



[image: Image]










Revolutionary Masculinity and Racial Inequality










Revolutionary Masculinity and Racial Inequality


Gendering War and Politics in Cuba


[image: Image]


BONNIE A. LUCERO


University of New Mexico Press [image: Image] Albuquerque









© 2018 by Bonnie A. Lucero


All rights reserved. Published 2018


Printed in the United States of America


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


First Paperback Edition, 2021


Paperback ISBN: 978-0-8263-6333-6


Names: Lucero, Bonnie A., author.


Title: Revolutionary masculinity and racial inequality: gendering war and politics in Cuba / Bonnie A. Lucero.


Description: Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2018. | Includes bibliographical references and index. |


Identifiers: LCCN 2018006293 (print) | LCCN 2018032729 (e-book) | ISBN 9780826360106 (e-book) ISBN 9780826360090 (printed case: alk. paper)


Subjects: LCSH: Cuba—Race relations—History. | Masculinity—Political aspects—Cuba.


Classification: LCC F1789.A1 (e-book) | LCC F1789.


A1 L83 2018 (print) | DDC 305.80097291—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018006293


Publication of this book was made possible in part by a generous contribution from the Newcomb College Institute at Tulane University.









Cover illustration: “Quintín Bandera and his mule,” in Thomas R. Dawley Jr., “Campaigning with Gómez,” American Magazine 47 (November 1898–April 1899), 541.









In solidarity with Black Lives Matter and other movements for racial justice across the world.










Illustrations


[image: Image]


FIGURES






	Figure I.1.


	Map of the major cities of Santa Clara Province, 1899







	Figure 1.1.


	José Miguel Gómez







	Figure 1.2.


	Battle of Mal Tiempo







	Figure 2.1.


	The Olayita Massacre







	Figure 2.2.


	Group of children reconcentrated near Sagua







	Figure 2.3.


	Reconcentrated families near Sagua







	Figure 2.4.


	Male survivor of reconcentration







	Figure 3.1.


	Map of the major sugar plantations and military trenches in Santa Clara Province







	Figure 3.2.


	Gerardo Machado y Morales







	Figure 3.3.


	José González Planas







	Figure 3.4.


	Francisco Carrillo







	Figure 4.1.


	Walter B. Barker







	Figure 4.2.


	John C. Bates







	Figure 5.1.


	James H. Wilson







	Figure 6.1.


	Lady Cuba—A Soldier’s Obligation







	Figure 6.2.


	“Looking forward”







	Figure 6.3.


	“The Civil Government … of Cuba”







	Figure 7.1.


	“Down with the Intrusive Skirts!”







	Figure 8.1.


	Quintín Bandera







	Figure 8.2.


	“Here you are”







	Figure 8.3.


	“Good Government vs. Revolution—An Easy Choice”







	Figure 8.4.


	Higinio Esquerra







	Figure 8.5.


	White rural guardsmen patrol a celebration of the republic in Sagua, May 1902








TABLES






	Table I.1.


	Age distribution in Santa Clara, Puerto Príncipe, and Santiago







	Table 2.1.


	Marriage, partnership, and family, 1899







	Table 4.1.


	Police employed in selected towns in province of Matanzas, by race, 1899







	Table 4.2.


	Pay schedules for rural guard of Santa Clara Province







	Table 7.1.


	Private armed guards in Cienfuegos, 1899–1900







	Table 7.2.


	Prisoners by race, Santa Clara Province, 1899







	Table 7.3.


	White mayors of selected cities in Santa Clara, elected in June 1900
















Acknowledgments


[image: Image]


[image: Image] IN THE ENDLESS SOLITARY HOURS I HAVE SPENT WRITING AND rewriting this book, I have remembered fondly the fleeting moments of human interaction that defined my research and shaped my thinking.


The first person who comes to mind is my fearless mother, Blythe Lucero, who worked tirelessly to raise my brother and me in Richmond, California, and now wages her third battle against cancer. Her example of hard work and perseverance through what seemed like never-ending travails instilled in me the persistence and work ethic necessary to publish this book despite the many obstacles along the way.


My fascination with Cuba began nearly twenty years ago, when I overheard a conversation about the “evils” of communism. I asked my neighbor, Cassandra Spangler, Esq., what communism was, and she replied that it had to do with everyone being equal. Having grown up poor, I was intrigued by this idea. I wondered if it was possible to create a society with less suffering from poverty and inequality, and if it was, what it would look like. In my quest to answer these questions, I came across the Cuban Revolution, a movement that purportedly broke the chains of imperialism and cured the racial, gender, and class inequalities that had historically defined Cuban society. That historical watershed piqued my interest in both Cuba and the idea of social justice. Around that same time, I sat through a ninth-grade US history lesson about the Spanish-American War, which, we were told, was a brilliant example of US benevolence and humanitarianism. I struggled to reconcile what was clearly an invasion with the glowing historical narrative I learned about it. That lesson stayed with me through the years. It laid the foundation for my interest in US empire in Latin America, particularly during the time period I address in this book. But it was also pivotal in shaping my early impression of history as a hopelessly conservative discipline bent on preserving the dominant order.


That skepticism about history as a discipline led me to pursue my fascination with Cuba through interdisciplinary channels. My first attempt to explore Cuba came while studying International Relations at the University of the Pacific’s School of International Studies with the support of the Bill Gates Millennium Scholarship. Study abroad was a part of my degree program, but I landed in college right in the middle of the Bush years, when it was difficult for US citizens to travel to Cuba. I searched for a way to get to the island, and ended up enrolling in SUNY Oswego’s Cuba program, then one of the only programs to allow direct enrollment at the University of Havana. Over the course of six months, I fell in love with an island, a people, and a historic quest for justice.


Upon my return, I unknowingly started to become a historian of that island’s struggle. I wrote my senior thesis on the history of Cuban slavery, with the generous guidance of Dr. Arturo Giraldez at the University of the Pacific. As an MPhil student in Latin American Studies at Cambridge University, I had the good fortune of working with another brilliant historian, Dr. Gabriela Ramos, who further demonstrated the transformative potential of historical work. She guided me to explore the history of race, and offered invaluable support through some challenging personal times toward the end of my MPhil program. These two positive experiences with history led me to pursue my doctoral work in a discipline whose relevance and impact had been lost on me for much of my life. At the University of North Carolina, my adviser, Dr. Louis A. Pérez Jr. was an inspiration even before I met him in 2009. His Cuba between Empires was the very first academic book I ever bought for myself. He was and continues to be an exemplary role model. Under his guidance, I undertook the research for my dissertation, part of which informs this book.


During my multiple research trips to Cuba over the years, I have incurred tremendous debts of gratitude and have gained revered friendships. Words cannot express my sincere gratitude to my wonderful familia cienfueguera. Orlando García Martínez provided ongoing and invaluable support obtaining visas and getting access to archives, and he generously shared his time, expertise, and work with me over the years. He invited me into his family, whom I love as my own. I have been especially privileged to enjoy the friendship of his daughter, Anabel García García, who spent long, hot hours on the Cienfuegos archives patio with me, as we paged through dusty, oversized notarial protocols and pieced together bug-eaten leaflets. She was also there to confront the ongoing difficulties we experienced in that archive, facing them fiercely and unapologetically.


I have also greatly appreciated the friendship of my colleagues in Santa Clara: Roide Orlando Alfaro Velázquez and Asnety Chinea Franco at the Universidad Central de Las Villas, who accompanied me at the Archivo Municipal de Remedios and waited many hours with me to access the collections at the Museo Municipal de Remedios. I thank Carlos Coll at the Archivo Provincial de Las Villas for his comradery and for embarking on that bumpy camión ride to Sancti Spíritus. Thank you as well to the staff at the Archivo Municipal de Trinidad, especially Adita; to the staff at the Archivo Municipal de Remedios, especially Estela Maritza Rodríguez Estupiñán; and thank you to the staff at the Archivo Provincial de Sancti Spíritus, especially Zandra Rodríguez Carvajal, for facilitating access to the rich collections there.


During my research in various parts of the United States, I also benefited from the support of friends, colleagues, and archival staff. I want to acknowledge the generous support of the Cuban Heritage Collection, which sponsored my research through a predissertation fellowship in 2011 and a dissertation research fellowship in 2012. The Massachusetts Historical Society likewise provided invaluable support that enabled me to consult their collections in 2011 and again in 2012. I also want to thank Dr. Sarah Barksdale, Dr. Warren Milteer, and Dr. Valerie Martínez, who kept me company during long stretches at the National Archives in Washington, DC, and College Park.


Thank you as well to my support system, now dispersed throughout the country, but always a text away—Dr. Cassia P. Roth, Dr. Jeanine Navarrete, Dr. Sara Juengst, and Dr. Juan Coronado. I am grateful as well to my friends and colleagues at my previous institution, Dr. Dennis Hart and Dr. Young-Rae Oum, for supporting my work and for offering their solidarity during the most trying times of my academic career, and Dr. Mayra Ávila and Dr. Jamie Starling, who provided much-needed diversion from the writing process and invaluable dog-sitting during my research trips. Thank you as well to Sally Kenney and the Newcomb College Institute for their support during the final leg of this project.
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INTRODUCTION



Gendered Language amid Racial Silence in Cuba
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Decolonization … infuses a new rhythm, specific to a new generation of men, with a new language and a new humanity. Decolonization is truly the creation of new men. But such a creation cannot be attributed to a supernatural power: The “thing” colonized becomes a man through the very process of liberation.


—FRANZ FANON, Wretched of the Earth, 1961







The privileged act of naming often affords those in power access to modes of communication and enables them to project an interpretation, a definition, a description of their work and actions, that may not be accurate, that may obscure what is really taking place.


—BELL HOOKS, Teaching to Transgress, 1994





[image: Image] “A MAN IS MORE THAN WHITE, BLACK OR MULATTO. A CUBAN IS more than mulatto, black or white,” proclaimed the revered Cuban patriot José Martí on the eve of Cuba’s War of Independence (1895–1898).1 With his now-famous refrain, this white, Cuban-born son of Spaniards drew upon the island’s recent history of cross-racial anticolonial struggle to reconceptualize the parameters of Cuban nationality and manhood. Like his mainland Spanish-American counterparts nearly a century earlier, Martí invoked the


fraternal bonds of cubanidad to sound a call to arms against Spanish colonial rule and all that it represented.2 Cuban independence, the political materialization of nationalism, promised nothing less than social vindication for all men who joined the anticolonial struggle, regardless of birth, race, or status.


Among the first to heed this call were men of African descent. Most of these men left behind humble country abodes, and marched, machetes in hand, toward the battlefield, where they fought alongside their white compatriots in racially integrated infantry units. Many of these black mambises were veterans of previous wars, some having earned promotions on the basis of their prior military achievements. A few prominent black officers, like Lugarteniente Antonio Maceo and major generals Quintín Bandera and José González Planas, ascended to the highest officer ranks. If the demographics of the military were any indication, it seemed that Martí’s lofty promise might actually come to fruition in the form of a raceless republic.


Between the outbreak of war in 1895 and the end of the US military occupation in 1902, however, colonial racial hierarchies did not recede. Rather, they persisted in Cuban society at large and among the men of the Cuban army, even as they fought under the banner of a supposedly raceless Cuban nationalism. During the war, black men were purged from the revolutionary leadership for infractions that white men committed with impunity. During the subsequent US military intervention in 1898, men of African descent faced extreme privation as they were denied rations, gainful employment, and formal authority on par with their rank. All the while, white insurgent leaders continued to benefit from charitable donations and enjoyed lavish banquets in their honor. Additionally, periodic episodes of anti-black violence punctuated the general exclusion of black men from political power and local authority during the US military occupation (1899–1902). Yet racial brotherhood remained central to Cuban national identity as city councils across the island renamed streets after both black and white independence heroes, teachers clandestinely commemorated black patriots, and white political elites clamored for the codification of universal male suffrage in the Constitution.3 How could such stark racial inequality and racist violence exist in a society known for its progressive racial politics?


At first glance, the coexistence of practical racial exclusion and racially inclusive discourse seems paradoxical. After all, the same white patriots who publically celebrated racial inclusion enacted violence and exclusion upon their African-descended counterparts. However, these two realities were not in fact as contradictory as they appear. While colonial racial hierarchies remained firmly intact, the way Cuban men thought, talked, and wrote about this relation of power evolved. One of the most important catalysts of this change was precisely the ideological consolidation of racelessness as a core component of Cuban nationalism.4 Within this emerging culture of racial silence, direct references to race became socially unacceptable, because they now constituted unpatriotic violations of Martí’s sacred raceless nationalism. Yet disallowing explicit discussion of race did not mean that racial hierarchy no longer existed. Rather, stigmatizing explicit discussion of race actually helped perpetuate the subordination of black Cubans because it abolished the very vocabulary necessary to name racial injustice.5


In light of Cuba’s turn-of-the-century racial silence, racial inequality and exclusion increasingly found discursive expression in alternative idioms—what I term coded expressions or metalanguages for race. With metalanguage, I invoke two interrelated concepts. In its most conventional formulation, a metalanguage is a vocabulary used to describe another language, as Roland Barthes initially defined the concept.6 However, I also refer to the “discursive representation and construction of social relations,” as Evelyn B. Higginbotham theorized, in her exploration of the role of race in US women’s history.7


In turn-of-the-century Cuba, the most crucial of these metalanguages for race was gender. Drawing on the dual concept of metalanguage, I examine the ways gendered language operated as a vocabulary naming relations of power between and among men and women, and at another level, how the same words assumed racial meanings and came to replace the now socially defunct language of race. To be sure, gendered language described a particular set of social relations of power in which men wielded authority over women and subordinate men. This patriarchal arrangement existed alongside, and also constituted, numerous other axes of inequality including class (rich over poor), sexuality (heterosexual over homosexual), nation (citizen over noncitizen), and most importantly for this book, race (white over nonwhite).


Each of these axes of inequality bore a specific vocabulary that named, reproduced, and in some cases allowed for the negotiation of existing relations of power. In the case of gender in Cuba, for instance, the popular refrain that “el hombre está hecho para la calle, y la mujer para la casa” (men are made for the streets and women for the home), captured the patriarchal ideals of male breadwinning and female domesticity.8 Men invoked the term padres de familia to valorize their patriarchal roles as protectors of and providers for women and children. Men who failed to fulfill their patriarchal roles by rejecting formal work were denigrated as unmanly and criminalized as vagrants. Simultaneously, many women assumed the role of dama de casa, performing the dominant ideals of female domesticity that rewarded women’s subordination to men. At the same time, women who flouted patriarchal control by venturing beyond the home risked accruing the punitive label of mujer pública, a euphemism for prostitute.9


For much of the colonial period, explicitly racial language existed alongside and intersected this gendered language. Bureaucratic and ecclesiastical records were often racially segregated, with racial labels marking black and brown people, while whites remained unmarked other than by the honorific titles of class privilege, don and doña. In the realm of culture, Cuban costumbristas constructed textual, visual, and embodied gendered racial types that pervaded literature, theater productions, and ubiquitous cigar marquillas.10 Representations of black men shifted in response to changing social and political conditions, but usually vacillated between supposedly deviant “African” figures such as the negro curro, ñáñigo, and negro brujo, and more Hispanicized, free men of color, such as the mulato fino, the calesero, and the negro catedrático. Although these tropes acknowledged different legal and class statuses among the African-descended population, more “positive” representations of black men tended to frame their displays of wealth, intelligence, and authority as comical imitations of whiteness or mocked them as ridiculously farfetched.11 The explicit nature of this racial vocabulary, though often derogatory toward nonwhites, nonetheless allowed some degree of transparency about the discursive representation of these social relations of power.


However, in late nineteenth-century Cuba, the anticolonial struggle and gradual slave emancipation transformed the discursive landscape by rendering explicitly racial language socially and culturally unacceptable among the men of the Cuban army. Seemingly color-blind titles like ciudadano, soldado, compatriota emerged within the anticolonial movement, as patriots like Martí attempted to forge ties of national belonging and as insurgent leaders sought to unify soldiers across racial and class lines. Although racial labels persisted in certain aspects of colonial and neocolonial life, the revolutionary emphasis on horizontal rather than vertical relationships gave birth to a nationalist ideology of racial brotherhood.12


One of the most fascinating and yet understudied aspects of this discursive shift is the profoundly gendered nature of the emerging raceless vocabulary. Discursively, insurgents downplayed racial difference by foregrounding gender sameness. They constructed a shared masculinity by valorizing Cuban men’s patriotic military service. Nonetheless, discursive racial silence did not erase persisting racial inequalities. Rather, it catalyzed shifts in the meaning of the gendered vocabulary itself. Cuban insurgents filled the void of racial silence by appropriating existing gendered language to express persisting power inequalities.


Gendered language had long relied on implicit assumptions about race, class, and sexuality, underscoring the intersecting and mutually constitutive nature of these systems of inequality.13 Honor offers one of the clearest examples of this intersectionality. In Cuba’s nineteenth-century slave society, the regulation of women’s sexuality served as a critical pillar of racial hierarchy as white men were charged with enforcing racial purity and defending familial status by controlling with whom and under what circumstances white women had sex. Yet, those same white men were not held to the same standard of sexual honor, and they often engaged in extramarital and interracial sex with little or no real impact on their honor. Within Cuba’s racialized sexual economy, white men’s sexual exploitation of and preference for concubinage rather than marriage with African-descended women contributed not only to stereotypes about black women’s sexual dishonor, but also devalued black men’s patriarchal roles as guardians of black women.14


After two anticolonial struggles between 1868 and 1880 and with the final demise of slavery in 1886, colonial racial and gendered concepts like honor as status persisted, even as new meritocratic notions of honor as virtue emerged. Insurgents reconstituted the racial assumptions inherent in colonial notions of honor as status into a new, seemingly raceless vocabulary. For instance, the unifying masculine labels employed among the men of the Cuban army, though devoid of explicit racial markers, became infused with implicit racial meanings. A good Cuban soldier (mambí) was implicitly coded white, while a bad Cuban soldier (majá) was commonly associated with black men. These implicitly racialized masculine types continued to shape power relations after the war, even as new gendered tropes emerged in politics. In fact, under US rule the entire notion of political fitness, though explicitly contingent only on manhood, silently hinged on whiteness and all its presumed cultural accoutrements. The result was the emergence of explicitly and profoundly gendered language as the key vocabulary through which insurgent men engaged racial hierarchy.


Thus, in the context of racial silence, gendered discourse assumed a double function. It not only continued to signify relations of gendered power. It also signaled the absence of racial language. By extension it supposedly described the demise of racism within the Cuban army and stood in to reproduce and rationalize persisting racial inequality. It functioned as both language and metalanguage. These implicit racial meanings in gendered language hold the key to understanding how and why nationalist discourses of racial harmony remained so powerful even as racial hierarchy persisted among the men of the Cuban army.


To explain this dynamic, I examine the evolving relationship between racially inclusive discourse and racially exclusive practice by gendering war and postwar politics. Both the anticolonial struggle and the contest for local and national power that emerged in its wake formed part of the intensely gendered public sphere. In turn-of-the-twentieth-century Cuba, only males could operate legitimately outside the patriarchal household.15 However, being assigned to the male sex was insufficient to qualify a person for inclusion let alone authority in the public sphere. Rather, only males who possessed certain venerated characteristics and behaved in specific ways could hope to obtain the title and privileges of manhood. In the context of the predominantly male domains of war and politics, then, the verb to gender means examining soldiers, politicians, and ordinary citizens not as universal, normative actors but rather as uniquely gendered male subjects in their own right.16 Within Cuba’s racially stratified society, gendering war and politics entails paying attention to the specific ways ideas and practices of race on the battlefield and, later at the ballot box, drew upon, reflected, and constituted the kind of man who could participate in these activities.


During the intense political and social tumult of the transition from colony to republic, Cuban men’s ideas about manhood underwent dramatic changes. For much of the nineteenth century, being a man in Cuba was synonymous with whiteness and peninsular birth. Public recognition of immutable status markers, like legitimate birth and legal whiteness (honor as status), provided the cultural framework by which white, European-born Spaniards justified the colonial subordination of Cuban-born men of all colors.17 A man’s honor afforded him preferential access to wealth, property ownership, and education, traits that supposedly demonstrated the celebrated manly virtues of rationality, independence, and intelligence. For white Cuban-born men, the denial of some of the privileges of (peninsular) whiteness amounted to a practical feminization as a subject people. Colonial notions of masculinity did not, however, feminize all Cuban men in the same ways. Men of African descent were excluded from manhood not only based on the presumption of their illegitimate creole or African birth, but also on the basis of their race, class, and proximity to the recently defunct institution of slavery.


During the final War of Independence, insurgents challenged their condition as feminized colonial subjects by redefining what it meant to be a Cuban man. Drawing on their experiences in the previous two anticolonial wars, insurgents articulated a new decolonizing gendered discourse that centered patriotic military service in the Cuban army as the cornerstone of an aspirationally independent Cuban manhood. By partaking in anticolonial struggle, insurgents could usher the nation toward independence and in the process, redeem themselves from colonial subjugation. Through those redemptive gendered acts, they could become manly citizens of an independent republic. Revolutionary masculinity was born.


Revolutionary masculinity was revolutionary in at least two respects. First, it was, at its core, anticolonial, emerging as a counterpoint to the gendered logic of Spanish colonialism. White insurgents sought to redeem themselves from feminized colonial subordination by emphasizing merit over status. Recasting masculinity as a function of military service rather than birth enabled Cuban-born men to create an alternative to conventional colonial hierarchies that had historically privileged Spanish men for their peninsular origin. White insurgents thus redefined manhood in their own image, building a foundation on which to construct the legitimacy of their claims to self-government.


Revolutionary masculinity was also revolutionary in a second way. When white insurgents envisioned military merit as the basis of manhood, they not only undermined the logic of Cuban-born men’s subordination under Spanish colonial rule, they employed a logic that could just as easily undermine colonial racial hierarchies. Revolutionary masculinity theoretically afforded all Cuban men, regardless of race, the chance to prove their manhood by joining the insurrection. Black Cuban men appropriated revolutionary masculinity to challenge, on the basis of individual merit, their historic social subordination to white men.


Black insurgents’ racially subversive appropriations of revolutionary masculinity challenged the increasingly precarious white monopoly on military authority and set off an ongoing struggle over the meanings of manhood. According to white insurgents, racially inclusive discourse did not necessarily grant each man an equal role in the emerging nation.18 Though initially facilitating a degree of inclusion on the basis of shared military service, revolutionary masculinity quickly became a powerful instrument of white privilege in practice. In the Cuban army itself, white soldiers employed stigmatizing, gendered labels to delegitimize their black counterparts, and often refused to respect the authority of black officers. The US military intervention only compounded this struggle, as US officials dismantled white Cubans’ racial privilege by dismissing them as uncivilized “Latins” and therefore unfit for self-government. Still publically celebrating the fraternal bonds of military service as the basis of racial brotherhood, white insurgents responded to challenges to their racial privilege by deploying revolutionary masculinity in racially exclusive ways to justify their own claims to political authority. In this way, revolutionary masculinity failed to translate into tangible gains for black men despite the racial inclusivity that it seemed to imply.


I argue that revolutionary masculinity enabled the growing disparity between color-blind discourse and exclusionary practice precisely because it encoded ideas about race in the seemingly color-blind language of gender. This gendered metalanguage allowed white insurgents to reproduce white privilege without overt reference to race while inhibiting nonwhite men from naming the forms of racial discrimination they continued to face in explicitly racial terms. While black men cited their military merit as the foundation for their claims to military and political authority, white insurgents referenced implicitly racialized notions of patriarchy, respect for authority, and sexual morality to exclude black men from positions of power. White insurgents used revolutionary masculinity to explain, naturalize, and justify a new—but no less unequal—social hierarchy in which they were the “natural” bearers of military and, subsequently, of political authority. In this sense, revolutionary masculinity did not erase social difference but rather provided a new ideological basis for racial inequality. It allowed racial harmony to remain a powerful pillar of Cuban nationalism even as the racial silence it imposed perpetuated racial inequality and violence in the lived realities of many black Cubans.




Slavery, Colonialism, and the Birth of Cuba’s Racial Silence


Cuba’s peculiar variant of raceless nationalism grew out of the historic entanglement of race, slavery, and empire that had defined the island since the late eighteenth century. The English occupation of Havana (1762–1763) liberalized Spanish trade restrictions, inaugurating an unprecedented wave of slave importations in the late eighteenth century. These enslaved men and women formed the essential labor force fueling the rise of sugar in Cuba, especially after the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) decimated sugar production in neighboring St. Domingue. By the early nineteenth century, Cuba had replaced St. Domingue as the world’s largest producer of sugar, and one of the Atlantic’s most significant importers of enslaved Africans. Cuba’s late turn toward sugar and slavery posed two interrelated challenges. First, the institution expanded in Cuba at the very moment that slavery came under increasing scrutiny across the Atlantic world following Britain’s 1807 abolition of the slave trade.19 Second, as American peoples across the hemisphere threw off the yoke of European colonial rule, Cuban planters increasingly turned to the Spanish military to ward off a Haitian-style slave revolution, thereby strengthening Spanish colonialism.20


Not until slavery ceased to be profitable in Cuba’s economically depressed east in the mid-nineteenth century did the foundation of Spanish colonialism on the island begin to crumble. Just as slavery had long been the cornerstone of Spanish rule there, Cuba’s anticolonial struggle assumed abolitionist, and to a degree, antiracist principles. With the outbreak of the Ten Years’ War in 1868, white Cuban planters from Oriente Province, led by Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, freed their slaves under the condition that they join their incipient anticolonial struggle against Spain.21 Although the first insurrection failed to secure independence, it catalyzed a series of colonial reforms, including the gradual abolition of slavery.


The ensuing process of legal emancipation was protracted, tentative, and conditional, owing more to political rivalry than genuine moral concern over the inhumanities of slavery. In an effort to wrest black loyalty from insurgent hands, the colonial government implemented the Moret Law in 1870, dealing the inaugural legal blow to slavery by freeing the elderly and children born to enslaved mothers. Only after a second failed anticolonial struggle, the Guerra Chiquita (Little War, 1879–1880), did the Spanish government finally spell out the terms for slavery’s demise. The 1880 Patronato Law replaced slavery with a system of apprenticeship, even as most patronos continued to labor under the same owner and conditions—a continuation of unfreedom in all but name.22 The Patronato sputtered to a halt in 1886.


The end of slavery destroyed the political and racial foundations of Spanish rule in Cuba. Fittingly, the Fecund Truce (1880–1895), which had brought Cuban insurgents and their Spanish foes to a tenuous peace following the Guerra Chiquita, came to an end not even a decade later. The outbreak of the final anticolonial war in 1895 promised to build upon previous insurgent abolitionism by offering Cubans of African descent inclusion within an independent, democratic, and raceless republic in exchange for their military service.23 Continuing the legacy of their military achievements in the previous two wars, some black soldiers ascended the military ranks to achieve officer status, while white veterans vocally celebrated the racial unity of cubanidad. Quite simply, racelessness offered black Cubans the “possibility of integration” by providing a vocabulary through which they could claim inclusion, rights, and prestige on the basis of shared military service.24


When insurgents stood on the precipice of victory in 1898, the United States intervened to declare its own triumph over Spain. The onset of the US military occupation in 1899 brought new challenges for both Cuban independence and racial unity. Although insurgents no longer had to fight against Spanish rule, national self-determination remained far from reach. In fact, Cuban veterans had to demonstrate to the architects of an expanding US empire that a racially heterogeneous society born of Spanish colonialism was indeed civilized enough for self-government.25 In an era when civilization was synonymous with whiteness (defined in terms of northern and western European/Anglo and Saxon racial stock), the ability of Cuban veterans to consummate their hard-earned independence was contingent upon proving their fitness for self-government. Under US military rule, political fitness was defined by the preservation of racial order, and by extension, the abandonment of the cross-racial implications of revolutionary masculinity.


Incremental advances notwithstanding, many black Cubans must have been disappointed at how little the lofty promises of racelessness materialized in their everyday lives as they returned from the battlefield. With but few exceptions, black men remained excluded from holding formal political office. Even as white candidates fought over black voters, elected politicians rarely addressed the concerns of their African-descended constituents.26 Moreover, profound racial disparities in literacy, professional employment, and land ownership evinced the persisting poverty and social marginalization of black Cubans.27


Racial exclusion persisted well beyond the first US military occupation, carrying over to the early Cuban republic. Black Cubans who protested against racial inequality faced harsh censure. When a group of black political activists sought to address their political exclusion by forming their own political party, the Independent Party of Color in 1908, the state responded first by legally banning it with the 1910 Morúa Law, not coincidentally introduced by one of Cuba’s only black senators, Martín Morúa Delgado. Then, in 1912, white Rural Guardsmen and vigilantes brutally slaughtered thousands of black activists for protesting the prohibition of race-based political organizations in a political system that disproportionately favored whites.28


The overt anti-black violence characterizing this so-called “Race War,” though typically presented as an aberration in Cuba’s supposed racial harmony, was in fact no anomaly. The massacre had deep roots in the racial exclusions of the colonial period and in slavery, and it evolved in response to the political exigencies posed by US imperialism. As this book will demonstrate, the particular dynamic of racial exclusion and violence emerged out of gendered relations of power among men in the War of Independence and the island’s tumultuous encounters with US military occupation. White insurgents themselves had targeted black officers in a series of courts-martial between 1896 and 1898. Moreover, in 1899, 1902, and again in 1906 when the second US military occupation began, prominent black insurgent generals were slain by their white former compatriots-in-arms. In the context of persisting racial exclusion, each violent incident was doubtlessly punctuated with many more that evaded the documentary record.


These episodes within a broader pattern of racial exclusion and violence have remained relatively marginal to prevailing histories of Cuba. I contend that this silence is rooted in the general absence of gender analysis in scholarship on race during Cuba’s transition from colony to republic. Indeed, historical analysis of gender has remained largely separate from scholarship on black men’s experiences of racial inequality in turn-of-the-century Cuba. Most work on gender in Cuba’s public sphere focuses on elite white women.29 At the same time, most studies connecting race and gender have foregrounded the longstanding contributions of nonwhite and working women outside the home by exploring the struggles of enslaved mothers and prostitutes.30


The historiographical conflation of gender with women has left little conceptual room for examining men as gendered subjects in their own right.31 As research on masculinity has slowly emerged in the historiography on twentieth-century Cuba, only a few studies have considered the link between blackness and masculinity during Cuba’s transition from colony to republic.32 In her case study of the court-martial of Quintín Bandera, Ada Ferrer alluded to the regional identities and gender expectations that inflected this black officer’s experience of war.33 Other scholars have revealed how gendered, racial stereotypes of black men as witches (negros brujos) or hypersexual predators were used to justify racial exclusion and anti-black violence in the early Cuban republic.34


Building on this incipient understanding of Cuban men as gendered subjects is crucial for understanding the way racial inequality functioned in Cuba. Race alone fails to explain how white veterans, who publically celebrated the revolutionary legacies of cross-racial anticolonial struggle, could perpetrate such overt acts of racial violence against their former compatriots-in-arms. Soldier and citizen—the very categories being contested in these episodes of racial violence—were not universal, gender-neutral categories, but rather intensely gendered roles through which Cuban males laid claim to manhood and all of its social and political privileges.35 Drawing on and expanding feminist notions of the relationality of gender, Revolutionary Masculinity and Racial Inequality zeroes in on the interaction between black and white men—in the Cuban army and subsequently in the post-war political sphere—and between men and women subsumed within a broader patriarchal society.36 From those critical gender and racial relations emerged key definitions of manhood that provided the very foundation upon which Cuban men constructed racial hierarchy.







Race and Masculinity in Central Cuba


The intricacies of these relations of power were forged not only, or even primarily at the national level. Rather, they took shape within particular political and social contexts enmeshed in specific localities. In order to examine the relational aspects of race and gender, this book makes a case for a more explicit discussion of the politics of geographical place in historical scholarship on Cuba.


Yet, most historians have examined Cuba’s turn-of-the-century racial inequality through the lens of nationalism. The nationalist turn in US scholarship following Benedict Anderson’s theory of “imagined communities” prompted several important studies on the ways race fit into the construction of nationalism in turn-of-the-century Cuba.37 For example, Ferrer posited the coexistence of racism and antiracism within Cuban nationalism during the wars of independence. Subsequently, renditions of Ferrer’s dual nationalisms thesis have shaped scholarship on inequality in the early republic.38 Lillian Guerra’s account of competing nationalisms in the twentieth century shows that different sectors in Cuban society envisioned Cuban nationality as having widely diverging implications for social hierarchy.39


There is no question that nationalism was a crucial ideological force driving the reproduction of racial hierarchy in Cuba. Nevertheless, narrating Cuba’s racial inequality through the lens of nation tells an incomplete story, one that risks perpetuating the exclusionary precepts inherent in the nation-building process. The predominance of the national perspective in Cuban history presents two main difficulties in navigating Cuba’s racial silence. First, some national narratives of Cuban history have suffered from the association of color-blind nationalism with revolutionary solidarity (and the parallel conflation of racial dissent with counterrevolution). Until recently, this tendency has pre-empted critical engagement with race.40 Second, national studies tend to homogenize Cuba’s profoundly regionalized history. Far too many “national” studies claim to encapsulate the “Cuban” experience but only use evidence about Havana or documents drawn from Havana’s archives without clearly articulating the limitations inherent in conflating the capital city with “Cuba.” The silence of race in discourse means that the greater part of the story of Cuba’s racial inequality has been left untold in national narratives.


Revolutionary Masculinity and Racial Inequality employs a microhistorical approach to reveal the particular configurations of race and gender within a small but nationally significant subset of military and political figures: the men of the Fourth Corps of the Cuban army, which operated mainly in the central Cuban province of Santa Clara. By focusing on this group of men, the book illuminates precisely how the structures of racial and gender inequality emerged and evolved in response to broader developments of post-emancipation, anticolonial struggle, empire, and nation-building.41 To do this, I conducted extensive research in local, provincial, and national archives across Cuba and the United States. In Cuba, I scoured well-known collections in Havana archives as well as underutilized and untapped sources in provincial, municipal, and parochial archives, libraries, and private holdings in Cienfuegos, Remedios, Sancti Spíritus, Santa Clara, and Trinidad. In the United States, I sifted through the massive collections at the National Archives and Library of Congress as well as various smaller archives and libraries from Massachusetts to Mississippi. Relying on the correspondence and memoirs written by insurgent men, I reconstruct—and later deconstruct—the discourse of revolutionary masculinity. Then, I situate the men who crafted and applied that discourse within their daily social and political context by piecing together official reports, letters of protest, manifestos, newspaper clippings, and diaries. In this way, I excavate the concrete ways revolutionary masculinity impacted Santa Clara’s black soldiers and veterans.


The book’s geographical focus on the central Cuban province of Santa Clara allows me to trace the lives and career trajectories of dozens of black insurgent men in their specific social and political contexts. Where national-level studies have enabled scholars to identify the coexistence of racism and antiracism in Cuban society, my microhistorical methodology allows me to explain how and why they coexisted. To do this, I uncover the gendered mechanisms of racial inequality by analyzing how insurgents applied revolutionary masculinity. I expose the hidden racial meanings and double standards within raceless discourse and discover the tangible ways this rhetoric reproduced racial inequality.


Santa Clara is the ideal case study for examining war and politics during Cuba’s transition from colony to republic. At the turn of the twentieth century, Santa Clara was the largest of Cuba’s six provinces in terms of land area and it contained 23 percent of the island’s total population.42 The combination of rich agricultural production, foreign capital investment, and commercial development made Santa Clara one of the wealthiest and most politically important regions in Cuba, one deeply integrated into broader international networks and transnational flows. Home to the so-called llanura roja, the fertile red plains that nourished some of the world’s largest and most profitable sugar plantations as well as smaller tobacco farms, Santa Clara emerged as a key agricultural hub in the nineteenth century. In large part due to this economic prosperity, the population grew faster than that of any other Cuban province between 1861 and 1899, when it doubled from 271,310 to 356,536.


Santa Clara’s urban industrial and commercial hubs connected this rich agricultural landscape to the broader Atlantic world. The province’s most populous urban centers included eleven cities with populations over ten thousand: Calabazar, Camajuaní, Cienfuegos, Placetas, Remedios, Sagua la Grande, Sancti Spíritus, Santa Clara, Santo Domingo, Trinidad, and Vueltas.43 By far the most politically and economically important of these cities was Cienfuegos. Founded as a Francophile white colony in 1819, Cienfuegos quickly became home to a thriving, politically active, free black community built by formerly enslaved men and women as well as migrants from as far as Curaçao, Florida, and South Carolina, and as close as Havana, Trinidad, and Cumanayagua. The booming sugar plantations skirting its rural wards attracted significant North American investment and made the port a commercial hub for the entire central region. Known as one of Cuba’s most modern cities, Cienfuegos housed one of the island’s most important ports and grew to be the island’s third-most-populous urban center by the turn of the twentieth century.44





Table I.1. Age distribution in Santa Clara, Puerto Príncipe, and Santiago





	

	Santa Clara


	Puerto Príncipe


	Santiago











	Infants (0–4)


	  7%


	11%


	10%







	Children (5–14)


	29%


	32%


	33%







	Soldier-age (15–44)


	50%


	42%


	44%







	Elderly (45 and over)


	14%


	15%


	13%







	Median age


	21


	 18


	 18











	Note: Figures rounded to nearest whole number.
Source: Report on the Census of Cuba, 1899, 90–91.









The men of Santa Clara were central to island-wide processes of war and postwar politics. During the War of Independence, insurgents executed some of their most important military operations in Santa Clara. The Cuban victory at the Battle of Mal Tiempo in December 1895, for instance, marked a critical turning point in the war, as insurgent leaders Máximo Gómez and Antonio Maceo invaded the west to spread the revolution to the entire island.45


By the end of the war, Santa Clara was the only Cuban province to experience significant population growth since 1887. The province had Cuba’s highest infant mortality rate and exhibited significantly higher populations of soldier age (15–44) than the eastern provinces of Santiago or Puerto Príncipe (fig. I.2). Notably, Santa Clara had the largest total excess of males of any Cuban province, a result, in large part, of the wartime redistribution of the male population from eastern Cuba.46 These dynamics may also help explain why Santa Clara’s population became more heavily black between 1887 and 1899. Indeed, a 10-percentage-point increase in Santa Clara’s population of African descent alone transformed one of the island’s demographically whiter regions into one more representative of the island-wide population. Whereas the African-descended population of Havana registered at 27.4 percent, the larger black and mixed-race populations of Santa Clara (29.9 percent), of Cienfuegos District (32.7 percent), and Cienfuegos City (34.8) more closely approximated the island-wide percentage of 32.1.47 This confluence of racial and gendered demographic changes made Santa Clara Province a rich site of negotiation in the meanings of manhood and the shape of racial hierarchy. Moreover, although this study does not pretend to offer any “national” narrative, these demographic changes paralleled those occurring in other provinces, suggesting that the dynamics shaping Santa Clara likely speak to broader island-wide patterns.
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Figure I.1. Map of the major cities of Santa Clara Province, 1899. Credit: Blythe Graphics.





After the war, the men of Santa Clara quickly emerged as dominant figures in national politics. Indeed, the province became known as the “Presidential Cradle,” as it was home to a disproportionate number of Cuban presidents over the first half century of the Cuban republic. Perhaps the best example is Cuba’s second president, José Miguel Gómez, a native of Sancti Spíritus, who served as one of the highest-ranking officers of the Fourth Corps of the Cuban army, and filled the office of provincial governor during the first military occupation. Havana-native Juan Bruno Zayas, a prominent Cuban officer in Las Villas, had a brother, Alfredo Zayas, who became the fourth Cuban president.48 Even one of Cuba’s most prominent early-twentieth-century black congressmen, Martín Morúa Delgado, though born in Matanzas, held one of his first political positions in the town of Palmira in Santa Clara province. These cases suggest that the social conditions shaping power struggles in Santa Clara cannot simply be dismissed as regional idiosyncrasies but rather they clearly wielded powerful implications for broader island-wide political and military processes during this critical period of transition from colony to republic.


Given the profound entwinement of military service and local political power, this book traces the struggles of the men of the Fourth Corps of the Cuban Army to define and appropriate revolutionary masculinity in three key moments. Part I analyzes the ways insurgent men constructed and deployed revolutionary masculinity to reinforce or contest the racial hierarchy in the Cuban army during the War of Independence. Chapter 1 traces the emergence of revolutionary masculinity as a seemingly color-blind, gendered discourse rejecting colonial power relations which feminized Cuban-born men. Chapter 2 reveals the contested nature of revolutionary masculinity’s practical meanings. It posits that the persisting devaluation of black womanhood provided the ideological foundation that would reproduce and justify racial hierarchies among insurgent men, despite the equalizing discourse of revolutionary masculinity. Chapter 3 carries this theme forward by examining the ways ideas and language surrounding “good” and “bad” soldiers tended to reproduce white privilege.


Part II investigates a second moment in this process: the transition from war to peace following the US military intervention in 1898 and the first year of US military occupation. The chapters of this section collectively trace how fierce struggles for political power catalyzed subtle shifts in the way veterans envisioned and applied revolutionary masculinity. Chapter 4 highlights the challenges Cuban veterans of all colors faced in implementing their gendered claims to political power as a natural extension of their military merit. One of the key results of these struggles was a renewed emphasis on whiteness over military service—a tool with which white revolutionaries demonstrated their “political fitness” to US military officials. Chapter 5 charts the ways black veterans challenged this emerging white political order by claiming informal authority on the basis of military service and patriarchal protections of black and working women. Chapter 6 analyzes the process by which white veterans and US military officials dismantled the remaining sources of black veterans’ claims to authority by disbanding the Cuban army and “reforming” law enforcement. This major turning point set the scene for state-sponsored anti-black violence against men who refused to observe the racial silence that certain visions of revolutionary masculinity demanded.


Part III examines a third moment: the period following the consolidation of the US military occupation in 1900. This section foregrounds the ways white fears of black men’s political authority defined electoral politics and policing. Chapter 7 examines the development of an implicitly racial, criminalizing discourse after the enfranchisement of black veterans in 1900. Allusions to black criminality allowed conservative whites to justify racialized policing, all the while upholding revolutionary masculinity’s theoretical promise of racial equality. Chapter 8 assesses the practical outcomes of black men’s claims to revolutionary masculinity during the last year of US rule, showing the emergence of a new set of ideas about masculinity and politics.


In telling this story from a microhistorical perspective, this book exposes the previously hidden gendered dimensions of Cuba’s color-blind myth. By the inauguration of the Cuban republic in May 1902, there was very little about dominant uses of revolutionary masculinity that was “revolutionary.” It had increasingly become a tool with which the politically ambitious presented themselves as raceless while weaving racial exclusion into the very foundation of the emerging Cuban republic. A Cuban may well have been more than black, white, or mulatto, as Martí and others preached; but race circumscribed what his manhood meant in practice.







A Note on Terminology


Throughout this book, I use the labels people of African descent and black Cubans to refer to all individuals who recognized themselves or were otherwise treated as having African ancestry. These labels are applied to people who would have been classified as morenos/negros (black), mulatos/pardos (mulatto), any other of the many less common racial denominations used to describe people of varying degrees of “African” or black lineage. By using this terminology, my intention is not to eclipse the complexity of race in Cuba or superimpose a US-style, black-white binary.49 Rather, I use these labels inclusively to denote the common experiences of racial discrimination individuals of varying degrees of African ancestry faced with regard to their masculine authority in the military and postwar politics. My research suggests that lighter complexion was often insufficient to protect men of mixed racial heritage from racialized gendered assumptions about their alleged intellectual inferiority, incapacity for leadership, hypersexuality, and aversion to work. The fact that white men often assumed black deviance meant that men of African descent were forced to constantly prove their compliance to unspoken codes of racial etiquette and bourgeois notions of manhood. The way a black man navigated this unspoken racial and gendered double standard, I find, was more significant than his degree of blackness in shaping white perceptions of his masculinity.


Although naming nonwhiteness is now a standard practice in academic scholarship, it tends to reinforce the supposedly natural quality of whiteness by allowing the latter to remain unmarked.50 I seek to destabilize this implicit white-normativity by naming whiteness as well. In this vein, I use the racial label of white to identify native- or foreign-born people of all or mostly European ancestry residing in Cuba. Like blackness, though, whiteness was a contested terrain. During Spanish colonial rule, peninsular origin and legitimate birth held implied meanings about racial purity, and a man’s class status likewise often spelled the difference between residing in exclusively white social circles and racially integrated plebeian ones. Later, the US presence in Cuba brought two historically distinct systems of racial hierarchy into direct contact, leading to further negotiations of whiteness. Whereas many Cubans of Spanish descent identified themselves as white, US military officials refused them the racial privileges associated with whiteness and stigmatized them as members of the supposedly inferior Latin races. Thus, when distinguishing between white Cuban and white US American, I employ the turn-of-the-century terminology of Latin and Anglo races, respectively. The ensuing racial negotiations of whiteness gave birth to new ideas and performances of white Cuban manhood, as this book shows.


I employ a chronologically specific set of terms to describe various groups of revolutionary men in the military during wartime and in politics during the postwar period. I use the term insurgent to signify a soldier or officer in the Cuban army during the war. Although usually invoked as a synonym for insurgent, the label mambí in this book refers to the ideal Cuban soldier, who embodied revolutionary masculine ideals of bravery, self-abnegation, and morality. I distinguish insurgents who served in the Liberating Army from separatists, who served in a civil and political capacity in the New York-based Partido Revolucionario Cubano (PRC). The descriptor revolutionary refers to both separatists and insurgents. When discussing postwar politics in Parts II and III, I employ the term veteran to refer to men who formerly served in the Cuban army, regardless of their race. I refer to black and working-class veterans, where applicable, to acknowledge the shared experiences of dis-enfranchisement among broad swathes of people of African descent and workers during the US military occupation. Conversely, I employ the term civil authorities to encompass the men who assumed political power at the municipal and provincial levels under US rule. A significant subgroup of these almost exclusively white public men were veterans, whose military service formed an important foundation for their political careers. I call these white veterans-turned-political-elites New Men. Because of their veteran status, these political elites were forced to adhere, at least nominally, to color-blindness, even as their obligation to the military occupation often challenged their ability or willingness to do so.


Two additional groups require explanation. First, I use two main terms to identify individuals and institutions involving the United States of America. I employ US rather than American as a descriptor to qualify subjects, such as the military intervention, military occupation, military government officials, and military personnel. I use the problematic term US Americans to describe US-born residents in Cuba. This is a stylistic choice, not meant to support the imperialist claim of the United States over the hemisphere. Second, I use the broad label, opponents of separatist rule, to refer to annexationists, members and sympathizers of the Autonomist Party, former Spanish soldiers, and wealthy planters and merchants (many of whom had US citizenship). These men collectively fought to retain US rule in Cuba by undermining separatists’ and especially veterans’ claims to political authority.


Finally, out of respect for black men’s struggles for basic recognition, I include as many of their names and images as possible. For the reader, coming across so many names may seem daunting at first. However, this choice reflects my vision of this book’s relevance to movements for racial justice across the world as we confront a resurgence in white supremacy and an intensification of gendered relations of power. I consciously chose to name those who ordinarily remain nameless in dominant historical narratives. This is my small contribution to recognizing the legitimacy of their lives and political struggles and to calling out the anti-black violence which claimed so many of their lives and continues to claim others today.













Part I From Effeminate Colonials to Manly Soldiers



Forging Revolutionary Masculinity on the Battlefield, 1895–1898










CHAPTER ONE “To Acquire the Dictate of Free Men”



Decolonizing Masculinity through Military Service
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[image: Image] IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, CUBAN-BORN MEN STRUGGLED TO reconcile their status as colonial subjects with their visions of themselves as men. Under Spanish colonial rule, prevailing attitudes about manhood in Cuba centered on two interlocking sets of well-known duties and privileges: patriarchal authority in the private sphere and independence in the public sphere. The essentialist vision of man as protector and provider can be identified as an almost ubiquitous gendered concept in societies across the modern world.1 However, in late colonial Cuba, men’s patriarchal duties were defined by specific social and cultural notions of male honor. At the center of this matrix was men’s role as heads of household, a role that informed men’s behavior inside and outside the home. In order to maintain their honor, Cuban men were responsible for providing for their dependents. They were also charged with protecting their female kin from the sexual advances of other men.2


Cuban men relied on a certain degree of independence in the public sphere in order to carry out their patriarchal responsibilities. To support their families, they needed to earn a living through work outside the home with—and often for—other men. Their responsibility to marry and later defend the sexual honor of their wives and daughters often required them to compete with other men for power and influence. Cuban men needed to negotiate with other men in the public sphere to uphold their private responsibilities toward their dependents as heads of household. Thus, patriarchs expected their private familial duties to entitle them to authority within the family unit, and some degree of economic autonomy and respectability beyond the household. Perhaps most importantly, Cuban men increasingly envisioned their fulfillment of patriarchal duties as contingent on their ability to influence institutions and power structures governing their society. Thus, patriarchal authority in the private sphere was intertwined with manly independence in the public sphere and, by extension, with political influence and the possibility of national self-determination.3


Under Spanish rule, even the most privileged Cuban-born men faced material barriers to claiming the masculine privileges of political autonomy and economic independence to the extent their peninsular counterparts did. They were both politically and socially subordinate to Spaniards. Their creole birth, often suspected to imply illegitimacy and possible racial stain, limited their access to certain occupations and largely excluded them from political office. Because these forms of subordination materially affected their livelihoods, challenged their claims to respectability vis-à-vis other men, and limited their ability to influence political and social institutions, it can be said that Cuban-born men experienced Spanish colonial rule as a condition of feminization.4 The gendered nature of Cuban men’s colonial subjugation was captured in vivid detail in a political cartoon depicting them as “a young swarthy woman, languid and beautiful,” sprawled lazily in a hammock, smoking a cigar, “while a little black girl, behind her, refreshes her with a great fan of thick feathers.”5 The representation of a lazy, feminine Cuba further reinforced the subordination of Cuban men who already suffered the emasculating effects of political disenfranchisement.


Cuba’s historic class stratification and racial hierarchy among native-born men meant that colonial subjugation did not feminize all Cuban men in the same ways, however.6 While creole birth disadvantaged both white and black men, the high social value placed on legitimate birth and racial purity (limpieza de sangre) posed additional challenges to men of African descent as they attempted to enjoy the privileges of manhood. As elite white men demanded political rights within colonial society on the basis of their white maleness, this same argument challenged a black man’s place in the political community on the basis that his race was a defect to his manhood. Moreover, peninsular and creole-born white men’s collective abuse of black people’s labor and sexual exploitation of black women and girls reproduced harmful stereotypes about black women’s dishonor and black men’s dependence, and by extension, undermined black men’s patriarchal authority.7 The persisting subjugation of African-descended people in prevailing labor regimes, presumptions about social prestige, and the sexual economy served as pillars of a three-tiered hierarchy of men under Spanish rule: Spanish colonizers, white native-born elite, and racially heterogeneous common people, a great many of them black.


As much of mainland Spanish America reacted to these mounting social tensions between Creoles and peninsulares by throwing off the yoke of Spanish colonialism in the early nineteenth century, Cuba remained loyal to the Spanish Crown. Cuba’s status as the Ever-Faithful Isle hinged on an inherently racial logic. White Cuban Creoles exchanged their loyalty for Spanish military protection from a growing enslaved population in the wake of the Haitian Revolution. As much as white Cuban men may have resented their colonial subjugation, they forewent masculine redemption to protect their racial privilege. Within the guise of loyal subjectivity, Cuban-born men could only hope to gain political voice by imitating Spanishness, an act that reproduced their subordinate position.8


The alliance of the white peninsulares and Creoles against the perceived threat of African-descended people was short-lived, however. Elite white Cuban-born men gradually forged a proto-national sensibility over the course of the nineteenth century. At the center of this incipient nationalism was white Cuban-born men’s privileged racial status: in a slave society, their whiteness was the foundation for their claims to manhood. As Spain halfheartedly dismantled the slave trade to Cuba through a series of anti-slaving treaties with Great Britain, the white Cuban planter class cultivated a national identity bent on prolonging slavery and protecting white men’s racial privilege. This culminated in the annexationism of the 1840s and 1850s, in which white Cubans turned to the US South as a natural ally to their racial goals.9


The implicitly racial logic of this incipient Cuban nationalism did not disappear with the demise of slavery in the United States in 1865. On the contrary, by the 1860s Cuban-born men inaugurated their struggle for national self-determination on the grounds that Cuba should be governed by (white) Cuban men. After all, the only “defect” they had to overcome in order to make their claims to self-government legible in prevailing political discourse was their creole birth. If they dismissed birth status as inconsequential, then elite white creole men were at the very apex of the island’s social hierarchy. Elite white Cuban-born men thus attempted to challenge their own political subordination to Spaniards by emphasizing merit over immutable birth status.


As these white men began dismantling the logic of their colonial subjugation, they inadvertently compromised the foundation of their own racial privilege. If merit were truly a better indicator of manhood than birth status, then black men too could redeem themselves from colonial subjugation and its intrinsic racial hierarchy. White rebels also relied on black manpower to make their struggle viable on the battlefield. In order to recruit these men, white insurgent leaders constructed overt racial prejudice as an offensive relic of Spanish colonial oppression, one that had to be abandoned in order to build the nation. They rejected explicit racial language entirely, declaring that it had no place in the Cuban army. Instead, they opted for a color-blind vocabulary emphasizing a shared manhood based on military merit. If overtly racist vocabulary disqualified Spaniards as legitimate political leaders, then racial silence qualified Cuban-born whites to lead their compatriots to liberation.


White insurgent leaders filled the linguistic void of racial silence with revolutionary masculinity, a new gendered discourse that described social relations among men without explicit reference to race. Centering the brotherly bonds of patriotic military service in the Cuban army, insurgents envisioned manhood as the common thread uniting black and white men in anticolonial struggle. Insurgents enacted their new vision of martial manhood by representing Cuban soldiers as uniformly brave, selfless men. By re-envisioning masculinity as a function of merit, insurgents discursively destroyed the remaining premise of Spanish colonial rule: social hierarchy based on birth status. However, it also paved the way for even more radical challenge to existing social relations. Within this framework, men of African descent could theoretically prove their manhood through patriotic military service.


I argue that revolutionary masculinity emerged as a compelling decolonizing discourse through which various groups of Cuban men challenged the feminizing power of their colonial subjugation to lay claim to independent manhood. In particular, the meritocratic logic of revolutionary masculinity lent itself to being appropriated by black men to contest their subordination to whites within the colonial racial hierarchy. To a degree, the inclusion of nonwhite men in the struggle showed the racially transformative potential of the discourse. However, the supposedly raceless gendered language of revolutionary masculinity did not necessarily transform the existing relations of power between black and white men in the Cuban army. Elite white men may have resented their social and political subordination to peninsular Spaniards enough to arm men of African descent, but they were loath to relinquish their historic racial privilege. The practical impact revolutionary masculinity had on the racial hierarchy was determined by an ongoing struggle among diverse sectors of Cuban men in response to particular historical moments.




“By Far the Greatest Portion Are Negroes”


Cuba’s third anticolonial insurrection arrived at the rural wards of Santa Clara Province in February 1895. Heeding the call to arms, a diverse array of black men flocked to the fledgling regiments of the Fourth Army Corps. Among these early insurgents were decorated veterans of the Ten Years’ War (1868–1878), like José González Planas, the educated son of an African-born father, and Benigno Najarro, a rural shopkeeper. Others, like Cruces-native Valentín Sosa and Víctor Acea of Palmira, abandoned back-breaking labor in the region’s dense cane fields, employing their machetes instead to carve out a new future free of the colonial racial hierarchy. Some men, like Claudio Sarría and Ciriaco Quesada, rose from their humble births to enslaved parents to lead local insurgent units. José González SOA (sin otro apellido, without another last name) and Agustín Najarro left servitude on the region’s cattle ranches for the manigua. While a few prominent veterans of previous wars assumed leadership roles, rural laborers formed the very nucleus of the region’s anticolonial struggle.10


Black participation in the Fourth Army Corps only expanded through late 1895. Beginning in October, General Antonio Maceo, identified as mulatto, and white Dominican-born General-in-Chief Máximo Gómez led the thousands of men under their command from eastern Cuba toward Santa Clara in the so-called Invasion Campaign. Thousands of black orientales (men from eastern Cuba), including veteran officers like José Camacho Yera and Quintín Bandera, and others hailing from as far as the Dominican Republic like Dionisio Gil, poured into the province.11 This campaign not only fortified Santa Clara’s forces by placing seasoned officers in key leadership roles, but also encouraged local black men to enlist in the Fourth Corps, the vast majority joining in the first year of the war.12


In a province where only 30 percent of the population was of African descent, the high rate of black enlistment made the Fourth Corps conspicuous to say the least.13 Observers from within Cuba and from abroad routinely speculated that black men dominated the insurrection there. One man claimed that “by far the greatest portion of [insurgents] are negroes—I should say at least 80 per cent.”14 A former Cuban insurgent mused hyperbolically that 95 percent of black Cubans joined the insurrection.15 One black insurgent even described serving in the Cuban army as “the tradition of my race.”16 So pronounced was black participation among central Cuba’s anticolonial army that some Spanish soldiers grumbled of their “misfortune” that they could not kill more white insurgents. After a skirmish with insurgent forces, one Spanish soldier remarked with dismay that his unit found “only one insurgent corpse, and this was a negro.” This Spanish soldier’s disappointment suggests that he considered killing a white insurgent in battle a special prize given his assumption that more insurgents were black than white.17


Accurate statistics on the demography of the Cuban army are elusive. The usual appeals of military service—social mobility, greater access to the symbolic and practical implements of masculine authority such as firearms, a path to citizenship—likely contributed to what scholars widely recognize as high indices of black enlistment.18 The insurrection relied on black enlistment to fill the rank and file and on experienced black veteran officers to carry out important military operations. However, the exaggerated claims about the preponderance of black men in the insurrection were more about harnessing the political significance of blackness in Cuba’s late colonial context than they were about actual numbers. Indeed, black participation in the Cuban army stirred up historic racial tensions that had afflicted the previous two anti­colonial struggles. The abolitionist character of the insurrection during the Ten Years’ War (1868–1878) led Spaniards to conflate independence with looming race war. The centrality of black veterans in the Protest of Baraguá against the unsatisfactory conditions of the Pact of Zanjón in 1878 and the ensuing Guerra Chiquita, from 1879 to 1880, also stoked fears that racial unrest would ensue if Spanish rule ended. These fears had materialized into powerful racist propaganda aimed at delegitimizing the insurrection as a racial uprising.19


Although black military service was no longer inflected with debates over slavery and abolition by 1895, race still offered a powerful basis for Spanish counterinsurgency propaganda. Drawing on the longer history of white anxiety over the island’s black population, officers of the Spanish army depicted the insurrection as little more than another black rebellion or a bunch of bandits. The impending racial smear campaign hinged on two key ideas linking whiteness to manhood. First, prevailing political discourse framed self-government as the domain of civilized white men. By this logic, insurgents’ claims to self-rule may have seemed just if they were white men. However, by depicting the Cuban army as hyperbolically black, Spanish racial propaganda ridiculed the notion of nonwhites laying claim to political rights reserved for white men. Second, Spaniards implied that colonial rule was the only way to guarantee racial order, a notion that had its roots in early nineteenth-century white anxieties about slave uprisings. Although slavery was now defunct, the racially heterogeneous nature of the insurrection and the presence of a few black officers supposedly illustrated the racial dangers of independence. The revival of this negative racialized image of the insurrection also threatened to derail insurgent efforts to secure recruitment from wealthy whites at home and political support from the international community.


As early as February 1895 Spanish officers warned their subordinates to keep a close eye on the “attitude of the negroes in Cienfuegos.”20 Such a direct invocation of race as the basis for political mobilization revealed deep-seated anxieties about the role of black men in the anticolonial struggle following Cuba’s recent transition from slavery to free labor. Much of Spanish resentment stemmed from their paternalist assumption that black Cubans owed them gratitude for abolishing slavery in 1886. Former captain-general Camilo García Polavieja lamented that “the majority of the colored race, when we broke their bondage, became separatists.”21 His bitter recollections framed black enlistment in the Cuban army as a sign of ingratitude, a violation of the expected exchange of black loyalism for emancipation from slavery.


As the sparks of insurrection ignited into full-blown war, Spaniards revived old racial stereotypes to discredit independence as a legitimate political cause. In the conservative and loyalist press, the insurrection was represented in terms of racialized gender transgression, often invoking the myth of the black rapist. A political cartoon in the conservative daily Havana newspaper Diario de la Marina portrayed the insurrection as a “brutal black man” with “excessive” lips, imposing himself on a “young white woman” representing Cuba. Another cartoon caricatured the insurrection as a knife-wielding black man “assassinating a [white] Cuban woman.” Unconfirmed reports of black insurgents raping white women also surfaced.22


Spanish officials also disparaged the insurgents’ racial and gender transgressions by comparing the anticolonial struggle to the Haitian Revolution. Spanish general Arsenio Martínez Campos reportedly characterized the black soldiers of the Invasion Force as “largely of San Domingan origin.”23 He also invoked the Haitian Revolution to lament the “immense disgrace” of “yet another scandal” in Cuba. Campos was concerned not because of its political significance, but rather because “of the amount that we will spend” and “the men we will lose” quashing the rebellion.24 Other Spanish officials shared these views, making “much of the conspicuity of the Maceos, in the efforts to persuade people that the insurrection is an affair of black men chiefly, and means the conversion of Cuba into a larger San Domingo.”25


The conservative press echoed these allusions to Haiti. In April 1895 Diario de la Marina published an article depicting the insurrection as a vehicle for transforming black laborers into powerful chiefs. Other articles described the insurgents as black and barbaric, and claimed black insurgent chiefs refused to enlist white soldiers and sought to establish a black dictatorship.26 In one instance the newspaper depicted the insurrection as a black man “blotting Cuba from the map,” likely a reference to the destroyed wealth of St. Domingue or possibly the decades of non-recognition from the international community.27 These references to the Haitian Revolution harnessed white fears that the insurrection could destabilize white supremacy.28


Disparaging references to the role of eastern Cuba in the insurrection proved equally powerful, given its association with blackness and its proximity and ongoing connections to Haiti. When eastern Cuban troops invaded Santa Clara in late 1895, Spanish officers exploited negative racial attitudes about Oriente Province to denigrate the insurrection as an alien black uprising. “Prepare yourselves soldiers, nine thousand oriental negroes are coming,” read a sign posted in late 1895 outside a dwelling house on the Central Hormiguero, one of three large sugar mills just outside of Cienfuegos.29 Drawing on racialized notions of Oriente Province as the blackest and most revolutionary part of Cuba, this propaganda portrayed Santa Clara as a peaceful and white population being “invaded” by black eastern revolutionaries. In this way, the sign marked an effort to galvanize loyalist sentiment among Santa Clara’s rural white population.30


In other instances, Spanish counterinsurgency propaganda was not as racially explicit, but it still unambiguously invoked racial ideas. Spanish leaders often employed racially charged allegations of criminality to discredit the insurgents, for instance. One of the preferred images deployed in Spanish counterinsurgency propaganda was that of the bandit. The Spanish governor of Santa Clara Province called the insurgents savages, arsonists, and bandits who dishonor the Cuban people.31 Another high-ranking Spanish official denounced the insurgents as illegitimate criminals, claiming that in central Cuba there was “nobody there but bandits.”32 Another Spaniard condemned a group of Santa Clara insurgents as “evil-hearted men,” who perpetrated the “most repugnant acts of vandalism,” stealing civilian clothing and leaving “men and women completely naked.”33 Countless other Spanish soldiers across Santa Clara echoed these negative allegations of banditry.34


Spanish authorities were not altogether wrong about the presence of bandits among the rebel troops. Known bandits like José Álvarez Arteaga, Matagás, and Tuerto Matos did join the Cuban army, and participated in operations in Santa Clara Province.35 Nevertheless, Spanish propaganda characterizing all insurgents as bandits undermined the political legitimacy of the revolution by dismissing politicized anticolonial violence as mere crime. Moreover, the label of bandit implicated insurgents in the “degraded masculinity,” laziness, and dishonesty of criminals.36 Spanish accusations of banditry therefore can be read as an attempt to dismantle insurgent claims to honorable manhood by criminalizing their military service and dismissing its political underpinnings.37


The emasculating implications of this criminalizing discourse came to the fore when prominent Spanish officials disparaged the military skill of their enemies. For instance, one former Spanish governor of Santa Clara Province who later served as captain-general disparaged the insurgents for having “no knowledge of the honor of arms,” a natural consequence of recruiting “all the idle and evil men.” He rejoiced that “good citizens”—namely white men—did not join the insurrection.38 He further characterized the chiefs of the Invasion Force as “natural leaders of anarchism, with nothing to lose” in large part because of their racial backgrounds. He insultingly labeled the two highest-ranking insurgent officials, Máximo Gómez and Antonio Maceo, as “a soldier of fortune” and “a mulatto with ambition,” respectively. Such insults implied these rebellious men flouted “the laws of civilization,” a term that invoked whiteness and masculinity.39


Although this criminalizing propaganda often omitted explicitly racial language, the racial undertones were unmistakable. After all, Spanish and Cuban ideas about crime drew on late nineteenth-century scientific racist assumptions emanating from Europe that tied blackness to criminal deviance.40 The racial implications of criminality were never so clear as when Spanish soldiers characterized Cuban soldiers as ñáñigos (members of the secret Afro-Cuban religious society of Abakúa). A pejorative label employed by criminologists and law enforcement personnel since at least the mid-nineteenth century, the term ñáñigo doubled as a racial insult and a criminal type. Either way, it often served as justification for brutal violence. Spanish soldiers routinely used this racialized criminal label to disparage their enemies. In Rodas, Spanish soldiers detained one pacífico (noncombatant), on suspicions of collaborating with the insurgents. Calling him a “shameless traitor and ñáñigo,” they slashed him to pieces in the nearby canefield.41 In another case, Spaniards mowed down one mulatto insurgent on a central Cuban battlefield, continuing their hunt for “another ñáñigo about here.”42 Alongside the racialization of the insurrection, the dehumanizing discourse of criminal savagery implied in the term ñáñigo helped Spanish soldiers rationalize wanton violence against suspected insurgents as a legitmate part of their military duty. In that regard, the Eurocentric notions of civilization sustaining the label of ñáñigo foreshadowed the early republican stereotype of the black sorcerer, a black man depicted as kidnapping white children for sacrifice in African religious ceremonies.43


Spanish counterinsurgency propaganda was not about race alone. It hinged on a carefully constructed relationship between blackness and rebellion, which symbolized the unfitness of Cuban men for political independence. After all, the Spanish army did not frown upon all forms of black military service. On the contrary, Spanish officials embraced black enlistment in the Spanish army as a duty of loyal subjects.44 Informal forces known as guerrillas, in particular, gained a decidedly negative reputation as composed of the “worst elements” of society. One observer claimed that the men in these units were as “villainous a mob of jail sweepings as could be gathered anywhere in the world.”45 However, the disparaging racial attitudes regarding the black and Chinese guerrillas did not seem to impact public perceptions of the Spanish army. Rather, the act of rebellion against Spanish rule was what rendered the racial backgrounds of insurgents significant in Spanish eyes. This negative conflation of blackness and insurrection was precisely what insurgents had to fight against in order to redeem themselves as men capable of self-government in the months and years to come.46







“Nobody Worries about the Color of the Man”


Insurgents were keenly aware of the potentially harmful effects of Spanish racializing counterinsurgency propaganda. While black and working-class men provided much of the military manpower, the Cuban army also struggled to secure necessary support from wealthy white men at home and abroad. After all, economic contributions from wealthy donors were key to purchasing the arms and munitions the insurgents needed to wage war. Thousands of miles from the central Cuban battlefield, in New York, the PRC struggled to secure ongoing financial support to help provision the Cuban army, while also gaining international recognition for the cause. Spanish racial propaganda tarnished the reputation of the insurrection and made (white) potential contributors less likely to support the cause.47


PRC fears materialized when a flurry of unfavorable racial images of Cuban insurgents appeared in US newspapers in early 1896—precisely as insurgent leaders Máximo Gómez and Antonio Maceo expanded the insurrection westward from the demographically blacker east in the so-called Invasion of the West or Invasion Campaign. Numerous articles echoed Spanish propaganda depicting insurgents as a “mass of blacks and mixed bloods.” Some articles simply alleged that the insurrection was fought “mostly by the blacks,” and that “few notable whites” supported it.48 Others decried the alleged cruelties committed by insurgents—“not the white ones, of whom there are comparatively few, but the negroes and mulattoes.”49 Still others reproduced Spanish allusions to the Haitian Revolution, claiming the insurgents were “largely of San Domingan origin,” and referencing Antonio Maceo’s alleged “amalgamation of the West Indian negroes into what is known as the Antilles League.”50 These references reinforced negative assumptions that the Cuban insurrection was but a racial uprising, unworthy of US support.


Insurgent leaders, for their part, eschewed these negative racial images. One prominent white insurgent leader claimed that colonial authorities attempted to inspire “fear in the revolution” by inciting an “insensitive fear … of the black race.” However, this was “never justified in Cuba,” he claimed. “Only those who hate black people see hatred in the black man,” he declared.51 This insurgent chief’s radical denunciation of Spanish propaganda as racism undermined Spanish rule in Cuba by depicting the Spanish government as out of touch with the true character of the Cuban people. While Spaniards cast black participation in the Cuban army as a marker of illegitimacy and dishonor, prominent insurgent leaders across the island retorted that Spanish appeals to popular racial anxieties constituted shameless racism.


Allusions to Cuban color-blindness provided a powerful antidote against what insurgents increasingly claimed was Spanish racism. One prominent white insurgent leader scoffed at Spanish rumors depicting the separatist struggle as a race war. When asked if he feared a race war following Cuban independence, he replied heartily: “No, decidedly no!”52 Another insurgent officer claimed that meritocracy reigned in the insurgent camps, and that “nobody worries about the color of the man, but rather about his capabilities.”53 These insurgent officers suggested that race was inconsequential in the Cuban army.


While white insurgent officers flatly rejected Spanish allegations of racial tensions, it was difficult for them to deny that black men constituted a disproportionate number of their soldiers. Because the specter of blackness seemed to invoke racial anxiety automatically, insurgents faced a critical challenge: they needed to reconcile their claims to independent self-government with the fact that so many insurgents were black. Insurgents resolved this apparent paradox by constructing a new vision of what it meant to be a man. This emergent gendered discourse defined manhood as a function of merit, rather than birth status.


Military service in the Cuban army became the principle mechanism through which Cuban men demonstrated their masculinity. Military service was considered manly not only because insurgents envisioned the associated arms-bearing and “indelible displays of constancy and bravery” as something only a man could do. It was presumed manly as well because of its liberating potential. After all, military service in the Cuban army would, as one white central Cuban chief put it, empower Cuban men “to acquire the dictate of free men through armed Revolution, honoring the graves of their loved ones.”54 Santa Clara-native and white insurgent official José Braulio Alemán concurred. Only by taking up arms, he argued, could the men of Las Villas be “worthy of our history”—even if it meant building “Cuban Liberty” upon the “smashed skulls of the damned despots!”55 Building on the affective power of historic martyrdom and the promise of future freedom, insurgent leaders constructed military service in the Cuban army as a moral duty of the current generation of Cuban men.


The meritocratic undertones of revolutionary masculinity reinvigorated the masculine ideal cultivated during the first two anticolonial wars. Invoking “the manly heritage of their forefathers,” insurgent leaders defined the ideal Cuban man in their own image. The mambí was first and foremost a soldier. More than that, he was an honorable and virtuous Cuban soldier, who selflessly devoted himself to the cause of national liberation.56 As General-in-Chief Máximo Gómez himself proclaimed, military service in the Cuban army was “bound up with virtue.”57 By contributing to this struggle, white men proved themselves as the “true sons of Cuba,” whose “virile” military service to Cuban freedom transformed them into real men.58 In this sense, being a mambí theoretically had no racial qualifications. Insurgents, whether white or black, were men, first and foremost, united in a shared struggle against Spanish oppression. Soldiers of African descent could therefore participate in and even lead the raceless anticolonial struggle, precisely because military service transformed black males into Cuban men.


In their diaries, letters, and memoirs of the war, insurgents employed vividly gendered language to celebrate a shared manliness among the diverse soldiers of the Cuban army. They envisioned this new revolutionary masculinity as a function of honorable military conduct, namely bravery and self-abnegation. First, insurgent men framed their military successes as a product of their masculine prowess, particularly, strength, ingenuity, and courage in the face of danger. Second, insurgents took pride in the considerable sacrifices they made to fulfill their manly duty of military service. By emphasizing these universalizing values, insurgents foregrounded military merit rather than immutable status markers like birth and race as the key to manliness. They employed revolutionary masculinity to dismantle the colonial hierarchy and forge a new social order in which Cuban men could assume their rightful roles of public authority in an independent Cuba.







“A Man with a Machete in his Hand”


Insurgents faced nearly insurmountable challenges at the outset of the war. The numerical advantage of Spanish forces alone was daunting. At the outset of the insurrection, captain-general Emilio Calleja commanded a garrison of seventeen thousand Spanish soldiers in Cuba against a geographically isolated force of a few thousand insurgents in Oriente Province. At the close of 1895, Spanish forces had swelled to over one hundred thousand men, including professional soldiers, and a growing number of volunteers and irregular forces.59 Key to this increase was Calleja’s successor, Arsenio Martínez Campos, whose policy of attraction expanded Spanish forces by enlisting Cubans.60 At the same time, insurgents, then concentrated in Oriente and Santa Clara Provinces, were scarcely more than one-tenth that number. In Santa Clara, between three thousand and four thousand local insurgents, located mainly in the hills of Siguanea and in the swamps of Ciénaga de Zapata, faced off against more than twenty-five thousand Spanish soldiers.61


Amid such unfavorable numerical odds, bravery emerged as one of the most valuable qualities of an insurgent man. Cuban soldiers valorized their men for fearlessly confronting a numerically superior, professionally outfitted Spanish army. José Miguel Gómez, an insurgent officer from Sancti Spíritus, boasted that his men learned to “fight with valor and enthusiasm against an army very much superior in numbers.”62 Though the recruits arrived to the battlefield untrained, they gained experience and began to see the struggle “as a question of honor” in which they could emerge “victorious.”63
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Figure 1.1. José Miguel Gómez. Source: “José Miguel Gómez,” La Mariposa: Semanario Dedicado a las Bellas, Trinidad, October 13, 1901.





In this vein, other central Cuban officers celebrated Dominican-born general-in-chief Máximo Gómez as the model of manly bravery. While Spanish officials routinely dismissed him as “too old” for military service, the “venerated” general earned a reputation among his own soldiers as “an extraordinary man” for his “thirty years of tireless battle.”64 Gómez exemplified “a prowess which will be handed down to posterity as a sample of the astuteness and intrepidity.”65 His example of idealized military manhood inspired optimism and excitement as he and Maceo led the Invasion Campaign through central Cuba in late 1895. As they passed through, thousands of men enlisted to follow his example.66


Although enlistment in Santa Clara’s rebel army surged by late 1895, insurgent troops still lacked basic provisions, especially firearms and ammunition. One white officer recalled that only 20 or 25 percent of insurgent troops around Cienfuegos were armed. Another white officer recollected that his men were in poor condition, with “no arms, ragged, barefoot,” with hundreds “nearly naked” and hungry.67 Without enough rifles and munitions to supply the entire force, many insurgents relied on machetes, a mundane agricultural instrument widely available to the largely rural recruits. “Among us,” explained one veteran of Mal Tiempo, “the machete has many applications. It serves to build a house: it serves very often to get food; and it serves as a weapon in battle.”68 While the machete represented a man’s patriarchal role as breadwinner and protector during peacetime, in the context of anticolonial struggle, it came to represent a new masculine role, that of soldier.


The machete quickly became one of the most powerful symbols of insurgent bravery—a core component of revolutionary masculinity. Emphasizing their own bravery in the face of unfavorable circumstances of battle, Cuban insurgents boasted decisive defeats over thousands of rifle-toting Spaniards. The soldiers of Santa Clara “had great confidence in the machete,” one white officer claimed. Similarly, Italian-born officer Orestes Ferrara romantically declared that the “victorious machete of the Cuban soldier” sent even veteran Spanish soldiers, whose hands were “blackened with gunpowder” fleeing in all directions.69


Nowhere more than at the Battle of Mal Tiempo in December 1895 did insurgents celebrate their heroic use of the machete as proof of their masculinity. There, the poorly provisioned Invasion Force, alongside seven hundred men mainly from Sagua and Remedios under the command of Juan Bruno Zayas, secured a decisive victory over well-armed Spanish columns just outside the loyalist hub of Cruces. Insurgents had discharged the better part of their ammunition on the march toward Cienfuegos. Lacking sufficient rounds to fight the enemy head on, Gómez ordered his troops to hold their fire, even as a Spanish column of over one thousand men fired vigorously upon them. Rebel forces reportedly ambushed the enemy with machetes, slashing so many Spaniards that their “clothing was all dyed with the enemy’s blood.”70 Mal Tiempo illustrated the symbolic masculine power of the machete. Though historians have recently challenged this notion that insurgents relied almost exclusively on machetes during the battle, the discursive construction of Mal Tiempo as a triumphant underdog victory reveals how central ideas of bravery and courage were for insurgents’ ideas about their manhood.71


Indeed, the stories of insurgent heroism and bravery, rather than the acts themselves, quickly transformed the Battle of Mal Tiempo into a vindication of insurgents’ military prowess, and by extension a symbol of their masculinity. Like his men, Gómez defied the rain of Spanish bullets, bravely charging forward. He faced a torrent of bullets, two striking his horse, and one penetrating his hat. “Don’t you mind that,” Gómez reportedly told his men. “There are more Spaniards over there and it is necessary to go there and cut them down with machetes.”72 This story likely inspired a 1899 sketch of the battle, depicting Gómez standing atop his fallen horse with machete triumphantly drawn on a Spaniard (fig. 1.2).


Other insurgents noted that a man’s skill with the machete and his strength of will also played an important role in the Cuban victory at Mal Tiempo. One Mal Tiempo veteran professed that a man’s success with a machete “depends on the valor of the individual” and his fearlessness in the face of danger. “Perhaps we may be mistaken,” he continued, “but we think that a man with a machete in his hand, provided that he does not feel fear, will be able to accomplish any enterprise with said arm,” and even more so if he is “aided by the momentum of the horse.”73 By mythologizing the bravery, strength, and ingenuity of the machete-wielding insurgent, Cuban soldiers depicted themselves as the embodiment of manhood.
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Figure 1.2. Battle of Mal Tiempo. Source: “Mal Tiempo,” in Cuba y América, Revista Quincenal, November 5, 1899, 3:70, p. 3, in USNAII/MGC/RG 140/E 3, File 6462.





Part of what made insurgent military service at Mal Tiempo so emblematically masculine was that Cuban soldiers combined military valor with an unfettered willingness to risk their lives for Cuba Libre. One insurgent publication from Santa Clara celebrated the “valiant acts” of the Cuban soldiers whose commitment to the “sacred ideal of Liberty” does not permit them to “run away from dangers.”74 These laudatory words reveal the expectation that Cuban soldiers would confront the most unfavorable odds without hesitation.


Insurgents underscored their manhood in part by contrasting their own bravery with Spanish cowardice. Cuban insurgents ridiculed the ineffectiveness and cowardice of Spain’s numerically superior and better-provisioned force.75 Attacking the military prowess of their enemy, insurgents alleged that Spaniards avoided direct combat with insurgent troops. White insurgent leader Enrique Villuendas remarked that the Spanish forces had a large cavalry, but they were known for being “cowardly and fleeing terrified at the first shots.”76 Other white leaders, like Alemán, disparaged Spanish forces for cowardly exploiting their unfair advantage over insurgents to commit gruesome cruelties. Upon discovering Spanish forces had massacred a small force of insurgents, Alemán angrily called their commanding officer a “coward” who “blush[es] with shame, as if it were the demonstration of your impotence.”77 This emasculating language condemned Spanish failures on the battlefield as indicators of cowardice, dishonor, and a lack of virility. The allusion to blushing feminized the Spanish general, further stripping him of claims to manhood.


Other insurgents suggested that Spaniards made utterly incompetent soldiers, incapable of defending basic fortifications and easily manipulated by insurgent forces.78 White insurgent chief José Miguel Gómez argued that Spaniards squandered their “immense resources in men, in means of communication, and in money and military advantages” because of their lack of bravery and military skill. “With those resources, a little more than six months would have been sufficient to have reduced the insurrection to absolute impotency,” Gómez estimated, implicitly comparing the deficiencies of Spanish men to the military prowess of the insurgents, who triumphed despite considerably unfavorable odds.79


While insurgents ridiculed their enemies for cowardice, insurgent chiefs encouraged their men to embrace danger and self-sacrifice on the battlefield as the ultimate proof of their masculinity. Some chiefs celebrated death in honor of the patria as a noble achievement. One white officer remembered that “we [insurgents] were all disposed to die to gain the victory or destroy the whole Island of Cuba.”80 In the same vein, Máximo Gómez proclaimed that the death of a man was worth more on the battlefield than in peace.81 During the Battle of Mal Tiempo, mulatto general Antonio Maceo prophetically vowed to triumph or die wrapped in the Cuban flag.82 Even if defeat or capture was imminent, an honorable death could vindicate the soldier’s claims to moral purity. Insurgent leaders, for example, venerated Juan Bruno Zayas for fighting enemy forces to the death.83 Suicide offered another honorable alternative to the “dishonor of surrendering to the enemy,” because it represented the ultimate sacrifice to the cause of liberation.84 These allusions to patriotic death underscore how unwavering devotion, whether it resulted in victory or defeat, was central to insurgent visions of their manhood.


Even in the absence of death-defying heroism or martyrdom, sacrifice emerged as a decidedly gendered realm through which insurgent men performed their devotion to Cuban freedom. As the white chief José Rogelio Castillo wrote, on the battlefield, “abnegation is the best norm” for Cuban men.85 Many insurgents sought to realize this ideal, often emphasizing their willingness to sacrifice material comforts to help secure Cuban freedom. After spending “seven days without eating anything except green mangoes,” one white officer in the Brigade of Cienfuegos wrote to a friend asking for rations for sick soldiers, and nothing for himself.86 He later confessed that he ultimately consumed the provisions his friend sent, illustrating the ways his “exaggerated” concern with upholding a masculine image as self-sufficient and self-abnegating among other men led him to deceitfully hide his own suffering. His unwillingness to ask for help implies that he considered his inability to fend for himself on the battlefield too shameful to warrant aid.


Some insurgent men performed their manly self-abnegation by refusing expensive celebrations in their honor. One anonymous soldier admonished a women’s patriotic club for apparently planning a luxurious banquet for the Cuban officers when there were better uses for those resources.87 Several other soldiers expressed similar concern. The white officer Carlos Trujillo noted that “the desire of the honorable men of the revolution” is that money not be wasted on the banquet, especially when “there are too many children in homes without bread.” He assured his female compatriot that “the vanity of a few hours of flattery” was “not necessary to deserve the esteem of honorable patriots and men.”88 Another white insurgent chief in the Brigade of Cienfuegos informed his superior officer that he “did not want to accept” a banquet offered to him in gratitude by country people following a resounding victory over Spanish forces at the small country town of Ojo de Agua. Framing his conduct as manly sacrifice, the white officer explained that he sought only to “comply with my conscience,” for “this is what it demands of me and my good decision will not support any act in this life that is not great, noble and decorous.”89 While he declared that his moral conduct stemmed from his noble character, the fact that he reported his actions to his superior officer suggests a degree of performativity in upholding a prevailing masculine role as a morally upright, self-abnegating soldier.


Even as Cuban officers emphasized the sacrifice of all their men, they still viewed those made by wealthy men as particularly meritorious. White insurgent officer José de Jesús Monteagudo, for example, emphasized the disparities between the prewar life of many of his men and the wartime misery and suffering they faced, agreeing that many men who had enjoyed “wealth and luxury” in peace, found themselves nearly naked and barefoot during the war.90 Such observations tended to slight the sacrifices of poorer men as less valuable and less patriotic, because these men were presumably accustomed to poverty and suffering. In contrast, wealthy men’s willingness to give up personal comforts allegedly proved their love of country.
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