José Marti’s “Our America”

José Marti

José Marti (1853-1895), more than any other Cuban, is seen as the father of the Cuban
nation. In exile in the United States, he successfully forged alliances and developed
the ideologies of a popular, antiracist, and anti-imperialist nationalism that still has
enormous resonance for Cubans today. His essay “Our America,” originally published
in 1891, became a touchstone for Latin American intellectuals and popular movements
attempting to create a Latin American identity that could be celebrated for its dif-
ferences from Europe and the United States, rather than seen as inferior to the more
politically and economically powerful areas.

Only those born prematurely are lacking in courage. Those without faith
in their country are seven-month weaklings. Because they have no courage,
they deny it to others. Their puny arms—arms with bracelets and hands with
painted nails, arms of Paris or Madrid — can hardly reach the bottom limb, so
they claim the tall tree to be unclimbable. The ships should be loaded with
those harmful insects that gnaw at the bone of the country that nourishes
them. If they are Parisians or from Madrid, let them go to the Prado, to swan
around, or to Tortoni’s, in high hats. Those carpenter’s sons who are ashamed
that their fathers are carpenters! Those born in America who are ashamed of
the mother who reared them, because she wears an Indian apron; and those
scoundrels who disown their sick mother, abandoning her on her sickbed!
Then who is a real man? He who stays with his mother and nurses her in her
illness, or he who puts her to work out of sight, and lives at her expense on
decadent lands, sporting fancy neckties, cursing the womb that carried him,
displaying the sign of the traitor on the back of his paper frock coat? These sons
of Our America, which will be saved by its Indians and is growing better; these
deserters who take up arms in the armies of a North America that drowns its
Indians in blood and is growing worse! These delicate creatures who are men
but are unwilling to do men’s work! The Washington who made this land for
them, did he not go to live with the English, at a time when he saw them fight-
ing against his own country. These unbelievers in honor who drag that honor
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over foreign soil like their counterparts in the French Revolution with their
dancing, their affectations, their drawling speech!

Forin whatlands can men take more pride than in our long-suffering Ameri-
can republics, raised up among the silent Indian masses by the bleeding arms
of a hundred apostles, to the sounds of battle between the book and the pro-
cessional candle? Never in history have such advanced and united nations been

forgedin so short a time from such disorganized elements. The presumptuous.

man feels that the earth was made to serve as his pedestal because he happens
to have a facile pen or colorful speech, and he accuses his native land of being
worthless and beyond redemption because its virgin jungles fail to provide
him with a constant means of traveling the world, driving Persian ponies and
lavishing champagne like a tycoon. The incapacity does not lie with the emerg-
ing country in quest of suitable forms and a utilitarian greatness; it lies rather
with those who attempt to rule nations of a unique and violent character by
means of laws inherited from four centuries of freedom in the United States
and nineteen centuries of monarchy in France. A decree by Hamilton does not
halt the charge of the plainsman’s horse. A phrase by Sieyés does nothing to
quicken the stagnant blood of the Indian race. To govern well, one must see
things as they are. And the able governor in America is not the one who knows
how to govern the Germans or the French; he must know the elements that
make up his own country, and how to bring them together, using methods
and institutions originating within the country, to reach that desirable state
where each man can attain self-realization and all may enjoy the abundance
that Nature has bestowed in everyone in the nation to enrich with their toil
and defend with their lives. Government must originate in the country. The
spirit of government must be that of the country. Its structure must conform
to rules appropriate to the country. Good government is nothing more than
the balance of the country’s natural elements. . . .

How can the universities produce governors if not a single university in
America teaches the rudiments of the art of government, the analysis of ele-
ments peculiar to the peoples of America? The young go out into the world
wearing Yankee or French spectacles, hoping to govern a people they do not
know. In the political race entrance should be denied to those who are igno-
rant of the rudiments of politics. The prize in literary contests should not go
for the best ode, but for the best study of the political factors of one’s coun-
try. Newspapers, universities, and schools should encourage the study of the
country’s pertinent components. To know them is sufficient, without mincing
words; for whoever brushes aside even a part of the truth, whether through
intention or oversight, is doomed to fall. The truth he lacks thrives on negli-
gence, and brings down whatever is built without it. It is easier to resolve our
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problem knowing its components than to resolve it without knowing them.
Along comes the natural man, strong and indignant, and he topples all the
justice accumulated from books because he has not been governed in accor-
dance with the obvious needs of the country. Knowing is what counts. To know
one’s country and govern it with that knowledge is the only way to free it from
tyranny. The European university must bow to the American university. The
history of America, from the Incas to the present, must be taught in clear de-
tail and to the letter, even if the archons of Greece are overlooked. Our Greece
must take priority over the Greece which is not ours. We need it more. Nation-
alist statesmen must replace foreign statesmen. Let the world be grafted onto
our republics, but the trunk must be our own. And let the vanquished pedant
hold his tongue, for there are no lands in which a man may take greater pride
than in our long-suffering American republics. . . .

Thrown out of gear for three centuries by a power which denied men the
right to use their reason, the continent disregarded or closed its ears to the
unlettered throngs that helped bring it to redemption, and embarked on a gov-
ernment based on reason—a reason belonging to all for the common good,
not the university brand of reason over the peasant brand. The problem of
independence did not lie in a change of forms but in change of spirit.
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It was imperative to make common cause with the oppressed, in order to
secure a new system opposed to the ambitions and governing habits of the op-
pressors. The tiger, frightened by gunfire, returns at night to his prey. He dies
with his eyes shooting flames and his claws unsheathed. He cannot be heard
coming because he approaches with velvet tread. When the prey awakens, the
tiger is already upon it. The colony lives on the Republic, and Our America
is saving itself from its enormous mistakes —the pride of its capital cities, the
blind triumph of a scorned peasantry, the excessive influx of foreign ideas and
formulas, the wicked and unpolitical disdain for the aboriginal race —because
of the higher virtue, enriched with necessary blood, of a Republic struggling
against a colony. The tiger lurks against every tree, lying in wait at every turn.
He will die with his claws unsheathed and his eyes shooting flames. . . .

We were a phenomenon with a chest of an athlete, the hands of a dandy,
and the brain of a child. We were a masquerader in English breeches, Parisian
vest, North American jacket, and Spanish cap. The Indian hovered near us in
silence, and went off to hills to baptize his children. The Negro was seen pour-
ing out the songs of his heart at night, alone and unrecognized among the
rivers and wild animals. The peasant, the creator, turned in blind indignation
against the disdainful city, against his own child. As for us, we were nothing but
epaulets and professors’ gowns in countries that came into the world wearing
hemp sandals and headbands. It would have been the mark of genius to couple
the headband and the professors’ gown with the founding fathers’ generosity
and courage, to rescue the Indian, to make a place for the competent Negro,
to fit liberty to the body of those who rebelled and conquered for it. We were
left with the judge, the general, the scholar, and the sinecured. The angelic
young, as if caught in the tentacles of an octopus, lunged heavenward, only to
fall back, crowned with clouds in sterile glory. The native, driven by instinct,
swept away the golden staffs of office in blind triumph. Neither the European
nor the Yankee could provide the key to the Spanish American riddle. Hate
was attempted, and every year the countries amounted to less. Exhausted by
the senseless struggle between the book and the lance, between reason and
the processional candle, between the city and the country, weary of the impos-
sible rule by rival urban cliques over the natural nation tempestuous or inert by
turns, we begin almost unconsciously to try love. Nations stand up and greet
one another. “What are we?” is the mutual question, and little by little they fur-
nish answers. When a problem arises in Cojimar, they do not seek its solution
in Danzig. The frock coats are still French, but thought begins to be American.
The youth of America are rolling up their sleeves, digging their hands in the
dough, and making it rise with the sweat of their brows. They realize that there
is too much imitation, and that creation holds the key to salvation. “Create” is
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the password of this generation. The wine is made from plantain, but even if it
turns sour, it is our own wine! That a country’s form of government must be
in keeping with its natural elements is self-evident. Absolute ideas must take
relative forms if they are not to fail because of an error in form. Freedom, to
be viable, has to be sincere and complete. Ifa Republic refuses to open its arms
to all, and move ahead with all, it dies. The tiger within sneaks in through the
crack; so does the tiger from without. The general holds back his cavalry to a
pace that suits his infantry, for if its infantry is left behind, the cavalry will be
surrounded by the enemy. Politics and strategy are one. Nations should live in
an atmosphere of self-criticism because it is healthy, but always with one heart
and one mind. Stoop to the unhappy, and lift them up in your arms! Thaw
out frozen America with the fire of your hearts! Make the natural blood of
the nations course vigorously through their veins! The new Americans are on
their feet, saluting each other from nation to nation, the eyes of the laborers
shining with joy. The natural statesman arises, schooled in the direct study of
Nature. He reads to apply his knowledge, not to imitate. Economists study
the problems at their point of origin. Speakers begin a policy of moderation.
Playwrights bring native characters to the stage. Academies discuss practical
subjects. Poetry shears off its Zorrilla-like locks and hangs its red vest on the
glorious tree. Selective and sparkling prose is filled with ideas. In the Indian
republics, the governors are learning Indian. . . .

But perhaps Our America is running another risk that does not come from
itself but from the difference in origins, methods, and interest between the two
halves of the continent, and the time is near at hand when an enterprising and
vigorous people, who scorn and ignore Our America, will even so approach
it and demand a close relationship. And since strong nations, self-made by law
and shotgun, love strong nations and them alone; since the time of madness
and ambition —from which North America may be freed by the predominance
of the purest elements in its blood, or on which it may be launched by its vin-
dictive and sordid masses, its tradition of expansion, or the ambitions of some
powerful leader—is not so near at hand, even to the most timorous eye, that
there is no time for the test of discreet and unwavering pride that could con-
frontand dissuade it; since its good name as a Republicin the eyes of the world’s
perceptive nations puts upon North America a restraint that cannot be taken
away by childish provocations or pompous arrogance or parricidal discords
among our American nations—the pressing need of Our America is to show
itself as it is, one in spirit and intent, swift conquerors of a suffocating past,
stained only by the enriching blood drawn from the scarves left upon us by
our masters.

The scorn of our formidable neighbor, who does not know us, is Our
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America’s greatest danger. And since the day of the visit is near, it is imperative
that our neighbor knows us, and soon, so that it will not scorn us. Through
ignorance it might even come to lay hands on us. Once it does know us, it
will remove its hands out of respect. One must have faith in the best in men
and distrust the worst. One must allow the best to be shown so that it reveals
and prevails over the worst. Nations should have a pillory for whoever stirs up
useless hatred, and another for whoever fails to tell them the truth in time.
There can be no racial animosity, because there are no races. The theorist
and feeble thinkers string together and warm over the bookshelf races which
the well-disposed observer and the fair-minded traveler vainly seek in the jus-
tice of Nature where man’s universal identity springs forth from triumphant
love and the turbulent hunger for life. The soul, equal and eternal, emanates
from bodies of different shapes and colors. Whoever foments and spreads an-
tagonism and hatred between the races, sins against humanity. But as nations
take shape among other different nations, there is a condensation of vital and
individual characteristics of thought and habit, expansion and conquest, vanity
and greed which could — from the latent state of national concern, and in the
period of internal disorder, or the rapidity with which the country’s charac-
ter has been accumulating—be turned into a serious threat for the weak and
isolated neighboring countries, declared by the strong country to be inferior
and perishable. The thought is father to the deed. And one must not attribute,
through a provincial antipathy, a fatal and inborn wickedness to the continent’s
fair-skinned nation simply because it does not speak our language, nor see the

world as we see it, nor resemble us in its political defects, so different from

ours, nor favorably regard the excitable, dark-skinned people, or look chari-
tably, from its still uncertain eminence, upon those less favored by history, who
climb the road of republicanism by heroic stages. The self-evident facts of the
problem should not be obscured, because the problem can be resolved, for the
peace of centuries to come, by appropriate study, and by tacit and immediate
union in the continental spirit. With a single voice the hymn is already being
sung; the present generation is carrying industrious America along the road
enriched by their sublime fathers; from Rio Grande to the Strait of Magellan,
the Great Semf [a Taino deity], astride its condor, spreading the seed of the
new America over the romantic nations of the continent and the sorrowful
islands of the sea!
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