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Message from the Editor By Denis Rey, Ph.D.

One important mission of the Center for José Martí Studies Affiliate at the University of Tampa is to promote 

José Martí in the classroom. Whether through his literary works, journalism, or activism, teaching Marti to 

American students can pose challenges. Over the years, many of our colleagues have shared their successes 

and failures when the topic of how best to approach this iconic figure in our courses is broached. In this 

edition of Boletin Martiano, we hear from four educators who have introduced Martí in their classes 

successfully. Even though the approach, focus, and structure of their lessons may vary, each writer conveys a 

level of dedication that is not only admirable but also enlightening. Our first essayist, Dr. Jenna Sciuto, has 

recently published, Policing Intimacy: Law, Sexuality, and the Color Line in Twentieth-Century Hemispheric 

American Literature (2021, University Press of Mississippi). She serves as associate professor in the 

Department of English and Communication at Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts, and starts us off with her 

piece, Teaching José Martí in the Contemporary Global Anglophone Literature Classroom. Next, we hear from 

Dr. Rhi Johnson, who graduated recently with a doctorate in Hispanic Literature from the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, and now serves in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese at Indiana University as 

assistant professor. She shares her experience teaching Martí with her essay, Teaching Martí as Man, Myth, 

and Legend. Dr. Genny Ballard follows with her touching article, Butterflies in the Rubble: Teaching Martí 

During a Pandemic. She serves as professor of Spanish at Centre College, where she engages in community-

based learning and has traveled with students to Mexico, Costa Rica, Panama, Cuba, Nicaragua, Spain, and 

Andorra. Decentering the Narrative: Teaching the Life and Selected Writing of José Martí, written by Dr. Lisa 

Nalbone, who serves as associate professor of Spanish at the University of Central Florida, concludes the 

newsletter. Collectively, these essays offer a broad array of how José Martí can be introduced to our 

students. Through these four dynamic examples, we too can aspire to incorporate Martí into our curriculum. If 

you would like to share how you approach Martí in the classroom for future consideration, please submit your 

2000-word essay to cjmsa@ut.edu and we’ll keep the conversation going.
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Jenna Grace Sciuto, Ph.D
Teaching José Martí in the Contemporary 
Global Anglophone Literature Classroom

 In  h is  1894 p iece ,  “The Truth  about  the  Uni ted  States ,”  Cuban wr i ter  José Mart í  

asser ts  that  Europeans  cannot  understand the  exper iences  of  co lon ized  peoples :  “a  

people  of  l i ke-minded Engl ishmen,  Dutchmen,  and Germans cannot  exper ience the  

confus ion  of  po l i t i ca l  habi ts  that  ar ises  in  nat ions  where  the  needs  of  the  

conquis tador  le f t  the  natura l  populat ion  a l ive ,  te r r i f ied ,  and mul t ip le ,  and where  the  

way was s t i l l  bar red ,  wi th  pat r ia rchal  b l indness ,  but  the  pr iv i leged caste  that  the  

European engendered”  (329) .  Mart í  observes  the  important  d i f ferences  in  the  

menta l i t ies  of  those nat ions  do ing  the  co lon iz ing ,  as  opposed to  those impacted,  

generat ions  before  the  development  of  postco lon ia l  theor ies  and b inar ies—such as  

“co lon izer”  vs .  “co lon ized ,”  “core”  vs .  “per iphery ,”  or  “Global  Nor th”  vs .  “Global  

South”—used to  represent  the  complex  h ierarch ies  and re lat ionships  that  accompany 

the  takeover  of  one nat ion  by  another .  Indeed,  a l though he  was wr i t ing  and th ink ing  

decades  ear l ie r  than most  of  the  theor is ts  I  ass ign ,  José Mart í  i s  a  product ive  

addi t ion  to  my “Global  Anglophone Language and L i terature”  course ,  center ing  the  

l inger ing  ef fects  of  co lon izat ion  a longs ide  forms of  res is tance in  var ious  postco lon ia l  

nat ions .  In  th is  essay ,  I  wi l l  p rov ide  an  example  of  what  i t  looks  l i ke  to  teach José 

Mart í  in  a  g lobal/postco lon ia l  l i te rature  course ,  exp lore  the  benef i ts  of  such  an  

addi t ion ,  and examine what  is  b rought  to  the  sur face  that  might  be  less  obv ious  in  

other  set t ings .   

I  taught  José Mart í  fo r  my f i rs t  t ime in  the  spr ing  of  2020,  as  par t  o f  my Global  

Anglophone l i te rature  course ,  a  survey  of  contemporary  postco lon ia l  l i te rature  wi th  a  

par t icu lar  focus  on  wr i t ing  f rom and about  Af r ica ,  the  Car ibbean,  and Southeast  As ia .  

In  our  d iscuss ions ,  we center  h is tor ies  of  co lon izat ion ,  language communi t ies ,  and the  

conceptual i zat ion  of  the  nat ion-state .   Mul t ip l ic i ty  and quest ions  of  gender ,  race ,  

e thn ic i ty ,  sexual i ty ,  and ident i ty  in form our  d iscuss ions ,  as  wel l  as  the  re lat ionship  

between postco lon ia l  s tud ies  and other  movements ,  such  as  g lobal  femin isms.  
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Throughout  our  var ious  un i ts ,  spann ing  l i te ra tu re  f rom Niger ia ,  the  Domin ican  

Repub l i c ,  and  Ind ia ,  fo r  example ,  I  encourage  my  s tudents  to  re f lec t  on  the  re la t ion  

between ar t  and  revo lu t ion ,  l i te ra tu re  and  soc ia l  change ,  and  thus ,  Mar t í  i s  a  f i t t ing  

add i t ion  to  the  course .   

However ,  the  cha l lenge  fo r  me was  how to  incorporate  the  work  o f  José  Mar t í ,  so  

that  i t  would  best  in fo rm our  d iscuss ions  o f  contemporary  l i te ra tu re  and  g loba l  

soc ie ty ,  whi le  s t i l l  leav ing  space  to  exp lo re  the  t ime and  p lace  f rom which  Mar t í  

was  wr i t ing .  I  dec ided  to  incorporate  th ree  tex ts  by  Mar t í  in to  a  un i t  on  “Home and  

Ex i le ,”  both  as  a  way  to  cons ider  d i f fe rent  genres ,  such  as  shor t  f i c t ion  and  essays ,  

as  wel l  as  to  exp lo re  quest ions  o f  home,  ex i le ,  migrat ion ,  d iaspora ,  race ,  nat iona l i t y ,  

ident i ty ,  and  the  soc io -po l i t i ca l  cha l lenges  faced  by  Cuba  as  a  nat ion .  I  pa i red  th ree  

tex ts  by  Mar t í ,  “A  Town Sets  a  B lack  Man on  F i re”  (1892 ) ,  “My Race”  (1893 ) ,  and  

“The  T ru th  about  the  Un i ted  States”  (1894 ) ,  wi th  th ree  shor t  s to r ies  by  more  

contemporary  Cuban  and  Cuban  Amer ican  wr i te rs ,  Ana  Menéndez ,  Nancy  A lonso ,  and  

Achy  Obe jas ,  and  ded icated  one  c lass  per iod  to  each  set  o f  tex ts .  

On  the  f i r s t  day  o f  th is  un i t ,  I  in t roduced  the  wr i t ing  ass ignment ,  so  that  the  

s tudents  would  be  th ink ing  and  ta lk ing  about  connect ions  th roughout  our  

d iscuss ions .  I  p resented  José  Mar t í  as  a  cent ra l  l i te ra ry ,  cu l tu ra l ,  and  po l i t i ca l  

f igure  to  Cuba  and  the  Cuban  d iaspora ,  who wrote  wide ly  f rom New York  in  the  

1880s  and  1890s ,  s i tuat ing  h im in  t ime as  wel l  as  space .  The  ass ignment  asks  that  

the  s tudents  work  both  in te r tex tua l l y  and  t ransh is to r i ca l l y  to  use  wr i t ings  by  Mar t í  

as  a  lens  th rough  which  to  read  contemporary  Cuban  and  Cuban  Amer ican  l i te ra tu re ,  

leav ing  space  fo r  the  par t i cu la rs  o f  each  wr i te r ’ s  s i tuatedness .  I  ask  that  they  center  

the i r  d iscuss ions  on  a  par t i cu la r  theme or  top ic  o f  in te res t  that  might  serve  as  a  

po in t  o f  connect ion ,  and  I  o f fe r  opt ions ,  inc lud ing  race  re la t ions ,  gender  dynamics ,  

c lass  s t ruc tu res ,  per fo rmat iv i ty ,  neo- imper ia l i sm/expans ion ,  v io lence ,  soc ia l  

h ie ra rch ies  and  inequa l i t ies ,  In te r -Amer ican  re la t ions ,  and/or  a r t  and  revo lu t ion .   
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After discussing the assignment and suggesting a few example topics,  I  provided a br ief  

colonial  history of  Cuba and i ts  relat ionship to the US, as well  as intensive biographical  

information on the mult iple Mart ís :  Mart í  as a writer ,  thinker,  poet,  and also as a Cuban 

patr iot  and national  hero,  standing for  a free Cuba “with al l  and for  the good of  

al l”  (xv) .  ( I  thank Dr.  James López at  the University of  Tampa for  this helpful  f raming. )  

We next engaged in open dialogue on the three pieces they read with an eye to the 

broader themes of  the course,  including intersectional i ty ,  identity,  race relat ions,  

v iolence,  and colonial  histor ies and dynamics between different spaces.  We began with 

“A Town Sets a Black Man on Fire,” before shift ing to “My Race” and “The Truth about 

the United States”—a progression that worked well  to open up discussion,  bui lding 

towards some of the denser,  more chal lenging passages and concepts.  

More specif ical ly ,  in our discussion of  “A Town Sets a Black Man on Fire,” which 

provides a view of the violence and racism of the southern US from an outsider 

perspective,  we parsed through Mart í ’s  references,  including to spectacle lynching,  cake 

walks,  and Liberia,  as well  as the intr icacies of  race relat ions in Cuba vs.  the US and 

Mart í ’s  understanding the implications of  the US sett ing for  Cuba.  I  introduced them to 

the interconnection of  form and content in Mart í ’s  writ ing:  for  instance,  his use of  

repetit ion,  such as the phrases “ten thousand souls” and “f ive thousand souls” (310)  in 

the opening to demonstrate the endemic and accepted nature of  this violence,  which 

alongside the use of  questions creates pathos to draw in readers.  Further,  the fact  that 

the essay is  bookended with the repetit ion of  “f ive thousand souls” adds emphasis 

through i rony—this centering of  souls in the midst of  such observed cruelty.  Context 

remained important to our discussion of  “My Race” and i ts  focus on race and racism in 

Cuba vs.  the US. Without context,  Mart í ’s  specif ic  attempts to unite Black and White 

Cubans to work towards the joint  cause of  independence from Spain might seem l ike a 

disjointed,  outdated discussion of  the “colorbl indness” variety from today’s perspective,  

conflat ing Black and White prejudices equal ly  as “racism” without attention to the 

nuances of  other power dynamics or  social  structures,  such as class,  gender,  and 

national i ty .  
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However ,  i n  con tex t  the  s tuden ts  were  ab le  to  see  the  more  revo lu t i ona ry  

impac ts  o f  Mar t í ’ s  d i scuss ion  o f  r ace  and  i t s  d i rec t  oppos i t i on  to  the  rac ia l  

h ie ra r ch ies  cen t ra l  t o  the  co lon ia l  s ys tem as  a  who le  and  deep l y  embedded  i n  

co lon ia l  Cuban  soc ie t y .  

S im i la r l y ,  aspec ts  o f  h i s  “The  T ru th  abou t  the  Un i ted  S ta tes”  i l l us t ra ted  fo r  t hem 

the  many  ways  i n  wh ich  Mar t í  may  be  seen  as  ahead  o f  h i s  t ime .  We  ana l y zed  h i s  

c la ims ,  such  as  tha t  the re  “a re  no  races :  t he re  i s  no th ing  more  than  mank ind ’ s  

va r ious  mod i f i ca t i ons  o f  hab i t  and  fo rm  in  response  to  the  cond i t i ons  o f  c l imate  

and  h i s to r y  i n  wh ich  he  l i ves ,  wh ich  do  no t  a f fec t  t ha t  wh ich  i s  i den t i ca l  and  

essen t ia l ”  ( 329 ) ,  as  con ta in ing  shades  o f  t he  l a te  twent ie th  cen tu ry  theo r ies  o f  

s cho la r s  l i ke  I an  Haney  López  tha t  race  i s  soc ia l l y  cons t ruc ted .   Fo l l owing  the  

fu l l  c l ass  d i scuss ion ,  t he  s tuden ts  b roke  up  i n to  pa i r s  to  c lose  read  pa r t i cu la r  

passages  w i th  an  eye  to  the  re la t i onsh ip  be tween  the  l anguage ,  f o r  i ns tance ,  t he  

word  cho i ce ,  r he to r i ca l  dev i ces ,  and  the  mean ing  o f  t he  p iece  ove ra l l  t o  deepen  

the i r  engagement  w i th  the  tex t s  and  he lp  p repa re  them fo r  t he  essay  ass ignment .  

And ,  o f  cou rse ,  I  p layed  d i f fe ren t  ve rs ions  o f  Guan tanamera  wh i le  they  worked!  

Day  2  began  w i th  an  ove rv iew o f  US-Cuban  re la t i ons  f rom 1959  to  the  p resen t  

be fo re  sh i f t i ng  to  a  d i scuss ion  o f  Cuban  b io log i s t ,  p ro fesso r ,  and  wr i te r  Nancy  

A lonso ,  he r  work  i n  C losed  fo r  Repa i r s  ( 2003 ) ,  and  i t s  f ocus  on  the  Spec ia l  Pe r iod  

i n  the  1990s .  ( Thanks  to  Ann  Foun ta in  fo r  b r i ng ing  th i s  work  to  my  a t ten t ion  and  

gene rous l y  p rov id ing  me  wi th  a  copy . )  We  a l so  d i scussed  US  wr i te r  o f  Cuban -

descen t  Ana  Menéndez  and  he r  s to r y  cen te r ing  on  Cuban  ex i l es  i n  Miami ,  “ I n  

Cuba  I  Was  a  Ge rman  Shephe rd”  ( 2001 ) ,  and  Cuban  Amer i can  Achy  Obe jas ’ s  s to r y  

“K imber le”  ( 2017 ) ,  wh ich  dea l s  more  d i rec t l y  w i th  gende r  expec ta t ions  and  

sexua l i t y .  Th i s  l a t te r  s to r y  i s  l ess  ove r t l y  connec ted  to  ou r  p rev ious  d i scuss ions :  

t he  p ro tagon i s t  i s  a  Cuban  immig ran t ,  bu t  tha t  i s  no t  a  focus  o f  t he  s to r y ,  as ide  

f rom he r  f r i end ’ s  rac i s t  comments  and  a  few memor ies  o f  he r  fami l y  and  Cuba .  
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However ,  I  pu rpose l y  chose  a  d i ve rse  range  o f  s to r i es  to  open  up  the  conve rsa t ion  

as  much  as  poss ib le  and  l eave  space  fo r  r ev i s ions ,  r e f rac t i ons ,  and  reve rbe ra t ions  

o f  t he  o r i g ina l  concep ts  and  h i s to r i es  d i scussed  on  the  f i r s t  day ,  expand ing  o r  even  

cha l l eng ing  the i r  expec ta t ions  abou t  what  Cuban  d iaspo r i c  wr i t i ng  l ooks  l i ke .  

Hav ing  spen t  t ime  work ing  w i th  José  Mar t í ’ s  p rose  l as t  c l ass ,  I  asked  them to  

re f l ec t  on  what  they  no t i ced  abou t  the  con tempora ry  s to r i es  tha t  they  may  no t  have  

o the rwise .   

To  conc lude ,  I  wou ld  l i ke  to  sha re  a  few o f  the  connec t ions  d rawn  by  my  s tuden ts  

i n  the i r  compara t i ve  ana l yses  to  demons t ra te  the  mu l t i p le  l eve l s  on  wh ich  they  

were  ab le  to  recogn i ze  p roduc t i ve  pa ra l l e l s .  One  s tuden t  focused  on  Mar t í ’ s  use  o f  

da rk  humor  and  metapho r  i n  re la t i ng  the  pub l i c  execu t ion  o f  B lack  Amer i cans  to  a  

cake  wa lk  i n  “A  Town  Se ts  a  B lack  Man  on  F i re”  to  Max imo ’s  use  o f  humor  to  dea l  

w i th  the  t rauma  laye red  i n  h i s  expe r iences  as  an  ex i l e  f rom Cuba  i n  Menedez ’ s  “ In  

Cuba  I  was  a  Ge rman  Shepa rd . ”  Ano the r  l ooked  a t  Mar t í  and  A lonso  th rough  the  

l ens  o f  N ige r ian  wr i te r  Ch imamanda  Ngoz i  Ad i ch ie ’ s  concep t  o f  t he  s ing le  s to r y ,  

and  the  ways  i n  wh ich  bo th  wr i te r s  exp lo re  the  tens ions  be tween  expec ta t ions ,  

s te reo types ,  assumpt ions ,  and  expe r iences  o f  r ea l i t y .  And  a  th i rd  c lose  read  

dep i c t i ons  o f  r ace  i n  Mar t í  and  Obe jas  i n  re la t i on  to  theo r ies  o f  r ace  as  soc ia l l y  

cons t ruc ted ,  a l l uded  to  above .  Ove ra l l ,  I  was  ve ry  impressed  by  the  connec t ions  the  

c lass  d rew.  The  add i t i on  o f  Mar t í  and  the  h i s to r i ca l l y  g rounded  d i scuss ions  o f  Cuba  

and  the  Cuban  d iaspo ra  enab led  them to  l ook  ac ross  t ime ,  d rawing  s t y l i s t i c  and  

themat i c  connec t ions  be tween  a  d i ve rs i t y  o f  t ex t s .  They  ze roed  i n  no t  on l y  on  the  

spec i f i c  and  l oca l  impac ts  o f  t hese  h i s to r i es  and  expe r iences ,  bu t  a l so  on  the  ways  

i n  wh ich  they  sp i ra l  ou t  f rom Mar t í  wr i t i ng  i n  New York  i n  the  l a te  n ine teen th  

cen tu ry  to  Cuban  and  Cuban  Amer i can  au tho rs ,  i nc lud ing  A lonso ,  Menedez ,  and  

Obe jas ,  wr i t i ng  f rom the  twent ie th  cen tu ry  up  un t i l  t he  p resen t  pe r iod ,  i l l us t ra t i ng  

the  l i nge r ing  e f fec t s  o f  co lon i za t i on  on  today ’ s  g loba l  soc ie t y .  
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José Mart í ,  a central  l i terary,  cultural ,  and pol i t ical  f igure to Cuba and the Cuban 

diaspora,  wrote widely from New York in the 1880s and 1890s.  While with good 

reason,  many scholars posit ion him as ahead of  his t ime in many ways,  he is  also a 

product of  his period and the spaces in which he circulated.  This assignment asks that 

you work both intertextual ly  and transhistorical ly  to use writ ings by Mart í  as a lens 

through which to read contemporary Cuban and Cuban American l i terature.  For  

instance,  Pi lar  states in Crist ina García’s novel  Dreaming in Cuban  (1992)  that art  “ is  

the ult imate revolut ion” (235) .  How does this concept relate to the relat ionship 

between revolut ion and writ ing or  language in Mart í ’s  texts?

Your discussion should center on a part icular  theme or topic of  interest  to you that 

might serve as a connection between Martí ’s  writ ing and the f ict ion of  Ana Menéndez,  

Nancy Alonso,  and Achy Obejas,  such as race relat ions,  gender dynamics,  c lass 

structures,  performativity,  neo-imperial ism/expansion,  v iolence,  social  hierarchies and 

inequal i t ies,  Inter-American relat ions,  and/or art  and revolut ion.  Be sure to 

contextual ize your discussion,  leaving space for  the part iculars of  each writer ’s  

s i tuatedness.

• Select a theme or topic discussed in the writ ings by Mart í  that relates well
to your understanding of  Menéndez’s,  Alonso’s,  or  Obejas’s f ict ion.

• Identify direct  passages from each text  that demonstrate this connection.
You must quote from each writ ing,  but the balance is  up to you.

• Analyze the passages as evidence for  your connection,  and close read the
language of  the texts:  what specif ic  words or  phrases led you to the ideas
you express?

• Consider the broader signif icance of  this theme or topic for  each text  as a
whole:  why is  this theme important for  your understanding of  the l i terature
in part icular?
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the US South  (Louisana State University Press,  2020) .  She has been named a 

2021-2022 American-Scandinavian Foundation Fel low and a 2021 Northeast Modern 

Language Associat ion Summer Fel low.

Volume 1, Issue 2, Fall 2021 Boletin Martiano
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Teaching José Martí as Man, Myth, 
and Legend Rhi Johnson, Ph.D

Boletin Martiano

The following sets out a modified version of how I used Martí  as an essayist,  a historical 

f igure, and a cultural referent as the centerpiece of a three-week unit that investigates 

the intersections between societal myth, cultural f iction, and historical events.     

This unit was for a sixth-semester cultural studies elective, for Hispanic Literatures and 

Cultures majors and minors, as well as those doing a Professions minor or looking for an 

elective for a Spanish l inguistics degree. The course, Roll ing into the Spanish-Cuban-

American War: Labor, Race, and Gender in Three Transatlantic Tobacco Towns, 

1886-1898, took up the finisecular tobacco towns of Ybor City, Florida; A Coruña, Galicia; 

and Durham, North Carolina to see the lead up to the Spanish-Cuban-American war from 

the perspective of all  three combatants, while creating a personal connection for 

students.

The course was taught at a university in North Carolina with a high percentage of in-

state students and access to extensive historical archives, which the students explored 

on a series of class days. Multiple students in the class had roots in the NC tobacco 

industry, and even those who did not l ived surrounded by its remains. The course 

included l iterary, journalistic,  administrative/legal,  and visual documents from all  three 

towns, which allowed students to see differences and connections between these three 

geographic locales that were so connected by a shared industry and history of violence. 

This unit on Martí ,  or one l ike it ,  would work in a variety of l iterature and cultural 

studies courses, both in Spanish-language courses, and, as almost all  of the texts used 

are available in translation or with English-language subtitles, in English-language 

courses as well.  Since Martí  l ived and wrote in the US for the majority of his adult l ife, 

he is a part of US literary history as well as Spanish and Cuban. 

10
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The  th ree  c lass  sess ions  o f  t h i s  week  a re  d i v ided  themat i ca l l y .  The  f i r s t  day  i s  f o r  

Mar t í ’ s  wr i t i ng  on  race  i n /and  the  US .  S tuden t  d i scuss ions  on  the  omn ip resence  o f  

r ac ia l  v i o lence  i n  the  US  Sou th  a t  t he  end  o f  t he  1800s ,  as  we l l  as  the  race -

b l i ndness  o f  Mar t í ’ s  cons t ruc t i on  o f  r ac ia l  po l i t i c s  were  ve ry  f ru i t fu l ,  and  

pa r t i cu la r l y  so  g i ven  tha t  the  p rev ious  week  cen te red  B lackness  i n  Nor th  Ca ro l i na  

and  i n  Ybo r  C i t y .  Tex ts  i nc luded  the  B lack - run  newspaper  the  Ra le igh  Gaze t te— fu l l  

o f  cove rage  o f  l ynch ing  and  how the  du ty  o f  t he  B lack  man  i s  t o  l i f t  up  h i s  race— 

and  Susan  G reenbaum’s  “Mar t í  and  J im  C row”  f rom More  Than  B lack :  A f ro -Cubans  

i n  Tampa .  See ing  the  con tempora ry  repo r t i ng  by  US  wr i te r s  i n  con t ras t  t o  Mar t í  

r ea l l y  pu t  h i s  rac ia l  po l i t i c s  i n to  pe rspec t i ve ,  and  a l l owed  d i scuss ion  to  avo id  

p resen t i sm,  excep t  when  i t  was  i n ten t iona l l y  b rough t  to  bea r .  The  second  day  i s  f o r  

t he  two  speeches  tha t  Mar t í  gave  i n  Tampa  and  the  Oc tobe r  20  l e t te r  t o  the  gene ra l  

Máx imo  Gómez  –a l l  o f  wh ich  dea l  w i th  the  Cuban  repub l i c - to -be ,  t he  t ra jec to r y  o f  

t he  i ndependence  movement ,  and  the  g rass roo ts  i dea l i sm  wh ich  was  fund ing  i t .  The  

th i rd  day  i s  ded i ca ted  to  se lec t i ons  f rom Mar t í ’ s  “Campa ign  D ia r y , ”  a  r i ch  tex t  on  

the  expe r ience  o f  war  and  the  touchs tone  fo r  t he  nex t  week  o f  t he  cou rse .

Overview of unit: 

The unit encompasses three weeks with linked learning objectives related to content as well 

as to the course’s goal of introducing cultural studies as a field of many possibilities: one 

week of readings from Martí, one week  of retrospective reinterpretations of his life and 

words, and one week on a group project that investigates his role as a cultural myth. By 

using different kinds of readings and materials from different historical moments, we were 

able to discuss genre and literary technique, diachronic shifts in representation, and the 

appropriation of cultural figures for movements with which they may or may not be aligned. 

Week 1: Reading Martí 
Readings:

Martí, José. Carta a Gómez el 20 de Octubre (1884); “Con todos y para el bien de todos" 
(1891); “Los pinos nuevos” (1891); “El negro en los EEUU” (1892); “Mi raza" 
(1893); “Diario de campaña” (1895, selections)
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Week 2: Representing Martí
Readings: 

Cartaya, Gabriel. Domingos de tanta luz. SurcoSur, 2019.
Páginas del diario de José Martí. Directed by José Massip, 1971. 

The first two days of this week are dedicated to Cartaya’s book Domingos de tanta luz 

(English version, with translation by Kenya Dworkin: So Much Light: The Last Twenty 

Sundays of Cuban Freedom Apostle José Martí). This volume is a fantastic work of which 

draws from both Martí’s writing and other sources to present an intimate picture of the 

final twenty Sundays of his life. In a way that was particularly useful for this class, the 

book blurs the lines between primary and secondary sources, between fiction and 

nonfiction. The final day is dedicated to the experimental 1972 Cuban film Páginas del 

diario de José Martí (Pages from José Martí’s Diary), which is a vivid, surreal recreation of 

various passages from the “Campaign Diary.” Together, these texts give for great discussion 

on genre, the function of literature, and representation, as well as deepening the discussion 

of Martí’s own works. 

Week 3: Group project: Mythic Martí 
Bank of texts for project:

Raza. Directed by José Luis Sáenz de Heredia, 1942. 
La muerte de un burócrata. Directed by Tomás Gutiérrez Alea, Instituto Cubano del 
Arte e Industrias Cinematográficos, 1966. 

José Martí: El ojo del canario. Directed by Fernando Pérez Valdés, Wanda Films / TVE, 
2010. 

Collected diachronic visual representations of Martí, following the research of Solem 
Minjárez, such as: https://prezi.com/p/g3n66bbfwtmz/jose-marti-en-las-artes- 
visuales/

Anyone or more of the texts used in this week could also work as readings for normal class 

days, but for this course, I used this third week on Martí for a group interpretive project on 

a piece of media that uses Martí as part of its construction of a national myth. For the 

project, each small group had their own piece of media, with the goal of engaging with how 

20th/21stcentury media uses the image and idea of Martí, to explore the myth that has 

grown up around him and to raise the ideas of the use of a historical figure as something 

different than the representation of that figure. 

12
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The output of  the project ,  for  which students had two class sessions plus t ime outside 

of  c lass,  was a video or  mult imedia discussion of  their  text  that both presented i t  to the 

rest  of  the class,  and offered a cohesive analysis of  the representation of  Mart í  that i t  

contained in comparison to other texts from the course.  Viewing the projects of  other 

groups was then the homework for  the f inal  day of  the week,  which closed the unit .  

While doing this kind of  analysis was a chal lenge,  the outcomes,  and part icular ly  the 

fol lowing discussion were fantastic.

Conclusions:

Taken by i tself ,  this unit  was very successful  in famil iar iz ing students with José Mart í  

as a histor ical  f igure,  a writer ,  a revolut ionary,  and a cultural  myth.  The diversity of  

texts al lowed for  discussions of  form as well  as content and context.  The group projects 

demonstrated a high level  of  understanding of  histor ical  and cultural  interconnectivity,  

as well  as a sol id understanding of  Mart í  texts.  While I  f requently teach a single Mart í  

essay in introductory l i terature and culture classes,  often parts of  “Nuestra América,” 

he tends to be something of  a hard sel l ,  because he is  so enmeshed in the pol i t ical  and 

social  mil ieu of  his t ime. In the context of  this longer unit ,  Mart í  started to become a 

touchstone for  students,  rather than a “diff icult” writer  whose style raises their  

affect ive f i l ter .  

In the context of  the course as a whole,  because of  this unit ,  students approached 

documentation of  the Spanish-Cuban-American war i tself  through Mart í ,  which 

immediately al lowed the narrat ives of  the confl ict  to be more complex for  them, without 

that complexity being overwhelming or  off-putt ing.  Rather,  his discussion of  the goals 

of  the independence movement of  the grassroots fundraising in Tampa became a lens 

through which to look at  US and Spanish representations of  the confl ict ,  and to real ly  

dig into how they minimalized the role and goals of  the Cuban independence movement.

Subsequent course readings on the war i tself :

Spanish pol i t ical  cartoons in Charnon-Deutsch,  Lou.  “Cartooning the 'Splendid Litt le

War'  of  1898."  Hold That Pose:  Visual  Culture in the Late Nineteenth-Century

13
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Relevant assessment: True fiction narrative
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Spanish Periodical ,  Penn State UP,  2008,  pp.  109-144.  

United States pol i t ical  cartoons in Pérez,  Louis A,  Jr .  Cuba in the American 

Imagination:  Metaphor and the Imperial  Ethos ,  U of  North Carol ina P,  2008.  

Gonzales,  N.G.  In Darkest Cuba:  Two Months Under Gomez Along the Trocha from the

Caribbean to the Bahama Channel  (1922)  (select ions- by a US soldier )

Dunbar,  Paul  Laurence.  “The Conquerors:  The Black Troops in Cuba” (1898)  

El  Suicidio de España:  detal les,  episodios y juicios cr í t icos de la Guerra Hispano-

Americana en 1898,  por varios test igos presenciales.  (select ions)  

Witherbee,  Sydney A.  Spanish-American war songs;  a complete col lect ion of

newspaper verse during the recent war with Spain,  1898.  (“President McKinley’s

Tribute to the Soldiers,” select ions)  

Documents l ike the Peace Treaty between Spain and the US and the Platt  amendment in 

the Cuban constitut ion.

Personal  epistolary of  the war by NC soldiers,  in the North Carol ina Col lect ion at  

special  archives of  UNC’s Wilson Library.

Relevant assessment:  True f ict ion narrat ive

The ski l ls  and discussion modes around Domingos de tanta luz  were also the basis for  

one of  the main assessments in this course,  which pairs well  with this unit .  This 

assignment is  a praxis in information synthesis from primary texts and complex 

narrat ive language production,  based on the ideas of  creative nonfict ion and “thick 

descript ion,” as laid out in Cl i f ford Geertz ’s  “Thick Descript ion:  Toward an Interpret ive 

Theory of  Culture.” The assignment is  to write a narrat ive account of  a short  period of  

t ime from the point  of  v iew of a created character in the real  world of  Ybor City in the 

1890s.  Students could use a histor ical ly  important day,  l ike that of  one of  Mart í ’s  

speeches,  or  just  a normal period of  t ime. The goal  was to create an engaging narrat ive 

and bel ievable character and situations,  while incorporating as much detai led pr imary 

source documentation as possible.



Rhi Johnson is an Assistant Professor at Indiana University Bloomington, specializing 

in Iberian Modernities, with a focus on new materialisms, gender and sexuality, and 

medical humanities in the 18th and long 19th centuries. Their ecocritical anthology of 

Rosalía de Castro’s poetry in translation, Because I Want to See the Sea is available 

from Valparaíso Editions. 
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In  addit ion to the narrat ive,  students compiled a packet of  the pr imary sources that 

they had located and ut i l ized.  This project ,  l ike the Mart í  group project ,  was a very 

fruitful  exercise,  and showed students how much they could pul l  f rom primary 

document;  the qual i ty  was universal ly  very high.  Students appreciated a research 

project  that was not focused on academic language and properly support ing a thesis 

statement,  while st i l l  developing their  research ski l ls  and their  writ ing praxis in 

Spanish.  The assignment is  to write a narrat ive account of  a short  period of  t ime from 

the point  of  v iew of a created character in the real  world of  Ybor City in the 1890s.  

Students could use a histor ical ly  important day,  l ike that of  one of  Mart í ’s  speeches,  or  

just  a normal period of  t ime

15



Volume 1, Issue 2, Fall 2021

In March of 2020, my students and I were painting a mural on campus. Each student had 

paint, a plan, and a 3-meter section to paint. The mural was the culmination of a series of 

assignments related to artistic expression in my first-year studies class called Our 

America. On their panel the students were ready to paint the message that they want to 

share with the world before they die in reference to the first stanza of Simple Verses. “I 

am an honest man, from where the palm tree grows, and I want, before I die, to cast these 

verses from my soul.” (Marti, 273) The mural was beautiful. Students used their space to 

cast many different messages from their souls: political messages, thoughts about love, 

peace, hope, music, the environment, and family. But as we were finishing the first day of 

painting and students picked up their cellphones messages began flooding in about the 

possibility that in-person classes would end and we would go into lockdown. That was the 

last day of class for the semester. The mural remained incomplete. And I found myself for 

the next few weeks thinking about another line from that same poem. “Wings I saw 

springing from fair women's shoulders, and from beneath rubble I've seen butterflies 

flutter.” (Marti, 273). I hoped that would will emerge from this rubble intact.

Butterflies in the Rubble: Teaching 
Martí During a Pandemic Genny Ballard, Ph.D

Boletin Martiano

Image 1. Cast these verses from my soul: a mural of representing the message that each student wants to share with the 
world. 

16



As a professor of  Spanish and Latin American Studies at  Centre Col lege in Kentucky,  I  

have the l iberty to design my own courses,  choose the texts,  and implement the 

act iv i t ies that I  bel ieve wil l  most benefit  my students.  I  was grateful  to be part  of  the 

2019 NEH Summer Inst i tute “José Mart í  and the Immigrant Communit ies of  F lor ida in 

Cuban Independence and the Dawn of the American Century.” Being a part  of  the 

seminar gave me the opportunity to learn from my col leagues in different discipl ines 

and develop an undergraduate seminar focusing on the works of  José Mart i .  I  taught 

the course that I  developed during the NEH seminar in spring 2020,  as the pandemic 

began.  Centre Col lege is  a small  l iberal  arts col lege of  about 1400 students.  As a 

professor,  I  teach al l  levels of  Spanish language,  l i terature and culture.  I  also teach a 

f i rst-year studies course cal led Our America/ Nuestra America .  I  appreciate the 

opportunity to share my experience.
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Image 2: A sample of the panels from the mural. Artwork by Anna Impellitteri
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In  the f i rst-year studies course,  Our America,  we explore together the way the arts 

shape American identit ies,  reinforce and resist  social  constructs,  and can help bui ld or  

dismantle nations.  One of  the f i rst  texts that students read for  this course is  José 

Mart i ’s  Nuestra America.  We divide the work into f ive sections and in small  groups 

the class analyzes their  sect ion to create a three-meter long hand-drawn 

infographic explaining their  sect ion.  They then present their  poster as a 

presentation.  For  this act iv i ty  we use paper and markers and students sit  on the f loor 

with a marked-up section of  the text  to guide them.

Image 3. Art by Meghan Owens: Our America Infographics. 2020.

During the next part  of  this f i rst-year studies class we learn that statues of  Mart í  can 

be found al l  over Cuba and in other parts of  the world today.  The students see the 

f i lm: Heroe de culto about the prol i ferat ion of  bust statues of  José Mart í  throughout 

Havana.  After  the f i lm, the students divide their  part  of  the essay Our America into 

smaller  sect ions.  With their  bodies they create statues to represent four quotations 

from the section that they have analyzed.  One student from the group reads the 

quotation and others form the statues.

18
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Our America Vitrines

1. Divide your section of the text into 3-4 parts. Choose important quotations to read

from each sub-section.

2. Represent those parts as static scenes like statues that you can see in a window box.

3. One student narrates and the others are the statues in a vitrine story presentation.

4. Change scenes in the box at least four times.

 As an instructor, I only assess the presentations for the Our America activities. I use a rubric 

and the students know ahead of time what was going to be graded. However, this has not inhibited their 

creativity. Students submitted beautiful artwork that they obviously spent time crafting. They also took risks 

in their performances. These are activities that I will repeat because I believe that by interpreting the essay 

Our America multiple ways the students arrive at a deeper understanding of the work. For this course the 

essay Our America is a fundamental text because it introduces the concept that there are important cultural 

values in Latin America like racial harmony and the rejection of imperialism that are important to consider 

when developing a nation.  I have taught this first- year studies course twice (2020 and 2021) and I have 

found that this is an excellent text to use to start the course.  The other texts, films, music and works of art 

of this course help students focus on the way Americans (from many different countries transcend their 

surroundings to create political and social constructions and the way those constructs are both reflected in 

and informed by the arts. 

In order to start the next section of the course, the students read the children’s book Martí’s Song for 

Freedom/Martí y sus versos por la libertad by Emma Otheguy. It is a biography of Martí that, among other 

things, contextualizes the first poem of Martí’s Simple Verses and explains the reasons for his antiracist 

ideology.  After reading Otheguy’s book, the students read several poems from Simple Verses. With the 

first poem I have led two different activities. The first is that we use the first poem in Simple Verses (A 

Sincere Man Am I as a template to write autobiographical poems.

The second activity that my students do is to turn Marti’s poems into a comic strip in the style of Marek 

Bennett. The instructions are simple. Students have read and analyzed the poems before we begin this 

lesson and then in class we read Marek Bennett’s illustrated version of To Roosevelt by Ruben Dario.  

These are the instructions for the activity:
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 After that, we divide the poem A Sincere Man Am I into sections and students 

illustrate the poem as if it were a comic strip. Here is an example by Centre student 

Maggie Poole:
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. 

Image 4. Comic strip Martí  Poems. Sample by Maggie Pool (2020).
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It should be obvious by now that in my classes students use art and movement to reflect on and 

analyze texts. I have based the lessons that rely on art as a tool for analysis on the work of Lynda 

Barry and Anu Taranath (references included below. The lessons that require movement and 

performance and based on the work of Kurt Wooton and Marimar Patron who teach using the 

performance cycle (Wooton. The first-year studies course begins with Martí but we also read 

Elizabeth Acevedo’s Clap When You Land, Toni Morison’s The Bluest Eye, Fried Green Tomatoes at 

the Whistle Stop Cafe by Fannie Flagg, and Olio by Tyehyma Jess. We also see two films: A Better 

Life and The Black Panther.  One of the most important aspects of this class is that it has a 

collaborative online learning component where the students all have partners in Colombia. The 

students get to examine and share their own cultures while comparing it to other cultures in the 

Americas during this project. 

In spring semester of 2020, I taught a Senior Seminar class for undergraduate Spanish majors 

focused on the essays and poems of José Marti. During the NEH Summer Seminar I designed a 

website to use as an interactive syllabus and repository for activities, art, and video clips. 

Image 5. A screenshot of the website I designed for the José Martí Senior Seminar. 
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This course, José Martí: from Protest to Proposal, is a senior seminar where the students 

all read the same Martí texts for the first half of the semester and then after mid-term the 

students design their own project based on the work of another author or artist. The texts 

we read for this course varied but were all related in some way to Cuban independence, 

racial harmony, or nation building. This course focuses on José Martí's proposal for a new 

Cuban nation. We read his poems, letters, and essays and discussed the extent to which 

Martí’s ideas are part of the contemporary Cuban imaginary.

These are the texts that my students read for the course:

Simple Verses (selected poems)

Tributes to Karl Marx (1883)

Coney Island (1883)

With All and for the Good of All (1891)

A Town Sets a Black Man on Fire (1892)

The New Pines (1891)

My Race (1893)

To Cuba! (1894)

The Golden Age (1889)

The Truth About the United States (1894)

The Montecristi Manifesto (1895)

Letter to Manuel Mercado (1895)

A Vindication of Cuba (1889)

Our America (1891)

By reading and analyzing these texts my students were able to see how Martí not only 

called for revolution and independence but also provided a roadmap for founding and 

developing a new Cuba.  We took time as a class exploring the proposals of many different 

Latin American artists, musicians, and writers. The idea for the theme of this course came 

from Cuban singer Alexey Rodriguez who says that “Hip Hop is not a protest but a 

proposal.” 
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All  of  the students used José Mart i ’s  ideas about how to br ing about change in their  

projects.  As a capstone project  for  their  major,  each of  my students developed their  own 

website and shared their  projects.   During the f inal  exam period the students and al l  of  

the Spanish professors meet to hear the majors del iver  their  f inal  presentation.  

For  each of  the readings we completed act iv i t ies and held discussions.  In this essay,  I  

wil l  focus on just  two. In one of  the f i rst  lessons,  students compare four versions of  the 

song Guantanamera based on the f i rst  poem in Simple Verses (Mart í ,  273) .  After  hearing 

the version of  Guantanamera by Song Around The World we discuss the importance of  

the song to Cubans everywhere.   After  a discussion about the relat ionship between 

music and identity each student chooses a song that for  them represents their  culture.  

We talk about the difference between a national  anthem, songs with important cultural  

s ignif icance and personal  anthems. The students use this discussion as the basis for  a 

conversation they have with their  col laborative onl ine partners (COIL)  in Colombia.  

The assignment:

You have a partner to work with on two graded assignments this 

semester .  You and your partner (one from Centre Col lege and the other from 

La Universdad del  Norte)  wil l  discuss music in your respective cultures,  and 

share both your thoughts and the music i tself .

Assignment,  Music and Culture .  Music can be a powerful  expression of  

culture on the one hand,  and an i l lustrat ion of  global izat ion on the other.  

Throughout many parts of  the world,  governments and individuals al ike take 

act ion to preserve music seen as connected to some larger col lect ive 

identity.  Here you’ l l  take some t ime to ref lect  on music as a part  of  your own 

cultural  identity,  while also learning about that of  your partner.   
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Guantanamera is not the official national anthem of Cuba however as you can tell 

from what we have learned in the last class it is the unofficial hymn of Cubans all 

over the world. 

1. What is the song from your country or state that truly represents the

culture and people?

2. What are some classic songs from your region of the country?

3. Describe some of the aspects of culture in your country.

4. How does a national anthem of a country represent its culture?

5. What song represents you as a person?

6. What is the theme/message of your selected song?

7. Why did you choose that song?

What you will submit:

1. Create a Google Doc for you and your
partner.

2. Post the following items on your Google
Doc

• A two paragraph text answering

the questions.

• Links to the songs/music videos

3. Share the Google Doc with your
professor.
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Here are some questions that will help you begin the conversation with your partner:
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Image 6. This is an example of the conversation about music from the course website. All PowerPoints, activities 
and writing prompts are linked to the website for the class.

Jus t  as  a  reminde r  th i s  semina r  was  he ld  i n  sp r ing  o f  2020  wh ich  was  no t  on l y  the  

beg inn ing  o f  t he  pandemic  bu t  a l so  a  t ime  o f  ou t rageous  v io lence  pe rpe t ra ted  by  

the  po l i ce  aga ins t  b lack  peop le  i n  the  U .S .  and  a l so  s ta r t  o f  an t i rac i s t  movements  

and  marches  fo r  r ac ia l  j us t i ce .  Fo r  t he  read ing  A  Town  Se ts  a  B lack  Man  on  F i re  

we  had  a  s i l en t  conve rsa t ion .  The  s tuden ts  each  had  the i r  own  b lank  pos te r  p inned  

up  i n  the  room.  They  se lec ted  a  quo ta t ion  f rom the  tex t  and  wro te  i t  i n  the  m idd le  

o f  t he  page  and  unde r  i t  t hey  asked  a  ques t ion .  S tuden ts  d raw l i nes  be tween  

ques t ions  and  answers  so  tha t  o the r  pa r t i c i pan ts  can  fo l l ow the  conve rsa t ion  and  

con t r i bu te .   Fo r  twenty -m inu tes  s tuden ts  wa lked  a round  the  room and  wro te  

answers  to  the  ques t ions  posed  by  the i r  c l assmates  and  made  comments  abou t  the  

tex t s  and  the i r  c l assmates ’  r esponses  to  i t .  A f te r  t ime  was  up  each  s tuden t  went  

back  to  the i r  own  pos te r  and  read  the  conve rsa t ions .  The  s tuden ts  have  a  few 

minu tes  to  choose  wh ich  o f  t he  comments  they  want  to  sha re  ou t  l oud  and  respond  

to .  Th i s  ac t i v i t y  was  memorab le  i n  ou r  semina r  because  i t  a l l owed  s tuden ts  to  

p rocess  v io len t  images  a t  a  vo la t i l e  t ime  in  s i l ence .  Ho ld ing  the  conve rsa t ion  i n  

s i l ence  was  power fu l .  
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 Reflecting on racial violence is difficult but so important and for us this activity was successful 

in that it gave us the opportunity to examine difficult concepts.

Image 7. Silent conversation about A Town Sets a Black Man on Fire

In this essay I have presented a few of the lessons that I have developed using the works 

of José Martí with undergraduate students. I use the works of Martí in three different 

kinds of undergraduate classes: a senior seminar, first-year studies classes in English and 

Spanish language, literature and culture classes.  In the two years since the NEH seminar, 

there have been so many changes in our lives. The way I teach has been altered by the 

pandemic but not all of the changes are bad. I have found ways to keep the things I like 

about my classes. Before the seminar I had never used the works of José Martí in my 

classes. And since the seminar, I have included some works by Martí in nearly every class I 

teach. It was challenging to adapt the lessons I prepared to an online setting when we 

went to remote teaching. But because I was motivated and had already prepared and the 

lessons and shared them through the website that I created during the seminar the 

transition wasn’t as bad as it could have been. I am most of all grateful for the colleagues 

that I met during the seminar. They are most certainly the butterflies in the rubble of the 

past eighteen months. I welcome feedback and conversations about the ideas that I shared. 

I am looking forward to developing these lessons further. 
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Image 6. This is an example of the 
conversation about music from the 
course website. All PowerPoints, 
activities and writing prompts are 
linked to the website for the class
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Explor ing the l i fe and writ ing of  José Mart í  opens avenues of  cr i t ical  inquiry that leads 

to a broader understanding of  the f in de siglo  and the complex relat ionship between 

Spain and Cuba relat ing to the imperial  presence on the is land and the tensions that 

ar ise from the uneven power relat ionship between the two countr ies.  Further,  this 

explorat ion serves as a vehicle to decenter Eurocentr ism for  i ts  t ransnational  

perspectives that chal lenge the dominant narrat ive surrounding Spain’s presence in the 

is land,  an issue that becomes more complex as Mart í ’s  involvement intensif ies to 

varying degrees with the,  mainly pol i t ical ,  contemporaneous events in other nations,  

including the US, the Dominican Republ ic ,  Guatemala,  and Mexico.  

In essence,  Mart í  l ived during the forefront of  decolonizat ion and dedicated his l i fe’s 

work to the indefatigable push toward his homeland’s independence.  My approach to 

teaching Mart í  fol lows Claire Kramsch’s conclusions that “The concept of  

decolonizat ion has been rendered inordinately more complex by global izat ion.  There 

are no longer any clear-cut dist inct ions between colonizers and colonized,  but various 

spheres of  inf luence that require cr i t ical  dialogue and pol i t ical  engagement” (69) .  This,  

then,  moves us in the direct ion of  reading Mart í  through the lens of  burgeoning 

decolonizat ion along the l ines of  Aníbal  Qui jano and Walter  D.  Mignolo,  who discuss 

the colonial  matr ix  of  power as i t  chal lenges decolonization paradigms. For Mignolo,  

“Decolonial  thinking has as i ts  reason of  being and i ts  object ive the decolonial i ty  of  

power ( that is  to say,  of  the matr ix  of  colonial  power)” (48) .  By virtue of  adopting a 

global  rather than international  perspective of  decolonizat ion,  students begin to 

perceive national  borders as transmutable l ines not as markers of  a geography but as a 

locus of  resistance within which is  forged a newly constructed image of patr ia .

Fo r  Span i sh  Pen insu la r i s t s  such  as  myse l f  who  may  have  t rad i t i ona l l y  v i ewed  the  

hegemon/suba l te rn  dynamic  as  a  b ina ry  pa rad igm tha t  cap tu red  the  essence  o f  a  

power  imba lance ,  examin ing  the  endu r ing  ro le  Mar t í  p layed  i n  Cuban  po l i t i c s  and  

l i t e ra tu re   t h rough  h i s  accomp l i shments  and  wr i t i ng  a l l ows  fo r  us  to  con tex tua l i ze  

Spa in ’ s  even tua l  end  o f  emp i re  i f  no t  as  i nev i tab le  bu t  as  a  cu lm ina t ing  even t  
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Decentering the Narrative: Teaching the Life
and Selecting Writing of José Martí 
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Through the dissemination of his 
journalistic and literary writing 
beginning in the early 1880s in 
Honduras, El Salvador, Venezuela, 
Mexico, Uruguay, Argentina in 
addition to the US, students 
formulate a vision of Martí as a 
vocal critic of Spain’s colonial rule 
over Cuba.
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i n f l u e n c e d — d i r e c t l y  o r  t a n g e n t i a l l y — b y  M a r t í ’ s  i m p a c t f u l  a c t i o n s  a n d  w o r d s  

a l i g n e d  w i t h  h i s  s t e a d f a s t  v i s i o n  o f  C u b a ’ s  i n d e p e n d e n c e  m o v e m e n t .  

M y  t e a c h i n g  o f  M a r t í  h a s  b e c o m e  a  v i t a l  c u r r i c u l a r  c o m p o n e n t  i n  t w o  l i t e r a t u r e  

c o u r s e s  I  t e a c h  r e l a t i n g  t o  t u r n  o f  t h e  1 9 t h  t o  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  S p a i n  w i t h  a  f o c u s  o n  

w r i t e r s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y - t e r m e d  G e n e r a t i o n  o f  1 8 9 8 ,  o n e  a t  t h e  s e n i o r  

u n d e r g r a d u a t e  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  a t  t h e  g r a d u a t e  l e v e l ,  b o t h  t a u g h t  i n  S p a n i s h .  I  h a v e  

a l s o  d e l i v e r e d  g u e s t  l e c t u r e s  i n  a n  u p p e r - l e v e l  c l a s s  t a u g h t  i n  E n g l i s h  d e s i g n e d  

f o r  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  S t u d i e s  m a j o r s  t i t l e d  “ C u b a :  a  C o l l e c t i v e  P o r t r a i t . ”  

I n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  c l a s s e s ,  s t u d e n t s  l e a r n  a b o u t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  t h a t  s h a p e d  

t h e  l a t e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  e v e n t s  a s  r o o t e d  i n  S p a i n ’ s  R e v o l u t i o n  o f  1 8 6 8  t h a t  

c u l m i n a t e d  w i t h  t h e  d e t h r o n e m e n t  o f  Q u e e n  I s a b e l  I I ,  c o i n c i d i n g  a l s o  w i t h  a  t u r n  

o f  e v e n t s  t h a t  s a w  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  T e n  Y e a r s ’  W a r  ( 1 8 6 8 – 1 8 7 8 )  i n  C u b a .  

S t u d e n t s  b e g i n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  t u r m o i l  i n  t h e  p e r i o d  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  

1 8 6 8  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  S p a i n  f u e l e d  C u b a n  i n d e p e n d e n c e  i n i t i a t i v e s ,  a s  l e a d e r s  

p r i o r i t i z e d  a t t a i n i n g  p o l i t i c a l  s t a b i l i t y  o n  t h e  p e n i n s u l a .  A l d a  B l a n c o ’ s  

f o u n d a t i o n a l  “ E l  f i n  d e l  i m p e r i o  e s p a ñ o l ”  p r o v i d e s  f u r t h e r  c o n t e x t  a s  d o e s  t h e  

d o c u m e n t a r y  “ R e y e s  d e  E s p a ñ a ”  b e g i n n i n g  a t  a b o u t  t h e  2 6  m i n u t e  m a r k  w i t h  a n  

e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  v o l a t i l i t y  o f  K i n g  A m a d e o  I ’ s  b r i e f  r e i g n  a f t e r  I s a b e l  I I ’ s  

d e p a r t u r e ,  i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s h i p  i n  f l u x ,  f i r s t  u n d e r  G e n e r a l  

F r a n c i s c o  S e r r a n o .  T h e  R e a l i s t  a n d  N a t u r a l i s t  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  t h i s  t i m e  g a v e  w a y  t o  a  

n e w  w a y  o f  w r i t i n g  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  o n e  t h a t  t o o k  a n  i n w a r d  l o o k  a t  

c o n s t r u c t s  o f  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  a n d  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  t h w a r t  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  c r i s e s  

t h a t  m a r k e d  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  i n  S p a i n .  

B y  f o r e g r o u n d i n g  c l a s s  d i s c u s s i o n  o n  e v e n t s  i n  t h e  S p a n i s h  C a r i b b e a n ,  w i t h  a  

f o c u s  o n  C u b a ,  M a r t í ’ s  f o r m i d a b l e  p r e s e n c e  e m e r g e s  a s  a n  u n d e n i a b l e  f o r c e  o f  

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  W h e n  r e a d i n g  M a r t í ’ s  “ M y  R a c e , ”  p u b l i s h e d  i n  h i s  w e e k l y  

n e w s p a p e r  P a t r i a  i n  1 8 9 3 ,  s t u d e n t s  c o n v e y  t h e i r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  M a r t í ’ s  a u d i e n c e  

a s  m u l t i n a t i o n a l ,  p r i m a r i l y  f r o m  h i s  c o u n t r y  o f  o r i g i n  b u t  a l s o  f r o m  t h e  U S ,  w h e r e  

h e  p u b l i s h e d  t h e  e s s a y ,  f r o m  S p a i n ,  a n d  f r o m  n u m e r o u s  c o u n t r i e s  i n  S p a n i s h  

A m e r i c a .
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T h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  r a c e  a n d  g e n d e r  a l s o  p r o v i d e s  e n t r y  t o  t h i s  

t e x t ,  a s  d o e s  t h e  a u t h o r ’ s  u s e  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  a s  a  w a y  t o  c o n n e c t  w i t h  h i s  

r e a d e r s .  C o n v e r s a t i o n s  a b o u t  M a r t í ’ s  c o n s t r u c t s  o f  s o l i d a r i t y  a n d  e q u a l i t y  p r o v e  

i n s i g h t f u l  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  t h e y  g i v e  s t u d e n t s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e x p l o r e  i s s u e s  o f  

c o n t e m p o r a r y  r e l e v a n c e .

I n  a c c e s s i n g  M a r t í ’ s  “ M a n i f i e s t o  d e  M o n t e c r i s t i , ”  w r i t t e n  i n  1 8 9 5  i n  t h e  

D o m i n i c a n  R e p u b l i c ,  s t u d e n t s  e x p l a i n  s e l e c t e d  q u o t a t i o n s  t o  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  o f  r e v o l u t i o n  t o  f r e e  C u b a  n o t  s i m p l y  f r o m  S p a i n ,  b u t  f r o m  S p a i n ’ s  

c o l o n i a l  r u l e .  K e y  p h r a s e s  i n c l u d e  t h e  “ b e t t e r m e n t  a n d  e m a n c i p a t i o n  o f  t h e  

c o u n t r y , ”  “ t h e  m a j e s t y  o f  a  f u l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d  r e p u b l i c , ”  a n d  “ T h i s  w a r  i s  [ … ]  t h e  

d i s c i p l i n e d  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  r e s o l v e  o f  s o l i d  m e n , ”  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  p a t r i a .

R e a d i n g  M a r t í ’ s  m o d e r n i s t  t e x t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  l e n s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  f r a m e w o r k  t h a t  

a d v o c a t e d  f o r  C u b a n  i n d e p e n d e n c e  f r o m  i m p e r i a l  p o w e r  o p e n s  l i n e s  o f  c r i t i c a l  

i n q u i r y  n o t  o n l y  o f  h i s  w o r k  a s  f o u n d a t i o n a l l y  l i t e r a r y  b u t  t h e m a t i c a l l y  f r a u g h t  

w i t h  t h e  a n g s t  o f  e n d e a v o r i n g  t o  s o l i d i f y  c o n c e p t s  o f  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  a n d  

g o v e r n a n c e  d e s p i t e  f a c i n g  m a r k e d  p o l i t i c a l  o p p o s i t i o n  f r o m  b o t h  o u t s i d e  a n d  

w i t h i n  h i s  h o m e l a n d .  T h e  f e r v o r  f o r  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  C u b a ,  w h i l e  t a k i n g  r o o t  o n  t h e  

i s l a n d ,  s p l a y e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  d i a s p o r a ,  a n d  b e c a m e  t h e  r a l l y i n g  c a l l  f o r  w h a t  

A l f r e d  J .  L ó p e z  t e r m s  M a r t í ’ s  “ s h u t t l e  d i p l o m a c y ” ,  w i t h  h i s  t r a v e l s  u p  a n d  d o w n  

t h e  e a s t  c o a s t  o f  t h e  U S  f r o m  N e w  Y o r k  t o  m u l t i p l e  c i t i e s  i n  F l o r i d a  a n d  w e s t  t o  

N e w  O r l e a n s ,  L o u i s i a n a ,  t r a v e l s  t h a t  a l s o  i n c l u d e d  H a i t i ,  t h e  D o m i n i c a n  R e p u b l i c ,  

a n d  J a m a i c a  i n  a  t h r e e  m o n t h - p e r i o d  i n  1 8 9 4  ( H i d a l g o  q t d  i n  A .  L ó p e z )  b u t  a l s o  

e x t e n d e d  t o  M e x i c o ,  P a n a m a ,  H a i t i ,  a n d  C o s t a  R i c a .

F u r t h e r ,  t e a c h i n g  M a r t í ’ s  “ N u e s t r a  A m é r i c a ”  ( 1 8 9 1 ) ,  p e r h a p s  h i s  m o s t  w i d e l y  r e a d  

e s s a y ,  a l o n g s i d e  M i g u e l  d e  U n a m u n o ’ s  “ L a  c r i s i s  d e l  p a t r i o t i s m o ”  ( 1 9 0 5 )  p r o m p t s  

s t u d e n t s  t o  d r a w  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  w r i t e r s  a n d  t h e i r  s t a n c e  o n  t h e  

c o n s t r u c t  o f  p a t r i o t i s m .  M a r t í ’ s  p r o - C u b a n  i n d e p e n d e n c e  m o v e m e n t  i n  t a n d e m  w i t h  

h i s  v i e w s  o n  t h e  p a n - A m e r i c a n  c o l l e c t i v e  “ t h e r e  i s  n o  p a t r i a  a  m a n  c a n  t a k e  

g r e a t e r  p r i d e  i n  t h a n  o u r  l o n g - s u f f e r i n g  A m e r i c a n  r e p u b l i c s ” — r e s o n a t e s  w i t h  

U n a m u n o ’ s  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  p o l a r i z a t i o n  t h a t  e x i s t s  i n  h i s  h o m e l a n d ,  b e t w e e n



Volume 1, Issue 2, Fall 2021 Boletin Martiano

31

the  cosmopol i tan  and  reg iona l  and  h is  be l ie f  that  pat r io t i sm,  honor ,  and  t ru th  in  the  

co l lec t i ve  imaginary  a re  the  veh ic les  by  which  to  a r r i ve  a t  pat r io t i sm.

The  ana lys is  o f  Mar t í ’ s  se lec ted  essays  p roves  a  usefu l  exerc ise  to  put  Spa in ’s  loss  

o f  empi re  in  c r i t i ca l  focus  not  as  a  devastat ing  defeat  o f  the  co lon i ze r  but  as  a  

necessary  end  to  the  power  imbalance  that  deco lon i za t ion  res to red ,  thus  fu r ther ing  

the  deve lopment  o f  the  themes  o f  pat r ia ,  so l idar i ty ,  and  equa l i t y  as  cons is tent  

corners tones  to  h is  wr i t ing .

In  “Cuba :  A  Co l lec t i ve  Por t ra i t , ”  s tudents  ga in  in te rcu l tu ra l  competence  to  inc rease  

the i r  unders tand ing  o f  l i fe  in  Cuba  beg inn ing  wi th  a  h is to r i ca l  overv iew of  the  i s land  

before  mov ing  to  a  p resent -day  focus .  My presentat ion  on  Mar t í  bu i lds  on  s tudents ’  

knowledge  o f  co lon ia l  Cuba  and  sets  the  s tage  fo r  i t s  t rans i t ion  th rough  modern i ty .  I  

fo l low James  López ’  f ramework  o f  Mar t í  as  a  mul t i faceted  f igure :  ch ron ic le r ,  

teacher ,  poet ,  and  revo lu t ionary  ( “Mul t i faceted  Mar t í ” ) ,  to  expand  upon  the  not ion  

that  Mar t í  was  a  s imply  a  Modern is t  poet .  In  th is  context ,  Modern is t  wr i t ing  

becomes  much  more  than  a  l i te ra ry  aesthet ic  and  moves  in to  the  rea lm of  po l i t i ca l l y  

charged  wr i t ing  as  a  power fu l  too l  o f  p ropaganda .  Students  ponder ,  fo r  example ,  

what  i t  meant  fo r  Mar t í  to  l i ve  and  wr i te  in  New York  C i ty  fo r  approx imate ly  the  las t  

15  years  o f  h is  l i fe .  

The  r i ch  chrono logy  o f  events  that  co inc ided  wi th  Mar t í ’ s  adu l t  l i fe  p rov ides  

add i t iona l  context  wi th in  which  to  s i tuate  h is  endur ing  legacy  not  on ly  in  Cuba  but  

wi th in  the  t ransat lant ic  geography .  S tudents  fo l low the  t imel ine  o f  Mar t í ’ s  l i fe  to  

unders tand  the  in te rnat iona l  reach  o f  h is  independence  e f fo r ts  that  were  inext r i cab ly  

l inked  wi th  a  humanis t  underp inn ing ,  advocat ing  more  b road ly  fo r  f reedom and  

equa l i t y  fo r  a l l .  Through  the  d isseminat ion  o f  h is  journa l i s t i c  and  l i te ra ry  wr i t ing  

beg inn ing  in  the  ear ly  1880s  in  Honduras ,  E l  Sa lvador ,  Venezue la ,  Mex ico ,  Uruguay ,  

Argent ina  in  add i t ion  to  the  US,  s tudents  fo rmulate  a  v is ion  o f  Mar tÃ­  as  a  voca l  

c r i t i c  o f  Spa inâ€™s co lon ia l  ru le  over  Cuba .  

S tudents  inc rease  the i r  unders tand ing  o f  Mar t í  as  a  key  f igure  in  the  per iod  lead ing  

up  to  the  Span ish  Amer ican  War  to  recogn i ze  h is  work  and  wr i t ing  in  the  context  o f  
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defending Cuban identity and independence, and to situate his ideals of decolonization as an alternative to 

Spain’s imperial presence in his homeland.
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