
 

L. Guerra
Re-evaluating the relevance of José Martí
 
In: New West Indian Guide/ Nieuwe West-Indische Gids 75 (2001), no: 1/2, Leiden, 89-96
 

This PDF-file was downloaded from http://www.kitlv-journals.nl

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:09PM
via free access



LlLLIAN GUERRA

RE-EVALUATING THE RELEVANCE OF JOSÉ MARTI

José Marti's "Our America": From National to Hemispheric Cultural
Studies. JEFFREY BELNAP & RAÜL FERNANDEZ (eds.). Durham NC: Duke
University Press, 1998. viii + 344 pp. (Cloth US$ 49.95, Paper US$ 17.95)

Re-Reading José Marti (1853-1895): One Hundred Years Later. JULIO

RODRÏGUEZ-LUIS (ed.). Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999.
xxiii + 158 pp. (Paper US$ 16.95)

José Marti Reader: Writings on the Americas. DEBORAH SHNOOKAL & MIRTA

MUNIZ (eds.). Melbourne: Ocean Press, 1999. xiii + 276 pp. (Paper US$
19.95)

Generated by the tide of commemorations in 1995 that marked the one-hun-
dredth anniversary of the death of José Marti, a number of scholarly volumes
have washed into the mainstream of debates on the origins and contradictions
of identities now taking place across disciplines and geographic regions. A
new generation of Latin Americanists, specialists of U.S. history, politics, and
literature, as well as scholars in the ever-widening domain of cultural studies,
have published works on José Marti's writings and life experiences. Taken
together, they represent an unprecedented re-evaluation and reinterpretation
of José Marti as both a man and a myth. In general, the methods, approach-
es, and conceptual points of reference on which these new works rely make
for an exciting and unique set of arguments about who Marti was, why he
mattered and what his writings teil us about the time in which he lived and the
multiple societies of which he formed a part.

Of course, these are, at one Ie vel, the very same questions with which
activists, intellectuals, politicians, and general readers of Marti have grappled
for years. Indeed, the prolific rate of new writing on Marti might be rivaled
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only by the frenetic pace at which Marti himself produced texts. While the
most complete set of Martï's essays, speeches, and letters spans over thirty
densely typed volumes, at least one scholar has estimated that 140 works per
year have been published on Marti (Estrade 1987). Historically appropriated
by every political group of Cubans (and of Cuban exiles) from one end of the
ideological spectrum to the other, Martï remains best known for his work as
a key organizer of Cuba's last war for independence from Spain (1895-98). In
Cuba and Latin America more generally, Marti is also known as the foremost,
if not the first, anti-imperialist thinker whose critiques of U.S .-dominated cor-
porate capitalism ring as persuasively today as they did at the time he wrote
them (late 1880s and early 1890s). Yet, what has caught the attention of recent
scholarship is the M l complexity of his cultural, political, and social identi-
ty, particularly the context that informed its expression. Thus, the fact that
Marti spent most of his adult life and wrote the bulk of his works in the
United States, specifically in New York City, forms the point of departure for
these new studies.

For fifteen years, Marti survived by working mostly as a writer, translator,
and foreign correspondent to Latin American newspapers before launching
Cuba's 1895 war for liberation, in which he died. Nonetheless, standard inter-
pretations of Marti tend to focus mostly on his works on Latin America or
Cuba, rendering his primary identity as the "Father of the Cuban nation" or
the "Apostle" of both Cuban and Latin American freedom. They ignore or
dismiss the volumes of material that Marti wrote about the United States for
Latin America, often through essays that tried to link the two realities even
as they flagged what Marti increasingly saw as the dangerous imperialist as-
pects of late nineteenth-century U.S. culture. In the past, much of this mate-
rial, written before Marti turned to planning Cuba's liberation, appeared too
celebratory of the United States and therefore too contradictory to Marti's
later, more radical tracts to merit much interest. Thus, Cuban scholars like
Roberto Femandez Retamar (1989) and Diana Abad Mufloz (1995, 1996)
have tended to discount how one set of writings informed the other and what
their possible consistencies over time were. Moreover, traditional scholars
took the "fact" of Marti's claim to a Cuban identity and Latin American sen-
sibility for granted. Whenever dominant interpretations of Marti recognized
the effects of his exile experience on his writing, they did so only through a
teleological lens. Seeing his return to Cuba as inevitable, such views attached
little if any weight to the potential sense of permanency that might have char-
acterized his exile condition (especially during the first several years), or the
traces of an internally conflicted identity that his work belied. While tradi-
tionalists acknowledged the contradictory nature of his context and message,
only recently have a few scholars such as Arcadio Dïaz Quinones (1995,
1997) and Agnes Lugo-Ortiz (1999) directly considered how Martï con-
structed his identity and relayed its inscription to others across discursive
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bridges and textual crossroads that linked together the United States, Cuba,
and Latin America.

Following in this vein are José Marti's "Our America" and Re-Reading
José Marti. Collectively, contributors to these edited volumes argue for mul-
tiple interpretations of a man who strove to integrate a context of displace-
ment and alienation with a holistic orientation and conceptual affiliation that
reached beyond his lived reality. Many of the essays in these collections assert
that Marti accomplished this through the realm of the imagination - by imag-
ining Cuba as an extant nation and envisioning Latin American republics as
a region with common histories, cultures, and interests. Ironically, many of
these writers point out, the process by which Marti reached beyond the geo-
graphic and cultural limits of the exile experience was by chronicling events
and analyzing society in the United States for a Latin American audience.
However, contributions differ in their approach and understanding of the
implications of analyzing Marti's works as a voice that represented margin-
ality by resisting it.

Some contributors to Belnap and Fernandez's collection seem to regard
Marti as a self-consciously Latino writer rather than a Latin American intel-
lectual, pushing Marti into what many Latin Americanists might consider
unsettling comparisons. In their essays, Rosaura Sanchez, Beatrice Pita, and
José David Saldivar pair Marti's work with the recently rediscovered "Bor-
derlands" fiction writer of New Mexico, Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton.
Through Marti and Ruiz de Burton's works, these authors tracé their common
experience of being racialized into Latino outsiders and the shared sensitivi-
ty to the project and ideals of Manifest Destiny that resulted. Yet, while un-
doubtedly Ruiz de Burton disdained the minoritization that she experienced
after the U.S. invasion of Mexican territory in 1848, her family's position at
the top of the race-class pyramid prior to 1848 and her own subsequent mar-
riage to an officer in the U.S. army seem to distance the mixed political mes-
sages of her work greatly (perhaps too greatly) from the mixed political mes-
sages of Marti's works. This renders the comparison ineffective and,
ironically, the reader's understanding of José Marti (in contrast to Ruiz de
Burton) more obscure. Similarly, Donald Pease's essay finds unconvincing
commonalities between the egalitarian visions produced by the democrat
exile José Marti, and the politically conservative visions produced by the
monarchist traveler Alexis de Tocqueville. As a result, these works' uncom-
fortable, some what forced engagement of the historicity and complexity of
their primary textual subject undermines their persuasiveness and utility.

On the other hand, the essays by Doris Sommer and Susan Gilman in José
Marti's "Our America" offer refreshingly creative analyses of Marti's efforts
to translate, both figuratively and literally, the work of U.S. writers Walt
Whitman and Helen Hunt Jackson for a Latin American audience. Sommer
and Gilman seek to understand Marti's writings as reflections of both an exile
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firmly rooted in his adoptive society and a displaced Latin American who
empowers himself (and his readers) by displacing and appropriating others
from that society. In this case, Marti chooses others who shared with him the
condition of poet or novelist. Sommer argues that Marti strategically concil-
iated Whitman to his own project of hemispheric, popular solidarity around
the twin goals of moral gain and mutual progress by reconfiguring Whitman
as an "American," broadly speaking. "Perhaps for Marti," she writes, "Whit-
man's ideal American readers might be stretched to mean the camaradas who
would most readily respond to that Spanish interpellation in [Whitman's]
poetry ... It is as if Marti were saying, through a hemispheric and Hispanized
appropriation of Whitman, that Americans already speak the same language"
(p. 82). Along similar lines, Susana Rotker argues for an even deeper explo-
ration of Martf s work as the self-inscription of a deliberately and perhaps
unavoidably contradictory subject. Succinctly put, "In the United States, in
contrast, [Marti] does not try to participate as an immigrant who wants to
belong: exile and belonging are no longer opposite, but instead form a dialec-
tical tension ... On the one hand, he is an activist for Cuban independence; on
the other, by means of his chronicles on the United States,... he endeavors to
apprehend the Other in order to apprehend himself' (p. 59). Yet, the palpable
tension that Rotker finds in Martf's writing - between the U.S.-centered and
the Latin America-centered - that she and other contributors' essays try to
subvert, still characterizes the volume as a whole. Thus, Ada Ferrer's fasci-
nating piece on the racial silences in Martf's works and other contemporary
nationalists' writing (and their implications for the 1895 war and Cuban Re-
public) seems oddly disconnected from a volume which otherwise tethers
Martf to analytical sites closer to home. Moreover, Oscar Martf's brief,
provocative reflection on the posthumous mythologization of Martf into com-
peting, often fragmented interpretations within Cuba fails to fuse the parts of
the volume. lts rather unfortunate placement at the end only emphasizes the
collection's greatest flaw: the reader is left with the sense that the two inter-
pretive halves of Martf's work (that seen as U.S.-focused and that seen as
Latin America-oriented) which the book serves to highlight and ultimately
strives to mediate seem slightly further apart than they began.

Re-reading José Marti: One Hundred Years Later is less ambitious and is
typographically imperfect, but it is conceptually better organized. It offers
readers short, pointed essays by U.S. and European scholars, several Cuban
exile intellectuals, and one highly veiled but provocative work by a Martf spe-
cialist living in Cuba. Beginning with Rodrfguez-Luis's excellent introduc-
tion, the opening essays of Cathy L. Jrade, Ottmar Ette, Julio Ramos, and (in
a repeat performance) Rotker introducé the reader to Martf's literary context
of modernism. Illustrating the commonalities between Martf and other mod-
ernists' search for authenticity, these essays argue that Martf's intellectual and
political outlook resulted from a conflicted sense of fascination with, and
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alienation from, modernity. According to these essays, his poetry, chronicles,
and political writing beautifully reflect, even document, the searing contra-
dictions and dualities of modern life by staking out a role for poetry and writ-
ing as the means of self-discovery and cultural recovery from the margins.
That Marti's consciousness of the contradictions of his own personal circum-
stances weaves its way into the realities he renders provides a consistent pat-
tern that one can follow despite changes of medium, changes in time, and
changes of purpose. Importantly, Ette provides an intimate portrait of Marti as
a writer whose lifeblood, as Marti himself put it, flowed from his pen. Like
Ette, Ramos, who convincingly compares Marti's exile poem of the 1880s
with Tato Laveira's migrant lament of the 198Os, puts flesh to the skeleton of
literary analysis, allowing us to perceive a historical being emerging from a
deep and up-close examination of his words. In these first essays from Re-
Reading Marti, the reader discovers a Marti struggling against schisms, real
and external, perceived and internal. This is a Marti whose works, though dis-
parate in style and form, are woven together by a conflicted logic that the
reader comes to know as a common by-product of his times and to understand
as a unique expression of his multi-dimensional vision.

These essays prove critical to appreciating those that follow. Part memoir,
part analysis, and part manifeste against deliberate, overtly political "mis-
readings" of Marti, the essays by Enrico Mario Santi, Ronda Varona, and
Saumell-Munoz are more directly targeted to specialists. For these readers,
they are also the most enticing and exciting chapters of the volume. Brilliantly
layering a message of intellectual dissent and a surprising personal story that
allegorizes the divide between truth and legend, Santi's essay condemns what
he calls the "mummification" of Marti. More than simply deriding successive
political efforts to dehistoricize Marti's works and role from the start of the
Republic to the present, Santi also indicates the trajectory by which Marti has
been heroized by successive Cuban governments through creative means of
his own device. Santi does this through the use of metaphors related to death,
mausoleums, and empty graves. Any scholar remotely familiar with the use
and abuse of Marti's image, especially Ottmar Ette's 1995 study, can appre-
ciate the implications of these metaphors and the deeply contentious question
Santi poses at the end - that of deciding whether or not we can or should try
to locate the "real" Marti anywhere but in the legacy of his words. (Those
attempting to discredit Santi's legend concerning the missing remains of
Marti may wish to consult a new, definitive study on the funerary history of
Marti [López Rodriguez & Morales Tejeda 1999].)

Like Santi's contribution, Ronda Varona's intentionally vague essay on the
manipulation of Marti's works and figure in the wake of the 1959 Cuban
Revolution calls for an end to the privileging of certain of his works and a
recognition of their inherent heterogeneity. Still, Varona's indictment of the
Cuban government's selective employment of Marti is fraught with contra-
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dictions of its own: "This manipulation of Marti affects negatively the Mas-
ter's real place in history and the culture of the Cuban people, greatly diminish-
ing, in fact, the credibility of his thinking as an appropriate tooi to deal with
current problems" (p. 94). Thus, Varona does not prescribe the total deheroiza-
tion of Marti as anathema to fruitful academie or political polemics as Santi
does. Rather, as a scholar living in Cuba, he believes that intellectuals and
activists should resurrect a new Marti, one more cognizant and openly accept-
ing of contradictions in their analyses and debates of his works. As such,
Varona's essay, like Santi's, is itself worthy of analysis and debate. Equally
controversial in this regard is Rafael Saumell-Munoz's essay, which focuses
on Fidel Castro as Marti's self-proclaimed and officially sanctioned "reader in
chief' in Cuba. For those familiar with Carlos Ripoll's (1994) highly posi-
tivistic and narrowly political article on "The Falsification of José Marti in
Cuba," Saumell-Munoz, who spent five years imprisoned for his political
beliefs in Cuba, offers a surprisingly moderate, richly analytical, and histori-
cally grounded alternative view on official interpretations of Marti. More sub-
tle (and in the first case, more tentative) are the closing essays of Lourdes
Martinez-Echazabal and Ivan Schulman. Whereas Martinez-Echazabal ques-
tions the uniqueness versus typicality of Marti's views on race, Schulman
highlights the curiously distinctive resonance of Marti in the responses of
working-class contemporaries to his spoken and written word. Both bring to
a satisfying conclusion a volume that promises tremendous intellectual reach
across disciplines, regional interests, and audiences.

If there is one conviction common to the latter two anthologies, it is the
notion that multiple interpretations of Marti are not only inevitable (and per-
haps even embedded in his own interpretative view of the world), but helpful.
Arriving at them allows scholars to illuminate the continued relevance and
validity of a body of work that chronicles multiple experiences, beliefs, and
societies - real, imagined, and proposed - all at once. For this reason, the
availability of the José Marti Reader (a selection of what are, by and large,
exquisitely translated essays, letters, manifestoes, and poems) must be enthu-
siastically applauded. Far superior to English-language versions of Marti pu-
blished in the past, this collection solves the puzzle of how to translate Marti's
often circuitous phrasing without simply glossing its complexities, editing out
the ironies, or remaining so true to the literal meaning of what he wrote that
his words appear to lumber rather than flow. Still, the José Marti Reader is
not entirely satisfying in its selection of texts. Although the choices of politi-
cal and cultural writings (including major works on Cuba, Latin America, and
the United States) are appropriate and highly useful for a variety of discipli-
nary venues, the editors seem to have based their criteria for the selection of
Marti's epistles and poems on length rather than content or historical impor-
tance. Moreover, the editors' ill-conceived decision to retain and italicize spe-
cific Spanish words such as conquistador while choosing (as others have
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done in the past) to translate words such as mestizo into the insulting term
"half-breed" will distract a number of readers. Reading it, I thought of
Sommer's contention in the Belnap and Fernandez collection, that to translate
Marti is to deform his possessive claims to power and place that his words
deploy. "[To translate Marti] is to move," she writes, "from a defensive posi-
tion right into the enemy's camp" (p. 84). However, if the new scholarship on
Marti is correct (and the more interpretations of Marti we have to peruse,
debate, and discover, the better), then translating Marti into a language com-
prehensible to a younger generation of Anglophone scholars surely advances
that end. Indeed, one can only imagine how Marti, who spent so much time
resisting assimilation to U.S. Anglophone culture by writing in Spanish for a
Latin American audience, might react if he had known. Through the combi-
nation of this new, hemispheric-based scholarship and the translation of
Marti's work into English, students in the United States will finally discover
a bit of their society's past by choosing to view it from the angle of an intel-
lectual who stood at its margins in his contemporary present. I, for one, am
sure that Marti must be reveling in the ironie and empowering inversion of
power this represents.
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