no black and mulatto 

mutual aid societies, and by the same token, Puerto Rico never had anything 

equivalent to Cuba’s Directorio Central de las Sociedades de la Raza de Color.32 

Another important difference was that in 19th century Puerto Rico, slavery played a 

less prominent role than it did in Cuba. After the Haitian Revolution, Cuban slave 

plantations replaced Saint Domingue’s plantations as the places where most of 

Europe’s sugar was grown and processed. From 1800 to 1850, as many as half a 

million slaves were forcibly brought to Cuba to work whereas in Puerto Rico, the 

number was only fifty thousand.33 Also, slavery was abolished in Puerto Rico in 1873, 

whereas in Cuba it was abolished in 1884. This does not mean that racism was more 

benign in Puerto Rico than in Cuba, as some 20th century authors argued.34 However, 

it does partly explain why most Afro-descended Puerto Ricans in the 19th century—

most of whom were not born slaves—did not feel compelled to go to fight for a 
                                                
32 The Directorio was a nationwide, black and mulatto pro-civil rights organization that existed between 
1878 and 1893. They won various cases in the Spain’s Supreme Court that began to dismantle de jure 
racist practices in Cuba. See Oilda Hevia Lanier, El directorio central de las sociedades negras en 
Cuba (1886-1894)  (Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1996). 
33 See Luis A. Figueroa, Sugar, Slavery, and Freedom in Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 73. Another fact worthy of note is that by 1850, Cuba 
exported ten times more sugar than Puerto Rico. See: Frank Moya Pons, History of the Caribbean : 
Plantations, Trade, and War in the Atlantic world  (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2007). 235. 
34 Blanco, El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico. 
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separatist cause that also nominally embraced abolitionism as a tool for recruitment.35 

Puerto Ricans did rise up against Spain during the 1868 Grito de Lares rebellion but 

this uprising did not unleash a sustained independence effort like Cuba’s Ten Years 

War, which was waged by mostly black and mulatto soldiers fighting for race 

freedoms promised to them by the revolution’s leaders.36  

Thus, it is important to pay attention to both the connections but also the 

differences in the way discourses of nationhood interpellated Cubans and Puerto 

Ricans at the turn of the last century. In Puerto Rico, resistance against Spanish 

colonialism was more tempered, more tightly controlled by the ruling elites, and more 

closely identified with autonomism as a political objective than with separatism.37 

Because of this, there was no discourse of nationhood via racial fraternity through war, 

as there was in Cuba. Rather, Creole elite Puerto Ricans came up with a slightly 

different way of imagining nation as a “Great Family.” There is no way though of 

drafting an intellectual history of black and mulatto Puerto Rican engagements with 

ideas of nationhood without including Cuba and Cuban and Puerto Rican communities 

living in the U.S. in the 19th century in its purview. By the same token, given Puerto 

Rico’s close relationship to the United States at this point in history, it would be 

                                                
35 By the time slavery was abolished in1873, only 10% of Puerto Ricans of colors were slaves. James, 
Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth Century America: 106. 
36 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898  (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999). 
37 Autonomists were liberals that sought reforms that would establish democratic governance in Madrid 
while giving Spain’s remaining colonies a certain degree of autonomy over their affairs. Many of these 
followed Canada’s model which by the late 19th century was able to secure a status that almost made it 
independent from the Great Britain. See Astrid Cubano-Iguina, “Política radical y autonomismo en 
Puerto Rico: conflictos de intereses en la formación del Partido Autonomista Puertorriqueño (1887),” 
Anuario de estudios americanos 51, no. 2 (1994). Separatists were those who sought to make the 
colonies of Spain in the Atlantic and the Pacific independent nation states by any means necessary, 
including the use of force.  
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equally remiss to examine the way Puerto Ricans of color toyed with the idea of 

waging a black struggle against white supremacy without looking at the flow of ideas 

between the island and the African Americans living in the same places where Cubans 

and Puerto Ricans lived in the United States. That is why this dissertation attempts to 

trace the links between these communities.  

Chapter summaries  

In Chapter One, I analyze how the Black Cuban intellectual, activist, and poet 

Rafael Serra proposed an alternative to the nationalism that the island’s creole elites 

called for. Rather than celebrating the illusion of racial fraternity between Cubans of 

all colors, Serra’s idea of Cuban nationhood centered a vernacular version of a black 

nationalist politics of anti-racism as an instrument for making the Cuban republic stay 

true to its liberal republican ideals. At the same time, I pay attention to the ways 

Serra’s search to activate such a politics of nationhood led him to carefully consider 

the pitfalls of such a task. Serra understood that black anti-racism was necessary to 

“correct” Cuban nationalism. However, at the same time, confronting the problems 

inherent in creole elite discourses of Cuban nationhood threatened to lead the “class of 

color” to abandon separatist nationalism, something which according to Serra would 

make Cuba vulnerable to U.S. imperialism. In Chapter Two, I explain why Serra’s 

anxiety about U.S. imperialism led him to eschew pan-Africanist politics. I argue that 

it was his preoccupation with the potential role that African Americans would play in 

American imperialism (e.g., through black emigrationist plans) that led him to put his 

energies into Cuban nationalism and not black internationalism. I also examine how 

Serra was equally skeptical about the potential usefulness of Latin American pan-
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nationalisms premised on the idea of a regional kind of fraternity between nations and 

peoples of different race and class positionalities.  

Chapter Three provides a comparative appraisal of the way two black Puerto 

Rican activist intellectuals, Tomás Carrión Maduro and Luis Felipe Dessus, attempted 

to reconcile their ideas about black anti-racism with their preferences for what kind of 

anti-colonial politics Puerto Ricans ought to pursue. More specifically, I explore how 

and why Carrión disavowed creole elite nationalisms in favor of a radical anti-racist 

annexationism to the U.S. I also compare Carrión’s “anexionismo negro” to the 

equally racial subaltern separatism espoused by his friend, Luis Felipe Dessus, another 

mulatto intellectual and poet, who contended that independence was the only path 

forward for Afro-descended Puerto Ricans. Finally, in Chapter Four, I analyze Tomás 

Carrión-Maduro’s and Luis Felipe Dessus’ lifelong endeavor to reconcile their 

respective practices of trans-national black anti-racism with their attempts at 

redefining the politics of nationhood in Puerto Rico and how people envisioned Puerto 

Rico as part of an Antillean pan-nation.  
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Chapter I- No Unity, No Justice: Rafael Serra’s Entanglements with Cuban Anti-
Colonialism and Black Nationalism, 1879-1909 
 

 

“The class of color must organize itself, not with absurd 
pretensions of wanting to govern, but with the just desire 
of demanding that they be governed well.  The class of 
color must organize itself, and it must not forget that in all 
of the political parties’ programs there is not a single 
cause devoted to correct their exclusion. The class of 
color must organize itself and it must not trust in the 
promises of justice written in all of the national 
constitutions, because since those principles of justice are 
not embodied in those that have the obligation to make 
sure that they are complied with and respected, they are 
nothing more than “vague maxims or guidelines of 
uncertain application and dubious interpretation.”1 –
Rafael Serra, “Carta abierta al director del Pueblo Libre 
(1891) 
 

“[…]if the republic does not open its arms to all and 
include all in its progress, it dies”2  
-José Martí, “Nuestra América” (1891) 
 
 
“Unity begets strength but without justice there is no 
unity”3  
 -Slogan that appeared in the masthead of La Doctrina de 
Martí, Rafael Serra’s New York-based political weekly 
(1895-1898) 

 

 

                                                
1 “Organícese la clase de color no con absurdas pretensiones de querer gobernar, sino con el deseo justo 
de exigir se le gobierne bien. Organícese la clase de color, y no se olvide en ninguno de los programas 
de partido, hay una sola causa consagrada á mejorar su condición de excluida. Organícese la clase de 
color, y no confíe del todo en las promesas de justicias escritas en todas las Constituciones Nacionales, 
porque como esos principios de justicias no están encarnados en los que tienen el deber de hacerlas 
cumplir y respetar, no son más que: ‘máximas vagas ó sentencias de aplicación incierta, de dudosa 
interpretación’.” 
2 “[…] si la República no abre los brazos á todos y adelanta con todos, muere la República” 
3 “En la unión está en la fuerza, pero sin justicia no hay unión” 
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Rafael Serra (1858-1909) was a prominent black Cuban anti-colonial and anti-

racist activist intellectual from the turn of the twentieth century [Fig. 1.1].4 As a writer 

of primarily political essays and commentary, Serra also penned numerous books and 

newspaper articles in which he provided unique analyses and insights about the 

problems that Cuba’s late 19th century anti-colonial movement and early 20th century 

republic faced. In spite of his prominence as a separatist organizer and propagandist in 

the 1880s-90s and later as a respected congressman for the powerful and important 

province of Oriente from 1904-1908, his name is seldom invoked in the plaques, busts, 

statues, and street signs honoring Cuban national heroes.5 He is also noticeably absent 

in most historical studies of 19th and early 20th century Cuba.6  

Years ago, I stumbled upon Serra’s name as I was reading about Puerto Rican 

bibliophile Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, his lifelong friend and ally. As I began to 

access and read some newspaper articles Serra wrote while living in New york, I 

began to reflect on the reasons why in comparison to Schomburg—a fascinating figure 

who has received a great deal of scholarly attention—someone like Serra would have  

                                                
4 Rafael Serra y Montalvo was born into a family of free blacks in Havana at a time of rising anti-
colonial and abolitionist fervor in Cuba. His involvement in the underground separatist movement that 
followed the Ten Years War of 1868-1878 led to his political exile to the United States, where he rose 
to prominence as a journalist, educator, and grassroots anti-colonial organizer among the Cuban and 
Puerto Rican communities living in cities like New York and Key West. He was a key figure in the 
creation of the most important separatist Cuban organization in the 19th century, the Partido 
Revolucionario Cubano (PRC) and the publishing and distribution of its newspaper, Patria. In 1902, 
Serra returned to Cuba where he became one among a handful of black congressmen in the country’s 
newly established House of Representatives.  For the only book-length biography of Serra, see Pedro 
Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: obrero incansable de nuestra independencia  
(Habana: Unión de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba, 1975). 
5 At the time of Serra’s two congressional terms, the province of Oriente was Cuba’s third most 
populous province and it contained Santiago, the island’s second most populous city. See Victor H.  
Olmsted, Cuba: Population, History and Resources  (Washington, DC: US Bureau of the Census, 1907). 
6 Most of the general histories of Cuba I consulted had no mention of Serra, save for one that mentions 
that mentions him twice in passing. See Richard Gott, Cuba: a New History  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004). 121-22. 
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Figure 1.1: Rafael Serra, c.a. 1895 (From Serra, Ensayos Políticos, 133) 
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seemed unremarkable to the historians of nation in Cuba and to scholars seeking to 

understand Afro-Latina/o and Afro-Latin American thought and politics. Since the late 

1930s, intellectuals in Cuba have written dozens of books about other black and 

mulatto intellectuals such as Juan Gualberto Gómez and Martín Morúa Delgado, but 

only one person has written a book-length biography of Serra.7 Gómez and Morúa 

were, perhaps not coincidentally, figures that after 1902 professed their faith in their 

belief that Cuba was on the verge of becoming a republic without race and racism. 

Recently, scholars who write about race in Cuba have become interested in Cuban 

radicals of color such as Evaristo Estenoz and the Partido Independiente de Color 

(PIC) he co-founded.8 However, few of them have explored the connections between 

                                                
7 Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo. In contrast, see Miguel Angel Carbonell y Rivero, 
Juan Gualberto Gómez  (La Habana: Editorial Guaimaro, 1938); Octavio R. Costa, Juan Gualberto 
Gómez, una vida sin sombra  (Habana,: Impr. “El Siglo XX, 1950); Angelina Edreira de Caballero, 
Vida y obra de Juan Gualberto Gómez: seis lecciones en su centenario  (Habana,: Impreso por R. 
Méndez, 1954); Juan A. Fernández Pellicer, Juan Gualberto Gómez: un hombre, una actitud, un 
símbolo  (Habana,: Editorial Lex, 1957); Nicolás Guillén, Martín Morua Delgado : ¿quien fue?  
(Habana: Ed. Unión, 1894); Leopoldo Horrego Estuch, Juan Gualberto Gómez: un gran inconforme  
(Habana,: Editorial Mecenas, 1949); ———, Martín Morúa Delgado: vida y mensaje  (Habana,1957); 
Rafael Marquina, Juan Gualberto Gómez en sí  (Habana,: Instituto Nacional de Cultura, 1956); José 
Manuel Pérez Cabrera, La juventud de Juan Gualberto Gómez  (La Habana,: Imp. ‘‘El Siglo xx,’’ A. 
Muñiz y hno., 1945); Rufino Pérez Landa, María Rosell Pérez, and Martín Morúa Delgado, Vida 
pública de Martín Morúa Delgado  (Habana,1957); Jésus Sabourín Fornaris, Juan Gualberto Gómez  
(Santiago de Cuba,1954); Cosme de la Torriente y Peraza, Juan Gualberto Gómez  (Habana,: Impr. “El 
Siglo XX, 1954). 
8 The PIC was a political party founded in 1908 by Evaristo Estenoz, a mulatto veteran of the 
Independence War Its membership was almost exclusively black and mulatto veterans and its goals 
were to challenge racism in the public and private spheres and to encourage Cubans of color to vote 
members of their own racial subaltern group into political offices. They also printed their own 
newspaper titled Previsión. In 1910, the mulatto Liberal Cuban senator, Martín Morúa Delgado 
sponsored a law called the Morúa Amendment which stated that: “With this law, any groups that are 
exclusively constituted by individuals of only one race or color, or independent groups that pursue 
racist ends will not be considered as political parties.” Jorge Castellanos and Isabel Castellanos, Cultura 
afrocubana, 4 vols., vol. 2, Colección Ebano y canela (Miami, Fla., U.S.A.: Ediciones Universal, 1988). 
314. The rationale behind the law according to its supporters from the two main political parties is that 
the PIC was racist against other Cubans and was therefore a threat to the unity of the supposedly 
racially fraternal Cuban nation. This conflict eventually led to an “armed protest” by the PIC in 1912 
which led to the massacring of about 3,000 PIC members by the Cuban armed forces. For a complete 
history of the PIC, see Serafín Portuondo Linares, Los independientes de color: historia del Partido 
Independiente de Color  (La Habana: Editorial Caminos, 2002). 
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Serra’s earlier critiques of white supremacy and his proposed solutions to it, and the 

eventual creation of the PIC. Perhaps this silence is due in part to the fact that in 

comparison to Estenoz’s articles and speeches, Serra’s essays assumed a more 

moderate and cautious tone. Some may think that because of that he was complacent 

with those who asserted that separatism would create a new Cuban society without 

racism.9 Serra may have avoided using Estenoz’ more fiery rhetoric, but it is also 

undeniable that throughout his career as an influential nationalist intellectual, he 

condemned those who presented Martí’s dream of a colorless republic as a fait 

accompli. After 1898, he was also one of the first to call on race and class subalterns 

to work together to challenge the continuation of white supremacy and creole white 

oligarchy.10  

These thoughts on Serra’s near-absence from the historiography of anti-

colonialism and anti-racism in Cuba made me realize that perhaps it is the protean, 

unsettled quality of his reflections on the politics of race and nationhood that made 

him slip through the proverbial cracks of the historiography of Cuban nationalism and 

black internationalism. What I mean by this is that in comparison to the portentous 

nationalist manifestos of José Martí’s works and the bellicose anti-racist 

proclamations of Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color, Serra’s writings reflect a 

                                                                                                                                       
 
9 Exceptions to this are Pedro Deschamps Chapeaux and more recently, Miguel Cabrera Peña, Jesse 
Hoffnung-Garskof, and Jossianna Arroyo who have considered Serra as an original, complex 
intellectual. See Miguel  Cabrera Peña, “Alma Fundadora: Rafael Serra y Montalvo,” Islas: Órgano 
Oficial del Afro-Cuban Alliance, Inc. 3, no. 9 (2008); Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, “The Migrations of 
Arturo Schomburg: On Being Antillano, Negro, and Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-1938,” Journal of 
American Ethnic History 21, no. 1 (2001). and Jossianna Arroyo, Writing Secrecy: Technologies of the 
Word in Caribbean Freemasonry  (New York: Palgrave, Forthcoming). 
10 See Rafael Serra y Montalvo, La república posible  (Habana: Imprenta y papelería de Rambla y 
Bouzá, 1909)., a posthumous essay that Serra wrote right before his death in 1909. 
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reticence to sign on to a specific Cuban nationalist and/or black nationalist agenda. To 

put it another way, Serra the author always appeared to be more at ease critiquing the 

movements that Serra the activist belonged to, rather than calling on people to behind 

an ideology uncritically.  

In what follows, I provide an examination of what I call Serra’s “entanglement” 

between Cuban nationalist anti-colonialism and black internationalist anti-racism. My 

intention in doing so is not merely to insert Serra into historical memory, simply 

because I do not believe “including” him in the pantheon of unsung national heroes 

will help anyone unless it also includes a critique of the ideological and material 

structures of power that have made him invisible. Rather, my goal is to offer a 

different analysis of Serra’s nationalist and anti-racist politics that problematizes the 

way historians have traditionally written the story of both the Cuban nation and the 

black and mulatto racial subalterns within it. Understanding Serra’s entanglements 

with the dominant ideas of Cuban nationhood and black nationalism of his time first 

requires us to realize that these were not necessarily mutually exclusive projects. What 

is unique about Serra’s intellectual work is that he attempted to make these differing 

projects complementary at the time that people were still deciding what Cuban 

nationalism and what black nationalism ought to be about. Taking that as a point of 

departure, this chapter presents the way Serra attempted to reconcile these projects and 

distill a politics that would do two things: first, he sought to invoke a politics of 

nationhood that convinced Cubans that their island could not become a sovereign 

nation unless it deal with internal, anti-black racism. Secondly, Serra sought to 

impress on Cubans of color that they would not be able to eliminate a white 
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supremacist social order in the island unless they successfully ended colonialism and 

U.S. imperialism first.  

In the 19th century, Cubans of all colors began to see themselves as a distinct 

people with a shared history, according to the idea of nationhood via racial fraternity. 

Originally, this creed served to convince blacks and mulattos to join white creoles in 

their effort to sack Spain from the island. As the Ten Years War progressed. Cuban 

separatist became convinced that a new, harmonious and democratic society would 

blossom through the shared sacrifices of men of all race and class backgrounds who 

risked their lives for abolition and the end of Spanish colonialism [Figs. 1.2 and 1.3].11 

This discourse was different from other similar discourses celebrating mestizaje in 

other parts of the Americas.12 As Bronfman points out in her work, its early 20th 

century version also incorporated seemingly contradictory social-scientific theories 

claiming that black, and mulatto Cubans were both biologically and culturally inferior 

to whites.13 Of course, Cuba’s discourse of nationhood via racial fraternity was not  

                                                
11 Although Cuban women were rarely included as activists and fighters in the way the male figures that 
dominated Cuba’s intellectual sphere imagined it, they played a crucial role in the struggle for Cuban 
independence and the abolition of slavery. See Teresa Prados-Torreira, Mambisas: Rebel Women in 
Nineteenth-Century Cuba  (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005). 
12 According to Ferrer, the discourse that shaped how the veterans of Cuba’s independence wars saw the 
nation did not purport Cuba’s national essence to come out of miscegenation (i.e., as was the case in 
Vasconcelo’s The Cosmic Race or Gilberto Freyre’s The Master and the Slaves). Rather, “racial 
amalgamation occurred between men and in the masculine space of the battlefield.” For both Martí and 
veterans of color from the laboring classes like Ricardo Batrell, “the nation was born of the embrace of 
black and white men.” See Ada Ferrer, “The Silence of Patriots: Race and Nationalism in Martí’s Cuba,” 
in Jose Marti’s “Our America”: From National to Hemispheric Cultural Studies, ed. Jeffrey Grant 
Belnap and Raul A. Fernandez (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 241. 
13 Bronfman claims that while cultural elites continued to profess the discourse of racial fraternity, 
many state policymakers and law enforcement officials adopted the view that race and the superiority of 
whites over non-whites was a biological reality. See Alejandra Bronfman, Measures of Equality: Social 
Science, Citizenship, and Race in Cuba, 1902-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2004). 14. I would argue that these were not necessarily mutually exclusive statements but were rather 
deployed simultaneously by those who claimed that Cuba was a racially fraternal nation while also 
asserting that whites were culturally more “advanced” and “fit” for citizenship than non-whites.  
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Figure 1.2: A multiracial “mambí” platoon posing in 1898 (public domain). 

Figure 1.3: Human skeletal remains of some of the 
thousands of victims of Spanish General Valeriano 
Weyler’s policy of forced “Reconcentration” of the 
Cuban countryside during the War of 1895 (public 
domain). Not only did mambí fighters of all colors die 
in this war but the conflict also led to the killing of 
approximately 200,000 civilians in Cuba, irrespective 
of color, gender, and age.   
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uniform or frozen in time. Like any other discourse, it consisted of a spectrum of 

possible statements that ossified into narratives that were repeated and passed on 

through the different generations of 19th century anti-colonials under similar rules. At 

the same time, it functioned as a convergence of statements that were sometimes in 

contradiction with each other, which as Foucault theorized in his Archaeology of 

Knowledge is how discourses and their concomitant practices of power change, adapt, 

or even sometimes die over time.14 This means then that Serra was one among 

multiple interlocutors that attempted to shape how Cubans saw themselves as a nation 

through this master narrative.  

At the other end of this dialectic, Serra was an interlocutor with a discourse of 

democratization via black nationalism, a logic that emerged out of intellectual/political 

exchanges among Afro-descendants communicating and learning about each other 

across different parts of the Atlantic. This discourse undergirded the black 

internationalist anti-racism that became increasingly formalized after the creation of a 

                                                
14 According to Foucault’s formulation, discourses are shaped by their own internal mechanisms and 
rules. Every discourse is composed of statements, utterances or texts that make up a truth claim. 
Statements can never be isolated from one another; rather they are always grouped together into 
structures which allow them to make sense and give them truthfulness. Discourses govern the 
production and ordering of statements that make up ‘truths.’ In other words, when statements come 
together, they are governed by particular rules that determine how a discourse functions. These rules 
also determine what is excluded from that particular discourse and why. Moreover, the rules of a 
particular discourse give authority to certain speakers or groups of people over others in determining 
what is and what is not true. Through the interior operations and rules, discourses narrow our field of 
understanding and produce one particular set of truths. See Michel Foucault, Archaeology of knowledge, 
Routledge classics (London ; New York: Routledge, 2002). Also, discourses are not ‘ideologies’ in the 
traditional Marxist sense. Ideologies “always stand in virtual opposition to something else which is 
supposed to count as truth.” The main difference between Marxist and structuralist formulations of 
ideology and post- structuralist formulations of discourse is that the former presupposes a self-
conscious, free-willing ‘subject’ whereas in the latter, discourse produces the subject. See Michel 
Foucault and Colin Gordon, Power/knowledge: Selected Interviews and other Writings, 1972-1977  
(New York: Pantheon, 1980). 117-19. 
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pan-Africanist movement in the early 20th century.15 According to democratic black 

nationalism, liberal republican governance by itself would not provide legal and 

economic equality to Afro-descendants because of states’ historic complicity with the 

preservation of white supremacy, as was the case of the United States. No nation 

burdened with a history of white over black oppression could ever live up to its 

liberal-republican ideals unless it was “saved” by anti-racist activists. It was this 

discourse—which pervaded African American political literature at the time that Serra 

lived in the United States—that prompted him to consider whether Cuba’s “class of 

color” (i.e., black and mulatto Cubans) needed to organize and mobilize on its own in 

order to make the republic “possible.”16 Given that the discourse of nationhood via 

                                                
15 According to West and Martin, black internationalism—which they define as the transitional struggle 
and exchange of ideas, strategies, and tactics in favor of universal black emancipation—emerged in the 
19th century in the aftermath of the Haitian revolution. At the turn of the last century, it expanded its 
scope to include many parts of Africa, as it also became formalized through the various pan-African 
congresses that took place and eventually, the UNIA which expanded its power and reach. See Michael 
O. West and William G. Martin, “Introduction: Contours of the Black International,” in From Toussaint 
to Tupac: the Black International Since the Age of Revolution, ed. Michael O. West, William G. Martin, 
and Fanon Che Wilkins (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), xii. 
16 According to Aline Helg, Cuba’s nineteenth century racial project made it more similar to the United 
States than to other parts of the Hispanic Caribbean and Latin America in that for most of the 19th 
century, the state and the elites grouped together blacks and mulattos under the category of “clases de 
color.” Eventually, Cubans of color themselves began to identify as such and form organizations that 
avoided internal distinctions of color. See Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: the Afro-Cuban Struggle for 
Equality, 1886-1912  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995). 3. and also ———, 
“Race and Black Mobilization in Colonial and Early Independent Cuba: A Compartive Perspective,” 
Ethnohistory 44, no. 1 (1997). It is important to point out that in one part of her book, Helg accepts that 
some Cubans of color challenged this assertion, albeit without much success. The most notable example 
was Martín Morúa Delgado who claimed that mulattoes like himself belonged to a new race that made 
them different from blacks. According to Helg: “Although he denied establishing a hierarchy among 
individuals based on the ‘external accident’ of skin color, he nevertheless implied that there was a 
positive evolution from the full black to the mulatto.” Morúa also disagreed with the use of the term 
“clases de color” for political reasons, claiming that if Cubans of color continued to identify with this 
label, they would acknowledge the inferior condition that was imposed upon all of them during slavery, 
which is when the term originated. See ———, Our Rightful Share: 40. Enid Lynette Logan article 
questions Helg’s assertion, suggesting that the question of race ascription in Cuba has always been 
more fluid what the white versus “clase de color” model suggests:  

One of the key questions that remains is whether the racial structure of the island 
during this period would best be characterized as binary or as tripartite in nature. 
Cuban racial nomenclature has for centuries recognized three major race/color groups, 
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racial fraternity claimed that color would and could not matter in post-independence 

Cuba, the logic of democratization via black nationalism was clearly at odds with 

Cuba’s core national ideal.  

In what follows, I provide an analysis of how Serra’s texts reveal to us the 

ways he attempted to resolve the ontological and political “entanglement” between his 

particular take on the idea of Cuban nationhood via racial fraternity and his 

interpretation of how black nationalism ought to apply to Cuba and for what ends. The 

first part of this chapter explores how during his 22 year exile in New York, Serra 

used his pulpit as a respected black Cuban intellectual and patriot to challenge the idea 

that Cuba was on the verge of becoming a raceless and racismless nation. In the 

second part, I examine how his experiences living as a black man in the United States 

as well as his familiarity with African American political literature made Serra reflect 

on how black nationalism could be reconciled with Cuban nationalism.  

Serra’s entanglement with the Cuban discourse  
of nationhood via racial fraternity 

 
Like many other Cubans of his generation, Rafael Serra became a separatist 

conspirator and propagandist during the “Little War” (Guerra Chiquita) that erupted 

on the heels of the Ten Years War of 1868-79.17 In 1879, he moved to the United 

                                                                                                                                       
said to exist along a racial ‘continuum.’ But how different were blancos, mestizos, 
and negros in fact, from each other? Was the only fundamental dividing line the one 
separating whites from Cubans of African descent, as scholars such as Aline Helg 
have suggested? Or did Cuban society offer an ‘escape hatch,’ allowing mixed-race 
Cubans to live as a sort of buffer group between whites and blacks, or even in some 
instances to be treated as ‘honorary whites?’ Enid Lynette Logan, “Social Status, 
Race, and the Timing of Marriage in Cuba’s First Constitutional Era, 1902–1940,” 
Journal of Family History 36, no. 1 (2011): 53. 

17 Martí too became a separatist activist at this critical juncture, as did Juan Gualberto Gómez and 
Martín Morúa Delgado. The Guerra Chiquita (1879-1880) was the second of three armed conflicts that 
comprised the Cuban Wars of independence that took place in the second half of the 19th century. It was 
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States fleeing political persecution. After briefly living in Key West and acting as a 

member of a separatist club there, Serra moved to New York, which since the 1850-

60s had been the de facto capital of the émigré Cuban and Puerto Rican separatist 

movement.18 There, in 1884, he enlisted in a failed campaign led by the black mambí 

veteran general, Agustín Cebreco, to restart separatist armed insurrection in the island. 

Returning from this expedition, Serra briefly passed by Panamá—then part of Gran 

Colombia—and briefly stayed in Kingston, Jamaica. Soon after, he returned to New 

York where he co-founded various separatist clubs, including one called Dos Antillas 

with Arturo Alfonso Schomburg. For the next two decades, Serra made ends meet in 

New York by working as a cigar maker (tabaquero). In his spare hours, he wrote for 

various separatist newspapers, gave speeches at rallies, and taught at a night school for 

black Cuban and Puerto Rican men that he founded known as La Liga.19  

                                                                                                                                       
an armed protest led by officers who refused to sign the pact of Zanjón, the armistice that ended the Ten 
Years War of 1868-1878. Among these were Generals Calixto García, Gullermo Moncada, and José 
Maceo. His brother, the famous Antonio Maceo, was not in the island for the conflict since he was 
forced to flee in 1878. Nevertheless, Maceo’s refusal to lay down arms unless the Spanish abolished 
slavery and gave Cuba its independence (i.e., his “Protest of Baraguá) was one of the main catalysts for 
what eventually became the “Little War.” See Louis A. Pérez, Cuba Between Empires, 1878-1902 
(Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1983). 5-12. 
18 For more on the centrality of the Cuban and Puerto Rican émigré New York community to the anti-
19th century anti-colonial struggles in the Hispanic Caribbean, see: Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “‘No 
Country But the One We Must Fight For’: The Emergence of an Antillean Nation and Community in 
New York City, 1860-1901,” in Mambo Montage: the Latinization of New York, ed. Arlene M. Dávila 
Agustín Laó-Montes (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001). For information on the Key West 
Cuban community of separatists, see Gerald E. Poyo, “Cuban Patriots in Key West, 1878-1886: 
Guardians at the Separatist Ideal,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 61, no. 1 (1979); ———, “Key 
West and the Cuban Ten Years War,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 57, no. 3 (1979). For specifics 
on the Cubans in Tampa, see Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “The Afro-Cuban Community in Ybor City and 
Tampa, 1886-1910,” OAH Magazine of History 7, no. 4 (1993)., and Chapter Eight of Winston James, 
Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth-century America  
(London; New York: Verso, 1999). 
19 La Liga was a night school for Cuban and Puerto Rican men of color founded by Serra with the help 
of Martí. Its purpose was to prepare those who attended classes to serve as active participants and 
representatives of their race and class in ranks of the separatist movement. See Deschamps Chapeaux, 
Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 49-84. Deschamps’ book is the only full-length biography of Serra published 
to this date.  
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In 1888, Serra began a close collaboration and friendship with José Martí. Four 

years later, he helped Martí form the PRC [Fig. 1.4].20 At first, the purpose of the PRC 

was to unite separatist clubs into a single umbrella separatist organization.21 The 

party’s membership consisted of Cubans and Puerto Ricans of diverse race and class 

backgrounds and of various—and often conflicting—political persuasions (e.g., 

annexationists, separatists, liberal capitalists, socialists, and anarchists).22 A key part 

of its base were the black and mulatto veterans of the independence war who sought to 

turn the separatist cause into a revolution against the white supremacist social 

structure that existed for most of the colonial era in Cuba. Another key element within 

the party’s ranks were the tabaqueros—members of the most powerful of all artisan 

classes at the time—who shunned previous anti-colonial efforts led by pro-slavery 

white creoles but had since been convinced by Martí and others that their cause for  

workers’ rights would be a key part of the separatist revolution.23  

                                                
20 The Partido Revolucionario Cubano (Cuban Revolutionary Party) was formed in 1892 by a coalition 
of separatist clubs and workers’ organizations living in émigré communities scattered throughout the 
east coast of the United States and in other Caribbean cities. Although his formal title was of “delegado” 
(delegate), José Martí was its intellectual and political leader until his death in a Cuban battlefield in 
1895. Its purpose was to organize in favor of a separatist revolution through print media and political 
rallies and meetings. The PRC also collected funds to buy weapons and coordinate with military leaders 
on the ground in preparation for what was later called the “Guerra Necesaria” (Necessary War) of 1895-
1898. 
21 See “Bases del Partido Revolucionario Cubano,” in El Partido Revolucionario Cubano, ed. Aurea 
Matilde Fernández (Oviedo: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Oviedo, 1998). 
22 See Gerald Eugene Poyo, With all, and for the Good of All: the Emergence of Popular Nationalism in 
the Cuban Communities of the United States, 1848-1898  (Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 
1989). 100. 
23 As Mirabal argues, with time, “the increasing migration of cigar workers during the late 19th century 
also forced the PRC to reconsider its role as a purely political organization. The popularity of labor 
unions and the frequent labor strikers forced the party to begin to address labor concerns and to 
incorporate labor (hesitantly at first) into its revolutionary platform.” Helg also notes how through its 
official organ, Patria, the PRC under Martí’s leadership aligned itself with the Directorio Central de las 
Sociedades de Raza de Color, a black and mulatto civil rights organization founded in 1887 by Martí’s 
close friend and collaborator, the mulatto leader Juan Gualberto Gómez. See: Mirabal, “No Country But 
the...” 65-66; Helg, Our Rightful Share: 45; Lillian Guerra, The Myth of José Martí: Conflicting 
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Nationalisms in Early Rwentieth-century Cuba (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 
2005). 16..  

Figure 1.2: Martí with a group of Cuban émigré in Kingston, Jamaica in 
October of 1892. Martí often travelled to different émigré communities 
such as this one in his efforts to organize the Partido Revolucionario 
Cubano (public domain). 
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After Martí’s untimely death, Rafael Serra found himself at the center of a 

struggle for control of the party’s message and platform between separatist activists of 

different class backgrounds and political persuasions.24 Before then, Serra was known 

among PRC members primarily for his opinion articles appearing in Patria—the 

PRC’s official newspaper—and for his commitment to helping educate Cubans and 

Puerto Ricans of color.25 He also sometimes spoke at important events as a 

representative of the party’s working class membership.26 In 1896, Serra founded a 

newspaper called La Doctrina de Martí in which he and other like-minded authors set 

out to educate PRC members about what they believed to be the radical, egalitarian 

character of the political ideals that Martí professed and that inspired the War of 

1895.27 This is how the paper’s founding statement described their understanding of 

                                                
24 According to Poyo, “after Martí’s death on a Cuban battlefield, exiles of the elite classes, who arrived 
in New York subsequent to the outbreak of the war, exerted a conservative influence on the PRC. Just 
as had happened earlier during the Ten Years War, the new exiles preferred a diplomatic solution to the 
conflict. Moreover, most of these new émigrés ignored Martí’s popular separatist vision, and some were 
even annexationists.” See Gerald E. Poyo, “Evolution of Cuban Separatist Thought in the Emigre 
Communities of the United States, 1848-1895,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 66, no. 3 
(1986): 507.  
25 Patria was a newspaper established in 1892 by Martí as the primary organ for diffusing separatist 
propaganda among the multiple separatist émigré clubs in the United States (e.g. New York, 
Philadelphia, Tampa, Key West, New Orleans) as well as other places in the Caribbean (e.g., Mexico, 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica). It continued to be published after Martí’s death under the 
direction of Varona until 1898. See José Martí and Salvador Bueno, José Martí y su periódico “Patria”  
(Barcelona: Puvill Libros, 1997).  
26 Serra was a regular speaker at events commemorating the “Grito de Yara” of October 10, 1868. For 
more on Serra’s role as an orator during these events, see Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y 
Montalvo: 44-48. For a discussion about Martí’s hesitation to include Serra in public events for fear of 
angering members of the more conservative wing of the party that were hostile to black, anti-racist 
leaders, see Guerra, The myth of José Martí: 37-39. 
27 The papers’ founding statement issued by the newspaper’s editorial staff in its first edition in Rafael 
Serra y Montalvo, “Nuestra Labor,” La Doctrina de Martí, July 25 1896. Also, a quick note about 
Serra’s readership: although it is true that most Cubans—especially working class ones—were not 
literate at the time Serra and others were publishing their books and newspapers, it is also true that in 
some professions—especially cigar makers—workers had access to “lectores” (readers) who would get 
paid to read out-loud from newspapers and books to workers in a shop in order to keep them informed 
and entertained as they worked. Thus, thanks to them, many people of little or no formal instruction had 
access to the type of political literature that newspapers like Patria and La Doctrina were printing. For 
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Martí’s “doctrine”:  

We proceed from Martí’s school. In it, our souls were warmed and our 
character was forged. It was there that we learned from the venerable 
master to know the false luster of feigned virtue, how impure passions 
spoil talent, and how the practice of good ennobles, purifies, and 
honors…Martí taught us that a people composed of different elements 
who live and are bound under the same yoke should be sincerely united 
and represented equally, in all capacities, towards the creation of the 
country: because those of us that are Cubans and shared the burden of 
sacrifice, as Cubans, ought to also have a share of its benefits.28  

 
La Doctrina’s radical egalitarianist interpretation of Martí’s “doctrine” put 

Serra and his newspaper at odds with some creole elite members who were suspicious 

of the participation of working class Cubans of color in the PRC. Expressing their 

anxiety about what “undeducated” working class blacks and mulattos would do to the 

PRC if they could opine and vote in a way that was proportional to their numbers, 

some members attempted to paint the PRC’s founder as a colorblind nationalist who 

would have condemned those who wished to insert race and class specific demands 

into the party’s agenda. As Guerra notes, this group—which she dubs the PRC’s “pro-

imperialist” faction—opposed the idea of describing Martí as a figure who sought to 

mediate social differences among Cubans. Rather, they preferred to venerate a Martí 

“who ‘purified’ those he could not ‘change’ by immersing them along with himself in 

the ‘Jordan’ of patriotic self-abnegation. In this way, he made them ‘worthy of the 

                                                                                                                                       
more on the institution of lectores, see Araceli Tinajero, El Lector: A History of the Cigar Factory 
Reader  (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010). 
28 “Procedemos de la escuela de Martí. En ella se templó nuestra alma y se formó nuestro carácter. Allí, 
aprendimos del venerable maestro, á conocer, sin confundir jamás, el falso brullo de la virtud postiza; lo 
que enferma al talento las pasiones impuras; lo que honra, purifica y ennoblece la práctica el bien…Nos 
enseñó el ilustre Martí, que un pueblo compuesto de distintos elementos vivos y maniatados por un 
mismo yugo, deben estar sinceramente unidos, y representados por igual en todas las capacidades 
contributivas a la creación del País: Porque los que como cubanos servimos para entrar en la 
compartición del sacrificio, como cubanos hemos de entrar también en la compartición del beneficio.” 
Serra y Montalvo, “Nuestra Labor.” 
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redemptive task’—that is, worthy of inclusion in the Revolution.” Guerra also 

indicates how this pattern continued into the post-independence period:  

pro-imperialist nationalists would later adopt a laissez-faire and 
increasingly repressive approach to social change in the Republic. They 
did so by interpreting the 1895 War and memories of Martí in terms of 
self-reliance and self-abnegation. Because they had supported these 
ideals during the war, pro-imperialist nationalists relied on the same 
ideals to guide the policies of the state with respect to socially marginal 
“others” like workers and black activists afterward. When they called 
for social unity, they actually demanded negation of past injustices that 
certain groups may have suffered for the sake of a more prosperous and 
modern “whole.”29 
 
In response to attempts by some creole Cubans to impose their paternalistic 

interpretation of Martí and his texts, Serra’s newspaper set about to convince readers 

that “the Apostle of Cuban independence” was a radical democrat who staunchly 

opposed practices that perpetuated race and class elitism within the party, 

understanding these to be threats that could potentially fracturing the coalition that 

made the PRC possible. 30 Given Serra’s intimate relationship to the man later known 

as the “apostle of Cuban independence,” this placed him in a privileged position to 

intervene in this debate.31 A year after its founding, La Doctrina became particularly 

                                                
29 See: Guerra, The Myth of José Martí: 16. 
30 We have to remember that Martí was not just the most influential leader and intellectual of the 19th 
century Cuban separatist movement. As Lillian Guerra has noted, after his death, “competing 
interpretations of José Martí represented different, conflicting interpretations of the nation…Martí 
became the principal touchstone for the expression and debate of Cuban national sentiments during the 
first decades of the Republic.” Ibid., 3.  
31 Martí regularly mentioned Serra in his Patria articles. He even wrote a brief biographical sketch of 
Serra presenting him as not only his friend but as a leading figure among Cuban black and mulatto 
separatists. See José Martí, “Rafael Serra: para un libro,” Patria, March 26 1892. After his death, many 
Cubans began to refer to Martí as the “Apostle.” His followers often compared Martí to a kind of 
messianic figure that had sacrificed himself—like Christ in the Calvary—for the expiation of the 
nation’s colonial past and the creation of a harmonious future. For more on this, see João Felipe  
Gonçalves, “The ‘Apostle’ in Stone: Nationalism and Monuments in Honor of José Martí,” in The 
Cuban Republic and José Martí: reception and use of a national symbol, ed. Mauricio A. Font and 
Alfonso W. Quiroz (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006), 21., and Miguel A. De La Torre, The quest 
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known for its attacks on the Sociedad de Estudios Jurídicos y Económicos (Society for 

Juridical and Economic Studies), a group established in New York by members of the 

Cuban community’s creole elite intelligentsia. Without a mandate from PRC’s 

leadership and without publicly consulting with the party’s proletarian base, this group 

tasked themselves with drafting the laws of the republic they hoped they could soon 

inaugurate. Responding to this, in an editorial, Serra accused the Sociedad of acting 

without a popular mandate. He also criticized them for not contributing to the PRC’s 

coffers, and for adopting undemocratic practices in their meetings. Enrique José 

Varona—the Sociedad’s founder and president—responded to these accusations in an 

article published Patria—which Varona edited after Martí, its founding editor, was 

killed in May of 1895.32 In it, Varona denied Serra’s allegations and instead accused 

La Doctrina of launching an unfounded, “Jacobinist” tirade against the Sociedad. This 

prompted Serra to publish a much longer article in his newspaper clarifying his earlier 

criticisms. There, Serra explained how he personally attended the Sociedad’s second 

meeting and was silenced when he asked for time to read the organization’s bylaws so 

that he and others who had not attended the first meeting could weigh in on them. 

Responding to the accusation of promoting “Jacobinism” against the Sociedad, Serra 

offered the following comment:  

There is no Jacobinist intransigence in us. We are against any kind of 
intransigence, and because of this we call for unity, but for useful and 
decorous unity for each and every one that enters in it. Jacobinism may 
be exaggeration’s sharpest note, but there is none whatsoever in what 
we busy ourselves with now, which consists of nothing more than 

                                                                                                                                       
for the Cuban Christ: a historical search, The history of African-American religions (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2002). 
32 Enrique José Varona was a white Cuban author and philosopher. In the early 20th century, he was 
considered by many to be one of Cuba’s leading intellectuals.  
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demanding what is just: that we suppress once and for all the 
outrageous privileges granted to the different hierarchies of slaves, that 
stem from the insufferable errors and injustices of a system that, 
regardless of its eventual cost, will have to be overthrown and will 
eventually succumb. If this is Jacobinism, it will sweep away the Kings 
with divine Rights, and the people, dignified, will bless it.33  
 

The concept of a “hierarchy of slaves” is important here. Cuban separatists often 

referred to colonialism as a kind of collective slavery.34 Serra’s use of the term was 

different though in that he saw colonialism, not as an undifferentiated relationship 

between colonial masters their enslaved colonies but between the colonizers and a 

“hierarchy” of colonial subalterns.  

Serra’s criticisms of the Sociedad were based on concerns that went beyond his 

critique of the organization’s undemocratic procedures.35 The notoriety that he gained 

and the visibility that his newspaper acquired after his polemic with Varona gave him 

the ability to foreground not just his own interpretation of Martí’s intellectual legacy 

                                                
33 “No hay en nosotros intransigencia jacobina. Vamos contra la intransigencia, y por eso llamamos a la 
unión; pero a la unión útil y decorosa para todos y cada uno de los que entren en ella…El jacobinismo 
podrá ser la nota más aguda de la exageración; pero no lo hay en nada de lo que ahora nos ocupa, que 
no es otra cosa que exigir, porque es justo, se supriman de una vez, y para siempre, los privilegios 
ultrajantes otorgados a las distintas jerarquías de esclavos, por injusticias y errores insufribles de un 
sistema que, cueste lo que costare, tendrá que descender y sucumbir. Si esto es jacobinismo, barrerá con 
los reyes de derecho divino, y bendecido será por el pueblo dignificado” [emphasis in original]. 
Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “La sociedad jurídica y la ‘Doctrina de Martí’,” in Ensayos Políticos, Sociales 
y Económicos (New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899), 73.; originally appeared in La Doctrina de 
Martí, January 15, 1897.  
34 According to Brown, metaphors of slavery were crucial to classical republicanisms’ descriptions of 
the suppression of liberty. In the context of the American republics that emerged in the 19th century, “to 
use slavery as a metaphor for the thwarting of republicanism was to invoke and sidestep the relationship 
between republicanism and slavery in slaveholding republics and the question as to what extent 
republicanism would extend to nonwhites.” See: David Luis-Brown, “An 1848 for the Americas: The 
Black Atlantic, “El negro mártir,” and Cuban Exile Anticolonialism in New York City,” American 
Literary History 29, no. 3 (2001): 437. For Brown’s analysis of the use of the metaphor of slavery in the 
Cuban émigré newspaper published in New York, El Mulato, see p. 440.  
35 The Sociedad only lasted two months. It was disbanded in part because of the public criticisms that 
Serra and others launched against it. This is remarkable, considering that the group was comprised of 
the most esteemed Cuban intellectuals of the times. At that point in time, powerful creoles like these 
were not used to having their projects derailed by the kind of self-taught, working class, activists of 
color who wrote in La Doctrina. See Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 129. 
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but also his admonition about Cuba’s seeming inability to transcend racism as a 

nation.36 In “Plato de Lentejas,” (“Dish of Lentils”) Martí claims that Cuba’s fight for 

independence had created a new era of nationalist cross-racial solidarity among 

revolutionaries.37 Martí had written this essay in 1894 responding to attempts by Spain 

to sow tensions between Cuban separatists of color in the island. In “Pobres y Ricos,” 

(The Rich and the Poor), he asserts that the Ten Years War allowed Cubans of color to 

prove their worth, while also giving white creole elite Cubans the opportunity to 

expiate their guilt for the sin of slavery by sacrificing life and property for equality.38 

In contrast to these claims, in the midst of the U.S. occupation of the island, Serra put 

forth a different interpretation of the state of the Cuban nation, claiming that a budding 

racially fraternal union was far from becoming a reality. For him, Cuba’s colonial past 

left behind a “hierarchy of slaves” that taught Cubans of various race, class, and 

educational backgrounds to “live in constant disagreement” and “not have uniformity 

                                                
36 According to Nancy Raquel Mirabal:  

Marti understood that if the movement was finally to succeed he needed to convince 
white Cubans to change their ideas about race and war as well as to revise the 
nationalist movement’s revolutionary platform so that it took seriously racial equality 
and civil rights was to both name and “erase” the meanings and impact of race. On 
the one hand, he asks white Cubans to not be afraid of the “black brother,” while, on 
the other, he emphasizes that “regardless of color” the revolution will be for all 
Cubans. Highlighting a process of “being” Cuban allowed Martí and the Partido 
Revolucionario Cubano to create unity in a time of disunion and, moreover, to bypass 
and avoid having to truly confront the racial problems and divisions facing the Cuban 
immigrant community. See: Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “Spripting Race, Finding Place: 
African Americans, Afro-Cubans, and the Diasporic Imaginary in the United State,” 
in Neither enemies nor friends : Latinos, Blacks, Afro- Latinos, ed. Anani Dzidzienyo 
and Suzanne Oboler (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 192. 

37 In José Martí, “El plato de lentejas,” in Obras completas, ed. Manuel Isidro Mendez (Habana,: 
Editorial Lex, 1953), 488. Originally, this piece was published in the PRC newspaper. Therefore, it was 
meant to be read by the literate rank and file of the movement.  
38 ———, “Pobres y ricos,” in Obras completas, Vol. 1 (Habana: Editorial de las Ciencias Sociales, 
1975), 51. Also, two Cubans of color in particular, the mambí general Antonio Maceo and Juan 
Gualberto Gomez, the mulato leader of the Directorio Central de las Sociedades de la Raza de Color 
were as instrumental as Martí was in popularizing the Cuban discourse of nationhood via racial 
fraternity.  
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in anything.”39  

Serra’s understanding of the interrelationship between colonialism and racism 

is precisely what made him seek a way to devise a politics of anti-colonialism that not 

only allowed but also depended on a politics of anti-white supremacy. According to 

him, during Cuba’s colonial past, as a means of dividing and ruling, the Spanish 

promoted “painful ethnic divisions” among the island’s inhabitants. These, created a 

“foundation” that would not be easy to remove.40 Elsewhere, Serra added that 

plantation slavery was central to cementing these divisions, which according to him 

pitted not only whites against non-whites, but more importantly, people of color 

against each other. In one passage, Serra illustrates this by providing a description of 

how slaves were pitted against each other, even within nuclear families, in a way that 

resembles Orlando Patterson’s theory of “natal alienation”:   

Overwhelmed by a constant nervous excitement produced by the cruel 
terrorism that in order to break all ties of kinship among its victims and 
main them in a state of mutual untrustworthiness would  [in the days of 
slavery] force children to whip their parents; a slave owner would bear 
children with his unhappy slave concubine and then without conscience 
or scruple, would sell her and her child in the market of human 
beings… these are the painful and bitter memories that we put in paper 
to demonstrate the origins of our bewildered lack of harmony and to 
show the vigorous campaign that is needed in order for these things to 
cease.41  

                                                
39 Serra y Montalvo, “La Obra del Deber.” 
40 “No está en nuestro ánimo, templado siempre por el amor y la cordura, venir á mantener y á hondar 
las dolorosas divisiones étnicas, que la insolencia de un gobierno cruel cimentara como base de 
estabilidad en nuestra tierra, y que mientras subsistan bajo cualquiera forma habrá que combatir” See —
——, “Educacion y Dinero,” 155. According to Cassanovas, in the 19th century, “Spanish liberals 
developed a colonial policy based on the intensification of racial and ethnic divisions in Cuba.” See 
Joan Casanovas, Bread or Bullets!: Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998). 70. 
41 “Abrumados por una constante excitación nerviosa producida por la crueldad del terrorismo que para 
romper todos los lazos de afinidad entre sus victimas y mantenerlos a unos contra otros en la mas 
completa desconfianza, se hacia que un hijo, como deber de contra mayoral, azotaze a sus padres; que 
un amo en concubinato con su infeliz esclava tuviese proles, para después sin conciencia ni escrúpulo, 
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The concern that Serra raised here and in similar articles was that divisions such as 

these not only made Cubans easier to dominate as a colonial people in the 19th century, 

but after 1898, tensions among different race and class groups made Cuba easy prey 

for U.S. (neo)colonialism as well.  

Perhaps one of the main reasons that Serra was more assertive than Martí on 

reframing racial fraternalism as something that far from being achieved and that had to 

be actively produced through activism was that Serra witnessed what happened to the 

PRC after Martí’s death. He also experienced the overt continuation of 

institutional/structural white supremacy in Cuba after 1898 and later, after 

independence was declared and Cuba’s constitution was signed in 1902. In 1897, the 

Spanish government installed an autonomist regime in Cuba and granted universal 

suffrage rights to men of all colors and classes. However, this right was quickly 

reversed with the arrival of U.S. troops the following year since American occupiers 

brought with them very different assumptions about race and suffrage. This was 

reflected in the way U.S. journalists invoked the purported failure of reconstruction in 

the U.S. to argue against enfranchising Cuba’s laboring classes. As Pérez puts it, few 

Americans believed that their allies in Cuba’s political and economic elite could 

survive an electoral onslaught of the majority. Thus, they proposed to enact laws and 

rules that would create a kind of electorate that would favor the United States’ 

                                                                                                                                       
poner en el mercado de seres humanos a su mujer y a sus hijos… Recuerdos amargos y dolorosos que 
transmitimos al papel para demonstrar el origen de nuestro desconcierto y la campaña vigorosa que hay 
que hacer para que no continúe.” In Serra y Montalvo, “La Obra del Deber.”  
For more on Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: a Comparative Study (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1982). 7.  
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interests.42 This led to the institution in June of 1900 of literacy and property 

requirements for voting.  

It is impossible to say what Martí would have said or done had he lived 

through the tug of war that ensued between those who wished to curtail the 

participation of laboring class Cubans in politics, and those like Serra who fought back 

against these attempts. It is also impossible to know what he would have said to 

working class Cubans of color who after 1902 insisted on the need to organize as a 

“class of color” against the continuation of white supremacy in the post-independence 

era. What we do know is that in the battle for making meaning out of Martí’s political 

and intellectual legacy, Serra played a leading role in attempting to reconcile “the 

apostle’s” idea of colorblind nationhood to the idea that racial and class subalterns 

should have the right to protest inequality and injustice.  

“The class of color must organize itself” 
 

Between November of 1900 and February of 1901, thirty-one delegates 

convened in Havana and drafted Cuba’s liberal republican constitution. More 

conservative, pro-U.S. nationalists like Gonzalo de Quesada—a former member of the 

Sociedad who was also Martí’s secretary in the PRC—argued that universal male 

suffrage would “stall the modern progress of the nation.”43 Enrique José Varona (i.e., 

the Sociedad’s founder), who was not a delegate but spoke at the constitutional 

assembly, advocated for a “system of plural vote favoring men with education, 

                                                
42 Louis A. Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934 (Pittsburg, Pa.: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1986). 37-38. 
43 See Guerra, The Myth of José Martí: 114. 
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property, and legally established families.”44 Governor Wood and President McKinley 

also opposed granting Cuban men of all colors and class backgrounds the right to vote. 

On the other side of the debate, more populist drafters like Manuel Sanguily—another 

former member of the Sociedad—argued that the sacrifices made by Cubans of all 

colors in the independence wars had instilled the right of universal suffrage into the 

collective consciousness of Cubans, and that therefore, it could not be refused.45 In the 

end, the assembly voted by a narrow margin to grant Cubans universal male suffrage.  

As these debates took place, Serra, who remained in New York until 1902, 

publicly expressed his disillusionment with the anti-democratic turn that the project of 

building a liberal republic had taken.46 In an open letter addressed to two mambí 

veterans of color, Col. José C. López and Col. Julián Valdés that was printed in 

various Cuban newspapers in April of 1900, Serra shares his thoughts on what was 

happening to after the arrival of U.S. troops in 1898.47 He claims that although Spain 

had been sacked from the island, because Cuba was under U.S. occupation, it 

continued to lack “unifying justice.” Instead, two years after the end of the War of 

1895:  

one can only see the same vices left behind by the old system, in 
consort with the new unjust vices imported on the sharp ends of the 
bayonets of Yankee philanthropy. Everything that surrounds us is 

                                                
44 Helg, Our Rightful Share: 98. 
45 See Guerra, The Myth of José Martí: 114. 
46 Serra’s New York-based La Doctrina de Martí ceased publication in 1898. Later, the paper 
reappeared in 1899 in Havana under different ownership and ran until 1901. Serra later founded and 
edited El Nuevo Criollo in Havana which ran from 1904-1906. See Pedro Deschamps Chapeaux, El 
negro en el periodismo cubano en el siglo XIX  (Habana: Ediciones R, 1963). 36-42. 
47 Col. José C. López was a mulatto veteran of the Ten Years War who co-founded La Liga with Serra. 
Col. Julián Valdés Sierra was a veteran of the War of 1895 who fought alongside Maceo and later 
became a key activist in the Partido Independiente de Color. The letter was printed as a supplement to 
La Doctrina de Martí which in 1899 began printing un Havana under different ownership, but with the 
same editorial agenda.  
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calamitous, my dear friends. Everything is feebleness of character and 
deficiency in everything. We are losing in every aspect. That is why it 
does not surprise me to see—although I bitterly lament it—the 
injustices that, as in the Spanish regime, are cruelly committed against 
the sincere Cuban of color who has been stripped, like Hippomedon of 
Sparta, of all his rights.48  

 
Serra here condemns the continuity of Cuba’s homegrown white supremacist 

structure.49 He also sounds the alarm about how Cuba’s colonial status under U.S. 

occupation was compounding the island’s entrenched hierarchies of race and class 

power. In the last part of the letter, Serra asserts that only through a nationalist fervor 

based on the principles of anti-racist, anti-classist liberal republicanism could Cubans 

muster the strength needed to expel U.S. imperialists from the island: “because of this, 

all of it will continue until the destitute realize that manna will not fall from the sky 

and instead trust their own efforts and through peaceful means and within the rule of 

law, form a discrete but powerful organization.”50 This statement is significant in that 

after the end of Spanish colonialism, very few nationalists in Cuba called for “destitute” 

                                                
48 “Impotentes aún para desasirnos de las garras punzantes del águila extranjera, no se advierte la 
necesidad de ejercer la justicia unificadora para darle el vigor que necesita nuestra existencia anémica. 
Solo se ve los mismos vicios legados por el sistema antiguo, en consorcio con los nuevos vicios de 
injusticias importados sobre las puntas de las bayonetas de la filantropía yankee. Todo es desdicha lo 
que nos rodea, mis queridos amigos. Todo es flaqueza de carácter y deficiencia en todo. Vamos 
perdiendo en todo. Por eso no me sorprende, aunque lamento amargamente las injusticias que como en 
el pleno dominio de España, se ensañan contra el sincero cubano de color, destituido como el 
Hipomeyón de Esparta, de todos sus derechos.” Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Carta Abierta: Coronel José 
C. López, y Teniente-Coronel Julián V. Sierra,” La Doctrina De Martí: Suplemento, April 1900. 
Hippomedon of Sparta was exiled from the city for the misdeeds of his father Agesilaus in which he 
took no part.  
49 ———, “La Obra del Deber.” 
50 My emphasis. The Spanish original reads: “Pero todo eso continuará mientras que los destituidos 
desengañados de que del cielo no ha de venir el maná, confíen en sus propios esfuerzos, y por los 
medios pacíficos y dentro de la legalidad existente constituyan una organización discreta y poderosa. 
Inútil será todo cuanto se haga por los medios aislados. El silencio cuando no el desdén y hasta la burla 
será siempre el convenio contra todas nuestras protestas.” ———, “Carta Abierta: Coronel José C. 
López.” 



!

!

56 

Cubans (i.e., race and class subalterns) to organize themselves as a subgroup.51  

Serra made similar complaints in another open letter to Juan Sardiñas, a 

veteran officer of the Independence War. Sardiñas published it in his newspaper, el 

Pueblo Libre in January of 1901, that is, at the time that Cuba’s first constitution was 

being drafted. In it, Serra asserts that “the black Cuban should hate anything that 

smells of Yankee” while also warning that if whites continued to treat Cubans of color 

the same way Americans treated them, blacks and mulattos would eventually 

acquiesce to American colonialism and make the expulsion of the United States from 

Cuba impossible.52 Here, Serra seemed to be saying two things: on the one hand, he 

claims that in order for Cubans of color to topple white supremacy, they had to oppose 

the American occupation. The implication here was that the U.S.’ intervention in Cuba 

was exacerbating the oppression of blacks and mulattos. At the same time, he also 

argues that in order for Cubans to mobilize the critical mass necessary for expelling 

U.S. troops, they had to promote racial justice from within and this way, unite Cubans 

of color with white Cubans against a common enemy. To put it another way, in the 

letter, Serra sounds the alarm about what he believed to be a productive and dangerous 

interrelationship between U.S. neocolonialism and white supremacy. If Cubans of 

color did not work with whites to expel U.S. troops, the problem of white supremacy 

would grow worse yet. At the same time, according to him, the worse racial 

divisionism between Cubans themselves would become, the less likely it was that 

                                                
51 There was of course anti-capitalist activism through trade unions, anarchist groups, etc. but calls for 
unity were based on a perceived common working class identity.  
52 “El negro cubano debe odiar todo lo que pudiera oler á yankee, pero sabe al dedillo que si los 
americanos se apoderan de Cuba, no queda entre poco tiempo ni un vestigio de lo que sea cubano, séase 
verde ó amarillo.” Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Carta abierta al director del “Pueblo libre”,” (1901), 11. 
(Emphasis in original).  
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Cubans of color would resist the United States’ occupation.  

In the same letter, Serra called for the organization of the “clase de color” in 

the post-1898 era. He begins by criticizing those who falsely claimed “the problem of 

race in Cuba was resolved when the single-starred flag was hoisted in Yara, and that 

such a thing is proven because in Cuba, the glorious memories of Maceo and Martí are 

revered.”53 Here, Serra was acknowledging the political expedience of Cuban 

discourses of racial fraternity and how they were employed for different political ends. 

In response, Serra ends the letter by calling on Cubans of color to organize themselves 

to correct Cuban nationalism, an act which he considered to be the only true kind of 

patriotism:  

The class of color must organize itself, not with absurd pretensions of 
wanting to govern, but with the just desire of demanding that they be 
governed well.  The class of color must organize itself, and it must not 
forget that in all of the political parties’ programs there is not a single 
cause devoted to correct their exclusion. The class of color must 
organize itself and it must not trust in the promises of justice written in 
all of the national constitutions, because since those principles of 
justice are not embodied in those that have the obligation to make sure 
that they are complied with and respected, they are nothing more than 
“vague maxims or guidelines of uncertain application and dubious 
interpretation.”54 
 

In this passage, Serra directly calls on blacks and mulattos to organize as racial 

subalterns and demand an end to their “exclusion.” He urges them to beware of liberal 

                                                
53 “Otros escalan la tribuna y declaran que el problema de las razas en Cuba, está resuelto, desde que la 
bandera de la Estrella Solitaria se enarbolara en Yara, y que lo prueba el hecho de que en Cuba se 
venera el glorioso recuerdo de Martí y Maceo.” Ibid., 11-12. 
54 “Organícese la clase de color no con absurdas pretensiones de querer gobernar, sino con el deseo 
justo de exigir se le gobierne bien. Organícese la clase de color, y no se olvide en ninguno de los 
programas de partido, hay una sola causa consagrada á mejorar su condición de excluida. Organícese la 
clase de color, y no confíe del todo en las promesas de justicias escritas en todas las Constituciones 
Nacionales, porque como esos principios de justicias no están encarnados en los que tienen el deber de 
hacerlas cumplir y respetar, no son más que: ‘máximas vagas ó sentencias de aplicación incierta, de 
dudosa interpretación’.” See ibid., 13-14. 
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republican constitutionalism, claiming that by themselves, laws would not topple 

white supremacy, that is, without an organized critical mass of people of color calling 

for an end to de jure and de facto racist practices. In the quote, Serra also accuses 

those in charge of directing Cuba’s political affairs of not “embodying” the principles 

of justice on which the country was being founded (no están ‘encarnados’). With the 

use of the word “encarnados”—which in Spanish can mean to “personify” an idea but 

also to give visible form to something with one’s body—Serra seemed to be implying 

that as long as people from the clases de color did not participate in leadership roles in 

government (i.e., unless their black and mulatto “bodies” were not present in the 

future Cuban republic’s leadership), the nation would fail to deliver its promise of 

justice for all.55 Lastly, Serra also clarifies that he was not calling for Cubans of color 

to turn against whites and “govern” them the way they themselves were had been 

“governed” during the island’s colonial past. This is important, since Serra here 

seemed to be attempting to dispel the old canard that if given the opportunity to take 

power, Cubans of color would take revenge on whites and persecute them the way that 

Haitians had allegedly done to their former masters a century earlier.  

It is important to note that black organizations were not unheard of in Cuba at 

                                                
55 The quote at the end is from a famous book on constitutional law by the Spanish jurist 
originally published in 1858. There, in a list of features that a “good constitution must have,” 
the third quality that the author mentions is that it must contain “perceptive or declarative laws 
of rights and duties” instead of “vague maxims or guidelines of uncertain application and 
dubious interpretation.” See Manuel Colmeiro, Elementos del derecho politico y 
administrativo de España  (Madrid y Santiago: Librería de Don Angel Calleja, 1858). 87. The 
plural phrase “national constitutions” here is interesting because Serra was not just referring to 
Cuba’s constitution which at the time of the letter’s publication was in the process of drafted 
but possibly the constitution the United States which in a way was supreme over Cuba’s given 
the island’s status as a territory at the time.  
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the time Serra wrote these letters.56 Before his political exile to the U.S. in 1880 and 

his eventual involvement in helping prepare Cubans for the next and final 

independence and war, Serra helped establish a multiracial mutual aid and educational 

society in Matanzas called La Armonía (Harmony).57 Serra also co-founded the 

Sociedad Protectora de la Instrucción La Liga in New York City in 1890. Such 

organizations were important to racial subaltern Cubans given that for the first time, 

they provided most working class blacks and mulattos with the opportunity to receive 

a formal education, something which had been denied to them until 1878.58 Also, in 

1886, several black and mulatto activists founded the Directorio Central de Sociedades 

de la Raza de Color (Central Directorate of Societies of Color). Its aim was to 

organize all mutual-aid “societies” organized by Cubans of color under one umbrella 

group. The Directorio’s founder and leader was Juan Gualberto Gómez, a close friend 

of Martí and of Serra as well. Gómez was a self-taught free mulatto born to a family of 

former slaves. In the Guerra Chiquita of 1879, he and Martí led an effort to revive the 

separatist cause in the island. That same year, Gómez also founded a newspaper called 

La Fraternidad (i.e., Fraternity). According to Lanier, through this widely read 

newspaper, Gómez called on black and mulattos to seek common cause to dismantle 

laws that treated them differently, preventing them from accessing a quality education 

and other privileges that were reserved for white Cubans, even working class whites 

                                                
56 As Hevia points out, the idea of a black political party in Cuba began being discussed between 1878-
1880. See: Oilda Hevia Lanier, El directorio central de las sociedades negras en Cuba (1886-1894)  
(Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1996). 14. 
57 For more on La Armonía, see Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 28; ———, El negro 
en el periodismo... 21-23. 
58 ———, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 23-24. 
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and/or immigrants from Europe.59 Between 1886 and the start of the War of 

Independence in 1895, the Directorio became a powerful organization across Cuba. It 

successfully sued individuals for discrimination, claiming that de jure, institutional 

racism in the post-slavery era was unconstitutional under Spanish law. With the 

organization’s help, other people filed similar lawsuits in the 1880s forcing the courts 

to desegregate first class carriages as well as restaurants and lunch counters.60 Thus, 

the Directorio’s campaign was in effect a full-fledged civil rights movement that made 

gained legal victories before the American “long civil rights movement” emerged in 

the 1930s.61  

One important difference between the type of black and mulatto activism that 

Gómez spearheaded in Cuba in the 1880s-90s and the kind organizing of the clases de 

color that Serra called for in 1901 was that Gómez promised that once Cuba secured 

its independence from Spain, there would be no need for people of color to make 

demands on the state as a racial subaltern collectivity. In 1893, addressing accusations 

that he and other black activists were seeking to found a “black republic” similar to 

Haiti’s, Gómez clarified that the goals of the Directorio and his La Igualdad were 

narrowly tailored to strictly achieve “the disappearance of the inequalities and 

concerns that alienated Cubans of color from the orbit in which political parties move. 

Once these inequalities are eliminated and these concerns are dampened, men of color 

                                                
59 Hevia Lanier, El directorio central: 19. 
60 I should note that these legal victories did not always mean that national and local governments 
would always follow suit and correct injustices challenged in court. See for example Helg, Our Rightful 
Share: 38. 
61 See Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” The 
Journal of American History  91, no. 4 (2005). 
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will no longer have any particularist aspirations to defend.”62 Elsewhere, Gómez 

promised that once racial subaltern Cubans were given equal legal rights, black and 

mulattos organizing and even black and mulatto social identities would cease to exist: 

“from the instant in which differences between blacks and whites cease to exist in the 

public sphere, from the moment when certain aspirations cease to be special and 

specific to individuals of only one race, there will be no possible race-based group, 

and the raced man will cease to exist to, in turn, give birth to man without 

adjectives.”63 In this regard, Serra’s 1901 “Open Letter to the Director of Pueblo Libre” 

directly subverted Gomez’ assurances.64  

To summarize, like most of his Cuban contemporaries, Serra believed 

nationalism to be a key instrument in mobilizing people against Spanish colonialism. 

However, he did not always agree with his peers on how the Cuban nation was being 

discursively constructed. In the years between Martí’s death in 1895 and his return in 

1902, Serra endeavored to create and mobilize a nationalist discourse that did not see 

                                                
62 “Se trabaja por la desaparición de desigualdades y preocupaciones que alejaban a los elementos 
negros de la órbita en que los partidos cubanos se mueven. Borradas esas desigualdades, amortiguadas 
esas preocupaciones, no tendrán ya los hombres de color aspiraciones particularistas que defender.” 
Gómez, Juan Gualberto, “Reflexiones Políticas,” La Igualdad (Habana), January 28, 1893. Cited in: 
Hassan Abdel Dhouti, “Cubanismo: Race, Class, and Revolution” (University of California, 2001), 240. 
[author’s translation, my emphasis]. 
63 “Desde el instante en que en la esfera pública y social no existan diferencias entre blancos y negros; 
desde el momento en que ciertas aspiraciones no sean especiales y privativas a los individuos de una 
sola raza, no habrá agrupación de raza posible, y el hombre de raza dejará de existir para dar nacimiento 
al hombre sin adjetivo” Cited in ibid., 241. 
64 Serra also had significant differences of opinion when it came to race politics with Martín Morúa 
Delgado as well. In the late 1870s, both men collaborated in the establishment of black and mulatto 
mutual aid societies and newspapers in Matanzas. In fact, Serra and Morúa fled to Key West together in 
1880. See Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 33-36. See Their friendship seemed to take 
a different turn when Morúa publicly advocated against organizing collectively as a “clase de color” 
and in favor of a liberal individualist “bootstraps” politics of anti-racism, similar to the politically 
conservative ideas of Booker T. Washington in the United States. After that, there is no indication that 
they ever collaborated although unlike Juan Gualberto Gómez who had bitter exchanges with Morúa in 
print, Serra rarely if ever attacked Morúa publicly.  



!

!

62 

racial fraternity as something that had already manifested itself or was in a teleological 

process of becoming. For him, the Cuban national community could only be united if 

people actively made it as such through a nationalist ethics of sorts that was equally 

anti-racist, anti-colonial, and anti-imperialist. In other words, as an activist and 

propagandist, Serra aimed to create and diffuse statements that went along the lines of 

what the discourse of nationhood via racial fraternalism called for, but that also 

emphasized the need for black and mulatto organizing as a racial subaltern group to 

make the nation live up to its ideals. The problem was that he was doing so at a time 

when other Cubans with more influence than Serra and his collaborators in La 

Doctrina and El Nuevo Criollo rearticulated Martí’s nationalist ideals in a way that 

made black and mulatto “particularist” politics seem not only unnecessary but even 

possibly threatening to the nationalist cause. This posed a difficulty for Serra, forcing 

him to toe a fine line between staking too much on the idea that Cubans of all color 

needed to fight together against colonialism and imperialism (i.e., to the detriment of 

the anti-racism), and insisting too much on black and mulatto “particularist” 

organizing (i.e., in a way that made leaders like himself seem like anti-nationalist, 

anti-white revanchists).  

In what remains, I trace how Serra’s positions changed as he grappled with this 

“entanglement” and its philosophical and strategic implications. In his texts from 1896 

to 1909, there is a clear progression in Serra’s political thinking in favor of 

confronting nationalism through black and mulatto organizing. Nevertheless, we also 

get the sense that Serra brooded over how far Cubans of color ought to take that 

militancy, especially after the creation of the Partido Independiente de Color. Could 
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and should Cubans of color duplicate what African Americans were doing to 

challenge their second-class citizenship? Like Martí, Serra too framed the United 

States as a failed experiment in liberal-republicanism.65 The question that he 

ruminated on was whether Cubans of color, with their comparatively bigger 

demographic strength, and their history of struggle and sacrifice in the separatist wars, 

could turn Cuba into a truly exceptional “republic” through their anti-racist activism or 

whether this constituted a betrayal of Cuba’s nationalist ideal.   

A Cuban Black Reconstruction 
 

In 1880, Serra fled political persecution in Cuba and moved to Key West 

where he lived for several months before moving on to New York. There, he was 

active in the Cuban separatist community that had existed there for decades.66 

Although this was the exact moment in which Jim Crow replaced Reconstruction 

throughout the rest of Florida, “Cayo Hueso”—as it was known in Cuba—was 

exceptional in that it was one of the only places in the U.S. South where Afro-

descendants continued to be elected to political offices.67 This island city—which 

                                                
65 See Jacqueline Kaye, “Martí in the United States: the flight from disorder,” in José Martí, 
revolutionary democrat, ed. Christopher Abel and Nissa Torrents (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1986), 79. 
66 Fernando Ortiz claims that by 1831, there already was a community of about 50 Cuban cigar makers. 
This population continued to grow, especially in the 1850s-1860s due in part to the influx of Cuban 
workers with abolitionist and separatist ideas seeking refuge in a place that was about 6 hours from 
Havana by steamboat ferries that left regularly (i.e., 90 miles). See Fernando Ortiz, Contrapunteo 
cubano del tabaco y el azúcar, Biblioteca Ayacucho 42 (Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1978). 75, 83. 
67 See Paul Ortiz, Emancipation betrayed: the hidden history of Black organizing and white violence in 
Florida from Reconstruction to the bloody election of 1920, American crossroads 16 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005). 38-49. A local Key Westian writer, L.W. Livingston, writing in 
late 1888 in Thomas Fortune’s New York Age remarked that republicans in the island city elected two 
men of color, Mr. James Dean for County Judge and Mr. Charles F. Dupont for county sheriff. The 
author then related that some of the white residents in the island were unhappy that Judge Dean would 
be signing their marriage licenses:  

notwithstanding these manifestations of prejudice Key West is the freest town in the 
South, not even Washington excepted. There are no attempts at bulldozing and 
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never fell to the Confederacy due to its strategic importance to union troops—had a 

much larger black population than most other cities in the U.S. south. Around half of 

its inhabitants were Afro-descendants. A significant part of these were Bahamian 

immigrants but there was also a community of black and mulatto Cubans there, some 

of whom continued to be elected to public office after the fall of reconstruction in 

other parts in of the South in the 1880s.68 Even more remarkable is the fact that until 

1910, Key West was the most populous city in Florida, meaning that it was one of the 

most important places in the state, even more so considering that by the time Serra 

arrived there, Key West had become the largest cigar-manufacturing center in the 

world.69  

Serra’s brief but momentous residency in Key West seems to have shaped his 

future positions on the politics of black anti-racist, radical democratic activism. In El 

Nuevo Criollo (The New Creole), a newspaper that Serra owned and edited between 

1904-1906, he decided to run a report from a Cuban living in Key West at the time 
                                                                                                                                       

intimidating during campaigns and at elections here. No negroes are murdered here in 
cold blood, and there are no gross miscarriages of justice against them as is so 
frequently seen throughout the South, to her everlasting shame and disgrace. A 
vigilance committee here would meet with the warmest kind of reception and a ku 
klux clan would be unceremoniously run into the Gulf of Mexico or the Atlantic 
Ocean. See: L.W. Livingston, “Freest Town in the South: No Bulldozing Attempted 
at Key West,” The New York Age, December 1 1888. 

68 According to Livingston:  
the great peculiarity of the place is in its population and their mode of life. There is 
such conglomeration of American colored and white folks, Cubans, colored 
immigrants from Nassau and Conchs, and such an admixture of them all that it is 
impossible to determine where the line begins and where it ends. The Conchs are 
white and colored would-be white, Bahamians. There are white Cubans and Colored 
Cubans. They Conchs and colored Bahamians…The Cubans run the island to a very 
great extent. They not only control the cigar business, which is the leading and almost 
only industry here, but they seem to own a majority of the smaller shops and stores. 
See: ———, “Peculiarities of Key West: An Island Where Women Smoke,” The New 
York Age, November 3 1888. 

69 In 1890, around 18,000 residents lived in Key West. The second most populated city was St. 
Augustine. Miami was a small town at the time. See John Viele, The Florida Keys: A History of the 
Pioneers  (Sarasota: Pineapple Press, 1996). 82. 
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detailing the remarkable demonstrations of black political participation that were 

taking place there. The story was actually a reprint of a piece that had appeared in La 

Discusión—another Cuban newspaper that Serra regularly collaborated with—in 

which the author narrates to Cuban readers how a large group of blacks had organized 

a protest against government corruption in City Hall to condemn the mayor’s lax 

enforcement of the laws and rights that were supposed to protect them.70 The author 

does not specify the ethnicity of the black protesters so it is possible that there were 

Cubans of color and Bahamians as well as African Americans there. Serra titled his 

reprint of the article “Negros Dignificados” (“Dignified Blacks”). The story opens 

with a clarification about Key West’s geographical proximity to Cuba:   

So that no one ends up thinking that Key West is a Turkish or Italian 
town, it’s important to note that it is a city that belongs to the large and 
progressive American nation, the United States. In spite of it, this does 
not remove the fact that our leaders or local authorities are as inept, as 
incapable, or as careless in holding the reins of power [i.e., the leaders 
in Key West vis-à-vis those in Cuba]. This results from the fact that 
because they are all members of one and the same family, they know 
how to arrange matters between themselves, with the same brotherly 
love in which we arrange things for ourselves, with the only difference 
that ours is between “Cubans” and theirs between “Americans,” but 
neither us Cubans or the Americans think about the “negros” because 
we believe that they should always get the short end of the stick, but 
this time it backfired on us, because that negligible fraction, that 
element that cannot be considered, that part that, being human, also 
thinks and feels, has stood up, an as if it was giving us a slap in the face 
but without hands, has made direct demands on the municipal 
government, something which is the most sublime lesson of love, of 
honor, and of the collective prestige of a people that can be given. 71 

                                                
70 La Discusión was one of Cuba’s most widely read newspapers at the turn of the last century. It had 
separatist leanings in the 1890s and it staunchly opposed the Platt Amendment. The newspaper 
sometimes published articles and open letters written by Serra.  
71 “Para que nadie crea que Key West es un pueblo turco o italiano, conviene decir que es una ciudad 
que pertenece a la grande y progresista nación americana, Estados Unidos de América. Mas, ello no 
quita para que nuestros gobernantes o autoridades locales sean más o menos ineptos, incapaces, o 
despreocupados en llevar como es debido las riendas del poder. Esto resulta, porque como todos son 
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The implication here was that such actions were taking place in a place that was not 

only next-door to Cuba, but also in city that was part of a country in which blacks 

were much smaller in proportion to the general population than in Cuba. I should note 

that through newspapers like Serra’s, Cubans of color in the island were familiar with 

the reversals of Reconstruction, the prevalence of lynching in the U.S. south, and the 

hateful treatments that blacks—including Afro-Latina/os—received in the South and 

in Northern U.S. cities. By reproducing this dispatch, Serra may have sought to 

counter statements common at the time in Cuba in which people claimed that their 

recently inaugurated republic was significantly more benevolent towards people of 

color and therefore more democratic than the United States.72 By providing a vignette 

of blacks in Key West storming into City Hall to demand that authorities treat them as 

equals, he was foregrounding something that at the time rarely took place in the 

island.73 The article’s main implication was that in the land of “Yankee” racism, black 

                                                                                                                                       
miembros de una misma familia, saben arreglar sus cosas entre si, con aquel mismo cariño filial conque 
también nosotros arreglamos las nuestras, con la sola diferencia que la nuestra queda “como entre 
cubanos” y lo de ellos “como entre americanos” pero ni los cubanos ni los americanos hablamos 
pensando en los “negros,” por creernos que a éstos siempre les cogía la noche; mas esta vez nos salió el 
tiro por la culata, porque esa fracción despreciada, ese elemento a quien no se quiere considerar, esa 
parte que como humana también piensa y siente, se ha erguido y como dándonos una bofetada, sin 
manos, dirige al Gobierno municipal una infancia, que es la lección más sublime que puede darse de 
amor a la honra y al prestigio colectivo de un pueblo.” Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Negros Dignificados,” 
El Nuevo Criollo (1905). 
72 This notion was also popular among African Americans who often imagined Cuba to be a racial 
paradise where men of all colors fought and died together for freedom from Spanish tyranny. See Lisa 
Brock, “Back to the Future: African Americans and Cuba in the Time(s) of Race,” Contributions in 
Black Studies 12, no. 1 (1994): 9-11. 
73 Some exception would be the historic meeting in 1902 of the Comité de Veteranos y de Sociedades 
de Raza de Color (Committee for Veterans and Societies of Color), a group that was organized to 
denounce the institution of de jure segregation and discrimination in the island after 1898, particularly 
in the security forces which were the most likely to hire veterans. This was one of the first instances in 
which Cubans of color openly called on the post-independence government to correct discriminatory 
practices. See Tomás Fernández Robaina, El negro en Cuba, 1902-1958: apuntes para la historia de la 
lucha contra la discriminación racial, Sociología (La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1990). 
38.However, it was, after all, only a meeting. Organized anti-racist protests would come later, 
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Americans were better able to organize politically against injustices than in Cuba.  

In the 22 years that Serra spent in the United States between 1880-1902, Serra 

experienced firsthand not just the expansion of Jim Crow in the south but also the 

explosion of black organization and mobilization in the North. He arrived and lived as 

a black man in New York at a moment when African Americans organizing 

themselves into associations aimed at challenging white supremacy and racial terror 

across the country. He also observed how in spite of the fall of Reconstruction, black 

Americans continued to create and operate schools, universities, and business projects 

of their own, with the intent of proving themselves to be equally capable of becoming 

modern citizens and producers of wealth. In other words, this was the era in which 

black nationalism became increasingly institutionalized. He also saw how some chose 

to challenge white supremacy directly through activism, either through campaigns 

(e.g., Ida B. Well’s anti-lynching crusade), or through activist organizations like T. 

Thomas Fortune’s National Afro-American League (1890-94), which was later 

revived as the National Afro-American Council (1898-1907). These two organizations 

set the precedent for the Niagara Movement, the NAACP and all the other 

organizations that paved the way for the long civil rights movement.  

As far as we know, during his 22 years in New York, Serra did not participate 

actively in any black American political group or social club; yet this did not mean 

                                                                                                                                       
especially after the Guerrita de Agosto of 1906, an incident which the mainstream press described as a 
black and mulatto versus white rebellion and in which Quintín Banderas, a black mambí veteran general 
respected by many Cubans of color, was killed. After that, black and mulatto anti-racist organizing 
became more organized and more confrontational. See  
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that he was not paying attention to what was going on around him.74 In his newspaper 

articles and book essays, Serra demonstrated knowledge of the struggles African 

Americans were waging and the debates that black leaders were having with each 

other. For example, his newspaper sometimes published translated copies of articles 

taken from T. Thomas Fortune’s newspaper, The Age. Fortune, like Serra, was a 

journalist whose newspaper was the most widely read African American publication at 

the turn of the last century. As an activist, or more specifically, a propagandist, he 

passionately advocated for black political organizing in the U.S. In addition to 

providing his readers with translations of articles from Fortune’s newspaper, El Nuevo 

Criollo published a regular section called “Notas Americanas” (American Notes) 

where in which the paper kept Cuban readers informed about anti-lynching and anti-

segregation campaigns, and about efforts by Booker T. Washington and others to 

establish black educational organizations.75 In 1905, he also reported on the Negro 

Business League Conference that took place in New York City in the summer of that 

year, which Serra possibly attended since we know he traveled back to New York 

during that time.76  

                                                
74 We also have no evidence of Serra ever joining a Masonic or Oddfellows’ lodge for men of color like 
his friend, Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, who joined the Prince Hall Masonic Lodge and entered African 
American politics this way. Jossianna Arroyo, who is an expert on this topic, confirmed this to me 
through personal correspondence. See her upcoming book titled Writing Secrecy: Technologies of the 
Word in Caribbean Freemasonry (New York:Palgrave, forthcoming).  
75 See for example Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Promesa Cumplida: Booker T. Washington Interpretado 
por la Preocupación Cubana,” in Para blancos y negros; ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos 
(Habana,: Imprenta El Score, 1907). Recently, Frank Guridy has written a book chapter on 
Washington’s influence in Cuba among members of the island’s black and mulatto literate middle class. 
See Frank Andre Guridy, Forging diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African Americans in a World of Empire 
and Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010). 
76 Serra’s newspaper provided detailed coverage of its convention soon after it took place. Curiously, 
we know that Serra was in New York at the time of the convention. Serra sailed from Havana to New 
York on July 19, 1905, according to a “manifest of alien passengers” (available through Ancestry.com). 
The Sept. 23, 1905 of El Nuevo Criollo announced that Serra returned from New York aboard a ship 
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In using the medium of newspaper to share chronicles of U.S. life with Cuban 

readers, Serra, like Martí, was engaging in a comparative exercise meant to elucidate 

to those in the island both the advantages and drawbacks of life in a country that was 

struggling to become an exceptional, modern, industrialized, liberal republic unlike 

any the world had seen. In his “chronicles,” Martí narrated to his readers his 

experiences witnessing the social struggles that were taking place in the U.S. at the 

time. According to him: “An honorable man cannot help but observe that not only 

have the elements of diverse origins and tendencies that created the United States been 

unable to merge in three centuries of common life and one under a common political 

project, but their forced communion has exacerbated and accentuated the primary 

differences between them, and have turned this unnatural federation onto a harsh state 

of violent conquest.”77 This description contrasted sharply with Martí’s repeated 

characterizations of Cuba as a nearly complete racially fraternal nation. In contrast, in 

Serra’s post-1902 journalism, we begin to see frequent comparisons between Cuba 

and the United States as two defective republics that had failed to deliver their promise 

of freedom and equality for all.  

This does not mean, however, that Serra identified as a universal black subject 

                                                                                                                                       
called “El Yucatán.” The Sixth Annual Convention of the National Negro Business League was held in 
New York City from August 16-18, 1905. Interestingly, the newspaper mentions that Serra was in New 
York for personal reasons but since Serra was a congressman for the Moderate Party, this could have 
been his way of covering his tracks to avoid criticism from other politicians. Also, during the time Serra 
was in New York in the summer of 1905, we know that he possibly attended a dinner to honor John 
Edward Bruce (Bruce Grit) at the behest of his friend Arturo Alfonso Schomburg. See: Hoffnung-
Garskof, “Migrations of Arturo Schomburg.” 
77 “Lo que ha de observar el hombre honrado es precisamente que no sólo no han podido fundirse, en 
tres siglos de vida común, o uno de ocupación política, los elementos de origen y tendencia diversos 
con que se crearon los Estados Unidos, sino que la comunidad forzosa exacerba y acentúa sus 
diferencias primarias, y convierte la federación innatural en un estado, áspero, de violenta conquista.” 
José Martí, “La verdad sobre los Estados Unidos,” in Obras Completas (Havana: Editorial Lex, 1946). 
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that formed part of an oppressed diaspora. The idea of a unitary “black diaspora” that 

was oppressed by modern states everywhere and the project of uniting black subjects 

in different countries to challenge the complicity of their states with white supremacy 

and colonialism in Africa may have been a touchstone of early twentieth century black 

politics.78 However, nowhere in his writings do we see Serra identifying with this 

notion. Of course, in this regard, he was not alone since few if any other black Cuban 

leaders identified with this idea. In this sense, Cuban intellectual of color living in the 

United States such as Serra took a dramatically different approach than their West 

Indian counterparts living in the U.S. at the time. I am referring here to people like 

Marcus Garvey, Claude McKay and C.L.R. James who did identify closely with the 

struggles of African Americans, in part because as Stephens argues, they had not 

easily identifiable national homelands.79 The difference between Serra and these black 

West Indian radicals was that until his dying breath, Serra insisted that a racismless, 

truly democratic Cuban republic was “possible.”80 In spite of his call for black and 

mulatto Cuban organizing in the aftermath of the U.S. invasion, in the last decade of 

his life, Serra remained convinced that because of their demographic strength and their 

history of collective struggle, Cubans of color were a kind of radical democratic 

                                                
78 Particularly so after the first Pan-African Conference of 1900 in London. For more on this, see 
Chapter Two.  
79 As Stephens argues in her work, this led West Indians to “imagine neither a black American national 
homeland nor West Indian independent states but a deterritorialized “Negro Federation” that could 
guide and shape transnational political and cultural identity for the diasporic black community.” See: 
Michelle Stephens, “Re-imagining the Shape and Borders of Black Political Space,” Radical History 
Review 87, no. Fall (2003): 174., and also Michelle Ann Stephens, Black empire: the Masculine Global 
Imaginary of Caribbean Intellectuals in the United States, 1914-1962 (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2005). 
80 African Americans themselves were fascinated with the exploits of independence leaders of color like 
Antonio Maceo and believed in the prospect of Cuba becoming an racially fraternal nation state once it 
achieved its independence. See: Brock, “Back to the Future,” 17. 
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vanguard that could turn their nation and its newly inaugurated state into a kind of 

anti-racist, anti-colonial republic unlike any the world had ever seen. The question was 

whether he could convince others that black Cuban anti-racism ought to be the truest 

expression of Cuban nationalism.  

A terminal “entanglement”  
 
In 1902, Tomás Estrada Palma was elected to serve as the first president of the 

newly created Cuban republic. Serra—who had collaborated with Estrada in the PRC 

in New York—was able to secure a post office job in 1902, and in 1904 and 1908, he 

was twice elected as Representative for the province of Oriente on Estrada’s Moderate 

Party ticket. In that capacity, Serra was one of only a handful of congressmen of color 

who held office in Cuba’s highest legislative body.81 According to Pappademos: 

“Black Cuban leaders such as Juan Gualberto Gómez, Rafael Serra, and Agustín 

Cebreco were sought by political parties, ostensibly for their racial appeal. Their 

campaigning helped to secure electoral outcomes, and they served as important 

partisan spokespersons.”82 Although there is no denying that in his post 1904 

journalism, Serra acted as a loyal party member, defending the Moderados from 

attacks by the Liberales, this characterization fails to mention that Serra rarely if ever 

blindly sided with the party’s leadership when it came to the issue of race. Instead, he 

blamed all of Cuba’s political organizations for their failure address the continuation 

of white supremacy into the post-independence period. For instance, in an essay titled 

“To the Liberals of color: to each and every one of them,” Serra proclaims that:  
                                                
81 In 1904, out of 63 congressmen in Cuba’s house of representatives, only four were non-white, 
including Serra. Of 12 senators, only one was nonwhite. 
82 Melina Pappademos, Black political activism and the Cuban republic, Envisioning Cuba (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011). 77. 
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the unchanging rigors that Cuba’s exploited and always righteous class 
of color unfortunately has to still has to suffer through are not the fault 
of Don Tomás Estrada Palma, as they also not the Moderate Party’s 
fault, but rather they are exclusively and directly the fault of a tradition 
of one class against another class, without distinction of personalities or 
political parties, and they would continue were the Liberal Party to ever 
take over.83 

 
In another article titled “History Repeats Itself,” Serra criticizes the way African 

Americans continued to blindly support Republicans even though the party of the 

early 20th century was nothing like the radical republicans that had once supported 

reconstruction. The point of this piece was to show that when it came to matters of 

race and racism, both of the main political parties in the United States were not that 

different. As Serra remarks in this essay: “we must warn our popular masses, 

especially the class of color, that here, there is no difference between parties, and has 

never involved one party favoring workers and the other fighting them, or one party 

loving dearly the class of color and the other one hating it. No, there is no such 

thing.”84 

In his time as both a representative for Oriente and at the same time, the owner 

and editor of a politically independent newspaper that was critical of the continuation 

white supremacy, Serra’s tone grew increasingly frustrated with the republic’s 

                                                
83 “[…los rigores mansos que desgraciadamente aún sufre Cuba la explotada y siempre buena clase de 
color, no es culpa de don Tomás Estrada Palma, no es culpa del Partido Moderado, sino que es culpa 
única y directa de una tradición de una clase contra otra clase, sin distingo de personalidad ni partidos, y 
como se vería si llegare á constituir gobierno el Partido Liberal, en algún tiempo.” Serra y Montalvo, 
“A los liberales de color,” 82. In his editorials in which Serra defended Estrada Palma and the 
Conservative Party, Serra sometimes accepted that there were some racists within his party while also 
reminding his readers that there were people in the Liberal party who were equally prejudiced towards 
blacks and mulattos. See for example: ———, “A ‘La Antorcha’ de Trinidad,” El Nuevo Criollo 
(1904)., and ———, “Habla la imparcialidad.”  
84“Por eso debemos advertir  a nuestras masas populares, y con especialidad a la clase de color, que  
aquí la diferencia de los partidos no consiste y no ha consistido de que uno favorezca a los trabajadores 
y otro los combata; en que uno quera mucho a la case de color y otro lo deteste. No, nada de eso hay.” 
———, “La historia se repite,” El Nuevo Criollo (1905). 
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seeming incapacity to reverse de jure and de facto racist practices and structures. Only 

two years into his first congressional term, Serra declared that:  

The Republic has failed and will always fail, because of the 
improvident omission of the truth and of justice in all political 
proceedings… the Republic has failed and will always fail because 
politics between ourselves is far from being a science of consecrated 
observation of all our real factors, and has failed to consider these 
factors for the equal distribution of the benefits that we are all entitled 
to…It has failed and it will always fail because, in the end, as our 
illustrious Martí told us: “If the Republic does not open its arms to all 
and progresses with all, the Republic will perish.”85 
 

Immediately before his death in October of 1909, Serra penned a political pamphlet 

titled “La República Posible” that was printed posthumously [Fig. 1.5]. In it, dissects 

the “illnesses” that threatened Cuba’s liberal republican government, from inadequate 

housing and education, to corrupt political parties. He details incidents that were 

brought to his attention as a congressman in which teachers of color were not being 

hired to teach in Havana after graduating, in which soldiers of color were not  

promoted in the army or rural guard, police officers were harassed by their superiors, 

and when blacks and mulattos were promoted to positions formerly occupied by 

whites, they would be paid less. According to Serra then, of all its post-colonial 

problems, Cuba’s most crippling after independence was that white supremacy had 

implanted itself firmly into its liberal republican state that was supposed to make the  

                                                
85 “Ha fracasado la República y fracasará siempre, por la omisión imprevisora de la verdad y de la 
justicia en los procedimientos políticos…Ha fracasado la República y fracasará siempre, porque lejos 
de ser entre nosotros la política una ciencia de observación consagrada á conocer todos nuestros 
factores reales, y tenerlos en cuenta para la distribución equitativa de los beneficios que á todos y cada 
uno pertenece, se constituye pobremente la política, entre nosotros, á establecer el privilegio en todo, y 
en todo contribuir a la desaparición de la República; y fracasará una y mil veces, porque yéndonos 
extremosos fuera del justo medio, no podemos mantener en equilibrio saludable al pueblo y al Estado: 
Y ha fracasado y fracasará siempre la República, en fin, porque como bien dijera nuestro ilustre Martí: 
‘Si la República no abre los brazos á todos y adelanta con todos, muere la República’.” ———, “A los 
liberales de color,” 80-81. 
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Figure 1.5: Rafael Serra, c.a., 1906 (Serra, Para blancos y negros, 7) 
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nation democratic, and in the capitalist mode of production that was supposed to make 

it thrive. The solution to this, the only possible “cure” to the “dying” republic as he 

describes it, was an organized and mobilized black and mulatto civil society fighting 

for equal treatment. Among the most important recommendations contained in the 

essay, Serra suggests Cubans do away with is the very notion that Cuba was already 

“colorblind”: “No matter how much the creators of the free fatherland with justice for  

all wanted to repair the injustices of the past with an evangelic and heroic vision of 

equality, today, that equality that our flawed legal code ostentates is only a myth, a 

vague maxim of uncertain application that like so many other laws is useful as a mere 

formality.”86  

While “La República Posible” provided an honest critique of the project of 

creating a racially fraternal, liberal nation state, in the essay, Serra does not list a 

concrete plan for countering white supremacy. He does claim that in the United States, 

where similar dynamics of power existed, “when the government tries and fails in its 

efforts to combat one particular evil, organizations comprised of brave volunteers 

instantly appear everywhere and they commit themselves to cleaning the whatever 

stain mars their country even at the risk of losing their lives, in order to save it from all 

dangers, scandals, crimes, and immoralities.”87 Thus, even with the unaccustomed 

                                                
86 “Por mas que el espíritu heroico y evangélico de los creadores de la patria libre y de justicia para 
todos haya sido establecer entre todos los habitantes de Cuba la igualdad reparadora de injusticias 
pasadas, sucede que esa igualdad de que se hace tanta ostentación en nuestro Código viciado, solo es un 
mito o una máxima vaga de aplicación incierta y  dispuesta, como tantas otras leyes, para llenar la 
forma”———, La república posible: 8. 
87 “Pues en los Estados Unidos, por ejemplo, cuando el gobierno prueba y fracasa en sus esfuerzos 
briosos por combatir un mal, surgen de improviso y por donde quiera las organizaciones de gente 
valiosa, voluntaria, y que sin remuneración alguna, se dispone hasta perder la vida si así fuese preciso, 
por limpiar de toda mancha á su país, y salvarlo de todos los peligros, de todos los escándalos, de todos 
los crímenes y de todas las inmoralidades” ibid., 4. 
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candor of this piece—perhaps because Serra wrote it when he perhaps knew that his 

death was imminent—Serra hesitated to state concretely what kind of black and 

mulatto “organizing” he personally favored.  

In a recent article, the Cuban journalist Miguel Cabrera Peña suggests that at 

the end of his life, Serra perhaps tacitly supported to the Partido Independiente de 

Color [Fig. 1.6].88 There is no way to tell what Serra would have thought of the PIC’s 

revolt in 1912 since he died two years before.89 There is also, obviously, no way of 

knowing how he would have reacted to the killing of as many or even more Cubans of 

color in one year than the amount of black people lynched in the United States during 

the 22 that Serra lived there.90 It is safe to presume that Serra would have agreed with  

the PIC’s original political program of 1908 which demanded some of the same 

changes that Serra had been calling for in his journalism (e.g., trials by jury, the 

abolishing of the death penalty, the modernization of penitentiaries, free and 

accessible public elementary, secondary, and university education for Cubans of call 

colors and backgrounds, the elimination of privates schools for whites only, the ending  

                                                
88 Cabrera Peña, “Alma Fundadora.” Deschamps Chapeaux also hints at this in his biography of Serra. 
This theory is partially supported by a New York Times article from 1912 which alleges that both 
Estenoz and Serra formed the PIC after a trip they took to New York to study black organizations and 
political mobilizations in the United States. See: “Three Central Figures in Cuba’s Present Crisis,” The 
New York Times (1912). 
89In May of 1912, PIC organizers launched an armed demonstration seeking legalization in time for 
November’s elections.  Government forces, fearing an all-out “race war” and hoping to rid it of a 
prominent political adversary, subsequently launched an armed campaign against the party, massacring 
an estimated 6,000 Afro-Cubans.  Among the dead included party leaders, rank-and-file members, and 
ordinary Afro-Cuban peasants who had no ties to the PIC. The assault resulted in the final demise of the 
party and a warning to black Cubans who sought to challenge the structure of power established and 
maintained by white Cuba. See Silvio Castro Fernández, La masacre de los Independientes de Color en 
1912, Historia (La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 2002). 
90 The conservative estimate for the amount of Cubans of color that died in the race massacre of 1912 is 
at least 3,000. According to the Tuskegee Institute, between 1882 and 1951, 4,730 people were lynched 
in the U.S. Of these, 3,437 were black. See: Jesse Parkhurst Guzmán, ed. 1952 Negro Yearbook (New 
York: William H. Wise, 1952). 
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Figure 1.6: Founding members of the Partido Independiente de Color 
(Evaristo Estenoz sits in the center of the second row, fourth from left 
to right).  
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of discrimination in the armed forces and the police, etc.).91 We also know that in 

1905, Serra established a personal relationship with Evaristo Estenoz. In fact, both 

men traveled to New York, possibly at the behest of Serra’s long time friend and 

separatist collaborator, Arturo Schomburg.92 According to an article on Estenoz 

written by Schomburg and published in The Crisis:  

Soon after the close of the Cuban War and the establishment of the 
republic, he [Estenoz] associated himself with Rafael Serra, the 
lamented Negro philosopher, who wrote a book, “For Whites and 
Blacks,” a collection of essays, arguing that since both races had fought 
to make the republic possible, they should enjoy in common the 
burdens and benefits of the country. These two gentlemen, the 
lawmaker and the warmaker, visited New York in the summer of 1905. 
Though different in temperaments and political affiliations they had 
one object, namely, to study conditions [of African American 
organizations] with the view of submitting the result of their 
observations to their compatriots in Cuba and improving matters at 
home. Serra died soon after their return and the work of the pen fell on 
the shoulders of Estenoz.93 
 

As part of that trip, we know that Estenoz—and possibly also Serra—attended a gala 

honoring Bruce Grit (i.e., John Edward Bruce), an important African American 

activist, intellectual, and journalist at the time.94  

Although there is no evidence that Serra was a member of the PIC, we do 

know that he and Estenoz were in private conversation with each other about what 

kind of black and mulatto organizations could be established in Cuba similar to those 

that existed among black Americans at the time. Soon after their return to Cuba, 
                                                
91 “Programa político del Partido Independiente de Color,” in La cuestión tabú: el pensamiento negro 
cubano de 1840 a 1959 ed. María Poumier (Santa Cruz de Tenerife: Ediciones IDEA, 2007), 165. 
92 Serra wrote a brief biographical sketch of Estenoz in 1904 in which he mentioned that he was not 
personally acquainted with the future founder of the PIC. See Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Nuestros 
Industriales: Evaristo Estenoz,” El Nuevo Criollo (1904). 
93 Arthur A. Schomburg, “General Evaristo Estenoz,” The Crisis (1912). 
94 Hoffnung-Garskof has found evidence that Estenoz was there. Serra was in Schomburg’s guest list 
but there is no confirmation that he also attended. See Hoffnung-Garskof, “Migrations of Arturo 
Schomburg,” 24-25. 
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Estenoz began to lobby Cubans of color in Cienfuegos in an attempt to organize them 

into some sort of black political association. Also, a year after their trip to New York, 

in August of 1906, Estenoz became a leading military figure in the Guerra de Agosto 

which sought to depose the Estrada Palma presidency, forcing the United States to 

reoccupy the island from 1906 to 1908. The participation of Estenoz and the black 

mambí veteran Gen. Quintín Banderas led some in the Cuban press to remark that the 

attempted coup had been the result of an attempt by Cubans of color allied with the 

Liberal Party to take over the state. All of this led to the creation of the PIC in 1908.   

One suggestive piece of evidence lending support to the theory that Serra 

gravitated towards the PIC’s brand of Cuban black nationalism at the end of his life is 

the change of tone in his writings during the U.S. reoccupation of the island between 

1906-1908. At that time, Serra lost his position as a congressman which probably gave 

him the freedom to express his personal views irrespective of how it would make him 

look as a politician or what sort of trouble that would create for him in his party. At 

that time, El Nuevo Criollo stopped printing so that also gave Serra the freedom to 

express himself without worrying about whether his editorials would harm the paper’s 

reputation and limit its already limited circulation. Thus, when Estenoz and the other 

rebels of the 1906 “Guerrita de Agosto” (Little War of August) attempted a coup to 

oust Serra’s party from power, Serra did not directly condemn these actions. Instead, 

in the last section of his book Para Blancos y Negros (1907), he gave ample coverage 

to Cubans of color who advocated for various forms of black political organizations in 
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the aftermath of the incident.95 For example, under the subheading “Partido Negro,” 

Serra reprinted an article from La Discusión about a meeting that took place in Santa 

Clara in 1907 in which attendants discussed the possibility of creating a black and 

mulatto political party. Among the reasons the article gives for the creation of such a 

party, it mentions that: “apparently it is not question of races, but public employment 

rights ... The elements of color see that here, politics boils down to jobs and it’s the 

whites that take those jobs. And they do not consider it fair for two reasons: first, 

because they are just as Cuban as whites, and second, because they are the ones that 

made the revolutions happen and the whites are the ones that took advantage of the 

revolutions to keep the jobs for themselves.”96 Serra ended this section by making 

brief mention of a leaflet that had been going around in Santa Clara penned by his 

friends, Serafín López and Apolonio Salazar in which they called for convening an 

assembly to discuss the situation of the clases de color. In the following section, under 

the subheading “Elementos de Color Agrupados,” Serra reprinted another piece from 

Havana’s El Mundo about a meeting that took place in Pinar del Río in which 

attendants emphasized the need for black political organizing.97  

                                                
95 According to Helg: “By mid-1907, the idea of a black party had gained ground. From April to August, 
Afro-Cubans issued manifestos in several towns. Although they were all different in style and emphasis, 
most manifestos protested that Afro-Cubans had not received the consideration and the positions they 
deserved, although they had “Shed rivers of blood for the fatherland.” They called on the raza de color 
to wake up and to unite across party membership in order to get their rights. They advocated the 
creation of a large independent black party, which would get black congressmen elected and would 
represent black interests. Anticipating white accusations of racism, they countered that for Afro-Cubans 
to organize politically was a constitutional right.” See Helg, Our Rightful Share: 143. 
96 “Según parece no se trata de cuestión de razas, sino de derecho á los empleos públicos…Los 
elementos de color ven que aquí toda la política se reduce á los destinos y ven que todos los destinos se 
los llevan los blancos. Y no consideran esto justo por dos razones: primera, porque ellos son tan 
cubanos como los blancos: y segunda, porque los son los que hacen las revoluciones y de ellos para 
cogerse los destinos.” Serra y Montalvo, “Resumen,” 207. 
97 According to Helg: “In early August [1907], several Afro-Cubans held a meeting at the sociedad El 
Porvenir in San Juan y Martínez (Pinar del Río) and demanded one-third of the positions in public 
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Serra also reprinted an article originally published in La Discusión on August 6, 

1907 about this meeting in which the author complains about the Diario de la 

Marina’s assertion that there was no basis for organizing such a movement:  

We are not satisfied: we believe that either there is no logic in the 
world, or the class of color is more than right ... If jobs were given 
based on merit and aptitude, blacks wouldn’t say anything, they would 
conform with what would correspond to them, the same way that 
people usually conform with what is just. But the jobs are being given 
to whites for making the revolution happen when those who truly made 
the revolution were the blacks, that is a cruel joke beyond toleration.98 
 

In addition, Serra reproduced another piece from La Discusión from August 7, 1907 in 

which the author responded to accusations made in La Lucha about Estenoz claiming 

that he and his associates were only trying to organize Cubans of color for personal 

gain. The author of the opinion piece in La Discusión defended Estenoz by denying 

these imputations. He then stated that if such accusations were true, Cubans had no 

basis for criticizing Estenoz since according to him, this was exactly why most white 

creoles ran for political office: “[…]suppose that it is so. Is not this the same as what 

whites do? ... Well, then why is it that what is considered normal and common for 

whites is considered to be a crime when it involves blacks? Or better said, why should 

it appear to be a crime that ‘one’ black man pretends to do what ‘so many’ whites do 

daily? There’s only one reason, which is that this thing about racial equality is a 

hypocritical farce.”99 Serra ended this last chapter of the book with a reprint of an 

                                                                                                                                       
administration, in the rural guard, and in the police, including appointments as officers.” See Helg, Our 
Rightful Share: 144.  
98 Serra y Montalvo, “Resumen,” 209.  
99 “[…] supongamos que sea así. ¿No es eso mismo lo que hacen los blancos?…Pues ¿por qué lo que en 
los blancos es considerado como normal y corriente ha de ser en los negros mirado como un crimen? O 
mejor dicho: ¿por qué ha de parecer un crimen que ‘un’ negro pretenda hacer lo que á diario están 
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open letter to Diario de la Marina in which the authors explained the objectives of the 

1907 Manifesto written by the Directorio de la Raza de Color de Camagüey.100 In it, 

the organizers of this group made clear their opposition to forming an “exclusivist” 

black political party. They also rejected unifying societies of color under one umbrella 

organization. Instead, the document beckoned Cubans of color to convene and form an 

organization that would safeguard the educational rights of blacks and mulattos and 

demand equal employment opportunities.  

All of these reports are included in the last section of the book under a heading 

that reads “Summary.” Serra presents these texts without a commentary of his own, 

something which he was known to do in his reprints of articles in El Nuevo Criollo. 

His reticence to insert his voice here may be have been due his plans to run for 

political office again once the U.S. occupiers left, which he successfully did a year 

later in 1908 when he was reelected as a representative. At the same time, the fact that 

he chose to publish these pieces without including other articles from mainstream 

papers and by members of his party criticizing these movements and acts of defiance 

suggests that he was also lending tacit support to these kinds of projects that 

challenged the structures of white supremacy through direct action. For example, 

under the heading of the “Summary” segment containing these reproductions, Serra 

chose to add an epigraph with a proverb in Spanish that says “cuando el río suena, 

agua o piedra trae” which roughly translates to, “when the river makes a noise, it 

                                                                                                                                       
haciendo ‘tantos’ blancos? Ah, solo habría una razón: y es que aquí eso de la igualdad de razas fuera 
una gran falsa, una hipocresía” ibid., 209-10. 
100 In 1907, over 200 people attended a 1907 conference in Camagüey to establish a “Directorio” 
similar to the one that existed in the previous century. They were careful to point out that they did not 
seek to create a black and mulatto political party. See Helg, Our Rightful Share: 68. 
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usually presages a flash flood.”101 Thus, Serra was not openly endorsing these projects. 

Rather, he was warning readers in general that such groups and actions would become 

more common unless those in charge of government—including U.S. American 

occupiers at the time—changed their acquiescence to de jure and de facto racist 

practices.  

I would argue that Serra’s reticence on the rise of a vernacular, increasingly 

radical kind of black nationalism in Cuba suggests that perhaps he was never able to 

resolve which was more pressing for racial and colonial subalterns like himself: 

nationalism from above or grassroots black and mulatto political organizing and unity 

from below. As I alluded to earlier, the problem he encountered was that given the 

way that the discourse of Cuban nationhood via racial fraternalism turned into an 

essentially colorblind formalist assertion of national unity, this meant that conservative 

elements in the island’s political and economic elite began to successfully paint black 

and mulatto anti-racist organizing as a threat to nationhood. In spite of this, Serra also 

continued to publicly acknowledge that a discourse of racially fraternal nationhood 

was essential for creating a sense of common cause among Cubans who now faced the 

challenge of U.S. neocolonialism and imperialism.  

Thus, this issue that he continued to mull over until even in his last essay 

became a kind of political and strategic aporia that seemed impossible to resolve. It 

was a kind of ontological and political entanglement which prevented Serra from 

deciding which strategy anti-racist and anti-colonial Cubans of color like himself 

                                                
101 Rafael Serra y Montalvo, Para blancos y negros: ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos  (Habana: 
Imprenta El Score, 1907). 203. 



!

!

84 

ought to pursue: nationalism to fight against Spanish white supremacist colonialism 

and U.S. (neo)colonialism that at the same time tended to overlook the continuation of 

race and class divisions in the nation, or black nationalist, anti-racist organizing that 

would provide the only means of making a democratic republic “possible.”  

Conclusion 
  

In Black is a Country, Singh documents how throughout history, black 

American activist intellectuals have been caught in what he calls a “dialectic of race 

and nation.” On the one hand, they have participated in a politics of race and nation 

shaped by the understanding that transforming racial subalterns into colorblind and 

colorless national subjects would dismantle racism and make America “universal.” On 

the other hand, these activist intellectuals including Du Bois, Wright, etc. have often 

occupied the negative side of this dialectic by recognizing “that racial belonging 

operates at scales that are both smaller and larger than the nation-state” and by voicing 

“visions of communal possibility that consistently surpassed the conceptions available 

in the prevailing idioms of U.S. political culture.” As Singh shows, this unresolved 

dialectic leads to multiple and distinct patterns of cultural expressions of anti- racist 

discourse and communal identity.102 

I would argue that a similar dialectic of race and nationhood is present in 

Serra’s journalism and activist propaganda. More pointedly, such an entanglement is 

constitutive of the kind of anti-colonial/anti-racist politic that Afro-Latin Americans 

like Serra endeavored to create. This perhaps explains not only Serra’s hesitation when 

                                                
102 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy  (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004). 44. 
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it came to signing on to black nationalist militancy. It also may shed some light about 

why, at a time in which black internationalism began to increasingly influence how 

Afro-descendants in the Atlantic saw themselves as a racial subaltern “nations within 

nations” of sorts, black Cubans like Serra preferred to seek equality and justice 

through nationalist politics, or at least a black politics that would strengthen anti-

colonial nationalism as opposed to disavowing it.  

In the next chapter, I analyze the other side of this entanglement: how Serra’s 

attempt to reconcile Cuban nationalism with a politics of democratization via black 

nationalism led to his dismissal of Pan-Africanist politics as well as Latin American 

internationalism.  
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Chapter II- Of Negroes and Negros: Translating Pan-Africanism and Latin 
American Pan-Nationalism between Black Diasporicity and Cuban Nationhood, 
1890-1909 
 
 
 
 

“The annexation of the Cuban negro [to the U.S.] cannot 
seem convenient to him because he knows that on matters 
pertaining to blacks, when it comes to many Americans, 
justice, humanity, civilization, and conscience ceases to 
exist. And that is not all. There is something else that 
ought not be allowed to happen: the pressure that the 
American Negro would exert against the Cuban negro. 
The former would regard himself as a master of sorts, 
encouraged by the hypocritical praises bestowed upon 
him by white; the latter will not accept being humiliated 
as a servant in the land he was born in and that he 
fertilized with sweat and blood. The difference of 
language, the superior education of the American negro 
and many other circumstances would worsen the 
condition of the forsaken Cuban negro.”1 –Rafael Serra, 
“La Anexión,” La Doctrina de Martí (1899) 

 

                                                
1 “No puede convenir la anexión al negro cubano porque ya conoce este que cuando se dice negro, deja 
de existir la justicia, la humanidad, la civilización y la conciencia entre gran parte de los americanos. Y 
no es esto todo, lo malo que traería la anexión para el negro cubano. Hay algo más que parecería 
imposible: la presión que ejercería el negro americano contra el negro cubano. Aquel se había de 
considerar como amo, alentado por los hipócritas halagos de sus blancos; este no habría de aceptar por 
grado el humillante papel de criado en la tierra donde nació, y liberó con sus sudor y  su sangre. La 
diferencia del idioma, la superioridad de educación del negro americano y otras muchas circunstancias 
vendría siempre a empeorar la condición del también desdichado negro cubano.” 
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In his political journalism written between 1890 and 1909, Rafael Serra kept 

his black and mulatto Cuban readers up to date about the organizations that afro-

descendants in the U.S. were creating and the struggles they were waging to challenge 

the continuation of white supremacy in the post-Civil War era. Oftentimes he reprinted 

articles translated from African American newspapers, or reports by other bilingual 

Cubans of color who had participated in these organizations or movements.2 Serra 

made it clear that by doing so, he was calling on Cuban blacks and mulattos to 

organize their own groups and movements that would confront the failure of the 

Cuban nation-state to deliver its promise of democracy for all. In spite of his 

demonstrated interest in the political ideas, organizations, and strategies that black 

Americans were creating at the time, Serra never participated in any black American 

political organization or during his 22 years of residency in the United States. In his 

articles and books, he never called on his black and movement mulatto Cuban readers 

to stand in solidarity with black anti-racist in the United States or in other parts of the 

Atlantic. This is surprising given that Serra’s career as an anti-racist activist 

intellectual occurred precisely at the moment when Pan-Africanism began to influence 

how afro-descendants in the English speaking Atlantic began to see themselves, not 

only as racial subalterns living in white supremacist/colonial/imperial states but also as 

members of a transnational community of black people with a common history of 

                                                
2 For example, Serra printed an article on the Tuskegee Institute written by Alfredo Pérez Encinosa, one 
of several young Cuban men of color that attended the school. See Alfredo Pérez y Encinosa, “La 
Escuela de Tuskegee,” in Para blancos y negros: ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos, ed. Rafael 
Serra y Montalvo (Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907). Guridy writes about the Cubans that attended 
Tuskegee in Chapter One of Frank Andre Guridy, Forging Diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African 
Americans in a World of Empire and Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010).  
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suffering.3 It is almost as if he was deliberately eschewing efforts by black activists of 

other nationalities who sought to create transcolonial and transnational collaboration 

between afro-descendants living under different flags.4 Even as Serra increasingly 

called for an increase in black nationalist organizations in Cuba, he remained 

committed to the idea that Cubans of color at the end of the day ought to think and act 

politically first and foremost as Cubans, with a struggle for justice that was separate 

than that of African Americans and afro-descendants in other parts of the world.  

Interestingly, at the same time that Serra never embraced Pan-Africanism, he 

also never criticized it, in spite of his interest in writing about the politics of afro-

descendants elsewhere. His silence on the matter was probably not due to him not 

knowing about Pan-Africanism as an ideology that was inspiring a different kind of 

black politics. As a reader of the African American press while living in New York in 

the 1890s, it is likely that he knew about the Chicago Congress on Africa in 1893 that 

brought together black leaders and intellectuals from the United States and continental 

Africa, and marked the beginning of Pan-Africanism as a movement.5 In all likelihood, 

                                                
3 For a definition of pan-Africanism and black internationalism, see this dissertation’s Introduction. 
4 As Edwards reminds us, it is important to recall that Pan-Africanism, referring both to Henry 
Sylvester Williams’s Pan- African Conference in 1900 and to the congresses organized by W. E. B. Du 
Bois and others in 1919, 1921, 1923, 1927, 1945, and 1974, arises as a discourse of internationalism 
aimed generally at the cultural and political coordination of the interests of peoples of African descent 
around the world.” See Brent Hayes Edwards, “The Uses of Diaspora,” Social Text 19, no. 1 (2001): 
46. 
5 This meeting intentionally coincided with the World’s Colombian Exposition held in Chicago that 
year. Among those who attended were some of the most prominent black internationalists of the time, 
including Alexander Crummell and Bishop Henry McNeil Turner, as well as Prince Momolu 
Massaquoi of Liberia and a paper by Samuel Johnson the Nigerian historian, Samuel Johnson. The St. 
Thomasian emigrationist Edward Wilmot Blyden and Booker T. Washington were also due to present at 
the Congress but were ultimately unable to attend. Topics of discussion included “The African in 
America,” “Liberia as a Factor in the Progress of the Negro Race,” and “What Do American Negroes 
Owe to Their Kin Beyond the Sea.” Esedebe considers this historic meeting to mark the beginning of 
Pan-Africanism as a movement. He says that the arguments made there prompted the creation of the 
African Association in the UK in 1897, which ultimately led to the 1900 Pan-African Congress in 
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Serra had at least heard of the 1900 Pan-African Conference, especially considering 

that he often translated articles from African American newspapers like the New York 

Age, which covered this historic event.6 Also, when Serra embarked on his trip to New 

York City in 1905 to learn about the type of black collectivism and political 

organizing taking place there at the time, the idea of Pan-Africanism was probably 

something that was openly discussed among some of the black leaders he 

encountered.7 His friend Schomburg—who invited him to meet with these black 

American activist intellectuals in New York—was at that time already a declared 

black internationalist.8 This was also the case with John Edward Bruce (i.e., “Bruce 

Grit”)—the person honored at the gala that Serra was invited to—who collaborated 

                                                                                                                                       
London. See P. Olisanwuche Esedebe, Pan-Africanism: the Idea and Movement, 1776-1991  
(Washington, D.C.: Howard University, 1994). 39-40. 
6 According to Contee, “the [1900 Pan-African] Conference was considered a tremendous success. It 
introduced the term ‘pan-African’ into the political vocabulary. The London newspapers carried many 
columns on the meeting. African and Afro-American newspapers also reported on the convention; for 
examples, the Lagos Standard, The Kingston (Jamaica) Daily Gleaner, and the New York Age all had 
reports.” See: Clarence G.  Contee, “Henry Sylvester Williams: Pioneer Pan-Africanist,” Negro Digest 
XXIII, no. 5 (1974): 36. Chambers also points out that Thomas Fortune’s The Age did take interest in 
the meeting. It endorsed its goals but doubted its potential results. Also, in the period leading up to 
WWI, The Age made regular mention of Pan-Africanist and Pan-Colorist themes. For example, here 
were regular mentions of Liberia and the role that African Americans would play in that republic. Also, 
there were regular discussions on the concept of pan-Africanism. Lastly, there was support for 
Ethiopianism, a movement that supported “Africa for the Africans.” See: Jason Chambers, “The 
Greatest Single Power in the Race: African-American Newspapers and the Spread of Pan-African 
Thought, 1900-1919” (Ohio State University, 1996), 26, 32-33. 
7 Again, we know this from Schomburg’s article on Serra and Estenoz in The Crisis as well as from a 
New York Times article claiming that both men came to the city in 1905 to study “the condition of the 
negro in this county. Their purpose was especially to find what executive offices were held by colored 
people and how well they were organized. See “Three Central Figures in Cuba’s Present Crisis,” The 
New York Times (1912); Arthur A. Schomburg, “General Evaristo Estenoz,” The Crisis (1912). 
8 Sinnette argues that Schomburg became a conscious collector of anything having to do with afro-
descendants around the time that he became close to John Edward Bruce (i.e., before October of 1905 
when the dinner in Bruce’s honor took place). See: ------. Eventually Schomburg became not only a 
Pan-Africanist bibliophile but a supported of many of Garvey’s black internationalist programs. See 
Elinor Des Verney Sinnette, Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, Black Bibliophile and Collector: a Biography  
(New York: New York Public Library, 1989). 37, 123. For more on Serra’s trip to New York in 1905, 
see Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, “The Migrations of Arturo Schomburg: On Being Antillano, Negro, and 
Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-1938,” Journal of American Ethnic History 21, no. 1 (2001). 
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with some of the most important ideologues and organizers of Pan-Africanism.9 Also, 

Serra’s 1905 summer trip to New York coincided with the founding of the Niagara 

Movement, of which Bruce was a charter member.10 Although this movement was 

primarily aimed at tackling the forces that oppressed African Americans domestically, 

by 1906, it had a committee called the “Pan Africa Department,” signaling that they 

too considered whether a transnational politics of black solidarity ought to be part of 

their agenda.11 Serra probably also read about pan-Africanism given his familiarity 

with the work of Booker T. Washington as well as with the journalism of Thomas 

Fortune. In 1906, Washington attempted to revive the idea of a Pan-African 

conference at a meeting where Thomas Fortune claimed that it was he that gave Henry 

Sylvester Williams the idea of hosting an international Pan-African Conference when 

he spoke at another Congress of Africa held in Atlanta in 1895.12 As a matter of fact, 

Washington originally lent his support to the organizers of the 1900 Pan-African 

conference and even met with them in London before the meeting to help them 

strategize.13  

One would think that as a radical, anti-colonial intellectual, Serra would have 

                                                
9 In the 1890s, Bruce corresponded closely Edward Blyden, often considered the father of pan-
Africanism. He published in the Lagos Record and the Sierra Leone Weekly News. At the same time, he 
assisted Blyden in getting his message in favor of emigration to Liberia to a wider African American 
audience. He also corresponded closely with other renowned pan-Africanist emigrationists like 
Alexander Crummell and J. Robert Love who later became one of Marcus Garvey’s mentors in Jamaica. 
See William Seraile, Bruce Grit: the Black Nationalist Writings of John Edward Bruce (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 2003). 155. 
10 See ibid., 108. 
11 See: Clarence G.  Contee, “Afro-Americans and Early Pan-Africanism,” Negro Digest XIX, no. 4 
(1970): 26. 
12 See: ibid., 25. 
13 Ibid. On this point, Chambers clarifies that although Washington was invited to attend the conference, 
he declined to participate directly. However, he advised other African Americans to attend the 
conference if they were available. See Chambers, “The Greatest Single Power...” 22. 
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had some affinity for the kind of black internationalist politics of solidarity that 

DuBois called for in his “To the Nations of the World” address at the 1900 Pan-

African Conference.14 In fact, it is even more remarkable given that Serra got his start 

precisely as an activist for a separatist movement that attempted to build a concerted 

effort between U.S. Latina/os and Latin Americans of different nationalities and race 

and class backgrounds against imperialism. As such, he was familiar with the 

importance of this kind of transnational organizing. In spite of this, in his post-1898 

writings, Serra not only eschewed pan-Africanism, but he also seemed to be 

uninterested in espousing the kind of Latin American pan-nationalist politics that 

people like Martí passionately advocated for.15  

In what follows, I provide an examination Serra’s disavowal of both pan-

Africanism and Latin American pan-nationalism in his political texts. I argue that 

Serra’s insistence on the need for Cubans of color to develop their own vernacular 

Cuban black nationalism that was not compatible with Pan-Africanism was due to his 

                                                
14This was DuBois’ famous speech where he introduced the idea of a “20th century color line” and in 
which he also called on afro-descendants in all parts of the world to demand an end to both racism and 
colonialism. See W.E.B. DuBois, “To the Nations of the World,” in W.E.B. DuBois: A Reader, ed. 
David Levering Lewis (New York: Henry Holt & Co. , 1995). I should add that Serra was not alone in 
eschewing the Pan-Africanist thought and activism of his time. Even leaders who were considered to be 
more “black nationalist” than himself (e.g., Evaristo Estenoz) also disavowed these currents of political 
thought and action. Decades later, in 1921, when Marcus Garvey visited Cuba seeking support for his 
UNIA, Cuba’s black and mulatto leadership and intelligentsia gave him a cold reception, not seeing his 
approach to race politics as applicable to them. Reminiscing on the visit eight years later, Gustavo 
Urrutia—one of the most famous black Cuban journalists at the time—explained that “The ideology of 
Mr. Garvey has not had a warm reception among black Cubans… Our rejection was well expressed 
years ago in the Atenas Club when the black leader visited us during a publicity trip and time has only 
confirmed it…and it is that the black knows that to attain progress and extinction of the racial 
prejudices which mortify him, it is not necessary to break the brotherly links that link him to the white 
Cuban.” Cited in: Tomás Fernández Robaina, “Marcus Garvey in Cuba: Urrutia, Cubans, and Black 
Nationalism,” in Between race and empire : African-Americans and Cubans before the Cuban 
Revolution, ed. Lisa Brock and Digna Castañeda Fuertes (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 
1998), 123-24.  
15 For a definition of Latin American pan-nationalism, see this dissertation’s Introduction. 
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recognition of a colonial/imperial difference of power between African Americans and 

Cubans of color. I also explore the possible reasons why Serra seemed to disavow 

Latin American pan-nationalism in spite of his concern for the threat that U.S. 

colonialism and imperialism posed for Cuba. I argue that Serra’s critique of the 

discourse of nationhood via racial fraternity and his commitment to redefining Cuban 

nationalism in order to make it compatible with black nationalism led him to also 

disavow the dominant way in which creole elite intellectuals imagined Latin American 

pan-national solidarity. Thus, this chapter elaborates on two other important reasons 

why Serra was “entangled” with Cuban nationalist politics, in other words, why he 

found no way for Cubans of color to prosper other than by seeking to make the Cuban 

nation theirs above everything else.  

A quick note on some of the keywords I employ here: I use the verb “disavow” 

to denote Serra’s characteristic reticence towards both Pan-Africanism and Latin 

American Pan-Nationalism. According to Fischer, “disavowal exists alongside 

recognition…the concept of disavowal requires us to identify what is being disavowed, 

by whom, and for what reason.”16 The benefit of using this term is that it points to 

how silences and silencings require an active effort at hiding or suppressing something. 

As such, disavowals merit their own method of reading that makes meaning of what is 

not there. I argue that in Serra’s case, given his demonstrated knowledge of both 
                                                
16 Sibylle Fischer, Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Sge of Revolution  
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). 38. In her work, Fischer points out the ways Caribbean 
cultures of anti-slavery were “disavowed” in the historical record as a necessary part of the making of 
Eurocentric modernity and its canon. In this sense then, the term is meant both an improvement and a 
replacement of the concept of “silencing,” as used in Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power 
and the Production of History  (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1995). Although I use it here differently 
to describe the disavowal apparent in Serra’s intellectual production, I believe it is equally useful in this 
case for disavowal is not simply a strategy of power. “Disavowed” subaltern subjects can themselves 
also disavow knowledge.  
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African American politics and also given his proximity to some of the ideologues of 

Latin American pan-nationalism, these were ideas that he knew about yet he avoided 

addressing them in his texts. Historiographically, it is difficult to ascertain the reasons 

behind this disavowal since Serra left us little clues about what he privately thought 

about pan-Africanist and Latin American pan-nationalist politics.17 However, given 

the salience of these silences, it would be equally remiss to not consider the possible 

reasons why one of the founding intellectuals of 20th century Cuban black nationalism 

seemed to have skirted around the questions of how both Pan-Africanism and Latin 

American pan-nationalism fit with the kind of black Cuban nationalist politics he 

attempted to articulate.  

In a way then, this chapter’s analysis is not just about Serra as an individual. It 

also asks why someone who today would be referred to as an “Afro-Latina/o” or an 

“Afro-Latin American” would have been careful with identifying as either an “African 

diasporic” or a “Latin American” political subject.18 Like most afro-descended anti-

racist activists at the turn of the last century who were invested in finding local, 

practical ways of challenging how people like themselves continued to be oppressed 

by white supremacy and colonialism, Serra was one among many who engaged in a 

“practice of diaspora” that involved an “articulation” of the “facts of blackness,” 

including the idea of “black diasporicity.” In the 19th and early 20th century, print 

                                                
17 Part of the reason for this is that we do not have access to his personal documents and correspondence 
since they were not conserved the same way that Martí’s were. 
18 I should note that the word “African diaspora” was not yet used at the time when Serra was writing 
since it did not come into use in English until the 1950s. However, the idea that afro-descendants were 
part of an “African” pan-nation scattered throughout the world that faced a common history of 
oppression through slavery and colonialism was already common among black activists intellectuals in 
the United States, England, and in some English speaking African colonies at the turn of the last century. 
See Contee, “Afro-Americans and Early...”.  
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culture was central to that articulation, as were practices of translation. As Brent 

Hayes Edwards has shown, such “translations” were the means by which the cultures 

of black internationalism were created. Such exchanges involved not only articulations 

of commonalities but also situations in which afro-descendants living in different 

places did not always see eye to eye about what made them transnational black 

subjects and about what their common goals ought to be. Edwards uses the term 

décalage to refer to the way these instances of loss in translation are not only crucial 

for understanding the making of black diasporicity, but also require a particular type 

of reading that makes meaning out of them.19  

The same could be said for the idea of Latin American pan-nationhood. In the 

late 19th century, the idea of Latin America did not interpellated all people born in the 

region equally. Black and indigenous subalterns did not represent what was “Latin” 

about this region. These people also had their own ideas about how this political 

discourse fit with their political projects. Following Edwards’s lead, this chapter pays 

attention to both the articulations and disarticulations inherent in translation of black 

and Latin American or Latina/o political ontologies and epistemologies between 

African Americans and Cuban activists of color in the United States and in the island. 

In other words it examines the relationships between self-definition or self-identity 

and the ways of seeing one’s connection or lack thereof to other similarly positioned 

peoples in the global order in a particular conjuncture—in this case turn of the century 

national and racial liberation struggles. 
                                                
19 For Edward’s explanation of his use of terms such as “translation,” “articulation,” “disarticulation,” 
and “décalage,” see the prologue to Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, 
Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2003)., pp. 1-15. 
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Putting nation before diaspora:   
U.S. Imperialism in black, white, and “de color” 

 
In his texts, Serra always demonstrated to possess a keen awareness of how the 

notion of a presumed Anglo-Saxon American racial superiority over the United States’ 

southern neighbors shaped how Americans debated the benefits and pitfalls of 

invading and possibly incorporating islands with significant non-white populations.20 

In an 1898 article titled “Neither Spanish nor Yankee” he critiqued the racist 

imperialist rhetoric that was common in American newspaper articles about Cuba: 

“The New York Herald states… ‘a free Cuba will be another black republic.’ ‘We 

would have it too close to us and we have enough to worry about with Haiti.’ ‘If it is 

true that we will intervene, then Cuba ought to be a sovereign state within our 

federation, under the shadow of our flag’.”21 After singling out these quotes and 

                                                
20 In mid to late 19th century, many powerful politicians and businessmen favored taking over Cuba 
from Spain. According to Lazo, by the 1840s, U.S. expansionists targeted Cuba as a prize waiting to be 
taken: “the United States had doubled in size in less than five years, having annexed Texas in 1845, 
acquired Oregon in 1846, and taken a portion of Mexico through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 
1848. In view of the United States Magazine and Democratic Review, Cuba was the next logical step 
following the U.S.-Mexico War.” See: Rodrigo Lazo, Writing to Cuba: Filibustering and Cuban Exiles 
in the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 8. For an overview of the 
convergence of 19th century racism and U.S. Imperialism, see Rubin Francis Weston, Racism in U.S. 
Omperialism; the Influence of Racial Assumptions on American Foreign Policy, 1893-1946, [1st ed. 
(Columbia,: University of South Carolina Press, 1972). Eric Love makes a convincing case for arguing 
that racial ideologies during this time ultimately proved to be an impediment to imperialists who 
contended with those that claimed that by expanding into the Caribbean and the Pacific, the U.S. was 
bringing more “colored” people into the nation. However, the fact remains that imperialists did try to 
make a case for expansionism using biological racist arguments, social Darwinism, and by attempting 
to employ the discourse of white man’s burden. See Eric Tyrone Lowery Love, Race over Empire: 
Racism and U.S. Imperialism, 1865-1900  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). For 
an example of how racist discourses were used to describe Cubans as potential colonial/imperial 
subjects see Martí’s letter to the Evening Post titled “A Vindication of Cuba” (originally in English) and 
the original article that prompted him to write it. In: José Martí, “A Vindication of Cuba,” in The Latino 
Reader: an American Literary Tradition from 1542 to the Present, ed. Harold Augenbraum and 
Margarite Fernández Olmos (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997). 
21 “Cuba libre significa otra República Negra. No queremos una de esa índole tan cercana. Haití ya lo 
está demasiado. Si es que vamos á intervenir, Cuba deber ser y será un Estado soberano, dentro de 
nuestra Federación y á la sombra de nuestra bandera” Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Ni española ni 
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translating them for his Spanish-speaking readers, Serra also sounded the alarm about 

the dangers that such canards posed for Cubans of color who at that moment were on 

the verge of becoming U.S. colonial subjects: “So for the Herald, blacks don’t belong 

to humanity. They should be deprived of guarantees of human privileges. They are 

inferior to others. Then, Cuba being a country full of blacks, by binding ourselves to 

this country of whites, what prospect of happiness do we have when Americans 

announce to us how much they esteem us in this way?”22 

 In the same article, Serra warned about how these calls for black subjugation 

through U.S. expansionism resonated with Cuba’s pro-American elites who were 

anxious about the increasing political role that Cubans of color were playing at the 

time thanks to the independence wars. Since the early to mid-19th century, many 

planters and investors in Cuba came to believe that the island’s economic interests 

could best be secured by annexing the island to the U.S. as a territory. Annexationism 

seemed particularly appealing to slave planters who feared that black and mulattos 

would attempt to state a second Haitian revolution in Cuba.23 Serra also claimed that 

                                                                                                                                       
yankee,” in Ensayos Políticos, Sociales y Económicos (New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899), 
121. 
22“De modo que para el Herald el negro no pertenece á la humanidad. Debe privársele de la garantía de 
los fueros humanos. Son inferiores á los demás. Luego, ¿siendo Cuba un pueblo de negros, al unirse á 
este de los blancos, qué esperanza de felicidad nos queda cuando ya se nos anuncia la estimación que 
para los americanos merecemos?” Ibid. 
23 Fernández points out that annexationism and expansionism surfaced simultaneously as major forces 
in 1848, after the La Escalera conspiracy at the same time that President Polk offered to purchase the 
island from Spain for thirty million dollars. Also, both forces coincided briefly between 1849-1851 in 
the form of three filibusterist expeditions under the command of Narciso López. A Venezuelan veteran 
of the Spanish army who fought against Bolívar as a young man, López sought support for his 
filibusterist expeditions from influential American expansionists, including John L. O’Sullivan who 
famously coined the term “Manifest Destiny.” He also solicited the help of southern slave plantation 
owners who hoped that like Texas, Cuba would join the union as a slave owning state. Eventually, after 
his third invasion, he and his mercenaries were captured by Spanish authorities and executed. See 
Martínez-Fernandez’s Introduction to Alexander von Humboldt, The Island of Cuba: a Political Essay  
(Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2001). For more on López’s expeditions and his ties to U.S. 
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annexationists wanted the U.S. Americans to settle the island in order to not only 

impose tighter controls on blacks and mulattos but also biologically and culturally 

whiten the island’s population.24 For these reasons, Serra was critical of annexationism, 

arguing that incorporation into the U.S. would be especially bad for Cubans of color. 

According to him, those who wanted the Cuba to become a U.S. state: “have no idea 

of the disadvantages we would face were we to join a people that are very different to 

us, and that because of their material might would consider us to be inferior, these 

compatriots of ours, the ones that esteem annexation as the only criteria that would 

solve Cuba’s problem.”25 For him, one of the dangers of U.S. imperialism was that it 

threatened to both complicate and exacerbate the island’s white supremacist racial 

project by pitting Cuban and U.S. American whites against blacks and mulattoes, who 

would have received the same kind of treatment that black Americans were receiving 

at the time if annexation were to happen. 26  

Serra also expressed concern about the possibility that African Americans 

would seek to become agents in Cuba’s colonization. Given that Cuba’s climate was 

according to him too harsh for “blue-eyed, blonde-haired Americans” to emigrate to 

the Caribbean, Serra speculated on which racial or ethnic groups the U.S. would send 

to Cuba to do the dirty work of managing the colony. Part of the purpose of this claim 

                                                                                                                                       
expansionists and slave-owners, see Tom Chaffin, Fatal Glory: Narciso López and the First 
Clandestine U.S. War against Cuba  (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003). 
24 Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “El único remedio,” La Doctrina de Martí, May 19 1897. 
25 Muchos de nuestros compatriotas que jamás han salido de Cuba, y que por lo tanto no tienen una idea 
clara de las desventajas que habría para nosotros en la unión con un pueblo distinto en todo al 
sentimiento nuestro, y que por su poderío material habría de considerarnos inferiores, son estos 
compatriotas nuestros, los que estiman la anexión como el único criterio que resuelve el problema 
cubano. Ibid. Later reprinted in ———, Ensayos Políticos, Sociales y Económicos  (New York: 
Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899). 
26 ———, “El único remedio.”  
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was to signal to those Cubans who thought that annexation to the U.S. would “whiten” 

the island that their hopes would not be met. Instead, he claimed that Anglo-Saxon 

Americans would consider dumping recently arrived Italian immigrants in the island 

to settle Cuba in their behalf but this was also unlikely since according to him, these 

immigrants had the “disadvantage of lacking the efficacy and enterprising spirit of the 

americanos…these [Americans].” Thus, “after becoming the owners of Cuba, not 

having any other desire but to fill their pockets and satisfy their pride by claiming that 

they own new lands, [American colonists] will recur to means on which they can rely 

on for they are plentiful to make Cuba a marvelous center of exploitation.”27 These 

“means,” Serra claims, consisted of African American settlers who would gladly 

colonize Cuba. Some had already established emigration societies and gathered funds 

“to seek in any other part of the Americas where a place where they can have a 

future.”28  

Serra was not off the mark here for at the turn of the 20th century, some 

African Americans had indeed petitioned the U.S. government to allow them to 

establish black colonies in Cuba.29 For example, in 1899, John L. Waller, a black 

                                                
27 Siendo el clima de Cuba tan nocivo para la emigración de ojos azules y cabellos rubios, ¿cómo 
habrían de explotarse con éxito sus admirable condiciones agrícolas? Habría que abrir las puertas á la 
emigración italiana. Pero esto no habría de satisfacer á los que basan la felicidad de Cuba en los ojos 
azules y los cabellos rubios. Los italianos generalmente son de tez trigueña, de ojos y cabellos negros. 
Llevando la desventaja de carecer de la actividad y el espíritu emprendedor de los americanos. Pero 
estos, que ya dueños de Cuba, no tienen que complacer mas que á sus intereses, y á su orgullo de decir 
que poseen nuevas tierras, acudiría á los medios de recursos con que cuentan sobradamente para hacer 
de Cuba un maravilloso centro de explotación. Ibid. 
28 Los Estados Unidos tienen entre sus miembros cerca de 12.000.000 de individuos negros, que por el 
rencor aún latente de los esclavistas del Sud, llevan una situación tán difícil, que ya han organizado 
sociedades los negros y reunidos grandes fondos, para buscar en cualquiera otra parte de América 
donde poder asegurar su porvenir. Ibid.  
29 According to Brock: “A central theme running through the press debates was the issue of Cuba as a 
potential site for emigration. Blacks believed that they would be in a good position to emigrate once 
they had supported the struggle for Cuban independence. Black soldiers sent glowing reports to the 
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republican politician from Kansas who famously captained the twenty-third colored 

Kansas infantry in Cuba in 1898 and later petitioned Congress to provide 20 million 

dollars in federal funds to transfer close to 2,000 black Americans to the island [Fig. 

2.1].30 There was also the case of Rev. W.L. Grant, a black clergyman from Kansas 

who petitioned the federal government to provide $100,000,000 to assist in settling 

2,000,000 black Americans in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and Africa. In addition, 

there was Rev. John T. Vaney, another black Topeka minister who wanted to establish 

a colony of black Americans in Cuba’s eastern province.31 People like Serra had 

reason to be concerned with plans such as these which were encouraged by 

unapologetically racist politicians like Sen. John Tyler Morgan from Alabama—a 

former confederate general—who besides being a hawkish imperialist, repeatedly 

sought to ethnically cleanse black Americans from the U.S. by helping them relocate 

to Hawaii, Cuba, and the Philippines.32  

                                                                                                                                       
black press confirming the better style of racial relations enjoyed by Afro-Cubans. Also, Cuba was so 
physically near that it made relocating less expensive and therefore more likely than any resettlement in 
Africa. Stimulated by the rise o f racism, diverse voices encouraging emigration rose in the years after 
the Spanish defeat in late 1898. There were individuals who emigrated on their own as well as large 
scale schemes proposed. An Afro-American Cuban Emigration Society was established in 1898 with 
the hope of convincing blacks to emigrate; Rev. W. L. Grant of Topeka unsuccessfully petitioned 
Congress to appropriate $1,000,000 for his settlement ventures.” See: Lisa Brock, “Back to the Future: 
African Americans and Cuba in the Time(s) of Race,” Contributions in Black Studies 12, no. 1 (1994): 
20-21. 
30 Waller convened the “Afro-American Cuban Emigration Society” in 1899, an organization devoted to 
helping African Americans emigrate to Cuba. See Nancy Raquel Mirabal, “Spripting Race, Finding 
Place: African Americans, Afro-Cubans, and the Diasporic Imaginary in the United State,” in Neither 
enemies nor friends : Latinos, Blacks, Afro- Latinos, ed. Anani Dzidzienyo and Suzanne Oboler (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 195.  
31 Willard B. Gatewood, Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 1898-1903  (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1975). 170. 
32 According to According to Baylen and Moore: “During his long career in national politics, Senator 
John Tyler Morgan of Alabama sought a partial solution of the Negro question in the South by 
advancing various proposals for the resettlement of Southern Negroes in the northern and western 
sections of the United States, in the Congo basin, and, after 1898, in the Philippines. Morgan’s rationale 
was based upon his unshakeable belief in the superiority of the white race and his firm conviction that 
neither political nor social equality could accomplish the complete integration of Negroes in Southern 
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and national life. According to Morgan’s scarcely subtle logic, Negro migration from the South would 
achieve the dual purpose of ridding the South of the more intelligent, ambitious, and troublesome 
Negroes and of extending American influence and Christian civilization to lands in Africa and certain 
regions in the Far East which eh deemed badly in need of both. This was especially significant to 
Morgan when he considered the problem of American rule as the Philippine Insurgency drew to a close 
in 1902.” See: Joseph O. Baylen and John Hammond Moore, “Senator John Tyler Morgan and Negro 
Colonization in the Philippines, 1901 to 1902,” 29 1(1968): 65. 

Figure 2.1: Captain John L. Waller, a 
veteran officer of the Spanish American 
War who fought in Cuba and later 
petitioned Congress to provide 20 million 
dollars in federal funds to transfer close to 
2,000 black Americans to the island (public 
domain) 
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As a person who had been living in the U.S. since 1880, Serra understood that such 

emigrationist endeavors were based in part on the perception by some African 

Americans that they had a kind of “manifest destiny” to populate and “civilize” the 

parts of the American continent where “darker” peoples lived. Throughout the 19th 

century, many black Americans dreamed of emigrating to other places in the Americas 

not only as a way of fleeing slavery and racial terror but also as a way to use their 

higher degree of “culture” and “civilization” to help steer people of color in other 

nations and colonies towards “progress.”33 For example, in an 1832 letter to the 

Liberator written by an anonymous a “colored female,” the author called on black 

Americans to emigrate to Mexico, not only because it was a country “where all men 

are born equal and free” but also because it was populated my millions of “colored 

people.”34 Appealing to the spirit of westward expansionism popular during the 1820s-

30s, the letter’s author claimed that black Americans should be entitled to “cultivate 

the spirit of enterprise” in “every quarter of the globe” as whites were doing.35  

By the middle of the 19th century, African Americans increasingly debated 

with each other the usefulness of establishing links (i.e., textual, material, and 

otherwise) with Latin America, a region which in their imagination “functioned as a 

midpoint between Africa and the U.S.—a space through which U.S. African- 

                                                
33 A quick note about my use of the term: Spanish-American War: some people prefer to use the term 
“Cuban-Spanish-American War.” Others have used “Spanish-American- Filipino War.” Both terms fail 
to point to how the war was also a pivotal event for the islands of Puerto Rico and Guam. Because 
adding these to the name would make it impossibly long, I have decided to use “Spanish American 
War” for short.  
34 Here, the author of this anonymous letter was probably referring to the fact that slavery was 
definitively abolished in Mexico by 1829.   
35 The full 1832 letter by a “colored female of Philadelphia” has been reprinted in: Henry Louis Gates 
and Jennifer Burton, Call and Response: Key Debates in African American Studies  (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 2010). 56-57. 
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American thinkers could make clear that they were Americans while also calling 

attention to the fact that they too had an international network.”36 Martin Delany, for 

example, was an active proponent of establishing both bonds of solidarity and colonial 

enterprises between black Americans and their Latin American neighbors, especially 

the “colored races” living in them. By 1851, he had come to reject black 

emigrationism to the west coast of Africa mostly because of his objections to the 

American Colonization Society and because of his belief that Liberia was a “nominal 

nation” dominated by whites.37  Instead, in “The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, 

and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States, Politically Considered” (1852), 

he called on black Americans to emigrate to various Central and South American 

countries that he considered ripe for U.S. African American emigration: “[W]e 

consequently...select NICARAGUA, in Central America, North, and NEW 

GRANADA, the Northern part of South America, South of Nicaragua, as the most 

favorable point at present, in every particular, for us to emigrate to,” in part because he 

saw an affinity between black Americans like himself and the “colored populations” 

living in these places.38 It is no coincidence that these were some of the places that 

were being coveted by white American entrepreneurs and filibusterists at the time who 

wanted to establish enterprises in these countries that would make a fortune out of 

transporting Americans from the U.S.’ east coast to the newly acquired western 

                                                
36 Ifeoma Kiddoe Nwankwo, “The Promises and Perils of U.S. African-American Hemispherism: Latin 
America in Martin Delany’s Blake and Gayl Jones’s Mosquito,” American Literary History 18, no. 3 
(2006): 581. 
37 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Movements in America  (New York: Routledge, 1997). 55. 
38 Cited in Nwankwo, “The Promises and Perils...” 584. Emphasis in the original.  
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coastal territories.39 Delany’s “The Condition…” was also published on the heels of 

Narciso Lopez’s filibusterist expedition to Cuba in 1850, whose intention was to turn 

the island into a site of investment by southern slave-plantation owners seeking to 

expand their enterprises.40 Two years later, during the largest ever black emigrationist 

convention in Cleveland, Delany submitted a report titled “Political Destiny of the 

Colored Race in the American Continent” where he called for blacks to emigrate to 

Canada as he had recently done and to the Caribbean in order to establish an empire 

comprising of millions of colored people (i.e., of African and indigenous ancestry). 

The convention approved Delany’s proposal and decided to meet again in 1856 to 

continue its work as the National Emigration Convention.41 Along with this plan, in 

1858, Congressman Frank Blair, Jr. of Missouri proposed that the House of 

Representatives subsidize a colony of free U.S. blacks in Central America. James had 

also negotiated with Emperor Faustin I of Haiti on behalf of those who wanted to 

establish a black colony there.42  

Thus, the turn of the 20th century American version of pan-Africanism that 

Serra knew and read about was firmly founded on the ideas of 19th century 

emigrationists such as Delany, who not only wanted to flee American white 

supremacy by moving to Latin America but also saw themselves as a culturally 

“superior” black civilization vis-à-vis the afro-descended indigenous, and mestizo 

populations that lived south of the U.S./Mexico border. Delany’s novel Blake echoes 

                                                
39 See Aims McGuinness, Path of Empire: Panama and the California Gold Rush, The United States in 
the world (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 
40 See Chaffin, Fatal Glory. 
41 Robinson, Black Movements in America: 56. 
42 Ibid. 
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these sentiments. The novel dramatizes the planning of a hemispheric version of a 

Haitian revolution. Its leader, Henry, is a slave who is both from the U.S. and Cuba. 

According to Nwankwo, “in Blake, the hemisphere becomes both the means and the 

locus of this battle’s realization… Blake is supranational in that nation-state borders 

are repeatedly transgressed, blurred, and negated, and differences between individuals 

and groups residing in disparate countries are frequently represented as nonexistent, 

minor, or irrelevant.”43 These attitudes were also reflected in a series of historical 

romances published between 1899 and 1910 written by black American authors. In the 

appendix of Unfettered, a novel written by Sutton Giggs in 1901, the author 

encouraged black readers to settle the Philippines, Hawaii, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and 

Africa. In Imperium in Imperio, another novel by Giggs written in 1899, the author 

“explored the possibility of a black empire within the United States…praised racial 

purity, invoked Social Darwinist thought, and cursed black disenfranchisement. Above 

all, Imperium was suffused with muscular rhetoric which boldly proclaimed ‘the 

cringing, fawning, sniffling, cowardly negro […] [has] disappeared, and a new Negro, 

self-respecting, fearless, and determined in the assertion of his rights [is] at hand.’”44 

Texts like these created an idea among African American emigrationists and some of 

the U.S.’ first pan-Africanists that they carried a “black man’s burden” that obligated 

them to benevolently colonize regions of the world where less fortunate people of 

color resided.45 In other words, their act of acknowledging a common form of 

historical subjugation which was the cornerstone of black internationalist cooperation 
                                                
43 Nwankwo, “The Promises and Perils...” 581-82. 
44 Michele Mitchell, Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny after 
Reconstruction  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 67. 
45 For more on the role of masculinity and “black’s man burden” discourses, see Chapter Two of ibid. 



 

 

105 

was accompanied by a sense of paternalism and cultural superiority that was meant to 

signal to white Americans that blacks in the U.S. were equal to whites and were thus 

ready to either share in the accomplishments of the U.S. by becoming full citizens and 

members of its body politic, or else, to colonize the rest of the Americas for 

themselves.  

Masculinity, of course, was a key trope in both the idea of a black man’s 

burden as well as in the idea of Cuban nationhood through black and mulatto sacrifice 

in war. In other words, the conflict that Serra was attempting to preempt was in many 

ways a clash of competing projects for collectively achieving a dignified kind of black 

masculinity. Going back to his emigrationist vision in “The Condition…,” Delany 

claimed that it was in places like Nicaragua where U.S. African Americans can “rise 

to the full stature of manhood,” telling his black brothers and sisters that “the moment 

your foot touches the soil, you have all the opportunities for elevating yourselves as 

the highest, according to your industry and merits.”46 Here, full manhood was defined 

according to both the liberal individualism that was integral to 19th century bourgeois 

morality, as well as to the idea of imperial conquest—whether violent or benevolent—

as an expression of virility.47 

                                                
46 Nwankwo, “The Promises and Perils...” 585. 
47 I should mention that in spite of Serra’s anxieties about the possibility that African Americans would 
become colonial agents in Cuba, there was no consensus in the African American community about 
whether black people should either fight in Cuba against Spain or emigrate there on their own account.  
Many black leaders, intellectuals, and journalists argued against black emigration and participation in 
the Spanish American war. As Gatewood indicates: “few [black Americans] were ever wholly 
captivated by this imperialist mystique…As members of a racial minority increasingly subjected to 
discrimination and violence in the United States, Negro Americans easily identified and sympathized 
with the struggles for national existence by the oppressed colored peoples of Hawaii, Cuba, and other 
islands. Their perspective on American expansion which, as one Negro editor noted, was rooted ‘in the 
wrongs we have suffered at home’ bred a persistent skepticism toward the altruistic rhetoric used to 
justify such a policy.” While it is true that there was no clear consensus on the matter among African 
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Hence, as a person familiar with African American literature, Serra may have 

known that some of the country’s most prominent black leaders publicly called on 

African Americans to fight in the Spanish American war. For example, according to 

Brock, Washington suggested that blacks could be just as patriotic as Whites. 

Supporters of his idea hoped Black participation in the military would create a better 

racial environment between whites and blacks. Journalist T. Thomas Fortune called on 

black artillery units to show ‘the Whites how to soldier’ [Fig. 2.2].48 Serra may have 

also known that Pres. Roosevelt sent Fortune to Hawaii and the Philippines as a 

“special commissioner” tasked with investigating and reporting on the possibilities of 

sending black Americans to colonize Pacific possessions.49 It is quite likely that these 

stated positions influenced his thinking on the matter of African Americans coming 

over to Cuba given that Serra followed Fortune’s journalism closely. In 1895, Fortune 

gave a speech at a second Congress on Africa held in Atlanta, in which he called on 

his listeners to pursue a Pan-Africanist politics. The speech suggested ways in which  
                                                                                                                                       
Americans who participated in these debates, Serra’s anxieties were not completely unfounded since 
some of the most influential black American leaders that he was most familiar approved of black 
imperialist and emigrationist projects. See Gatewood, Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 
1898-1903: 20-21. 
48 See: Brock, “Back to the Future,” 20. 
49 These plans proved to be highly controversial in the black press who saw Sen. Morgan’s plan for 
what it was: an attempt at ethnic cleansing.  Although Fortune had opposed emigrationism earlier, by 
1902, in view of the deteriorating racial situation in the U.S., Thomas joined others who were 
petitioning the U.S government to assist those African Americans who wanted to emigrate to the 
Philippines. After traveling across several islands, Fortune became convinced that it was a good plan, 
not only because of the economic opportunities it would afford black Americans but also because he 
saw Filipino as people of color who disliked white Americans and were therefore would only allow 
themselves to be subject to the American flag if they were populated by people of color like themselves. 
In a letter, Fortune called upon the Roosevelt administration to recognize that: if the American flag 
remained in the Philippines, “the Afro-American will have to be drafted to hold it up in civil and 
military establishments.” As a first step, he called on the War Department to end its discrimination 
against black Americans filling positions in the island. Upon his return to the U.S., he even 
recommended Booker T. Washington as an ideal candidate for governor of the islands. In spite of his 
endorsement, by the time Fortune returned to the U.S., the hostile reaction to Sen. Morgan’s proposal 
reached such proportion that there was little chance it would be implemented. See: Gatewood, Black 
Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 1898-1903: 306-16. 
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Figure 2.2: Members of one of the “Buffalo Soldier” regiments that fought 
in Cuba during the Spanish American War (public domain).  
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Africans in the continent could help each other become civilized and free. Considering 

European imperialism in Africa as a necessary phase in what he called the 

“nationalization of Africa,” he summarized this process as such: “The demoralizing 

heterogeneousness which now prevails over the whole continent will give place to a 

pervading homogeneity in language, in religion, and in government… the physical and 

mental forces now dissipated in tribal wars, in savage methods of industry, will give 

place to a peaceful administration of government and to concentrated methods of 

industry.”50 This offers us a glimpse of Fortune’s black imperialist logic, how it 

assumed African Americans to be morally and culturally superior to other afro-

descendants, and how it indirectly reinforced the way European colonists discursively 

legitimized their conquests.51  

Thus, Serra had reasons to fear that U.S. Imperialist plans would put African 

Americans in a collision course with Cubans of color. He may have also understood 

the connection that some prominent supporters of black imperialism and/or 

emigrationism to Spain’s last colonies were also some of the earliest proponents of 

Pan-Africanism on the U.S. side of the Atlantic. Although in his newspapers, Serra 

                                                
50 Cited in Paul W. Harris, “Racial Identity and the Civilizing Mission: Double-Consciousness at the 
1895 Congress on Africa,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 18, no. 2 
(2008): 157. 
51 In the same speech, he claimed that Africans would benefit from converting to Christianity, from 
adopting English as a lingua franca, and from imitating English and U.S. American forms of republican 
governance. For Fortune, Christianity was “destined to supplant all other religious systems of belief, 
because it is the best code of moral philosophy ever given to man as an inspiration or as a development, 
an evolution of the social life of a people.” He claimed the English language to be the “strongest of all 
languages, the most elastic in its structure, the most comprehensive in its use as a vehicle of human 
thought and expression.” In addition, he asserted the English system of civil government to be “the best 
that has been devised, because it allows the greatest possible freedom to the citizen consistent with the 
safety of the state.” See T. Thomas Fortune, “The Nationalization of Africa,” in Africa and the 
American Negro: Addresses and Proceedings, ed. J. W. E. Bowen (Atlanta: Gammon theological 
seminary, 1896), 199. 
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and his collaborators acted as translators of stories appearing in the African American 

press at the time, ironically, the idea of an African diasporic pan-nation was not 

something that translated well with the type of simultaneously anti-colonial and anti-

racist politics he sought. This may explain then why someone like Serra would have 

remained committed to Cuban nationalism as an instrument of anti-imperialist 

activism, in spite of its problems. It was, after all, an effective way of organizing 

Cubans of all color against all forms of U.S. colonialism, regardless of what the color 

or ethnicity of the colonizers was.  

In several articles published in the months leading up to the Spanish-American 

war, Serra warned his readers about the danger that American annexation of Cuba 

posed to blacks and mulattos in the island. One reason was that it threatened to 

introduce white supremacist policies and customs that went against everything that the 

mambí veterans had fought for in the independence wars: “the annexation of the 

Cuban negro [to the U.S.] cannot seem convenient to him because he knows that on 

matters pertaining to blacks, when it comes to many Americans, justice, humanity, 

civilization, and conscience ceases to exist.”52 Even more worrying was that American 

rule over Cuba threatened to create conflicts between African “negroes” and Cuban 

negros:  

And that is not all. There is something else that ought not be allowed to 
happen: the pressure that the American Negro would exert against the 
Cuban negro. The former would regard himself as a master of sorts, 
encouraged by the hypocritical praises bestowed upon him by white; 
the latter will not accept being humiliated as a servant in the land he 
was born in and that he fertilized with sweat and blood. The difference 

                                                
52“No puede convenir la anexión al negro cubano porque ya conoce este que cuando se dice negro, deja 
de existir la justicia, la humanidad, la civilización y la conciencia entre gran parte de los americanos.” 
Serra y Montalvo, “La anexión.” 



 

 

110 

of language, the superior education of the American negro and many 
other circumstances would worsen the condition of the forsaken Cuban 
negro.53  
 

What is noteworthy about Serra’s admonitions here is that he recognized that such a 

scenario involved a potential pitting of African Americans and Cubans of color against 

each other as a way of dividing and ruling them. In these articles, Serra made it clear 

that his opposition to black emigration was not based on nativism. With apparent 

sympathy and understanding—after all he was living as a black man in New York at 

the time he wrote these pieces—his reminded his readers that black Americans were 

also victims of white supremacy.54 However, according to him, the circumstances of 

U.S. Imperialism had placed them in a potential collision course with Cubans of color. 

In one article, Serra pointed to Jim Crow as one of the main reasons why some black 

Americans sought to emigrate to Cuba: “that same aversion towards the black man 

would cause that those oppressed in the south to seek refuge in Cuba, it being their 

only lifeboat in the long shipwreck of their political, economic, and social 

                                                
53“Y no es esto todo, lo malo que traería la anexión para el negro cubano. Hay algo más que parecería 
imposible: la presión que ejercería el negro americano contra el negro cubano. Aquel se había de 
considerar como amo, alentado por los hipócritas halagos de sus blancos; este no habría de aceptar por 
grado el humillante papel de criado en la tierra donde nació, y liberó con sus sudor y  su sangre. La 
diferencia del idioma, la superioridad de educación del negro americano y otras muchas circunstancias 
vendría siempre a empeorar la condición del también desdichado negro cubano.” Ibid., 216. Later 
reprinted in ———, Para blancos y negros: ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos  (Habana: 
Imprenta El Score, 1907)., that is, in the middle of the second American occupation of 1906-1909. The 
article originally appeared in the July 16, 1899 edition of La Doctrina de Martí which after May of 
1898 was briefly printed in Havana under different ownership.  
54 Serra wrote about his personal experiences with this kind of anti-black discrimination in a letter 
addressed to Tomás Estrada Palma written in 1890: “Neither do you know nor would you be able to 
imagine how hard it is for a black man to live in this North American land. In almost no convenient 
location are we allowed to rent, and when we are granted the favor, we are required to pay elevated 
rents. We are condemned to reside either in the tenant house, or too far north of the city, and the cost is 
expensive. Wanting to keep my family away from any dangerous frictions, I have had to pay expensive 
rents without having the means. It’s been a while since my situation went from bad to worse and I lack 
the strength. Only the glorious hope of a triumph for the Cuban cause keeps me going.” Cited in Pedro 
Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: Obrero Incansable de Nuestra Independencia  
(Habana: Unión de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba, 1975). 148. 
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prosperity.”55 Elsewhere, he noted that annexation would be favorable to “several 

million oppressed people in the [U.S.] south that stake their future and their liberty 

from lynchings in the acquisition of Cuba by the United States.”56 In an article 

published in 1905 after his return to Cuba, Serra added that:  

The American negro, for his part, is tired of struggling in his country 
against so many disadvantages, against so many disgraces that 
constantly threaten his existence. Because of this, he would not waver 
in choosing to emigrate to a nearby country that is under his flag, with a 
climate he is accustomed to, where he would receive more rights as a 
means of stirring his patriotism, and as a way of exploit his loyalty and 
use him, always, as a “dog of prey” [perro de presa], against anything 
that is not blind obedience to the arrogant gods of yankee 
paganism…between emigrating to Cuba where his condition would 
improve and staying in his country where he is cruelly lynched in the 
South and killed by hunger in the North…the choice would not be 
difficult for the American negro.57 
  

The use of “dogs of prey” as metaphor is significant given how in the world of the 

plantation, whites employed dogs to both terrorize and torture afro-descendants. As 

Johnson informs us, the irony is that these dogs themselves were abused as a means of 
                                                
55“Esa misma aversión contra el negro habría de ocasionar que los oprimidos del Sur emigrasen á Cuba, 
que sería la única tabla de salvación en el largo naufragio de su prosperidad política, económica y 
social.” Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Ni Española ni ‘Yankee’,” La doctrina de Martí, January 30 1898. 
Later reprinted in ———, Ensayos Políticos. 
56 “como respecto á la no conveniencia de la anexión de Cuba á los Estados Unidos; y al engaño 
lamentable en que viven los cubanos que acarician esta funesta idea, favorable para unos cuantos 
millones de oprimidos del Sur, que cifran su porvenir y su libertad del Lynch, en la adquisición de Cuba 
por los Estados Unidos”. ———, “El peligro,” La doctrina de Martí, December 30 1897. 
57 El negro americano por su parte, cansado de luchar en su país contra tantos infortunios, contra tantas 
desgracias que amenazan constante su existencia, no vacilaría en la elección ente emigrar a un país 
cercano bajo su misma bandera, en su propio clima, donde le darían entonces más garantía con el fin de 
estimularle el patriotismo, explotar su lealtad y disponerlo siempre como perro de presa, contra todo lo 
que no sea ciega obediencia a los dioses soberbios del paganismo yankee. Otra ventaja más tendrían los 
infelices negros americanos: con ellos los dedicados al trabajo mecánico vendrían sus mujeres 
ignorantes e instruidas que las hay muchísimas, vendrían también a la nueva tierra d promisión, sus 
hombres de letras de ciencias, sus economistas, sus sacerdotes, sus muchas y bien organizadas 
instituciones: ¿y si en el Sur, a despecho de tantas hostilidades con que se les trata han podido construir 
dos grandes bancos de ahorro, y en general contaban en 1902, entre propiedades y dinero con la suma 
de 500,000,000 de dollars, en Cuba, donde todo el trabajo será para ellos, que capital no levantarían? 
———, “No hay tal anexionismo,” El nuevo criollo, November 4 1905. Interestingly, Serra published 
this piece two months after his return from his 1905 trip to New York to meet with African American 
leaders.  
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turning them into ferocious yet dependable executioners.58 Thus, this characterization 

is revealing of how Sera’s understanding of the dangerous potential for black 

American participation in colonialism. To borrow from a phrase that Serra used 

elsewhere, such plans threatened to insert U.S. American black racial subalterns into 

Cuba’s “hierarchy of slaves” just as it also threatened to force Cubans of color into the 

U.S.’ own race-based social hierarchy.   

It is interesting then that in spite of this recognition, Serra’s solidarity with 

African Americans stopped at Cuba’s borders. When it came to his search for a 

politics that was simultaneously against imperialism and white supremacy, his loyalty 

was with other Cubans of color first, and with anti-imperial Cuban nationalists 

secondly. Perhaps this resistance against renouncing Cuban nationalism in favor of 

pan-Africanism was due to the way Serra differentiated between Cuba’s 19th century 

process of democratization and the U.S.’ effort at incorporating African Americans as 

citizens after the Civil War. I mentioned earlier that like Martí, Serra regarded the 

United States as a country that had failed to live up to its ideals, especially after the 

collapse of reconstruction. Martí claimed that no nation in the Americas faced more 

barriers in achieving a true sense of genuinely democratic peoplehood than the United 

States. Martí admitted that in comparison to their “Saxon” northern neighbors, 

“Latins” (i.e.. Latin American peoples) experienced “the confusion of political habits” 

that arose in “nations where the needs of the conquistador left the natural population 

alive, terrified, and multiple, and where the way is still barred, with patricidal 

                                                
58 See Sara E. Johnson, “‘You Should Give them Blacks to Eat:’ Waging Inter-American Wars of 
Torture and Terror,” American Quarterly 61, no. 1 (2009).  
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blindness, by the privileged caste that the European engendered.”59 Cuba, for example, 

suffered for centuries with a “piratical government” under which labored:  

the famished excrescences of a warlike and backward European people; 
the descendants of that harsh and uncultured tribe, divided from each 
other by the hatred of accommodating docility for rebellious virtue; and 
the forceful and simple, or debased and rancorous, Africans, who 
through a horrific enslavement and a sublime war have become the 
fellow citizens of those who once bought and sold them and, by virtue 
of those who died in the sublime war, today greet as equals those who 
made them dance with the lashes of their whips yesterday.60 
 

In comparison, the United States was a country in which:  

not only have the elements of diverse origin and tendency form 
which…[it] was created failed, in three centuries of shared life and one 
century of political control, to merge, but their forced coexistence is 
exacerbating and accentuating their primary differences and 
transforming the unnatural federation into a harsh state of violent 
conquest… anyone who observes the way the bonds of union are 
loosening rather than tightening in the United States is not prophesying 
but attesting, how rather than resolving humanity’s problems, they are 
reproduced, how instead of amalgamating local differences in terms of 
national politics, they are being fomented and inflamed, and how 
instead of strengthening democracy, and saving people from the hate 
and misery of monarchies, democracy is corrupted and diminished and 
hatred and misery are reborn.”61  

                                                
59 “la confusión de hábitos políticos, y la revuelta hornalla, de los pueblos en que la necesidad del 
conquistador dejó viva la población natural, espantada y diversa, a quien aún cierra el paso con 
parricida ceguedad la casta privilegiada que engendró en ella el europeo.” José Martí, “La verdad sobre 
los Estados Unidos,” in Cuba, Nuestra América, los Estados Unidos, ed. Roberto Fernández Retamar 
(México: Siglo Veintiuno Editores, 1973). 
60 “la excrecencia famélica de un pueblo europeo, soldadesco y retrasado, los descendientes de esta 
tribu áspera e inculta, divididos por el odio de la docilidad acomodaticia a la virtud rebelde, y los 
africanos pujantes y sencillos, o envilecidos y rencorosos, que de una espantable esclavitud y una 
sublime guerra han entrado a la conciudadanía con los que los compraron y los vendieron, y, gracias a 
los muertos de la guerra sublime, saludan hoy como a igual al que hacían ayer bailar a latigazos.” Ibid. 
61 “Lo que ha de observar el hombre honrado es precisamente que no sólo no han podido fundirse, en 
tres siglos de vida común, o uno de ocupación política, los elementos de origen y tendencia diversos 
con que se crearon los Estados Unidos, sino que la comunidad forzosa exacerba y acentúa sus 
diferencias primarias, y convierte la federación innatural en un estado, áspero, de violenta conquista… 
Pero no augura, sino certifica, el que observa cómo en los Estados Unidos, en vez de apretarse las 
causas de unión, se aflojan; en vez de resolverse los problemas de la humanidad, se reproducen; en vez 
de amalgamarse en la política nacional las localidades, la dividen y la enconan; en vez de robustecerse 
la democracia, y salvarse del odio y miseria de las monarquías, se corrompe y aminora la democracia, y 
renacen, amenazantes, el odio y la miseria.” Ibid. 
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Like Martí, Serra too portrayed the United States as a nation whose process of 

democratization was stunted by its history of racism. However, the main difference 

between Serra’s comparison between Cuba and the U.S. and Martí’s is that Serra 

revised Martí’s historical predictions about racial fraternity as something that was 

achieved through Cuba’s independence wars. So while they both agreed that in 

comparison, Cuba had a much better chance of becoming a “possible republic” 

because of the sacrifices that the mostly black and mulatto mambí veterans had made 

in the independence wars.62 This, as a matter of fact, was also a widely held belief 

among the African American intellectuals and activists at the time, many of who 

greatly admired the struggles that mambí soldiers waged.63 In contradistinction to 

Marti, the benefit of the wars, Serra suggested, is that it had given Cubans of color the 

opportunity to prove to themselves that they were capable of fighting bravely and 

sacrificing themselves for a cause. Racial fraternity was “possible” but if and only if 

black and mulatto veterans of the wars continued the struggle that they began in 1868 

when they joined Cespedes’ army to end both colonialism and slavery simultaneously. 

Given this understanding of Cuba’s trajectory towards nationhood, it is understandable 

that Serra would have interpreted African American intrusion into the politics of anti-

                                                
62  This was Serra’s belief, at least until his 1904-1909 essays, a period in which he became 
progressively more pessimistic about the prospect of Cuba becoming a racially fraternal nation. For 
more on this, see Chapter Two.   
63 According to Hellwig, “Except for Haiti, no New World society received as much attention from 
black North Americans in the 19thcentury as did Cuba…Like earlier efforts, the final struggle of the 
Cuban people for independence that began in 1895 attracted the attention and sympathy of black 
Americans….African Americans saw the War for Independence as a black undertaking. They identified 
with the large nonwhite segment of the Cuban population and noted parallels in the struggle against 
Spanish oppression and their own quest for first-class citizenship.” See David J.  Hellwig, “The 
African-American Press and United States Involvement in Cuba, 1902-1912,” in Between Race and 
Empire: African Americans and Cubans before the Cuban Revolution, ed. Lisa Brock and Digna  
Castañeda Fuertes (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 71. 
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racism in the island as something that would complicate this struggle. Thus, the 

Spanish American War became a theater in which both African-Americans and 

Cubans of color attempted to reconcile their “twoness” as racial “others” through acts 

of heroism and sacrifice, yet in a way that pitted them against each other.   

In a way then, Serra was a black internationalist at the level of intellectualism 

in that he was interested in exchanging ideas and strategies with afro-descendants in 

the U.S. He was not, however, a pan-Africanist in the way he identified as a black 

subject in relation to nationhood and pan-nationhood. By this, I mean that Serra did 

not see the need or even the usefulness of identifying as part of a fraternal union of 

afro-descendants scattered throughout the worlds colonies and nation-states. As was 

the case with African Americans seeking to emigrate to Cuba, a sense of “common 

cause” between black racial subalterns could easily create a situation in which neither 

African Americans nor Cubans of color would be able to achieve the kind of inclusion 

into the nation and its state that they sought.64 Instead, the way Serra articulated the 

relationship between racial, national, and transnational politics in his writings implies 

that afro-descendants had to take care of white supremacy at the level of the nation-

state first, before involving themselves in movements that sought to achieve certain 

                                                
64 Interestingly, Serra’s argument here also resembles the ones made by some Marxists belonging to the 
Second International who advocated against the notion that class internationalism trumped nationalism, 
instead arguing that in some cases, nationalism was a necessary precondition for both the development 
of capitalism as a substitute for feudalism, and more specifically, for the development of a working 
class consciousness that would stand against imperialism (i.e., both in the colonies and in the 
metropolis). This point of view was one that was most prominently favored by V.I. Lenin, especially 
after 1903. I point this out, not because I think that Serra was aware of these events but rather because 
these were debates that radicals in other parts of the world were having at the time. As was later the 
case with black radicals in the U.S. who argued that black anti-racist solidarity ought to trump class 
internationalism, Serra here was making a similar argument. For more on this, see Cedric J. Robinson, 
Black Marxism: the Making of the Black Radical Tradition  (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000)., especially Chapter Three.  
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outcomes for other afro-descendants beyond the nation’s borders.  

Serra did, however, believe that colonial subalterns, regardless of color, could 

and should cooperate transnationally to end the forces of colonialism and imperialism 

that threatened their ability to establish sovereign nations. For example, In La 

Doctrina and later on in El Nuevo Criollo, Serra called for the independence of Puerto 

Rico from both Spain and later on, the United Sates.65 He also threw his support 

behind the decolonization of the Philippines and kept readers informed of Aguinaldo’s 

victories in the 1896-1898 Philippine Revolution.66 In addition to allying himself with 

other Spanish colonial subjects in the Caribbean and the Pacific, Serra also informed 

his readers of the war that Ethiopians were fighting against Italian attempts at 

colonizing East Africa. In the second issue of La Doctrina, he published a translated 

article that originally appeared in the New York Herald on Emperor Menelik II’s 

resounding victory against Italy during the Battle of Adwa earlier that year. 

Remarkably, although this article appeared in one of the most widely read periodicals 

in the U.S. at the time, it painted a sympathetic portrait of the Ethiopian monarch. Of 

course, Serra was not alone in taking interest in Menelik’s exploits since this was a 

common trope among pan-Africanists at the time. It is ironic then that Serra decided to 

print an article praising Menelik considering that he, after all, was an emperor and by 

no means subscribed the kind of liberal republicanism that Serra zealously pursued. 

                                                
65 This was not only a persistent theme in his newspapers. Serra also closely collaborated with Puerto 
Rican separatists like his friend, the mulatto Puerto Rican journalist Sotero Figueroa, and also Arturo 
Alfonso Schomburg, with whom he co-founded the Dos Antillas (Two Antilles) club, dedicated to the 
decolonization of Cuba and Puerto Rico.  
66 For articles on the Philippines, see: Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Última hora: gran victoria de los 
filipinos,” La doctrina de Martí, April 30 1897; ———, “Filipinas,” La doctrina de Martí, October 30 
1897; ———, “Las islas Filipinas,” La doctrina de Martí, December 30 1897. 
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Nevertheless, Menelik was, after all, a figurehead of a kind of anti-colonial revolution 

that was also, because of the racial identities of the people involved in the Italo-

Ethiopian War, simultaneously an anti-racist revolution. In a way then, his deeds 

invalidated those African Americans who claimed that African colonial subjects 

needed to be civilized and modernized by their more enlightened black brothers and 

sisters before they could ever expel the colonists. In spite of the fact that Menelik II 

was instrumental in the formalization of Pan-Africanism—a detail that Serra avoids 

mentioning—he was also a leader who prominently embraced nationalism as a 

stepping stone for a kind of global anti-racist, anti-imperialism.67 This suggests that 

Serra’s preference was to lend support to other nationalist movements similar to 

Cuba’s, especially those that simultaneously aimed to disprove both racist and colonial 

discourses.68  

 To summarize, Serra’s reluctance to either embrace or dismiss pan-Africanism 

does not mean that he disidentified with African Americans or afro-descendants in 

other places. Rather, it reveals his anxiety as an activist intellectual about how black 

internationalist politics could be reconciled with Cuban anti-colonial and anti-imperial 

politics. This was a question that was not being raised either in the United States or in 

Cuban separatist circles. In his strategic assessment about what would be most 

effective for ending white supremacy in Cuba and repelling U.S. Imerialism, Cuban 

                                                
67 According to Contee, his dignitary, the Haitian Benito Sylvain, represented Menelik II at the 1900 
Pan-African Conference. See Clarence G.  Contee, “Ethiopia and the Pan-African Movement Before 
1945,” Negro Digest XXI, no. 4 (1972): 45. 
68 According to Abel, although Martí’s internationalism was primarily Latin Americanist, he “came to 
embrace anti-colonial conflicts in other regions. Thus Martí identified with Egyptian resistance to 
British imperialism and Tunisian to French.” See Christopher Abel, “Marti, Latin America and Spain,” 
in José Martí, Revolutionary Democrat, ed. Christopher Abel and Nissa Torrents (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1986), 146. 
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nationalism, although problematic in its own right, should not be thrown out the 

window in favor of an equally problematic black internationalism. Rather, a nationalist 

Cuban ideal could potentially motivate Cubans of color to organize themselves for the 

bettering of the Cuban nation. African Americans, he concluded, should continue to do 

the same in their own nation instead of allowing themselves to be used as imperialist 

puppets in other parts of the globe.  

A “possible” Latin America?  

In the previous chapter, I mentioned how Rafael Serra collaborated with other 

Cubans and Puerto Ricans who besides wanting to rid their respective islands of 

Spanish colonialism, also sought to create political unions with other Caribbean and 

“Latin American” nations. I am referring here to figures that participated in the 

creation of Antilleanism, and Latin American pan-nationalism.69 It is curious that 

while Serra worked alongside Latin American pan-nationalist figures, he was as 

reticent about these projects as he was about pan-Africanism. He did however preach 

and practice a particular kind of Antilleanist politics, which in a way was a small-scale 

pan-nationalism. For example, in 1892, he and Arturo Alfonso Schomburg founded a 

club called Las Dos Antillas (The Two Antilles) that set out to foster cooperation 

                                                
69 By “Antilleanism,” I mean an Antillean pan-nationalism. Its adherents claimed that Antillean islands 
needed to form a co-federation of states in order to ward off neocolonization. Among its adherents were 
Ramón Emeterio Betances, Eugenio María de Hostos (of Puerto Rico), Anténor Firmin (of Haiti), 
Gregorio Luperón (of the Dominican Republic) and Antonio Maceo and José Martí (of Cuba). For more 
on this, see Chapter Two of Antonio Gaztambide-Géigel, Tan lejos de Dios... Ensayos sobre las 
relaciones del Caribe con Estados Unidos  (San Juan, PR: Callejón, 2006); Brenda Gayle Plummer, 
“Firmin and Martí at the Intersection of Pan-Americanism and Pan-Africanism,” in Jose Marti’s “Our 
America”: from National to Hemispheric Cultural Studies, ed. Jeffrey Grant Belnap and Raul A. 
Fernandez (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998).  
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between Cuban and Puerto Rican separatist émigrés.70 We know that he also co-

founded La Liga, an adult school devoted to the political education of both Cuban and 

Puerto Rican men of color.71 Additionally, each issue of La Doctrina always carried a 

subtitle in English that read: “A WEEKLY devoted to the defense of Cuba and Porto 

Rico Freedom [sic].” In spite of his support for the decolonization of Puerto Rico, 

interestingly, Serra never expressed concern for the political affairs of the Dominican 

Republic or Haiti, unlike fellow separatists like Martí, Maceo, and Betances.72 Also, 

although Serra spent time in Jamaica in 1884, in his books and newspapers, there is no 

mention of Jamaica’s colonial status.73 Thus, compared to some of his contemporaries, 

Serra’s Antilleanism was exclusively focused on decolonization and not so much on 

establishing bonds of solidarity and cooperation in the Antillean region.  

While he sometimes did pay homage to the Antilleanist rhetoric popular 

among his peers, curiously, in Serra’s texts, there is a noticeable absence of terms such 

as “Latin America,” “Hispanic America,” or even “Nuestra América.” 

Correspondingly, in Serra’s paper, there is a noticeable absence of coverage or 

                                                
70 On April 3, 1892, Schomburg assisted Rosendo Rodríguez and Rafael Serra in organizing the Las 
Dos Antillas (The Two Islands) Club. The club endorsed the PRC’s agenda and pledged to work 
“actively to assist in the independence of Cuba and Puerto Rico.” See Sinnette, Arthur Alfonso 
Schomburg: 21. 
71 See Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y Montalvo: 49-84. 
72 See Jossianna Arroyo, Writing Secrecy: Technologies of the Word in Caribbean Freemasonry  (New 
York: Palgrave, Forthcoming)., particularly a chapter titled “Revolution in the Caribbean: Betances, 
Haiti, and the Antillean Confederation.” See also Philippe Zacaïr, “Haiti on his Mind: Antonio Maceo 
and Caribbeaness,” Caribbean Studies 33, no. 001 (2005)., and Hebert Ramiro Pérez-Concepción, 
“Haití en José Martí,” Ciencia en su PC 4(2010). 
73 In 1884, Serra volunteered to participate in what historians later called the “Plan Gómez-Maceo,” a 
series of insurrectionary attempts organized by Antonio Maceo and Máximo Gómez that were 
ultimately thwarted by Spanish spies. He was given the rank of lieutenant and served under the 
Brigadier Gen. Agustín Cebreco. Their attack was thwarted. As a result, Serra and his fellow rebels 
took refuge in Jamaica before returning to Cuba that year. See Deschamps Chapeaux, Rafael Serra y 
Montalvo: 42. It is interesting that Serra would not have mentioned colonialism in Jamaica given that 
the memory of the Morant Bay Rebellion was probably still fresh there when Serra visited in 1884. 
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commentary on some of the key events that happened in Latin America at the turn of 

the 20th century. For example, although Serra personally travelled through the 

Panamenian isthmus—then part of Colombia— in the 1880s, his articles and books 

did not touch on American imperialism in Central America, or even about the civil 

conflicts—incited in part by the U.S.—that led to Panamá’s secession from Colombia 

in 1903.74 Instead, Serra’s articles and essays from this tended to focused exclusively 

on what was happening in Spain’s Caribbean and the Pacific colonies.  

Historically, the idea of Latin American pan-nationhood homologous has 

always been tied to the discourses of nationhood created by creole elites who in the 

early 19th century sought to mobilize peoples of all racial and class backgrounds in 

their colonies against colonialism. Its origins lie in Bolivar’s pan-Americanist 

federalism, the idea that in order to keep the Spanish empire outside of the Americas, 

newly independent nations needed to band together into a confederation that could 

resist any imperialist threat. Later on, in the middle of the 19th century, when 

American imperialism first became a threat to white creoles in Central and South 

America, they responded to it by creating an idea of a common “Latin” race that 

would fulfill its destiny of not only defeating “Anglo-Saxon” imperialism but even 

surpassing Anglo-Saxon America as a civilization. Eventually, intellectuals like Martí 

attempted to replace these with culturalist interpretations like such as his idea of 

“Nuestra América,” in which he claimed that it was their hybrid, mestizo culture and 

                                                
74 Serra also passed by Panamá after the failed 1884 Cebreco expedition. See ibid. I should out that 
Panamá was a place that the United States intervened militarily thirteen times between 1856 and 1903. 
It is interesting that having been there personally and seen U.S. imperialism at work there, Serra would 
have not mentioned Panamá in his writings, even during Panamá’s secession from Colombia in 1903, 
which was orchestrated in part to allow the U.S. to build the Panamá Canal. These were events that 
were widely covered in papers all over the world at the time and that Serra most likely knew about.   
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not their “Latin” race or ethnicity that made people in the region a pan-nation that 

would and should pursue their historical destiny together. Martí predicted that once 

“Nuestramericans” came to terms with these shared historical and cultural origins, 

white creoles, mestizos, blacks, and indigenous Americans, the would gather the 

strength necessary for repelling imperialist powers who sought to intervene in the 

region. However, before a genuine and effective anti-imperialism will could arise, 

“Nuestramericans” first had to set aside the border disputes and internal civil wars that 

plagued the nations in the region for most of the 19th century, which Martí predicted 

they were already doing. Usually, these conflicts were fought between supporters of 

“conservative” military strongmen who wanted to prevent popular sectors from civic 

participation and supporters of “liberals” who sought to introduce democratic 

reforms.75 One important characteristic of Martí’s “Nuestra Americanism” was that 

such a pan-nationalism was not antithetical to nationalism but would actually work to 

strengthen the unity of individual nations.76  

There are several potential reasons why Serra would have avoided subscribing 

                                                
75 Although these wars/conflicts are too numerous to mention here, examples are: The Guerra de 
Confederación between Perú and Bolivia (1836-1839), the Guerra del Pacífico (1879-1844), Chile’s 
Civil War of 1891, the Guerra de la Triple Alianza between Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, and Paraguay 
(1891), Argentina’s Guerras de las Montoneras (1863; 1866-1867) and its Guerra Grande which also 
involved Uruguay (1839-1851), Mitre’s attempted revolution in Argentina (1874), Colombia’s Guerra 
de los Mil Días (1899-1902), Venezuela’s Guerra Federal (1859-1863), the Guerra de la 
Confederación Between Chile, Perú, and Bolivia between 1836-1839, Peru’s Civil War (1856-1858) 
and its Guerra del Pacífico (1879-1883), two Chilean Civil Wars, one in 1829 and another in 1891, 
México’s Revolución de Ayutla (1854), the Guerra de Reforma (1857-1861), and the second French 
Intervention which sought to depose the liberal indigenous president Benito Juarez and was supported 
by conservatives (1862-1867). There were also numerous civil wars in Central America, including one 
in Salvador between 1825-1829, Guatemala’s Revolución Liberal (1871), also Guatemala’s war against 
Honduras and Salvador in 1863, Honduras’ Guerra de los Padres (1861), and last but not least, 
Nicaragua’s Civil War of 1854-1856, which brought in the American filibusterist William Walker who 
took advantage of the power vacuum created by the conflict and installed himself as president.  
76 According to Abel, “For Martí internationalism was not antithetical to nationalism. Following Bolívar, 
different ranges of nationalism and internationalism appeared in his writing.” See Abel, “Marti, Latin 
America...” 145. 
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to Latin American pan-nationalism, or even making references to the idea. One could 

speculate that as a person who openly dismissed notions of biological race and racism 

implicit in early iterations of this discourse, Serra would have rejected the idea that 

what united people in the region was their “Latin race” vis-à-vis an “Anglo-Saxon” 

North American race. It is harder to ascertain though why Serra would have avoided 

incorporating “Nuestra Americanism” into his work in spite of his affinity for Martí’s 

political writings. Martí, for example, used terms such as “Hispanoamérica,” 

“Latinoamérica,” and later on, “Nuestra América” dozens if not hundreds of times.77 

It is also possible that in the same way that Serra had reservations about the 

discourse of Cuban nationhood via racial fraternalism, he also saw problems with how 

Latin American pan-nationalism called on a false sense of horizontality between 

nations in the region, and more importantly, between creole elites and the racial and 

class subalterns that lived in each Latin American country. We know from his writings 

that Serra was keenly aware of the problems with empty celebrations of unity. Instead, 

he treated nationhood as something that had to be actively created and secured through 

grassroots activism and organizing focused on toppling the structures of privilege and 

dispossessment of the past.   

We know for a fact that Serra was intimately familiar with Martí’s essay titled 

“Nuestra América” because Serra reprinted long passages from it in a section of La 

                                                
77 According to Gaztambide, in his writing between 1876 and 1895, Martí used the term 
“Hispanoamérica” 43 times, América Latina, 14 times, and Nuestra América 76. The latter his term of 
choice, particularly after 1891. See Gaztambide-Géigel, Tan lejos de Dios... 85. 
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Doctrina… titled “Rasgos de Martí” (or “Martí’s Traits”).78 The purpose of this 

section was to familiarize readers with “the apostle’s” works, given that in 1896, most 

people did not have access to his writings since they had not been anthologized.79 The 

first installments of this series consisted of excerpts from “Nuestra América.” 

However, curiously, Serra never cited the essay’s original title, perhaps because citing 

was not conventional in that era. Instead, these excerpts appeared under a heading that 

simply read “Especially chosen for La Doctrina.”   

What is interesting about Serra’s reproduction of “Nuestra América” is that we 

can learn as much from what Serra decided to leave out as we can from what he 

reproduced and in what order. For example, the opening paragraph of La Doctrina’s 

version of the essay was taken from the original’s third paragraph in which Martí 

criticizes creoles in the region for seeking to be, think, and live like Europeans instead 

of identifying with the histories and cultures of those mestizos and indigenous peoples 

living amongst them. At the same time, Serra left out Martí’s original opening 

paragraph in which he calls on all those born in America to seek common cause with 

each other. In the second installment of “Rasgos…,” the paper’s reproduction opens 

with the paragraph in which Martí calls on all American born intellectuals to immerse 

themselves in the local knowledge of the continent. Thus, Serra here omits the part in 

which Martí asserts that: “there is no patria in which a man can take greater pride than 

                                                
78 The word “rasgo” has multiple meanings in Spanish. It can be used to refer to: (a) the lines drawn to 
write out a letter, in other word, a letter trace (b) a deed, as in a heroic deed, (c) a trait, as in a facial trait, 
and (d) a peculiarity. Serra appears to have used the word to evoke its multiple meanings. 
79 Even though today we have access to compendiums of Martí’s writings that resemble encyclopedias, 
Martí originally would publish in newspapers not only in New York but in far away places like 
Argentina, Venezuela, and México. In other words, these were periodicals that were not accessible to 
Serra’s Cuban and Puerto Rican readership in the late 19th century, especially the working class 
audience that Serra catered to in his writings. 
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in our long-suffering American republics.”80 The reproduction also leaves out Martí’s 

brief retelling of the exploits of the continent’s founding heroes. It does, however, 

include the section at the end of that seventh paragraph in the original essay in which 

Martí mentions how:  

America began enduring and still endures the weary task of reconciling 
the discordant and hostile elements it inherited from its perverse, 
despotic colonizer with the imported forms and ideas that have, in their 
lack of local reality, delayed the advent of a logical form of government. 
The continent, deformed by three centuries of a rule that denied man 
the right to exercise his reason, embarked-overlooking or refusing to 
listen to the ignorant masses that had helped it redeem itself-upon a 
government based on reason, the reason of all directed toward the 
things that are of concern to all, and not the university-taught reason of 
the few imposed upon the rustic reason of others. The problem of 
independence was not the change in form, but the change in spirit. 
Common cause had to be made with the oppressed in order to 
consolidate a system that was opposed to the interests and 
governmental habits of the oppressors.81 
 

The reproduction of this paragraph is important because it indirectly reinforces Serra’s 

recriminations against educated creole separatists who at the time of the 

reproduction’s publication were seeking to disempower the “ignorant masses” that 

made up the PRC’s rank and file.82 In addition, the excerpt echoes Serra’s critiques of 

Cuba’s seeming inability to put behind racial tensions as a nation as well as his call for 

                                                
80“que no hay patria en que pueda tener el hombre más orgullo que en nuestras dolorosas repúblicas 
americanas.” Martí, “Nuestra América.” 
81 entró a padecer América, y padece, de la fatiga de acomodación entre los elementos discordantes y 
hostiles que heredó de un colonizador despótico y avieso, y las ideas y formas importadas que han 
venido retardando, por su falta de realidad local, el gobierno lógico. El continente descoyuntado durante 
tres siglos por un mando que negaba el derecho del hombre al ejercicio de su razón, entró, 
desatendiendo o desoyendo a los ignorantes que lo habían ayudado a redimirse, en un gobierno que 
tenía por base la razón; la razón de todos en las cosas de todos, y no la razón universitaria de unos sobre 
la razón campestre de otros. El problema de la independencia no era el cambio de formas, sino el 
cambio de espíritu. Con los oprimidos había que hacer causa común, para afianzar el sistema opuesto a 
los intereses y hábitos de mando de los opresores. Ibid.  
82 For more on Serra’s journalistic crusade against Cuban separatists who sought to curtail the 
participation of working class Cubans in the separatist movement, see Chapter One.  
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the “oppressed” to play an active role in the fight for independence.   

Thus, in La Doctrina’s highly redacted and edited copy of “Nuestra América,” 

Serra rearticulated what Martí said about how nations like Cuba fit together with an 

imagined Latin American pan-nation. In Serra’s version, there are prophesies of a 

grandiose historical telos by which these nations become a harmonious pan-national 

whole. For example, the reproduced copy omits another passage in which Martí 

asserts that “these countries will be saved” (i.e., Latin American Countries) because 

the “fumbling ideas” of the previous generation are being replaced by new 

perspectives that have led to the creation of a “real man” that is being “born to 

America, in these real times.”83 At the same time, La Doctrina’s version does contain 

passages in which Martí warns about the perils of divisionism within and between 

Latin American nations:  

One must have faith in the best in man and distrust the worst. One must 
give the best every opportunity, so that the worst will be laid bare and 
overcome. If not, the worst will prevail. Nations should have one 
special pillory for those who incite them to futile hatreds, and another 
for those who do not tell them the truth until it is too late. There is no 
racial hatred, because there are no races. Sickly, lamp-lit minds string 
together and rewarm the library-shelf races that the honest traveler and 
the cordial observer seek in vain in the justice of nature, where the 
universal identity of man leaps forth in victorious love and turbulent 
appetite. The soul, equal and eternal, emanates from bodies that are 
diverse in form and color. Anyone who promotes and disseminates 
opposition or hatred among races is committing a sin against 
humanity.84 

                                                
83 “Estos países se salvarán porque, con el genio de la moderación que parece imperar, por la armonía 
serena de la Naturaleza, en el continente de la luz, y por el influjo de la lectura crítica que ha sucedido 
en Europa a la lectura de tanteo y falansterio en que se empapó la generación anterior, le está naciendo a 
América, en estos tiempos reales, el hombre real. “Martí, “Nuestra América.” 
84 “Se ha de tener fe en lo mejor del hombre, y desconfiar de lo peor de él. Hay que dar ocasión a lo 
mejor para que se revele y prevalezca sobre lo peor. Si no, lo peor prevalece. Los pueblos han de tener 
una picota para quien les azuza a odios inútiles; y otra para quien no les dice a tiempo la verdad. No hay 
odio de razas, porque no hay razas. Los pensadores canijos, los pensadores de lámparas, enhebran y 
recalientan las razas de librería, que el viajero justo y el observador cordial buscan en vano en la justicia 
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Finally, instead of closing with the original essay’s line in which Martí proclaims that 

“From the Rio bravo to the Straits of Magellan, the Great Cemí, seated on a condor’s 

back, has scattered the seeds of the new America across the romantic nations of the 

continent and the suffering islands of the sea!” Curiously, Serra chose to end his 

reproduction with a segment that originally appeared in the middle of the original.85 In 

it, Martí describes the way Spanish colonialism created an entrenched sense of 

hostility and alienation between Latin Americans of different races:  

The Indian circled about us, mute, and went to the mountaintop to 
christen his children. The black, pursued from afar, alone and unknown, 
sang his heart’s music in the night, between waves and wild beasts. The 
campesinos, the men of the land, the creators, rose up in blind 
indignation against the disdainful city, their own creation. We wore 
epaulets and judge’s robes, in countries that came into the world 
wearing rope sandals and Indian headbands. The wise thing would have 
been to pair, with charitable hearts and the audacity of our founders, the 
Indian headband and the judicial robe, to undam the Indian, make a 
place for the able black, and tailor liberty to the bodies of those who 
rose up and triumphed in its name.86 
 
Thus, Serra’s version of Nuestra América concluded, not with an optimist 

celebration of a kind of racially fraternal Latina/o pan-nationalism, but rather with a 

                                                                                                                                       
de la Naturaleza, donde resalta en el amor victorioso y el apetito turbulento, la identidad universal del 
hombre. El alma emana, igual y eterna, de los cuerpos diversos en forma y en color. Peca contra la 
Humanidad el que fomente y propague la oposición y el odio de las razas.” Ibid. 
85“del Bravo a Magallanes, sentado en el lomo del cóndor, regó el Gran Cemí, por las naciones 
románticas del continente y por las islas dolorosas del mar, la semilla de la América nueva!” Ibid. 
86 “El indio, mudo, nos daba vueltas alrededor, y se iba al monte, a la cumbre del monte, a bautizar sus 
hijos. El negro, oteado, cantaba en la noche la música de su corazón, solo y desconocido, entre las olas 
y las fieras. El campesino, el creador, se revolvía, ciego de indignación, contra la ciudad desdeñosa, 
contra su criatura. Éramos charreteras y togas, en países que venían al mundo con la alpargata en los 
pies y la vincha en la cabeza. El genio hubiera estado en hermanar, con la caridad del corazón y con el 
atrevimiento de los fundadores, la vincha y la toga, en desestancar al indio; en ir haciendo lado al negro 
suficiente; en ajustar la libertad al cuerpo de los que se alzaron y vencieron por ella.” Ibid. For parts I 
and II of “Rasgos de Martí” sections containing Serra’s abbreviated version of “Nuestra América,” see 
Rafael Serra y Montalvo, “Rasgos de Martí,” La doctrina de Martí, August 22 1896; ibid. The 
translation of “Nuestra América” I use here is from José Martí, “Our America,” in José Martí: Selected 
Writings, ed. Esther Allen and Roberto González Echevarría (New York: Penguin Books, 2002). 
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description of what was needed to make each Cuban nation complete or “possible” 

from within.  

It is significant that Serra deliberately chose this essay as the first piece he 

would reprint from Martí’s vast ouvre given that he avoided the topic of Latin 

American pan-nationalism in his other essays. The reason for this could be that since 

this was one of the essays in which Martí most eloquently criticized the rifts that had 

historically made Latin American nations failed republics, it reinforced La Doctrina’s 

campaign against those who were actively seeking to ostracize Cubans of color like 

Serra from the separatist movement’s leadership. “Nuestra América” probably also 

resonated with Serra because in the essay, Martí laid out a vision for the completion of 

both harmonious nationhood and complete pan-nationhood by way of a dialectic of 

history of sorts, which corresponds with how Serra expressed his understanding of 

how nations would help people achieve progress through a linear conception of 

historical time. This is implicit, for example, in a part which he reproduced from 

“Nuestra América” in which Martí asserts that: “the spirit of the government must be 

the spirit of the country. The form of the government must be in harmony with the 

country’s natural constitution. The government is no more than an equilibrium among 

the country’s natural elements” or also, where earlier in the essay, Martí pronounces 

that “Hometowns that are still strangers to one another must hurry to become 

acquainted, like men who are about to do battle together.”87 Excerpts such as these 

exhibit influences from both Renan’s theories of nationhood as a historical artifact but 
                                                
87 “Los pueblos que no se conocen han de darse prisa para conocerse, como quienes van a pelear 
juntos... El espíritu del gobierno ha de ser el del país. La forma de gobierno ha de avenirse a la 
constitución propia del país. El gobierno no es más que el equilibrio de los elementos naturales del país. 
———, “Nuestra América.” 
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also about Hegel’s theories about the dialectical realization of nationhood as part of 

Reason’s trajectory through history.88 Nonetheless, in comparison to Martí’s 

delineation of Nuestra America as a pan-nation that emerged dialectically through 

history almost automatically, Serra’s version of this idea implies that the nation could 

only be achieved if it was actively constructed by those at the bottom of society. In 

other words, it was the proverbial “slaves” and not the “masters” who would break 

open the dialectical stalemate implicit in Hegel’s original Phenomenology of Spirit and 

lead to the creation of a truly harmonious, democratic nation.  

This variation reflects how Serra was writing about Martí’s “doctrine”—or 

rather re-writing it—from very different positionality, that is, as a black man living in 

the U.S. for two decades. In “Nuestra América,” Martí calls especially on his creole 

elite peers to seek unity with their class and racial subalterns. In contrast, in his 

writings, Serra addressed class and racial subalterns like himself directly, telling them 

what they ought to do in response to the way they had been marginalized by white 

elites. His proscription was for these groups to organize at levels smaller than the 

nation as communities of affected individuals in order to force the elites to seek 

common cause with them. Thus, Serra interpreted Martí’s calls for unity within and 

between Latin American nations not as something that was achieved by empty 

enunciations of a common pan-nationality, but rather as something that required 

individual and collective self-improvement, organization, and sacrifice, and sometimes, 

conflict between those at the bottom of society against those on top, but only if it was 

                                                
88 For more about the way Renan’s lecture on the origins of nationalism influenced Martí, see no. 55 
above.  
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with love for the nation, or rather, a commitment to make the nation whole.  

 To summarize, Serra’s tendency to disavow Latin American pan-nationalism 

most likely resulted from his view of Cuban nationhood and Latin American pan-

nationhood as two things that were far from complete. In Martí’s estimation, Nuestra 

América could be turned into a truly harmonious pan-nation when the people it 

comprised—particularly the more educated and more powerful creoles like himself—

would realize the significance of their shared history with other racial subaltern 

Americans. In contrast, for Serra, a nation could not be realized by a simple 

performative enunciation of mutual recognition. It required the organized participation 

of those at the bottom of society seeking to eliminate the structural antagonisms that 

continued to oppress and marginalize them. 

 I should mention that in Serra’s model, organized struggle by itself could not 

lead to the making of the nation and the pan-nation. That struggle had to be waged at 

the level of the individual and the family. First, each Cuban would have to better 

herself or by becoming a “virtuous” woman or man, that is, according to the 

patriarchal, eurocentric standards of the Victorian era. Only then could those at the 

bottom of society organize with one another to topple white supremacy through 

mutualism and through concerted political action. That is why throughout his life, 

Serra staked so much on the education of working class Cubans of color. Beyond that, 

when nations rid themselves of colonial ideological and structural racism, only then 

could they come together to battle Anglo-north American imperialism as truly united 

pan-national communities. Once that occurred and imperialism was defeated as a 

result of a truce between these emerging, modern, pan-nations, only then could history 
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reach its end-goal of a harmonious humanity. Thus, in Serra’s alternate understanding 

of the mechanics of history, Martí’s “Nuestra América” was a beautiful aspiration, but 

it was by no means a foregone conclusion. Contrary to that, believing that it was could 

prove to be as dangerous as believing that Cuba was already a racially fraternal nation.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have outlined how Serra’s opinions about the importance of 

anti-imperialism effectively “entangled” him with Cuban nationalism in spite of his 

interest in borrowing ideas and strategies from African Americans. Serra saw no other 

choice but to employ nationalism to mobilize people against the a possible U.S. 

colonization of Cuba, in spite of the problems that he identified with the discourse of 

racial fraternalism. If they renounced the nation and instead sought to identify and act 

politically as members of a black diaspora, they could potentially fall prey to the 

colonial aspirations of some African Americans whom he feared would try to rule over 

Cubans while claiming to be their brothers. Another problem was that the U.S. 

American discourse of pan-Africanism claimed a false sense of horizontality and unity 

between afro-descendants who in spite of their qualified common condition as racial 

subaltern also sometimes carried colonial/imperial privileges with them. At the same 

time, if Cubans of color preferred instead to identify as “Nuestra Americans” 

committed to fight U.S. Imperialism, they would also be reproducing a pan-

nationalism that was based on a false sense of unity. This could lead Cubans of color 

to lose sight of the need to organize as racial subalterns in order to make the republic 

“possible.”  

Situated as a racial and class subaltern, Serra resisted claiming that the unity 
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between people that had been purposely divided by colonialism would materialize on 

its own. Instead, the creation of national and pan-national unity required the resolution 

of deeply rooted structural antagonisms. In his constant call for the “classes of color” 

to “organize themselves” in order to make the republic “possible,” we see how in 

Serra’s onto-political, onto-historical understanding, the nation could only be made 

whole if racial subalterns came together to demand equality and justice. Unlike Martí 

who believed that Cuban nationalism and Latin American pan-nationalism were 

complementary, Serra’s vernacular black Cuban nationalism was not complementary 

with either black or Latina/o pan-nationalisms.  

This analysis of Serra’s positional and contingent entanglements with 

dominant ideas of race, nation, and pan-nation offers some unique perspectives about 

the way those we would now refer to as Afro-Latina/os or Afro-Latin Americans have 

never been completely neither “Afro” nor “Latin.” In the case of Serra, he did not 

always see eye to eye with how other black subjects, especially those in the U.S. who 

were defining what it meant to be a diasporic black subject. This does not mean that 

Serra disidentified as a black subject, that is, as a racial subaltern who confronted 

some of the same problems that African Americans were struggling against. Instead, 

when I say that he did not meet eye to eye with dominant discourses of black 

diasporicity, it means that as a self identified racial and colonial subaltern, Serra was 

skeptical about how embracing pan-Africanism would further the decolonial/anti-

racist/anti-imperialist project that he was invested in.  

By the same token, Serra did not always see eye to eye with how others were 

constructing the Latin American subjectivity as a kind of membership within an 
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imagined pan-nation, or as was the case in the United States, as a member of a 

corresponding Latina/o pan-ethnicity. In this sense, Serra’s ambivalence toward the 

idea of Latinidad is reminiscent of Cristina Beltrán’s critique of Latina/o pan-ethnic 

politics in the U.S. today. In The Trouble With Unity, she proposes a different 

understanding of Latinidad that is more “explicitly political” and that recognizes 

political subjectivity as “inescapably fragmented, and where agonistic identities are 

understood as foundational to its democratic project.” She adds that “approaching 

Latinidad as action—as something we do rather than something we are—this 

definition sees Latino politics as inherently coalitional…by approaching the category 

‘Latino’ as an assertion rather than as an answer, the essentially contested quality of 

Latinidad avoids the trap of unitary inclusiveness that has often characterized Latino 

politics in the United States.”89  

In a way, this conception approximates Serra’s conception of how nations and 

pan-nations ought to work politically. For him, Cuban nationhood and Latin American 

pan-nationhood were things that had to be actively made. What is interesting from the 

Serra’s example as a person that tried to intervene to make these nations and pan-

nations in a way that accorded with his radical interpretation of 19th century liberal, 

democratic ideals was that in actuality, making these nations and pan-nations 

“possible” proved to be a much more difficult task. Such an intractable entanglement 

rendered him a subject that instead of being Afro-Latina/o or Afro-Latin American 

was suspended between these identities and imaginaries, carefully assessing how 

                                                
89 Cristina Beltrán, The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity  (Oxford ; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010). Emphasis in the original.  
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becoming either of those things would benefit him and to those he sought to speak for. 

One could argue that such entanglements continue to shape how racial and colonial 

subaltern subjects from the Hispanic Caribbean continue to struggle with determining 

what kind of political subjects they ought to be and to what flags or ideas they should 

be loyal to.  

Lastly, I would like to clarify that the purpose of this intellectual history is not 

to excavate a politics of Afro-Latinidad or Afro-Latin Americanness worthy of 

repetition today. Neither is it to dismiss the viability of a way out of these 

entanglements. I have limited myself to simply articulating a deeper, more nuanced 

understanding of how attempting to act as a black, Cuban, Latina/o and/or Latin 

American political subject involved inevitably facing a kind of onto-political 

entanglement between political priorities and identities that was not easy to resolve. Of 

course, such entanglements are not universal but are instead contingent and contextual. 

In the remaining two chapters, I trace the entanglements that two of Serra’s black 

Puerto Rican contemporaries faced while engaging in their own search for a way of 

reconciling anti-racism with anti-colonialism. By providing this counterpoint, I hope 

to show that there are many ways of becoming entangled between discourses of 

nationhood, diasporicity, and pan-nationhood, even in the case of two individuals such 

as Tomás Carrión Maduro and Luis Felipe Dessus who in spite of being of the same 

race, class, and geographic background, pursued contrasting political approaches that 

led them to similarly contrasting entanglements.  
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Chapter III- Disentangling the ‘Great Puerto Rican Family’: Tomás Carrión 
Maduro’s Black Radical Annexationism and Luis Felipe Dessus’ Black 
Independentism, 1898-1922 
 
 
 
 

“Only the man who deserves to be a slave is one!! The 
Federales defame, the Republicanos dignify!! The slave 
master’s son hurts the black man!! Cursed be those who 
separate the Puerto Rican family!!”1-Political flyer written 
and distributed in Puerto Rico by anonymous 
Republicano loyalists (c.a. 1900-1904)  

 
 

Democracy in speech and in writing is far different from 
democracy in action. Democracy cannot exist where 
before there was slavery. The legacies of hate are passed 
on through generations. The multitude at the bottom lives 
believing in such nonsense: democracy, justice, equality, 
and fraternity. And no one should believe that because 
those at the bottom live surrounded by hard work and 
sacrifices, those on top have a much better life, fooling 
those at the bottom with the magic tinsel of these words; 
not so.2-Tomás Carrión Maduro, “La Americanización” 
(1903).  
 
 

                                                
1 “¡¡Solo es esclavo quien merece serlo!! ¡¡Los federales infaman; los republicanos dignifican!! ¡¡El hijo 
del negrero hiere al negro!! ¡¡Malditos sean los que separan la familia puertorriqueña!!”  
2“La democracia hablada y escrita dista mucho de la democracia en acción. No puede haber democracia 
donde antes hubo esclavitud. Las herencias de odio pasan de generación en generación. La multitud de 
abajo vive creyendo en estas pamplinas: democracia, justicia, igualdad, fraternidad. Y no piensen que, 
si la multitud de abajo apenas vive rodeada de trabajos y de sacrificios, la multitud de arriba vive un 
poco mejor, no mucho, engañando a los de abajo con el relumbrón mágico de esas palabras.”  
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In his newspaper columns about Latinos in New York published in the 1920s-

40s, the mulatto Nuyorican journalist Joaquín Colón would often invoke the memory 

of prominent Puerto Rican political and literary figures of color who lived and worked 

at the turn of the last century.3 Commenting on how so many of his fellow boricuas 

showed themselves to be ashamed of their black ancestry, Colón expressed his 

determination to reverse this tendency by educating his peers about the triumphs and 

tribulations of their forbearers descended from African slaves. Writing about the poet, 

essayist, journalist, literary critic, and anti-colonial activist Tomás Carrión Maduro 

(1870-1920), Colón mentioned how he was “the black Puerto Rican that knew the 

social-anthropological history of his race best,” indicating how Carrión would often 

proclaim the phrase: “Always call me a negro but never even think about calling me 

stupid” [Fig. 3.1].4 At around the same time, Arturo Alfonso Schomburg also 

expressed concern about the silencing of important black Puerto Rican intellectuals 

and activists in both the island’s historical memory as well as in black history. In a 

1934 letter to Joaquín Becerril, editor of the San Juan worker’s newspaper La Voz del 

Obrero (The Worker’s Voice), Schomburg remarked about how difficult it had been 

for him to obtain copies of works by writers like Carrión: “In our library… is a  

                                                
3 According to Padilla, Joaquín Colón was one of the Puerto Rican journalists in New York that most 
directly combated racism in the Puerto Rican community. In profiling these individuals, he was 
responding to the way many Puerto Rican immigrants to the United States actively disidentified with 
New Yorkers of color and attempted to pass for white, even going as far as founding societies for 
“gentes escogidas” (select people) that banned those labeled as “gente baja” (i.e., nonwhites) from 
being admitted. See: Edwin Karli Padilla Aponte, “Introducción,” in Pioneros Puertorriqueños en 
Nueva York : 1917-1947 (Houston, TX: Arte Público Press, 2002), xlii-xliii. 
4According to Colón: “A mi juicio, el negro puertorriqueño que mejor conoció la historia antropológica 
de su raza fue Tomás Carrión Maduro. Por esta razón Tomás Carrión Maduro solía decir 
enérgicamente: “Llamadme siempre negro pero que nunca se os ocurra llamarme bruto.” Joaquín Colón 
López, Pioneros Puertorriqueños en Nueva York: 1917-1947  (Houston, TX: Arte Público Press, 2002). 
250.  
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Figure 3.1: Tomás Carrión Maduro (Monclova, Lidio Cruz. Historia de 
Puerto Rico, siglo XIX, Vol. 3.3) 
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reference department and study area…where we have more than ten thousand books 

concerning the black race from Africa to America…We have a great number of books 

in the language of Cervantes and Calderón de la Barca, but we are anxious that books 

by Puerto Ricans like Eleuterio Derkes and Tomas Carrión have a place in this 

establishment; we only have a single book by Gonzalo Marín and P. C. Timotheé.”5 

For this man who was once told as a child that black people had no history, heroes, or 

accomplishments, it was vitally important to incorporate works by fellow black and 

mulatto Puerto Ricans like Carrión, Derkes, Marín, and Timotheé.6  

 Today, books and articles written by Puerto Ricans of color at the turn of the 

last century are even harder to access. Figures like the ones that Colón and Schomburg 

alluded to are barely mentioned in literary and political histories in both Puerto Rico 

and in the United States.7 This is significant, given that Timotheé, like Carrión, was a 

                                                
5 “En esta biblioteca, una de las cuarenta y cinco que dotan la ciudad de Nueva York, regalo del 
millonario Andrés Carnegie, existe el departamento de referencia y estudio donde tenemos mas de diez 
mil libros sobre la raza negra desde África hasta América. . . . Tenemos un buen numero de libros en el 
idioma de Cervantes y Calderón de la Barca, pero estamos ansioso que figure[n] en este 
establecimiento los libros de los [sic] puertorriquenos como Eleuterio Derkes [y] Tomas Carrión; 
solamente tenemos un libra de Gonzalo Marón y P. C. Timotheé. Nosotros estamos dispuestos a pagarle 
por conseguirnos estas obras o indicarnos donde se pueden conseguir.... Por acá no hay una copia del 
libra de Sotero Figueroa “Ensayo Biográfico” que fue publicado en Ponce en 1888.” Cited in Lisa 
Sánchez González, “Modernism and Boricua Literature: A Reconsideration of Arturo Schomburg and 
William Carlos Williams,” American Literary History 13, no. 2 (2001): 258 (her trans.; emph. in 
original)  
6 Schomburg’s “Fifth grade teacher is said to have told him that black people had no history, no heroes, 
no great moments—and because of that remark, young Arturo became fired with an ambition to find the 
evidence of his people’s past.” Elinor Des Verney Sinnette, Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, Black 
Bibliophile and Collector: a Biography, African American life series (New York, N.Y.: New York 
Public Library, 1989). 13. 
7 Lidio Cruz Monclova’s exhaustive history of Puerto Rico in the 19th century makes published in 1952 
makes brief mention of Carrión. However, there is no mention of Dessus. Most other books on Puerto 
Rico’s political and literary history either omit these figures completely or mention his name in passing. 
Information on other mentioned in Colón’s articles like Pedro Carlos Timotheé and Enrique Lefebre as 
well as articles and poems written by them are very difficult to access. The only published work that 
intentionally tries to fill these gals is a Ramos Perea’s recently published anthology of black 19th 
century Puerto Rican authors that contains excerpts of Carrión’s, Dessus’ and Lefebre’s works among 
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well-known political figure. Also, Lefebre and Dessus were gifted poets that 

influenced future luminaries of Puerto Rican letters.8 Clearly, this pattern of forgetting 

is not arbitrary; it is the trace of a “haunting” historical silencing.9 In other words, it is 

a pattern that reveals something about the way Puerto Ricans imagine themselves as a 

nation by privileging a certain historical narrative that praises “lettered” white creole 

elites as “fathers” of the nation. At the same time, it is a manifestation of how the 

dominant creole elite narrative about the Puerto Rican nation omits the contributions 

and critiques of men of color who challenged the racial paternalism of these lettered 

national patriarchs. This silencing, I should add, happens at multiple levels. As 

Trouillot reminds us, it begins with omissions when historical sources are written, 

when they are compiled into archives, and later on, when historians who use these 

archives to write histories craft narratives about the past.10  

 In this chapter, I summon the ghosts of Tomás Carrión Maduro and Luis Felipe 

Dessus, two important but largely forgotten Puerto Rican anti-colonial and anti-racist 
                                                                                                                                       
other. See Roberto Ramos-Perea, Literatura puertorriqueña negra del siglo XIX escrita por negros (San 
Juan, PR: Editorial Lea, Ateneo Puertorriqueño, 2009). 
8 According to one of his obituary writers, Carrión was the “the apostle, the teacher, the moral and 
intellectual guide” of Puerto Rico’s early-20th century Partido Republicano. See Julio Martínez, “Tomás 
Carrión Maduro. Ante su tumba…,” El Mundo, March 25 1920. This description probably is a bit 
hyperbolic but the point is that he was an important and recognizable figure. Luis Felipe Dessus was 
also an early mentor to Luis Palés Matos and Emilio S. Belaval. The former worked as a copy editor for 
his newspaper Pancho Ibero whereas the latter published some of his earliest works in this newspaper. 
See more on this in no. 95.  
9 My use of the term “haunting silencing” is derived from Avery Gordon’s and Michel Rolph-
Trouillot’s work. According to Gordon “if haunting describes how that which appears to be not there is 
often a seething presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for-granted realities, the ghost is just 
the sign, or the empirical evidence if you like, that tells you a haunting is taking place.” To this, she 
adds that “the ghost is not simply a dead or a missing person, but a social figure, and investigating it can 
lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social life.” Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: 
Haunting and the Sociological Imagination  (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997). 8. 
Also, as Trouillot reminds us, what we know as “History” is a narrative that is crafted out of a 
simultaneous “bundle of silences.” These silences themselves correspond to and enable specific 
manifestations of social power in a particular moment and place. See Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing 
the Past: Power and the Production of History  (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1995). 
10 See Chapter Two of ———, Silencing the Past. 
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activists intellectuals of color who were active at the beginning of the previous century. 

By analyzing some of their newspaper articles, their books, essays, poems, fiction, and 

literary criticism, I delineate an intellectual history of the ways both men debated the 

usefulness and pitfalls of dominant conceptions of Puerto Rican nationhood and 

dominant ideas about black diasporicity. I argue that their search for a politics of anti-

colonialism that also addressed the internal hierarchies of power of the nation led them 

to seek ways of reconciling the anti-imperial imperative of creating interracial 

solidarity and cooperation between Puerto Ricans with the anti-racist imperative of 

organizing blacks and mulattos against the white supremacy of the  nation-state.  

I have chosen to write about these two figures because as lifelong friends and 

interlocutors, they influenced each other’s search for a way to challenge colonialism 

and white supremacy in Puerto Rico simultaneously and effectively. Oftentimes, in 

Puerto Rico, we tend to differentiate between political activists solely according to 

their status ideologies (i.e., pro-statehood, pro-autonomy, or pro-independence). We 

do so assuming that these positions were as incompatible with each other a hundred 

years ago as they are today. Looking at Carrión and Dessus through this lens, it would 

be easy to miss how they influenced each other’s positions on the uses and pitfalls of 

discourses of race and nation. I am not saying here that their status preferences did not 

matter. Carrión and Dessus were clearly at odds with each other on the important 

question of what Puerto Rico’s political future ought to be, the former advocating for 

annexation and the latter for independence. In spite of this, both men shared and 

exchanged ideas on Puerto Rico’s political present as a society divided by race and 

class hierarchies. My reading of Carrión and Dessus captures the way their status 
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preferences were corollaries of their preoccupation with this problem and not the other 

way around.  

I argue here that 100 years ago, the central problem these activist intellectuals 

faced was how to create a democratic, harmonious Puerto Rican nation that was 

notably different from the one envisioned by creole elite discourse of nationhood via a 

kind of race and class paternalism. To put it another way, rather than seeing these two 

figures as political adversaries, I analyze the way they inhabited a common dialectic of 

onto-political commitments whereby they attempted to harmonize a politics of Puerto 

Rican nation-making with a politics of dismantling white-supremacy. Given that 

dominant discourses of Puerto Rican nationhood contended that structural race and 

class fault lines did not exist in Puerto Rican society, this was a challenging endeavor.  

My overall intention with this intellectual history is to illustrate various 

examples of the complicated ways in which racial subaltern Puerto Ricans did in fact 

produce counterdiscourses of nationhood that challenged the way white creoles cast 

themselves as the benevolent and legitimate patriarchs of the Puerto Rican nation. This 

does not mean that they discovered some radically liberatory black consciousness that 

would lead Puerto Ricans to engage in a black freedom struggle similar to that of the 

United States or Cuba. It does mean, however, that there was a kind of transgressive 

engagement with dominant discourses of nationhood that has been overlooked in 

Puerto Rican historiography. Too often we pretend that black and mulatto intellectuals 

in the island were blind followers of white creole national patriarchs like Betances11, 

                                                
11 A note about Ramón Emeterio Betances, the 19th century Puerto Rican separatist revolutionary: in 
recent decades, many historians have written about Betances as if he were a mulatto in order to claim 
him as an illustrious Puerto Rican of color. The only instance in which Betances revealed that his 
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Hostos, Muñoz Rivera, etc. and that they did not have their own original ideas as 

individuals and more importantly, as a racial subaltern group. It is true that Puerto 

Rico never had anything similar to Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color. In spite of 

this, from the late 19th century onwards, there were black and mulatto figures that 

attempted to make anti-racist interventions within predominantly white political 

parties and cultural institutions. 

 The first part of this chapter provides the reader with a historical summary of 

the context in which Carrión and Dessus staked out their positions. Although both of 

these figures were in conversation—either directly or indirectly—with anti-racist and 

anti-colonial activists in Cuba and in the United States, it is important to realize that 

Puerto Rico was a unique place with a very specific set of discourses about race and 

nationhood that resulted from its distinct trajectory as a colony that was not able to 

fight a series of independence wars where people of all colors participated. The second 

and third parts of the chapter explore Carrión Maduro’s entanglements between his 

unique brand of annexationism and his critique of the discourses of both Puerto Rican 

nationhood and American Exceptionalism. Finally, in the last part, I analyze Dessus’ 

                                                                                                                                       
family was anything other than white was in a private letter to his sister in which he mentioned in 
passing that 40 years before, someone had impugned the family’s “purity of blood.” In the letter, 
Betances admits that it was undeniable that on his father’s side, the family some kind of African 
ancestry. However, he doesn’t say that they were “mulatos.”  In the same letter, he also asks his sister 
to destroy the letter and asks her not to inquire with their hometown’s parish regarding the family’s 
baptismal acts. That is why I don’t agree with historians who have argued that Betances was a mulatto 
since he never identified as such publicly. His father, who was originally from a wealthy family from 
Santo Domingo, was able to marry into the Alcalán clan of wealthy landowners from the west coast of 
Puerto Rico. It is reasonable to assume that this would have never occurred unless if the Alcaláns 
though he was anything but white. Betances’ family also owned a plantation that employed slaves, 
although he himself was a leading abolitionist. For more on the debate surrounding Betances’ 
whiteness, see María del Carmen Baerga, “Los avatares de la blancura: Betances y la historiografía del 
siglo XX,”  80 grados(2011), http://www.80grados.net/los-avatares-de-la-blancura-betances-y-la-
historiografia-del-siglo-xx/. 
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own entanglements between his commitment to Puerto Rican independentism and his 

critiques of race in both early 20th century Puerto Rico and the United States.  

Cuba and Puerto Rico: racial fraternity  
versus racial paternalism  

 
Both Tomás Carrión Maduro and Luis Felipe Dessus cut their political teeth as 

young anti-colonial activists in late 19th century Puerto Rico at a time when men of 

color from the laboring classes like themselves began to play a more active role in the 

politics of anti-colonialism.12 In order to understand the significance of their 

counterdiscourses of race and nation, it is important to grasp the context in which they 

lived, worked, and wrote. The last quarter of the 19th century marked the peak of anti-

colonial radicalism in Puerto Rico. Liberals of various political inclinations from 

different race and class backgrounds challenged Spain’s control of the island not only 

through political parties but also through anti-colonial secret societies and worker’s 

organizations. These groups plotted and coordinated anti-colonial conspiracies and 

boycotts. What makes this epoch in Puerto Rico’s history fascinating is that these 

separatists from different race and class backgrounds vied with each other over the 

meaning of nationhood as they worked to end the island’s colonial status.  

Unlike Cuba—its larger and more economically and militarily powerful 

“sister-island”—Puerto Rico was never engulfed by a full-scale separatist/abolitionist 

war in which people of different class and race backgrounds sacrificed their lives in 

                                                
12 By laboring classes, I am referring to a broad range of class subgroups that made up Puerto Rico’s 
economically destitute, underprivileged majorities, including artisans, proletarians, lumpenproletarians, 
and finally, a rural producing class consisting of free laborers that would either work for wages, would 
rent land, or would live as agregados (i.e., tenants who lived in titled land who exchanged usufruct 
rights in exchange for fulfilling various obligations to owners). I use laboring classes as opposed to 
“working class” then to remind the reader that there were many different ways of being a class subaltern 
in Puerto Rico at the turn of the century.  
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the same battle fields for the same imagined nation. Of course, in New York’s early 

Latina/o community, Cubans and Puerto Ricans collaborated in coordinating and 

aiding Cuba’s “Necessary” War of 1895, but staging a separatist military campaign in 

Puerto Rico proved to be much more difficult than in Cuba. Some radical liberals 

attempted to launch a separatist revolution but their plans were always foiled. For 

example, Spanish authorities were able to preempt the 1868 anti-colonial, abolitionist, 

radical liberal insurrection known as the “Grito de Lares,” leading to the arrest of 

nearly five hundred alleged participants and the permanent exile of the rebellion’s 

leaders, including, Ramón Emeterio Betances.13 In contrast, Cuba’s “Grito de Yara” 

rebellion that began a month later led to a protracted ten-year long separatist and 

abolitionist war. After the failure of Puerto Rico’s Grito de Lares, liberals opted to 

challenge colonialism through peaceful means and in ways that avoided radically 

challenging the island’s economic structure. After reformist attempts repeatedly failed 

to alter Spanish colonial governance, in 1887, a coalition of anti-colonial activists 

from various race and class backgrounds and political orientations (i.e., conservatives, 

moderates, and radicals) organized the Partido Autonomista. They demanded that 

Spain grant the island an autonomic status similar to what Canada had recently 

gained.14 Autonomistas in Puerto Rico celebrated the historic pact that led to the 

creation the party in Ponce in 1887 as the coming together of a “Great Autonomist 

Family.” In spite of this proclamation, historians have shown how this Party was 

                                                
13 See Olga Jiménez de Wagenheim, Puerto Rico’s Revolt for Independence: el Grito de Lares  
(Princeton: M. Wiener Pub., 1993). 
14 Autonomistas in Cuba and Puerto Rico were well aware that in 1867, Canadians had formed the 
Dominion of Canada that was semi-independent from Great Britain. For more, see J. C. M. Ogelsby, 
“The Cuban Autonomist Movement’s Perception of Canada, 1865-1898: Its Implication,” The Americas 
48, no. 4 (1992). 
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fraught with class and racial tensions from its very beginning, which in a large part led 

to its eventual dissolution ten years later.15  

 Discursively, Puerto Rico’s Autonomist movement was premised on a 

purported “cordiality” among social classes and racial groups. In actuality though, 

party leaders showed little interest in promoting class or racial equality. As Hoffnung-

Garskoff notes, “the celebration of a symbolic ‘gran familia puertorriqueña’… a 

family that included workers, Africans and native people, offered a hierarchical model 

of social harmony based on the patriarchal power of wealthy men of Spanish 

descent.”16 The discourse of the “Great Puerto Rican Family” resembled Cuba’s idea 

of nationhood via racial fraternity in the sense that it legitimized a paternalistic 

relationship between landed, formally educated elites and racial and class subalterns 

who had been prevented up until that moment from educating themselves and 

acquiring wealth and power as a result of colonial laws and policies. Autonomist 

leaders discursively cast this family as a union of two groups, the “directed classes” 

(i.e., the “masses), and the “directing class” (i.e., the cultural and political elites). 

Basing themselves on the patriarchal understanding that every household needs a 

“head,” these elites claimed that authority of the directing over the directed was 

essential for Puerto Rico to prosper as a modern nation. Thus, according to this 

understanding, submitting to white creole rule did not necessarily mean a denial of 

every common man’s rights. Instead, Puerto Rico’s economically destitute and 

                                                
15 For more on the race and class tensions within the Partido Autonomista, see Astrid Cubano-Iguina, 
“Política radical y autonomismo en Puerto Rico: conflictos de intereses en la formación del Partido 
Autonomista Puertorriqueño (1887),” Anuario de estudios americanos 51, no. 2 (1994); Jesse 
Hoffnung-Garskof, “To Abolish the Law of Castes: Merit, Manhood and the Problem of Colour in the 
Puerto Rican Liberal Movement, 1873–92,” Social History 36, no. 3 (2011). 
16———, “To Abolish the Law...” 312-13.(emph. in original). 
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powerless demographic majority was led to believe that landowning creoles deserved 

to exert a monopoly of power over the nation’s political and economic affairs and that 

this would eventually lead to the realization of political and economic freedom and 

rights for everyone.17  

There is one important difference in the way these discourses worked vis-à-vis 

Cuba’s discourse of nationhood via racial fraternalism. As historians like Ferrer, De la 

Fuente, and Guerra have noted, in Cuba, racial subalterns made bold, collective 

attempts at wielding the discourse of racial fraternity to their advantage.18 In Puerto 

Rico, black and mulatto attempts at appropriating the gran familia discourse were less 

prevalent and organized. This does not mean, however, that in Puerto Rico, racial and 

class subalterns did not resist against the way creole elites cast themselves as the 

“fathers” or “older brothers” of the rest of the nation. They certainly did, albeit 

through more discreet and calculated attempts at addressing the contradictions 

inherent in this discourse of Puerto Rican nationhood via class and racial paternalism.  

As in Cuba, the earliest manifestations of anti-colonial political action relied 

on a fragile coalition of Puerto Ricans of different class and race backgrounds. Such 

was the case with the Grito de Lares which counted on the efforts of disgruntled 

                                                
17 See Julian Go, American Empire and the Politics of Meaning: Elite Political Cultures in the 
Philippines and Puerto Rico During U.S. Colonialism, Politics, history, and culture (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2008). 212-13. Women, of course, were not even considered to be potential political 
actors by the majority of men. 
18 See Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898  (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1999); Alejandro de la Fuente, A Nation for All: Race, Inequality, and Politics 
in Twentieth-Century Cuba, Envisioning Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001); 
Lillian Guerra, The myth of José Martí: Conflicting Nationalisms in Early Twentieth-century Cuba, 
Envisioning Cuba (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 
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planters as well as members of the laboring classes.19 The creation of the Partido 

Autonomista in 1887 was also driven by a similar kind of alliance between various 

race and class interests but this coalition gradually fell apart as a result of tensions 

between these factions. As Hoffnung-Garskoff notes, the fact that anti-Autonomist 

repression in the 1880s disproportionately targeted Autonomistas of the laboring 

classes contributed to these tensions.20 While authorities usually punished white party 

leaders with imprisonment, civil guard members routinely brutalized Autonomistas of 

less social rank. In one instance, they hung Victor Honoré, a mulato stonemason from 

Mayaguez, by the arms and legs for days and beat him with sticks across his torso. 

They also broke the fingers of Gil Bones, a mulatto from Ponce and hung a cobbler in 

Guayanilla from a telegraph post. Other men from the laboring classes were hung 

from their testicles or dunked head first into latrines.21 None of these punishments 

were ever applied to members of the white creole colonial elite.  

In 1897, Autonomista coalition split into two rivaling groups. One side 

rebranded itself as the “orthodox” Autonomistas. This was the side that Carrión 

Maduro and Dessus aligned themselves with as young anti-colonial activists. The 

ortodoxos were led by the black doctor José Celso Barbosa [Fig. 3.2] who claimed to 

defend the original egalitarian ideals of the original 1887 Autonomist charter.22 On the  

                                                
19 For class motivations behind the Grito de Lares rebellion, see Laird W. Bergad, “Toward Puerto 
Rico’s Grito de Lares: Coffee, Social Stratification, and Class Conflicts, 1828-1868,” The Hispanic 
American Historical Review 60, no. 4 (1980). 
20 Hoffnung-Garskof, “To Abolish the Law...” 341. 
21 Ibid., 333. 
22 Barbosa had a unique trajectory in that he was unable to study medicine either in Spain or in Cuba 
because of his color. This led him to enroll at the University of Michigan here he completed his medical 
degree in 1880. In other words, Barbosa’s three-year residency in the United States took place in a state 
located far north of the Mason-Dixon line in which black slavery was always outlawed in the state 
constitution. In 1887, Barbosa and others organized a secret Autonomist society called “La Torre del 
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Viejo.” They became known for organizing boycotts against Spanish merchants as a way of protesting 
the repression of Autonomist activism. For more on him, see Antonio Salvador Pedreira, Un hombre del 
pueblo: José Celso Barbosa, La Obra de Jose Celso Barbosa (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Imprenta 
Venezuela, 1937)., and Miriam Jiménez-Román, “Un hombre (negro) del pueblo: Jose Celso Barbosa 
and the Puerto Rican ‘Race’ Toward Whiteness,” Centro Journal 7, no. 1-2 (1996). 

Figure 3.2: José Celso Barbosa, the founder and leader of Puerto 
Rico’s Partido Republicano between 1900-1921 (Miller, Historia de 
Puerto Rico, p. 318) 
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other side of this 1987 split were the more politically conservative and moderate 

“liberal” Autonomistas led by the hacendado Luis Muñoz Rivera. After the arrival of 

U.S. troops in 1898, the Ortodoxos became the Partido Republicano and the Liberales 

became the Partido Federal. Originally, there was not much of a difference between 

these two parties in terms of their platforms. They did differ however in the race and 

class makeup of their bases of support. While the Republicanos reached out to 

professionals like Barbosa and the more radical artisans, the Federales reached out to 

coffee and tobacco hacendados like Muñoz who lost political and economic influence 

at the hands of U.S. planters after 1898. As Ayala and Bernabe remind us, because of 

their pro-U.S. leanings, Republicanos eventually aligned themselves with American 

sugar barons, which contradicted their claim of being Puerto Rico’s populist party at 

the time.23 Meanwhile, in 1904, the Federales changed their name to the Partido Unión 

after a group of Republicano defectors joined them.  

Carrión’s and Dessus’ moment of  
organic intellectualism: blackfaced revanchists  

and the not-so-great Puerto Rican family 
 

Even though Puerto Ricans failed to launch a separatist armed revolution that 

relied on blacks and mulattos to fight against Spain, class and racial subalterns did 

sometimes openly confront the beneficiaries of their colonial oppression through 

violent means. As soon as U.S. troops arrived in the island in the summer of 1898, a 

series of bloody confrontations erupted between Puerto Ricans of different classes and 

political affiliations, particularly in towns in inland rural areas where laborers laid 

                                                
23 See César J. Ayala and Rafael Bernabe, Puerto Rico in the American Century: a History Since 1898  
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007). 54-55. 
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siege to tobacco and coffee plantations. This is what historian Fernando Picó has 

called the “war after the war.”24 In some cases, looters would raid plantations simply 

to steal food and tools from hacienda owners. Sometimes, they would also burn down 

buildings, perhaps with the intention of destroying ledgers containing information 

about how much money workers owed to each hacienda’s “tienda de raya” (i.e., a kind 

of company store).25 In a few documented cases, they even injured and killed planters 

themselves. The assailants were popularly referred to as tiznados (i.e., “blackfaced 

ones”) because they oftentimes would paint their faces black to avoid being 

recognized.26 They were also sometimes called “comevacas” (i.e., “coweaters”). The 

fact that most of those targeted in these attacks were white hacendados who became 

wealthy in part because of the privileges bestowed upon them by the Spanish 

government in the 19th century suggests that these acts were as much about protesting 

the institutional privileging of whiteness during the Spanish colonial era as they were 

about taking revenge on the landed class.27  

Thus, in Puerto Rico, it was not military service through separatist war but 

rather autonomist activism that gave individuals of color from the laboring classes like 

                                                
24 Fernando Picó, Puerto Rico 1898: The War After the War, trans. Sylvia Korwek (Princeton, NJ: 
Markus Weiner, 2004). 
25 In the late 19th century, this became the a common economic system in the island’s coffee highlands. 
Workers would get paid with credits in each haciendas’ store in the form of chips called “riles.” They 
would also receive credit for supplies that workers sometimes used to plant their own coffee and sell it 
in their spare time. Because of the low wages paid to these people, workers accrued significant debts 
owed to the owners of the haciendas that they worked for. See José Manuel García Leduc, Historia 
breve de Puerto Rico  (San Juan: Isla Negra, 2007). 202-03. 
26 For more on the “tiznados” see Picó, Puerto Rico 1898: 51-55. It is not clear why they painted their 
faces black. Presumably it was a way for these people to camouflage themselves and cover their faces 
to avoid recognition although they could have just as well used masks for the same purpose. It may 
have also been a way of creating fear among the hacendados.  
27 For more on the institutionalization of white privilege and black and mulatto dispossession in Puerto 
Rico, see Jay Kinsbruner, Not of Pure Blood: The Free People of Color and Racial Prejudice in 
Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico  (Durham, NN: Duke University Press, 1996). 
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Carrión and Dessus the opportunity to emerge as influential organic intellectuals and 

leaders, particularly in the political parties that emerged after 1898. Although Puerto 

Ricans of color never attempted to organize an exclusively black and mulatto political 

party like Cuba’s Partido Independiente de Color, a sense of perceived common racial 

subalternity did motivate many to join Barbosa’s Republicanos, and in some instances 

even attack and kill their political rivals, particularly during what historians refer to as 

the “Republican mobs” (i.e. “turbas”) of 1900-1904.28 Meanwhile, many members of 

the planter class joined the ranks of the Partido Federal fearing what would happen if 

the Republicanos dominated the elected positions established by the Foraker Act of 

1900.  

An anonymous political flyer distributed during the peak of these attacks bears 

testament to the way politicians in both parties used race to appeal to their opposing 

bases of support. The leaftlet was authored by an anonymous group of Republican 

loyalists who claimed that they had obtained a copy of a private letter sent by the 

Federal Party’s vice-president, Santiago R. Palmer. They alleged that the letter 

revealed that the Federales would attempt to race-bait Barbosa in the upcoming 

elections as a man with whom the Americans would not have anything to do with 

because of his color. The leaflet also casts Federales as descendants of slave owners 

                                                
28 The official name of the turbas was the “Comité de Defensa Republicano” (Republican Defense 
Committee). Besides targeting Unionistas, they also attacked members of the union headed by the 
Austrian Santiago Iglesias Pantín, the Federación Libre de Trabajo, after the FLT refused to side with 
labor unionists that were loyal to the Partido Republicano. For more on these Republicano mobs, see, 
Mariano Negrón-Portillo, Las turbas republicanas, 1900-1904  (Río Piedras, P.R.: Ediciones Huracán, 
1990). 
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seeking to exploit Puerto Ricans of color through demagoguery.29 The flyer dons titles 

written in large fonts with exclamation marks that read “Only the man who deserves to 

be a slave is one!!,” “the Federales defame, the Republicanos dignify!!,” “the slave 

master’s son hurts the black man!!,” and “a curse on those who separate the Puerto 

Rican family!!”30  

At the time that leaflets such as these circulated, Tomás Carrión Maduro 

gained notoriety as a fierce critic of the Partido Federal whose fiery oratory instigated 

people to take up arms against federales.31 Today, we have little biographical 

information about Carrión outside of what we can discern from some of the texts he 

left behind. He was born in Juana Díaz in 1870, a small southern town that was known 

for being a hotbed of autonomist activism and that later became a focus for anti-

Autonomist government repression.32 We know that although his father was white and 

his mother was black, he identified not as a mulatto but as a negro, something which 

was atypical for a person of mixed race in Puerto Rico. In fact, Carrión would often 

                                                
29 Varios Republicanos, “¡¡Solo es esclavo quien merece serlo!!,” in Colección de Puerto Rico (Río 
Piedras: University of Puerto Rico Library, No date. ). 
30 The full title in Spanish is: “¡¡Solo es esclavo quien merece serlo!! ¡¡Los federales infaman; los 
republicanos dignifican!! ¡¡El hijo del negrero hiere al negro!! ¡¡Malditos sean los que separan la 
familia puertorriqueña!!” See ibid. 
31 According to one of his adversaries, Carrión instigated a Republicano mob in southeastern Puerto 
Rico after a giving various speeches described as “aggressive.” The author accused him of calling for 
the destruction of a local drug store owned by a Federal loyalist. Whether or not Carrión did instigate 
the mobs that attacked this man’s store remains in question. See Fernando J. Matías, La anarquía en 
Puerto Rico, con motivo de los sucesos políticos más importantes ocurridos durante el año 1902 
persecuciones y atropellos : las víctimas del coloniaje  (Ponce: Manuel López, 1903). 79-96. 
32 In the late 19th century, Carrión’s and Dessus’ hometown of Juana Díaz—located less than eight 
miles from Ponce, the capital of Autonomist activism—was known as “the town of the compontes” (i.e., 
the popular name used at the time to refer to the multiple acts of torture, imprisonment, and shaming 
applied to suspected Autonomista loyalitsts). The town’s mayor, Policarpo Echevarría, was infamous 
for loyally enforcing the colonial governor’s repressive anti-Autonomist dictates. There was also an 
improvised military tribunal there where Autonomista leaders like Baldorioty de Castro were tried. See 
Ramón Marín and Socorro Girón, Las fiestas populares de Ponce  (San Juan, P.R.: Editorial de la 
Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1994). 27. 
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refer to himself as “the first among negroes.”33 This statement reflects how in his 

writings and speeches, he would actively perform the role of a black “race leader.” We 

also know that besides a grammar school education, he was largely self-taught, unlike 

most of his creole elite counterparts who either had money to hire private tutors or 

were sent to either Spain or the United States to pursue higher education degrees. 

Instead, as a young man, he worked as a mason’s apprentice and later, as a typesetter. 

Similar to how Serra educated himself as a cigar-maker, typesetting gave Carrión the 

opportunity to familiarize himself with books, newspapers, and literary works that 

were popular among the island’s formally educated elite.34 This informal education 

allowed him to become a published poet at the age of fourteen, and soon after that a 

journalist and newspaper editor.35 At the age of seventeen, he also became a rank and 

file supporter of the Autonomistas. He was exiled in 1893 for his dissident journalism 

and activism, leading him to seek refuge in Santo Domingo, Venezuela, Costa Rica, 

Haiti, and eventually, in Havana, Cuba, where he resided during the year in which the 

War of Independence erupted.36 In September 1895, he returned to Puerto Rico and in 

1897, he was arrested for coordinating with Cuban separatists with the intent of 

staging an armed separatist uprising in the town of Yauco.37 After 1898, Carrión threw 

                                                
33 “¿Quién no conoce a Tomás Carrión, el que se titula así mismo el primero entre los negros?” (who 
does not know Tomás Carrión, who titles himself the ‘first among  negroes’). See Matías, La anarquía 
en Puerto Rico: 79. Another article penned by a man who self-identified as a black Puerto Rican 
referred to Carrión as a black leader who was an example to other Puerto Ricans of color. See Manuel 
Vazquez Alayón, “Tomás Carrión,” La Corresponencia, Jan 19 1902. 
34 See Juan Canales Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro, Portorriqueño  (Habana: Imprenta y papelería de 
Rambla, Bouza y Ca, 1923). 7. 
35 Among the newspapers Carrión edited were El Pueblo and El Independiente. He also wrote for La 
Democracia, El Diario de Puerto Rico, El Día, El Tiempo, and El Águila, among others.  
36 Canales Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro: 8. 
37 Lidio Cruz-Monclova, Historia de Puerto Rico, siglo XIX, vol. 3:3 (Río Piedras: Editorial 
Universitaria, 1952-62). 45-48. 
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his support behind the Republicanos and their leader, José Celso Barbosa. From 1900 

to 1906, he served as a representative in the island’s first House of Delegates, 

effectively becoming the first elected legislator of color in Puerto Rican history [Fig. 

3.3].38 In 1905, he also travelled to the U.S. where he familiarized himself with the 

race and class politics in cities like New York and Washington DC. Finally, in 1911, 

he attended the First Universal Races Congress held in London as a representative of 

Puerto Rico. This event was convened by several Jewish intellectuals as a gathering of 

men committed to creating common cause between the “peoples of the West and those 

of the East” as well as between the “so called ‘white’” and “so called ‘colored’” 

peoples of the world. Among the most notable figures who spoke at the Congress was 

W.E.B. DuBois.39 In that same trip, Carrión also traveled to Spain and to France, 

where he befriended Annie Bessant, the prominent British “theosophist” and women’s 

rights activist.40  

Carrión’s rise as a political figure was a pivotal moment in anti-racist politics 

in Puerto Rico in that it marked a disruption in the tone that activists of color used and 

in the way they carried themselves publicly. His political adversaries characterized  

                                                
38 That same year, Barbosa began his term as one of six representative in the “executive cabinet” which 
was then the functional equivalent of a senate. He served in that capacity until 1917. However, these 
representatives were appointed by the colonial governor and the White House.   
39Joaquín Colón mentioned this as evidence that indicated that Carrión “siempre se sintió orgulloso de 
ser negro y lo demostró elocuentemente cuando fue a Londres como representante de la raza negra de 
todo el mundo en una convención de todas las razas que habitan la orbe.” -  “[Carrión] always felt 
proud of being black and demonstrated it eloquently when he went to London as a representative of the 
black race of the world to participate in a convention that brought together all the races that inhabit the 
globe”. See Colón López, Pioneros Puertorriqueños: 268.  
40 Carrión was a freemason and a spiritist who also sympathized with esoteric philosophies like 
theosophism. See Canales Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro: 26. This was by no means rare among elite 
intellectuals at the time. Spiritism became popular in 19th century Puerto Rico, including among the 
island’s cultural and political elite. For example, Rosendo Matienzo Cintrón—one of the island’s most 
esteemed white politicians, lawyers, and writers—was a spiritist and a theosophist.  
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Figure 3.3: Puerto Rico’s House of Delegates in 1900, the year in which this 
chamber of the island’s legislature was established. Carrión Maduro, the 
House’s only representative of color, is shown in the second row, third from 
the left (La fotografía histórica…, Revista del Centro de Estudios 
Avanazados, Vol. 4, pp. 138-139) 
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him as a rabble-rouser, an instigator of Republican mobs, in other words, as a person 

of color who preached anti-white and anti-bourgeois resentment and revanchism.41 

There is no question that Carrión was polemical author and orator who outspokenly 

and unapologetically railed against Puerto Rico’s criollo elites who according to him 

were attempting to preserve a monopoly on economic and political power. His 

confrontational style of writing and oratory set him apart from mid- to late-19th 

century Autonomist activist intellectuals of color who tended to employ a more 

restrained and conciliatory tone. As Hoffnung-Garskoff indicates, figures like Ramón 

Marín and Sotero Figueroa adopted “voices as authors and publicists unmarked by 

color, rank, or class” and “portrayed themselves, in Figueroa’s words, as ‘tireless 

defender[s]’ of the interests of ‘agriculture, industry and commerce’, which they saw 

as the general interests of Ponce and Puerto Rico, and as arbiters of good taste, beauty 

and intelligence.”42 The contrast between Carrión and these older Autonomistas was 

probably due in part to the undoing of coalition autonomist politics after the party’s 

split in 1897. In other words, there was no longer a need to preserve a sense of 

                                                
41 One could argue that in part, his loyalty was due to political patronage. In other words, he certainly 
benefitted personally from being the first black Republican legislator. He aided his party in securing the 
votes from his working class supporters. He also wrote pro-Republican propaganda and gave pro-
Republican speeches in which he accused the Federales of being the enemies of working people of 
color. In return, hew as rewarded with a career as a politician and as an editor and redactor of pro-
Republican newspapers like the Puerto Rico Eagle. However, not all Carrión did was for his own gain 
within this party. Carrión was a zealous supporter of working people like himself, and he genuinely 
seemed to have believed that annexation would benefit his constituents and peers much more than 
independence and autonomy. In some cases, he allied himself with activists who were not Republicanos 
and aided them with their causes, including Puerto Rico’s renowned anarcho-feminist, Luisa Capetillo. 
See Luisa Capetillo, “To Tomás Carrión,” in A nation of women: an early feminist speaks out - Mi 
opinión sobre las libertades, derechos y deberes de la mujer, ed. Félix V. Matos Rodríguez (Houston, 
Tex.: Arte Publico Press, 2004), 109. What is interesting about him as a political figure then is precisely 
how he attempted to square his passion for his anti-colonial annexationist ideals with the his 
commitment to dismantling structures of racial and class privilege in Puerto Rico rooted in Spanish 
colonialism. 
42 Hoffnung-Garskof, “To Abolish the Law...” 326. In the 19th century, Ponce was unquestionably the 
island’s economic and cultural capital.  
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common good will and common purpose between Autonomistas of different race and 

class backgrounds. However, it was also probably partly due to the fact that Puerto 

Rico now belonged to a nation that at the time was being radically changed by 

working class militancy and anti-racist activism at home. In a way then, Puerto Rico’s 

new status as a colony of the U.S. enabled people like Carrión to challenge Criollo 

elite race and class supremacy in ways that had never happened before, in part thanks 

to more openly antagonistic political journalism and an increase in labor unionism and 

militancy.  

The great Puerto Rican “fraticide”  

 During his term as a Republican representative in Puerto Rico’s House of 

Delegates, Carrión published a series of books and newspaper articles in which he 

introduced an alternative interpretation of the Puerto Rican nation and its history. For 

him, the “Great Family” was and had never been a harmonious unit. Instead, this 

nationalist ideal nation was in its essence a construct imposed on working class Puerto 

Ricans by creoles that were seeking a way to legitimize their taking advantage of them. 

Claiming to write in the style of both romantic and naturalist French novelists, in 

Cumba (1903), Carrión sets out to criticize all those who he considered to be the 

culprits of Puerto Rico’s lack of material and political progress and social 

cohesiveness.43 The first chapter consists of a fictional vignette in which an unnamed, 

first-person narrator describes to the reader a typical Puerto Rican city and its central 

                                                
43 Cumba begins with a prologue where the author declares his admiration both for both Victor Hugo’s 
romantic fiction and for Emile Zola’s naturalist works. He proclaims these two writing styles to be 
complementary opposites one depicting the humanity of people of different social classes the other 
diagnosing the sicknesses that ailed modern society Tomás Carrión Maduro, Cumba  (San Juan: Tip. 
Boletín Mercantil, 1903). xi-xv. 
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market, bustling with “cooks, sleepless ladies of the night, cheeky whoremongers and 

other townsfolk” that were busily moving about in that “Babylon of small numbers.”44 

As the narrator traverses this naturalist landscape, he encounters his friend, Cumba, a 

man he describes as a respectable, learned mulatto. Curiously, this was the pseudonym 

that Carrión used in his political journalism during the times of Spanish colonialism. 

Its use suggests that the character is a stand in for the author. As the flaneurian 

narrator and Cumba traverse the city streets observing and commenting on how “real” 

Puerto Ricans live, the author has Cumba share with the reader a monologue in which 

the main character of the story dissects the problems that had made the Puerto Rican 

nation something unrealizable: “There is no redemption my friend…we lack 

honorable men at the top and a sensible people at the bottom. We are living 

subversively, without a base on which we can lift up a fatherland. Our colonial legacy 

weighs us down like the sorrow of death.”45 That “patria,” that is “beyond redemption,” 

is untenable due to the lingering influence of Puerto Rico’s colonial past: “Politics, 

religion, races and castas: these are the problems permanently posed by humanity and 

they have yet to be resolved.”46 These legacies divided the Puerto Rican nation along 

race and class lines that intersected with opposing party loyalties. The island, Cumba 

says, had become a “pseudo-democracy” that had “exhausted all of its moral pseudo-

perfections, boasting and ostensibly claiming to uphold an idea of human justice that it 

                                                
44 “cocineras, muchachas de mal vivir trasnochadas, chulos serenados y demás pobladores de aquella 
babilonia de menor cuantía.” Ibid., 5. 
45 “No hay redención, amigo...Faltan hombres honrados arriba y pueblo sensato abajo. Estamos 
viviendo subversivamente, sin base sobre que levantar el nombre de la patria. La herencia colonial pesa 
sobre nuestro pueblo como pesadumbre de muerte” ibid., 9. 
46 “La política, la religión, las razas y las castas, son los problemas permanentemente planteados por la 
humanidad y aún no resueltos” ibid., 10. 
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was unable to ever experience, for the simple reason that such a pseudo-democracy 

will never elevate itself to the point in which it will comprehend what true justice 

is.”47 

By employing fictional representations such as this one, Carrión was 

attempting to assert his expertise on Puerto Rico’s political and social realities as a 

man of the people. Historians of Puerto Rican literature have pointed out that realism 

and naturalism became popular literary movements among Puerto Rican authors of all 

classes. Among white criollo authors like Zeno Gandía these movements provided 

them with a language with which to diagnose Puerto Rico’s laboring men and women 

as people of inferior qualities and dispositions in need of being educated and 

disciplined by lettered elites. In a different way, working class novelists Ramón Juliá 

Marín, José Elías Levis, Eladio Ayala Moura, and Santiago Valle found an entry point 

into the sphere of “high literature” in realism and naturalism, by casting themselves as 

“expert authors” with a privileged and intimate understanding of what life was really 

like for those at the bottom of society. Like their creole elite peers, they painted a 

picture of Puerto Rican society as a decadent and violent one. However, they assigned 

the blame for these problems differently, by portraying elites, not as potential saviors 

of society or benign patriarchs of a national family but as corrupt and decadent.48  

Thus, Carrión’s fictionalized commentary on Puerto Rican society directly 

                                                
47 “la pseudo-democracia ha agotado todos sus pseudo-perfecciones morales, alardeando y haciendo 
gala ostensible de un sentimiento de humana justicia que jamás pudo sentir, por el sencillo motivo de 
que la pseudo-democracia nunca se elevará hasta llegar á comprender el sentido de la verdadera justicia” 
ibid. 
48 See Carmen Centeno Añeses, Modernidad y resistencia: literatura obrera en Puerto Rico (1898-
1910)  (San Juan: Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe : Ediciones Callejón, 2005). 
118-21. 
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defied other stories, novels, and essays written by creole elite naturalists who tended to  

blame the island’s economically dispossessed masses for the nation’s lack of “order” 

and “progress.” For instance, according to Cortés-Zavala, in La Charca (1894)—a 

novel which has always been revered as Puerto Rico’s first and finest novel—Manuel 

Zeno Gandía represents the island’s rural laboring masses as a people unworthy of 

sharing “the nation that by natural right, was supposed to be directed and governed by 

Criollos that were educated and sufficiently cultured. Dispossessed Puerto Ricans that 

were born as a result of ethnic mixture could not be anything other than a minor being. 

It is then out of this scientific gaze that Manuel Zeno Gandía justifies, through an 

excluding, racial interpretation, his explanation of Puerto Rican society.”49 In contrast, 

in Cumba, the wealthy elites who controlled the island’s economic and political affairs 

are equally to blame for Puerto Rico’s potential “unredeemability.”  

Thus, Cumba can be read both as a public performance of Carrión’s authority 

as a public intellectual and simultaneously, an intervention in the way the Puerto 

Rican nation was being constructed through fictionalized discourse. Elsewhere, in a 

literary critique of La Charca, Carrión takes Zeno Gandía to task for his 

pathologization of working class Puerto Ricans, claiming that he had no authority to 

speak on racial and class subalterns in Puerto Rico’s mountainous regions. “Dr. Zeno 

Gandía” he says, “is no sociologist, or a psychologist, or a learned man, a writer, or a 

                                                
49 “A ese sector social lo considera indigno de compartir, la nación que les correspondía dirigir y 
gobernar por derecho natural a los criollos educados y suficientemente cultos…Ese desheredado nacido 
de la mezcla étnica, no podía engendrar otro resultado que un ser menor. Es entonces, y bajo esa mirada 
cientificista cuando Manuel Zeno Gandía justifica, desde una interpretación racial y excluyente, su 
explicación de la sociedad puertorriqueña.” María Teresa Cortés-Zavala, “La construcción criolla de un 
espacio cultural en la narrativa puertorriqueña: el caso de Manuel Alonso y Zeno Gandía,” Revista 
Brasileira do Caribe I, no. 2 (2001): 122.  
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poet, note even a philosopher.” The novel, “in its totality is a monstrosity. It is an 

expertly crafted litany of atrocities. All there is in unfortunately hefty tome is the least 

amount of depth and the largest amount of form possible.”50 This is a remarkably 

audacious statement coming from a largely self-educated man of color of working 

class origins, especially considering that it was in reference to Zeno, the island’s first 

and most esteemed novelist who was also a graduate of the University of Barcelona’s 

School of Medicine. After questioning the author’s expertise on the subject of Puerto 

Rico’s economically destitute rural dwellers and their way of life, Carrión accuses 

Zeno of ignoring how the types of dysfunctional behaviors that he claimed were 

prevalent among Puerto Rico’s country peasants were equally widespread in cities, 

including, particularly among urban elites.51 He also condemns Zeno’s proneness to 

stereotype rural dwellers, claiming that in their towns there were many virtuous 

women and men who do not appear in Zeno’s novel. Thus, the opening vignette of 

Cumba can be read not necessarily as an attempt on Carrión’s part at writing quality 

fiction but rather as an effort to contest cultural representations like the one found in 

Zeno’s novels that condescendingly stereotyped people from communities like the one 

he came from. In other words, by fighting fiction with fiction, Carrión endeavored to 

rewrite the discourse of Puerto Rican nationhood via race and class paternalism that 

was being rendered through fiction at the time, while challenging the authority of the 
                                                
50 “la obra, en su conjunto, es una monstruosidad. En detalles, es un primoroso rosario de atrocidades. 
Hay en todo este desventurado mamotreto la menor cantidad posible de fondo y la mayor cantidad 
posible de forma.” Tomás Carrión Maduro, Ten con Ten: Impresiones de un Viaje a la América del 
Norte  (Puerto Rico: Tip. La República Española, 1906). 139-46. 
51 I should mention that Zeno Gandía served with Carrión as a Republicano representative in the House 
of Delegates from 1900-1902. However, by 1906 (i.e., the year this critique of La Charca was 
published),  Zeno had defected over to Muñoz Marín’s Partido Unión. Therefore, Carrión—who was 
known for his fiery attacks on political rivals—may have had personal reasons for attacking Zeno 
Gandía. 
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authors most responsible for reproducing it.52 

In his two subsequent books, Carrión published a series of political essays in 

which he openly questioned whether the racial and political tensions that Puerto Rico 

inherited from its Spanish colonial past could ever be erased under American rule. In 

1904, members of various ideological leanings who opposed the restrictions imposed 

on Puerto Ricans with the Foraker Act formed a political party called the Partido 

Unión. Believing that the United States would not voluntarily grant islanders full and 

equal citizenship, they pledged to form a united front against U.S. colonialism.53 

Reacting to the way that the Unionistas attempted to position themselves as the true 

defenders of the Great Puerto Rican family, Carrión questioned whether such a thing 

as “unity” could be achieved given the circumstances in which the island found itself. 

In one essay, Carrión attacks those who evoked false senses of solidarity through 

constructions of nationhood and pan-nationhood. “Confraternity,” he claims “grouped 

under the prestige of a family tree, or a heraldic coat of arms, is a problem yet to be 

resolved…the pursuit of self-interest has not produced feelings of fraternity between 

men, but on the contrary, has induced them to commit fratricidal actions.”54 He 

atributes the failure of the pro-independence and autonomist movements in Puerto 

Rico to the lack of “lack of concord and strength, an abundance of selfishness, and an 

                                                
52 Carrión also wrote the prologue to José Elías Levis’ naturalist novel Estercolero (1899), which was 
the first novel penned after the arrival of U.S. troops in the summer of 1898. Levis was a mulatto, 
working class author whose reading of the ills that affected Puerto Rican society contrasted sharply with 
the elitist, paternalistic representations in Zeno’s La Charca. See José Elías Levis Bernard, 
“Estercolero,” in Colección puertorriqueña (San Juan, P.R.: La Editorial Universidad de Puerto Rico, 
2008). 
53 See Ayala and Bernabe, Puerto Rico in the American... 53. 
54 “La confraternidad de la familia agrupada bajo el prestigio de un árbol genealógico, o de un blasón 
heráldico, es un problema no resuelto aún… el interés individual no ha servido de estímulo a 
sentimientos de fraternidad entre los hombres, sino que, por el contrario, induce á estos a cometer 
acciones fraticidas.” Tomás Carrión Maduro, Alma Latina  (San Juan: Tip. Boletín Mercantil, 1905). 2. 
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absence of abnegation.”55 Here, Carrión may have been referring to the splitting of the 

Autonomist Party into two rivaling factions, in part as a result of Muñoz Rivera’s 

secret pact with the monarchist fusionists in Madrid. A few years later, these 

“apocryphal patriots,” he claims, were falsely proclaiming themselves to be the party 

of unification in order to gain an electoral advantage over the Republicans. Employing 

a critique of race politics similar to the “¡¡Solo es esclavo quien merece serlo!!” leaflet, 

and in a language that is reminiscent of progressivist era propaganda, Carrión’s essay 

maintains that under the direction of Muñoz Rivera, the Unionistas were falsely 

pandering to working class people of color: “Now, the adulation for the dark and 

humble proletarian. Tomorrow, the haggling over wages, the disdain, and then the 

running for the hills. Those on top will turn to the insolence of their banquets, and 

those on the bottom will carry on in those forced booms and busts, in those public 

squares and city streets, without work, the flattery, and with no bread to eat.” This, he 

claimed, was the island’s “eternal comedy,” as well as its “eternal history.”56  

In the same essay, Carrión introduces an alternative reading of the island’s 

history of colonialism and its enduring impact on society after the change of colonial 

rule in 1898. In other words, he points to a kind of colonial structure of power that had 

not been corrected and that was being ignored by those who claimed that Puerto Rico 

was a nation united against U.S. colonialism. In one part, Carrión refers to an article 

from a Unionist paper in which the author declared that the past no longer influenced 

                                                
55 “Entre nosotros, han fracasado los ideales de la independencia y de autonomía, todo por falta de 
concordia, por falta de fuerza, por sobra de egoísmo y por falta de abnegación” ibid., 14. 
56 “Ahora, la adulación para el proletario humilde y oscuro. Mañana, el regatueo del salario, el desdén y 
el alejamiento. Los de arriba, tornarán á la insolencia de sus festines, y los de abajo, continuarán en el 
ciclo forzoso, en las plazas públicas y en las calles, sin trabajo, sin halagos y sin pan.” Ibid., 24. 
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the way Puerto Ricans related to each other thanks to the Partido Unión’s creation. To 

this, he responds by asserting that “the past exists, with its dismays, its struggles, its 

conquests, and its acts of brutality. Brutality, dismay, struggles, and conquests that 

cannot be annulled on a convenient whim.”57 In other words, Carrión here claims that 

the idea of a timeless Puerto Rican family was a canard used to make people forget 

their past struggles and the way that past structured relations of power in the present. 

Such a past could not be overturned with empty declarations of unity.   

One important quality that distinguishes Carrión’s critique of the idea of 

nationhood via race and class paternalism is that in the same essay, he claims that 

liberal reforms could not in and of themselves alter these structures of power. This 

went against what other Republicano leaders claimed. For example, his party’s leader, 

Barbosa, attempted to convince voters that the Fourteenth Amendment would make 

racial and class subaltern Puerto Ricans equal to any white person, either Puerto Rican 

or American. The Republicanos also often claimed that annexation to the U.S. was 

equivalent to the kind of autonomic status that Puerto Rican liberals sought from 

Spain in the previous century. With statehood, every Puerto Rican would have 

equality before the law guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution.58 Without the protection 

of U.S. civil rights, Barbosa claimed that the more conservative sectors of the island’s 

political elite would contrive to enact laws that would limit the civic participation of 

Puerto Rico’s laboring classes. Universal male suffrage was something that according 

                                                
57 “el pasado existe, con sus desalientos, con sus luchas, con sus conquistas y con sus brutalidades. 
Brutalidades, desalientos, luchas y conquistas que no pueden anular ni el capricho, ni la conveniencia.” 
Ibid., 30.  
58 Edgardo Meléndez, Movimiento anexionista en Puerto Rico, 1. ed. (Río Piedras, P.R.: Editorial de la 
Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1993). 57. 
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to Republicanos, could never be taken away from people under U.S. rule.59 Between 

1900 and 1904, this became one of the main political issues that set them apart from 

their rivals, the Federales. Barbosa and his followers unequivocally called on U.S. 

colonial authorities to guarantee universal male suffrage. The Federales, however, 

wavered on their support of this right.60 According to one American observer of 

Puerto Rican politics at the time, “to it [the Federal Party] belong the more 

conservative elements of the Porto Rican population…Their horror of negro 

domination, coupled with their fear of the results of a further extension of the suffrage 

to the poorer whites, has largely determined their attitude toward public affairs. They 

welcome American rule, but look with considerable misgivings upon the probable 

effects of American democratic ideas on the institutions of the island.”61 Contrary to 

this belief, Carrión claimed that the concept of “free and equal persons” was a 

“constitutional precept…constitutional law is applicable according to convenience and 

not according to what is just. Justice and the law are two words that are in conflict.”62 

                                                
59 According to Barbosa, “La Constitución de esa gran nación, clara y explícitamente estatuye que el 
derecho de los ciudadanos de los Estados Unidos a votar, no será negado ni cercenado por los Estados 
Unidos, ni por Estado alguno, por motivo de raza, color, o previa condición de esclavitud.” - “this great 
nation’s constitution states clearly and explicitly that every citizen’s right to vote will not be denied or 
curtailed by the United States, nor by a state government because of race, color, or the condition of 
formerly being a slave.”  José Celso Barbosa, Cuestiones de Razas, ed. Pilar Barbosa de Rosario, vol. 3, 
La Obra de José Celso Barbosa (San Juan de Puerto Rico: Impr. Venezuela, 1937). 42. 
60 According to Ayala and Bernabe, “U.S. policies had led Muñoz Rivera to readjust his manner of 
seeking support in Puerto Rico and of speaking to the new authorities. While in the past he had 
espoused universal suffrage, in 1899 he argued against it, since ‘it would be extremely dangerous to 
hand over our future to the masses, who are entirely without civic education and who might be wrongly 
directed by…agitators.’ By 1900 he shifted back to a defense of universal suffrage. There was an inner 
logic to such fluctuations.” Ayala and Bernabe, Puerto Rico in the American... 55-56. 
61 Leo Stanton Rowe, The United States and Porto Rico  (New York: Longmans, Green, and co., 1904). 
248. Rowe was an American professor of Political Science who between 1900-1902 served as member 
and then as chair of a commission tasked with revising and compiling the laws of Puerto Rico.  
62“¿Almas libres e iguales? Ese es un precepto constitucional… El derecho constitucional, como 
cualquier otro derecho, es aplicable según convenga a los hombres y no según exige la justicia. Justicia 
y derecho son dos palabras en conflicto” Carrión Maduro, Alma Latina: 42. 
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True equality had to come from a civil society that actively secured these rights and 

used them against society’s injustices.  

In his search for a way to transcend the pitfalls of Puerto Rico’s gran familia 

discourse as it was being used in the post-1898 period, Carrión did not accept the idea 

proposed by creole elite radical separatists like Eugenio María de Hostos that 

independence would facilitate the mending together of Puerto Rican society.63 Instead, 

he contended that national sovereignty would worsen Puerto Rico’s lingering 

coloniality. Before 1898, independentism had failed because of the internal social 

divisions Carrión lists in Alma Latina. After 1898, these divisions remained as strong 

as ever. If Puerto Ricans were to attempt to declare independence from the U.S., such 

internal rifts would make the island weak and therefore vulnerable to foreign 

intervention. Even the newly-independent Republic of Cuba— which as Carrión 

reminds us, had fought bravely for its independence—had become what he describes 

as a neocolonial lap dog, in part because it was undermined by its internal conflicts: 

“those Cubans, that have sacrificed themselves for more three generations, in a 

Homeric struggle, to free themselves from any foreign rule, now have to endure the 

straightjacket that is the Platt Amendment, that is for the island, more troublesome 

than the Foraker Law is for us.”64 To complicate matters more, Carrión points out that 

were Puerto Ricans to wage a separatist insurrection against the United States, like the 

                                                
63 See Hostos’ essay titled “La Independencia” in Eugenio María de Hostos, Puerto Rico, madre isla, ed. 
Vivian Quiles Calderín and Julio César López, vol. V:III, Obras completas (San Juan, P.R.: Instituto de 
Estudios Hostosianos: Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 2001). 109. 
64 “los cubanos, que han inmolado más de tres generaciones, en lucha homérica, para emanciparse de 
toda extraña soberanía, soportan hoy la camisa de fuerza de la enmienda Platt, que es para Cuba más 
mortificante, que es para nosotros la Ley Foraker.” Carrión Maduro, Alma Latina: 34. 
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Filipino separatist insurgents, they would be quashed by the American military.65 

Incidentally, these were points that were echoed in Barbosa’s arguments in favor of 

annexation in which he also pointed to Cuba’s neo-colonial status under the Platt 

Amendment as well as to the U.S. occupation of Haiti (1915-1934) and the Dominican 

Republic (1916-1924) as evidence of how precarious independence could be for 

Puerto Rico.66 In Carrión’s interpretation of Puerto Rico’s historical trajectory then, 

the only viable option for racial and class subalterns to achieve equality within the 

nation was to not just receive the limited number of rights extended to islanders under 

American colonialism but to actively use them against both criollo white supremacy at 

home and in opposition to U.S. colonialism.  

Carrión’s entanglement:  
annexation without americanization or 

racially paternalistic neo-colonial sovereignty 
 

Carrión search for a politics of anti-racist anti-colonialism was both similar and 

different than Serra’s. Both men drew inspiration from African American intellectuals 

and social movements and sought to introduce a politics of race and class justice that 

could not be easily reconciled with discourse of nationhood that professed an already 

consummate “unity.” The main difference between them was that Carrión rejected 

independentism since he did not believe it would be feasible or prudent given Puerto 

Rico’s recent political history. Facing the realization that Puerto Rico’s entrenched 

race and class hierarchies would make it impossible for it to become a democratic 

republic on its own, Carrión sought to potentiate radical annexationism, not separatist 

                                                
65 Ibid., 34-35. 
66 José Celso Barbosa, Orientando al Pueblo, ed. Pilar Barbosa de Rosario, vol. 4, La Obra de José 
Celso Barbosa (San Juan de Puerto Rico: Impr. Venezuela, 1937). 215. 
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nationalism, as a formula that would move Puerto Ricans of color like himself to seek 

justice both with island elites and with U.S. colonizers. By “radical annexationism,” I 

mean that rather than seeking absorption into the U.S. union as a regular state, Carrión 

called on Ricans to use the limited legal and civic mechanisms available to them under 

U.S. colonialism as a sort of nation within a nation (i.e., similar to how African 

Americans at the time were organizing themselves as a black nation within a broader 

U.S. American nation) to “correct” American democracy. This, according to him, 

would be the safest way of preventing U.S. de facto and de jure racism from 

implanting itself in Puerto Rico while avoiding neo-colonialism.  

While other Republicanos like José Celso Barbosa made a similar case in favor 

of annexationism, what was different about Carrión’s annexationism is that in his 

writings, he was relentlessly critical of the contradictions inherent in the discourse of 

American Exceptionalism. Barbosa often said that anti-black prejudice in the United 

States was a problem that existed only in southern states. In the north, African 

Americans were beginning to be treated as equals and were protected by the thirteenth, 

fourteenth, and fifteenth amendments. If black Americans were underrepresented in 

certain professions or lagged behind economically, it was because they had not yet 

acquired the education that would ultimately make them successful. All in all, Barbosa 

presented Puerto Rico’s colonial metropolis as a country that at its heart was truly 

committed to democratic ideals and that was in the process of correcting its racist 

tendencies against African Americans thanks to black activism, white philanthropy, 
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and the legal and institutional gains made during reconstruction.67  

Carrión, on the other hand, had a much less optimistic opinion of the United 

States as a liberal republic. His book Cumba contains an essay titled “La 

Americanización.” In it, Carrión asserts that the word “Americanization” lacks any 

“rational sense.” 68 Those in favor of it claim that by Americanizing themselves, 

Puerto Ricans will import a constitution that will make them “free and equal men.” 

However, according to the text, such assurances were merely empty promises 

considering that generally speaking, “equality before the law exists halfway, in some 

aspects, and in many more aspects, does not exist. The reigning positivistic ethos does 

not allow us to think about whether justice is being fulfilled.”69 Even more so, in a 

place like Puerto Rico, with a resilient colonial social structure that was mutually 

imbricated with white supremacy, democracy, according to Carrión, was an ideal that 

is even harder to achieve:  

Democracy in speech and in writing is far different from democracy in 
action. Democracy cannot exist where before there was slavery. The 
legacies of hate are passed on through generations. The multitude at the 
bottom lives believing in such nonsense: democracy, justice, equality, 
and fraternity. And no one should believe that because those at the 
bottom live surrounded by hard work and sacrifices, those on top have 

                                                
67 See his essays on this collected in ———, Cuestiones de Razas, 3. 
68 At the turn of the 20th century, the term “Americanization” was used in Puerto Rico to denote the 
introduction of political liberties and women’s rights, democratic rights, the separation of church and 
state, the creation of educational opportunities, and the recognition of union rights for labor activists. 
Numerous leaders at the turn of the last century with various political affiliations and persuasions called 
for the “Americanization” of Puerto Rico, including Eugenio María de Hostos, José Celso Barbosa, 
Rosendo Matienzo Cintrón, and Luis Muñoz Rivera. See Mario Ramos-Méndez, Posesión del ayer: la 
nacionalidad cultural y la estadidad  (San Juan: Isla Negra, 2007). 44-45. 
69 “Los que pretenden americanizarnos, poco menos que a martillazos, nos dicen que la americanización 
consiste en que la Constitución que habla de hombres libres o iguales sea traída a Puerto Rico detrás de 
la bandera de la constelación y de las franjas….La igualdad ante la ley sería la más justa de todas las 
igualdades; pero la igualdad ante la ley existe a medias, en algunas partes y no existe, en las más de las 
partes. El positivismo imperante no da tiempo para pensar en el cumplimiento de la justicia.” Carrión 
Maduro, Cumba: 53-55. 
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a much better life, fooling those at the bottom with the magic tinsel of 
these words; not so.70  
 

According to Cumba then, the United States could not serve as a model for Puerto 

Rico’s “Americanization” since Americans had been “disloyal to their history and 

their beautiful traditions.”71 Listing the reasons why Puerto Rico’s 20th century 

colonial metropolis had betrayed its founding ideals, in the essay, Carrión remarks on 

how working class people in the U.S. were being viciously exploited by robber barons 

and their trusts. He also details how Americans continued to segregate and lynch 

people of color while their government, after succumbing to their “imperialist 

temptations,” had become the bully of its neighboring countries.72 The most hard-

hitting part of the essay is where Cumba accuses those who favor Puerto Rico’s 

“Americanization” of treating Americans who arrive at the island “not as gentlemen 

receive gentlemen, but more like slaves receiving their masters.”73 Cumba concludes 

his monologue by stating that he would be content with “living in my island with that 

wise American constitution as its gospel, the bible’s sacred Pentateuch, and a flagless 

sky as a canopy.”74  

Interestingly, in Carrión’s writings, he referred to Americans as “los 

Americanos” instead of “nosotros los Americanos,” contrary to Barbosa who often 

                                                
70“La democracia hablada y escrita dista mucho de la democracia en acción. No puede haber 
democracia donde antes hubo esclavitud. Las herencias de odio pasan de generación en generación. La 
multitud de abajo vive creyendo en estas pamplinas: democracia, justicia, igualdad, fraternidad. Y no 
piensen que, si la multitud de abajo apenas vive rodeada de trabajos y de sacrificios, la multitud de 
arriba vive un poco mejor, no mucho, engañando a los de abajo con el relumbrón mágico de esas 
palabras.”  Ibid. 
71 “los que fueron infieles a su historia y a sus bellísimas tradiciones” ibid., 59. 
72 Ibid., 61-65. 
73  “no como los hombres caballeros reciben á los hombres caballeros, pero sí como los esclavos reciben 
á sus amos” ibid., 65. 
74 “vivir en mi isla con aquella sabia Constitución de EE. UU. por evangelio, el Quinto de la Sagrada 
Biblia, el cielo por palio, sin banderas.” Ibid., 68. 
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identified himself and the Puerto Rican people as Americans.75 Although he continued 

to serve as an annexationist representative for the Republicanos until 1906, in his 

published writings as an elected official, Carrión continued to critique those who 

claimed that American colonialism would automatically bring democracy to Puerto 

Rico and that the United States was prepared to treat Puerto Ricans as equals. After 

embarking on an extended trip to Washington DC and to New York City—where he 

possibly met Evaristo Estenoz and Rafael Serra at Schomburg’s dinner honoring for 

Bruce Grit—Carrión published a book titled Ten con Ten (1906) which chronicles his 

thoughts and observations on the politics of race, class, and gender in these two 

important U.S. cities.76 In one passage, the first person narrator of the chronicle paints 

a portrait of the statue of liberty that contrasts sharply with what the image was 

intended to represent. Instead of seeing it as a “mother of exiles” under which masses 

immigrants could huddle—as in Emma Lazarus’s famous 1883 poem, “The New 

Colossus”—Carrión describes it as a monument that “pretends to be what it is not. The 

statue sensationally conjures the message that it is illuminating the road that leads to 

Liberty for all peoples, but reason, contradicting, sensationalism, says that it is there 

without purpose, without illuminating anything; instead, if anything, it illuminates the 

                                                
75 Barbosa used the term “los americanos puertorriqueños” in contrast to “los americanos del norte.” 
See Barbosa, Cuestiones de Razas, 3: 106. 
76 Carrión was listed as one of the guests invited to attend the dinner that Schomburg organized to honor 
Bruce Grit. See Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, “The Migrations of Arturo Schomburg: On Being Antillano, 
Negro, and Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-1938,” Journal of American Ethnic History 21, no. 1 
(2001): 25.As with Serra, we have no way of knowing whether or not he attended although there is 
evidence that Estenoz did in fact assist. Aside from that encounter, it is unlikely that Carrión ever 
crossed paths with Serra since the latter was already living in New York when Carrión lived in Cuba 
between 1894-1895. They did however have acquaintances and friends in common, including Juan 
Gualberto Gómez. Also, later on Carrión published in the Partido Independiente de Color’s newspaper, 
Previsión, so it is possible that Carrión and Estenoz did in fact meet in New York in 1905.  
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path that leads to the enslavement of all peoples.”77 Later in the text, he adds that 

instead of “illuminating the world,” the statue is “simply threatening the world; the so-

called torch that this colossal doll holds up in its right hand is no such thing; it is 

simply a lit stick.”78  

Ten con Ten’s overall theme was what Carrión calls an “ABSURD maxim.”79 

In Spanish, the phrase “ten con ten” typically denotes a kind of difficult impasse that 

requires moderation and diplomacy for it to be resolved. However, in Puerto Rico, the 

idiom has a slightly different colloquial definition. According to Díaz-Quiñones’  

interpretation of how Luis Palés Matos uses it in a poem titled “Ten con Ten,” the 

phrase connotes:  

a convergence followed immediately by a divergence; an undecided it 
is but it isn’t, that makes impossible any definitive answer. It is discord 
and duplicity that are implanted as norms in language and in the body, 
the marks of a completely unique social and cultural formation. The 
poem explores this interstitial place, where meaning does not crystalize. 
Palés creates a distinctive statute to designate the coexistence of 
cultures and races that can neither fuse or split apart totally a 
privileged.80  

                                                
77 “pretende ser lo que no es. El efectismo dice que aquella estatua está iluminando al mundo el camino 
que conduce á la Libertad de todos los pueblos; pero el racionalismo, desmintiendo al efectismo, dice 
que aquella estatua está allí, sin propósito alguno, sin iluminar, cosa alguna y que en el supuesto de 
estar alumbrando, estaría alumbrando el camino que conduce á la esclavitud de todos los pueblos.” 
Carrión Maduro, Ten con Ten: 28-29. 
78 “sencillamente amenazando al mundo; la llamada antorcha que aquella muñeca colosal sostiene en su 
derecha mano no es tal antorcha, es simplemente una tea” ibid., 31. Later, in 1909, Carrión repeated 
this critical reinterpretation of the Statue of Liberty’s symbolism in an essay that appeared in the Cuban 
newspaper Previsión on November 30, 1909. Again, Previsión served as the Partido Independiente de 
Color’s official organ. 
79 “un criterio ABSURDO” ibid., 17.(emph. in orig.) 
80 “El ten con ten es una convergencia seguida inmediatamente de una divergencia, un indeciso sí es que 
no es, que hace imposible toda respuesta definitiva. Es una discordia y una duplicidad que están 
implantadas como normas en el lenguaje y en el cuerpo, las marcas de una formación social y cultural 
completamente singular. El poema [de Palés Matos] explora ese lugar intersticial, donde el significado 
no se cristaliza. Palés le otorga un estatuto privilegiado a la coexistencia de culturas y de raza que ni se 
funden totalmente, ni pueden escindirse.” Arcadio Díaz-Quiñones, “De cómo y cuando bregar,” in 
Literatura puertorriqueña del siglo XX: antología, ed. Mercedes López-Baralt (San Juan, P.R.: 
Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 2004), 240. 
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In a similar way, Carrión employs the term to symbolize how the U.S. derived its 

symbolic power at home and in the world by performing two simultaneous yet 

seemingly contradictory acts: pretending to be a beacon of “freedom” and “democracy” 

while simultaneously undermining freedom and democracy at home and abroad. As he 

explains in the only part of the text where he employs the phrase “ten con ten,” “the 

observing spirits that studied that country and qualified it as a never-before-seen 

nation, for its goodness and for its wisdom, those observing spirits lied and cheated the 

[American] people through a kind of “ten con ten.” They, as any other people, have a 

right to demand that they be treated with sincerity and respect.”81 Carrión calls this 

form of power through a kind of productive contradiction between word and social 

reality “the strangest and most incredible servitude.” With “the banner of Republic and 

Democracy,” the American citizen “pretends to hide to the world its pains and fatigues, 

its despondencies and disappointments. He is a stoic slave,” at the same time that the 

American nation “renounces its role of good mother, instead acting as a bad 

stepmother.”82 Later, on, in his description of Washington DC’s national monuments, 

the narrator draws a contrast between the sight of the Washington monument—the 

capital’s most visible symbol of a national patriarchal figure— with the procession of 

people seen daily walking through the city’s national mall. Calling them “bastard 

aristocrats,” Carrión comments on how the “men of the Senate and Congress” occupy 
                                                
81 “Los espíritus observadores que estudiaron aquel país y lo calificaron de país nunca visto, por su 
bondad y por su sabiduría, esos espíritus observadores mintieron y engañaron por puro, ten con ten á un 
pueblo [i.e., the American people] que, como cualquiera otro, tiene derecho á exigir que se le trate con 
sinceridad y con respeto” Carrión Maduro, Ten con Ten: 36. 
82 “El americano del Norte es uno que sostiene la más extraña é increíble esclavitud. Con el nombre de 
República y de Democracia, pretende ocultarle al mundo sus dolores y sus fatigas, sus desalientos y sus 
desengaños. Es un esclavo estoico. Como ningún esclavo del mundo, este se jacta de serlo, consciente o 
inconscientemente. Su nación renuncia al papel de buena madre por desempeñar el de mala madrastra. 
Ese pueblo es el último reducto donde se baten la libertad y la dignidad humana.” Ibid., 110. 
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“their seats as a result of electoral fraud, a citizenry submitted by force, to the 

violation and undermining of public rights by the police who are the salaried slaves of 

big capital and the government.” 83 All in all, from what he was able to observe in his 

trip to northeastern United States, Carrión says that as, Puerto Rico’s colonizers were a 

“bastard people” that as a nation, had “turned away completely from the ends for 

which it [the U.S. republic] was created by its founders.”84  

Carrión mentions multiple reasons for why the United States had developed 

historically into a kind of “impossible republic,” to borrow Serra’s phrase. One reason 

was unbridled crony capitalism and its corrupting influence on democracy.85 Another 

was sexism, which Carrión made a point of stressing while also claiming that it was 

being reversed by American women who “rebelled against such injustice” while “the 

[American] man, an animal, procures in vain to restore his dominance over her.”86 

Carrión presented these women as models for Puerto Rican women. I should point out 

here that his views on gender were clearly at odds with those of radical feminist 

activists of his era like Luisa Capetillo. Although he personally supported an increased 

role for women in politics, Carrión also manifested deeply patriarchal views about the 

role of women as custiodians of the home vis-à-vis that of men who were meant to be 

providers and leaders. Like other liberal intellectuals of his time, he favored providing 

                                                
83 “por allí, frente al Capitolio, por delante de su figura venerable, desfilan, en escandalosa romería las 
vilezas y las usurpaciones, por allí, todos los aristócratas bastardos, por allí, los hombres del Congreso y 
del Senado a ocupar sus asientos debidos al fraude electoral, á la ciudadanía ultrajada por la fuerza, al 
derecho público volado y conculcado por la policía, esclava asalariada del capital y del Gobierno.” 
Ibid., 135. 
84 Aquel, es un pueblo bastardo, como he dicho, desviado por completo de los fines para que al parecer 
fue creado por sus precursores. Ibid., 137. 
85 Ibid., 30-31. 
86 “la mujer americana del Norte se ha revelado contra semejante injusticia y ahora, el hombre, animal, 
procura, en vano, restablecer su predominio sobre ella” ibid., 45-46. 
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them with a quality education, believing that this was the key to having an overall 

educated citizenry since as mothers, they were supposed to educate the children of the 

household. Therefore, Carrión’s recriminations against American patriarchy and 

misogyny in Ten con Ten should not be taken as a sign that he was positioning himself 

as a feminist. If anything, in these passages, he was using these calls for increased 

rights for women to subvert the dominant narrative about U.S.  imperialism in the 

Latin Caribbean and the Pacific that presented “native” islanders as oppressors of 

women while presenting white American soldiers as their gallant saviors.87 Here, 

Carrión turns this trope on its head by employing the language of turn of the 20th 

century feminism to position himself as an black, Hispanic Caribbean islander seeking 

to protecting American women from their white American male oppressors.  

In Ten con Ten, the author also chronicles anti-black racism in the United 

States. “There”, he says, “there are intelligent, illustrated negroes capable of directing 

the interests of the entire world; in spite of this, they are cruelly humiliated and 

insulted while the plebian Irishmen, the Italians, the Germans, and the French are 

lavished with honors and riches.” Carrión then comments on the seeming 

irresolvability of anti-black racism in the U.S.: “judgment day will come and the 

                                                
87 According to Bernardo Vega’s memoir of his life in New York’s Latino community at the beginning 
of the 20th century, this was a common trope in early Hollywood films: “Hollywood movies those days 
always followed the same basic pattern… all foreigners were bandits; the South American countries 
were inhabited by savages…Only the hero—a Yankee, of course—was clean cut, generous, brave, 
always ready to fight in the defense of the innocent girl who in the end collapsed swooning into his 
arms.” Commenting on a film based in Puerto Rico that he and other tabaqueros protested, Vega 
recounted that: “the film that supposedly took place in Puerto Rico was in the same mold. It was filled 
with half-savage little boys climbing coconut trees like a bunch of monkeys. Barefoot, half-naked 
women walked along mountain trails carrying huge baskets of tropical fruit, while the men slept flat on 
their backs in the shade…And the shining Yankee good guy overcame all dangers to save the naïve girl 
longing to be enlightened by American civilization.” Bernardo Vega and César Andreu Iglesias, 
Memoirs of Bernardo Vega: a Contribution to the History of the Puerto Rican Community in New York  
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1984). 33.  
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inhabitants of the North and the South will still not have come to an agreement on 

matters of race.”88 Here, Carrión seems to imply that not only has racism structured 

the U.S. as a nation-state since its inception—contradicting its democratic values—but 

he also predicts that this problem will continue to affect the way the U.S. conducts 

itself as a state, making it an “impossible republic” of sorts. His reason for making this 

point is that as he observes, at the turn of the 20th century, Americans were 

increasingly “intervening in the destinies of nations inhabited almost entirely by 

people of color, knowing that these interventions will leave the intervened with many 

griefs and many dishonors for the interveners.”89  

What is remarkable about Ten con Ten is the way Carrión excoriates the 

discourse of American Exceptionalism in spite of him being an annexationist 

Republicano. Although this may seem contradictory, given his critique of the idea of 

the Puerto Rican “Great Family,” it is also expected given Carrión’s overall critique of 

the problems with discourses of nationhood since both Puerto Rico’s discourse as well 

as that of the United States employed a similarly contradictory form of 

representational power. In the case of the U.S., through its particular “ten con ten,” the 

                                                
88 “hay negros capaces, por su inteligencia y su ilustración, de dirigir los intereses del mundo entero; sin 
embargo, a esos hombres se les veja, se les injuria cruelmente, mientras se colma de honores y de 
riquezas á los plebeyos irlandeses, italianos, alemanes, franceses, etc…”Los habitantes del Norte y los 
del Sur, llegaremos al juicio final y todavía, esa gente, no se habrá puesto de acuerdo en cuestiones de 
raza” Carrión Maduro, Ten con Ten: 193-94. Carrión’s observation here is inaccurate since in 1905, 
people of Irish and Italian descent still suffered from discrimination in U.S. but hi basic point still is 
true which is that overall: whites, regardless of their ethnicity, treated better than blacks. In other words, 
he was referring to the gradual institutionalization of what Lipsitz calls a “possessive investment in 
whiteness.” See George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: how White People Profit from 
Identity Politics (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006)., and also David R. Roediger, Working 
Toward Whiteness: how America’s Immigrants Became White  (New York: Basic Books, 2005). 
89 “interviniendo en los destinos de pueblos habitados casi totalmente por hombres de color, sabiendo 
que de esas intervenciones han de sobrevivir muchos disgustos para los intervenidos y muchas 
deshonras para los interventores” Carrión Maduro, Ten con Ten: 194. 
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nation-state developed the ability to take the liberty of certain peoples away, whether 

through internal racism, class exploitation, sexism, or through imperialism, while 

convincing its citizens and residents that as a republic, it was a beacon of liberty for all. 

The Puerto Rican nation also derived its symbolic power through a “ten con ten” that 

aided creole elites in securing the support of racial and class subalterns who were led 

to believe they were part of a Great Family that was at its core deeply fractured 

through racial, gender, and class fault lines. According to Carrión, such contradictory 

forms of power required equally paradoxical solutions. One could support the idea of 

annexation and at the same time critique the United States’ discourse of nationhood, 

similar to how in Cuba, Serra thought that criticizing the shortfalls of the discourse of 

racial fraternity was a healthy attempt at making the nation “possible.” In a way then, 

Carrión’s radical annexationism was also an attempt at forging a kind of anti-separatist 

nationalism that was equally against “Americanization.”  

 Just as Carrión opposed a politics that claimed a false sense of national unity, 

he also rejected anti-racist approaches that claimed a false sense of unity among racial 

subalterns. This can partly be explained by the fact that he came from a context where 

not all mulattos like himself identified as racial subalterns. Like other parts of Latin 

America and the Latin Caribbean, Puerto Rico was the kind of white supremacist 

society in which non-whites did not always identify as white and were seeking access 

to power through class mobility. This in part explains why the island never had black 

organizations and social movements similar to Cuba’s Directorio Central de 

Sociedades de la Raza de Color. In Cuba, the idea of “clases de color” made it harder 

for mulattoes such as for example Juan Gualberto Gómez himself to disidentify with 
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those marked as black. In contrast, in 19th century Puerto Rico, there was a more 

accessible and frequently utilized “mulatto escape hatch” that made it harder for anti-

racist activists like Carrión to mobilize people solely by race. In spite of him never 

advocating for any kind of black nationalism, Carrión was nevertheless familiar with 

the activism of groups like the Directorio and the Partido Independiente de Color in 

Cuba. He did, after all live there for a year and even published articles in Juan 

Gualbert Gomez’s La Igualdad. He also published articles in the PIC’s official 

newspaper, Previsión. Carrión was also familiar with the black politics of anti-racism 

in the U.S., having visited there in 1905. Also, Carrión attended the 1911 Congress of 

the Races representing Puerto Rico where he listened to speakers such as W.E.B. 

DuBois so he was familiar with not just the black nationalist rhetoric and the political 

projects it inspired, but also pan-Africanist politics as well.  

 The fact that Carrión did not advocate for something like an all-black political 

party does not mean, however, that he was not in favor of a politics of anti-racism led 

by racial subalterns. He himself modeled a certain kind of black politics, but one that 

worked within political and cultural institutions towards his radical liberal republican 

ideal and against identity politics based on false notions of racial or national unity. Just 

as Carrión did not favor black nationalism as a vehicle for anti-racist and anti-colonial 

justice, neither did he advocate for any sort of colorblind liberalism. Instead, in his 

writings as well as in his public life as “the first among negroes,” he seemed to have 

been trying to triangulate a middle ground between these two opposites. He did so by 

openly advocating for the interests of people of color within Puerto Rico’s political 

parties and institutions. He also supported Puerto Rican artists and authors of color 
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who intervened within the spheres of “high” cultural production, meaning, newspapers, 

literary anthologies, literary criticism, etc. The way Carrión carried himself as an 

racial and class subaltern intellectual within these spheres suggests that he envisioned 

his role not so much as an imitator of white elite cultural conventions but rather as a 

disruptor of narratives that legitimized racial and class paternalism through writing.  

 To summarize, without looking at the context in which Carrión was writing in, 

we could easily to dismiss the significance of the apparently contradictory way in 

which as an intellectual, he called out the idea of American Exceptionalism as a lie 

while at the same time that as an activist, he campaigned for Puerto Rico’s annexation 

to the U.S. Instead of looking at it as a meaningless contradiction, we should reflect on 

how Carrión here was attempting to reconcile the political projects that were available 

to a Puerto Rican of color like him. In other words, this was a productive 

“entanglement” between discourses of race and nation and their concomitant political 

projects. Like Serra, Carrión advocated on behalf, of racial and class subalterns and 

searched for a political approach that would address the lingering power of race and 

class hierarchies that Puerto Rico inherited from centuries of Spanish colonialism as it 

simultaneously corrected American colonialism. Contrary to Serra, however, Carrión 

did not believe that independence was the most likely political status that would 

ensure equality and prosperity for Puerto Ricans of color. Instead, he contended that 

separating from the U.S. was dangerous for people like him since it could potentially 

deprive racial and class subalterns of the constitutional freedoms they needed to level 

the political and economic terrain between themselves and Puerto Rico’s elites. Puerto 

Rico, after all, did not have thousands of black and mulatto veterans with years of 
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fighting experience who were organizing themselves to demand equality before the 

law and who at the time that Carrión was writing were lobbying the Cuban republic to 

enact policies aimed at rectifying differences of educational attainment and wealth 

following centuries of structural and institutional racism. Neither did Puerto Rico ever 

have a civil rights movement like the one spearheaded by the Central Directory of 

Societies of Color in the late 19th century. That sort of anti-racist critical mass never 

existed in Carrión’s island. Realizing this, Carrión opted to campaign for annexation 

in an effort to use the tools that he though Puerto Ricans could gain from U.S. 

liberalism to confront Puerto Rican white supremacy and criollo elite class dominance 

head on. At the same time though, he emphasized the need to remain critically aware 

of the contradictions inherent in the U.S. nation’s purported “exceptionalism.” In other 

words, he was “entangled” between supporting annexation and being critical of the 

U.S. Carrión did not favor a kind of black nationalism in Puerto Rico in the sense that 

he did not believe racial subalterns should have their own civic and political 

institutions, but he certainly modeled an equally confrontational kind of anti-racist 

identity politics whereby blacks and mulattos like himself would confront white 

supremacy within predominantly white institutions.   

Dessus’ search for an  
“entangled” black independentism 

  
 As critical as Carrión was of the discourse of American Exceptionalism, like 

other Republicanos, he insisted that independence for Puerto Rico would be worse for 

the island’s laboring classes since it could potentially do away with the minimal 

protections that racial and class subalterns gradually gained under American 
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occupation (e.g., freedom of speech, labor rights, universal suffrage, etc.). There was, 

after all, something to be said about this since at the turn of the 20th century, Puerto 

Rico’s political elites publicly debated whether or not racial and class subalterns 

deserved equal voting rights. Contrary to Carrión’s view, some critics presented 

equally valid critiques of the claim that Republicanos like him often made about how 

the U.S.’ federalist system of governance would insulate Puerto Rico from the 

possible introduction of U.S. de jure racist practices.  

One of the Republicanos’ sharpest critics in this regard was Luis Felipe Dessus 

[Fig. 3.4]. Born in 1875 (i.e., five years after Carrión) in Juana Díaz, Dessus described 

himself as a follower of his friend Carrión, who he referred to as “guide” and 

intellectually speaking, his “father.”90 These words were in fact published in a eulogy 

to Carrión that appeared in political and literary pro-independence weekly called 

Pancho Ibero, which Dessus co-edited.91 After Carrión’s death in march of 1920, 

Dessus also regularly reprinted excerpts from Carrión’s political essays and poems, 

including the passage in Alma Latina in which Carrión underscored the continuity of 

Puerto Rico’s old colonial hierarchies of power in the 20th century, which Dessus titled 

“El Pasado.”92 I mention this because it points to how there was something in 

Carrión’s oeuvre that continued to resonate with Dessus even though by the time these 

thing were published, Dessus had become an advocate for Puerto Rico’s independence  

                                                
90 “fue intelectualmente mi padre y mi guía… fue Carrión Maduro quién agitando mis alas, me condujo 
al mundo del pensamiento, del arte y del civismo.” Luis Felipe Dessus, “Cantando Tristezas: a Tomás 
Carrión Maduro,” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, March 27 1920. 
91 Dessus was also the feature no puede realizar ningún no puede realizar ningún d eulogists at 
Carrión’s funeral, which according to the press was attended by hundreds. See “Póstumo homenaje a 
Tomás Carrión “, El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 15 1920. 
92 Tomás Carrión Maduro, “El Pasado,” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, March 27 1920. 
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Figure 3.4: Luis Felipe Dessus (Pancho Ibero, Jul. 5, 1919) 
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and therefore, a zealous opponent of annexationism.  

Among the many things that Carrión and Dessus had in common besides 

hailing from the same town was that they were both activist intellectuals who openly 

identified as black. As such, they both were committed to challenging racism within 

the predominantly white political organizations and literary and intellectual circles 

they belonged to. Compared to Carrión, we have even less biographical information 

about Dessus, we know that he too was self-taught, although in spite of not having the 

educational advantages that were readily accessible to wealthier Puerto Ricans, he was 

able to become a modernist poet of high regard.93 Like Carrión, Dessus also published 

articles on politics and culture in various newspapers, some of which he personally 

edited. A curious but largely unknown fact about him is that he mentored young 

Puerto Rican literary artists who would become notable figures in the mid-20th century. 

Among those was Luis Palés Matos, who as a young man worked as a copy editor for 

Dessus’ newspaper, Pancho Ibero, and Emilio S. Belaval who published early works 

in this periodical.94  

At the turn of the 20th century, like Carrión, Dessus also aligned himself with 

                                                
93 Carrión called him: “el mejor poeta de color que ha dado Puerto Rico” (“the greatest poet of color 
born in Puerto Rico”). See “Luis Felipe Dessus: Redactor-Jefe de Pancho Ibero,” Pancho Ibero: revista 
literaria y política, July 5 1919.  
94 As Luis Muñoz Marín remembered it, Palés Matos acquired his formation as a writer by attending 
literary circles in the town center of Guayama headed by Dessus and Carrión Maduro among others. 
See Luis Muñoz-Marín, Memorias: autobiografía pública  (San Juan: Univ. Interamericana, 1982). 28-
29, 64. Also, Dessus published a poem by Palés in his book Álbum de Guayama as well as in Pancho 
Ibero. See for example María E.  Castro de Moux, La negritud de Luis Palés Matos: poesía para la 
descolonización cultural de los pueblos antillanos  (New Orleans, LA: University of the South, 1999).  
As a young man, Palés also worked as a copy editor in this publication. Ibid., 28. Dessus also published 
some of Emilio S. Belaval’s early pieces in Pancho Ibero after Belaval made friends with him and 
asked him to participate in some of his literary circles. See Angel Flores, Spanish American Authors: 
The Twentieth Century  (New York: Wilson, 1992). 87. 
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Barbosa’s and Carrión’s “orthodox autonomists” and later on supported the 

Republicanos but in 1900, he abandoned the party after becoming disillusioned with 

how a local party committee chose Pedro Juan Besosa—a largely unknown wealthy 

and formally educated white criollo who grew up in New York—over his friend 

Carrión as a nominee for the district of Ponce in Puerto Rico’s House of Delegates.95 

Carrión Maduro eventually was elected as a Republicano representative for Guayama, 

but the incident led Dessus to write a newspaper article in which he condemned the 

party for subverting the will of “the people at the bottom” that supported Carrión, 

while claiming to defend the interests of racial and class subaltern Puerto Ricans.96 By 

choosing Besosa, Carrión claimed that the party had decided that Carrión was a “negro 

that was going to darken the House.” He described their decision an act of nepotism 

and “cynicism” by which they assassinated “the public’s sovereignty.”97  In the same 

article, Dessus also recounts how the same committee reprimanded him for writing an 

article in La Opinión—a Republicano paper—in which he profiled several black and 

mulatto turn of the 20th century leaders, accusing him of promulgating “race 

propaganda.” Dessus responded to this charge by questioning why the committee had 

not accused other authors who profiled prominent white Puerto Ricans in La Opinión 

                                                
95 As a young man, Pedro Juan Besosa lived and studied in New York city where he worked as an 
activist for the annexationist wing of the Cuban Revolutionary Party’s Puerto Rico section. In 1898, he 
volunteered to serve as a guide for U.S. invading U.S. troops. For some reason, he was elected in 1900 
as a representative for Guayama but was not sworn until a year after the beginning of that congress, 
something which Dessus alludes to in the article.  
96 Carrión Maduro was probably much more known than Besosa, who again, was an outsider.  
97 “allí se tramó el asesinato de la soberanía pública...muchos obreros defendíamos la candidatura de 
Carrión, por que comprendíamos que nadie mejor que él en este distrito podía llevar la representación 
del pueblo de abajo. Pero Carrión, al decir de ellos, era un negro que iba a nublar la Cámara” Luis 
Felipe Dessus, “El cinismo de ayer,” La Justicia: periódico político, defensor de la clase trabajadora 
May 3 1901. 
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of preaching a pro-white propaganda.98 Dessus’ article is one of the only texts from 

that era in which a person of color complained of racism within the Republicano 

party.99 

After repudiating Barbosa’s party for their hypocrisy, in the article’s last 

paragraph, Dessus accuses black Puerto Ricans who supported Barbosa’s party of 

being complicit in their own marginalization. He compares them to obedient slaves 

complicit in their oppression: “And there are still negroes sanctioning a process of 

absorbing and then passing over those like them, and they lend that process their 

determined cooperation to their eternal shame. It is because they abide by the saying: 

‘white man raises his whip, black man lays face down’.”100 Two decades later, Dessus 

elaborated on this subject in a 21 part newspaper series titled “La raza de color y la 

Independencia de Puerto Rico” (i.e., “The Race of Color and Puerto Rico’s 

Independence”) that appeared in Pancho Ibero between 1919 and 1920.101 Throughout 

the series, he argues that because of the prevalence of interpersonal and institutional 

racism in the United States, Puerto Ricans of color should embrace independence as 

the only status that would guarantee their protection from U.S. racism. One of Desuss’ 

main contentions in “La raza de color…” is that military conscription in the island had 

                                                
98 “Y como comprendo que la gloria le corresponde en su mayor parte a los de abajo, inicié una sección 
de ‘Tipos populares’ y comencé a perfilar a los negros, y llegaron a aparecer en las columnas de ‘La 
Opinión’: Antonio Guilbes, José N. Acosta y Cosme Díaz, y la publicación fue suspendida por ‘orden 
del Comité’ porque eso era ‘propaganda de razas’. Compare ‘La Opinión:’ las siluetas de Besosa, 
Morales, Chevalier y comparsa, todos blancos, no eran propaganda de razas.” Ibid. 
99 Findlay calls it “a rare criticism of racism within the Republicano Party” Eileen Findlay, Imposing 
decency: the Politics of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 1870-1920, American encounters/global 
interactions (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999). 266, no. 26. 
100 “Y aún hay negros sancionando un procedimiento de absorción y preterición de aquellos y prestan su 
decidido concurso para su eterna vergüenza. Es que obedecen al dicho: Branco levanta foete, negro 
boca abajo.” Dessus, “El cinismo de ayer.” Emphasis in the original.  
101 A recently published anthology of 19th century black and mulatto Puerto Rican authors contains 
excerpts from this series. See Ramos-Perea, Literatura puertorriqueña negra... 345-51. 
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led to the creation of military battalions in which Puerto Ricans of color were not 

allowed to serve as officers. In one installment, Dessus points his finger at politicians 

in Puerto Rico who were not openly condemning the introduction of these 

segregationists practices, claiming that it was evidence that U.S. de jure racism was 

being successfully introduced thanks to Puerto Rico’s territorial status. Without a 

doubt, Dessus’ comments were in part a response to the passing of the 1917 Jones-

Shafroth Act which extended U.S. citizenship to all island-born Puerto Rican men but 

also made them eligible for selective service in World War I. Before the Jones Act, 

Puerto Rico already had a National Guard that was segregated into “white” and “black” 

units. Some soldiers resisted these designations. For example, a mulatto soldier named 

Antonio Guzmán had been assigned to both white and black regiments. He insisted on 

a military hearing in which he presented evidence of his moral character, social 

standing, and ownership of land, asking to be registered as white. He lost the case, 

after the military concluded that he was of white descent but not “of pure white race.” 

According to Briggs, the differences in the way Guzmán “and U.S. army officials 

presented his case speaks volumes about the differences in what constituted “race” for 

Puerto Ricans and Americans.”102  

 While Dessus and Carrión sharply disagreed on the question of whether or not 

any status linking Puerto Rico to the United States would allow for the introduction of 

racist American laws and policies into Puerto Rico, they did agree—at least partly—

on their assessment of Puerto Rico as a nation-to-be that was fundamentally divided 

                                                
102 Laura Briggs, Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico, 
American crossroads (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 61-62. 
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by race. In an essay published in Flores y Balas (1916) titled “Mulatismo”—which he 

dedicates to Tomás Carrión Maduro—Dessus acknowledges that national unity had 

never existed in Puerto Rico thanks to “the political differences, which are fatally 

sundering” that “have not allowed us to form the true Puerto Rican people” and “the 

social differences” that “have not permitted us to form a real Puerto Rican society.” 

He also blames United States colonial supremacy in the island—which he calls 

“foreignism”—for furthering this lack of national unity.103 Dessus’ allusions to race 

tensions within Puerto Rico in Flores y Balas was later contradicted by his assertions 

in “La raza de color…” where he claims that in comparison to the United States, 

Puerto Rico did not have a “race problem.” However, in the same piece, Dessus 

clarifies that the island had its small share of individual racists that committed isolated 

acts of prejudice: “white and mulato negrophobes that in more than one occasion have 

intentionally passed over people of color of undeniable merit, instead recruiting an 

incapable, average whitey; but this does not mean that here there may have been an 

official conspiracy of whites versus blacks, or vice-versa.”104 His point in the piece is 

not that racism did not exist in Puerto Rico but that in comparison to the United States, 

it was less overt and institutionalized.  

 Dessus’ comparison of racism in Puerto Rico vis-à-vis its colonial metropolis 

was by no means analogous to later claims by Tomás Blanco and other intellectuals of 
                                                
103 “las diferencias políticas, fatalmente disociadoras, no nos han dejado formar el verdadero pueblo 
puertorriqueño…las diferencias sociales no nos han permitido formar la verdadera sociedad 
portorriqueña…el extranjerismo es triunfo” Luis Felipe Dessus, Flores y balas (estados de alma)  
(Guayama, P.R.: Tip. Union guayamesa, 1916). 201. 
104 “Ciertamente que en la sombra se conspira: que hay blancos y mulatos negrófobos; que en más de 
una ocasión ha pretendido preterir a personas de color de indiscutible mérito, mientras se ha aceptado la 
incapacidad de un blanquito cualquiera; pero esto no quiere decir que haya habido conspiración oficial 
de los blancos contra los negros, o vice-versa” ———, “La raza de color y la Independencia de Puerto 
Rico, VI,” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, September 27 1919. 
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the “Generación del Treinta” about the island’s supposed lack of “racial prejudice” 

vis-à-vis the United States.105 Instead, in the essay, Dessus acknowledges that many 

Puerto Ricans suffered from what he elsewhere calls “mulatismo,” which he defines as 

the “social vice that is all too common in Puerto Rico, in which many mestizos, 

regardless of whether or not they know their origins—emphatically and odiously deny 

their racial lineage.”106 The term also introduces a reading of the Puerto Rican nation 

as a place where most people were of mixed ancestry but were embarrassed to admit it.  

According to him, if every person in the island “would tell the truth, 90 percent of the 

of Puerto Rico’s population would be of color, but since ‘mulatismo’ has clouded the 

consciousness of all these hybrid beings, modified by the influence of their trajectory 

through generations, the race of color cannot entrench itself in any way to demand 

privileges and to maintain a more honorable and respectable position.”107 Nevertheless, 

Dessus was not implying here that because of mestizaje, Puerto Ricans regarded each 

other as equals with which they had to seek unity for the benefit of the “nation.” In 

other words, in the text, he resists celebrating a kind of “mestizo nationhood” like the 

one presented some years later in Vasconcelos’ popular essay, La raza cósmica (1925). 

Dessus also disagrees with those who would later claim that Puerto Rico’s  

mestizaje had turned the Puerto Rican people into a “nation adrift” unable to find its 

                                                
105 See Tomás Blanco and Arcadio Díaz Quiñones, El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico, 3a ed., Colección 
Obras completas de Tomás Blanco (Río Piedras, P.R.: Ediciones Huracán, 1985)., especially the book’s 
critical introduction by Arcadio Díaz Quiñones.   
106 “vicio social muy corriente en Puerto Rico, donde muchos mestizos conozcan o no su origen, 
reniegan odiosamente de sus razas genitoras” Flores y Balas, “Mulatismo” 199 
107 “Si cada uno confesara la verdad, el 90 porciento de la población puertorriqueña sería de color; pero 
como el mulatismo ha obscurecido la conciencia de todos los híbridos, modificados por la influencia de 
sus pasos a través de las generaciones, no puede la raza de color atrincherarse en ningún punto para 
demandar privilegios y mantenerse en una posición más respetable y honrosa” Luis Felipe Dessus, 
“Una palabra más,” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, August 7 1920. 
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footing in the world.108 The problem with Puerto Rico’s “mulatismo,” according to 

Dessus, was that anti-black racism had made people ashamed of their mixed ancestry. 

It caused them to loathe themselves, and in turn, to privately pit themselves against 

each other.  

 In his framing of independentism as a means of protecting Puerto Rico from 

U.S. racism, Dessus offered an alternative imagining of the Puerto Rican nation, not as 

a harmonious Great Family but as a place where islanders were united as a racial 

subaltern majority, albeit one that did not yet recognize itself as such. The implication 

in these essays was that Spanish colonialism and later American colonialism had kept 

people in a state of “mulatismo” in which they did not acknowledge their common 

colonial and racial subalternity. In a poem titled “Gesto Indiano” (1916), Dessus lays 

out an alternative historical and cultural narrative for a kind of black mestizo 

oppositional identity. The poem employs an ironic, combative tone through which the 

speaker addresses an imagined white person of unspecified gender and national origin, 

accusing him/her of inventing his/her own sense of superiority:  

Joy to you because you are white,  
And because you have faith,  

In the God that made the world,  
And in the power of a king.  

The nest of your spirit,  
Is made of straw, I see,  

Of false odalisques,  
An odd and puerile Eden it is. 

 
 

                                                
108 I am referring here specifically to Antonio Pedreira’s Insularismo and the powerful influence that it 
had—and continues to have—in how intellectuals understood Puerto Rico’s coloniality. See Antonio 
Salvador Pedreira, Insularismo, Novela (Barcelona: Vosgos, 1979). For an essay critical commentary 
on this book, see Juan Flores, Insularismo e ideología burguesa en Antonio Pedreira  (La Habana: Casa 
de las Américas, 1979).  



 

 

189 

In contrast, the speaker identifies as a mestizo subaltern subject who is black but who 

also has indigenous ancestors:  

I have, in my origins,  
A noble and splendid glory: 

I come from the strong 
Legionaries of Hatuey 
And from the sad race,  
That was so oppressed. 

 
In the final stanza, the speaker reverses the script of the racist ideologies of the time 

about mestizaje as a form of biological and cultural corruption and weakness, by 

referring to his blackness, not only as a source of pride, but as a basis for an 

oppositional subaltern identity:  

I am black and more blessed,  
Than a pope or a king! 

Because nature is my soul’s nest. 
No servant am I  

Nor I adore 
The myth of your faith: 

Because there’s nothing like being black,  
and worshipping Lucifer.109 

 
Thus, the poem’s speaker personifies a kind of black mestizo subject that is both a 

colonial subaltern (i.e., descended from Taíno warriors who were the first to rebel 

against colonialism in the New World) and an Afro-descended racial subaltern. In 

these stanzas, there is a clear and conscious effort to demarcate this black mestizo 

from the kind of whitened mestizo that abjures his black or indigenous past that 

                                                
109 Gozas porque eres blanco,/Y porque tienes fe,/En el Dios que hizo al mundo/Y en el poder de un 
rey./El nido de tu espíritu/Veo que de pajas, es,/Cual de odaliscas falsas,/Raro y pueril edén. – Yo no 
tengo en mi origen/Noble y fastuosa prez:/Yo vengo de los fuertes/Legionarios de Hatuey,/Y de la raza 
triste/Que tan opresa fue. – Yo soy negro, y dichoso;/¡Más que un papa y un rey!/Porque naturaleza/De 
mi alma el nido es./Ni soy siervo ni adoro/Al mito de tu fe:/Que no hay como ser negro/Y amar a 
Lucifer. Dessus, Flores y balas: 159-60. Hatuey was a Taíno chief from the island of Hispaniola who 
led a revolt against Spanish conquistadors in 1512  
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became the model national subject for much of Latin America in the 20th century, 

including in Puerto Rico.110  

This kind of black mestizo formed the basis of his attempt at redefining 

independentist nationalist discourse in Puerto Rico. In an essay published in Pancho 

Ibero six months after the last installment of “La raza de color...,” the author laments 

how Puerto Ricans of color refused to see each other as a group that had been both 

affected by racism historically, and that at the same time reproduced a “mulatista” 

kind of racism within the island:  “the race of color cannot accomplish any act of 

solidarity because the majority of our mulatos and mulatas—who have improved their 

physical features as a result of miscegenation—do not want to know anything about 

their black ancestors.”111 In contrast, according to Dessus, African Americans had no 

trouble seeing themselves as a nation within a nation standing together to both oppose 

racism and undo attempt to undo its structural legacy: “there are negroes that are jet 

black and negroes as white as foam. However, all of these negroes live in perfect 

harmony: they work, progress, become more educated and richer, and they preserve 

their dignity as well as the memory of the sorrows of their ancestors. There, a person 

of color, regardless of their sex, feels the pride of their race; but in Puerto Rico, these 

ridiculous and haughty, ignorant and conceited mulattos, filled with vain pretensions, 

                                                
110 For more the archetypal whitened mestizo national subject in Latin America, see Marilyn Grace 
Miller, Rise and Fall of the Cosmic Race: the Cult of Mestizaje in Latin America  (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2004). A classic example of this is of course José Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race: a 
Bilingual Edition, trans. Didier Tisdel Jaén, Johns Hopkins paperbacks ed., Race in the Americas 
(Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997). 
111 “Si cada uno confesara la verdad, el 90 porciento de la población puertorriqueña sería de color; pero 
como el mulatismo ha obscurecido la conciencia de todos los híbridos, modificados por la influencia de 
sus pasos a través de las generaciones, no puede la raza de color atrincherarse en ningún punto para 
demandar privilegios y mantenerse en una posición más respetable y honrosa” Dessus, “Una palabra 
más.” 
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always find a way of covering up their Ethiopic origins.”112   

Thus, in comparison to Carrión, Dessus may have not subscribed to his 

friend’s attempt at creating a radical annexationism, yet he certainly agreed with his 

critique of the idea of Puerto Rico as a harmonious family. In this regard, he faced a 

similar entanglement, one that provoked him to have a conversation with himself so to 

speak about which ought to come first, or rather which was a more pressing objective: 

a Puerto Rican nation that would protect Puerto Ricans from U.S. institutional racist 

practices, or the realization of a Puerto Rican body politic conscious of its racial and 

colonial subalternity. To put it another way, Dessus’ idea of what the Puerto Rican 

nation ought to be was not one structured around a paternalistic relationship between a 

whites elite directing class and a predominantly non-white cohort of directed Puerto 

Ricans from the laboring classes. Rather, it was a nation whose national consciousness 

was proportional to how much they identified with each others’ historical experiences 

of continued racial and colonial subalternity under U.S. rule. 

Conclusion  

 My point in putting Carrión and Dessus in correspondence with each other is to 

show that in spite of their opposing status preferences, both men influenced each 

others’ search for a politics of anti-colonialism in Puerto Rico that was also anti-racist. 

This in part stems from their unique trajectory at a time when a small number of men 

                                                
112 “la raza de color no puede realizar ningún acto de solidaridad, porque la mayor parte de nuestros 
mulatos y mulatas, mejorados en su aspecto físico por los efectos del cruzamiento no quieren saber de 
sus ascendientes negros…En los Estados Unidos, hay negros obscuros como el azabache y negros 
blancos como la espuma. Sin embargo, esos negros viven en perfecta armonía: trabajan, progresan, y se 
hacen sabios y ricos y sostienen con plausible cordialidad la dignidad y la historia de amarguras 
ascendientes. Allá, una persona de color, sea cual fuere su sexo, siente el orgullo de su raza; pero en 
Puerto Rico, estos mulatos inflados y ridículos, llenos de vanas pretensiones, ignorantes y fantoches, 
siempre buscan el modo de ocultar su origen etiópico.” Ibid.  
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of color like themselves were becoming influential in Puerto Rican politics and letters. 

Both men came of age in a town and region that that lay at the epicenter of Puerto 

Rico’s late 19th century Autonomist movement and its repression. As young activists, 

Carrión and Dessus aligned themselves with the radical wing of the Autonomista party 

but as men of color, they confronted the fact that within the Great Autonomist Family, 

people of their social rank bore the brunt of the punishments for their activities as they 

were also treated paternalistically by white upper class creoles. They also realized that 

not all Autonomistas believed that laboring class men of color were fit to either run for 

political office or even vote.  

After 1898, Carrión and Dessus actively performed the role of “race leaders” 

representing blacks and mulattos among the island’s mostly white political and literary 

elites. Ultimately, they disagreed about whether or not U.S. federalism would either 

protect or harm people like themselves. Their differences of opinion about Puerto 

Rico’s status may also have to do with differing personal loyalties to gatekeepers in 

Puerto Rico’s political sphere. This could certainly explain in part why Carrión 

remained loyal to the Republicanos in spite of his pronounced ideological differences 

with the party’s leadership. However, the fact that both Carrión and Dessus suffered 

numerous indignities as anti-racist and anti-colonial activists suggests that not 

everything they did was for self-interest. They were also activists who suffered the 

consequences of attempting to challenge the continuation of creole white supremacy in 

the period of American colonialism.113  

                                                
113 For example, both Carrión and Dessus were imprisoned several times during their lives for their 
political activities. In Dessus’ case, for example, he was accused of inciting a riot and imprisoned in 
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 As anti-colonial/anti-racist activists of color within these institutions, Carrión 

and Dessus were committed to confronting the contradictions in both the discourse of 

Puerto Rican nationhood via a Great Family and the discourse of American 

nationhood via its purported exceptionalism. Carrión coined the term “ten con ten” to 

highlight how both of these discourses were structured around powerfully effective 

contradictions. As a person who actively performed the role of the oppositional black 

intellectual, he believed it was his role to model a different kind of liberal democratic 

politics that repudiated these “ten con tens” and that sought to create openings for 

black men of color like himself to fill leadership roles while seeking common cause 

with other race and class subalterns in the United States in an effort to create a society 

that reflected the values enshrined in the U.S. constitution. As I mentioned, this 

endeavor was as much about countering creole elite and white American discourses 

about Afro-descendants as particularly racialized, gendered, and classed subjects as it 

was about performing a different kind of masculinity in which the Puerto Rican 

mulatto would “save” the white American woman and its gendered discursive 

homologue, the American nation instead of the other way around. Dessus on the other 

hand opted to mobilize Puerto Ricans of color not only in favor of independence but 

also in favor of rejecting a “mulatista” interpretation of the Puerto Rican nation 

premised on the disavowal of blackness and the assimilation into whiteness. 

 Today, the names of Tomás Carrión Maduro and Luis Felipe Dessus are 

seldom invoked in the island and even less so, among diasporicans in the United States. 

                                                                                                                                       
1901 after writing an article in which he called on sugar workers in Arecibo who were on strike at the 
time to fight back against police abuses. See Canales Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro. 
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Any visitor to the island’s two main cities, San Juan and Ponce, will quickly notice 

statues, boulevards and parks named after prominent creole white Puerto Ricans like 

Baldorioty de Castro, Luis Muñoz Rivera, and José de Diego. The only non-white 

national leader typically memorialized in these spaces is José Celso Barbosa who has 

been discursively recast by contemporary pro-statehooders as not only an uncritical 

annexationist but also as a promoter of the gran familia. Thus, the version of Barbosa 

that is commonly remembered today is a sterilized one that does not in any way 

threaten the dominant narrative of Puerto Rico as a nation where structural hierarchies 

of race and class do not exist. I would argue that what makes these historical figures 

more likely to be remembered is the fact that they premised their political ideals on the 

discourse of race and class paternalism enshrined in the trope of the “gran familia.” 

This then explains why self-identified black activist intellectuals like Carrión and 

Dessus who openly criticized the idea that Puerto Rico would achieve nationhood 

through a racially paternalistic “great family” would be absent in the spaces that evoke 

a particular kind of national history. As Gonçalves reminds us in his analysis of Cuban 

monuments commemorating Martí, “Dedications of major national monuments are 

privileged moments in the construction of the national community. In these ritual 

occasions, groups of social actors help to construct the nation by imagining its 

characteristics and discursively proclaiming its existence.”114 

 The silencing of Carrion’s and Dessus’ memory is remarkable given that both 

men were well known at the time of their deaths, especially Carrión. We see this 

                                                
114 João Felipe  Gonçalves, “The ‘Apostle’ in Stone: Nationalism and Monuments in Honor of José 
Martí,” in The Cuban Republic and José Martí: reception and use of a national symbol, ed. Mauricio A. 
Font and Alfonso W. Quiroz (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006), 18. 
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clearly in the obituaries dedicated to him after his passing in March of 1920. One 

person claimed that “there was no intellectual initiative that did not include Tomás 

Carrión—and to which he would devote himself disinterestedly. He was the most 

popular man in Puerto Rico.”115 Another person called him “the most popular orator 

from the race of color” and another author referred to him as “the apostle, the mentor, 

the intellectual guide of his party.”116 Curiously, in 1920, a group of people lobbied 

the local government of Ponce—the place where he resided during for most of his 

life—asking the city to commemorate a Carrión by either building a monument to him 

or naming a public work after him. The debates surrounding these proposals offer us a 

glimpse of how Carrión’s death was promptly followed by a battle between those who 

wanted to celebrate Carrión—or at least a particular narrative about him as a national 

hero of color—and those who actively sought to silence his memory. A week after he 

died, the Republicano minority in Ponce’s municipal assembly submitted a proposal to 

proclaim him an “adoptive son of Ponce” and to name a place or a public work after 

him. In response, Gustavo Rodríguez, a Unionista assemblyman obstructed their 

efforts, insisting that the assembly should first open an investigation tasked with 

inquiring exactly what benefits Carrión had brought to the city of Ponce in order to 

determine whether he deserved such a recognition. In protest, the petitioners withdrew 

their motion.117 Five days later, the Ponce-based Republicano newspaper El Águila ran 

                                                
115 “No hubo en Puerto Rico ninguna iniciativa de orden intelectual en que no se contara—y él se 
prestase desinteresadamente—con el concurso de Tomás Carrión… fue el hombre más popular de 
Puerto Rico.” “Tomás Carrión, ha muerto,” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 13 1920.  
116 “el orador más popular de la raza de color” “En honor al fenecido periodista, Tomás Carrión,” El 
Águila de Puerto Rico, March 16 1920. Another author referred to him as “el apóstol, el maestro, el 
guía intelectual y moral de su partido” Martínez, “Tomás Carrión Maduro.”  
117 “Datos oficiales de una asamblea municipal de Ponce,” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 19 1920. 
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an op-ed in which the author described Mr. Rodríguez as a man of color and 

condemned him for blocking a measure aimed at commemorating the merits of a 

fellow “hombre de color.”118 El Águila also reported on plans to build a statue of 

Carrión in the Ponce’s central plaza. According to one letter to the editor, the statue 

would be paid out of a fundraising efforts “from las clases populares” that supported 

the plan.119 Although the effort was ultimately unsuccessful, there is now a bronze 

statue of Carrión in Juana Díaz in a small park outside the city center. Interestingly, in 

the plaque at the base of the monument, there is no mention of Carrión’s race or of his 

own description as “el primero entre los negros.” Instead, the text describes him as an 

accomplished journalist and writer who wrote about history, philosophy, religion, 

politics, and ethics without saying anything about the content of his positions. There is 

also a street in Juana Díaz that bears his name, which crosses another street named 

after Dessus. Regardless of the fact that these names are memorialized at least in their 

hometown, what is important to recognize is that the memorialization of these figures 

is framed in a way that corresponds to a particular narrative that represents the Puerto 

Rican nation as a fraternal union of people. In other words, they are remembered as 

agents in the making of a nation where race and class did not matter as opposed to a 

nation like the one represented in Cumba in which the longue durée of 19th century 

racial and class formations continued to shape hierarchies of power in early 20th 

century Puerto Rico.120  

                                                
118 “Aquilataciones,” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 22 1920. 
119 “En honor al fenecido periodista, Tomás Carrión.” 
120 The only exceptions to this pattern of omission are the three public schools named after Tomás 
Carrión Maduro, one in Ponce, one in San Juan, and another in Bayamón. This was probably due to the 
mid-20th century custom of naming the more than 1,500 schools that exist in the island after figures in 
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I have bookended this chapter with these descriptions of the ways people like 

Carrión and Dessus have been silenced in Puerto Rico’s history to highlight both the 

significance and the limitations of my argument about their “entanglements.” By 

crafting a countermemory of these figures, I wish to elucidate how Puerto Rico’s 

dominant discourse of nationhood via race and class paternalism gained its dominance 

in part by actively suppressing alternative discourses that offered a different 

understanding of the island’s past, present, and future as a national community. 

However, I wish to stress here that I do not believe that attempting to write Carrión 

Maduro and Dessus into history is going to correct the overarching discursive 

apparatus that has cemented the way the Puerto Rican nation has been constructed as 

something that is irreconcilable with a politics of racial subalternity. This is precisely 

why this countermemory has to ultimately be about their “entanglements” rather than 

about their attempts at black liberation. Ultimately, if anything, this picture of Dessus’ 

and Carrión’s politics of race and nation delineates for us what the limits of anti-

racist/anti-colonial activism were at the beginning of the 20th century.  

In the next chapter, I analyze the ways Carrión and Dessus saw themselves as 

anti-colonial and anti-racist activists in relation to various pan-national and 

internationalist social movements that emerged at the time they were writing. One of 

the interesting things about Carrión is that he travelled not only to the United States 
                                                                                                                                       
Puerto Rican history. Clearly, when these schools were built, some people remembered who Carrión 
was, including probably Gov. Luis Muñoz Marín (i.e., Muñoz Rivera’s son) who knew Carrión 
personally. However, as is often the case with these government buildings, people will pass in front of 
them every day and not even know anything about the person the structure is named after. In my 
research, I have spoken to very few people in Puerto Rico who know recognize Carrión’s and Dessus’ 
names, including several experts on Puerto Rican history that I’ve spoken to about my research. This 
trend is probably changing now thanks to the recent publication of Ramos Perea’s anthology on 19th 
century black Puerto Rican authors, which includes brief sections on both Carrión and Dessus. Again, 
see Ramos-Perea, Literatura puertorriqueña negra... 
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but to Cuba—where he participated in both anti-colonial and anti-racist political 

circles—and to Europe, where he represented Puerto Rico in the 1911 Congress of the 

Races held in London. While Dessus did not have the same opportunities to travel as 

Carrión, what is fascinating about his work as the co-editor of Pancho Ibero is that in 

the newspaper, he regularly published translated articles appearing that originally 

appeared in black newspapers like the NAACP’s The Crisis and even the UNIA’s 

Negro World. In what follows then, I explore the how both Carrión and Dessus 

attempted to reconcile their respective practices of trans-national black anti-racism 

with their attempts at redefining the politics of nationhood in Puerto Rico and their 

practices of Antillean pan-nationalism.  
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Chapter IV- Black Antilleanisms, Antillean Pan-Africanisms: the Entanglements 
of Race and Pan-Nationhood in Black Puerto Rican Anti-Racist Political 
Discourse, 1894-1922  
 
 
 
 

 
“to look for ethnic unity among populations that are 
hybrid products of all races and of all peoples is an idea 
that is as laughable as that of looking for elements that 
can give glory, reintegration, and power to our vexatious 
Latin soul.”1 –Tomás Carrión Maduro, Alma Latina 
(1905) 

 
 
In the jungles of Africa 
and the jungles of Antillean isles 
there are still screams of agony and sorrow: 
they are the souls of martyrs of barbaric irony 
of the feudal lords of old: 
the archaic manorial chiefs  
of old villages 
where republican ideas perished. 
where prayers/ never sprung from hearts, 
because the master prayed and hated: 
and the slave prayed and raged.2 
-Luis Felipe Dessus, Redención (1918) 

                                                
1 “buscar unidad étnica, en pueblos que son productos híbridos de todas las razas y de todos los pueblos 
es una ocurrencia tan risible como la de buscar todos aquellos elementos que puedan darle poderío, 
reintegración y gloria á nuestra enfadosa alma latina.”  
2 “En las selvas africanas/ Y en las selvas antillanas/ Aún hay gritos de amargura y agonía:/ Son las 
almas de los mártires de la bárbara ironía/ De los clásicos feudales:/ Los arcaicos caciques señoriales/ 
De las Viejas aldeas/ Donde siempre perecieron las repúblicas ideas./ Donde las oraciones/ No salían 
nunca de los corazones,/Porque el amo rezaba y odiaba:/ Y el esclavo rezaba y rabiaba.” 
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In previous chapters, I addressed how Rafael Serra’s attempt at reconciling the 

dominant discourse of Cuban nationhood with a vernacular black nationalist politics 

required an articulation of how Cuban racial subalterns ought to position themselves 

vis-à-vis dominant ideas of black diasporicity and Latin American pan-nationhood. In 

this chapter, I analyze how Tomás Carrión-Maduro’s and Luis Felipe Dessus’ attempts 

at rearticulating the dominant pan-national/pan-ethnic imaginaries of their time also 

demanded that they consider how black Puerto Rican racial subalterns ought to relate 

to other Afro-descendants and other Latin Americans/Latina/os living in other parts of 

the Atlantic. In the case of Carrión, I argue here that his challenge to dominant notions 

of Puerto Rican nationhood entailed a necessary confrontation of dominant 

constructions of Antilleanism and Latin American pan-nationhood as vehicles for the 

obliteration of blackness as an oppositional identity. I contend that his experiences as a 

traveller of the Antilles seeking to establish bonds of solidarity with other anti-colonial 

liberals in the region transformed Carrión’s understanding of the benefits and pitfalls 

of such pan-nationalisms. In other words, it was his “practice of Antilleanism” that led 

to a concomitant practice of black diasporicity, which in turn led Carrión to eschew all 

types of nationalisms and pan-nationalisms—including black nationalism—in favor of 

a politics of radical, anti-nationalist liberal republicanism. I also show how in spite of 

this, Carrión remained entangled with the question of how to mobilize a critical mass 

of people demanding radical liberal democracy without nationalisms and pan-

nationalisms.  

In contrast to Carrión, as I mentioned previously, Luis Felipe Dessus remained 

committed to using Puerto Rican nationalism as a way of mobilizing black Puerto 



 

 

201 

Ricans against colonialism. One important difference between Dessus and Carrión is 

that the former argued that the introduction of U.S. white supremacy to an already 

white supremacist society such as Puerto Rico’s would make it increasingly difficult 

for black political subjects to mobilize against both racism and colonialism. 

Interestingly, like Serra, Dessus actively read and even reprinted translated texts from 

black American newspapers from that era. Moreover, in his essays and poems, there is 

an unmistakable sense of common identification with other black diasporic subjects. 

Nevertheless, like Serra, Dessus also believed that Afro-descendants in Puerto Rico 

ought to fight for Puerto Rican independence first, that is, before fighting on behalf of 

black racial subalterns elsewhere. Thus, the politics of anti-racism that he pursued was 

one that relied on an idea of nationhood that Dessus knew was premised on an idea of 

racial paternalism between creole whites and non-whites. Nevertheless, Dessus 

claimed that Puerto Rican independentism was the only recourse Afro-descendants 

like himself had against an increasingly white supremacist kind of coloniality. Of 

course, using Puerto Rican nationalism to mobilize black Puerto Ricans as a sub-

national class would prove to be difficult given that the dominant discourse of Puerto 

Rican nationhood was premised on an understanding that a politicized black racial 

subaltern subject could not exist in the “great Puerto Rican family.”  

The black Haitian republic as a sign of the  
impossibility of an Antillean pan-nation 

 
 Before Carrión-Maduro’s conversion to annexationism at the beginning of the 

20th century, he was known among Puerto Rican radicals as a supporter of Cuba’s 

armed revolution against Spain after 1895 and as an alleged liaison of the Partido 
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Revolucionario Cubano in Puerto Rico. Previously, I mentioned that Carrión became 

involved in anti-colonial activism as a member of the working class wing of the 

island’s late 19th century autonomist movement. Like many of his Hispanic Caribbean 

anti-colonial contemporaries (e.g., Rafael Serra, Arturo Alfonso Schomburg), he was 

forced to flee the island in 1893 in order to avoid being persecuted for his activism. 

After travelling to Venezuela, Santo Domingo, and Haiti, he decided to relocate 

temporarily to Havana. There, he published several articles in Juan Gualberto 

Gómez’s La Igualdad, which was both an unofficial organ to the Partido 

Revolucionario Cubano as well as the Directorio Central de las Sociedades de Raza de 

Color, Cuba’s foremost anti-racist, civil rights organization founded in 1887.3 It was 

also there that he published his first book, A vuela pluma (1894). Carrión’s 

relationship to Cuban anti-colonial leaders like Juan Gualberto Gómez is probably 

what led to his involvement with Cuban radical separatists, for which he was 

condemned to prison in 1897 after his alleged involvement in the “Yauco uprising,” 

the second and last armed separatist revolt in Puerto Rican history [Fig. 4.1].4  

In what follows, I examine how Carrión-Maduro’s particular “practice of 

Antilleanism”  led him to ultimately eschew Cuban and Puerto Rican nationalism and 

Antillean and Latin American pan-nationalisms as instruments for anti-colonialism 

and anti-imperialism. By “practice of Antilleanism,” I am referring to his experiences 

as a traveller of the Antillean islands seeking to establish common cause with other 

colonial/imperial subalterns. Other white creole liberals also engaged in a practice of  
                                                
3 Pedro Deschamps Chapeaux, El negro en el periodismo cubano en el siglo XIX  (Habana: Ediciones R, 
1963). 75-77. 
4 Lidio Cruz-Monclova, Historia de Puerto Rico, siglo XIX, vol. 3:3 (Río Piedras: Editorial 
Universitaria, 1952-62). 45-48. 



 

 

203 

 
  

Figure 4.1: Photo of a recreation of the Yauco Rebellion of 1897 by some of 
the original participants. Carrión was imprisoned for allegedly serving as a 
liason between members of the PRC in New York and the rebels who staged 
this uprising, the second and last separatist revolt of the 19th century in Puerto 
Rico(Our Islands and their People, 1899).  
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Antilleanism whereby they attempted to coordinate anti-colonial and anti-imperialist 

uprisings in the Caribbean region (e.g., Ramón Emeterio Betances, and José Martí).5 

What was unique about Carrión’s Antilleanism is that as a self-identified black racial 

subaltern traveling around the Caribbean seeking to make connections with other anti-

colonial/anti-imperial activists in the region, he became aware of how Afro-

descendants like himself were treated patronizingly by creole elite liberals. He also 

observed how these elites also took issue with blacks and mulattos who sought to 

organize as a racial subaltern group as they simultaneously embraced them as equal 

members of the purportedly soon to be sovereign nation-states. For example, Carrión 

lived in Cuba and wrote for Juan Gualberto Gómez’ newspaper at the same time that 

members of the Cuba’s creole elite intelligentsia publicly criticized the work that the 

Directorio Central de Sociedades de la Raza de Color was doing to organize Cuba’s 

“class of color.” As a consequence of this, Carrión’s travels through Cuba as a friend 

of the Cuban separatist cause led him to become an advocate on behalf of Cubans of 

                                                
5 Antilleanism was a current of political thought that became popular in the 1860s among liberal, anti-
colonial activists in the Spanish speaking Caribbean. Antillanistas believed that in order for Greater 
Antillean colonies to rid themselves definitively of foreign rule, they had to band together into some 
kind of confederation of sovereign nation-states. As Gaztambide-Géigel points out, the idea of an 
Antillean “confederation” was created within the context of the 1860s as a reaction to the French 
occupation of Mexico, the Spanish occupation of the Dominican Republic, and the Jamaican elite’s 
rejection of autonomy after the Morant Bay Rebellion. These events coincided with the struggle to end 
Spanish colonialism in Cuba and Puerto Rico in the late 1860s which was being coordinated by the 
New York based Sociedad Republicana de Cuba y Puerto Rico (i.e., the Republican Society of Cuba 
and Puerto Rico). There were many different permutations of Antilleanist discourses of pan-nationhood, 
some of which included Haiti--as was the case with the Antilleanism of Betances and later on Maceo 
and Martí—and some of which did not, as in the case of Hostos. With the defeat of Cuba’s Ten Year 
War, this idea lost its appeal in the1880s but was brought back in the following decade by separatist 
revolutionaries like Martí as a way of building support for the PRC’s revolution among Hispanic 
Caribbean émigrés living in the U.S. and in other parts of the Caribbean basin. See Antonio 
Gaztambide-Géigel, Tan lejos de Dios: ensayos sobre las relaciones del Caribe con Estados Unidos  
(San Juan, P.R.: Ediciones Callejón, 2006). 62-64. See also Philippe Zacaïr, “Haiti on his Mind: 
Antonio Maceo and Caribbeaness,” Caribbean Studies 33, no. 1 (2005)., and Hebert Ramiro Pérez-
Concepción, “Haití en José Martí,” Ciencia en su PC 4(2010). 
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color who were seeking to use organizations such as the Directorio to become equal 

participants in Cuban politics.  

Carrión Maduro arrived in Havana in 1894 after passing briefly through Haiti, 

an experience that he would later write about while in Cuba and that marked a pivotal 

point in his life as an activist. This was also precisely the moment when separatist 

leaders like Martí were actively disassociating the Cuban separatist cause with Haiti’s 

black republicanism. Martí considered Haiti to be acceptable as a member of a future 

Antillean confederation as long as people understood that a black racial subaltern 

nationalist politics responded to that country’s particular history of slavery and 

abolitionist anti-colonialism. According to the PRC’s Antilleanists, a politics of black 

racial subalternity would not and ought not exist anywhere else in the Antilles. The 

purpose of any future Antillean pan-nation was to create a critical mass of independent 

island states capable of repelling U.S. and European imperialism while simultaneously 

allow each individual national “fraternity” or “great family” to help Afro-descendants 

modernize themselves individually and eventually “catch up” with their more 

educated, white brethren.  

If we examine the content of Carrión’s writings from the 1890s that emerged 

out of his particular experiences and practices of Antilleanism, it is clear that he had 

his own ideas about the role of black politics in any future Antillean anti-imperialist 

project in comparison to leading Antilleanists like Martí, Betances, and Eugenio María 

de Hostos. Similar to his critiques of the lack of union within the Puerto Rican nation, 

Carrión’s pre-1898 essays published in Cuba attempt to do two things simultaneously. 

First, Carrión impeached the idea of racial fraternalism in Cuba by implying that white 
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separatist leaders in that island treated black and mulatto intellectuals and writers in a 

paternalistic matter (i.e., at the same time that Serra was doing this with his journalism 

in New York). Secondly, rather than dismissing Haiti’s black racial subaltern 

geopolitics as incompatible with Antilleanist pan-nationalism, he calls into question 

whether Cuban liberals who distanced the politics of anti-colonialism in Puerto Rico 

and Cuba from Haiti’s anti-imperialism were truly committed to anti-racism.6  

In 1894, at the age of 24 and after living in Havana for less than a year, Carrión 

Maduro published a short book in that city titled A vuela pluma: Haití, Plácido y 

Manuel Sanguily.7 The book contains two pieces that Carrión penned during his 

political exile. The first is a journalistic chronicle of his brief trip to Haiti on his way 

to Havana.8 In the opening lines, the narrator identifies himself as a “son of Ham” who 

happened to pass by Port-au-Prince as a “castaway of the oceans of misfortune.”9 With 

                                                
6 About the use of the term “transcolonial” as opposed to “transnational,” Sara Johnson says the 
following: “I adopt the modifier transcolonial as opposed to transnational both because the latter would 
be anachronistic in most of the examples under study and because the concept of empire carries 
connotations of global connectedness that are often lost in the national frame. Even as imperial borders 
in the Americas were in the process of becoming national ones, the world examined here was conceived 
and regulated to bring the maximum benefit to the colonial state.” See Sara E.  Johnson, The Fear of 
French Negroes: Transcolonial Collaboration in the Revolutionary Americas  (Berkeley: University of 
California, 2012). 3.  
7 “A vuela pluma” is an expression in Spanish that is used to denote something improvised or a work 
that is done in a hurry. 
8 The genre of the journalistic “crónica” became esp. popular in Latin America at the time. See Susana 
Rotker, La invención de la crónica, Colección Ensayo (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Letra Buena, 1992).  
9 The original reads: “Like a castaway in the ocean of calamities thrown into the reefs of a neighboring 
beach by the rude storms of misfortune, through such ill-fate, I arrived on Haitian shores the morning of 
the 28 of July of last year, that black republic, that some claim is a place in which some people eat other 
people. I have no fatherland. My mother gave birth to me, not in a manger as Mary gave birth to the 
Savior of the world, but in a field like beasts give birth to their brood. On that day, with his fierce 
cawing, the black crow signaled the arrival of a new son of Ham to this world of infantile imbeciles.” 
(“Como un náufrago del océano de las desdichas á quien las rudas tormentas del infortunio arrojan 
sobre los arrecifes de vecina playa, de tal suerte digo, llegué en la mañana del 28 del próximo pasado 
Julio á las playas haitianas, la república negra, que llaman algunos, el país en donde hay gentes que 
comen gentes, que dicen otros. Yo no tengo patria. Mi madre me dio á luz, no en un portal como María 
al Salvador del mundo, sino en un pasto como las bestias á sus hijos. El negro cuervo con su graznido 
salvaje saludó en aquel infausto día el advenimiento de un nuevo hijo de Can á este mundo de estúpidos 
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an ironic tone, he describes Haiti’s capital as place where everything is black, in other 

words, the opposite of the society he comes from: 

black was the ferry service that brought me on board. Black was the 
day in which I landed…Even the soil on which I stepped on was black, 
what darkness! One would say that this was the apocalypse of my life. 
A sinister orgy of all that is tenebrous. There are more blacks there than 
there are worries in Cuba. Blacks that come and blacks that go. Blacks 
in commerce. Blacks occupied in art. Blacks in industry. Blacks in the 
militias. Blacks as civil servants. Blacks taking on delicate duties in 
government. Blacks as diplomats. Black scientists. Black literati. At the 
end of the day, everything is black. For me, all of this had the majestic 
sovereignty of the greatest of all novelties.10  
 

The narrator’s description here reads almost like a science fiction tableau of what the 

world would be like if Afro-descendants everywhere ruled their destinies. Moreover 

he claims that in this world of modest buildings and humble functionaries, the island’s 

democratically elected political leadership was committed to ensuring that all citizens 

were treated as equal members of the nation [Fig. 4.2].11  

In passages such as this, the narrator oftentimes employs a satirical tone in  

                                                                                                                                       
y mocosos.”) - Tomás Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: Haití. Plácido y Manuel Sanguily  (Habana: La 
Constancia, 1894). 3. 
10“Negro [era] el servicio del buque que me llevaba á su bordo. Negro el día de mi desembarque. Negro 
yo, negra hasta la tierra que por primera vez pisaba, ¡Cuánta lobreguez! Diríase que aquello era la 
apocalipsis de mi vida. Orgía siniestra de todo lo tenebroso. Allí hay más negros que preocupaciones 
tiene Cuba. Negros que van y negros que vienen. Negros en el comercio. Negros ocupados en las artes. 
Negros ocupados en las industrias. Negros en la milicia. Negros desempeñando los destinos civiles. 
Negros ejerciendo delicados cargos gubernamentales. Negros diplomáticos. Negros científicos. Negros 
literatos. Negros artistas. Negro todo, en fin. Aquello tenía para mí la majestad solemne de las grandes 
novedades.” Ibid., 4. 
11 Carrión arrived in Haiti during the presidency of Florvil Hyppolite who in comparison to his 
predecessors was able to establish a relative level of peace and stability in the country, with the 
exception of the violent repression of over a hundred conspirators who attempted to stage a coup in 
March of 1891. Many public works were built under his tenure. This was also the time when the 
eminent Haitian intellectual Anténor Firmin served as minister of Finance and Foreign Affairs, and not 
too soon after Frederick Douglass served as a U.S. Ambassador the Republic of Haiti between 1889-
1891. Of course, what is often remembered about Douglass tenure was his failure to convince Hyppolite 
and Firmin to allow the United States to establish a naval base in the Mole St. Nicholas harbor. Thus, in 
1894, Haiti seemed to be a country that was not only getting its act together politically and 
economically but was also holding its ground against the threat of U.S. imperialism.  
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Figure 4.2: Photo of a street scene in Port-au-Prince from around 1901, a 
few years after Carrión’s visit to Haiti (Prints and Photographs Division, 
Library of Congress).  
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order to provoke the reader to contemplate the racist misconceptions about Haiti and 

its black population. Simultaneously, the text compares Haiti’s racial structure to that 

of Puerto Rico and Cuba: “There [i.e., in Haiti], there are gentlemen of dark color 

belonging to a highborn lineage of virtuous and talented men; but there, there are no 

negroes of white color belonging to the highborn lineage of loathsome crapulence… 

There, there are no mulattoes that forsake their mothers because they are black and 

enslaved, who instead seek out their fathers because they are common whites, thus 

experiencing the disgust of not having one or the other.”12 Thus, the text attempts to 

do two things simultaneously: refute the way Europeans and white creoles from Cuba 

and Puerto Rico disparaged Haitians while also underlining the fact that both of these 

islands possessed a white supremacist social structure that no longer existed in the 

“black republic.” Commenting on rumors of cannibalism which were commonly used 

to characterize Haitians as a savage people incapable of self-government, the narrator 

states: “There are some who claim that the Haitians eat human flesh…however, I 

would venture to walk in the most remote jungles of Haiti without fear of being 

devoured by any person, not even by wild animals, but I walk with trepidation through 

the more crowded places of countries that give the appearance of being more cultured, 

afraid of being eaten by some negrophobic white.”13 The narrator also notes the 

hypocrisy of members of the lettered elites in Latin America who condemned 

President Hyppolitte’s bloody crackdown on a coup that attempted to oust him from 

                                                
12 Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: 6. 
13“Hay quien dice, que los haitianos comen carne humana…sin embargo, yo me aventuraría á caminar 
por las selvas más intrincadas de Haití sin temor de ser por nadie, ni aún por las fieras, devorado, pero 
paseo con previsión por los lugares más concurridos de países, al parecer más cultos, pero abrigando el 
temor de ser comido por algún blanco negrófilo.” Ibid. For more on the tropes of cannibalism and how 
it related to anti-Haitian fear mongering, see no. 17 below.  
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power on May 28, 1891 as they failed to consider similar or even bloodier acts 

committed by their own governments in their own countries.14  

Thus, throughout the essay, Carrión defends Haiti’s attempts at establishing a 

black republic that opposed European and U.S. American imperialism while 

simultaneously critiquing those who claimed that the time that Haitians were incapable 

of self-government and therefore needed a foreign power to rule then. He highlights 

the way the Haitian nation was used as a symbol of blackness vis-à-vis how 

neighboring nations constructed themselves as whiter and therefore more civilized 

than this “black republic.” Compared to countries mentioned in the piece such as 

Argentina, Colombia, Honduras, Costa Rica, and Guatemala—countries which 

witnessed a share of civil wars, conflicts, and corrupt dictatorships—Carrión here 

represents Haiti as a true liberal republic because in it, there was, according to him, no 

white supremacist structure that divided society and no mulatto inferiority complex 

that caused people of one nation to turn against each other: “That oligarchy, that 

cancer that slowly consumes the political organism of all peoples, has yet to take root 

in the heart of that country, sanctified by the generosity of its noble sons and daughters, 

if there can be such a thing as noble negroes.”15  

In the last part of Carrión’s chronicle of his trip to Haiti, the narrator disputes 

                                                
14 Ibid., 8. 
15 “La oligarquía, ese cáncer que lentamente va consumiendo el organismo político social de los pueblos, 
todavía no se ha apoderado en el seno de aquel país santificado por la generosidad de sus nobles hijos, 
si es que los negros pueden ser nobles.” Ibid., 9. Carrión’s assertion that there were no racial hierarchies 
in Haiti is incorrect. As Nicholls indicates, “politics in [Haiti] the rest of the 19th century can generally 
be seen as a tussle between a mulatto elite centered in the capital and in the cities of the South, on the 
one hand, and a small black elite often in alliance with army leaders and peasant irregulars, on the other. 
In the years following 1867 these groups formalized themselves into a largely mulatto Liberal Party, 
and a preponderantly black National Party.” David Nicholls, “A Work of Combat: Mulatto Historians 
and the Haitian Past, 1847-1867,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 16, no. 1 (1974): 
15. 
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the way the Haitian nation is represented in a travel narrative written in 1893 by a 

Puerto Rican medical doctor named José Rodríguez Castro.16 Rodríguez had travelled 

to Haiti with the hopes of establishing a vaccination clinic in Port-au-Prince. After 

three months of residence in the capital, he returned to Puerto Rico, upset and 

disappointed with the treatment that he received in Haiti. Soon after, he published 

what became a bestselling volume where he provided his readers with an embittered 

account of his experiences there. In the second half of the 19th century, many authors 

published similar narratives of their travels through Haiti in which they impugned the 

country’s ability to function as a sovereign nation, describing it as a chaotic failed 

state, encumbered by corruption, ignorance, laziness, and barbaric superstitions. Many 

of these books became bestsellers in part because of their detailed descriptions of 

alleged Vodun practices involving ritual cannibalism.17 One of the most well known 

accounts at the time was Hayti, or the Black Republic (1884), which was written by 

Sir Spencer St. John, a British diplomat who served in Haiti as a chargé d’affaires 

between 1863 and 1877.18 

Responding to Rodríguez Castro’s bestseller, in his essay, Carrión questions 

the author’s motives for writing the book, implying that he was more interested in 

making a fortune than in telling the truth. He accuses Rodríguez of perpetrating the 

                                                
16 See José Rodríguez-Castro, Cosas de Haití: notas de un viaje a este país  (Ponce: Tip. El Telégrafo, 
1893). 
17 See Alasdair Pettinger, “From Vaudoux to Voodoo,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 40, no. 4 
(2004): 418-19. 
18 Given the popularity and financial success of St. John’s book’s, it is no surprise that Rodriguez-
Castro’s Haiti narrative resembles it in content and form. Both books are divided into chapters each 
covering a different aspect of Haiti (e.g., geography, demography, history, politics, etc.). Also, both 
books have chapters specifically on Vodun practices—which they referred to as Vaudou—and ritual 
cannibalism. See Spenser St. John, Hayti, or The black republic, Source books on Haiti, no 9 
(Edinburgh: Ballantine Press, 1884). 
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same kind of for-profit-schemes that made other Latin American nation states into 

corrupt post-colonial oligarchies and neo-colonies of foreign powers:  

It is a known fact that not long ago, a compatriot of mine, Dr. José 
Rodríguez Castro, a man learned in medicine, searched deep within the 
attic of his encephalon for a redeeming idea that would allow him to 
make a few bucks without having to expend much effort. He acquired 
several consumptive cows, and without consulting with God nor the 
Devil, he went to Haiti, it being the most convenient place where he 
could satisfy his ravenous ends… but Dr. Rodriguez’s plan did not pan 
out. He wanted to inoculate against smallpox, or better said, kill a few 
negroes with impunity while charging a lot of money for a not so 
difficult task, but that was not possible. Because of this, the doctor had 
to return home. Disenchantment defeated his abundance of rosy hopes, 
thus adding another sad disappointment to the black book of black 
disappointments.19  
 

Similar to how he attacks Zeno Gandía’s authority on the matter of rural poverty in 

Puerto Rico in his excoriation of La Charca, in A vuela pluma, Carrión impugns 

Rodríguez’s expertise as a chronicler of Haitian life. “Cosas de Haití” he claims, “is 

neither a work of observation nor of the imagination. It is a market product.”20 In one 

passage, Carrión mocks Rodriguez for claiming that he was offered human meat to eat, 

implying that he was gullible enough to believe what according to him was probably a 

practical joke.21 He also ridicules Rodríguez for believing that he would be received as 

                                                
19“Un paisano mío, el Dr. José Rodríguez Castro, hombre ilustrado en medicina, se entiende no hace 
mucho que, buscando en los desvanes de su encéfalo una idea salvadora para hacerse de unos cuantos 
centenes, sin desplegar grandes esfuerzos ni laboriosidad, dio al parecer en el traste, habilitase de un par 
de vacas tísicas, y sin consultarlo con Dios ni con el Diablo, métese en Haití, por ser el país que creía él 
más á propósito para lograr sus faméticos fines…y el plan del Dr. Rodríguez Castro no le resultó. 
Pretendía inocular la vacuna, mejor dicho, matar impunemente unos cuantos negros haciéndose pagar 
muy caro tan fácil oficio: mas no fue posible. Y he aquí que el Dr. tuvo que volverse á casa, defraudado 
para siempre todo su brillante caudal de halagüeñas esperanzas, anotando un triste desengaño más en el 
libro negro de los negros desencantos.” Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: 10. 
20 “Cosas de Haití, no es ni una obra de observación ni menos de imaginación. Es una obra de mercado.” 
Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 11. In Rodríguez’s book, he claims that he was offered human meat by a female cook at an inn 
he was staying at who was an Vodun adherent: “and without a doubt, being without appetite from after 
feasting on human flesh the night before, she saved us her portion… it consisted of four human ribs 
with muscle and skin, prepared in as an aromatic fricassee that we did not end up eating, thanks to our 
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a messiah in Haiti: “He thought that once he arrived in Haiti, he would be received 

like a second Messiah who would bring about the second redemption of the human 

species. But, oh! How disappointing: not a bell tolled, not even a hymn sung to the 

beat of drums, no flags, no pennants, no public rejoicing, and even worse, not even the 

hope of seeing his blue dreams realized in a country that he thought would be his.”22 

The implication here is that Haitians did not need a white creole doctor from Puerto 

Rico to save them because unbeknownst to Rodríguez, there were plenty of black 

doctors there: “But, oh Providence! In Haiti, there are doctors, if not as thievish as my 

compatriot, certainly more talented.”23 

Carrión’s condemnation of Rodriguez-Castro’s book is momentous, 

considering that Rodríguez was a notable figure among Puerto Rico’s liberal 

autonomist intelligentsia.24 This means that in this text he was confronting a well 

known Puerto Rican autonomist who in his book attempted to cast himself as a 

modernizer and savior of Puerto Rico’s Antillean neighbors. In the text, Carrión 

accuses Rodríguez of touting himself as a man who wished to save Haitians from the 

smallpox virus while attempting to enrich himself with this with his proposed “vaccine 

                                                                                                                                       
anatomical knowledge and to our skepticism whenever we were offered any kind of meat since we 
arrived in the country” (“y que sin duda alguna, inapetente la noche anterior en su festín antropófago 
nos guardó su parte de comida para nosotros…eran cuatro costillas de hombre con músculos y piel, 
arreglados en oloroso fricasé que no llegamos a comer, gracias a nuestros conocimientos anatómicos y á 
la duda con que acogíamos siempre toda clase de carnes desde que llegamos al país.”) Rodríguez-
Castro, Cosas de Haití: 65. (Available in its entirety through Google books).  
22“Creyó que á su llegada á Haití había de ser recibido como un segundo Mesías, necesario para la 
segunda redención de la humana especie. Y ¡oh! desencanto: ni un repique de campana, ni un Te-Deum 
con acompañamiento de tambores, ni banderas, ni colgaduras, ni regocijos públicos y, lo que es peor, ni 
la esperanza de ver realizados los azules sueños en un país que fuera un día para el riqueño huésped.” 
Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: 10-11. 
23“Pero ¡oh providencia! en Haití hay Doctores, si no tan cacos como mi paisano, sí más 
talentosos.” Ibid., 12. 
24 A letter written by Muñoz Rivera cited by Cruz Monclova mentions Dr. Rodríguez Castro as one 
among a group of “salient individuals” active in liberal politics. See: ibid., 10. 
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institute.” By doing so, he employs his polemic against Rodríguez as a metonym for 

his critique of white creole elite paternalistic discourses of nationhood and how they 

used these a cover to conceal their effort to maintained the economic supremacy that 

they had gained under Spanish colonialism. For the author, Rodriguez’ book was an 

iteration of a practice of Antilleanism that was equivalent to a kind of internal (i.e., 

inter-Antillean) colonialism.25 His attack on Rodriguez’s book is also significant given 

that in it, the author claims that Haitians are incapable of self-government and 

recommends that they be taken over by the Dominican Republic and the United States, 

which according to him would make better use of the island’s abundant natural 

resources.26  

Overall, Carrión’s chronicle of his trip to Haiti is as much a testimonial 

refutation of the racist stereotypes used to dehumanize Haitians and cast doubt on their 

ability to self-govern, as it is about questioning how racist canards were used to 

frighten whites in Cuba and Puerto Rico about what would happen to them if the 

mostly black and mulatto mambí army declared war on Spain.27 It is important to 

                                                
25 In the book, Rodriguez-Castro avoids mentioning exactly why he traveled to Haiti, claiming that he 
was just there to visit some Spanish friends that had a business there and ultimately stayed for several 
months. However, in his chapter about the Haitian press, he reveals what one newspaper called L’Ordre 
was writing about his vaccination expedition: In it we had the patience to read an article written by a 
[Haitian] doctor, in which he attacked the vaccination institute we established. The article claimed, 
among other absurd things, that the calves we brought to this country with the viral pustules would 
become consumptive during the journey, and that by using them to make the inoculations, we were 
contaging subjects with tuberculosis (“En él tuvimos la paciencia de leer un artículo formado por un 
medico, en donde finalmente se nos combatía el instituto de vacuna que allí establecimos, y decía entre 
otras barbaridades que las novillas trasladadas de este país aquel con las pústulas vaciníferas se volvían 
tísicas durante el viaje, y al hacer las inoculaciones necesariamente inoculábamos el virus de la tísis.”) 
Rodríguez-Castro, Cosas de Haití: 70. 
26 See ibid., 213. 
27 In the past decade, scholars have created a host of books and articles on this subject. See for example 
David Patrick Geggus, “The Sounds and Echoes of Freedom: The Impact of the Haitian Revolution on 
Latin America,” in Beyond Slavery: the Multilayered Legacy of Africans in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, ed. Darién J. Davis (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007); Johnson, The Fear of 
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remember that although the Haitian revolution happened a century before A vuela 

pluma was published in Cuba, the fear of the black revolt was a trope that Spanish 

colonists used in their Spanish Caribbean colonies to dissuade white creoles from 

supporting separatism.28 This fear continued to drive wedges between Cuban and 

Puerto Rican liberals throughout the 1880-90s, as is made evident in Martí’s writings, 

especially his article titled “Los Cubanos de Jamaica y los Revolucionarios de Haití” 

that appeared in Patria in March of 1894 (i.e., before Carrión’s book was published). 

As a matter of fact, Carrión’s piece clearly resembles Martí’s which is also a 

testimonial of what he witnessed during his trip to Haiti and how what he saw there 

contrasts with the racist misconceptions about Cuba’s neighboring country that were 

circulating at the time.29 However, Martí’s ultimate objective with his chronicle of 

Haiti is markedly different from Carrión’s. In “Los Cubanos de Jamaica…,” the author 

emphasizes that there is a difference between the PRC’s separatist revolution and 

Haiti’s black nation-building project. Cuba’s revolution, according to him, was one 

that was created out of bonds of solidarity between men of different race backgrounds. 

Haiti’s, while reasonably justified, was a black one. Juan Gualberto Gómez (i.e., the 

editor of the newspaper that Carrión published in while in Cuba) was another leader 

                                                                                                                                       
French Negroes; Carlos D.  Altagracia Espada, ““...sin dejar piedra sobre piedra”: Imágenes de la 
revolución haitiana en Puerto Rico a comienzos del siglo XIX.”; Sibylle Fischer, Modernity disavowed: 
Haiti and the cultures of slavery in the age of revolution  (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004); 
David Patrick Geggus, The impact of the Haitian Revolution in the Atlantic world, The Carolina 
lowcountry and the Atlantic world (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina, 2001). 
28 See Elzbieta Sklodowska, Espectros y espejismos: Haití en el imaginario cubano, Nexos y 
diferencias (Madrid: Iberoamericana, 2009). 
29 Martí claims that Haiti was a “strange and unknown place” that had its share of learned men that 
wrote beautiful poetry as well as great treatises on law, sociology, etc. In other words, although the 
point of his letter was to create a distinction between Cuba’s anti-colonial revolution and Haiti’s black 
republicanism, Martí also took it upon himself to contradict other writings which cast aspersions on 
Haiti such as Rodríguez-Castro’s book. See José Martí, “Los cubanos de Jamaica y los revolucionarios 
de Haití,” in Obras Completas, Vol. 3 (La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1991), 105. 
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that adamantly sought to disprove parallels between Haiti and Cuba.30 In contrast to 

Martí and Gómez, Carrión did not see the need to disavow Haiti’s republican project 

and the way it was premised on black racial particularism. To the contrary, in the 

essay, he represents Haiti as republic that was, if not completely democratic, certainly 

more democratic than other Latin American governments that criticized it.  

The fundamental difference between Marti’s relational re-symbolization of 

Haiti and Carrión’s is that Martí wrote about Haiti to emphasize the difference 

between Cuba’s purportedly colorless, universalist nationalism and Haiti’s black state-

centered nationalism. On the other hand, Carrión wrote about Haiti in relation to Cuba 

and Puerto Rico in order to highlight the racial paternalism professed by liberal 

separatists and autonomists like Rodríguez Castro. In terms of their ideas about what 

the Antilles ought to be as a pan-nation, Martí considered Haiti worthy of being part of 

a future Antillean confederation as long as Cubans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and 

any other member of a future Antillean Confederation did not imitate its model of 

black republicanism.31 Contrary to this, Carrión’s treated Haiti as if it had been the 

centerpiece of the project of trans-Antillean anti-colonialism. The black republic was a 

living reminder that no anti-colonial revolution could be complete unless people of 

color were allowed to actively reverse the white supremacist social structures of their 

colonies and prove their worth before the eyes of lettered creoles as black men. In later 

                                                
30 According to Helg, “some leaders strove to prove that a revolution along Haitian lines in Cuba was 
impossible because Afro-Cubans were different from Haitians. Juan Gualberto Gómez, more than any 
other Afro-Cuban, spared no pains to disprove parallels between Cuba and Haiti Aline Helg, Our 
Rightful Share: the Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912  (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995). 51-52. 
31 By republicanism, I am referring to the project of establishing a liberal republic with a constitution 
drafted in 1804 that enshrined opposition to anti-black racism by declaring all citizens to be “black” 
regardless of color. For more on this, see Fischer, Modernity Disavowed: 231-34. 
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works, Carrión would elaborate on this theme by claiming that no anti-imperialist 

“union” (i.e., whether national or pan-national) would ever be complete or functional 

unless it directly confronted the racially paternalistic understandings that motivated 

colonialism and imperialism in the first place.  

Carrión’s antilleanism as a  
practice of transcolonial/transnational anti-racism 

 
 The second piece in Carrión’s A Vuela Pluma consists of an essay responding 

to Manuel Sanguily’s criticisms of the mid 19th century mulatto poet, Gabriel de la 

Concepción Valdés.32 Better known by his pen name, “Plácido,” Valdés was one of 

Cuba’s most esteemed poets at that time.33 Like Carrión, he was a self-taught mulatto, 

seen by critics of his era as a poetic genius whose muse came not from the natural 

creativity of his “uncivilized spirit.”34 In June of 1892, the black Cuban anti-racist and 

separatist leader Juan Gualberto Gómez published the first of what would become a 

series of articles praising Plácido as an exemplary Cuban patriot. This was part of a 

concerted effort on behalf of Cuba’s black and mulatto intelligentsia to redefine this 

iconic figure within the context of the Spanish government’s campaign of racial fear-

mongering seeking to drive wedges between Cuban liberals.  

As Agnes Lugo-Ortiz reminds us, Plácido was one of the most debated 

historical and literary figures in Cuba during the second half of the19th century. In 

                                                
32 An earlier version of this essay was published in a series of eight articles that appeared in La 
Igualdad. See Carrion-Cuban-biog. See Juan Canales-Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro, portorriqueño 
(conferencias de vulgarización social)  (Habana: Rambla, Bouzá, y Co. , 1923). 12-21. 
33 Agnes Lugo says that he was as popular or possibly even more famous than José María Heredia, 
Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda, and José Jacinto Milanés. Agnes Lugo-Ortiz, “Notas en torno a 
Plácido: Guerras genealógicas y los intersticios de la identidad en Cuba ante el noventa y ocho,” Revista 
encuentro 10(1998): 137. 
34 Ibid., 137-38. 
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1844, he was executed for his alleged role in leading a group of slaves and free-blacks 

who prosecutors claimed were planning to stage a second Haitian revolution in the 

island. Historians now know that Plácido probably never played a role as a leader in 

this conspiracy, which may have even been fabricated by Spanish colonial 

authorities.35 Whatever his role may have been, authorities had reason to fear 

Placido’s influence as a poet of the people whose patriotic verses became popular 

among Cubans of all classes. In the context of the 1890s, leaders of color like Juan 

Gualberto Gómez recast Plácido not as a mulatto conspirator against whites but as a 

man of color who was among the first that was martyred for the nation’s freedom from 

Spain.36 In response to attempts by Gómez and other leaders of color to construe 

Plácido as an exemplar of black and mulatto patriotic sacrifice, Manuel Sanguily—a 

lawyer and essay writer who also served as a brigadier general in the Ten Years 

War—published a series of articles in his journal of literary criticism in which he 

questioned the need for Cubans of color to literally put him on a pedestal by 

attempting to erect a monument in his honor.37 In his opinion: “Plácido was none of 

that: neither a poet of the Cuban nation, nor a poet of the serfs, or a poet of any race, 

and much less an artist. He was, in essence, a ballad-seller, a petty versifier… art was 

for him an instrument of ruinous sustenance; more than a poet, and much less a great 

                                                
35 For a comprehensive account of the different historical speculations and interpretations about the 
1844 La Escalera conspiracy, see Robert L. Paquette, Sugar is Made with Blood: the Conspiracy of La 
Escalera and the Conflict Between Empires over Slavery in Cuba  (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1988). 
36 Lugo-Ortiz, “Notas en torno a Plácido,” 140. 
37 Some members of the black and mulatto intelligentsia were looking to build a statue honoring him. 
Helg, Our rightful share: 46. 
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poet, he was a pitiful charlatan.”38 In the piece, Sanguily also calls into question 

Plácido’s commitment to Cuban independence, calling him a coward and a traitor, 

while also casting doubt on his loyalty to other Cubans of color: “He was essentially a 

fake, and because of that, he was so absolutely and pitifully adulatory…he constantly 

did nothing more than praise Spain; an immediate descendant of whites, he identified 

with them only to worship them…and when ill-fortune brought him to the brink of 

death, he did what he could to defend and conserve his wretched existence.”39  

 The polemic between Sanguily and Gómez regarding Plácido’s memory was 

preceded by an earlier debate about the role that black and mulatto Cubans had played 

in Cuba’s anti-colonial struggle. As Ferrer explains, this debate erupted in 1893 when 

Cubans of color complained about being coerced into voting for Autonomist 

candidates at the same time that they received unequal treatment within the party.40 In 

response, the autonomist press complained about the supposed ungratefulness of these 

critics, claiming that Cubans of color owed their freedom to the white separatist 

leaders who declared war on Spain in 1868 and who had pledge to abolish slavery 

once Cuba became a sovereign nation. Juan Gualberto Gomez’s La Igualdad 

responded to this by claiming that Cubans of color had not received any special favors 

in the Ten Years War. Instead, they had sacrificed themselves for the nation equally or 

                                                
38“[Plácido] no fue nada de eso: ni poeta cubano, ni poeta de los siervos, ni poeta de ninguna raza, ni 
menos un artista. Fue en substancia un coplero, un simple versificador…El arte fue para él un 
instrumento de ruin subsistencia; y antes que un poeta, y menos un gran poeta, fue sólo un pobre 
histrión.” Manuel Sanguily, “Una opinión asendereada.” Hojas Literarias, 30 de noviembre del 1894. 
Cited in Lugo-Ortiz, 144. 
39 “Era esencialmente falso, y por eso fue tan absoluta, tan lastimosamente adulador…Cubano, 
constantemente no hizo otra cosa que adular a España; descendiente inmediato de blancos, se inclinó a 
ellos sólo para adularlos…Y cuando la fatalidad le llevó hasta el borde de la muerte, hizo cuanto pudo 
por defender y conservar una existencia desastrada.” Ibid.  
40 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898  (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999). 133-34. 
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possibly in even greater numbers. Because of that, at the very least, they deserved the 

same respect from whites that creoles like Sanguily demanded from them. This 

prompted Sanguily to respond to these comments by claiming that although it was true 

that Cubans of color had fought in the wars in large numbers, the revolution’s military 

and political leaders where mostly white creoles who had sacrificed their economic 

privileges for them—including their right to own slavers—and because of that, 

deserved their deference:  

Even if there were millions of men of color that joined whites in the 
Revolution [i.e., the Ten Years’ War], its origin, its preparation, its 
initiative, its program, and its direction-, that is, the Revolution’s 
character, its essence, and aspirations, were the exclusive work of 
whites. The man of color was called to action by them, and by them he 
was placed for the first time in the history of Cuba, in positions in 
which he was allowed to figure, to lend eminent services, to distinguish 
himself as much as whites. It is significant that the white Cuban made 
the Revolution happen, that he alone defied Spain’s considerable forces. 
For this, he ruined himself, he sacrificed his life, his hacienda, the 
peace of his home, the future of his children. The black man then was a 
slave and he who was not was treated as a pariah. The former risked 
everything whereas the latter risked nothing. The Cuban, his former 
master, his redeemer then, his only providence, invited him to his own 
table, brought him in with a fraternal embrace…To forget what whites 
did for the men of color, is this not manifest ingratitude?41  
 

Helg reminds us that Sanguily’s polemic against Gómez and La Igualdad reflected the 

                                                
41“Así hayan sido millones los hombres de color que estuvieron junto a los blancos en la 
Revolución, el origen de ésta, su preparación, su iniciativa, su programa y su dirección, esto es, 
la Revolución en su carácter, su esencia y sus aspiraciones, fue la obra exclusiva de los blancos. 
El hombre de color fue llamado por ellos, y por ellos colocado por primera vez en la historia 
de Cuba en condiciones de figurar, de prestar eminentes servicios, de distinguirse tanto como 
los blancos…Fue preciso que el cubano blanco hiciera la Revolución, que desafiara él solo las 
fuerzas considerables de España. Para eso se arruinó, sacrificó su vida, su hacienda, la paz de 
sus hogares, el porvenir de sus hijos. El negro era entonces un esclavo y el que no era esclavo 
era algo como un paria. El uno iba a exponerlo todo. El otro nada exponía…El cubano, su 
antiguo amo, su redentor entonces, su única providencia, le citó para su propio festín, le atrajo 
en un abrazo fraternal…Olvidar lo que hicieron los blancos cubanos por los hombres de color, 
¿no es una ingratitud manifiesta?” Manuel Sanguily, “Los negros y su emancipación”. Hojas 
Literarias, 31 de marzo del 1893. Cited in Lugo-Ortiz, 142-143. Emphasis in the original.  
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anxiety that white elite Cubans at the time expressed in response to the Directorio’s 

anti-racist, civil rights campaigns.42 His tirades prompted a slew of responses by 

blacks and mulattos intent on vindicating the memory of their revered icon.43  

One of the authors who added their own opinions in response to Gomez’s and 

Sanguily’s public debate was none other than Carrión-Maduro who was then a 

recently arrived 24 year old mulatto foreigner with little formal instruction. In a series 

of articles published in La Igualdad that were later reprinted as an essay in A vuela 

pluma, Carrión shared with his Cuban readers his thoughts on the polemic. However, 

as the text makes very clear, his intervention went far beyond a mere defense of 

Plácido’s significance.44 Instead, he seized on the opportunity to publicly impugn the 

authority of creole elite intellectuals like Sanguily and to insert his own critique of the 

assumptions about race and nationhood implicit in his assertion. In one part of the 

essay, Carrión disputes Sanguily’s abilities as a critic: “I propose to demand from Mr. 

Sanguily responsibility with his vague affirmations, and even more, to prove that he, 

Mr. Sanguily, is no critic, in spite of his many admirers…in his writings of literary 

criticism, Mr. Sanguily is coyly yet deliberately aggressive and caustic…thus, what 

the illustrated Mr. Sanguily exposes and imposes as authorized and original opinion is 

                                                
42 Helg, Our rightful share: 37. 
43 Responding to Sanguily’s tirades against Plácido, newspapers in Villa Clara came out in defense of 
the poet. A writer from this town who called himself Juan de la Cruz made a brochure with favorable 
opinions on Plácido that was later reproduced in La Defensa.  Various newspapers in Havana including 
La Igualdad, La Nueva Era and El Criterio Conservador adopted Juan de la Cruz’s theses against 
Manuel Sanguily. Salvador Bueno, Acerca de Plácido, Colección Crítica (Ciudad de La Habana: 
Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1985). Carrión’s intervention in this debate was a bold move for a 24 year, 
self-educated mulatto Puerto Rican considering that he was taking on a forty five year old white veteran 
General of the Ten Years War. Sanguily later went on to serve as Secretary of State at the time of the 
brutal repression of the Partido Independiente de Color in 1912 in which the government killed 
thousands of blacks and mulattos suspected of supporting the PIC. 
44 Carrión’s critique of Sanguily was originally published in Gomez’s La Igualdad as an eight-part 
series that was later reprinted in A Vuela Pluma in essay form.  
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simply a matter of taste.”45 Elsewhere in the essay, the author calls into question 

Sanguily’s authority on matters of poetry, claiming that men like Sanguily foolishly 

believed that a professional education (i.e., Sanguily trained as a lawyer in Spain) 

made them experts on everything:  

And this happens to all men when they abandon their center of action 
and place themselves in another one that is not theirs. But there is never 
a lack of those who believe themselves to be specialists in all matters 
and in all branches of human knowledge…being a critic requires many 
excellent traits, and Mr. Sanguily is absolutely devoid of them…it 
ought not suffice to point half a dozen defects of structure in a literary 
work to deduce the reputation of its author…being a critic, properly 
said, is not a matter of entertaining fools; it is a labor of wisdom.46  
 

The author then denounces those he calls “academics in dress only” that “lamentably 

commit the same acts of carelessness that they notice in their peers.”47 This, he claims, 

occurs in colonies where mediocre men with diplomas are lauded as erudites: “a large 

part of the blame for this falls on people that make an idol out of an average man, and 

inflate his ego in a way that makes him believe he has reached the pinnacle of 

knowledge.”48 He takes particular issue with the popularity of the Cuban journalist and 

literary critic, Emilio Bobadilla better known by his pen name, Fray Candil: “no one 

will ever be able to show me anything written by Bobadilla with intellectual 
                                                
45 “yo me propongo exigir al señor Sanguily la responsabilidad de sus vagas afirmaciones, y á más, á 
probarle que él, el señor Sanguily, no es crítico, pese, á sus muchos admiradores… El Sr. Sanguily en 
sus escritos de crítica es ligeramente intencionado, agresivo, mordaz….Así, pues, lo que el ilustrado 
señor Sanguily expone é impone como opinión autorizada y única, es sencillamente una cuestión de 
gustos.” Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: 15. 
46 “Y, esto le pasa á todos los hombres, cuando abandonan su centro de acción y se colocan en otro que 
no es el suyo. Pero no falta quien se cree especialista en todas las materias y en todos los ramos del 
humano saber…El ser crítico requiere muchas y excelentes condiciones y de ellas está absolutamente 
desheredado el Sr. Sanguily…No vasta con señalar media docena de defectos de estructura en una obra 
literaria para decidir la reputación de su autor…El ser crítico, propiamente dicho, no es una entretención 
de lacayos, es una labor de sabios.” Ibid., 20. 
47 “Lo peor del caso, es que estos mismos académicos en faldeta, incurren lastimosamente en los 
mismos descuidos que tanto advierten en sus semejantes.” Ibid., 17. 
48 “de todo esto tienen mucha culpa los pueblos que hacen de cualquiera medianía un ídolo, llegándolo á 
engreír de modo que se crea que ha llegado al desiderátum del saber.” Ibid., 21. 
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consistency that that makes him a name worth remembering.”49 He references 

Bobadilla’s 1887 chronicle of his trip to Puerto Rico in which in his typically mordant 

style—and in a way that is reminiscent of Rodriguez Castro’s Cosas de Haití—he 

describes San Juan as a backwater town brimming with boorish, ignorant, lazy, and 

disorganized blacks and mulattos.50 Carrión describes this account as “ridiculous,” and 

“absurd” and claims that Bobadilla was undeserving of his reputation as a writer: 

“Bobadilla has studied and learned, poorly that is, how to perform some circus jests 

and with these he wants to pass for an ingenious man.”51   

 In contrast to his derision of what Carrión claimed to be Sanguily’s 

overbearing intellectualism, in the piece, Carrión identifies himself as a kind of 

iconoclast organic intellectual whose labor had a particular kind of political 

transcendence for race and class subalterns like himself. In a passage, he describes 

himself as a “destroyer” of whatever appeared unjust to him and not as an edifier of 

ideas that people could rally around: “And this is what some of critics claim: that I am 

good for nothing other than destroying, not edifying. Out of my goose pen I make a 

pickax, an instrument for demolishing, and whatever does not seem good to me will 

fall to the ground.”52 Eleven years later, in Alma Latina, Carrión gave a similar 

description of how he saw his role as an author, claiming that ridicule was “a whip, a 

                                                
49 “Nadie podrá presentarme algo de Bobadilla que por su consistencia intelectual se le pueda señalar un 
puesto en el porvenir.” Ibid. 
50 Emilio Bobadilla, “Puerto Rico (Notas de Viaje),” in Escaramuzas (sátiras y críticas) (Madrid: F. Fé, 
1888). 
51 “Bobadilla se ha estudiado y se ha aprendido, mal, algunas chocarrerías de circo y con ellas quiere 
pasar por un prójimo ingenioso.” Carrión-Maduro, Á Vuela Pluma: 21. 
52 “Y es lo que dicen algunos críticos:  yo que no sirvo para edificar sirvo para destruir. Hago de mi 
pluma de ganso una piqueta destructora y lo que á mi no me parezca bueno irá al suelo.” Ibid., 22. 
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powerful whip, the one I employ to flog the stupid and the foolish.”53  

To summarize, A vuela pluma: Haití y Manuel Sanguily can be read as the first 

of a series of works in which Carrión sets out to disarm the ideas of race and nation of 

white creole elites in different parts of the Antilles. By doing so, he enaged in a 

politics of textual confrontation that aimed at exposing the ways individuals like 

Rodríguez Castro and Sanguily cemented notions of nationhood that depended on a 

construction of the black subject as both the nation’s and the Antillean pan-nation’s 

“Other.” This black subject—which was symbolically rendered as opposite of the 

ideal national subject—was marked as a member of the nation and the pan-nation, but 

only if she/he agreed to cease to exist as a black political subject and relinquish all 

political authority to white creoles.  

Ten years after his return to Puerto Rico and approximately six years after he 

took up annexationism as his cause, Carrión published Alma Latina (1905), a 

collection of essays in which the author dismisses Latin American pan-nationalism as 

a tool for uniting people against U.S. imperialism. In the text, Carrión underscores the 

racialist thinking behind the original idea of a “Latin” America and compares Latin 

American pan-nationhood to the idea of Anglo-Saxon superiority: “The Latin soul is a 

pretext that we have used to say and commit foolery. And the Saxon soul is another 

pretext to say and commit brutal acts. Not everything that shimmers is gold.”54 Like 

Martí in “Nuestra América,” Carrión highlights the fact that the American nations that 

existed south of the United States were historically mestizo. However, he does not see 
                                                
53“un látigo, un látigo poderoso; es el que yo empleo para azotar á los tontos y á necios.” ———, Alma 
Latina  (San Juan: Tip. Boletín Mercantil, 1905). 101. 
54 “El alma latina es un pretexto que hemos utilizado para decir y hacer tonterías. El alma anglo sajona 
es otro pretexto para decir y hacer bestialidades. No es oro todo lo que reluce.” Ibid., 99. 
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this as a condition of possibility for a future multi-ethnic pan-nation united against 

foreign empires. Rather, Carrión’s assumes a more pessimistic stance by arguing that 

mestizaje is precisely the reason why such a thing as a united Latin America is 

impossible to achieve: “to look for ethnic unity among populations that are hybrid 

products of all races and of all peoples is an idea that is as laughable as that of looking 

for elements that can give glory, reintegration, and power to our vexatious latin 

soul.”55 He reminds readers of how the history of Latin America has not been one of 

people with a “Latin soul” that predisposes them to oppose Anglo imperialism, but 

one of local despots who oppress their own people within each nation.56 With time, 

foreigners have come to control the economies of Latin American states in part with 

the aid of these local rulers yet the discourse of Latin Americanism has served to avert 

attention from this rather than motivating people to fight for the founding ideals of the 

likes of Bolívar.57  

Carrión’s rejection of both Puerto Rican discourses of nationhood via the Gran 

Familia and also the idea that there was such a thing as a Latin American pan-nation 

set him apart from most contemporary anti-imperial activist intellectuals. Alma Latina 

contains passages in which the author expresses his desire for an anti-nationalist 

politics that would facilitate the creation of a cosmopolitan global community. For 

example, in one passage, Carrión states that when it came to Puerto Rico’s status, he 

would be satisfied with living “in my island with that wise United States Constitution 

                                                
55 “buscar unidad étnica, en pueblos que son productos híbridos de todas las razas y de todos los 
pueblos es una ocurrencia tan risible como la de buscar todos aquellos elementos que puedan darle 
poderío, reintegración y gloria á nuestra enfadosa alma latina.” Ibid., 6. 
56 Ibid., 72. 
57 See ibid., 8-9. 
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as a gospel, a flagless sky as a canopy.”58 Later, the text elaborates on why Carrión 

favored a kind of democratic politics that was nationless and borderless:  

it would be a very healthy and useful thing to erase all rivers and seas, 
to pulverize all borders, to suppress all languages, to melt all armors 
and all cannons and turn them into ploughs, hoes, and printing press 
types. We, who aspire universal brotherhood, without any fatherland 
other than the world, and with no other sovereign but God. We who 
aspire to have only one language for all men, one common set of laws 
for all peoples under a protectorate of justice, love, and work, it is us 
who do not believe in the Unión de Puerto Rico [i.e., the Party with that 
name].59  
 

His use of the imperfect subjunctive verbs like “sería” and “quisiéramos” is significant 

here because Carrión is not saying that he thought the world was ready to be nationless, 

flagless, and borderless. Instead, something had to happen in the present at the local 

scale so that such a world could manifest itself sometime in the future.  

In this regard, although Carrión pronounced himself to be against nationalisms 

and pan-nationalism, he was also recognizing that liberal republican radicalism had to 

come organically from the grassroots. This was different form the cosmopolitanism 

espoused by Enlightenment philosophers like Kant and Hegel that conceived a 

cosmopolitan world as one in which their own sense of “local history” as well as their 

moral and legal traditions became a “global design.”60 Carrión’s idea of liberal 

republicanism did not demand an immediate erasure of difference as a precondition 

                                                
58 “en mi isla con aquella sabia Constitución de EE. UU. por Evangelio, el cielo por palio, sin banderas.” 
———, Cumba  (San Juan: Tip. Boletín Mercantil, 1903). 68. 
59 “sería muy saludable y  provechoso cegar todos los ríos y todos los mares, pulverizar todas las 
fronteras, suprimir todos los idiomas, fundir todos los acorazados y todos los cañones y convertirlos en 
arados, en picas y en tipos de imprenta. Nosotros, que quisiéramos, la confraternidad universal, sin más 
patria que el mundo y sin más soberano que Dios. Nosotros que deseamos, un solo idioma para todos 
los hombres, unas mismas leyes para todos los pueblos bajo el protectorado de la justicia, del amor y 
del trabajo, nosotros, no creemos en la Unión de Puerto Rico.” ———, Alma Latina: 32. 
60 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border 
Thinking (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
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for a cosmopolitan future. Rather, a politics of difference was the starting point 

towards a cosmopolitan goal. In other words, there was an implicit logic of a telos of 

history similar to Serra’s, where sublation was not automatic, and which required race 

and class conflicts to be resolved locally within nations before a cosmopolitan future 

became possible.  

Thus, Carrión’s declaration of his desire for a future without differences of 

ethnicity or nationality does not mean that he opposed the use of identity politics in the 

present. Carrión attempted to reconcile his lifelong commitment to anti-colonial 

Puerto Rican politics with his aspiration for this kind of future in Alma Latina. There, 

the author professes his commitment to his “patria” ( i.e. “mi patria” as opposed to “la 

patria”), which he defined as the sum of his commitments to his family, his town, his 

region, and lastly, his island.61 In other words, the text implies that Carrión was loyal 

to his immediate affective community and not necessarily to an abstract imagined 

community of people with a range of backgrounds and particular interests, in other 

words, a personal, tangible affective community worth struggling for.  

Thus, for Carrión, the point of a liberal form of government then was to 

provide a democratic arena for people to reconcile those local commitments and 

interests. Because colonialism was something that targeted Puerto Ricans as a whole 

and affected the lives of individuals in local communities, it was something that had to 

be challenged, but from the grassroots up, that is, from the local, to the regional, and 

finally, across the island as a whole. In order for this to occur, people had feel a sense 

of solidarity and altruism to one another, which Carrión referred to as “el amor,” or 

                                                
61 Carrión-Maduro, Alma Latina: 6-7. 
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“the love.”62 In the fictionalized conversation at the beginning of Cumba, the narrator 

asks Cumba the character to state his thoughts on “the sentiment of the fatherland.”63 

Cumba’s answer is that the “sentiment” of a patria and the “idea” of a patria are two 

distinct things. In order for anti-colonialism to work, there was to be a genuine 

sentiment—and therefore not a mere thought—behind the idea of patria which 

mobilizes communities of people that feel real love for one another. Love for region 

can induce individuals to feel the need to sacrifice themselves for their peers. However, 

Cumba’s overall point is that love for the local and the regional cannot be collapsed 

together with love for the national, the pan-national, or the universal. He describes 

those who pretend that these sentiments are the same as: “wretched, rude, idiots.”64  

 Thus, Carrión here proposes a kind of instrumentalist politics of reconciling 

the particular with the global through a particular telos of historical sublations. In 

other words, there was a dialectic of history implicit in his intellectual ouvre that was 

slightly different to that of those who contended that the nation was something 

manifesting itself on its own. Carrión disagreed with this notion on two points. First, 

for him, the telos of history was not a world where nations conquered each other in a 

way that would ultimately bring good to humanity, similar to the vision dreamed up 

by Hegel. In Carrión’s texts, imagined national communities were as much 

instruments for imperialism and covers for hierarchies of power and oppression 

internal to each nation as much as they were for standing up to colonialism. Liberal 

republican democracy was the solution to these problems, but only when it followed 

                                                
62 ———, Cumba: 18. My emphasis. 
63 “el sentimiento de la patria.” Ibid., 16. 
64 “mezquinos, rudos, y mentecatos.” ———, Alma Latina: 20. 
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the resolution of race and class conflicts locally. In Carrión’s framing then, broad 

ideas of nationhood and pan-nationhood impeded the implementation of true 

democracy by giving people a false sense of common cause with each other. In his 

understanding of the telos of history, the liberal state had to be purified of false 

notions of unity by racial and class subaltern intellectuals whose experiences of 

discrimination and oppression made them aware of the hypocrisy of national 

discourses.  

 What is interesting about Carrión is that although he opposed independentism 

as a solution for imperialism, like Serra and Dessus, he could not “disentangle” 

himself from the idea that people needed some kind of “patria.” In other words, having 

some kind of root identity based on perceived common histories of struggle and 

solidarity was instrumental for mobilizing people against all forms of injustice. In the 

end, he did not commit himself to any kind of black internationalism that presumed 

that black people in the United States were the same as black racial subalterns in the 

Spanish speaking Caribbean and in other parts of the Atlantic world. By the same 

token, he disavowed Latin American pan-nationalism. However, as his own practices 

of black diasporicity and Antilleanism demonstrate, Carrión did seek a way to seek 

common cause with black subjects, Antillean, and Latin American subjects in other 

places, albeit, in a way that did not lose sight of the importance of the local. At the 

same time, he also sought common cause with other kinds of non-black subaltern 

subjects (i.e., non-black working class subjects, women) within each location against 

each place’s contractions between the way it was constructed discursively and the way 
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it really was (i.e., each place’s “Ten con Ten” to use Carrión’s terminology).65  

Reconciling black diasporicity with  
an anti-racist independence 

 
Contrary to this understanding of the politics of national identity and liberal 

republicanism, his friend Luis Felipe Dessus argued that Puerto Rican Afro-

descendants would not be compelled to rise up against the introduction of American 

white supremacy in the island unless they were compelled to do so through a patriotic 

sentiment. As I explained in the previous chapter, the main difference between Carrión 

and Dessus when it came to their ideas about how to reconcile anti-colonialism and 

anti-imperialism with anti-racism was that Carrión decided against Puerto Rican 

nationalism as a means of mobilizing Puerto Ricans against U.S. colonialism, whereas 

Dessus concluded that Puerto Ricans of color would never be able to find justice 

unless Puerto Rico became a sovereign nation-state. In spite of this, while Dessus 

favored independence, he too was in favor of Puerto Ricans of color finding common 

cause with African Americans, albeit, in a way that did not lose sight of the 

importance of Puerto Rican nationalism.   

What is interesting about Dessus’ indepedentism then is how he attempted to 

reconcile his patriotism as an independentist with his identification as a black 

diasporic subject. I already mentioned that in his “La Raza de Color y La 

Independencia de Puerto Rico” series, Dessus familiarized his readers with instances 

of anti-black de jure and de facto racism within the United States as a way of warning 

                                                
65 This is the case, for example, in Ten con Ten in which Carrión declares his solidarity with the women, 
the working class, and with nonwhites in the United Stated, all of whom according to him were 
victimized by the Anglo-American (i.e., white) man. See ———, Ten con ten: impresiones de un viaje 
a la América del Norte  (Puerto Rico: Tip. La República Española, 1906). 
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Puerto Ricans of color of the dangers that any association with the United States posed 

for them. This was something that Dessus was already doing in his journalism well 

before 1919-1920. For example, in an essay he wrote in 1915 on the occasion of 

Booker T. Washington’s death, Dessus offered his readers a critique of what he 

understood to be Washington’s accomodationist strategy. After noting Washington’s 

importance as a black educator, Dessus mentions how he once read a translated article 

that appeared in an Havana based publication in which more than 20 African 

American leaders condemned his conciliatory attitude towards whites, particularly 

during a trip to various European cities. He concludes by comparing Washington to 

Toussaint L’Ouverture, who according to him fought bravely against racism and 

colonialism. In contrast, as a leader Washington prepared his people in “docility” and 

educated them in “humility” which according to Dessus threatened to “degenerate” 

African Americans and lead them away from the path of “emancipation.”66 It was also 

something that he continued to do after the last installment of “La raza de color…” 

was published. For example, in January of 1920, Pancho Ibero reprinted a translated 

copy of an article originally appearing in The Crisis which they titled “The true causes 

of two racist mob attacks” (“Las Verdaderas Causas de Dos Motines Racistas.”)67 In it, 

the author argues that that racial terror in the south was a means of preserving a 

system of peonage in which African Americans were exploited for their labor and 

                                                
66 “Preparar a un pueblo en la mansedumbre y educarlo en la humildad, es degenerarlo bruscamente, 
cerrándole el camino de su emancipación.” Luis Felipe Dessus, “Cristo Irredentor: Booker T. 
Washington,” in Flores y balas (estados de alma) (Guayama, P.R.: Tip. Union guayamesa, 1916), 252. 
67 “Las verdaderas causas de dos motines racistas (traducido del periódico neoyorkino “THE CRISIS” 
expresamente para “PANCHO IBERO”, parte 1),” Pancho Ibero, January 24 1920; “Las verdaderas 
causas de dos motines racistas (traducido del periódico neoyorkino “THE CRISIS” expresamente para 
“PANCHO IBERO”, parte 2),” Pancho Ibero, January 31 1920. 
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treated as slaves, in spite of the 13th Amendment. The article details an account of two 

racist pogroms in Arkansas that ended in the killing of possible hundreds of black men 

and women. The violence began after white planters white planters learned that their 

black sharecroppers were planning on organizing a union to demand higher prices for 

their cotton crop. On September 30 of 1919, two men, one of them a sheriff, fired 

upon a meeting of the sharecroppers’ union chapter in the hamlet of Hoop Spur. Union 

members returned fire, killing one of the attackers, which prompted the Governor to 

send in the national guard to hunt down the union activists. In the end, about five 

hundred soldiers participated in the raids and possible more than one hundred black 

victims were slaughtered. In another Pancho Ibero issue, the editors printed a 

translated copy of an article from the UNIA’s Negro World detailing plans to 

disenfranchise voters in elections that year.68 They also ran a translated copy of an 

article from The Age about an attack against several black women on Coney Island by 

white veterans returning from World War I.69 I should mention that because Dessus 

was the co-editor of Pancho Ibero, there is no direct evidence that he personally chose 

to include these translated pieces. However, given that he was the only person of color 

in the newspaper’s editorial board and that he was also the only staff person there who 

would write about matters of race and racism, it is reasonable to assume that Dessus 

was at least directly if not solely involved in covering these matters.  

Thus, Dessus’ decision to translate articles from the black American press for a 

Puerto Rican readership seems to have been intended to cultivate a sense of common 

                                                
68 “Lean los negros portorriqueños,” Pancho Ibero, August 21 1920. 
69 “Mujeres de color atacadas por varios marinos en Coney Island (traducido del periódico neoyorkino 
“THE NEW YORK AGE” expresamente para “PANCHO IBERO”,” Pancho Ibero, September 11 1920. 
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struggle between racial subaltern Puerto Ricans and African Americans in the colonial 

metropolis. This is evident in the responses by some readers that these articles 

generated and that the editors decided to print. One Puerto Rican poet living in New 

York named J. Cordero de la Fuente responded favorably to Dessus’ “La Raza de 

Color…” and added references to numerous instances of anti-black lynchings and 

assassinations that were occurring that year at the same time that black troops had 

been sent to fight for the United States in European battlefields.70 Another Puerto 

Rican reader –who also lived in the United States at the time—named C. Rodríguez 

Rubio submitted a letter to the editor in which he shard with readers his experiences 

traveling in a racially segregated train through the U.S. South. He also referenced anti-

miscegenation laws, which he claimed were originally intended to prevent African 

Americans from marrying whites but were used against also prevent Asian 

immigrants—particularly Chinese laborers—to also marry American citizens.71   

The fact that Dessus’ newspaper published these pieces from the African 

American press does not necessarily mean that he was using these to attempt to forge a 

sense of common racial subalternity between Puerto Ricans of African Americans. It 

is certainly possible that Dessus and the other editors of Pancho Ibero were simply 

interested in using the examples contained in these pieces to warn black annexationists 

and autonomists of the dangers that U.S. imperialism posed to them. There were 

instances in which Dessus utilized a black internationalist rhetoric, pointing to how 

Puerto Ricans like himself and African Americans faced similar obstacles. Before the 

                                                
70 J.  Cordero-De la Fuente, “Voces de Gotham: la raza de color y la independencia de Puerto Rico,” 
Pancho Ibero, November 22 1919. 
71 C. Domínguez-Rubio, “Comentarios,” Pancho Ibero, November 6 1919. 
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publication of his “La raza de color…,” Dessus published a long poem titled 

“Redención” which he dedicated to American the officers of color fighting in WWI. 

What is interesting about this piece is that although its tone is reminiscent of 19th 

century romantic nationalist poetry, it is not about Puerto Rican patriots sacrificing 

themselves for the fatherland.72 Rather, the subjects of the poem are Afro-descendants 

who according to the speaker suffer the same historical oppression regardless of their 

geographical or national location, whether in Africa or the Antilles:  

In the jungles of Africa 
and the jungles of Antillean isles 

there are still screams of agony and sorrow: 
they are the souls of martyrs of barbaric irony 

of the feudal lords of old: 
the archaic manorial chiefs  

of old villages 
where republican ideas perished. 

where prayers/ never sprung from hearts, 
because the master prayed and hated: 

and the slave prayed and raged.”73 
 

In other words, what connects this generic black subject is his experience as the 

protagonist of a modern colonial project built out of racial slavery and colonialism, 

one that precludes any kind of liberal, republican ideal from taking root. Throughout 

the poem, the speaker repeats the refrain: “The hour has rung, the bell of centuries has 

tolled” indicating that there is a tolling of bells heralding a new era brought on by the 

                                                
72 Examples of this are Lola Rodríguez de Tió’s original “La Borinqueña” ,and  Francisco Gonzalo 
Marín’s sonnet, “el Trapo” (“The Rag”).  
73 “En las selvas africanas/ Y en las selvas antillanas/ Aún hay gritos de amargura y agonía:/ Son las 
almas de los mártires de la bárbara ironía/ De los clásicos feudales:/ Los arcaicos caciques señoriales/ 
De las Viejas aldeas/ Donde siempre perecieron las repúblicas ideas./ Donde las oraciones/ No salían 
nunca de los corazones,/Porque el amo rezaba y odiaba:/ Y el esclavo rezaba y rabiaba.” Luis Felipe 
Dessus, Redención  (Puerto Rico: Tip. Cantero Fernández, 1918). 
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impetus of history.74 It is also an era that rises out of the sacrificial alter of global war: 

Today, sword and valor are supreme; 
killing and fire are human; 

the earth wants blood; and the century demands horrors, 
and it is because a new life can be gleaned in the radiance 

of that irate steel 
and you, race of martyrs, that inside dark barracks 

were the fodder of feudal cruelty 
stand up, brave and august, strong and powerful; 

press on even if death blocks your path 
victory awaits you, loving and fraternal 

 with amiable gaze and an eternal smile.”75 

At the end of the poem, the speaker calls on the “race of color” to seize the 

opportunity that it has been given in being allowed to fight in the World War and save 

the modern-colonial world from its own ruin:  

Now, a voice calls on us with supreme emphasis 
for death harbors herself within Europe’s soul; 
let us run hurriedly and with martial inspiration 

to free the world of Atilla’s hordes. 
Onward, onward with giant zeal: 

let us save the human spirit from ruin;... 
we are the divine, the homeric legion 

we are the soldiers of the great America 
we will reach the mountaintop: we will attain glory 

to vindicate ourselves with that dour history: 
if other centuries gave us chains and masters, 
this century brings us dignity and honors.”76 

 

                                                
74 “La hora sonó/la campana de los siglos la tocó” 
75“Hoy la espada y el valor son soberanos;/La matanza y el incendio son humanos;/ La tierra quiere 
sangre; el siglo pide horrores,/Y es que una nueva vida se ve en los resplandores/Del acero 
iracundo/Que envenena y destruye las entrañas del mundo/Y tú, raza de mártires, que en obscuras 
cabañas/El alimento fuiste de las feudales sañas,/Yérguete augusta y brava, y poderosa y fuerte;/Pero 
avanza aunque encuentres en tu ruta la muerte/La victoria te espera amorosa y fraternal/Con amiable 
mirada y sonrisa tierna.” Dessus, Redención. 
76 “Ahora, una voz nos llama con soberano acento/ Pues la muerte en el alma de la Europa se asila;/ 
Corramos presurosos y con bélico aliento/ Para librar al mundo de las hordas de Atila./Adelante, 
adelante con ánimo gigante:/ Al espíritu humano salvemos de la ruina;…/ Somos los divinos, la legión 
homérica/ Somos los soldados de la gran América./ Vamos hacia la cima: vamos hacia la gloria/ Para 
reivindicarnos con la severa historia:/ Si otros siglos nos dieron cadenas y Señores,/ Este siglo nos 
brinda dignidades y honores.” Ibid. 



 

 

236 

Thus, Dessus’ poem “Redención” can be read as a poetic manifesto of what he 

believed Afro-descendants in both Puerto Rico and the United States could achieve if 

they established common cause with one another. I should point out here that 

“Redención” was written in the summer of 1918 and dedicated to the officers of color 

serving in the U.S. army reserves at a time when Puerto Ricans became eligible for the 

U.S. military draft after the Jones-Shafroth 1917. This meant that due to military rules 

mandating racial segregation, black Puerto Ricans like Dessus were ordered to serve in 

black regiments headed by white officers only. In other words, the World War placed 

black Puerto Ricans and black U.S. Americans in the position of black racial 

subalterns within the U.S. military. Secondly, the poem was also written at a time 

when many African American writers and leaders were not only calling on African 

Americans to fight in Europe and “prove their worth”—including notably WEB 

DuBois—but were also celebrating the war as an event that had created a generation 

of “New Negroes.” This was probably a trope that Dessus was familiar with given his 

knowledge of what was circulating in the African American press at the time.77 

Pancho Ibero also sometimes kept readers informed about the struggles of 

Afro-descendants elsewhere, particularly those who were fighting colonialism. In one 

issue, Dessus published translated copy of a speech given by Marcus Garvey in New 

York that appeared in the pages of the UNIA’s newspaper, the Negro World. They 

titled it in Spanish “Ruego por una nueva Africa” (“A plea for a new Africa”).78 The 

                                                
77 This was also a common trope in the African American press at the time. See Robin D. G. Kelley and 
Earl Lewis, To Make our World Anew: a History of African Americans (Oxford ; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000). 121-22. 
78 Marcus Garvey, “Ruego por una nueva Africa (traducido del periódico neoyorkino “THE NEGRO 
WORLD” expresamente para “PANCHO IBERO”,” Pancho Ibero, August 28 1920. 
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speech is actually a copy of Garvey’s inaugural address for the UNIA’s 1920 

Convention, the event in which the organization adopted its “Declaration of Rights of 

the Negro People of the World.” Earlier, Pancho Ibero also published a translated 

copy of another speech by Garvey.79 However, the paper’s decision to translate and 

print UNIA propaganda does not mean, of course, that the newspaper endorsed 

Garvey’s ultimate rejection of nation-state centered liberalism as an instrument for 

reversing white supremacy. This would have contradicted both Dessus’ and the rest of 

the editorial board’s pro-independence agenda.80 What Dessus probably wanted his 

readers to glean from these speeches was the UNIA’s unapologetic anti-colonialism 

when it came to Africa. In “Ruego por una nueva África,” most of his Garvey’s 

comments are aimed at calling on Afro-descendants from all parts of the world to 

support the full decolonization of Africa by lending their support to the UNIA’s 

campaigns and programs there. In another article written after the Treaty of Versailles, 

Dessus commented on how the end of the World War had awakened nationalist 

sentiments in colonies around the world: “una de las más hermosas manifestaciones a 

que ha dado lugar la guerra actual, ha sido a la libre expresión de los sentimientos 

nacionalistas de aquellos pueblos que han vivido por muchos años bajo el dominio de 

fuertes nacionalidades.”81 He mentions, for example, a delegation of Filipino 

                                                
79 ———, “Un glorioso futuro se aproxima para los negros,” Pancho Ibero, May 29 1920. 
80 In the 1920s, Garveyites launched two chapters in Puerto Rico, one in Ponce and another in San Juan. 
Román notes that “although these efforts attracted Puerto Ricans involved in artisans’ casinos, the 
UNIA did not become a major political force in the island, at least in comparison to Cuba and other 
parts of the Caribbean coast in Central America. See Reinaldo L. Román, “Scandalous Race: 
Garveyism, the Bomba, and the Discourse of Blackness in 1920s Puerto Rico,” Caribbean Studies 31, 
no. 1 (2003). See also Jorge Luis Chinea, Race and labor in the Hispanic Caribbean : the West Indian 
immigrant worker experience in Puerto Rico, 1800-1850, New directions in Puerto Rican studies 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005). 
81 “una de las más hermosas manifestaciones a que ha dado lugar la guerra actual, ha sido a la libre 
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separatists that went to the United States demanding not only their independence but 

also that of Hawaii. In a way, black nationalists in the United States like the members 

of the UNIA were also being compelled by the spirit of the times to organize as a 

nation within a nation in solidarity with other black colonial subjects elsewhere.   

Thus, Dessus’ reading of black internationalism was  that it was a kind of 

nation-centered anti-colonialism that simultaneously practiced a kind of radical liberal 

republicanism. Like Serra’s practice of diaspora, Dessus’ global understanding of 

blackness as a signifier of racial subalternity was entangled with the understanding 

that the nation was the most important vehicle that would guarantee people’s freedom 

both from white supremacy and colonialism. In other words, contrary to the belief of 

UNIA pan-Africanists, the nation was not something that Afro-descendants in the 

Hispanic Caribbean could throw out the proverbial window.  

Conclusion 

Carrión and Dessus both faced a very unique set of entanglements by 

attempting to reconcile their practices of black diasporicity with their quest to 

rearticulate Puerto Rican nationhood in a way that was open to anti-racist activism. 

Carrión proposed a kind of radical liberal-republican politics that eschewed 

nationalisms and pan-nationalisms, but that was also aware of the need for a concept 

of “patria” that would motivate people to struggle for each others’ freedom. Carrión 

hoped that that a different sense of “patria” would motivate people to fight for each 

other, one that was not tied to a concept of “nation” but rather to local, knowable 

                                                                                                                                       
expresión de los sentimientos nacionalistas de aquellos pueblos que han vivido por muchos años bajo el 
dominio de fuertes nacionalidades.” Luis Felipe Dessus, “El sentimiento nacionalista,” Pancho Ibero, 
May 24, 1919. 
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communities. The hope was that the republic could be come a pluralistic collection of 

miniature “patrias,” each of them fighting for their own rights. This perhaps 

corresponded to an understanding common among Puerto Rican annexationist at the 

time which understood the United States to be a federalist union of states, each with 

their unique idiosyncrasies, laws, identities, etc.82  

 Dessus’ entanglement was different yet similar to Carrión’s. In contrast to the 

person he once referred to as his intellectual guide, Dessus understood that Puerto 

Ricans of color needed something that would motivate them to fight for their rights, 

similar to how black American soldiers went to fight and die in World War I for what 

they thought would be a full inclusion into the U.S. nation. Thus, he contended that 

nationalism was the only thing that would compel black and mulatto Puerto Ricans to 

repel the imposition of U.S. de jure white supremacy in the island.  Incidentally, 

Dessus also adhered to the idea that Puerto Ricans of color also ought to defend the 

Antillean and the Latin American nations from U.S. imperialism, albeit while 

simultaneously criticizing those who adopted the position that these pan-nations were 

made up of culturally and soon to be racially white “Hispanics” (i.e., through 

miscegenation which some believed to whiten one’s racial stock).83 Dessus did reprint 

copies of African American articles at the time, but not in a way that conveyed the 

sense that black Puerto Ricans were part of the same African diaspora. Instead, he 

employed these to reaffirm the need for racial subalterns to make the true liberal 

                                                
82 This is why people like Barbosa naively argued that annexationism for Puerto Rico under this system 
was akin to autonomism. 
83 See for example, Dessus’ essay titled “Dos Tendencias: Pan-Americanismo – Hispano-Americanismo” 
in Luis Felipe Dessus, Flores y balas (estados de alma)  (Guayama, P.R.: Tip. Union guayamesa, 1916). 
237-45. 
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republic “possible” from within, as other racial and colonial subalterns were doing 

elsewhere.  

 Besides attempting to provide some historiographical nuance to how we think 

about how Afro-descended activist intellectuals in Puerto Rico have engaged with 

ideas of race and nationhood, this chapter also illustrates the contingencies of Afro-

Latina/o politics. In the case of Carrión and Dessus, in their search for a politics of 

anti-racism that was also anti-colonial and anti-imperial, they disidentified with 

normative notions of both black diasporicity and Latinidad of that era. This is not to 

say that they were not Afro-Latina/os or that there is no such thing as an Afro-Latina/o 

onto-political identity. Rather, as this chapter and this entire dissertation illustrate, 

Afro-Latinidad is a protean, internally contested, historically situated identity. People 

like Carrión and Serra attempted to rearticulate these imaginaries in a way that suited 

their preferred strategic approaches as activists, just as they also attempted to 

rearticulate what it means to be a Puerto Rican. The key word here is “attempted” 

because as I argue in this chapter and the previous chapters, none of these figures were 

ever successful in replacing dominant understandings of nationhood and pan-

nationhood with their own rearticulations.  
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Conclusion: Towards a Different Way of Historicizing Afro-Latina/o Anti-Racist 
Politics  
 
 

“much is said about unity but no one knows what kind of 
union we are being invited to participate in. There is 
temporary unity and stable unity.”1 
-Rafael Serra, “Sin justicia no hay unión” (1897)  
 
“To revolutionize is to remove, destroy, and transform 
once and for all an old system for a newer one that in no 
way resembles it. When we only add or remove certain 
things from a system and leave its original base intact, we 
do not revolutionize: we simply evolve, and in order for us 
Cubans to save ourselves and progress, we have to 
revolutionize.”2  
-Rafael Serra, “Hay que pensar” (1899) 
 
“In our past, there are abdications, swindles, weaknesses of 
character; degenerations of temperament; and many 
unfortunate vices of education. It is not exactly evolution 
that Puerto Rico needs; it needs a revolution that 
revolutionizes its dignity, its conscience, its character, its 
habits, its obsessions, in its private life, in its public life, in 
its religion, and its laws.”3  
-Tomás Carrión-Maduro, Alma Latina (1905) 
 
“The spirits that broke the fear of the dominator’s ires have 
been unable to solder into one, neither in the forge of pain, 
nor before the sad realization of an inevitable fall. We are 
in a slope, headed down a path towards the abyss.”4 
-Luis Felipe Dessus, Flores y Balas (1916) 

                                                
1 “mucho se habla de unión y no se sabe a que clase de unión se nos invita. Hay unión temporal y unión 
estable.” 
2 “Revolucionar es remover, destruir y cambiar de una vez un sistema por otro que en nada se parezca al 
sistema caído. Cuando a un sistema solo se le quita o añade, quedando siempre su base original, 
entonces no se revoluciona sino se evoluciona: y los Cubanos como principio de salvación y de 
progreso, tenemos que revolucionar” 
3 “En nuestro pasado hay abdicaciones, vendutas, debilidades de carácter; degeneraciones de 
temperamento; y muchos lamentables vicios de educación. No es, precisamente, evolucionar lo que 
necesita Puerto Rico; necesita revolucionar, revolucionar en su dignidad, en u conciencia, en su 
carácter, en sus hábitos, en sus manías, en su vida privada, en su vida pública, en su religión y en sus 
procedimientos.” 
4 “Los espíritus que rompió el miedo a las iras de los dominadores, no han podido soldarse, ni en la 
fragua del dolor, ni ante la perspectiva tristísima de una caída inevitable. Estamos en una vertiente y en 
ruta hacia el abismo.” 
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This dissertation traces the way various black-identified activist intellectuals 

from Cuba and Puerto Rico attempted to reconcile a politics of racial subaltern anti-

racism with the various discourses of nationhood of the places they lived in. Political 

authors like Serra, Carrión-Maduro, and Dessus had one thing in common: they were 

among a small but significant minority of people that openly condemned how 19th 

century Cubans and Puerto Rican discourses of nationhood were written and practiced 

in a way that made the white elite the models for what/who the national subject ought 

to be. They were also among the few that were critical of how this was done on the 

backs of Afro-descendants who were cast as either the younger siblings or the children 

of these national patriarchs. Creole elite discourses of nationhood also claimed that in 

these former Spanish colonies, there was no need for black anti-racist political subjects 

or movements because blacks and mulattos were already “included” in the nation, 

unlike places like Saint Domingue and the United States, former colonies of European 

empires in which Afro-descendants were never given the promise of freedom and 

equality through nationhood. Instead, what blacks and mulattos in the Hispanic 

Caribbean needed—that is, according to the logics of racial fraternalism/paternalism—

was a proper education that would teach them how to be modern citizens capable of 

contributing to the nation’s progress. From a contemporary ethnic studies perspective, 

we can see that what was missing from these representations of nationhood was an 

indication of the way a white supremacist structure of economic and political power, 

combined with enduring interpersonal and institutional racisms rooted in Spanish 

colonialism, continued to deprive most Afro-descendants of equal access to wealth, 

health, education, safety, and political agency.  
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At the same time, in their idiosyncratic ways, Serra, Carrión, and Dessus 

grappled with how U.S. colonialism/neo-colonialism threatened to complicate these 

white supremacist structures of power. One of the main questions they struggled with 

was whether nationalism was indispensible as a tool for mobilizing Cubans and Puerto 

Ricans of color against U.S. imperialism. That of course depended on whether they 

believed blacks and mulattos could rearticulate the way these nationalisms had been 

deployed by creole elites. Another question was whether it would be useful for Cuban 

and Puerto Rican Afro-descendants to seek a politics of diasporic racial community 

with Afro-descendants in other parts of the Atlantic.  

All three of these men were undoubtedly modern thinkers and devotees of 

European and Euro-American literary and cultural conventions who simultaneously 

insisted that Afro-descendants should be fully included in the modern nations that they 

belonged to, not only as citizens but also as leaders of government and of an organized 

civil society. At the same time, they resisted the idea that creole elites would grant 

them justice and equality as soon as they relinquished their identities as racial/colonial 

subalterns. Rather, all three of these figures came to argue in some way that Hispanic 

Caribbean or U.S. nationalisms were not only compatible with a politics of sub-

national racial particularism, but in their estimation, it was such a politics that would 

make these republics stay true to the ideals of liberal republicanism that they were 

supposedly founded on.  

This dissertation sets out to not only elucidate the contingencies that shaped 

the political and strategic thinking of these organic intellectuals, but also the potential 

aporias they encountered. My use of the term “entanglement” is of course one that was 
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not used in the turn of the 20th century. The idea that the Caribbean postcolonial 

subject is caught in a dialectic between a longing for a “root” identity and an 

expression of “diversal” thinking does not resemble the way people like Serra, 

Carrión, and Dessus conceived or wrote about the politics of race and nationhood. 

Instead, like other thinkers of their time and place, these men understood until their 

lives’ end that blacks and mulattos would eventually rearticulate the discourses of 

nationhood of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and even the United States in a way that included 

Afro-descendants as equals. Nevertheless, as we can see from the texts they left 

behind, until their last days, they also continued to have conversations with 

themselves, so to speak, about how to get around the antagonisms that made it difficult 

to successfully challenge the way dominant discourses of nationhood supported a 

continuation of white supremacy. At the same time, they struggled to rearticulate 

discourses of black diasporicity and Latin American pan-nationhood in ways that 

avoided the problems inherent in these imaginaries.  

By employing a method designed to detect and unravel these impasses, I have 

attempted to historicize these individuals, not as people offering us “black,” “Cuban,” 

“Puerto Rican,” “Antillean,” “Latina/o,” or “Latin American” oppositional 

consciousnesses, but rather as activist intellectuals who questioned how these 

imaginaries could be used, combined, and redefined to dismantle the structures of 

white supremacy, colonialism, and imperialism in the Hispanic Caribbean region. In 

this regard, I have attempted to heed the advice of both Brent Hayes Edwards and 

Cristina Beltrán in their problematizations of how we commonly think and write about 

black diasporicity and Latinidad. In The Practice of Diaspora, Edwards reminds us 
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that black internationalist modern expression:  

takes form not as a single thread, but often through the often uneasy 
encounters of peoples of African descent with each other. The cultures 
of black internationalism are formed only within the ‘paradoxes’ 
Stovall mentions, with the result that—as much as they allow new and 
unforeseen alliances and interventions on a global stage—they also are 
characterized by unavoidable misapprehensions and misreadings, 
persistent blindness and solipsisms, self-defeating and abortive 
collaborations, a failure to translate even a basic grammar of 
blackness.5  
 

Edwards invites us to see the cultures of black internationalism as oftentimes 

“adversarial to themselves,” with differences and disagreements among black 

populations on a number of registers.6 Taking this more complicated understanding of 

black diasporicity into account, in this dissertation, I have provided a snapshot of how 

black and mulato anti-racists like Serra, Carrión, and Dessus did not fully identify as 

black internationalist subjects, not because they lacked a proper “black 

consciousness,” but rather because they  

carefully considered how black internationalism could be reconciled with the anti-

colonial/anti-imperial projects that mattered to them.   

 Likewise, I also considered here how these activist intellectuals weighed the 

benefits and risks of Latin American pan-nationalism and Latina/o pan-ethnicity. In 

The Trouble with Unity, Cristina Beltrán calls for a:  

new, more explicitly political understanding of Latino identity in which 
political subjectivity is recognized as inescapably fragmented, and 
where agonistic identities are understood as foundational to its 
democratic project. Approaching Latinidad as action—as something we 
do rather than something we are—this definition sees Latino politics as 
inherently coalitional. Such an approach offers no guarantees regarding 

                                                
5 Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black 
Internationalism  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003). 5. 
6 Ibid., 7. 
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the ideological content of Latinidad. However, by approaching the 
category ‘Latino’ as an assertion rather than as an answer, the 
essentially contested quality of Latinidad avoids the trap of unitary 
inclusiveness that has often characterized Latino politics in the United 
States. 
 

Beltrán challenges us to consider Latinidad—and I would add to that Latin 

Americaness—as a “site of ongoing resignifiability—as protean yet not 

unrecognizable.”7 Following her invitation, this dissertation understands Latinidad, 

not as a unitary, universal given, but rather as a discursive battleground in which Afro-

descended anti-racist/anti-imperialists like Serra, Carrión, and Dessus battled with 

white creole political thinkers and activists over the meaning of these pan-nationalisms 

and whether or not they could be reconciled with the racial subaltern political projects 

they articulated. I have also showed here how the same could be said about Antillean 

pan-nationalisms.  

 In the preceding chapters, I have avoided answering whether the entangled 

anti-racist/anti-colonial/anti-imperialist approaches articulated by Serra, Carrión, and 

Dessus had any true liberatory potential. Their attempts could also be considered to be 

transgressions that were ultimately doomed to fail due to the nature of anti-colonial 

nationalisms. Can there be such a thing as a Cuban or a Puerto Rican nationalism that 

allows a black nationalism within it? As we have seen, there is no such a thing as a 

double or triple consciousness that people like Serra, Carrión, and Dessus that is 

resolvable by virtue of a potentiated race consciousness. Instead, I have chosen to use 

a Glissantian/Deleuzian concept of “entanglement” which avoids the premise that 

                                                
7 Cristina Beltrán, The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity  (Oxford ; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 19. 
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there is some phenomenological, liberatory telos accessible to Hispanic Caribbean 

racial and colonial subalterns. Instead, Glissant claims that what the entangled subject 

does is destabilize ideas about rooted identities and rooted consciousnesses. For 

example, in an essay titled “The Unforeseeable Diversity,” Glissant claims that “a 

plural, multiplying, fragmented identity is no longer given or thought as a lack of 

identity but rather as a huge opening and new opportunity of breaking open closed 

gates.”8 Is there such a kind of transgressive potential in entanglements of the figures I 

examine here? This is a question that remains unanswered in this work.  

 There are also many other areas of historiographic research related to the 

questions posed here that I was unable to touch on, in part because of a lack of 

research funding and access to archives in Cuba. For a future manuscript based on this 

work, I would consider adding chapters that put Serra, Carrión, and Dessus in 

conversation with other even lesser known historical actors and social movements in 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. that they were in dialogue with. In the future, I plan to 

undertake extended research trips to the Schomburg Center in New York and to the 

Cuban National Archive and the José Martí National Library in order to collect 

primary sources that I have found in various bibliographies but have been unable to 

access. I also plan to write additional chapters that further problematize the 

oppositional projects that people like Serra and Carrión engaged in. First, I plan to 

examine how Serra’s black collectivist Cuban nationalism and Carrión Maduró’s 

black collectivist liberalism rehearsed patriarchal ideals about modern nationhood. I 

                                                
8 Édouard Glissant, "The Unforseeable Diversity of the World," in Beyond Dichotomies: Histories, 
Identities, Cultures, and the Challenge of Globalization, ed. Elisabeth Mudimbe-Boyi (Albany: State 
University of New York, 2002), 288. 
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will model my argument on the work that Michelle Stephens has done on West Indian 

activist intellectuals in the U.S. in Black Empire where she critically considers both 

the possibilities and the shortcomings of the political projects these men created.9 My 

analysis for this chapter would draw from articles published by Serra and Carrión in 

journals dedicated to women (e.g., Puerto Rico’s Bohemia and Cuba’s Minerva). I will 

examine the roles these men prescribed for women in these publications and compare 

those representations to the militant, masculinist, nationalist ideals that they fashioned 

through their publications and speeches. I would also consider writing a chapter that 

examines how these activist intellectuals overlooked the saliency of class struggles by 

centering liberalism as the vehicle for anti-racism and anti-imperialism. By examining 

Serra’s personal correspondence with anarchist Cuban activists and Carrión’s open 

dismissal of Puerto Rico’s anarcho-syndicalists, I would attempt to analyze why these 

leaders found it difficult to articulate a vision that opposed class exploitation, racism 

and (neo)colonialism simultaneously.10  

 I also plan to contact the descendants of Carrión-Maduro and Dessus to see if 

any of them have any of their private documents. I am especially interested in finding 

more information about Carrión-Maduró’s trip to the 1911 Congress of the Races in 

London. As far as I have been able to surmise, Carrión never wrote in detail about his 

role representing Puerto Rico in this historic meeting, even though many of his 

contemporaries mention it as one of his proudest accomplishments. Juan Canales 

Carrazo mentioned that at the time of his death, Carrión was working on an anthology 
                                                
9 Michelle Ann Stephens, Black Empire: the Masculine Global Imaginary of Caribbean Intellectuals in 
the United States, 1914-1962, New Americanists (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005). 
10 I would also need to do further research in Cuba to see if I can access whatever is left o Serra’s 
personal correspondence.  
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of texts presented at this important event.11 It would be interesting to measure how 

Carrión’s thinking on pan-Africanists evolved in the 1910s, particularly after attending 

this conference and possibly listening to speeches by some of the future founders of 

the pan-African congresses.  

 As I added the finishing touches to this dissertation this summer, the Cuban 

government has been commemorating the 100 year anniversary of the Massacre of 

1912 in which thousands of blacks and mulattos were killed because of their alleged 

participation in the Partido Independiente de Color’s uprising that year. This 

dissertation will hopefully serve as an additional testament to the incredible hardships 

that black and mulatto anti-racists in the Hispanic Caribbean have suffered. However, 

I hope it also reminds people that paying homage to the struggles that racial subaltern 

subjects waged is not enough to make the nation truly racially fraternal or harmonious. 

Such a task requires that we not only remember what happened but also understand 

that the structural antagonisms that people like Serra, Carrión, and Dessus faced one 

hundred years ago exert a powerful influence today. In that sense, the question of 

whether the republic is “possible” remains as open now as it did then.  

 

                                                
11 Juan Canales Carazo, Tomás Carrión Maduro, Portorriqueño  (Habana: Imprenta y papelería de 
Rambla, Bouza y Ca, 1923). 



 

 250 

Bibliography 
 

Acosta-Belén, Edna. “Lola Rodríguez de Tió and the Puerto Rican Struggle for 
Freedom.” In Latina Legacies: Identity, Biography, and Community, edited by 
Vicki Ruíz and Virginia Sánchez Korrol. 84-96. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005. 

 
“Aquilataciones.” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 22 1920. 
 
Arroyo, Jossianna. Writing Secrecy: Technologies of the Word in Caribbean 

Freemasonry. New York: Palgrave, Forthcoming.  
 
Ayala, César J., and Rafael Bernabe. Puerto Rico in the American Century: A History 

since 1898. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007. 
 
Ardao, Arturo. América Latina y la latinidad. México, D.F.: UNAM, 1993. 
 
———. Génesis de la idea y el nombre de América Latina. Colección Enrique 

Bernardo Núñez. Caracas, Venezuela: Centro de Estudios Latinoamericanos 
Rómulo Gallegos, 1980. 

 
Baerga, María del Carmen. “Los avatares de la blancura: Betances y la historiografía 

del siglo XX.” In: 80 grados (2011). Published electronically September 2. 
http://www.80grados.net/los--!avatares--!de--!la--!blancura--! betances--!y--!
la--!historiografia--!del--!siglo--!xx/. 

 
Barbosa, José Celso. “Cuestiones de razas.” La obra de José Celso Barbosa, edited by 

Pilar Barbosa de Rosario. Vol. 3. San Juan de Puerto Rico: Impr. Venezuela, 
1937. 

 
———. “Orientando Al Pueblo.” La obra de José Celso Barbosa, edited by Pilar 

Barbosa de Rosario. Vol. 4. San Juan de Puerto Rico: Impr. Venezuela, 1937. 
 
Barton, Halbert. “The Drum-Dance Challenge: An Anthropological Studiy of Gender, 

Race, and Class Marginalizations of Bomba in Puerto Rico.” Dissertation, 
Cornell University, 1995. 
 

“Bases del Partido Revolucionario Cubano.” In El Partido Revolucionario Cubano, 
edited by Aurea Matilde Fernández. 5-8. Oviedo: Servicio de Publicaciones de 
la Universidad de Oviedo, 1998. 

 
Baylen, Joseph O., and John Hammond Moore. “Senator John Tyler Morgan and 

Negro Colonization in the Philippines, 1901 to 1902.” 29 1 (1st Qtr. 1968): 65-
75. 

 



 

 

251 

Beltrán, Cristina. The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity.  
Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

 
Bergad, Laird W. “Toward Puerto Rico’s Grito De Lares: Coffee, Social Stratification, 

and Class Conflicts, 1828-1868.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 60, 
no. 4 (Nov. 1980): 617-42. 

 
Blanco, Tomás, and Arcadio Díaz Quiñones. El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico. 

Colección Obras completas De Tomás Blanco. 3a ed. Río Piedras, P.R.: 
Ediciones Huracán, 1985. 

 
Blue, Sarah A. . “The Erosion of Racial Equality in the Context of Cuba’s Dual 

Economy.” Latin American Politics and Society 49, no. 3 (2007): 35!68. 
 
Bobadilla, Emilio. “Puerto Rico (Notas de viaje).” In Escaramuzas (sátiras y críticas). 

Madrid: F. Fé, 1888.  
 
Briggs, Laura. Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in 

Puerto Rico. American Crossroads. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2002. 

 
Brock, Lisa. “Back to the Future: African Americans and Cuba in the Time(s) of Race.” 

Contributions in Black Studies 12, no. 1 (1994). 
 
Bronfman, Alejandra. Measures of Equality: Social Science, Citizenship, and Race in 

Cuba, 1902-1940. Envisioning Cuba. Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004. 

 
Bueno, Salvador. Acerca de Plácido. Colección Crítica. Ciudad de La Habana: 

Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1985. 
 
Cabrera-Peña, Miguel “Alma dundadora: Rafael Serra y Montalvo.” Islas: Órgano 

oficial del Afro-Cuban Alliance, Inc. 3, no. 9 (Mar. 2008): 21-33. 
 
Canales-Carazo, Juan. Tomás Carrión Maduro, portorriqueño. Habana: Imprenta y 

papelería de Rambla, Bouza y Ca, 1923. 
 

Capetillo, Luisa. “To Tomás Carrión.” In A Nation of Women: An Early Feminist 
Speaks out - Mi Opinión Sobre Las Libertades, Derechos Y Deberes De La 
Mujer, edited by Félix V. Matos Rodríguez. 109. Houston, Tex.: Arte Publico 
Press, 2004. 

 
Carrión-Maduro, Tomás. Alma Latina. San Juan: Tip. Boletín Mercantil, 1905. 
 



 

 

252 

———. Á vuela pluma: Haití. Plácido y Manuel Sanguily. Habana: La Constancia, 
1894. 

 
———. Cumba. San Juan: Tip. Boletín Mercantil, 1903. 
 
———. “El Pasado.” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, March 27 1920. 
 
———. Ten con ten: impresiones de un viaje a la América del Norte. Puerto Rico: Tip. 

La República Española, 1906. 
 

Casanovas, Joan. Bread or Bullets!: Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 
1850-1898. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998. 

 
Castellanos, Jorge, and Isabel Castellanos. Cultura Afrocubana. Miami: Ediciones 

Universal, 1988. 
 
Castro-de Moux, María E. La negritud de Luis Palés Matos: poesía para la 

descolonización cultural de los pueblos Antillanos. New Orleans, LA: 
University of the South, 1999. 

 
Castro-Fernández, Silvio. La masacre de los independientes de color en 1912. La 

Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 2002. 
 
Census, U.S. “Race and Hispanic or Latino Origin: 2010 (Puerto Rico).” 2010. 
 
Centeno-Añeses, Carmen. Modernidad y resistencia: literatura obrera en Puerto Rico 

(1898-1910). San Juan: Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el 
Caribe: Ediciones Callejón, 2005. 

 
Césaire, Aimé. Letter to Maurice Thorez.  Paris: Présence africaine, 1957. 
 
Chambers, Jason. “The Greatest Single Power in the Race: African-American 

Newspapers and the Spread of Pan-African Thought, 1900-1919.” Ohio State 
University, 1996. 

 
Chinea, Jorge Luis. Race and Labor in the Hispanic Caribbean: The West Indian 

Immigrant Worker Experience in Puerto Rico, 1800-1850. Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2005. 

 
Colmeiro, Manuel. Elementos del derecho político y administrativo de España. 

Madrid y Santiago: Librería de Don Angel Calleja, 1858. 
 
Colón-López, Joaquín. Pioneros puertorriqueños en Nueva York: 1917-1947. Houston, 

TX: Arte Público Press, 2002. 
 



 

 

253 

Contee, Clarence G. . “Afro-Americans and Early Pan-Africanism.” Negro Digest 
XIX, no. 4 (February 1970). 

 
———. “Ethiopia and the Pan-African Movement before 1945.” Negro Digest XXI, 

no. 4 (February 1972). 
 
———. “Henry Sylvester Williams: Pioneer Pan-Africanist.” Negro Digest XXIII, no. 

5 (March 1974). 
 
Cordero-De la Fuente, J. . “Voces de Gotham: la raza de color y la independencia de 

Puerto Rico.” Pancho Ibero, November 22 1919. 
 
Cortés-Zavala, María Teresa. “La construcción criolla de un espacio cultural en la 

narrativa puertorriqueña: el caso de Manuel Alonso y Zeno Gandía.” Revista 
Brasileira do Caribe I, no. 2 (January-June 2001): 109-27. 

 
Cruz-Monclova, Lidio. Historia de Puerto Rico, siglo XIX. Vol. 3:3, Río Piedras: 

Editorial Universitaria, 1952-62. 
 
Cubano-Iguina, Astrid. “Política radical y autonomismo en Puerto Rico: conflictos de 

intereses en la formación del Partido Autonomista Puertorriqueño (1887).” 
Anuario de estudios americanos 51, no. 2 (1994): 155-73. 

 
Dávia, Arlene. Sponsored Identities: Cultural Politics in Puerto Rico.  Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1997. 
 
“Datos oficiales de una asamblea municipal de Ponce.” El Águila de Puerto Rico, 

March 19, 1920. 
 
Degler, Carl N. Neither Black nor White: Slavery and Race Relations in Brazil and the 

United States.  New York,: Macmillan, 1971. 
 
De La Torre, Miguel A. The Quest for the Cuban Christ: A Historical Search. The 

History of African-American Religions. Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2002. 

 
Deschamps Chapeaux, Pedro. El Negro en el periodismo cubano en el siglo XIX.  

Habana: Ediciones R, 1963. 
 
———. Rafael Serra Y Montalvo: Obrero incansable de nuestra independencia.  

Habana: Unión de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba, 1975. 
 
Dessus, Luis Felipe. “Cantando tristezas: a Tomás Carrión Maduro.” Pancho Ibero: 

revista literaria y política, March 27 1920. 
 



 

 

254 

———. “Cristo irredentor: Booker T. Washington.” In Flores y balas (estados de 
alma). 247-53. Guayama, P.R.: Tip. Union guayamesa, 1916. 

 
———. “El cinismo de ayer.” La Justicia: periódico político, defensor de la clase 

trabajadora. May 3 1901. 
 
———. “El sentimiento nacionalista.” Pancho Ibero, May 24 1919.  
 
———. Flores y Balas (estados de alma). Guayama, P.R.: Tip. Unión 

Guayamesa,1916.  
 
———. “La raza de color y la independencia de Puerto Rico, VI.” Pancho Ibero: 

revista literaria y política, September 27 1919. 
 
———. Redención. Puerto Rico: Tip. Cantero Fernández, 1918. 
 
———. “Una palabra más.” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y política, August 7 1920. 
 
Dhouti, Hassan Abdel. “Cubanismo: Race, Class, and Revolution.” Ph.D. Dissertation, 

University of California, San Diego. 2001. 
 
Díaz-Quiñones, Arcadio. “De cómo y cuando bregar.” In Literatura puertorriqueña 

del siglo XX: antología, edited by Mercedes López-Baralt. 227-81. San Juan, 
P.R.: Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 2004. 

 
Domínguez-Rubio, C. “Comentarios.” Pancho Ibero, November 6 1919.  
 
Dowd Hall, Jacquelyn. “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of 

the Past.” The Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (March 2005): 1233-63. 
 
Du Bois, W. E. B. “Of Our Spiritual Strivings (From: The Souls of Black Folk).” In W. 

E. B. Du Bois: A Reader, edited by David Levering Lewis. New York: Harper 
& Row, 1970. 

 
Edwards, Brent Hayes. The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the 

Rise of Black Internationalism.  Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2003. 

 
———. “The Uses of Diaspora.” Social Text 19, no. 1 (Spring 2001): 45-73. 
 
“En honor al fenecido periodista, Tomás Carrión.” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 

16 1920. 
 
Esedebe, P. Olisanwuche. Pan-Africanism: The Idea and Movement, 1776-1991.  

Washington, D.C.: Howard University, 1994. 



 

 

255 

 
Fernández-Robaina, Tomás. Cuba, Personalidades En El Debate Racial : 

Conferencias Y Ensayos. Etnología.  La Habana, Cuba: Editorial de Ciencias 
Sociales, 2007. 

 
———. El Negro En Cuba, 1902-1958: Apuntes Para La Historia De La Lucha 

Contra La Discriminación Racial. Sociología.  La Habana: Editorial de 
Ciencias Sociales, 1990. 

 
———. “Hacia El Centenario De La Fundación Del Partido Independiente De Color: 

Aproximación Crítica a Tres Nuevas Contribuciones.” Caribbean Studies 36, 
no. 1 (Jan. 2008): 131-40. 

 
———. “Marcus Garvey in Cuba: Urrutia, Cubans, and Black Nationalism.” In 

Between Race and Empire: African Americans and Cubans before the Cuban 
Revolution, edited by Lisa Brock and Digna  Castañeda Fuertes. 120-28. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998. 

 
Ferrer, Ada. Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1999. 
 
———. “The Silence of Patriots: Race and Nationalism in Martí’s Cuba.” In Jose 

Marti’s “Our America”: From National to Hemispheric Cultural Studies, 
edited by Jeffrey Grant Belnap and Raul A. Fernandez. 228-52. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1998. 

 
Figueroa, Luis A. Sugar, Slavery, and Freedom in Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005. 
 
Findlay, Eileen. Imposing Decency: The Politics of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 

1870-1920. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999. 
 
Fischer, Sibylle. Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age 

of Revolution. Durham: Duke University Press, 2004. 
 
Flores, Ángel. Spanish American Authors: The Twentieth Century. New York: Wilson, 

1992. 
 
Flores, Juan. Insularismo e ideología burguesa en Antonio Pedreira. La Habana: Casa 

de las Américas, 1979. 
 
Fortune, T. Thomas. “The Nationalization of Africa.” In Africa and the American 

Negro; Addresses and Proceedings, edited by J. W. E. Bowen. Atlanta: 
Gammon theological seminary, 1896. 

 



 

 

256 

Foucault, Michel. Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Routledge, 2002. 
 
Foucault, Michel, and Colin Gordon. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and 

Other Writings, 1972-1977. New York: Pantheon, 1980. 
 
Fredrickson, George M. White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American and 

South African History. New York: Oxford University Press, 1981. 
 
Fuente, Alejandro de la. A Nation for All: Race, Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth- 

Century Cuba. Envisioning Cuba. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2001. 

 
García-Leduc, José Manuel. Historia breve de Puerto Rico. San Juan: Isla Negra, 

2007. 
 
Garvey, Marcus. “Ruego por una nueva África (traducido del periódico neoyorkino 

“The Negro World” expresamente para “Pancho Ibero”.” Pancho Ibero, 
August 28 1920. 

 
———. “Un glorioso futuro se aproxima para los negros.” Pancho Ibero, May 29 

1920. 
 
Gates, Henry Louis, and Jennifer Burton. Call and Response: Key Debates in African 

American Studies.  New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2010. 
Gatewood, Willard B. “Black Americans and the Quest for Empire, 1898-1903.” The 

Journal of Southern History 38, no. 4 (1972): 545-66. 
 
Gaztambide-Géigel, Antonio. Tan lejos de Dios: ensayos sobre las relaciones del 

Caribe con Estados Unidos. San Juan, P.R.: Ediciones Callejón, 2006. 
 
Geggus, David Patrick. “The Sounds and Echoes of Freedom: The Impact of the 

Haitian Revolution on Latin America.” In Beyond Slavery: The Multilayered 
Legacy of Africans in Latin America and the Caribbean, edited by Darién J. 
Davis. 19-36. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007. 

 
Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993. 
 
Glissant, Édouard. Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays. Translated by Michael 

Dash. Caraf Books. Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1989. 
 
———. Poetics of Relation. Translated by Betsy Wing.  Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 1997. 
 



 

 

257 

———. “The Unforseeable Diversity of the World.” Translated by Haun Saussy. In 
Beyond Dichotomies: Histories, Identities, Cultures, and the Challenge of 
Globalization, edited by Elisabeth Mudimbe-Boyi. 287-96. Albany: State 
University of New York, 2002. 

 
Go, Julian. American Empire and the Politics of Meaning: Elite Political Cultures in 

the Philippines and Puerto Rico During U.S. Colonialism. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2008. 

 
Gonçalves, João Felipe “The ‘Apostle’ in Stone: Nationalism and Monuments in 

Honor of José Martí.” In The Cuban Republic and José Martí: Reception and 
Use of a National Symbol, edited by Mauricio A. Font and Alfonso W. Quiroz. 
18-33. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006. 

 
González, José Luis. Puerto Rico: The Four-Storeyed Country and Other Essays. 

Princeton: M. Wiener Pub., 1993. 
 
González-Mendoza, Juan R. . “Puerto Rico’s Creole Patriots and the Slave Trade after 

the Haitian Revolution.” In The Impact of the Haitian Revolution in the 
Atlantic World, edited by David Patrick Geggus. 58-71. Columbia, S.C.: 
University of South Carolina, 2001. 

 
Gordon, Avery. Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997. 
 
Gott, Richard. Cuba: A New History. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004. 
 
Guerra, Lillian. The Myth of José Martí: Conflicting Nationalisms in Early Twentieth- 

Century Cuba. Envisioning Cuba. Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2005. 

 
Guridy, Frank Andre. Forging Diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African Americans in a 

World of Empire and Jim Crow. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2010. 

 
Guzmán, Jesse Parkhurst, ed. 1952 Negro Yearbook. New York: William H. Wise, 

1952. 
 
 
Harris, Paul W. “Racial Identity and the Civilizing Mission: Double-Consciousness at 

the 1895 Congress on Africa.” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of 
Interpretation 18, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 145-76. 

 
Helg, Aline. Our Rightful Share: The Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995. 



 

 

258 

 
———. “Race and Black Mobilization in Colonial and Early Independent Cuba: A 

Compartive Perspective.” Ethnohistory 44, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 53-74. 
 
Hellwig, David J. . “The African-American Press and United States Involvement in 

Cuba, 1902-1912.” In Between Race and Empire: African Americans and 
Cubans before the Cuban Revolution, edited by Lisa Brock and Digna  
Castañeda Fuertes. 120-28. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998. 

 
Henry, Paget. “Africana Phenomenology: Its Philosophical Implications.” C. L. R. 

James Journal, 11, no. 1 (2005): 79!112. 
 
Hevia Lanier, Oilda. El directorio central de las sociedades negras en Cuba (1886-

1894). Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1996. 
 
Hoffnung-Garskof, Jesse. “The Migrations of Arturo Schomburg: On Being Antillano, 

Negro, and Puerto Rican in New York, 1891-1938.” Journal of American 
Ethnic History 21, no. 1 (2001): 3-49. 

 
———. “To Abolish the Law of Castes: Merit, Manhood and the Problem of Colour 

in the Puerto Rican Liberal Movement, 1873–92.” Social History 36, no. 3 
(August 2011): 312-42. 

 
Hostos, Eugenio María de. “Puerto Rico, madre isla.” Obras completas. Edited by 

Vivian Quiles Calderín and Julio César López. Vol. V:III, San Juan, P.R.: 
Instituto de Estudios Hostosianos: Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 
2001. 

 
Humboldt, Alexander von. The Island of Cuba: A Political Essay.  Princeton, NJ: 

Markus Wiener Publishers, 2001. 
 
James, Winston. “Afro-Puerto Rican Radicalism in the United States: Reflections on 

the Political Trajectories of Arturo Schomburg and Jesús Colón.” Centro 
Journal 8, no. 1-2 (1996): 92–127. 

 
———. Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early 

Twentieth-Century America. London: New York: Verso, 1999. 
 
Jiménez-Román, Miriam. “Un Hombre (Negro) Del Pueblo: Jose Celso Barbosa and 

the Puerto Rican ‘Race’ toward Whiteness.” Centro Journal 7, no. 1-2 (1996): 
8-29. 

 
Jiménez Román, Miriam, and Juan Flores. “Triple-Consciousness? Approaches to 

Afro-Latino Culture in the United States.” Latin American and Caribbean 
Ethnic Studies 4, no. 3 (2009): 319-28. 



 

 

259 

 
———. The Afro-Latin@ Reader: History and Culture in the United States.  Durham 

NC: Duke University Press, 2010. 
 
Johnson, Sara E. The Fear of French Negroes: Transcolonial Collaboration in the 

Revolutionary Americas. Berkeley: University of California, 2012. 
 
———. “‘You Should Give Them Blacks to Eat:’ Waging Inter-American Wars of 

Torture and Terror.” American Quarterly 61, no. 1 (2009): 65-92. 
 
Kaye, Jacqueline. “Martí in the United States: The Flight from Disorder.” In José 

Martí, Revolutionary Democrat, edited by Christopher Abel and Nissa 
Torrents. Durham: Duke University Press, 1986. 

 
Kelley, Robin D. G., and Earl Lewis. To Make Our World Anew: A History of African 

Americans. Oxford: New York: Oxford University Press, 2000. 
 
Kelley, Robin D.G., and Tiffany Ruby Patterson. “Unfinished Migrations: Reflections 

on the African Diaspora and the Making of the Modern World.” African 
Studies Review 43, no. 1 (2000): 11-45. 

 
Kinsbruner, Jay. Not of Pure Blood: The Free People of Color and Racial Prejudice in 

Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico. Durham, NN: Duke University Press, 1996. 
 
“La fotografía histórica: la primera cámara de delegados, 1900.” La revista del Centro 

de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe 4 (1987): 138-39. 
 
Lazo, Rodrigo. Writing to Cuba: Filibustering and Cuban Exiles in the United States. 

Envisioning Cuba. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005. 
 
“Lean los negros portorriqueños.” Pancho Ibero, August 21 1920.  
 
Levis-Bernard, José Elías. “Estercolero.” In Colección Puertorriqueña. San Juan, 

P.R.: 
La Editorial Universidad de Puerto Rico, 2008. 
 

Lipsitz, George. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit 
from Identity Politics.  Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998. 
 

Livingston, L.W. “Freest Town in the South: No Bulldozing Attempted at Key West.” 
The New York Age, December 1, 1888.  
 

———. “Peculiarities of Key West: An Island Where Women Smoke.” The New York 
Age, November 3, 1888. 

 



 

 

260 

Logan, Enid Lynette. “Social Status, Race, and the Timing of Marriage in Cuba’s First 
Constitutional Era, 1902–1940.” Journal of Family History 36, no. 1 (2011): 
52-71. 

 
Lugo-Ortiz, Agnes. “Notas en torno a Plácido: guerras genealógicas y los intersticios 

de la identidad en Cuba ante el noventa y ocho.” Revista encuentro 10 (Fall 
1998): 133-46. 

 
“Luis Felipe Dessus: redactor-jefe de Pancho Ibero.” Pancho Ibero: revista literaria y 

política, July 5 1919. 
 
Marín, Ramón, and Socorro Girón. Las fiestas populares de ponce. San Juan, P.R.: 

Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1994. 
 
Martí, José. “El Plato de lentejas.” In Obras completas, edited by Manuel Isidro 

Mendez. Habana,: Editorial Lex, 1953. 
 
———. “La liga antillana.” In Obras completas, Vol. 1. 323-24. Habana: Editorial de 

las Ciencias Sociales, 1975. 
 
———. “La verdad sobre los Estados Unidos.” In Obras completas. 2,035-2,38. 

Havana: Editorial Lex, 1946. 
 
———. “La verdad sobre los Estados Unidos.” In Cuba, Nuestra América, Los 

Estados Unidos, edited by Roberto Fernández Retamar. 314-18. México: Siglo 
Veintiuno Editores, 1973. 

 
———. “Letter to Rafael Serra.” In Rafael Serra, Patriota Y Revolucionario, edited 

by Habana. Oficina del Historiador de la Ciudad., July, 1889. 
 
———. “Los lunes de ‘La Liga’.” In Obras completas, Vol. 1. 252-55. Habana: 

Editorial de las Ciencias Sociales, 1975. 
 
———. “Nuestra américa.” In Cuba, Nuestra América, Los Estados Unidos, edited by 

Roberto Fernández Retamar. 111-20. México: Siglo Veintiuno Editores, 1973. 
 
———. “Our America.” In José Martí: Selected Writings, edited by Esther Allen and 

Roberto González Echevarría. 288-95. New York: Penguin Books, 2002. 
 
———. “Pobres y ricos.” In Obras completas, Vol. 1. 252-55. Habana: Editorial de las 

Ciencias Sociales, 1975. 
 
———. “Rafael Serra: Para Un Libro.” Patria, March 26 1892. 
 



 

 

261 

———. “The Truth About the United States.” In José Martí: Selected Writings, edited 
by Esther Allen and Roberto González Echevarría. 329-34. New York: 
Penguin Books, 2002. 

 
———. “A Vindication of Cuba.” In The Latino Reader: An American Literary 

Tradition from 1542 to the Present, edited by Harold Augenbraum and 
Margarite Fernández Olmos. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997. 
 

Martínez, Julio. “Tomás Carrión Maduro. Ante su tumba....” El Mundo, March 25 
1920. 

 
Matías, Fernando J. La anarquía en Puerto Rico, con motivo de los sucesos políticos 

más importantes ocurridos durante el año 1902. Persecuciones y atropellos: 
las víctimas del coloniaje. Ponce: Manuel López, 1903. 

 
Meléndez, Edgardo. Movimiento anexionista en Puerto Rico. Río Piedras, P.R.: 

Editorial de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1993. 
 
Moya-Pons, Frank. History of the Caribbean: Plantations, Trade, and War in the 

Atlantic World  Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2007. 
 
McGuinness, Aims. Path of Empire: Panama and the California Gold Rush. The 

United States in the World.  Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008. 
 

———. “Searching for Latin America: Race and Sovereignty in the Amercas in the 
1850s.” In Race and Nation in Modern Latin America, edited by Nancy P. 
Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson and Karin Alejandra Rosemblatt. 87-107. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003. 

 
Meriño-Fuentes, María de los Ángeles. Una vuelta necesaria a mayo de 1912: El 

alzamiento de los Independientes de Color. La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias 
Sociales, 2006. 
 

Mignolo, Walter. Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, 
and Border Thinking. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000. 

 
———. The Idea of Latin America. Blackwell Manifestos. Malden, MA: Oxford: 

Blackwell Pub., 2005. 
 

Miller, Marilyn Grace. Rise and Fall of the Cosmic Race: The Cult of Mestizaje in 
Latin America. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004. 

 
Mirabal, Nancy Raquel. “The Afro-Cuban Community in Ybor City and Tampa, 

1886-1910.” OAH Magazine of History 7, no. 4 (1993): 19-22. 
 



 

 

262 

———. “‘No Country but the One We Must Fight For’: The Emergence of an 
Antillean Nation and Community in New York City, 1860-1901.” In Mambo 
Montage: The Latinization of New York, edited by Arlene M. Dávila Agustín 
Laó-Montes. New York: Columbia University Press, 2001. 

 
———. “Spripting Race, Finding Place: African Americans, Afro-Cubans, and the 

Diasporic Imaginary in the United State.” In Neither Enemies nor Friends : 
Latinos, Blacks, Afro- Latinos, edited by Anani Dzidzienyo and Suzanne 
Oboler. 137-56. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 

 
Mitchell, Michele. Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of 

Racial Destiny after Reconstruction.  Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004. 

 
Moya Pons, Frank. History of the Caribbean: Plantations, Trade, and War in the 

Atlantic World. Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2007. 
 
“Mujeres de color atacadas por varios marinos en Coney Island (traducido del 

periódico neoyorkino ‘The New York Age’ expresamente para ‘Pancho Ibero’.” 
Pancho Ibero, September 11 1920. 

 
Muñoz-Marín, Luis. Memorias: autobiografía pública. San Juan: Univ. 

Interamericana, 1982. 
 
Negrón-Portillo, Mariano. Las turbas republicanas, 1900-1904. Río Piedras, P.R.: 

Ediciones Huracán, 1990. 
 
Nicholls, David. “A Work of Combat: Mulatto Historians and the Haitian Past, 1847- 

1867.” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 16, no. 1 (February 
1974): 15-38. 

 
Nwankwo, Ifeoma Kiddoe. “The Promises and Perils of Us African-American 

Hemispherism: Latin America in Martin Delany’s Blake and Gayl Jones’s 
Mosquito.” American Literary History 18, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 579-99. 

 
Ogelsby, J. C. M. “The Cuban Autonomist Movement’s Perception of Canada, 1865- 

1898: Its Implication.” The Americas 48, no. 4 (1992): 445-61. 
 
Olmsted, Victor H. Cuba: Population, History and Resources. Washington, DC: US 

Bureau of the Census, 1907. 
 
Ortiz, Paul. Emancipation Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black Organizing and 

White Violence in Florida from Reconstruction to the Bloody Election of 1920. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005. 

 



 

 

263 

Padilla Aponte, Edwin Karli. “Introducción.” In Pioneros puertorriqueños en Nueva 
York: 1917-1947. Houston, TX: Arte Público Press, 2002. 

 
Pappademos, Melina. Black Political Activism and the Cuban Republic. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2011. 
 
Paquette, Robert L. Sugar Is Made with Blood: The Conspiracy of La Escalera and 

the Conflict between Empires over Slavery in Cuba. Middletown, Conn.: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1988. 

 
Patterson, Orlando. Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982. 
 
Pedreira, Antonio Salvador. Insularismo. Novela. Barcelona: Vosgos, 1979.  
 
———. Un hombre del pueblo: José Celso Barbosa. San Juan, Puerto Rico: Imprenta 

Venezuela, 1937. 
 
Pérez, Louis A. Cuba under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934. Pittsburg, Pa.: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 1986. 
 
———. “Politics, Peasants, and People of Color: The 1912 ‘Race War’ in Cuba 

Reconsidered.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 66, no. 3 (Aug. 
1986): 509-39. 

 
Pérez-Concepción, Hebert Ramiro. “Haití en José Martí.” Ciencia en su PC 4 (Oct- 

Dec 2010): 61-72. 
 
Pérez Landa, Rufino, María Rosell Pérez, and Martín Morúa Delgado. Vida Pública 

De Martín Morúa Delgado.  Habana,1957. 
 
Pérez Sarduy, Pedro, and Jean Stubbs. Afro-Cuban Voices: On Race and Identity in 

Contemporary Cuba. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000. 
 
Pettinger, Alasdair. “From Vaudoux to Voodoo.” Forum for Modern Language 

Studies 40, no. 4 (2004): 415-25. 
 
Picó, Fernando. Puerto Rico 1898: The War after the War. Translated by Sylvia 

Korwek. Princeton, NJ: Markus Weiner, 2004. 
 
Portuondo Linares, Serafín. Los independientes de color: historia del Partido 

Independiente De Color. La Habana: Editorial Caminos, 2002. 
 
“Póstumo homenaje a Tomás Carrión.” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 15 1920.  
 



 

 

264 

Poyo, Gerald E. “Cuban Patriots in Key West, 1878-1886: Guardians at the Separatist 
Ideal.” The Florida Historical Quarterly 61, no. 1 (1979): 20-36. 

 
———. “Evolution of Cuban Separatist Thought in the Emigre Communities of the 

United States, 1848-1895.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 66, no. 
3 (Aug. 1986): 485-507. 

 
———. “Key West and the Cuban Ten Years War.” The Florida Historical Quarterly 

57, no. 3 (1979): 289-307. 
 
———. With All, and for the Good of All: The Emergence of Popular Nationalism in 

the Cuban Communities of the United States, 1848-1898.  Durham [N.C.]: 
Duke University Press, 1989. 

 
Prados-Torreira, Teresa. Mambisas: Rebel Women in Nineteenth-Century Cuba. 

Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005. 
 
“Programa político del Partido Independiente De Color.” In La cuestión tabú: el 

pensamiento negro cubano de 1840 a 1959, edited by María Poumier. Santa 
Cruz de Tenerife: Ediciones IDEA, 2007. 

 
Ramos-Méndez, Mario. Posesión del ayer: la nacionalidad cultural y la estadidad. 

San Juan: Isla Negra, 2007. 
 
Ramos-Perea, Roberto. Literatura puertorriqueña negra del Siglo XIX escrita por 

negros. San Juan, PR: Editorial Lea, Ateneo Puertorriqueño, 2009. 
 
Republicanos, Varios. “¡¡Solo es esclavo quien merece serlo!!” In the Colección de 

Puerto Rico. Río Piedras: University of Puerto Rico Library, No date. 
 
Riquenes-Herrera, Ricardo Rey. 2007. Guantánamo en el vórtice de los 

Independientes de Color. Guantánamo: Editorial El Mar y la Montaña, 2007. 
 
Rivera, Raquel. Z. . “Will the “Real” Puerto Rican Culture Please Stand Up? Thoughts 

on Cultural Nationalism “. In None of the Above : Puerto Ricans in the Global 
Era, edited by Frances Negrón-Muntaner. xi, 283 p. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007. 

 
Robinson, Cedric J. Black Movements in America.  New York: Routledge, 1997. 
 
Rodríguez-Castro, José. Cosas de Haití: notas de un viaje a este país. Ponce: Tip. El 

Telégrafo, 1893. 
 
Rodríguez-Morazzani, Roberto P. . “Beyond the Rainbow: Mapping the Discourse on 

Puerto Ricans and “Race” Centro Journal 8, no. 1-2 (1996): 151-70. 



 

 

265 

 
Rodríguez de Tió, Lola. “A Cuba.” In Mi libro de cuba. 3-6. Habana: La Moderna, 

1893. 
 

Roediger, David R. Working toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became 
White. New York: Basic Books, 2005. 

 
Román, Reinaldo L. “Scandalous Race: Garveyism, the Bomba, and the Discourse of 

Blackness in 1920s Puerto Rico.” Caribbean Studies 31, no. 1 (January - June 
2003): 213-59. 

 
Rotker, Susana. La invención de la crónica. Buenos Aires: Ediciones Letra Buena, 

1992. 
 
Rout, Leslie B. The African Experience in Spanish America. Princeton, NJ: Markus 

Wiener Publishers, 2003. 
 
Rowe, Leo Stanton. The United States and Porto Rico. New York: Longmans, Green, 

and co., 1904. 
 
Said, Edward W. Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith Lectures. New 

York: Vintage, 1996. 
 
Sánchez González, Lisa. “Modernism and Boricua Literature: A Reconsideration of 

Arturo Schomburg and William Carlos Williams.” American Literary History 
13, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 242-64. 

 
Schomburg, Arthur A. “General Evaristo Estenoz.” The Crisis (July, 1912). 
 
Scott, Rebecca J. Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005. 
 

Silva, Denise Ferreira da. “An Introduction: The Predicament of Brazilian Culture.” 
Social Identities 10, no. 6 (2004): 719-34. 

 
———. Toward a Global Idea of Race. Borderlines.  Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2007. 
 
Seraile, William. Bruce Grit: The Black Nationalist Writings of John Edward Bruce. 

1st ed. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2003. 
 
Serra y Montalvo, Rafael. “Carta abierta al director del “Pueblo Libre”.” 1901. 
 
———. “Carta abierta: Coronel José C. López, Y Teniente-Coronel Julián V. Sierra.” 

La Doctrina De Martí: Suplemento, April 1900. 



 

 

266 

 
———. “Con lentitud.” In Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, sociales y 

económicos. 69-71. Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907. 
 
———. “De relieve.” In Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, sociales y 

económicos. 37-41. Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907.\ 
 
———. “Educacion y dinero.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 155-56. 

New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “El peligro.” La doctrina de Martí, December 30 1897. 
 
———. “El único remedio.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 129-32. 

New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos.  New York: Imprenta de A.W. 

Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “Filipinas.” La doctrina de Martí, October 30 1897. 
 
———. “Habla la imparcialidad.” In Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, 

sociales y económicos. 78-79. Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907. 
 
———. “Hay que pensar.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 40-41. New 

York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “La anexión.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 211-12. New 

York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “A ‘La Antorcha’ de Trinidad.” El Nuevo Criollo  (November 5 1904). 
 
———. “La brasa a su sardina.” In Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, sociales 

y económicos. 18-22. Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907 
 
———. “La historia se repite.” El Nuevo Criollo  (May 13 1905). 
 
———. “La iglesia dividiendo.” El Nuevo Criollo, December 24 1904. 
 
———. “La Liga.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 145-46. New York: 

Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “La obra del deber.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 218-22. 

New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 



 

 

267 

———. La república posible.  Habana: Imprenta y papelería de Rambla y Bouzá, 
1909. 

 
———. “La Sociedad Jurídica y la ‘Doctrina De Martí’.” In Ensayos políticos, 

sociales y económicos. 65-68. New York, 1899. 
 
———. “Las islas Filipinas.” La doctrina de Martí, December 30 1897. 
 
———. “A los liberales de color: todos y cada uno.” In Para Blancos Y Negros; 

Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 80-94. Habana,: Imprenta El Score, 
1907. 

 
———. “Negros dignificados.” El Nuevo Criollo, June 11 1905. 
 
———. “Ni española ni ‘yankee’.” La doctrina de Martí, January 30 1898. 
 
———. “No hay tal anexionismo.” El nuevo criollo, November 4 1905. 
 
———. “Notas americanas.” El Nuevo Criollo  (November 11 1905). 
 
———. “Nuestra labor.” La Doctrina de Martí 1, no. 1 (25 de Julio 1896): 1. 
 
———. “Nuestros lndustriales: Evaristo Estenoz.” El Nuevo Criollo, December 31 

1904. 
 
———. Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos.  Habana: 

Impr. “El Score, 1907. 
 
———. “Patria libre.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 39-40. New York: 

Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “Promesa cumplida: Booker T. Washington interpretado por la preocupación 

cubana.” In Para Blancos Y Negros; Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 
141-45. Habana,: Imprenta El Score, 1907. 

 
———. “Rasgos de Martí.” La doctrina de Martí, August 22 1896. 
 
———. “Resumen.” In Para blancos y negros: Ensayos políticos, sociales y 

económicos. 203-07. Habana: Imprenta El Score, 1907. 
 
———. “Sin justicia no hay unión.” In Ensayos políticos, sociales y económicos. 93-

95. New York: Imprenta de A.W. Howes, 1899. 
 
———. “Última hora: gran victoria de los filipinos.” La doctrina de Martí, April 30 

1897. 



 

 

268 

 
Singh, Nikhil Pal. Black Is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for 

Democracy. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004. 
 
Sinnette, Elinor Des Verney. Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, Black Bibliophile & 

Collector: A Biography. New York, N.Y.: New York Public Library, 1989. 
 
Sklodowska, Elzbieta. Espectros y espejismos: Haití en el imaginario Cubano. 

Madrid: Iberoamericana, 2009. 
 
St. John, Spenser. Hayti, or the Black Republic. Edinburgh: Ballantine Press, 1884. 
 
Stephens, Michelle. “Re-Imagining the Shape and Borders of Black Political Space.” 

Radical History Review 87, no. Fall (2003): 169-82. 
 
———. Black Empire: The Masculine Global Imaginary of Caribbean Intellectuals in 

the United States, 1914-1962. Durham: Duke University Press, 2005. 
 
“Three Central Figures in Cuba’s Present Crisis.” The New York Times, June 9, 1912. 
 
Tinajero, Araceli. El Lector: A History of the Cigar Factory Reader. Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2010. 
 

“Tomás Carrión, ha muerto.” El Águila de Puerto Rico, March 13 1920. 
 
Torres, Arlene. “La Gran Familia Puertorriqueña ‘Ej Prieta De Beldá’ (the Great 

Puerto Rican Family Is Really Really Black).” In Blackness in Latin America 
and the Caribbean: Social Dynamics and Cultural Transformations, edited by 
Norman E. Whitten and Arlene Torres. 285-306. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1998. 

 
Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 

Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1995. 
 
Vasconcelos, José. The Cosmic Race: A Bilingual Edition. Translated by Didier Tisdel 

Jaén. Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997. 
 
Vazquez Alayón, Manuel. “Tomás Carrión.” La Corresponencia, Jan 19 1902. 
 
Vega, Bernardo, and César Andreu Iglesias. Memoirs of Bernardo Vega: A 

Contribution to the History of the Puerto Rican Community in New York. New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 1984. 

 
Viele, John. The Florida Keys: A History of the Pioneers. Sarasota: Pineapple Press, 

1996. 



 

 

269 

 
Vinson III, Ben. “Introduction: African (Black) Diaspora History, Latin American 

History.” The Americas 63, no. 1 (2006): 1-18. 
 
Wade, Peter. Race and Ethnicity in Latin America. Critical Studies on Latin America.  

Chicago, Ill.: Pluto Press, 1997. 
 

Wagenheim, Olga Jiménez de. Puerto Rico’s Revolt for Independence: El Grito De 
Lares. Princeton: M. Wiener Pub., 1993. 

 
West, Michael O., and William G. Martin. “Introduction: Contours of the Black 

International.” In From Toussaint to Tupac: The Black International since the 
Age of Revolution, edited by Michael O. West, William G. Martin and Fanon 
Che Wilkins. 1-46. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009. 

 
Weston, Rubin Francis. Racism in U.S. Imperialism: The Influence of Racial 

Assumptions on American Foreign Policy, 1893-1946. Columbia: University 
of South Carolina Press, 1972. 

 
Zacaïr, Philippe. “Haiti on His Mind: Antonio Maceo and Caribbeaness.” Caribbean 

Studies 33, no. 1 (2005): 47-78. 
 
Zenón-Cruz, Isabelo. Narciso descubre su trasero : el negro en la cultura 

puertorriqueña. 2 vols. Humacao, P.R.: Editorial Furidi, 1974. 
 
 
 




