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Abstract 

In this project I trace the production of black intellectuals in São Paulo, Brazil, Havana, 

Cuba and Lisbon, Portugal. I argue that black intellectuals living in these countries used 

writing to forge an inclusive model of black citizenship in the precarious political, social, 

and economic terrains of early twentieth-century nation-building processes on both sides 

of the Atlantic. I analyze the discursive constructions of black civic and aesthetic 

subjectivity published in magazines, newspapers, bulletins and anthologies as a means to 

encompass the varied forms of publications available from the 1920s to 1950s. 

Black intellectuals who wrote in Portuguese and Spanish between 1920 and 

1950—such as Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, José Correia Leite, and Lino Guedes from 

Brazil; Gustavo E. Urrutia from Cuba; and Mário Pinto de Andrade, Francisco José 

Tenreiro, Amílcar Cabral, and Viriato da Cruz from colonial Portuguese-speaking regions 

of Africa—remained on the peripheries of scholarship. The multi-layered marginalization 

of these intellectuals could be attributed to numerous historical, linguistic and cultural 

factors according to each context. Contemporary scholars may not be aware of their work 

due to the unavailability of their ephemeral production, its relatively limited 

dissemination, or the lack of translation of their work into English and French. The 

contributions of these writers are consistently left out of works on black intellectual 

thought of the twentieth century, which is precisely why I have chosen to highlight them 

in this work.   
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CHAPTER 1 
Being on the Margins: Black Writers, Pensadores and Poets 

         

 In the first three decades of the 1900s, Anglophone and Francophone writers such 

as W.E.B. DuBois, Marcus Garvey, Langston Hughes, Aimé Césaire, and Léopold Sédar 

Senghor were publishing texts that created a sense of collective transnational black 

identity, solidarity, and struggle against shared manifestations of oppression and racism. 

During this same period, various black Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking writers in the 

Americas, Africa, and Europe were publishing texts that also created a sense of collective 

black identity, solidarity, and struggle; however, they had markedly different goals and 

lived in extremely different political contexts. While black writers from the United States 

and France experienced and responded to social, political, and economic marginalization, 

the situation for blacks writing in Spanish and Portuguese was even more precarious. 

Black writers who wrote in Portuguese and Spanish—such as Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, 

José Correia Leite, and Lino Guedes from Brazil; Gustavo E. Urrutia from Cuba; and 

Mário Pinto de Andrade, Francisco José Tenreiro, Amílcar Cabral, and Viriato da Cruz 

from Portuguese-speaking regions of Africa—remained and continue to remain on the 

peripheries of scholarship about black intellectual movements from this period.   

During the decades of the 1920s and 1930s, black writers in Brazil and Cuba 

articulated through writing their understanding of black solidarity and citizenship within 

national contexts in which the economies inherited from agrarian slave labor both 

perpetuated and veiled racism. These writers were aware of the need to express 

themselves eloquently in their writing in order to be deemed worthy of equal citizenship 
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and to change how blacks, mixed-race people, and whites in their respective countries 

viewed black citizens. While these Afro-descendant writers in Brazil and Cuba engaged 

with black intellectual thought coming from the metropoles of New York (i.e. Harlem 

Renaissance) and Paris (the Black Vogue and Negritude), the unique historical and socio-

cultural manifestations of race in their respective countries required a distinct approach to 

counter racism in their writing, with a particular focus on being a fit citizen.   

 Two decades later, across the Atlantic, Africans from the Portuguese colonies of 

Angola, Mozambique, and São Tome and Príncipe living in Lisbon also used writing to 

articulate a sense of black solidarity capable of unifying Africans regardless of language, 

ethnicity, or social class, and assisting the process of decolonization in Portuguese 

African colonies. Whereas black Brazilians and Cubans wrote about race mainly in 

national terms to explain blacks’ fitness for citizenship, Portuguese-speaking African 

writers in the 1950s focused on the common experiences of black Africans on the 

continent and in the diaspora. The rhetorical and logistical alignments employed in these 

respective contexts were political strategies. Black Cubans and Brazilians in the 1920s 

and 1930s were more invested in engaging with white audiences and actively sought to 

assimilate blacks into mainstream national discourse. In contrast, Africans in Lisbon 

during the 1950s were influenced by authors of Francophone négritude and hence 

criticized more explicitly the colonial experience of black Africans and white institutional 

racism.  

Literacy was the common goal for assimilated blacks as a means of social and 

cultural mobility. All of these writers shared the same ideal of unifying and persuading 
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other blacks to become literate as a means of transformation, although most of the time 

they fell short of achieving it. This stance on literacy was ambivalent because educated 

blacks wanted to distinguish themselves from the illiterate black masses while 

maintaining a cultural bond. One of the issues was that none of these writers had a 

concrete plan to educate the masses. They all remained fixated on the theoretical and 

idyllic, but did not propose a viable path for education. However, the writers attempted to 

create change through their own writing even if they were rarely read by the black 

masses.  

The contributions of black writers from Cuba, Brazil, and Portuguese-speaking 

Africa have been ignored for the most part because they were not writing in the dominant 

languages of English or French, nor writing from the centers of dominant literary 

production (whether in New York or Paris) as well as other reasons specific to each case. 

A comparison of the three cases demonstrates the commitment of black Spanish and 

Portuguese-speaking intellectuals to crafting unique versions of black solidarity that 

improved their own political situations. Style, not just content, was integral to this 

strategy of engagé writing because in all three cases, demonstrating literary panache 

served as a means of countering racism and voicing black subjectivity. Considering the 

multi-layered marginality of the aforementioned black thinkers in contemporary critical 

scholarship, I pose a few questions to highlight the ways we can think about their work in 

its context of marginality. How could black writers, from the 1920s through the 1950s, 

strategically implement criticism that accurately expressed their own marginalized 

positions as Afro-descendants in the Americas or in Europe? How can black intellectuals 
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use writing from the margins of dominant discourse as a strategy? To what extent is the 

black intellectual’s marginality imposed and to what extent is it sought out?  

This dissertation investigates the independent perspectives of self-determined 

writers living in two major regions of the black diaspora in the Americas and the 

colonialized diaspora of Portuguese-speaking Africa. This work aims to trace the black 

intellectual discourses and reveal the position of the writers within the context of socio-

political dynamics from the 1920s to the 1950s. The triangulation of intellectual thought 

as it occurred in the urban centers of São Paulo, Havana, and Lisbon draws parallels 

between the strategies that black writers used to empower themselves and the 

communities to which they belonged. In this introductory chapter, I elaborate the various 

ways in which the contexts of Portuguese- and Spanish-speaking black writers were 

marginalized. I consider the linguistic, cultural, and national forms of marginalization 

experienced by blacks in Cuba and Brazil through a discussion of the models of 

citizenship and the historical events that led to the marginal positions from which black 

writers wrote. Then, I discuss the ephemeral production of periodicals and the realities of 

their preservation, which makes them difficult to study today. Finally, I include a brief 

overview of black identity and the formation of an international black identity through 

Pan-Africanism. I wrap up with a discussion of the importance of writing for blacks who 

were trying to liberate themselves from Portugal’s colonial oppression.   

 

Linguistic and Cultural Marginalization  

Language and culture were important factors in the marginalization of black 

writers in Spanish and Portuguese-speaking regions of the Americas and Africa. For one, 
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they were writing from outside the major language centers of cultural production, the 

United States and France, which resulted in limited readership and reception beyond local 

distribution. Second, they were not usually translated in any adequate fashion to be able 

to be read within the major centers of cultural production. Third, cultural asymmetries of 

dominance prevented black intellectuals in the US or France from considering black 

struggles in Cuba or Brazil to be relevant to their own. Hence, black writers from 

Portuguese- and Spanish-speaking contexts were often excluded from participating in 

discussions of blackness in international events such as the Pan-African congresses.  

As Abdias do Nascimento, one of Brazil’s most notable black intellectuals, wrote: 

“the first difficulty we [meaning Afro-descendants in Brazil] confront is the language 

barrier. International events carried out in French and English (and sometimes Arabic) 

exclude those millions of Africans who speak Spanish and Portuguese, or limit seriously 

their ability to participate fully” (Africans in Brazil 85). This exclusion or limitation 

occurred in part due to the lack of interest or knowledge on the part of leaders of 

Anglophone or Francophone movements to consider contexts different from their own. In 

addition to the exclusion that Nascimento speaks about, there had not been many 

translations of works written by black authors in Latin America at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Historically, as well as today, there has been little dissemination of 

their work available in other languages, namely ones that could provide access to a wider 

readership. This same cultural and linguistic asymmetry meant that, while metropolitan 

pan-Africanism all but ignored black Hispanic and Lusophone thinkers, the latter were 

nonetheless keenly attuned to the development of the former: Gustavo E. Urrutia 
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translated African-Americans’ work into Spanish for Diario de la Marina and José 

Correia Leite with Mário de Vasconcelos translated Marcus Garvey’s “Negro World” 

into Portuguese for O Clarim D’Alvorada. There are, however, some very limited South-

to-North exchanges documented, such as Robert Abbott’s visit to Brazil in 1923, and 

subsequent publishing about the Frente Negra Brasileira (FNB) in the Chicago Defender. 

Also notable are Langston Hughes’s multiple visits to Cuba and continued 

correspondence with poet Nicolás Guillén and other black intellectuals. This contact is 

unique due to the infrequent recognition by US black intellectuals of the writing and 

social movements in Latin America. Likewise, black intellectuals in the US often 

interpreted black experiences in Latin America inaccurately as ideal or as racial 

paradises. For example, Robbert Abbott’s Chicago Defender, from 1924 to 1928, 

published at least seven articles discussing how Brazil as a country did not know racial 

prejudice, always in comparison to the United States.1 The perception from the United 

States was that in countries like Cuba and Brazil, blacks did not suffer from the type of 

violent and overt discrimination experienced by US blacks under Jim Crow during the 

1920s and 1930s. Therefore, US black writers of the time focused on the congenial day-

to-day relations among Latin Americans of all colors, while seeming to overlook more 

subtle forms of racism. However, this misunderstanding of the racial dynamics in 

disproportionate exchange can be attributed to the various dynamics of the language of 

domination and cultural power. What is more, intellectuals of the French- and English-

                                                
1 Some titles are: “Come down to Brazil” (January 5, 1924), “Writer says Brazil has no color line” (October 
10, 1925), “Brazil knows no color prejudice” (June 5 1926), “Brazil pays honor to dark citizens” (May 22, 
1926), “Color line no problem for Brazil” (July 30, 1927), “Race prejudice is unknown in Brazil” (January 
21, 1928), “Brazil, not U.S. is home of Liberty” (March 10, 1928) 
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speaking diaspora expressed scant knowledge of, or interest in, black thought from the 

Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking world.  

The problem of understanding or misunderstanding the “cultural (power) 

asymmetries” (Kutzinki “Fearful Asymmetries” 113) in the production of black thought 

from North to South continues to marginalize or undermine the work of those in the 

South. Yet, these asymmetries have played into the institutionalization of disciplines such 

as Diaspora, Africana/African Studies, and the continued exclusion of area/regional 

studies focus on Afro-descendants’ production of knowledge from mainstream fields. 

Most production in these domains comes from fields of US area-studies that tend to be 

limited to the works of US black intellectuals and the dialogue between English and 

French speakers in Europe. In cases of comparison to other areas of the world such as 

Latin America, the Caribbean, or Africa, there is usually an emphasis on comparing 

cultural phenomena in a manner that is relatable to practices in the United States, which 

in turn reduces the presence of, and agency from black writers outside of the United 

States. This configuration continues to be problematic as the discussion on African 

diaspora has gained more currency, although it also helps to explain the lack of attention 

paid to black thinkers writing in Spanish and Portuguese by contemporary scholarly 

studies. However, during the early decades of the twentieth century, black writers who 

spoke Spanish and Portuguese were less concerned with linguistic marginalization. 

Instead, they were working towards equal inclusion into their respective nations by using 

writing to prove that they possessed the necessary fitness for citizenship. 
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National Marginalization and Fitness for Citizenship  

Black Brazilians and Cubans, during the 1920s and 1930s, were working towards 

being recognized as fully integrated citizens in their respective national contexts. For 

blacks in both nations, this struggle for citizenship was happening only a few decades 

after the abolition of slavery (1888 in Brazil and 1886 in Cuba). After abolition, both 

countries underwent tumultuous processes of political and social formation that 

challenged established hierarchies with the installation of republics requiring new social 

definitions by constitutional laws. While the political discourses in both Cuba and Brazil 

pledged equality among all constituents of their respective republics, blacks continually 

found themselves discriminated against by the same white elites that had inherited 

positions of power after independence and the abolition of slavery. In order to understand 

the way blacks were marginalized by new definitions of the nation and citizenship, it is 

necessary to examine the historical events that led to the establishment of the respective 

republics and how citizenship was defined in each context. 

Cuba’s Ten Years’ War for independence from Spain witnessed the participation 

of blacks at all levels of military responsibility. The Liberation Army was formed by a 

coalition of Cubans from all race categories on the island. The struggle that lasted thirty 

years, over the course of three wars, resulted in political independence brought about by 

the support of blacks, whites, and mulattoes who wished to see themselves free from 

Spanish control. A multiracial coalition aimed to create an independent, socially 

egalitarian, and racially inclusive republic, in the words of José Martí, a nation “with all 

and for all” (De la Fuente A Nation for All 23). The formulation of an inclusive 
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nationalist policy was critical to the success of independence, which could only be won 

by the unity of Cubans previously segregated by racial caste. This unity was a double-

edged sword for black and white Cubans: while protecting the value of Cubans of all 

races, it was also meant to ensure that the island would not become another Haiti, in other 

words a nation governed by blacks, and rested on the idea that blacks should be indebted 

to whites for the abolition of slavery.  

 In Brazil, national sovereignty came about with less bloodshed, in a strategic 

move by plantation owners, politicians, business classes, and the Portuguese royal family 

in 1822. In order to avoid revolutionary struggle or slave revolt, Pedro I, the son of 

Portuguese King Dom João IV, was placed as the head of an independent Brazil and a 

constitution was made in 1824. The institution of slavery was slowly phased out by laws 

passed in 1860s and 1870s, and finally abolished in 1888 by Pedro’s daughter, Princess 

Isabel (Alberto Terms of Inclusion 7). In 1889, one year after slavery was abolished, 

Brazil became a republic, which continued to be run by oligarchical families that 

inherited their wealth and power from the plantation-based economies of sugar, coffee, 

tobacco, and ranching. Slavery was often viewed from the outside as milder and 

friendlier than in other parts of the Americas, and foreign travellers to the country 

documented amicable race relations. 

The establishment of universal suffrage developed differently in Brazil and Cuba, 

leading to distinct manifestations of political activism by blacks. Cuba was unique in that 

it adopted universal male suffrage early on compared to other nations that had large 

populations of African descendants. In 1901, Cuba’s Constitutional Convention declared 
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universal male suffrage, to the dismay of the traditional elite and US government, 

solidifying it as a central tenet of Cuban politics. While voting rights were expanded in 

Cuba, they were limited under Brazil’s first oligarchic republic, which lasted from 1889 

to 1930. In Brazil, voting rights were only given to literate men, which effectively 

prevented most black Brazilians, as well as many Brazilians of European descent, from 

participating in the nation’s political activity (De la Fuente A Nation for All 12-13). Black 

Brazilians were excluded from participation in the political life of the nation based on 

terms of literacy, an issue that was quite evident in the 1930s, when black writers pushed 

for the black masses to embrace literacy as an integral mode of empowerment. Cuban 

elites to some extent had their hands tied to exclude black Cubans from participating in 

political decisions; at the same time, however, political organizing based on the idea of 

racial democracy was used to prevent blacks from unifying on racial or ethnic terms.  

 During the first decade of 1900, after the establishment of a Constitution and the 

guarantee of universal male voting rights in Cuba, blacks and mulattoes continued to 

experience exclusion from activities that would allow them to move up the social ladder. 

US investors in the island’s sugar and tobacco industries largely controlled national 

economic activity and used their extensive influence over policy making circles in the 

United States to defend US interventionist agendas, thereby severely limiting the actual 

independence that Cubans had fought so hard to achieve only a few decades before. 

Created in response to limited perceived representation of blacks and mulattoes in 

electoral politics and parliament, the Partido Independiente de Color [PIC] was one of 

the few ways through which mobilization along racially defined terms occurred in Cuba. 
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Politically, the PIC was a sensible move to garner rights for blacks. However, it was 

deemed ideologically unacceptable to the terms of Cuban national rhetoric of racial 

fraternity and in many circles condemned as a racist movement. Despite limited political 

success, the PIC did mobilize Cubans of color to stand up for themselves and fight for 

their fair share. A revolt in 1912 by members of the PIC in protest against the Morúa law, 

which banned the association of any racially exclusive group, led to a massacre of blacks 

(De la Fuente A Nation for All 74). This event, exacerbated by press coverage that 

exaggerated white fears and legitimized the killing of innocent blacks, unleashed the 

systematic repression of blacks on the island with the assistance of US military support 

and racist whites, who used the event to control black populations and keep black 

political movements under surveillance throughout the first republic.  

In Brazil, at the turn of the nineteenth century, blacks were also battling political 

and social barriers to their advancement in the society that had decreed them free from 

slavery in 1888. Freedom from relegation to manual labor and access to education were 

still a long shot for most black Brazilians. White elites’ increasing acceptance of 

eugenicist theories of black inferiority and ideas of whitening gave strength to the 

inherently unequal conditions that blacks experienced in rural and urban areas of the 

country. Due to fears of a growing black population and possible social revolts, elite 

landowners collaborated with politicians to introduce immigration policies that would 

encourage white European migrants from Germany, Italy, and Poland, as well as 

Southern and Eastern European countries such as Spain, Portugal and Ukraine to flock to 

Brazil, fleeing the economic instability and hunger of the aftermath of World War I. The 
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jobs that blacks had typically been relegated to do were now threatened to be filled by 

white European immigrants who were willing to work for less money. This whitening 

policy directly threatened blacks’ survival in the nation and forced many to move from 

the rural areas of Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, the interior of the state of São Paulo and 

Bahia to the urban centers of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. During the 1920s and 1930s, 

blacks experienced isolation and repression in São Paulo, where they were a stark 

minority compared to other regions of Brazil with large black populations. The role that 

the FNB played in orienting blacks and providing them an inclusive organization to 

advocate for their social and political rights within Brazilian society is evident in this 

statement by one of the group’s members: 

Agora, [nos anos 1930] nós combatíamos os donos de escravos que 

viraram latifundiários, combatíamos os donos do café. Acontece que não 

ficou pra nós negros a riqueza do café, porque o rei do café era o 

Lunardelli, um italiano, quer dizer, não ficou nem para os Barros, nem 

para os Junqueiras, para ninguém, ficou nas mãos dos imigrantes.  

A Frente [… era] acima de tudo patriota. Nós achávamos que tínhamos de 

defender, como brasileiros, aquilo que os nossos antepassados sofreram 

para nos deixar [...] nossa linha era puramente nacionalista.  

 

Now, [in the 1930s] we have battled with the slave owners that turned into 

landowners, we fought the coffee plantation owners. It just so happened 

that the wealth from the coffee industry was not for us blacks, because the 

king of coffee was Lunardelli, an Italian, in other words, it was neither for 
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the Barros nor the Junqueiras, nor anybody, it was in the hands of the 

immigrants. The Frente [… was] above all patriotic. We thought that we 

had to defend, as Brazilians, that which our ancestors suffered to leave for 

us [...] our path was purely nationalist. (qtd. in Barbosa 45-46) 

The process of transitioning from agrarian slave-based societies to inclusive republics 

happened almost overnight in Brazil and Cuba. Universal male suffrage in Cuba, and the 

more limited suffrage of literate or land owning males in Brazil, offered blacks some 

opportunity to participate in civic activities. But despite the fraternal language of the 

constitutions in both countries, significant barriers to social and economic advancement 

were still major determinants to blacks’ political leverage. Immigration posed a threat to 

the already precarious situations of blacks in Brazil, who found themselves further 

marginalized even from the lowest paid jobs that were formerly relegated to slaves. 

While barriers to equal citizenship remained in place, blacks sought ways to work within 

the “racially harmonious” environments to improve their own social status and political 

power.  

 

Racial democracies and mestizaje/mestiçagem in Brazil and Cuba 

Alberto claims that “construed as a uniquely Brazilian ‘sentiment,’ fraternity 

allowed black thinkers [...] to bypass a weak state and to amend what its laws could not 

by claiming brotherhood directly with their white counterparts” (“Of Sentiment” 282). 

The ideology of racial democracy in its various forms, despite covering up the racial 

inequalities present in Brazil and Cuba, also limited elites’ abilities to completely exclude 

blacks from participation in activities that could lead to social mobility, resulting in the 
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ascendancy of some Brazilians or Cubans of color, including many of the black 

intellectuals who are featured in this work.   

 Discourses of mestizaje/mestiçagem or miscegenation were also prevalent 

throughout Latin America, particularly in Cuba in the 1930s, which underscored the 

“politicized assimilationist, [and] monoculturalist rhetoric” (Martinez-Echazabal 38) that 

shared a similar logic to racial democracy in Brazil. In countries where there were 

substantial populations of Afro-descendants, such as Brazil and Cuba, these discourses 

served to erase, diminish, and homogenize all people regardless of color. Alejandro de la 

Fuente explains how miscegenation became a popular ideology that was built on the 

notion that “ample sectors of their populations were basically inferior and that their 

human stock needed to be ‘improved’” (“Cuban Myths of Racial Democracy” 41). These 

ideologies still classified racial inferiority in terms of “culture, geography, or climate 

rather than pure genetics” (41), thus presenting the spectrum of light to dark with the 

lighter end representing progress and the darker end as “primitive and uncivilized,” 

leading to whitening discourses that used mixture as the way to improve the cultural 

stock of nations like Brazil and Cuba. Mestizaje discourses attempted to bind the diverse 

groups of people that comprised the nation. While minimizing the presence of black 

cultural heritage, the discourse provided a positive view of the racial mixing that occurred 

in places like Brazil and Cuba, cultivating a national self-image that surreptitiously 

erased the political agency of blacks even as they became nominally visible citizens. 

Although the idea of a racial democracy as a political motive became prominent 

in Brazil in the 1940s and 1950s, the concept had existed during prior decades to describe 
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the mild nature of race relations in the country. The idea described Brazil as a place free 

of legal racial differences and prone to racial mixture; a place in which class more so than 

race marked social differences. It is still debatable as to who came up with the term. 

Sérgio Antonio Guimarães has posited that sociologist Gilberto Freyre had used the term 

“social democracy” or “ethnic democracy” in his conferences in 1938. Guimarães 

explains that it was the social scientists who first circulated the term. The first person 

who used the phrase racial democracy was Brazilian sociologist, folklorist, and 

anthropologist Arthur Ramos in 1942 (1). In 1944, French sociologist and anthropologist 

Roger Bastide used the same term while describing a visit to see Gilberto Freyre in the 

newspaper Diário de São Paulo (Guimarães “Democracia Racial” 1). The use of the term 

increased after World War II in texts by sociologists and anthropologists.   

A connection to Portuguese-speaking Africa can be seen in Freyre’s 

conceptualization of the term Lusotropicalism, which was used to explain the 

phenomenon of Portuguese survival in tropical climates throughout the world and the 

type of colonial relationship with the natives of each respective land, considered to be 

friendly compared to English or French forms of colonization. Gilberto Freyre’s Casa 

Grande e Senzala (1933) delineated the unique qualities of the Portuguese as colonizers, 

highlighting how their paternalistic benevolence, biological and cultural mixture with the 

colonized, and successful adaptation to tropical climates set them apart from the imperial 

policies and practices of other European colonizers. Freyre’s idea was subsequently 

adopted by the fascist regime in Portugal after WWII with the aim of validating the 

imperialist endeavor and renewing Portugal’s grasp on its own colonies in Africa. 
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Lusotropicalism was used politically by the Portuguese to mask the fact that it held onto 

its colonial territories long after the other empires had withdrawn imperial forces. The 

logic of both racial democracy and Lusotropicalism tend to highlight the Portuguese as an 

exceptional colonizing force that instead of violent domination and subjugation of blacks 

and native peoples preferred the more humane racial mixing that the empire claimed to 

preserve its power in Africa.  

 The idea of racial democracy was ambiguous enough to be used by both whites 

who wanted to ameliorate the image of their societies and blacks who used it as leverage 

to reap some of the benefits promised by political leaders. The term racial democracy was 

created and used by the Brazilian intelligentsia to describe the amicable racial relations of 

Brazil. There is some debate in current scholarship as to whether the term racial 

democracy could be wielded just as much by blacks in favor of social mobilization as by 

white elites who were attempting to cover up the inherently racist history of slavery and 

contemporary manifestations of social hierarchies. Paulina Alberto discusses the idea of 

racial democracy as one that can be exploited by both whites and blacks. Furthermore, 

she emphasizes that prior to the coinage and use of racial democracy by social scientists 

Freyre, Ramos, and Bastide, there were other metaphors that symbolized the same 

friendly and cordial relationships among ex-masters and ex-slaves. One example often 

used by blacks was the concept of racial fraternity, which implied a mutual assistance 

from white Brazilians to include their black and mulatto brothers in economic activities. 

The idea of racial democracy or its debated mythic value serve as popularly accepted 

beliefs to maintain the status quo, and to propagate the argument that blacks and people 
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of color do not have it so bad in their respective nations. The language of this concept 

prevented blacks and people of color from resisting the socio-political structures that 

have been in place since the days of slavery, forcing them to seek other outlets for 

inclusion in their respective societies. One of these venues was the production of 

published texts via black and mainstream presses. 

 

Ephemeral Publication Venues 

The black writers I examine throughout this dissertation were part of the growing 

network of print culture. Being in the urban centers of Brazil, Cuba, or Portugal allowed 

access to the press and other forms of printed materials. Furthermore, it allowed them to 

produce or seek venues to publish works of poetry, newspapers, bulletins, and even 

compilations of anthologies of literature. The press was the immediate and quickest, 

perhaps the most affordable, way in which they spread their work. Many times printing 

presses were haphazard or homemade and only allowed limited quantities of papers to be 

distributed. However, depending upon the funds available, some presses became quite 

elaborate and allowed groups like the FNB in Brazil or Mensagem in Lisbon to 

disseminate their newspapers among multiple cities. George Alao states that “periodicals 

testify to the literary activity of a given location; they are the literary memory of a 

particular period, the laboratory of new ideas, mouthpieces of literary movements, and, 

often, the place of a more varied form of collaboration” (169). Indeed, marginal sites of 

literary activity by and for blacks of São Paulo, Havana, and Lisbon are documented in 

the newspapers produced during the 1920s and 1930s, the major period of literary 

production.  
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The newspaper was an ephemeral form of knowledge production; some black 

associations included other forms of literature within the space of the periodical to 

express their ideas creatively and freely. Poetry could be found in many of the black 

newspapers of São Paulo in the 1920s and 1930s. In Havana, Gustavo Urrutia’s column 

in the Diario de la Marina featured articles interspersed with poetry, including the first 

works of Nicolás Guillén. The genre of poetry served as a way to express certain 

critiques, feelings, and ideals that could not be written in plain prose. Poems usually were 

published among the daily articles, adding variety to the columns of prose. The 

metaphoric language of the poem allowed the writer a freedom of expression and the 

ability to disguise social critique. Additionally, poems—subtler and more indirect than 

prose—were open to multiple interpretations. In Brazil and Cuba, this allowed black 

intellectuals to print a critique of, for example, the hypocritical behavior of white elites, 

which they would not have dared to write in straight prose.  

 In Portuguese colonial Africa, it is said that “o jornalismo e a[s] literatura[s] 

africana[s] nascem juntos” ‘journalism and African Literatures are born together’ (J. De 

Oliveira 5). Writing poetry or fiction was a way to have creative freedom, from which to 

contest colonialism and Eurocentric knowledge as well as reach an extended readership 

beyond one’s limited social network. Black intellectuals from Portuguese-speaking 

Africa and those in the diasporic communities in Brazil and Cuba used both the press and 

literature to make themselves heard. Whether black journalism or black literature began 

simultaneously in each context is debatable. However, both writing genres went hand in 

hand. Furthermore, black intellectuals wanted to claim their own positions as equal 
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participants in the national (for Brazil and Cuba) or proto-national (in terms of former 

Portuguese colonies) contexts of the early-twentieth century.  

 

The Preservation of Ephemeral Periodicals 

As in many parts of Latin America, in Brazil and Cuba literary modernity took 

place in ephemeral materials such as periodicals, because books were not as easily 

produced or as widely disseminated. However, nowadays preserving ephemeral 

periodicals has been a major challenge in places like São Paulo due in part to limited 

resources for archiving, reflecting a deeper societal belief about the value of periodicals. 

It can be extremely difficult or even impossible to access or even find evidence of the 

black press in national or local archives. The main sources of periodicals featured in this 

dissertation came from a combination of digital and physical archives that are now 

somewhat removed from the sites of their historical importance. The bulk of the Paulista 

black press is preserved on microfilm available through Indiana University, which are 

copies from originals taken from Princeton University’s Latin American Pamphlet 

Collection. In fact, during my archival research in São Paulo, I found only one original 

copy of A Voz da Raça and one microfilm that included a sparse compilation of black 

press newspapers in fair to poor condition in the entire Arquivo do Estado in São Paulo.  

An insightful conversation with Afro-Brazilian activist and writer Miriam Alves 

revealed the lack of appreciation people had for newsprint in Brazil. She stated that most 

Brazilians did not value them; they were usually thrown away. The libraries and public 

archives did not keep them. Alves explained that people who were actually interested in 

an item would probably find a way to steal it and keep it for personal use. The best 
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collections of Brazilian black press newspapers exist in limited US archives, in the form 

of copies or on microfilm, which contain most issues in fair condition. The irony that the 

bulk of the historical preservation of the Brazilian black press exists in the United States 

is a prime example of the asymmetrical power relations between the Global North and the 

Global South.  

In Portugal and Cuba, archives have been preserved differently thanks to the work 

of individuals at institutional archives or universities. In Portugal, the editorial work of 

Manuel Ferreira and the digitalization of the archives of Mário Pinto de Andrade, 

Amílcar Cabral, and Viriato da Cruz at the Arquivo Mário Soares have resulted in the 

preservation of a broad sample of the work of different writers from the 1940s through 

the 1970s, as well as the critical work written by these writers and other scholars. 

Additionally important in these archives are the correspondence and other ephemera such 

as notes, manuscripts, photographs, and translations. While conducting research at the 

Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal where most of Manuel Ferreira’s books are kept I also 

visited professor Pires Laranjeira who kindly opened his private library to me. In Cuba, 

the work of Gustavo E. Urrutia is kept by Tomás Fernández Robaina at the Biblioteca 

Nacional José Martí in Havana. Although I did not visit the library personally, I was able 

to acquire access to the collection of some years of the Diario de la Marina digitized in 

the Digital Library of the Caribbean housed at the University of Florida. There are 

limited preservations of the column Ideales de una raza, housed in the Arthur Schomburg 

collection in the New York public library and available upon special request.  
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Black Identity and Pan-Africanism  

In looking at the critical literature written about the African diasporic production 

in both Portuguese and Spanish languages, it is possible to trace it from the first 

European-African contact. In the United States, the most recent works of critics such as 

Richard L. Jackson, Vera Kutzinski, Jerome Branche, Josiah Blackmore, and Lisa Voigt 

recount this period. After histories of the first encounter, the scholarship mainly focuses 

on the accounts of runaway communities, the uprisings and resistance by slaves or free 

Blacks, and nineteenth-century slave narratives and anti-abolitionist novels from the 

Americas. In the twentieth century, blacks (and their ways of living) became an object of 

study in the social sciences, but never as agents or producers of any knowledge. As new 

connections in the form of the written word advanced across the Atlantic, thanks to the 

press as well as the circulation and dissemination of periodicals, the connection between 

African descendants in the Americas and those in Africa or in Europe firmly drew 

together networks crossing multiple boundaries of language, geographical space, and 

cultural heterogeneity creating a matrix interlacing legacies of common experiences as 

early as the so called “discovery” of the American continent in 1492. However, there is a 

reiterative problem that intellectuals such as Gerald Moser, Abdias do Nascimento, Vera 

Kutzinski, George Reid Andrews, and Henry Louis Gates Jr. explain, which is the 

“forgetfulness” or what I call the marginalization of the Portuguese and Spanish speaking 

diaspora communities. It is possible to see this marginalization since the very early Pan-

African meetings. 
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 Pan-Africanism can be traced to different moments of origination. On the one 

hand, it is considered to have started with the displacement of Africans to the New World 

during the slave trade. According to this overarching definition, the term can be applied 

to any and all resistance to the structures of oppression and the systems of slavery (Larkin 

115-129), creating a sentiment of unity for the uprooted Africans living their harsh 

realities in the Americas. However, this unification became relevant in Europe as some 

Africans, ex-slaves, wrote their memoirs and biographies to trace their movement 

through the Atlantic that connected the three continents (Africa, America, and Europe). 

Historians such as George Shepperson and Emanuel Geiss debate the concept of Pan-

Africanism originating with the Afro-American thinker W.E.B. DuBois, sometimes 

referred to as the “father of Pan-Africanism” (Shepperson 353). As part of a collaborative 

effort intellectuals from the (Anglophone) Caribbean, such as George Padmore, and West 

Africans, such as Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta, gathered in Europe for the first 

five congresses held to discuss the “Negro problem” (DuBois 12). The Pan-African 

Congresses set out to achieve various goals, among them the independence of Africa and 

the formation of a nationalist sentiment.  DuBois was influenced by ideas of Pan-

Nationalism during his two-years of postgraduate studies in Berlin, which appear in his 

reflection of the situation of Africa and its diaspora. DuBois envisioned the unification of 

the peoples of the continent with those in diaspora and considered the African continent 

as a unified whole (Shepperson 353). Nonetheless, DuBois’s perspective of a unified 

Africa was inherently flawed insofar as it conceived of traditional forms as static and 

romanticized relics without an active role in the modernization of the continent’s 
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societies (Geiss 196). While Black literature during the early twentieth century may have 

fostered certain romantic ideals about the advancement of people of color, they were 

rooted in day-to-day realities of Afro-descendents that could be represented through 

various genres, creating a multifaceted approach to producing culture and disseminating 

ideas. 

 

Class, Literacy, and Black “Elites”  

Black associations emerged in the early twentieth century as ways for blacks to 

obtain the resources of dominant culture that were otherwise out of reach. These 

associations or clubs served as platforms where blacks could access basic resources such 

as education, medical care, and recreational activities. Additionally, belonging to an 

association marked the individual with a sense of status based on education level or 

profession, but was not based on class as in traditional white clubs. The term class was 

ambiguous, as it did not denote solely economic status, but rather a socio-cultural status 

as well as a certain literacy level. Class was also linked with race in that, for example, a 

person of a certain socioeconomic and professional status even if born to parents of 

African descent, could “whiten” and be accepted among the dominant culture as white, or 

indeed colorless. In contrast, the members of many black associations, regardless of their 

economic standing, experienced discrimination in many social spheres, which made 

membership to a Black association beneficial for individuals to connect with influential 

people who shared a common struggle. The space of the black association provided an 

additional element of support that was not typical of “elite” clubs of previous 

generations: such establishments served as safe spaces to discuss and promote social 
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change as well as to propose ideas and in many cases secure access to publishing 

facilities. In fact, the clubs often established their own publications in the form of 

periodicals or newsletters in which black intellectuals had a venue to frequently write and 

publish.  

The writings of marginalized black intellectuals in Brazil, Cuba, and the African 

diaspora in Portugal during the first half of the twentieth century (a few decades after the 

abolition of slavery) allow us to see the exchange of ideas and influence on the issues of 

exclusion, racism, and inequality. Tracing these articulations helps to uncover the 

intricacies and ambivalences of how black writers intended to change the way their 

fellow countrymen thought of them. The ideas that came out of these writings created a 

bond of solidarity and exchange with each other and demanded the basic human rights 

that they understood to be universal. For example, in Lisbon, the Mensagem group 

published the main anthologies of poets of most of the Portuguese colonial territories as 

well as journalistic prose that had even reached magazines such as Présence Africaine in 

Paris.  

In Brazil, on April 15, 1993 the Frente Negra Brasileira stated in its first statute 

that it was the “união política e social da Gente Negra Nacional, para afirmação dos 

direitos históricos da mesma, em virtude da sua atividade material e moral no passado e 

para reivindicação de seus direitos sociais e politicos atuais na Comunhão Brasileira” 

‘political and social union of the National Black People, to affirm their historical rights, 

by virtue of their material and moral activity in the past and to reestablish their actual 

social and political rights in the Brazilian Commonwealth’ (“Estatutos” 3). This in turn 
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corresponded to the goals of the FNB as a political organization, which were articulated 

through articles in A Voz da Raça. These issues of inclusion, citizenship, and identity are 

analogous in Cuba and Portugal, which I develop more specifically in each of the 

corresponding chapters.    

Black writers who chose to refer to their blackness made an important distinction 

between those with a prerogative for improving the condition of people of color and those 

who merely wrote about the “black problem” or “question of race.” Correia Leite 

explains that blacks should not remain silent regarding their situation, reaffirming their 

understanding to use education and intellect to combat how others have perceived them. 

Though the black writers participating in these middle-class circles were considered in 

part a “black elite,” it is important to mention that most of them were exceptions to the 

rule. Due to their education and drive for change, they were able to acquire jobs that were 

not merely manual. Micol Siegel suggests that the term elite used by black intellectuals of 

the black press and the black associations can be blurry and be used for self-

representation and should not be confused with class (181-182). Most of the writers in 

my analysis held some type of political office or administrative positions, in some cases 

even such prominent positions as professorship, but these job positions did not 

necessarily guarantee a higher socioeconomic status. Their socioeconomic stability often 

was short-lived. Most of these black writers carried with them the experiences that 

accompanied them into the growing urban centers of Portugal, Cuba, or Brazil where 

black residents were forced to inhabit the newly formed cortiços ‘tenement buildings’ 

and precarious types of dwellings that provide a glimpse of the development of today’s 
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favelas ‘slums.’ Therefore, I will refer to such individuals as black intellectuals 

examining the impact of their writings not exclusively aimed at an “elite” readership, but 

more importantly, for the masses. I also want to point out that these “elite” members were 

all young males. Black thinkers of the 1920s and 1930s set a precedent that remained 

largely unmentioned in terms of “Brazilian ideologies of race and citizenship” (Alberto 

“Of Sentiment” 264) and of “uneven encounters” (Siegel 180) when compared to other 

cases such as the United States, but that nonetheless these black thinkers were aware and 

participated in building race and nation on their own terms. This claim is important 

because it articulates the contribution of black intellectuals to the racial debate and their 

resistance to be accepted as anything less than equal citizens. 

The case of Portuguese-speaking Africans in Lisbon was one of imposed 

assimilation by the colonial regime. Blacks who inhabited the intermediary position as 

assimilados2 in the colonial experience had to be wary that their own actions could be 

reappropriated and used in unintended ways. Russell Hamilton acknowledges the 

intermediary position in which assimilated intellectuals like Mário Pinto de Andrade and 

Francisco José Tenreiro found themselves. He explains that 

the awakening of a collective, nationalist consciousness coincided with the 

de facto practice, and eventually the official policy of assimilação. As 

members of the intellectual elites were beginning to analyze the 

exploitation of the masses of the “unassimilated,” they were discovering 

                                                
2 Assimilado was a category used in colonial policy to refer to Africans who attained a certain level of 
Portuguese culture, whether through religious affiliation to the Catholic church or the ability to read and 
write in Portuguese. It was intended to appear non-racist; however, it was carried out in the same manner as 
colonial civilizing missions had been for centuries.  
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that their own command of Portuguese was the principal measure of their 

relatively advantaged status in the existing colonial system. They found 

themselves in the awkward posture of simultaneously rejecting their 

acculturated status, while using it as a means of cultural resistance 

(Lusophone Literature in Africa 315-316). 

The importance of language as a form of power for even assimilated people explains the 

emphasis that many assimilados placed on the written text and literary forms such as 

poetry and fiction. They knew that the power of written language could help them 

liberate themselves from the binds of colonial hierarchies. 

This study consists of three chapters that contextualize and provide analysis of the 

work of black writers from the 1920s to the 1950s in Brazil, Cuba, and Portugal. In 

Chapter two, I analyze the strategies that Brazilian black writers used in the Paulista 

black press to fight for the empowerment of the masses bolstered by the establishment of 

the political association Frente Negra Brasileira. The chapter begins with an overview of 

the development of Brazil’s black press in urban São Paulo in the 1920s and 1930s. I 

follow with a discussion of the racial, national and economic marginalization. Third, this 

chapter examines key newspaper articles from Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, Lino Guedes, 

and José Correia Leite, who produced some of the most critical and interesting work of 

the time. A final section explores the poetic writings that were included in periodicals 

from the aforementioned writers. Chapter three examines the work of Cuban black 

journalist Gustavo E. Urrutia and his impact via writing in a mainstream newspaper. I 

analyze the effectiveness of his discursive techniques for promoting Cuban blackness in 
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the context of the second republic, despite pressures of cultural domination from both 

internal and external sources. I consider the impact on Urrutia’s writing of black 

movements from abolition to the 1912 rebellion of blacks and the repression that 

followed. Subsequently, I present a discussion of Afro-Cubanism, the white discourses of 

negrismo, and how Urrutia’s writing fits within these movements. Then, I offer a close 

reading of a multiday article that is framed as a soundtrack of Cuban issues that highlight 

the main problems of racism in the country. I focus on Urrutia’s stylized writing method 

that effectively criticizes the racial inequalities in Cuba, while using a humble tone and 

sense of humor that engaged rather than turned away white readers. The chapter wraps up 

with a look at Urrutia’s use of the term Nuevo Negro and how he articulates race 

differently from the concept of the New Negro as understood in the US context. In 

Chapter four, I look at the writings of a diverse group of writers from Portuguese-

speaking African colonies, whose contact at the Casa dos Estudantes do Império in 

Lisbon provided them a network to organize the struggle in order to resist colonial 

domination in Portuguese-speaking Africa, eventually leading to liberation movements in 

Cape Verde, Guinea Bissau, Angola and Mozambique. I begin with an examination of the 

origins of the first anthology of black poetry written in Portuguese. Subsequently, I 

explain how the fragmented and ephemeral nature of their writings had to be framed in 

nontraditional ways, extending the structure of ideas to go beyond a single volume and 

even include other languages such as French and Spanish. Then, I trace the origins of 

writing in Portuguese-speaking African colonies through the initial compilations of 

anthologies and periodical literary distribution. I include an analysis of writings from 
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writers defining black African literature, and in particular their poetry. This chapter ends 

with a close reading of Viriato da Cruz’s thought on the responsibilities of the black 

intellectual. In each chapter, I provide a brief historical overview that contextualizes the 

political and economic processes that produced the marginalizing factors that writers 

were dealing with on a day-to-day basis. I also include a discussion of literary techniques 

and strategies in my textual analysis that played the crucial role of allowing writers to 

publish and be read by intended audiences as well as repressive forces such as state 

police, white business owners, and politicians. This study intends to critically examine 

the production of black thought and validate black writers who, due to their historical and 

linguistic contexts, have been ignored, misunderstood, and discredited by the 

marginalizing forces of Western discourse. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Black Writers in São Paulo 

	
O texto escrito começa a trazer a marca de 

uma experiência de vida distinta do estabelecido 
‘The written text begins to bear the mark of 

a different life experience from what has been 
established’3 

 (Cuti Literatura Negra-Brasileira 15)	
	

In the early 1920s, as the city of São Paulo was growing into one of the largest 

urban centers of the American continent, 94 kilometers northwest of the metropolitan 

area, in the emerging city of Campinas, a group of black writers had created the city’s 

first black newspaper O Getulino4: “Orgão de defesa dos interesses dos homens pretos.”  

Lino Guedes, Benedito Florêncio, and Gervásio de Moraes founded O Getulino in 1923 

honoring Luiz Gama’s work as a writer and abolitionist. Lino Guedes served as the 

newspaper’s first editor. He saw tremendous potential in publishing, despite a restricted 

readership, which inevitably resulted in ceasing its production on May 13, 1926. During 

the first anniversary of the newspaper, Lino Guedes eloquently expressed how the act of 

writing served the black author as a tool to change the perception of the black masses, not 

as an uneducated and “abject” mass of people, but to promote the self-awareness that he 

thought black people lacked in order to bring about unity and change to their own 

marginalized position as a community. He stated: 	

                                                
3 All translations are mine unless noted.   
4 Luiz Gama was an Afro-Brazilian abolitionist, poet and journalist. Under the pen name Getulino, he 
published his only book, Trovas Burlescas de Getulino (1859). The editors of O Getulino in Campinas used 
Luiz Gama’s pen name as the title of their newspaper.   
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Foi a 29 de julho do ano pretérito que se fundou entre nós o “Getulino”. 

Há um ano que seus fundadores, cheios de entusiasmo pela idéia que lhes 

nascera no cérebro criador, resolveram levar até o fim tão alevantada 

aspiração: emancipar moralmente seus irmãos, que outrora escravizados, 

embrutecidos, abjetos não podiam dar cumprimento ao sublime imperativo 

da caridade bíblica Surge et ambula […] O Getulino é como um clarim 

marcial, a nossa gente tocando a reunir […] Nova campanha vai ser 

iniciada, nova luta contra o indiferentismo dessa gente que parece 

algemada e incapaz de progresso, que parece desconhecer por completo o 

que o belo e sublime há no alfabeto.  

 

It was July 29 of last year that we founded the “Getulino”. One year ago 

when its founders, full of enthusiasm about the idea born in their creative 

minds, determined to see through to the end the lofty aspiration of: 

morally emancipating their brothers, who were formerly enslaved, 

brutalized, abjected and could not fulfill the sublime imperative of biblical 

goodwill: Surge et ambula […] The Getulino is like a war bugle, playing 

to reunite all of our people […] A new campaign will begin, a new fight 

against the indifference of those people who seem shackled and incapable 

of progress, who seem to be ignorant of the beauty and sublime essence of 

the alphabet (1).5 

                                                
5 Jose Correia Leite, would use similar words describing blacks who continue to be indifferent, like those 
mentioned by Guedes: “Naqueles idos de 89, em virtude de a nossa raça recém liberta, portanto 
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Lino Guedes states the mission of the publication to elevate his morally discouraged and 

downtrodden brothers to embrace the practice of literacy. In this celebratory article, 

Guedes writes with a particular flair that demonstrates stylistic mastery through both 

metaphor and biblical reference. His emphasis on celebrating genuine black 

achievements, such as completing a year of publishing the newspaper, serves as a critical 

reflection of the practice of literacy. Guedes talks of a need to increase literacy among 

blacks in Brazil, thereby establishing a clear division between literate and illiterate black 

Brazilians, a common strategy used by other black intellectuals of the time. Guedes was 

advocating for the newspaper to be a means of “moral emancipation” and social 

consciousness through writing, wherein literacy would play a critical role. His focus on 

the written text as an emancipating tool “breaking the chains” of mental slavery and 

indifference, sought to unify blacks in a common struggle, while deliberately detaching 

himself from those who did not or could not read. Guedes writes in a celebratory tone, 

positively noting the dignity of black people who have overcome slavery and brutality in 

their history. However, in the following sentence Guedes reproaches the black masses 

who appear to demonstrate a lack of intention or ability to acquire literacy as “incapaz de 

progresso,” implementing a militaristic metaphor to promote solidarity of a common 

struggle when he equates his newspaper with a “clarim marcial.” The shift to speak about 

emancipation from moral slavery calls for a change in one’s state of mind, as well as a 

move, an action toward the access of knowledge. Guedes states a political agenda, a 

strategic path for the inclusion of blacks with no direct mention of racist attitudes by their 

                                                                                                                                            
embrutecida e submersa nas trevas da ignorância desprevenida e abandonada num meio vicioso” ‘Those 
bygone days of ’89, by virtue of our race that was recently freed, ergo brutalized and submerged in the 
murky ignorance, caught off guard and abandoned in a vicious environment’ (Correia and Cuti 234).  
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white counterparts, a silence also common among other black writers, possibly due to a 

modest disposition that preferred to not blame whites outright for fear of backlash or 

perhaps diminished purchase of their arguments among white readers (Alberto Terms of 

inclusion 44; Sergio Guimarães “Intelectuais Negros” 275; Bastide 142). Furthermore, 

Guedes makes reference to the Bible when he quotes the Latin phrase “surge et ambula,” 

encouraging blacks to be active and take up literary practices such as writing. This 

reference exemplifies a common trend among black thinkers who chose to promote 

Western ideals of literacy and Christian moral values as the best way for blacks to 

improve their own social and economic situations. The strategy of publication in the 

black press was a means of resistance to the systemic social and economic barriers that 

prevented blacks from participating fully in the nation.6  	

 Black leaders such as Lino Guedes, José Correia Leite, and Arlindo Veiga dos 

Santos, among many others, used the newspaper as a call for action, as a way to spread 

ideas and connect members of a marginalized black community in the growing urban 

centers. Writings such as the aforementioned example by Guedes show how black 

                                                
6 A few articles in A Voz da Raça feature the discussion of the newspaper as a major strategy for blacks to 
incorporate themselves into a position of equal citizenship. In its 4th issue, published on April 8th 1933, an 
anonymous writer in an article titled “Pela imprensa” ‘for the [black] press’ explained why the periodical 
played an integral role in the association’s longevity, stating that it “alicerçado sobre o croncreto de ideias 
puramente patrioticas, com um programa moralizador, instrutivo e de concórdia” ‘based on purely patriotic, 
concrete ideas, with a moralizing, instructive and harmonious program’ (3). In issue no. 33, published on 
March 17, 1934 by Castelo Alves reaffirms the importance of the press in providing blacks a platform to 
defend their own claim as citizens of the nation. He states “a imprensa é o valor intrínseco com que a 
Nação conta para existir fato, mas é preciso que ela não seja mercenária, mas intransigente dentro de um 
Idealismo que comporte uma doutrina social reta e integral. “A Voz da Raça” é bem essa imprensa surgida 
na hora em que a gente negra brasileira precisa de um baluarte que lhe defenda de uma concurrência 
asfixiante e que não se justifica” ‘the press is the intrinsic value from which the Nation exists in fact, but it 
is necessary that it not be mercenary, but rather intransigent within an Idealism that carries with it an 
integral and straightforward social doctrine. “A Voz da Raça” is very much this press, which has come 
about at a time when black Brazilians most need a defense mechanism against an unjustified and 
asphyxiating competition’ (7). These examples show the value that the press held for literate blacks as a 
strategy for inclusion.   
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thinkers positioned themselves as a collective with the intention of improving the way of 

life for people of color. Furthermore, these black writers were acutely aware of the 

exclusion of blacks in Brazilian society. The black press provided a venue for black 

voices to be heard both inside and outside of “white” Paulista society and led to an 

increase in the dialogue with mainstream sources, despite efforts to discredit the black 

press by some of those sources. By looking at the creation of a positive black identity in 

the writings of black thinkers, I highlight the literary and linguistic strategies used by 

these intellectuals to reveal how these understudied writers proposed to transform the 

way black Brazilians could participate as full citizens.	

This chapter examines the publication of newspaper articles and poetry from 

black writers in São Paulo from the 1920s to 1940s.  The writings included in this work 

come from members of the black social group, Frente Negra Brasileira [FNB], which 

played an integral role in providing a public space for empowering blacks and is often 

overlooked and erased from historical analyses. I begin with a historical review of urban 

development in São Paulo and the ways in which black associations provided a space to 

organize, debate, and mobilize people of color within the white urban environment. The 

second section is a discussion of the marginalization of black thinkers in terms of race, 

citizenship, and economics. Third, this chapter examines key newspaper articles from 

Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, Lino Guedes, and José Correia Leite who produced some of 

the most critical and interesting work of the time.   
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Black Authors in São Paulo 	
	

The most important black intellectual hubs developed in flourishing urban 

centers, such as São Paulo, where the Frente Negra Brasileira had its headquarters. The 

São Paulo of the 1920s and 1930s, as Barbara Weinstein discusses, played a significant 

role in the modernization and industrialization of the nation, as it was one of the main 

spaces in which new immigrants settled after the decline of the coffee plantation 

economy. Due to pressure by members of the Brazilian white elite, based on racist 

eugenic pseudo-scientific studies, laws were passed in the early 1900s subsidizing 

immigration from Europe in an attempt to “whiten” the population (Stepan 154-157). São 

Paulo’s urbanization and acceptance of foreign immigrants kept blacks at the margins. 

Additionally, it became the heart of a “resurgent regionalism and emergent nationalism 

[...where] regional [white] elites [...] exercised considerable political dominance at the 

federal level” (Weinstein “Racializing Regional Difference” 240). From 1930-1937, 

Brazil underwent a political shift away from the Republican pseudo-democracy, spurred 

on by a series of uprisings led by various interests, including “agrarian elites, labor 

unions, industrialists, military officers, the urban middle class, Communists, Fascists, 

unregenerate Republicans” (Andrews 146). In 1931, Getulio Vargas’s Ministry of Labor 

created the Nationalization Labor Law that required labor employers to hire at least two-

thirds native Brazilians, which thus reduced the competition from European immigrants 

(Andrews 147). Black Brazilians welcomed this policy and saw it as an opportunity to 

even the economic playing field, making the Vargas regime favorable in the eyes of 
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many blacks who saw the political action to be more aligned with their ideals of 

inclusion.  

Black thinkers in the state of São Paulo in the 1920s and 1930s strategically 

crafted a cultural/racial identity in a parallel fashion to the development of a national 

identity that contradictorily denied the recognition of black people. Most importantly, 

Brazilian national identity developed differently across regions. The common division 

between the north as “uncivilized” and the south as “civilized” also permeated the 

discourses surrounding national identity. This divide was contested by the work of 

Gilberto Freyre, which included recognition of black culture, yet still provided a 

whitening framework to understand a “civilized” patriarchal mixed population. 

Nonetheless, black writers in the state of São Paulo followed similar strategies to those 

that promoted mainstream national identity. These strategies began by acknowledging 

that there was a crisis or a threat that put their current identity in danger.7 The threat 

declared by black intellectuals came not only from the residual system of slavery, but 

also from immigration policies that promoted migrants from Germany, Italy, and many 

countries of Eastern Europe to occupy land and labor in place of black Brazilians, who 

were often excluded from such opportunities. Antonio Sergio Guimarães goes so far to 

call this immigration threat a “second wave of European colonization” (“Intelectuais 

Negros” 274). 	

                                                
7 Gilberto Freyre focused on a regionalist approach to patriarchal-racial relations in Brazil, which he had 
envisioned in the Northeast Pernambuco, and applied to the rest of the country.  He also critiqued the 
modernization of the country that was causing such drastic transformation in the urban areas and draining 
the rural populations of resources from the Northeast to the South of the country in search of work, in 
particular after the Revolution of 1930 (Needell 11) 
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Black writers claimed that they were indeed in need of a “real emancipation,” a 

“second abolition” to free the black human being from oppression and gain equal 

opportunities. One of the most frequent strategies that black elites used to re-claim their 

authority was legitimizing the place of the black (ex-slave) in Brazilian society as a 

positive, hardworking figure who had contributed to the creation of the country and 

therefore deserved equal rights. One of the ways in which this authority was shown was 

via their own individual experiences as educated black men. This elite group of black 

Brazilians reinforced the notion that social power was best gained through education and 

literacy. They believed that by writing and obtaining a substantial readership through the 

black press they would be crafting authority. In some cases, individuals had enough 

financial resources to print their own books, some of which were advertised in the black 

press. Black intellectuals sought to encourage literacy and education among the black 

masses through the press as well as through the establishment of cultural associations.    	

The Paulista Black writers were critics and producers of knowledge and wrote to 

combat notions of black racial inferiority that were prevalent in Brazilian culture. The 

common tropes of the passive slave or the rebellious violent fugitive did not provide the 

positive image that black intellectuals were determined to create, but that lacked popular 

support from most print culture available at the time. Intellectuals such as Arlindo Veiga 

dos Santos and José Correia Leite found themselves needing to possess nuanced 

characteristics that could inspire other blacks to take up the struggle for empowerment 

while concealing any threats to the established white elites who could easily shut down 

their enterprises on the terms that they were separatist or racist. Black associations, such 
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as the FNB, provided physical and textual spaces for black writers to publicize 

contemporary issues affecting black people, as well as to engage critically in debates 

about these issues. Black writers used discursive and organizing/associative strategies, 

which they saw immigrant groups effectively using to maintain a standard of cultural 

awareness. This is evident in Correia Leite’s assertion that: “no Estado de S. Paulo, onde 

as colônias estrangeiras predominam pelas suas atividades, e adornam tudo pelo 

esclarecimento da idéia: fundam sociedades beneficentes, jornais, clubes, etc. São 

unidos...E nós?” ‘in the State of São Paulo, where the immigrant communities 

predominate due to their activities, and embellish everything with the enlightened idea:  

establish beneficent associations, newspapers, clubs, etc. They are united…and us?’ 

(“Cinco anos de clarinadas” 1). This statement reveals the pressure felt by black elites 

who witnessed the successful integration of foreign groups into Brazilian society in 

contrast to native black Brazilians who remained marginalized from social and economic 

participation.   	

It is possible to interpret black thinkers’ texts as mere protests against social 

inequality or demands for fair treatment or citizenship, but it is important to remember 

that at the beginning of the twentieth century in Brazil there was an urge to define the 

identity of the national subject by both the dominant classes as well as those who 

remained at the margins.8 Moreover, even if at the margins blacks adopted different ways 

to affirm their social, cultural, and racial identity, the dominant discourse on national 

                                                
8 Antonio Sergio Guimarães points out that during this time, the “cultivo da identidade racial” ‘cultivation 
of racial identity’ across white racial identity was a factor of the strong ethno-identification of what he 
considers the second colonization of Brazil –the mass immigration of Europeans (“Intelectuais Negros” 
275).  
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identity continued to perpetuate that miscegenation on the lighter side of the spectrum: in 

essence, a “white” or “whitened” person preserved Brazil’s reputation as a racial paradise 

in the eyes of the international community. However, the idea of racial paradise that was 

formulated tended to pacify and exoticize the black communities as well as allow for the 

political marginalization of blacks from participation as full citizens; blacks who 

understood the consequences of such discourses protested via the press as well as through 

physical manifestations (Guimarães “Notas sobre raça” 269). Many forms of resistance 

(music, dance, and religion, among others) contributed to the struggle for social change 

for blacks in Brazil. The scope of this study focuses primarily on the printed discursive 

practices of journalism and poetry, and the extent to which they mobilized, affirmed, and 

critiqued the perpetual marginalization and exclusion of blacks in the city of São Paulo. 

The black thinkers included in this work have traditionally remained at the margins of 

Brazilian historical and literary analyses by scholars who may or may not consider them 

“intellectuals.”9 This work recognizes the marginal position of black thinkers, but 

chooses to qualify them as intellectuals in order to avoid diminishing their agency or 

creating more silences.  	

In terms of representing marginal positions in Brazilian society, we can attribute 

the successes of black writers in part to their occupying a marginal space. As critic bell 

hooks suggests, being on the margins is to inhabit “the site of radical possibility, a space 
                                                
9 The older generation of scholars who included black intellectuals as agents in theirs studies such as Roger 
Bastide and Florestan Fernandes did not call them intellectuals per se. Scholars in the 2000s—such as 
Sergio Antonio Guimarães, Paulina Alberto, and Petrônio Domingues—have used the word “intellectuals” 
and “elites.” In a 2014 review of Alberto’s book, Petrônio Domingues and Flavio dos Santos Gomes 
criticize Alberto for not explicitly defining the terms “intelectuais negros” and “movimento negro” (6).  
Alberto in her book defines black intellectuals as “a group of men and a few women of some education and 
public standing, who proudly claimed their African racial or cultural heritage and who aspired to represent 
other Brazilians of color in national discussions about race and national identity since the early 1920s” (3).  
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of resistance. It was this marginality that I was naming as central location for the 

production of a counter hegemonic discourse that is not just found in words but in habits 

of being and the way one lives […]” (341). Indeed, it was within the marginal space of 

São Paulo’s urban center that afforded black authors the opportunity to write and critique 

within reach of mainstream producers of knowledge.  Their position outside of, but close 

to the sources of popular discourses allowed mainstream readers access to their writings.  

Many readers of the black press were white, educated Brazilians, who out of mere 

novelty, curiosity, or genuine interest received the pages of O Getulino, Progresso or A 

Voz da Raça and brought the marginal space of urban blacks into their homes and 

businesses.10 	

Black intellectuals are “thinkers, writers and community leaders who proudly 

claimed their African racial or cultural heritage and who aspired to represent other 

Brazilians of colour in national discussions about race and national identity” (Alberto “Of 

Sentiment” 264). They did not necessarily study beyond basic education, or if they did, it 

was easier to pass as “white” or become “whitened,” thus masking their African roots. 

Nonetheless, I consider these black intellectuals or thinkers as persons who were 

assimilated due to their access to education and to a certain extent in order to be taken 

seriously by other intellectuals, but who were not assimilated to the point of ignoring the 

constant reminders of their difference. I would like to add that they were more critically 

aware of their past and present than those extremely assimilated Afro-Brazilians who 

unquestioningly accepted the erasure of black agency in the creation of Brazil as a nation. 

                                                
10 This phenomenon is nuanced in Lima Barreto’s 1922 novel Clara dos Anjos.  There is a scene in which 
an elite white patriarch sends his moço ‘servant’ to pick up the local black publication for him to peruse. 
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They sought for alternative ways to participate in the nation and promote the equal 

participation of all black Brazilians as citizens. Although black writers used the register 

of elite Brazilians, they did so strategically to show their abilities to participate in literate 

civic culture. Black writers made a conscious effort to publish important black 

contributions and debates that affected the masses, even if many members of their 

idealized public were not literate enough to read the paper.11 This ironic situation 

provides a unique glimpse into the challenges that black intellectuals encountered in their 

struggle to improve the lives of other Brazilians of color.  

Black associations in the 1920s bolstered their popularity among blacks with 

nationalizing political stances that advocated for the inclusion of blacks in Brazilian 

national life, though they struggled to define a position that would unify the black 

population to back their social movement. George Reid Andrews states that the Frente 

Negra Brasileira “would embrace nativism from the outset [...] consistently denounc[ing] 

foreign domination” (153), which came in the form of the immigration policies that 

encouraged migrants from Europe to come and work in many of the jobs formerly held 

by black Brazilians. Paulina Alberto asserts that nativism served to mark a distance 

“away from potential ties of solidarity with blacks in Africa or elsewhere in the diaspora” 

(Terms of Inclusion 24). These statements present the pros and cons of nativism for the 

political and social goals of organizations like the FNB. On the one hand, nativism 

allowed black intellectuals to reconstruct their own past (in contrast to the denial of black 

                                                
11 In an interview with Cuti, Correia Leite notes that sometimes groups of illiterate blacks would gather in 
the clubs to hear readings of articles from the black press.  This way, they could still participate in the 
livelihood of the association and interact with the written word.  Similarly, he explains that a renowned 
black orator named Vicente Ferreira who was only partially literate, relied on others to transcribe his 
speeches for publication in the press (Correia and Cuti 61,71).   
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historical agency perpetuated by the white classes), claiming their cultural origins in 

Brazil, which made them first and foremost Brazilians, but also unified them as blacks by 

bringing the historical fact of slavery to the fore. On the other hand, nativism distanced 

black Brazilians from connections with Africa and the African diaspora.	

 For example, the first president of the FNB, Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, was also 

part of the Patrianovista group, which was nationalist, anti-socialist, and anti-republic in 

its ideology. The Patrianovistas wanted the return of the monarchy and promoted ideas 

of racial purity attached to nationalism. It is no coincidence that Veiga dos Santos 

participated and constantly published in the newsletters and journals of both groups. 

However, as Petrônio Domingues affirms, the issue was that racial consciousness could 

neither be seen as linear nor decontextualized (“Um ‘templo de luz’” 532). It is necessary 

to understand that the 1930s were not only extremely nationalist, but also, as Weinstein 

argues, politically regionalist both from the left and the right (237-262). The goals of the 

nationalist political stance were contradictory and thus complicated the unity among 

black leaders and constituents of the FNB, eventually resulting in fragmentation along 

political lines. 	

The works of black writers usually consisted of informative or persuasive articles 

that debated social or political issues, but also featured poetry. Scholars who have 

gathered bibliographies of these three black intellectuals show that both Guedes and 

Veiga dos Santos published literary works besides their journalism.12 Veiga dos Santos 

                                                
12 All biographical information regarding Veiga dos Santos, Correia Leite and Guedes come from Quem é 
quem na Negritude Brasileira Volume 1 edited by Eduardo de Oliveira. The online research group 
LiterAfro produced by the Faculdade de Letras of Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG) also 
provides bibliographical information on Guedes and Veiga dos Santos. This work is extended in a four-
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was also known as the expert translator of Thomas Aquinas and of French intellectuals 

such as Charles Maurras and Jacques Maritain. Both Guedes and Veiga dos Santos wrote 

about the work of Luis Gama.13 Guedes had twelve books of poetry published from 1926 

until the year of his death in 1951. Veiga dos Santos’s first poetry was published in 1923. 

In addition to his poetry, he allegedly wrote novels such as Os filhos da cabana (1921), 

and later O esperador de bodes (1944). Veiga dos Santos also wrote political manifestoes 

and religious studies all published from the early 1920s until 1968. The published work 

of José Correia Leite, unlike Guedes and Veiga dos Santos, is restricted to his published 

articles in the newspapers and magazines mentioned previously, although he is the only 

one who has left documented recollections of the past through interviews with scholars in 

the 1980s and 1990s.	

	

São Paulo’s Black Press: A Tradition of Writing	
	

The first documented instance of the aforementioned black intellectuals’ writing 

is recorded in what some have called the black press.14 The black press as it developed in 

the city of São Paulo began as early as 1907 (Pahim 67). Nevertheless, it was during the 

1920s and 1930s that black presses became commonplace in Paulista society, often 

produced by members of black associations to promote participation and dissemination of 

ideas. The black press provided black intellectuals not only a space to write and exercise 

                                                                                                                                            
volume set titled Literatura e afrodescendência no Brasil edited by Eduardo de Assis Duarte. Biographical 
on Correia Leite comes from E disse o militante Jose Correia Leite edited by Cuti and Depoimentos da 
FNB edited by Márcio Barbosa. 
13 Lino Guedes’ critical text titled Luis Gama e sua individualidade literária, São Paulo, Edição do autor 
1924 and Veiga dos Santos’ text titled A lírica de Luiz Gama, São Paulo, Atlântico 1944.  
14 The first studies on the black press were written by Bastide 1951, Leone Bicudo, 1945 or 1947, 
Fernandes 1965, Pereira de Queiroz 1977, Moura 1984, Ferrara 1986, Pahim Pinto 1993. 
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both their creative and critical literary skills, but also an opportunity to connect beyond 

their local groups and expand the potential readership.	

  As the city of São Paulo was becoming one of the largest urban centers of the 

American continent, the black press exploded in the first decades of the twentieth 

century. New voices emerged and could be heard in newspapers and pamphlets such as O 

Propugnador (1907), A Pérola (1912), O Patrocinio (1913), O Menelick (1914), 

Binóculo (1915), A Rua (1915), O Xauter (1915), O Alfinete (1919), O Bandeirante 

(1918), A Liberdade (1920), A Sentinella (1920), O Kosmos (1922), Elite (1923), O 

Clarim d’Alvorada (1924), Auriverde (1928), Progresso (1928), Chibata (1931)15, 

among others. The black press, as Roger Bastide observed, served the black intellectual 

as a means to provide an “auto-retrato do negro por ele mesmo” ‘a black’s self-portrait by 

himself’ (134). This self-portrait is crystallized in the columns of locally produced 

periodicals from organizations such as the FNB and demonstrate the social, political and 

economic contradictions of the time as well as black intellectuals’ attempts to voice their 

concerns and beliefs for public consumption. 	

Black intellectuals Guedes, Veiga dos Santos and Correia Leite rose to 

prominence as writers and editors in the black press, starting their publishing career 

through a variety of venues, such as social clubs, school or church organizations, or even 

through the mainstream newspapers, in the case of Guedes, who created a newsletter in 

his school and became a contributor to the city newspaper Cidade de Socorro 

                                                
15  A complete relation of titles and dates can be found in Regina Pahim Pinto’s book O Movimento Negro 
em São Paulo: Luta e Identidade 2012, which counts 31 titles and dates the first newspaper as early as 
1906. Her work is a revision of previous pioneer works on the black press such as Roger Bastide 1951, 
Miriam Ferrara 1986, and Petrônio Domingues 2005. 
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(Domingues “Lino Guedes” 138). Later, due to his experience and his demonstrated 

preparedness, he became a journalist in the papers Diário do Povo, Correio de Campinas, 

Correio Paulistano, A Capital, and A Plateia. Once established in São Paulo, he 

published in Clarim d’Alvorada, Progresso, and other black and mainstream newspapers 

such as Diário de São Paulo. Arlindo Veiga dos Santos studied to become a priest. He 

translated a substantial number of texts from Latin. He also became a professor of 

languages and literature, dabbled in creative writing and journalism. In 1928, he founded 

the Centro Monarquista de Cultura Social e Política Pátria-Nova, which later in 1932 

turned into the Ação Imperial Patrianovista Brasileira (Domingues “O ‘messias’ negro?” 

521-522). Then in 1931, he co-founded the Frente Negra Brasileira serving as its 

president from 1931 to 1934.  José Correia Leite, unlike Guedes and Veiga dos Santos, 

did not produce books. He only wrote and published in newspapers of the black press 

such as O Clarim d’Alvorada (1924-1931), Chibata (1932), Cultura (1932-1937), 

Alvorada (1945-1948), and the magazine Niger (1960s). 	

The black press —publishing news, literature and poetry—was key to allowing 

black voices to inscribe themselves into the national debate around discussions of racial 

identity. Writing for these black intellectuals became a “crucial political act, most 

obviously as a vehicle for communication and organizing political strategies in a 

Republic in which access to a national public was severely restricted. But writing was 

also political for its very capacity to enact men of color’s fitness for citizenship” (Alberto 

Terms of Inclusion 37). Black authors deployed the written word to combat political 

exclusion and to demonstrate their abilities and literary panache in a public form via the 
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press. Nevertheless, the newspapers often included a literary section or works by writers, 

which supported and many times were more critical of the political exclusion of blacks in 

general. The fictional text allowed a racial critique that encompassed multiple 

interpretations, the genre of poetry complicated what the final message of the poems 

were, providing some space for debate and criticism. Paulina Alberto recalls that 

“[t]hrough literary production often unrelated to racial themes, writers and editors of 

these newspapers- men like Deocleciano Nascimento, the editor of O Menelik and a 

published poet- tried to show that they far exceeded the basic requirements for 

citizenship” (Terms of Inclusion 37). Black thinkers’ writing went far beyond the 

requirements for citizenship. According to the laws of the country where they were 

citizens; however, they had to prove that they deserved this legally bestowed. In order to 

do that, they used writing as a means to show their capacity. Furthermore, black writers 

did not necessarily avoid racial themes; rather, their literary production was rooted in the 

racial question.	 	

Writing, for these black intellectuals, was key to gaining equal access and rights 

within their society.  As Correia Leite expressed in an editorial in 1929 in issue no. 12 of 

O Clarim d’Alvorada, the press was a much-needed space not otherwise granted to blacks 

in venues in the mainstream press.  The black press often endured hardships, such as 

limited funding and a lack of opportunities to distribute papers, which required the efforts 

of dedicated individuals to keep them running despite setbacks. Correia Leite poetically 

describes the importance of the press, for the fifth anniversary of the newspaper, O 

Clarim d’Alvorada: 	
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Não podia e nem devia agora, no século da evolução grandiosa, o negro 

brasileiro ficar calado, sem a sua previsão, sem traçar o principio de uma 

rota para a comunidade do amanhã, do futuro grande que prevemos. Por 

tanto, enquanto uns preferem plantar um pé de couve, para um simples 

regalo, nós semeamos, para nosso bem, esse carvalho da lenda, destinado 

a dar sombra e abrigo sob a sua fronde às gerações futuras...É bastante 

significativa para nós a vitória que nossa folha hoje canta em suas colunas, 

onde podemos apresentar a robustez de certos ensinamentos baseados, não 

na nossa competência intelectual, mas sim no supremo amor à nobre causa 

que abraçamos, na ousadia da nossa marcha, coberta de fases deficitárias, 

dada a grande falta de recursos com que temos de lutar para a concepção 

perfeita do nosso evoluir dentro da evolução social de nosso país.  

 

Now, in the century of great evolution, the black Brazilian cannot and 

must not, remain silent, without his foresight, without tracing the 

beginning of a route for tomorrow’s community, of the great future we 

envision. Therefore, while some prefer to plant a head of cabbage, as a 

simple present, we sow, for our own well being, the legendary oak tree, 

destined to provide under its foliage shade and refuge for future 

generations… The victory that our leaves/pages of today sing in its 

columns is of great significance for us, where we can present the strength 

of certain teachings based, not on our intellectual competency, but on the 
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supreme love to the noble cause which we embrace, in the boldness of our 

march, full of deficient phases, due to the great lack of resources, we must 

to fight for the perfect conception of our progress within the social 

evolution of our country’ (1). 

The importance of creating a community and preserving freedom of expression can be 

seen in this celebration of five years of work.  The positive sentiment clearly overrides 

the shortcomings that they have faced over the previous half-decade.  Indeed, Correia 

Leite demonstrates his poetic style through his use of metaphor in phrases such as “a 

vitória que nossa folha hoje canta em suas colunas,” which also supports his claim of 

intellectual competence by revealing a rich use of language in writing. The use of the 

word folha in this excerpt is worth noting, since there is an implied contrast between 

growing leaves of cabbage (when he says: plantar um pé de couve) and spreading writing 

via pages (leaves) of paper. Leite’s tactful and poetic phrasing demonstrates a mastery of 

rhetorical style. Moreover, he makes an almost prophetic statement in the metaphor about 

the importance of planting ideas for the benefit of future generations. He is saying that 

the black masses need to break free from only working as laborers with manual dexterity 

because that would only provide sustenance in the short term, whereas the focus on 

planting the seeds of social change through education, community empowerment, and 

creative expression would be necessary as a long term investment to help blacks improve 

themselves as a people and break the chains of slave mentality. 	

Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, the president of the Frente Negra Brasileira, 

contributed to the newspaper A Voz da Raça with articles and poetry that invoked 
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patriotism and pride in being a black Brazilian. Veiga dos Santos typically wrote at least 

one or two articles per issue: for example, in issue No. 2 he wrote the front page article 

“A Frente negra Brasileira e um artigo do Snr. Austregesilo de Athayde,” the article “A 

árvore da Frente Negra Brasileira,” and a poem titled “Vá-se pintar!” As the president of 

the FNB he usually opened the debate on the first page with a declarative article 

identifying a crisis or problem facing the black population of São Paulo. In one article 

“Aos negros de boa-vontade” from issue no. 7 of 1933 in A Voz da Raça, Veiga dos 

Santos claims: 	

Nesta hora grave da Pátria, ou o negro brasileiro se define uma vez por 

todas como gente séria, de caráter, nobre, morigerada, capaz de sacrifícios 

pela colectividade, capaz de compreender as grandes causas que sacodem 

a Pátria Brasileira e a humanidade toda - ou deve ser varrido e aniquilado 

como gente perniciosa, incapaz de compreensão, incapaz de se premunir 

contra exploradores imorais, contra pescadores de águas turvas, contra os 

inimigos do próprio Negro e da Nacionalidade. 

 

In this grievous hour of our Fatherland, the black Brazilian defines himself 

once and for all as a serious person, of noble, polished character, capable 

of sacrifices for the collective, capable of understanding the great causes 

that shake the Brazilian Fatherland and all humanity –or he shall be swept 

away and destroyed as pernicious people, incapable of taking arms against 
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immoral exploiters, against the fisherman of murky waters, against the 

proper enemies of the Negro and the Nationality (4).  

He is very specific about the way in which the black Paulistas should identify 

themselves, in a binary, either-or manner. Clearly, he is highlighting the ideals for desired 

citizenship in a nation that seems on the verge of annihilating the entire population 

(metaphorically of course) for being anything less than ideal citizens. This statement begs 

the question of how he would qualify terms such as nobre and morigerada, which are 

subjective. Though he becomes more concrete in his language asking blacks to define 

themselves as “capaz de sacrificios pela colectividade, capaz de compreender as grandes 

causas,” which are things that could be measured with some sort of exam or test. The 

passion and imminence in Veiga dos Santos’ tone belie a sense of attention to crisis.  

When Veiga dos Santos states, “Nesta hora grave…” he invokes an immediacy of action 

on the part of the readers. This sense of crisis is important for understanding the 

construction of black identity as Veiga dos Santos summons the reader to an immediate 

decision that would determine whether or not the black subject can be a part of the region 

and thus the nation. Keeping in mind the specific area of distribution of FNB’s 

newspapers, which were read in the metropolitan area of São Paulo, as well as in the 

surrounding cities in the state of São Paulo, and perhaps in branches in nearby states, the 

reader was drawn to the image of an upstanding citizen, an image that is also reflected in 

his poetry.    
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Poetic Writing	
	

David Brookshaw has explained that the newspapers of the Paulista black press 

and the poetry included within them “aimed to create a [black] social consciousness” 

(207). Even though Brookshaw acknowledges the importance of poetry and literary 

production in the black press, he differentiates the manner in which poetry and prose 

operated in promoting black consciousness. He ascribes to poetry an obscure and 

“veiled” quality, which led blacks to such social consciousness versus the more direct and 

concise articles. Of the three authors discussed in this chapter, the only author that is 

mentioned in Brookshaw’s analysis is Lino Guedes. Veiga dos Santos is mentioned, but 

not as a poet of Guedes’ stature. Brookshaw addresses Guedes as the “first black poet in 

Brazil to consciously try to express the soul of his people” (211). Despite shortcomings in 

funding materials and readership, the black press served as one of the few alternatives in 

which black intellectuals could publish. Even if the newspapers had a relatively small 

distribution and often struggled to remain active, they consistently offered a space 

dedicated to poetry, short story, chronicle, drawings, and even comedy pieces. 	

The poetry and prose of Lino Guedes, Arlindo Veiga dos Santos and José Correia 

Leite created a discourse that paved the way for what is often called a Black Brazilian 

literature or Afro-Brazilian literature. Their literary production can be read as the 

beginning of social action through creative writing, which later continued—as some 

scholars have argued, materialized—with the works of Pernambucan poet Solano 

Trindade (Brookshaw 217-221; Barbosa 49-56; Cuti Literatura Negro-Brasileira 11-30). 

José Correia Leite, one of the founders of O Clarim d’Alvorada and one of the oldest 
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militants still alive in the late 1980s, best explains: “A poesia social não estava ainda em 

voga. Só veio mais tarde…aí começaram as pessoas a perceber que era possível se fazer 

poesia de sentido social, com denúncias, reivindicações e clamor contra certas injustiças” 

‘Social poetry was not yet fashionable. That came later...when people started to realize 

that it was possible to create social poetry, denouncing, demanding and protesting against 

certain injustices’ (Correia and Cuti 38). Although the time frame Correia Leite refers to 

is not clear in his recollection, the second and third decades of the century were moments 

of high production for the black groups along with the explosion of the avant-garde 

centering their attention on the mixture of the three races that composed Brazil. 

Therefore, this specific moment in the first decades of the twentieth century marked the 

creation and revalidation of culture in racial terms.  

The literature, including poems, short stories, and chronicles, produced often 

solely for the newspapers—as it was hard to publish independently—was at first 

considered supplemental to the articles and debates. Often, this poetry has been described 

as romantic and harkening back to writers such as Castro Alves, Cruz e Souza and Luís 

Gama. Most of the black intellectuals of the 1920s and 1930s who contributed articles in 

the black press also wrote poetry, many times publishing under pseudonyms (i.e. Lino 

Guedes wrote as Laly, José Correia Leite as Leite). In light of the recent debate on what 

is considered Afro-Brazilian literature, Edimilson Pereira claims that Afro-Brazilian 

Literature must be grasped in dualistic or pluralistic terms (1036). In the same vein, 

Eduardo de Assis Duarte provides five different characteristics that Afro-Brazilian 

literature must have in order to be considered as such. These characteristics are: 1) 
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Theme/Thematic approach: the literary work must always center its focus on the black 

subject; 2) the author: they must be black even if they have a fractured sense of identity 

due to miscegenation. The author must see himself as black; 3) the point of view: the 

subject of enunciation must affirm their blackness and their desire to be black: “um 

sujeito de enunciação que se afirma e se quer negro” (12); 4) the language: a specific 

discursivity used in the text, rhythm and the use of words derived from African languages 

already occurring in the “processo transculturador em curso no Brasil” ‘transculturating 

process in progress in Brazil’ (12); and 5) the reader: an afro-descended reader is the 

intended audience of an afro-descended writer. This criterion for classification of Afro-

Brazilian literature shifts the agency of the writer into the realm of the cultural 

consciousness, which in this case would allow any of the writers in this work to be 

considered Afro-Brazilian.  The following paragraphs will reveal the conscious efforts 

that Arlindo Veiga dos Santos took in his poetry to argue that his early writings should be 

considered Afro-Brazilian literature.   

Veiga dos Santos’s early poetic writings were simple, yet critically aware 

glimpses of black life in São Paulo during the 1920s and 1930s. While he often 

contributed articles in the local black press, he frequently included poems among the 

pages of A Voz da Raça. Some of Veiga dos Santos’ poems were compiled into volumes, 

according to a bibliography of his works, available through the UFMG LiterAfro and 

self-published books.16 Veiga dos Santos even received an honorary mention by the 

                                                
16 The books I could access written by Arlindo Veiga dos Santos are part of the collection Pátria-Nova or 
are published by the Empresa Gráfica da “Revista dos tribunais” LTDA. In São Paulo. Maria Cláudia 
Cardoso in her dissertation explains that “quase todos [his books] publicados com investimentos próprios” 
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Academia Brasileira de Letras for a collection of poems titled Amar… e amar depois 

(1923). This acknowledgement would suffice to state that he was an outstanding poet to a 

Brazilian elite; however, his conservative past might have obscured his reputation as a 

poet among blacks. Veiga dos Santos’ career as a poet began early. According to the 

available bibliography17 and his writings in the newspaper of the FNB, his first poems 

were written in the early 1920s. In the incomplete collection of the FNB’s newspaper, A 

Voz da Raça, published between 1933 and 1937, there are at least nine poems, most of 

them from his unpublished book Alma de Negro. There is no textual evidence that Veiga 

dos Santos was influenced by the black intellectual W. E. B. Dubois, though his title is 

reflective of the US writer’s Souls of Black Folks published in 1903. He very well may 

have read Dubois as he was versed in English and French, though the political ideology 

of Veiga dos Santos would indicate that he did not necessarily share the values of the 

activist’s attempt to unify blacks around the globe through Pan-Africanism, instead 

preferring blacks to deal with their problems on the basis of national identity. Veiga dos 

Santos’s poems appeared usually in the literary or social sections of the newspaper. For 

example, the poem “Vá-se pintar!,” ‘Go, paint yourself!’ transcribed below, appeared in 

the second issue of A voz da raça:	

Passava a Benedita	

Toda importante como é. No entanto, 	

Um branquinho qualquer dá para fazer-lhe fita. 	

                                                                                                                                            
‘almost all his books were financed by him’ (18). This hypothesis might lean towards his lack of fame as a 
creative writer and pose him more as a political-ideological leader. 
17 I have consulted the bibliography put together by the group of researchers at the Federal University of 
Minas Gerais (UFMG) as well as the books written by him, which contain the lists of other works written 
by the author. See literafro: http://www.letras.ufmg.br/literafro/data1/autores/34/bibliografia.pdf 
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Na velha pretensão de branco a conquistar: 	

Resulta: um guarda-sol inútil para um canto 	

E a mera exclamação: “Branco, vá-se pintar!  

 

Benedita was passing by 

All-important as she is. However,  

A little white man stops to show off.  

With the old excuse of a white man seducing a black woman: 

The result: a good-for-nothing parasol in a nook 

And the mere exclamation: “White man, go paint yourself! 

(3)	

	
The poem “Vá-se pintar!” is a strong rejection of white dominance revealing the 

underlying independence of black people. Veiga dos Santos includes a female character 

who is accosted by a white man when she passes him on the street. It ends with the 

exclamation “Branco, vá-se pintar!” which simultaneously rejects the white man’s 

intentions by telling him to go away, but is imbued with racial pride when she refers to 

him as Branco and tells him literally to go paint himself. The paradoxical metaphoric use 

of the “guarda-sol” demonstrates the uselessness of the white man, along with the 

condescending language of “um branquinho qualquer” that diminishes the white man’s 

power that leaves the reader with an image of an unnamed generality. Veiga dos Santos 

implies that the white man cannot save anyone from the burning of the sun with his 

unnecessary banter, invoking the image of the white man sitting under the awning of a 
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café or building looking out at the girl under the sun-lit street. The metaphor of the sun 

reveals another level of racial pride, in that it insinuates that the white man’s skin is not 

adequate against the rays of the sun. The beautiful and confident girl demands that the 

man go get some color, which although demeaning to his sense of entitlement implies 

that he can merely imitate, but really never become equal to a black man. The poet also 

acknowledges the perpetuation of unequal class and racial dynamics by whites 

throughout Brazilian history in the line “Na velha pretensão de branco a conquistar.”  He 

is referring to the fact that even after the end of slavery in Brazil, social relations have not 

changed, though the girl's reaction sends the message that black Brazilians are tired of 

this type of treatment. The poem is wrought with tension, and Veiga dos Santos carefully 

builds it over the six lines of the poem.  The overall meaning of the poem rejects the 

intentions of a white man to continue the age-old dominance over a helpless female 

subject, and instead invokes a powerful sense of pride in being black.  	

In the poem “Coisas que acontecem” ‘Things that happen’ published in issue no. 

14 of A voz da raça, in 1933, Veiga dos Santos highlights the injustices in society and 

repercussions that similar actions have on black and white citizens. The first stanza 

illustrates an impoverished, elderly black man who falls down in the street due to an 

unknown illness. Onlookers remark that he must be drunk, while the police take him 

away to jail where he tragically dies the following day. Veiga dos Santos contrasts this 

event in the following stanza with an honorable white man who falls down drunk in the 

street and is treated by medics who are concerned with the man’s “doença feia” ‘ugly 
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ailment’, thereby highlighting the double standard that society holds for blacks and 

whites to the detriment of black people. 	

The poem “Doutor Fabiano” tells the story of a black doctor who demonstrates 

how black ancestry is de-emphasized among members of the elite. He claims that his 

ancestors were Indians, thereby revealing an inherent racism in the preference for the 

docile, indigenous heritage over his African lineage.  This is a romantic idea of origin 

stemming from the foundational fictions and popularized via indianista cultural 

production. Veiga dos Santos criticizes the attitude of the Black person who erases his 

own African heritage, again represented by the straightening of hair, a common issue for 

proponents of Black self-pride. This is an attempt to show the problems of popular belief 

in Brazilian society, and to mock the person who would maintain such whitened ideals 

and disregard for the Black race. 

	

Conclusion 
	
 The combination of the newspaper articles and poetry reveals continuities in an 

expression of black empowerment that are significant for understanding the impact that 

writers such as Arlindo Veiga dos Santos, Lino Guedes, and José Correia Leite had on 

the creation of a collective black Brazilian identity and on the political mobilization of 

blacks in Brazil. Their writing—which often focused on the topic of black Brazilian 

identity—puts national affiliation before racial affiliation. In so doing, these writings 

display a complex mixture of national celebration along with a critique of racism within 

Brazil in such a way that foregrounds the importance of the upstanding black Brazilian 
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citizen. Foremost among the characteristics of these upstanding black Brazilian citizens’ 

writing is their literary panache, demonstrated by their ability to shift registers among 

patronizing, political, and self-aggrandizing brands of discourse, as well as to create an 

avenue to express the importance of being able to read, write, and possess a sense of 

style. The writings of these intellectuals articulate the tensions, transformations, and 

complexities of the Black experience in São Paulo during the late 1920s and the early 

1930s. 
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CHAPTER 3 

La Raza Negra y sus Ideales: Urrutia’s Public Critique of the Marginalization of 
Blacks in Cuba	

	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	

El negro en nuestra literatura, no es voz sino eco. 
Parece que no tiene nada que decir por sí mismo y 
que hablan por él sus tutores artísticos. Nada de esto 
puede reputarse como influencia del negro ni de su 
arte en la literatura cubana. Más bien parece que el 
afrocubano se da en usufructo”  
‘The black man in our literature, is not a voice but 
an echo. He looks like he does not have anything to 
say about himself and his artistic tutors speak for 
him. None of this can be attributed to any black 
influence nor to his art in Cuban literature. Rather 
the afro-cuban is being used’ (Urrutia “Cuba, el arte 
y el negro” 9).	

	
Gustavo E. Urrutia was a multifaceted pensador/writer who occupied an 

ambivalent position in the politics of black representation during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Unlike other intellectuals and artists of the time, Urrutia remained hesitant to take a 

definitive political stance amid the tumultuous context of negotiating racial identity in 

Cuba’s republic, though he was consistent in his criticism and skepticism of any 

movement or political action that did not include the advancement of blacks at its core. 

Urrutia’s insistence on improving the recognition and advancement of hard-working 

middle class blacks was rooted in the increased racial discrimination prevalent in Cuba’s 

post-independence struggles to establish a republic that was based on the ideals of José 

Martí. Martí, the Cuban nationalist intellectual who led the struggle for independence 

against Spain, conceived of the nation as being a space for all inhabitants to be 

considered equal, regardless of race, class, religion, or political beliefs. Even though 
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Martí did not survive to see an independent Cuba, his writings did become central to the 

struggle of independence. His hopes of equality were only written and as a result did not 

dispel the hierarchies and differences of the island, but did serve to mask them (Guerra 

45). Well aware of the nation’s subservience to US-controlled industry, namely Cuban 

sugar production, Urrutia rejected any activities that would further the stereotype of 

blacks as incapable of participating fully as Cuban citizens.   	

 The powerful cultural influence of the United States was a concern for Urrutia, 

who was aware of its binary, one-drop rule racial politics and the perpetual possibility of 

US military invasion in Cuba.18 In the early 1910s and 1920s, US neo-imperialism in the 

Caribbean took its form through US control of industries, such as sugar production, the 

construction of the Panama Canal, and US-owned oil companies actively operating in 

Venezuela. Forced immigration from surrounding nations like Haiti and Jamaica 

influenced working-class Cubans of color who were being replaced by cheaper imported 

labor. In order to stay afloat economically, Afro-Cubans needed to differentiate 

themselves from newly arrived migrant workers from neighboring islands. Thus, middle-

class black Cubans had to prove their ability to “whiten” and further the cause of Cuban 

unity following Martí and the constitution. Due in part to the pressure to deny one’s 

blackness, there were scarce resources available to blacks for education and socio-

economic sustainability. Cuba’s domestic policies were often crafted under pressures 

from foreign economic demands from US-based industries that forced the nation to 

                                                
18 In 1933, Urrutia wrote an article on this issue titled: “Racial Prejudice in Cuba: How It Compares with 
that of the North Americans.” It was published in English translation in the famous anthology Negro, edited 
by Nancy Cunard. 
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defend its sovereignty and also keep up an appearance that would appeal to US investors, 

thus minimizing the African influence in its social and political culture.  	

During the 1920s, racial inequalities were exacerbated by the propagandized myth 

of racial harmony, leaving blacks with little political momentum to combat systemic 

racism. The dictator Gerardo Machado was leading Cuba. During that time, according to 

Rosalie Schwartz, most Afro-Cubans remained at the lowest echelons of society. Racial 

problems had not changed with the establishment of the second Republic in 1933. Even if 

some sort of “confidence and optimism” (Schwartz “Cuba’s Roaring 1920s” 104) existed 

on the island, the “distribution of wealth and power remained skewed” (106) leaving 

black people with little to no opportunities or resources. This polarization of socio-

economic status was merely a continuation of the slave plantation system, in place since 

the arrival of the Spanish to the island, which black Cubans have struggled to liberate 

themselves from since its inception.  	

The concern for the publication of black issues in the local press inspired Urrutia 

to propose a column, which resulted in a weekly page in the Diario de la Marina. He 

discussed the lack of black voices in the Cuban press in conversation with prominent 

members of the Club Atenas,19 Dr. Miguel Angel Céspedes, Dr. Ramiro Cuesta and 

Señor Agapito. Dr. Céspedes had been the president of Club Atenas (Schwartz The 

Displaced 197); Dr. Cuesta was a prominent lawyer and political activist; and Sr. 

Rodrigues was part of the leading committee of the club. Urrutia, meditating on this 

experience, recalls that: “always when two or three black men get together, the talk 

                                                
19 Club Atenas as described by Montejo Arrechea was a “sociedad clasista, la más exclusiva y aristocrática 
de todas las instituciones de este tipo en Cuba para personas de raza negra” ‘a classist society, the most 
exclusive and aristocratic of all the institutions of this type in Cuba for people of the black race’ (165). 
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turned to the subjection of the Afro-cuban and the failure of the doctrine of Martí. We 

lamented that we did not have our own press or newspaper to present our campaign for 

revindication” (translated in Schwartz The Displaced 197). The unfulfilled myth of 

Martí’s “nation for all” sparked rapid action in the minds of these black thinkers. Urrutia 

immediately went to speak with the editor of El Diario de La Marina to ask for a space to 

clarify his thoughts and feelings on race in Cuba. Mercer Cook translates what Urrutia 

wrote from that experience in 1938:	

Señor–I said to Pepín, whom I had never seen before–I come to ask 

hospitality for two or three articles per week. Our whites know but the two 

extremes in the Negro race: their domestics and their boot-blacks–people 

who interest me as others do–and Juan Gualberto Gómez at the top. 

Between the two extremes, there is a class of Negroes, the real Negro race, 

of whom the white Cuban is ignorant. I want to reveal to the white Cuban 

the soul and mentality of these folk. To tell him how the Negro thinks and 

what he wants. To Negroes also I have something to say. Moreover, I ask 

you neither for a desk nor for a salary. 	

You interest me–Pepín replied simply. Did you bring anything written 

with you?	

Nothing, since I didn’t know whether you would accept. 	

Come back tomorrow with an article… (translated in Cook 225)20	

                                                
20 This version is presented as Mercer Cook’s translation from Spanish of the article in Diario de la Marina 
printed in May 6, 1938. It was the only version available to me at the time of writing. I found out the 
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Urrutia’s memory of how he was given a space to write the column “Ideales de 

una Raza” presents an interesting intersection of two perspectives. On the one hand, 

Urrutia states his goals in eloquent and convincing enough prose to capture the attention 

of the publisher from one of the most conservative newspapers in Havana, who gives him 

the chance to publish.  On the other hand, the publisher is most likely interested in 

Urrutia’s proposition because of the possibility of increasing readership, the bottom line 

of a daily newspaper. Urrutia’s entrepreneurial panache most likely impressed Pepín, 

who saw a lucrative proposal more so than the social ramifications that were intended. 

Both Tomás Fernández Robaina and Pedro Cubas Hernández argue that the Diario de la 

Marina only accepted Urrutia’s proposal to write a column because it would increase 

profit to the decadent newspaper (El negro en Cuba 129-130; “Los Diez Primeros 

Artículos” 632). Furthermore, Augier asserts that the Diario “Al propiciar la página 

negra de Urrutia y sus planteamientos reivindicativos, lo haría [el diario] con vista a 

congraciarse con los cubanos de orígen africano por interés mercantil y para tratar de 

desvanecer su verdadero carácter de vocero de la colonia española” ‘Promoting Urrutia’s 

black page and redemptive proposal, [the daily] would do it with the aim of winning over 

Cubans of African origin for commercial interests and in order to dissipate the daily’s 

true role as the voice of the Spanish colony’(173). This claim shows that both the editors 

and readers of the newspaper still did not take the problems of blacks seriously, but found 

them sensationalist, exciting, and in line with the trends of the time. Nonetheless the 

repercussions of the column and later the supplement were greater than expected and a 

                                                                                                                                            
original version is housed in the Biblioteca Nacional de la Habana per a chance encounter with Tomás 
Fernandez Robaina, but have not been able to obtain a copy of it due to technical limitations.   
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real racial debate was sparked. Furthermore, Urrutia’s main objective was to bring 

awareness of a black middle class to the white readers of the Diario de la Marina. He 

ingeniously takes ownership of the white population in a uniquely Cuban fashion when 

he says “our whites.” He levels the racial hierarchy by showing solidarity as equal 

citizens pertaining to the same laws of Martí’s republic, just as a white man may say “our 

blacks” referring to Afro-Cubans. Interestingly, Urrutia is insistent on speaking about 

race and color in his proposition, despite the mainstream discourse that frowned upon 

mentioning race.  	

Urrutia wanted to denounce the intersecting problems of race and class that were 

not often discussed in the public sphere, inserting this other “class of Negroes” that 

belonged to the educated middle class, such as himself and his peers. As Mercer Cook 

explains in his 1943 article in Phylon, simply titled “Urrutia,” the writer was able to 

express sentiments and criticism about the existing prejudices that blacks encountered by 

using a strategic method of discourse that involved three parts (227).  For one, he never 

directly accused specific white Cubans of being motivated by prejudice. Second, he 

emphasizes the economic reasons for existing inequalities as opposed to biological traits 

or psychological factors. Third, Urrutia’s “irrepressible sense of humor enables him to 

treat the most irritating and serious problem with a smile” (Cook 227). This discursive 

strategy21 allows Urrutia to engage with hardline opponents “without losing the[ir] 

friendship and respect” (227). He intended to interject the thoughts, feelings and 
                                                
21 Urrutia is exemplary in his use of the persuasive strategies highlighted by Cook, but aspects of this 
strategy are present in the writing of thinkers in São Paulo and Lisbon, though with varying degrees of 
criticism and humor. For example, Correia Leite, who was a staunch socialist included biting criticism of 
capitalist values that focused on the economic disparities. However, the use of humor is not nearly as 
present in the writing of the Brazilian black writers. 
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experiences of black middle-class Cubans into the public discussion of the complex racial 

relations in Cuban society. I argue that Urrutia contributed substantially to the Cuban 

racial debate due to his strategically effective discourse that allowed him to critique 

issues of racial inequality while maintaining a friendly and approachable demeanor with 

his readers, thus transforming dominant notions of race, while challenging the barriers to 

equality.  	

After his visit to Dr. José Pepín Rivero, Urrutia gained the space to start the racial 

debate publicly in the mainstream paper. His move toward gaining space in the 

newspaper was unthinkable before, since the conservative paper had prohibited the word 

“negro” in its pages (Schwartz “Cuba’s Roaring 1920s” 107; Cook 226). Despite the 

conservative platform of the Diario de La Marina, Urrutia managed to publish a single 

column that later, in 1928, turned into a weekly page that came out every Sunday, named 

“Ideales de una raza,” featuring the work of Afro-Cubans and other intellectuals speaking 

about the situation of black people in Cuban society. This was a pivotal move, because 

the Diario de La Marina was a newspaper that had been in place since colonial times and 

represented the conservative views and opinions of the dominant society. As Vera 

Kutzinski, points out “'Ideales,' the modest one-page, presumably non-political forum for 

black culture–which would be discontinued at the beginning of 1931 precisely because it 

was too political–was the principal showcase for Afro-Cubanism/Afro-Antilleanism and 

its various manifestations in literature, music, and the visual arts” (Sugar’s Secrets 149). 

“Ideales de una raza” contributed to the debate of black empowerment, showcasing and 

provoking discussion of major issues surrounding Afro-Cuban artistic forms, as well as 
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the daily situation of the black middle class. Urrutia deliberately used the terms black and 

white, as to avoid the pitfalls of the mestizaje discourse, in which racial inequities were 

dismissed due to the logic of the myth of a racial democracy. 	

Urrutia experienced continuous racism during his time working for the Diario de 

la Marina in his quest to teach whites about the “soul and mentality” of middle class 

blacks. He had to face manipulation of his identity and erasure of his own blackness from 

members of the newspaper’s publication team. Dr. Lorenzo Frau Marsal, copy editor of 

the newspaper, introduced the column for the first time22 in a small announcement in the 

newspaper on April 16, 1928 (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 653). His 

introduction of Urrutia to the Diario’s readers presents an ambiguous depiction of 

Urrutia, using a somewhat condescending tone through the use of superlatives, which 

seems to reveal an anxiety about a column that would discuss racial issues and the 

empowerment of “la cultura de la raza de color en Cuba” ‘the culture of the colored race 

in Cuba’(qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 653).  Marsal describes Urrutia as “el 

distinguido ingeniero” ‘distinguished engineer,’ an embellishment of his actual title of 

architect. This use of an erroneous title could be the result of either neglect or purposeful 

manipulation. A strategic alteration of Urrutia’s title could make the reader believe that 

the author was a white man, due to perhaps a limited number of engineers of color at the 

time. Likewise, the editor may have exaggerated Urrutia’s position in a condescending 

manner to delegitimate his discourse. This introductory paragraph is suggestive of the 

                                                
22 Within these first articles of “Ideales de una raza,” Urrutia also discusses the title of the column. Lorenzo 
Frau Marsal announces the publication of “Ideales de una raza” on April 16, 1928 in El Diario de La 
Marina and the first piece written by Gustavo Urrutia appears on April 18. Seven months later on 
November 11 of the same year, the Sunday supplement began. 
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systemic racism of the time in its use of superlatives and hyperbolizing descriptions of 

Urrutia’s “ideals.” Furthermore, when read critically, the excerpt presents strategies of 

dominant hegemonic discourses in order to trivialize discussions of black empowerment 

in Cuba.  

Marsal’s introduction erased aspects of blackness in numerous ways, from his 

intentional imposition of the column’s ambiguous title “Ideales de una raza” to the 

misrepresentation of its author’s identity.   This manipulation of language and facts by 

the editors of Diario de La Marina illustrates the duplicity of the systemic production of 

knowledge and culture of the time, as well as the hypocrisy of the public invisibility of 

blacks even in a column dedicated to the topic of race. The most glaring omission was 

that of Urrutia’s picture, which would have obviously shown that the author of the 

column was a black man. Instead, the photo—as the first column mentions—resided 

ironically on the wall of the copy editor’s office, hidden from public view. Marsal’s title 

for the column “Ideales de una raza [my emphasis]” was “poco vago” ‘Ideals of race was 

a little vague’ (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 658) according to Urrutia, since he 

uses an indefinite article instead of a definite article as it would be la raza.  The editor 

may have done so in order to avoid using the terms de color or negra and therefore 

sidestepping any issues of perceived racism by the paper’s readership. Similarly, though 

probably less likely, the copy editor may have intended to use the term una raza as a 

means of unifying Cubans of all races in the sense of the raza cubana; much aligned with 

the mestizaje discourse. Marsal furthers the ambiguities in the introduction of the 

column’s writer: Urrutia, who was aware of the manipulation by Marsal and produced a 
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journalistic retaliation in one of the first articles published as part of the column. His 

masterful use of tone and rhetoric create a subtle effect that critiques the hypocrisies of 

the newspaper editors while presenting a graceful and humble image of himself.   

 Urrutia’s article titled “Frívolo” [Frivolous] on April 23rd, 1928 uses good humor 

and sarcasm as his weapon of choice to expose the systemic racism operating within the 

press that produced the erasure of his own blackness and the distortion of his writing in 

public view. His seemingly lighthearted and comical demeanor reveals a deeper critique 

of the racist practices at work. The title of his article sets up the context of his critique as 

being merely superficial or frivolous. For example, Urrutia remarks that his article is not 

comparable to “conferencias de Física en nuestra universidad” ‘Physics conferences at 

our University’ and humbly concludes that: “esto mío no es cátedra y en que yo todavía 

no soy sabio” ‘this is not a class, nor am I yet a wise man’ (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros 

Artículos” 658). He goes on to explain that he intended to continue the discussion of 

discrimination of employees in Havana’s clothing stores, but decides that it can wait and 

he would prefer to use this article to discuss himself. This strategy of shifting the focus 

from a collective issue to a personal one is an attempt to present an image of vanity or 

superficiality. However, Urrutia, wisely, reveals the manipulation of identities in a formal 

setting such as the Diario de la Marina, which requires much care in order to not bite the 

hand that feeds him. He challenges the introductory paragraph written by Frau Marsal, 

stating, 	

Lo mejor será tratar de mi mismo; que ya estoy sintiéndome personaje 

desde que el bondadoso y hermético Frau Marsal se le ocurrió poner en el 
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lugar más preeminente del DIARIO aquel suelto tan galante que anunciaba 

al público mi aparición en la cuelda [sic] floja sin más balancín que mis 

brazos esqueléticos, ni más red protectora que la muy precaria de la 

necesidad sentida y el deber cumplido que usamos los aficionados 

 

It would be better to speak of myself; as I am already feeling like a 

character, since the generous and hermetic Frau Marsal thought of putting 

in the most pre-eminent place in the DAILY that loose announcement 

which politely announced to the public my appearance on the tightrope 

without any balancing pole other than my skeleton-thin arms, nor any 

safety net, rather with the precariously felt necessity and necessary 

obligation that aficionados use’  (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 

658)	

Urrutia begins by sharing his sense of vulnerability, stating that he feels like a character 

or celebrity, attempting to present himself as humble and merely mortal.  This feeling is 

elaborated by his use of the metaphor of walking on a tightrope with no net. He 

humorously depicts himself as weak or unathletic in his use of the words “brazos 

esqueléticos” which contrasts the positive and strong images of the publisher as 

“bondadoso” and the aforementioned introductory write-up occurring on the front page as 

“aquel suelto tan galante.” This contrastive approach of making himself appear extremely 

humble and weak, and his publisher as generous, disguises his more critical language in 

his use of the term “hermético,” which would hint at Marsal’s mysterious intentions at 
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putting him on the front page. Indeed, the fact that Urrutia’s proposed column would be 

immediately promoted on the front page of the newspaper seems like a furtive action by 

the publishers to test his authenticity, as they would have nothing to lose and only 

encourage readers to buy into the coming section. Urrutia goes on to sarcastically laud 

the action as “exorbitante y generoso” ‘exorbitant and generous’, claiming that the front-

page announcement left him unsatisfied, “no me dejo [sic] satisfecho” ‘it did not satisfy 

me’, due to the fact that his picture was not included.  	

Urrutia crafts his sarcasm carefully, stating that his dissatisfaction was due to his 

own vanity: “que tan honda es mi vanidad” ‘so deep is my vanity’. The omission of the 

writer’s picture could have been neglected by Marsal for an innocent reason, such as lack 

of space on the front page, though Urrutia debunks the possibility of it by explaining: “El 

sabe muy bien que aquí en el archivo hay un retrato mío, muy retocadito...” ‘He knows 

very well that here in the archive there is a portrait of me, very well taken’.  Urrutia again 

includes humor to lighten the weight of his critique by glorifying his flawless image as an 

ironic way to counter the fact that it may have been regarded as strange or offensive to 

have a well-dressed black man presented on the front page of the newspaper. Urrutia 

questions the omission: “¿Por qué no lo repitió ahora? Siendo Frau tan buen escribano 

estaba indicado el ‘borrón’” ‘Why didn’t he repeat it now? Frau being such a good scribe, 

the ‘erasure’ was manifested’. Urrutia leaves the question unanswered purposefully to 

allow the reader to consider the logic of his evidence to form their own opinions, while 

he moves on to address the issues of the title chosen for the column. One interpretation of 

the title of his first column could be that Urrutia is calling the newspaper, the copy editor, 
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and even the main white reader frivolous. He speaks of the superficiality of the rhetoric 

that dissimulates the way blacks are, in theory, accepted members of society, but remain 

unwanted for positions other than physical labor. While Urrutia did not take action to 

change Marsal’s choice of title directly, he used the space of his column to express how 

the title did not accurately represent the goals of his journalistic enterprise.	

Urrutia’s next step was to amend the ambiguity of the column’s title assigned by 

Marsal and to rectify his own presence as the creator of the column. He writes, 	

El título de mi Sección es atractivo, pero un poco vago: Ideales de una 

raza. ¿De qué raza? Por ‘Gustavo E. Urrutia’...¿Quién será este tipo? –

decía un criollo la otra mañana en una guagua de La Precisa. Con haber 

ubicado mi retrato se hubiera evitado este comentario que me hizo 

encogerme más en mi asiento. Y además, que a mí me gusta mucho 

retratarme. Es humano, lo confieso.  

 

The title of my Section is very attractive, though rather vague: Ideals of a 

race. What race? By ‘Gustavo E. Urrutia’… Who is that guy? –a criollo 

would say the other day in La Precisa bus. Putting my portrait would have 

avoided this comment, which had made me sink down in my seat. Plus, I 

very much like being photographed. It is human, I confess.  

 (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 658)	

Urrutia includes his testimony of overhearing the remarks by a reader of the Diario to 

illustrate and give more evidence about the ambiguity created by both the omission of his 
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image and the imprecise wording of the title.  He tells of the “criollo” on the bus to 

strengthen his own argument as well as to demonstrate the public interest in reading his 

column. Additionally, he ends this critique with the humorous statement that he enjoys 

having his picture taken to maintain the ironic ruse that his critique is based in his vanity, 

thus veiling the actual cause of systemic manipulation.	

Urrutia also defined his proposed understanding of the term ideal in the second 

article titled “Explicando”: “el ideal… es el límite abstracto de perfección moral, cívica o 

estética hacia el cual debemos avanzar aunque jamás podamos alcanzarlo, pero que, 

aproximándonos a él más cada día, contribuimos al progreso y felicidad común” ‘the 

ideal… is the abstract limit of moral, civic or aesthetic perfection, to which we should 

strive even if we can never get there, however by getting closer to it everyday, we can 

contribute to progress and common happiness’ (qtd. in “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 

654). With this, Urrutia wanted to show not only the goals and aspirations of the black 

citizen, the ideals which Marsal had possibly been alluding to, but the way blacks 

“piensa[n], cómo siente[n], cómo sufre[n] y qué anhela la raza de Color de Cuba” ‘think, 

how they feel, how they suffer and what they desire for the race of color in Cuba’ (qtd. in 

“Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 653). Unlike Alejandra Bronfman’s assertion that Urrutia 

had a “utopian vision” (144) about his definition of an “ideal,” I would like to suggest 

that if we consider the erasure and the generalizations the copy editor had already 

prescribed in the introduction of the column, we can see that Urrutia was cordially 

defining a position, which corrected the one proposed by the dominant discourse. 

Urrutia’s long-term purpose was the equal inclusion of blacks in the economic and 
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political systems of the country. His article attempted to produce positive images of Afro-

Cubans to counter the stereotypes disseminated. 	

Besides the political and economic inclusion of blacks, “Ideales,” as Vera 

Kutzinski explained, was the main space to “showcase for Afro-Cubanism/Afro-

Antilleanism and its various manifestations” (149).  But if we take a closer look at the 

column it is possible to understand that this “showcasing” she refers to was small in scale 

and critical of Afro-Cubanist artistic production. Besides, the newspaper space was not 

limited only to Afro-Cubanism or Afroantilleanism, but to a wider inclusion of blacks’ 

ideas expressed from their own view. Two such examples are the publishing of articles 

from the black US newspaper Chicago Defender [April, 13 1930] and the translation of 

Langston Hughes’s poems [April, 27 1930]). This wider inclusion of foreign texts was a 

factor in the column’s popularity,23 pushing the editors of the newspaper to add the ideas 

of others in the debate running simultaneously in the Sunday page. Urrutia—who was 

well connected to other prominent intellectuals, whites and blacks alike—asked for 

collaborators to the supplement. He continued writing the column under the same name 

“Ideales de una raza” and within the Sunday supplement a column titled “Armonías,” 

which would continue independently until 1940. Additionally, the column also gained 

more recognition with the publication in April 20, 1930 of Nicolás Guillén’s collection of 

poems Motivos de Son. Later, when he had become the national poet, Guillén expressed: 
                                                
23 Guillén in an interview comments “toda la isla estaba llena de periódicos así. Sin embargo, ninguno 
alcanzó la difusión de "Los ideales una raza," que como se sabe no era un órgano independiente, pues 
figuraba como una página dominical en el Diario de la Marina, lo cual le daba una circulación semanal de 
varias decenas de miles de ejemplares, los mismos que tiraban el Diario, de cuya política general, no podía 
apartarse” ‘the entire island was full of these type of newspapers. However, none reached the distribution 
of "Ideales de una raza," which, as we know, was not an independent entity, since it was part of the Sunday 
page in the Diario de la Marina, with a weekly delivery of tens of thousands of issues, from which it could 
not separate itself from the general politics’ (qtd. in El Negro en Cuba 126).  
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los ideales de una raza nace en el momento de mayor auge del arte y de la cultura 

negra en el mundo, hecho que se refleja vivamente en Cuba, donde las 

condiciones históricas de integración social eran muy favorables. No puede 

considerarse a la página de Urrutia precursora del llamado movimiento negrista, 

porque formó parte de él. Sin embargo, ella representó un gran paso en la 

convivencia negriblanca cubana y en la búsqueda de caminos adecuados para 

fortalecerla.  

 

Ideals of a race was born during the height of black art and culture in the world, a 

fact reflected vividly in Cuba, in which the historical conditions of social 

integration were very favorable. We cannot consider Urrutia’s page a precursor of 

the so-called negrista movement because it was part of it. Nonetheless, the page 

represented a step forward in the Cuban black-white relationships and in the 

search for suitable routes to strengthen them (qtd. in Morejón 206). 

  

As seen in Guillén’s words, Urrutia’s work was viewed as a force for 

“convivencia negriblanca.”  In other words, Guillén the mulatto poet understood the 

column’s contribution as part and parcel of the negrista movement, and in addition it also 

represented racial unity among blacks and whites. Guillén most likely gives credit to 

“Ideales” for being the platform that catapulted his own career as a poet and essayist in 

the national as well as in the international sphere.24 	

                                                
24 John Patrick Leary points out that it was Urrutia who in a letter to Hughes introduced Guillén’s Motivos 
de Son internationalizing it as well as translating the “Cuban cultural forms and racial regimes into a 
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The Afro-Cuban movement emerged amidst the vogue of the 1920s avant-garde 

movements, which exoticized and commercialized black Cuban popular forms. The 

omission of racial inequalities in public discourse was prevalent throughout the history of 

the Afro-Cuban movement, resulting in the whitening of successful Afro-Cubans in 

public images, through manipulating photos and physical descriptions, and even 

intellectual discussions of Afrocubanismo in recent years. As Alejandro de la Fuente 

posits, in order to understand the Afro-Cuban movement and its historical context, we 

also must understand that popular black cultural forms were appropriated by white 

society on their own terms and for their own advantages, often masking the social 

downplaying of Afro-Cubans (A Nation for All 257-258). For example, consider the 

aforementioned omission of Urrutia’s picture and the ambiguous reference to race in the 

prescribed title of his column by the editors of El Diario. Most shockingly, in a recent 

study of Afrocubanismo, Laremont and Yun argue that Urrutia was part of the movement, 

and even go so far as to say that he “began the movement” because he wrote the first 

column (107), but curiously they do not see Urrutia as a black intellectual. They override 

his blackness, adjudicating adjectives such as “mulatto and white” to describe the racial 

background of the participants of the Afro-Cuban movement (Laremont and Yun 106). 

Ironically, this scholarly work continues to perpetuate the same erasure of blackness that 

Urrutia experienced when he began the column.25 In this sense, the Afro-Cuban 

                                                                                                                                            
particular North American racial vernacular” (135), which made Urrutia critical and reflective of 
“strategically proclaim[ing] solidarity between the two men and their movements, but it also eloquently 
communicat[ed] some of the conflicts of the Harlem-Havana circuit: the language and knowledge barriers, 
uneven power relations, and the simple fact of distance” (136). 
25 Vera Kutzinski also calls Urrutia “himself a mulato and part of Havana’s professional elite” (The worlds 
of Langston 144; “Fearful Asymmetries” 122). 
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movement does not accurately represent the social organization, resistance to oppressive 

systems and empowerment of black people in Cuba. Urrutia’s work in the press during 

the height of the Afro-Cuban movement served as a contributor to what I will refer to as 

Black movements, providing a space to disseminate issues affecting black people in Cuba 

to a much wider audience.  	

	

Black movements, pan-Africanism and “Ideales” 	

Black movements in Latin America started as early as the first resistance to 

slavery and subsequent slave revolts in different parts of the continent. In Cuba, the 

simultaneous occurrence of independence from Spain and the abolition of slavery put 

blacks into an ambiguous position within the development of a new nation. However, 

after the military contribution of black soldiers to the wars of independence and the 

newly written constitution of 1902, black and white citizens of the country appeared to be 

equal on paper despite glaring socio-economic inequities. The black General Antonio 

Maceo was considered a martyr for the cause of Cuban independence: his image became 

an archetype for blacks to demonstrate their dedication to preserve a diverse nation united 

by brotherhood. The image of the martyr was “whitened” in official discourses due to his 

“strength” and sacrifice, traits that were not commonly accepted to describe the black 

masses.26 The problematic representation of the black soldier complicated through the 

discourses devoted to Maceo’s form of martyrdom, reinforcing the fraternal struggle, did 

not help those still alive and active in the military. While some black soldiers who had 
                                                
26 Alejandra Bronfman describes how Maceo’s cranium was measured and studied to scientifically prove 
that he had characteristics that were more like those of white men thus explaining how his actions were 
possible despite the appearance of blackness (1-4).  
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fought for independence gained certain privileges, the vast majority remained at the 

bottom of society without any resources.27	

 Black movements seen in general terms as forms of resistance can be included in 

what scholars have termed lower case p ‘pan-africanism’ (Shapperson 346; Larkin and 

Nascimento 116; Larkin 84-86). In the Cuban case, Tomás Fernández Robaina and 

Alejandro Cubas Hernández have called these movimientos conspirativos de los negros 

and el movimiento social de los negros respectively, in which local resistance and 

struggle were key elements that blacks used to combat their disadvantages that continued 

in the postcolonial period (El negro en Cuba 14; “Los Diez Primeros Artículos” 627-

630). Both Fernández Robaina and Cubas Hernández agree that it is necessary to consider 

prior forms of black resistance, such as the social mobilization of the Partido 

Independiente de Color (PIC), to understand the context in which Urrutia’s contribution 

can be understood as a continuation of the same struggle. These black movements 

occurred prior to the Negro vogue and were political attempts by blacks to speak for 

themselves. The establishment of the black press immediately after independence can be 

seen as the beginning of a much-needed written space from which blacks engaged 

politically with the systemic barriers working against them. As Esteban Morales 

Dominguez points out, the results were that,	

La república, desde el principio, desplegó todos los prejuicios contra la 

población negra y mestiza, heredados de la sociedad colonial. Por su parte, 

Estados Unidos, con su sentido de superioridad económica, también 

                                                
27 Maceo along with General Quintin Banderas are two of most contested representations of black mambis 
who fought for independence and building the nation. See Bronfman and Kutzinski for detailed 
descriptions of the erasure of their blackness. 
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‘racial’, sobre la burguesía nativa, no desaprovechó ningún momento para 

mostrar su poder y nivel de control sobre la isla. El gobierno 

norteamericano era el poder real; los demás, en todo caso no eran más que 

sus ‘segundones y tercerones’; clases subalternas dentro del periodo 

neocolonial que se abría. 

 

The republic since its beginnings unfolded all its prejudices against the 

black and mestizo population inherited from colonial society. The United 

States, with its sense of economic and also ‘racial’ superiority over the 

native bourgeoisie, did not miss any moment to show its power and 

control over the island. The US government was the real power; anyone 

else, at any rate, was nothing more than ‘second and third’ rate classes, the 

subaltern classes during the neocolonial period that was beginning (144-

145). 

The threat of invasion by the United States influenced the native white classes who ruled 

the island to continue with the status quo at the turn of the century. But contrary to that 

narrative, the black social movement permitted blacks to mobilize and unify in a common 

struggle for equal rights that the regime did not fulfill. A few factors existed as early as 

1902—the installation of the republic—that favored black mobilization. At least three 

important related factors occurred: For one, there was a growing black press that allowed 

blacks and mestizos to publish related news and topics of interest to the black 

community. Secondly, there were newly formed black associations and clubs that 
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provided physical space for gathering and meetings. Thirdly, black migrant laborers 

arrived from neighboring islands, in turn connecting, participating in, and contributing to 

the black press and black association life. This confluence of factors contributed to black 

political actions and the building of black international networks. The intersection of 

activity and networking allowed for an emergent middle class of educated black men and 

women who worked eagerly to build such ties and take action. Republican laws28 on the 

freedom of association, speech and education allowed blacks to move forward, although 

not evenly. These opportunities were taken seriously, and as a result social, cultural and 

political black groups emerged on the island. For instance, in 1908 the first black party, 

Agrupación Independiente de Color, emerged with its newspapers Previsión, 

Reivindicación and Libertad. Mobilization was accelerated during this time with the 

black press, as it showed the hypocrisy of the white class to oppress and eradicate any 

black action. Two important examples of black political actions were taken immediately 

after the republic’s proclamation: first was a political rally in 1902, by the Comité de 

Veteranos de Color, which opposed the segregation of blacks among the ranks of police 

officers and the lack of support for black veterans (Fernández El Negro en Cuba 37-45). 

The second action was the armed uprising of 1912 known as “la Guerrita” (“Los 

Primeros Diez Artículos” 629) in which the Partido Independiente de Color [PIC] 

responded to public persecution and repression of blacks resulting in segregation and 

                                                
28 Esteban Morales Dominguez explains that “En el orden jurídico-legal, tanto la constitución de 1901 
como en la de 1940, la discriminación racial era declarada como ilegal y castigable. Sin embargo, a lo largo 
de toda la práctica jurídica de la república, no hubo un solo caso en que se sancionase a alguien por ejercer 
discriminación” ‘In the juridical-legal realm, both in the Constitution of 1901 as well as in that of 1940, 
racial discrimination was declared illegal and punishable. However, throughout the practice of law in the 
republic, there was not even one case in which anybody was punished for discrimination’(150). 
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massacres. Until 1912, the black press had played an integral role in disseminating 

political discourse to the masses regarding the racial debate from black voices. After the 

armed repression of blacks in 1912, the main presses silenced the issues of the PIC and 

applauded the government’s actions, at times glorifying the deaths of the militants 

(Morales Dominguez 151). 	

The black movement in Cuba began to connect politically with other pan-

Africanist movements. The increasing migration of other black Caribbean workers to the 

island’s sugar plantations brought with it different ways to challenge the political and 

socio-economic orders of the time.  Due to this migration, black networks at an 

international level were becoming much more visible, including Garvey’s Universal 

Negro Improvement Association, which had its largest group of followers in Cuba (“Los 

Diez Primeros Artículos” 629; Fernández “Marcus Garvey in Cuba” 122; Identidad 

Afrocubana 61). Even with these ways of mobilizing, blacks, in their majority, continued 

to be oppressed and excluded from the political and economic realms of the new republic. 

Urrutia wrote about the immigrant issue poignantly, always taking into account the 

economic and social positions of the black masses, whether natives or immigrants to the 

island.  	

Urrutia’s commitment to speak for and about the black middle class and its 

influential possibilities for mobilizing and improving the plight of the masses of lower 

class blacks remains understudied due to silences caused by predominant fears or 

political motivation ranging back to the days of the early republic. Esteban Morales 

Dominguez highlights a few reasons, pointing out that “[m]uy poco se conoce sobre el 
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devenir de esa clase media [black and mestizo middle class], seriamente afectada por las 

represiones antiabolicionistas, la llamada Guerrita del Doce de principios de siglo XX y 

en general, por el racismo republicano” ‘very little is known about the future of that 

middle class, severely affected by the antiabolitionist repression, the so-called Little War 

of 1912 and in general, by the republican racism’ (14-15). This supposed lack of 

awareness of a black middle-class was due to fear of another “Guerrita,” especially now 

including black immigrants from neighboring Caribbean islands who had been living and 

working in Cuba under terrible conditions. This fear will be represented by the dominant 

discourse as “the fear of another Haiti.” 	

 Since the first republic was “dismissed in official Cuban historical culture” due to 

its limited autonomy as it became a “pseudo-republic” and a “neo-colony” (Palmer et al. 

5), it is important to reconsider the ways in which the complexity of the period reshaped 

the situation and positions of Cuban afro-descendants. Impressively, during the first 

republic there occurred an increased literary/written production about blacks from a white 

perspective, also known as the negrismo movement in literature,29 which overshadowed 

those black intellectuals and artists who continued to produce and challenge forms of 

representing and writing for and about themselves.30 Black intellectuals’ production 

during the 1920s and 1930s, especially their journalistic prose, illustrated the process by 

which they established their positions in the debate. Ironically, the first decades of the 

                                                
29 “En la República se da un fenómeno hasta ahora poco notado: el negrismo literario fue cultivado más por 
blancos que por negros” (Poumier 16). 
30 Alejandro de la Fuente explains, “Afrocubans were not passive objects of representation. They were 
active participants in the contested formulation of an ideological and cultural product that was neither 
stable nor coherent” (A Nation for All 184). Miguel Arnedo-Gómez similarly examines the “black-middle 
class attitudes to Afro-Cuban culture” (“Debates on Racial Inequality” 712) in the work of the Adelante 
group and newspaper.  
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republic saw greater racial discrimination precisely because Cuba had to build a national 

image of racial harmony to appease any tensions with the United States. Cuba’s ruling 

classes had to continue liberal ideas about civilization and progress that needed to be 

white or Eurocentric. Urrutia’s column “Ideales de una raza” served as a means to 

counter the silencing of a racial debate by the mainstream press.	

 One of the ways in which Urrutia counters the silence on how the republic 

excluded blacks was to discuss publicly in the newspaper two simultaneous problems: the 

fear of another Haiti by the white dominant classes and the fear of another Harlem by the 

black middle classes. Urrutia tackles the fear by Cubans, both black and white, of the 

island becoming overrun by uneducated, black migrants from surrounding Antillean 

islands–namely Haiti and Jamaica–in his 1928 article, “Cuba será blanca...o no será.”  

Although the influx of immigrants is due to the economic incentives of foreign sugar 

companies, Urrutia clarifies the damage that this migration does to the Afro-Cuban lower 

classes who have traditionally been the main source of labor. The writer reiterates that the 

fear comes from both whites and blacks who are concerned with possible US 

intervention, which would only result as a response to growing black mobilization and 

potential socialist ties that would inhibit the profits earned by companies investing in the 

sugar industry. Similarly, young Nicolás Guillén wrote in 1929 “El camino a Harlem,” in 

which he compares the existing segregation of blacks on the island to that of Northern 

communities in the United States, again criticizing the presence of foreign interests in 

Cuba’s local affairs. Guillén provides examples from his own experience being denied 

work with the railroad company despite his experience and connections. He also notes the 
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laws that prevented blacks from congregating in the public parks of Camagüey and 

Cienfuegos and directly targets the hypocrisy of whites who claim blacks as their 

brothers, but in reality do not show the same eagerness to include them through their 

actions (Prosa de Prisa 1: 3-6).  	

The events of the first republic of Cuba exposed blacks to the inequalities that 

were implicit in the social formation of the republic and were made visible by the 

mobilization of blacks to gain political power with the advent of the PIC and the 

subsequent bloody repression that was orchestrated by the US companies through 

harnessing Cuba’s political leaders and military power. The actions represent whites’ 

dynamic fears of Cuba becoming another Haiti, while blacks feared the pressures from 

US policy in the island to increase segregation turning it into another Harlem. This is the 

political atmosphere in which Urrutia found himself, having to negotiate the position of 

blacks who were fighting for their own inclusion in the nation while having to tiptoe 

around questions of socio-economic marginalization and present themselves as 

upstanding, dedicated citizens. 	

	

Afrocubanismo and “Ideales”	

In the late 1920s, the Afro-Cuban movement exploded in Havana with the 

publication of poems, short stories, and anthologies in newspapers and magazines31 

(Arnedo-Gómez Writing Rumba 2). The proclamation of the republic (1902-1959) 

produced an evolving discourse of national identification, contradictorily rooted in a 

                                                
31 The poem “La Rumba” by José Zacarías Tallet in 1928 seems to mark this explosion (Arnedo-Goméz 
Writing Rumba 1; De la Fuente A Nation for All 255; Moore 197). 
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racially integrated nation, as proposed by Martí, which valued mostly ideas of whitening 

and was reproduced in the cultural forms of the time. The Afro-Cuban movement, created 

by white authors such as Emilio Ballagas, Ramón Guirao and Fernando Ortiz among 

others, extended the hegemonic understanding of blacks as exotic caricatures, continuing 

the parallel trends of the time.32 However, the situation was much more complex, despite 

previous studies on Afrocubanismo, as Alejandro de la Fuente posits: “Afro-Cubans were 

not just passive objects of representation. They were active participants in the contested 

formulation of an ideological and cultural product that was neither stable nor coherent” 

(A Nation for All 184). Moreover, black intellectuals and artists’ participation in the Afro-

Cuban movement remained in a complex position, due to the contradictions of the 

dominant discourses, namely mestizaje and “el motivo negro” surrounding the movement 

(De la Fuente A Nation for All 252). Blacks used mestizaje as a tool to include black 

citizens and to create more opportunities for better representation, hoping to gain 

economic and political advantages in a supposedly egalitarian society. During the so-

called Negro vogue in different parts of the world, Cuba also focused on and started to 

value different popular expressions used by Afro-Cubans. These motivos ‘motifs,’ as 

Afro-Cuban Guillén called them, were mainly used to highlight black cultural forms, but 

mostly were embedded as part of the Cuban mestizo identity. 	

Afrocubanismo—defined as a revalorization of African cultural heritage that 

allowed blacks to express their own cultural identities and denounce racial inequalities—

                                                
32 Negrismo and Afrocubanismo are two terms that, although not completely equal, often are conflated.  The 
former refers to the Afro-Cuban experience from the early 1920s that was written mainly by whites, though 
Ramón Guirao and Nicolás Guillén are two of the most notable voices. The latter implies a sociological 
analysis, such as that of white social scientists Fernando Ortiz and Jorge Mañach (Morris 6). 
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worked at the margins of mainstream discourses. Afro-Cubans wanted to defend the 

island’s sovereignty from within by creating alternative pathways to procure unity and 

equality, even if their discourses were aligned with the dominant discourse. Urrutia 

argued that Afro-Cubans wanted to combat the erasure of blackness and the anonymity 

experienced by people of color. Indeed, blacks used the discourses of Martí and Maceo 

just as whites did. The difference was the intention behind the argument. Where black 

Afro-Cubans wanted to see systemic changes to include them in the national project, 

whites used mestizaje as a strategic way to sidestep issues of racial discrimination and 

inequality, thereby erasing any difference and creating a mixed identity that could serve 

to represent anyone. Whites played out mestizaje as a national narrative in which they 

blended the Afro component, to the point of almost erasing it. Urrutia argued that the 

Negro vogue coming from abroad did not translate adequately in the Afro-Cuban context, 

although it was assumed to be compatible by artists and intellectuals (Urrutia qtd. in 

Poumier 219). He was not convinced that the Negro vogue coming from France was 

anything more than a mere fad, superficial in nature that did not accurately reflect the 

African roots of the Afro-Cubans. His criticism takes on the Negrista’s use of African 

rhythms and language in music and poetry as misappropriated and misunderstood 

(Urrutia qtd. in Poumier 220). 	

“Ideales de una Raza,” as Guillén said, was a point of departure in which Urrutia 

inserted his ideas about the Afro-Cuban movement, yet challenged the realities of blacks 

in the republic. His ideas in “Ideales” did not stay in a symbolic plane as most of the 

poetry or the production about blacks during that time did. His essays actually spoke in 
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concrete terms about the economic and political inequalities experienced by blacks, in 

contrast to the images deployed in the poems of the negrista/afrocubanista writers, who 

only wrote about blacks because it was an “imported intellectual fad” (Branche 

Colonialism and Race 185). Urrutia’s articles and later radio speeches transgressed the 

cordial way of understanding racial relations. His approach included comparative and 

historical perspectives in which blacks counted towards the building of the nation. 	

One of the first articles in “Ideales” opens with his own experience of becoming a 

successful professional and the incredulity of his white peers. This personal experience 

expresses, according to Urrutia, one of the common problems for blacks in Cuba, while 

criticizing the barriers that conceal the real situation blacks experience no matter what 

level of society they come from. In this aforementioned article, titled “De la propria 

experiencia,” Urrutia states his intentions for the daily column and also sets a personal 

tone as well as a humorous approach to writing about the inequalities of blacks and the 

views or lack thereof by whites. His biting irony and his masterful rhetorical style show 

off his panache as a critical and creative writer. These articles also demonstrate from the 

beginning his use of irony and ridicule to expose and resist what he refers to as the 

“institución”—mainly white institutions—or barriers to the advancement of people of 

color. These institutions are part of the national project—therefore part of the Cuban ideal 

image—and they actively discriminate against blacks, which sharply contrast with the 

idealized racial harmony of the island. Urrutia points to the disjunction between discourse 

and material reality because institutions contradictorily claim to protect and empower all 

Cubans, when in reality they discriminate against blacks. 	
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Urrutia refers to the particular social phenomenon of “aguafiestas”33 as an 

institution. Urrutia refers to “la simpática institución de las aguafiestas” ‘the amusing 

institution of killjoys’ (qtd. in “Los Primeros Diez Artículos” 653), characterizing as an 

"institution" those naysayers who discredit the accomplishments of people of color, 

implying that there are enough of them to constantly pose a barrier to equality.  The 

exaggeration of a social impropriety at a systemic level is both aggrandizing and 

humorous. Urrutia strategically uses this example rooted in the everyday experiences of 

blacks to highlight the subtle ways in which racism can manifest itself that would be 

otherwise elided from the press or public debate. He goes on to openly ridicule other 

forms of discrimination, regarding certain institutions such as the legal and educational 

systems, businesses and even the press as institutions, are called upon to unambiguously 

condemn any form of inequality. For example, he writes “claro que el ideal de la raza 

negra no es despachar cintas, papelillos o víveres en el mostrador; ni ser conductores en 

los tranvías; ni escogedores en las tabaquerías; ni cancilleres, cónsules o ministros en el 

extranjero, ni otras cosas más o menos brillantes y productivas, sino poder, 

prácticamente, serlo cuando lo desee” ‘of course the ideal of the black race is not the 

selling of ribbons, nor paper or supplies from the counter; nor being streetcar drivers; or 

tobacco pickers; or chancellors, ambassadors, or ministers abroad, nor any other more or 

less brilliant and productive things, but to be able to be practically anything one wants to 

be, when one wants’(qtd. in “Los Primeros Diez Artículos” 654). His directness in 

illustrating an example of the typical plight of people of color when it comes to 

                                                
33 The term aguafiestas could be roughly translated as killjoys or party poopers, again displaying Urrutia’s 
sense of humor.  
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employment, even if they are “more or less brilliant and productive,” demonstrates the 

discriminatory reality that blacks are not considered suitable for some jobs. Urrutia’s 

description of workplace inequalities reveals his keen wit and sense of humor while 

exposing racist tendencies that occur on a daily basis for Afro-Cubans. 	

 

A Soundtrack of Criticism: Understanding Race and Blackness	

In six essays published from June 26 to July 2 in 1928 in “Ideales de una raza,” 

Urrutia solidifies his debate on the “Cuban Race,” which shows the ambiguous process of 

racial relations in Cuba in the twentieth century (De la Fuente A Nation for All 32). The 

articles demonstrate a creative approach to discussing race in Cuba through a range of 

issues broken into musical categories. While Urrutia considered himself a journalist who 

wrote mainly prose, his style of writing was wrought with poetic inclinations. 

Additionally, his admiration for music is apparent in this sequence, in which journalism, 

poetry, music, and general aesthetics intersect. Cubas Hernández frames the essays by 

stating that Urrutia’s purpose was “la necesidad de solidificar culturalmente la posición 

de los negros de bien en una sociedad cubana racista, que no reconocía sus valores como 

sujetos sociales” ‘the necessity of culturally solidifying the position of middle-class 

blacks in a racist cuban society, that did not recognize any of their values as social 

subjects’ (Ideales de Una Raza 23). Educated, middle-class blacks such as Urrutia 

attempted to use powerful prose and flaunt their cultural knowledge as a strategy to 

demonstrate their competency in participating in society alongside whites, while 

challenging the racist discourse that touted blacks as inferior. The need to culturally 
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empower blacks as a group often resulted in those fortunate enough to succeed in 

climbing the socioeconomic ladder as individuals to become role models for the black 

masses. Mercer Cook’s biographical account of Urrutia’s life and work attests that 

Urrutia believed that his personal achievements in business and architecture did not 

become contributions to solve the racial problems in Cuba until he began to write for the 

Diario de la Marina (Cook 230). In order to demonstrate the full significance of Urrutia’s 

contribution to the plight of black Cubans, a close reading of his article, “La Raza 

Cubana” is necessary to determine how the writer used his literary panache to dispel 

white myths of racial harmony and demonstrate the extent to which blacks like him were 

prepared and deserving of the full benefits of citizenship.	

Gustavo Urrutia names each of the essays with a suggestive title associating it 

with a musical genre, thus creating a soundtrack that frames the racial issues in Cuba as a 

record of hits, or rather an off-key symphony of problems. Using the genres of 

international popular music of the time, Urrutia juxtaposes or perhaps equates the genre 

with the specific problem discussed in his articles. In a way, it could be interpreted as a 

criticism of the historical and social situation of blacks, such as himself, and the influence 

of the discrimination and segregation that mainly came from US imperial economic 

policies; or it could be considered as a collection of current issues in republican Cuba.  	

The titles and corresponding musical genres reveal a creative strategy by Urrutia 

to frame each article as well as disguise his social and political critique using playful 

language. The first article is titled “La raza cubana” and is labeled as a Potpourri (spelled 

Potpourrit), in which Urrutia problematizes the effects of Cuba’s racial mixture or 
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mestizaje on black Cubans. The word potpourri indicates a mélange of songs or themes, 

apparent in this first article, which serves not only as an introduction to the set of six 

essays, but also acts as the overture of a musical or symphony. The next essay, titled 

“Cuba será blanca…o no será,” is presented as a Marcha triunfal that ironically declares 

the elite values imposed by discourses of whitening. The third essay, “¿Juan Gualberto es 

negro?,” highlights the disbelief of whites confronted with the blackness of prominent 

Cubans. The essay is categorized as a Blues, an organic product of black culture in the 

United States, which was increasingly influential among Cuba’s literary community, 

namely due to the collaboration and friendship of Guillén with Langston Hughes who 

wrote poetry reflecting the musical stylings of the blues. This title and genre pairing 

represents the actual, original contributions of blacks in Cuba, despite the erasure caused 

by the myth of mestizaje, similar to the blues as a uniquely black contribution to US 

national culture. The fourth essay, “Haitianos y jamaiquinos,” is aptly classified under the 

genre of Nocturno, which evokes the image of the influx of immigrant labor as darkening 

the population of the island, and could be reflected in the darkness of the night when this 

type of music was suggested to be played. The melodious, flowing piano of a Nocturne, 

such as one of Chopin’s opuses in minor chords, narrate the unfortunate situation of the 

immigrants who are forced to leave their own homes and create an ever worse economic 

situation for Cuban blacks. The fifth essay, titled “El único arquitecto,” debunks the idea 

that Urrutia is the only black architect among other incredulous attitudes about black 

achievement held by elite Cuban whites. It takes the musical form of a Berceuse (or 

lullaby), which does not reflect an obvious or automatic connection. However, upon 
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some imaginative consideration, the genre may imply a statement that the repetitive 

ignorance by elite whites of blacks’ participation in the nation is becoming tiresome or 

putting him to sleep. The sixth essay is titled “En el ‘Sevilla’” and categorized as a Fox, 

shorthand for foxtrot. However, this essay does not appear in any available printed 

editions and is also noted as missing by Cubas Hernandez (Ideales de una Raza 29). 

Finally, the seventh and last essay in the multiday article is titled “¡A Paris!,” in which 

Urrutia refutes the unrealistic and dismissive idea of Cuba’s black elites relocating to 

France where they would be more accepted.  The corresponding genre of this essay is the 

Paso Doble, wittily using the musical style that was extremely popular in France during 

this time to describe the idea as merely a fad and a superficial way to rid Cuba of its 

increasingly educated black citizens. This series of essays, organized in a musically 

thematic manner, reflects the existing racist Cuban society and its unwillingness to 

recognize or allow blacks to participate fully in the nation. His strategic use of modesty 

and irony are present throughout his critique. The intensity of the critique becomes 

amplified by the subversive ironic overtones that are accentuated through framing the 

essays as musical genres.  	

El Nuevo Negro: Articulating Race from Cuba 	

On July 8, 1933, Gustavo Urrutia voiced his concerns about racial relations in 

Cuba in a speech at the Centro de Estudios del Instituto Nacional de Previsión y 

Reformas Sociales, titled “Puntos de Vista del Nuevo Negro.” In this lengthy speech, 

recorded, transcribed and published in 1937, Urrutia delivered his intellectual reflection 

on the racial relations in Cuba as well as the urgency of defining what the New Negro 
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was thinking in 1937. As he put it aptly, the speech was an “exégesis de su mentalidad; 

de sustanciar sus puntos de vista” ‘exegesis of his mindset, to substantiate his points of 

view’ (Puntos de Vista). However, the ideas eloquently uttered by Urrutia in that speech 

were not repeated and remained outside of critical public debate (Fernández Identidad 

Afrocubana 58).	

The speech reveals a deeper construction of race via the metaphor of the Nuevo 

Negro. A metaphor perhaps borrowed from the concept of the New Negro in the United 

States, yet Urrutia’s metaphor expands historical and political aspects that are silenced in 

the history of the United States and to a certain degree the African diaspora at large. The 

metaphor of the Nuevo Negro, specifically in the Cuban context, integrates black identity 

into a larger debate within the social realm of the island, taking into consideration the 

economic, social, legal, political, and cultural factors that led to the unequal situation of 

black people in Cuba in the 1930s. This unequal position of black Cubans relates to the 

historical framework that W.E.B. Du Bois called the “problem of the 20th century” (20). 

The use of the metaphor, I argue, served Urrutia as a way to rethink what it was to be 

considered black or Afro-Cuban, a term he appropriates to break through racist 

stereotypes while underscoring his ideas as a prominent black thinker who resisted the 

problems of his day. His goal was to rethink a black epistemology, starting with a 

revision of the past in order to understand his 1930s present.  	

In his speech, Urrutia articulated race not as a liability, but as a socio-political 

problem as well as a problem of history, which affected the present day inasmuch as the 

days of slavery in Cuba. Like his contemporaries in the United States, Gustavo Urrutia 
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wanted to “contest the degrading black stereotypes in literature, photographs, 

illustrations, theater and speeches” (Gates and Jarrett 1), but furthermore he criticized the 

economic and political systems in place that perpetuated racial inequality. He attempted 

to shed light on the ways that the “Afrocubano se da en usufructo” ‘Afro-Cuban is being 

used’ (qtd. in Poumier 224). Urrutia insinuated, often with great tact that there were 

systemic obstacles perpetuating the general perception of blacks within Cuba.  Therefore, 

in order to combat the stereotypical images of blacks, Urrutia used his intellectual and 

social influences to provide alternative images of blacks as equally capable as their white 

compatriots.	

Thanks to Urrutia’s connections in important intellectual and business circles, he 

was able to take action via his writing, in which he contested the abounding stereotypes 

of black Cubans. Urrutia continued to promote Afro-Cuban issues on the radio. He gave a 

few speeches via radio, which most likely allowed him to reach a larger black audience 

than his writings in Diario de la Marina, including those who were illiterate. His Cuatro 

Charlas Radiofónicas were transmitted on the dial CMCF-815 k.c. or kilohertz in Havana 

on the 11, 14, 18 and 21 of December, 1935, the program was called the Afro-Cuban 

Hour which aired Wednesdays and Saturdays from 8-9 PM (Cubas Hernandez 

“Intelectuales Negros” 134). Additionally, he presented his speeches in a radio program 

at the Universidad del Aire in CMQ-RADIO. Puntos de Vista del Nuevo Negro was 

broadcasted first in the radio program at the Universidad del Aire and then in the Centro 

de Estudios del Instituto Nacional de Previsión y Reformas Sociales.	



 

 94 

The transcription of this speech reverberates on multiple levels. The first wave 

rippled through Cuban society to those who heard the original transmission. Today’s 

reader cannot know precisely the extent of the speech’s reception or what kind of effect it 

had on its listeners. However, one can speculate that due to the popularity of radio there 

most likely was a substantial following (Bethell 527-528). Secondly, in 1933, before it 

was common for radio broadcasts to be recorded in Cuba, a speech could not have the 

same afterlife as that of a written text. Its permanency was not immediate, calling 

attention to the complexities of time in which the speech was produced and its 

repercussions. Let’s not forget that he presented this text twice, which speaks of his 

perseverance and intentions of reaching an audience. Regardless of its repercussions, a 

careful analysis of the points of view he amply examined in the speech bring to light how 

Urrutia articulated race and how the black experience in Cuba and in other parts of the 

world continued to be undermined, during a time in which the dominant discourse of 

mestizaje eliminated or concealed any difference and highlighted a whitening trend.  

In Puntos de Vista del Nuevo Negro, Urrutia explicitly defined the Nuevo Negro 

and his/her role as a new human being. The term Nuevo Negro referred to a generation of 

blacks who distinguished themselves from the blacks of colonial times and who take it 

upon themselves to define who they are. The Nuevo Negro knows that he can define 

himself by scrutinizing his/her present and past. The main characteristics of the Nuevo 

Negro were their self-determined identity, intelligence, autonomy, understanding of their 

past and present, as well as the current problems, their overcoming of the inferiority 

complex and their position to show their life experiences as equals to any human being. 
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Thus, the capacity the Nuevo Negro had, in order to undermine how they have been 

defined or had an identity imposed upon them, helped them to free themselves from any 

negative image or stereotype and in turn allowed them to critically and creatively 

reconstruct their own image. Urrutia insisted that the Nuevo Negro was a type of “New 

Deal” (Puntos de Vista), a set of changes that helped Cuban blacks think about their 

positions in Cuba’s republic. These changes, after the installation of the Republic in 

1902, were obscured by discourses of whitening. 	

 In this complex historical moment, Urrutia wanted to emphasize the 

reconstruction of the black subject. He adamantly investigated how this reconstruction 

could take form. In an intellectual way, he claimed he looked at two different levels in 

which the black subject could be reconstructed. On the one hand he spoke of a macro 

level in which he took into account the situation of blacks around the world. Particularly 

breaking down the historical path European powers had taken regarding blacks in the 

New World, Africa and Europe. On the other hand, Urrutia detailed a micro level of 

historical past to discuss the Cuban situation, going as far as rewriting two important 

laws: The Morua Law and article Article 20 of the Constitution.	

This historical approach allowed him to see the condition of black people, as he 

put it, in an “objective way,” since the affective nature of racism trumped any kind of 

personal and historical reconstruction. Urrutia declared, “El negro nuevo de Cuba, es el 

afrocubano que estudia nuestro problema de razas con ojo clínico y mente filosófica, 

exento de un genuino racismo negro aunque solo fuere como reflejo del racismo blanco y 

por reacción contra éste” ‘Cuba’s new black, is the Afro-Cuban that investigates our own 
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racial problems with a clinical eye and a philosophical mind, exempt from a genuine 

black racism even if it was a reflection of white racism or a reaction against it’ (Puntos de 

Vista). Urrutia’s objective approach to rethink the Nuevo Negro authorizes his voice as 

representative of black Cubans while providing an updated definition of the Nuevo Negro 

for the general public. Urrutia set out to employ relevant historical moments in which 

blacks had contributed to humanity at large, not only to Cuban society. As an effort to 

promote the possibility of integrating blacks and whites in Cuba, Urrutia set to debunk 

the romantic conceptualization of a nation for all, that Martí, the father of the nation, had 

created. Urrutia overtly criticized the inequalities between the races, and claimed that the 

inferiority complex, which had been “imposed” on blacks, was unmerited, due to blacks’ 

contributions fighting in the wars for independence and in the creation of the republic. 

Urrutia draws a parallel acknowledgment that black Africans elsewhere also had done 

their share in WWI as soldiers in helping the Allies. With these contributions the Nuevo 

Negro “inicia este proceso de autodeterminación espiritual definiéndose a sí mismo lo 

que el negro significa para el mundo y para Cuba… se ha sobrepuesto al complejo de 

inferioridad en cuanto a la raíz negra de su genealogía” ‘begins the process of spiritual 

self-determination defining himself and what the black man signifies for the world and 

for Cuba… he has overcome the inferiority complex regarding the black roots of his 

genealogy’ (Puntos de Vista). The black past, in other words, the African genealogy that 

ties the Cuban to the African continent, does not come only from being uprooted as 

slaves, but as active fighters and militants contributing to the ongoing history of the west, 

including that of the construction of Cuba as a nation.  	
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Even if the dominant history of the west silences the military contribution of 

black Africans, Urrutia emphasizes that that contribution has made the black man 

different. The black man, due to his “potencia militar decisiva en este cuadro, el negro 

africano tiene ganado un prestigio y una beligerancia, no por expectantes menos 

positivos, en el porvenir de la civilización occidental: en su economía, su política, su 

sociología y su milicia, que no cede en mucho a la beligerancia y prestigio del pueblo 

más rubio entre los nórdicos” ‘decisive military power in this field, has gained prestige 

and belligerency for the black African not in part to fewer positive expectations, to the 

future of the western civilization: in its economy, politics, sociology and its militia, does 

not yield any difference to the belligerency and prestige of the blondest of the Nordic 

peoples’ (Puntos de Vista). In Cuba, blacks had put all their collective effort into freeing 

the future nation. During the difficult times of the wars for independence, once slavery 

had been abolished, blacks had to educate themselves clandestinely to participate not 

only with physical power, but also with their ideas and knowledge. They “di[eron] a la 

cultura cubana entre 1815 y 1885 poetas, literatos y periodistas en número apreciable” 

‘gave to Cuban culture, between 1815 and 1885, poets, lettered people and journalists in 

considerable numbers’ (Puntos de Vista). By showing the equal power the black man had 

in mental as well as physical capacities in comparison to those “blondest of the Nordic 

peoples,” Urrutia highlights one possible way the black man has integrated with his white 

brother, not only in the Cuban case, but in a global order as well. But blacks’ military 

power was not only a point of view from which one could see black people’s contribution 

to the West; their culture also had become a trend. Urrutia explains how the Negro vogue 
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reached Europe and later the Americas and criticizes the ethnographers whose exotic and 

primitive desires led them to collect and study the so called “other.” From this point of 

view, Urrutia argues that Nuevos Negros, due to the study of their own cultures and 

histories, have a specific gift for conveying their experience as human beings. This gift 

allows them to have serenity and comprehension or understanding, something that their 

white counterparts do not easily have. This gift shows “su serenidad de ánimo, su 

inmunidad spiritual a los puntazos de la negrofobia y a las zalamerías de la negrofilia, su 

autonomia y beligerancia mentales” ‘his serenity, his spiritual immunity against 

negrophobic jabs and negrophilic flattery, his autonomy and his mental belligerency’ 

(Puntos de Vista). 	

A third point of view of the Nuevo Negro in Cuba departs from the political and 

economic disadvantages that have plagued them in their society since slavery and 

continued until the 1930s.  Urrutia demonstrates how blacks know their disadvantages 

and know that their current position within the political realm in Cuba continues to 

dismiss them as a group; he declares that even if the laws put in place in the country mark 

the equality of it people, “en la práctica todo conspira a nuestro desaliento y extinción, en 

un plan deliberado y urgente” ‘in practice everything seems to be conspiring towards our 

failure and extinction, in a deliberate and urgent plan’ (Puntos de Vista). This 

discrepancy, Urrutia suggests, comes from Cuba’s economic dependence on the United 

States and thereby US influence in segregated racial relations. In this perspective, Urrutia 

utilizes a double strategy that simultaneously encompasses a critique of the national and 

international experiences of black people to exemplify their unequal positions as a race. 
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This strategy, in my view, allows him to appeal to a general audience as well as to inform 

his local audience of universal problems suffered by blacks around the world, such as 

discrimination, poverty, and isolation. Moreover, by using a translated version of the 

New Negro metaphor, Urrutia crafts a “racial uplift,” or a compelling way to see oneself 

in different terms, from within black culture (Gates and Jarret 1). This combination of 

knowledge allows the Nuevo Negro to see him/herself in a different light, to recognize 

his/her position as a contributor to the nation building of Cuba’s historical past, as well as 

to shed any inferiority complex or otherwise imposed identities he/she had previously 

endured.	

The Nuevo Negro, Urrutia insists, “es el afrocubano –varón o hembra, joven o 

viejo –llegado al convencimiento de que nuestro demoliberalismo vigente es inepto para 

corregir por su propia virtud la subordinación y subestimación económico-sociales de la 

gente de color” ‘is the Afro-Cuban–male or female, young or old–that has been 

convinced that the current demoliberalism is incompetent in altering, by its own virtue, 

the socio-economic subordination and minimization of the people of color’ (Puntos de 

Vista). The Afro-Cuban understands the backwardness of the current regime and 

acknowledges its inefficiency in seeing people of color as equal citizens. Urrutia 

acknowledges the main contradiction of the leaders of the Republic in not upholding the 

Cuban constitution in practice. He cites, “Todos los cubanos son iguales ante la Ley. La 

República no reconoce fueros ni privilegios personales, de sexos, de religión, de razas ni 

de colores. Las leyes establecerán sanciones contra las transgresiones de este principio, 

ya sean éstas ostensibles or subrepticias” ‘All Cubans are equal under the Law. The 



 

 100 

Republic does not recognize rights or personal privileges based on sex, religion, race or 

color. The laws will establish sanctions against transgressions of this principle, be they 

ostensible or surreptitious’ (Puntos de Vista). The problem of governmental regimes that 

continue with their residual colonial practices of not including blacks as equal human 

beings in economic, political, and social realms in the country. Urrutia points out that 

experience allows him to be skeptical of a constitutional dictate that only pays lip-service 

to the actual problems of blacks, and is not backed up by any political actions. Thus, 

Urrutia shows his awareness of the systemic issues preventing blacks from taking 

advantage of any legal right to equal conditions, and the silence surrounding the inherent 

privileges of most non-black Cubans.  	

 Urrutia problematizes the complexities of race in Cuba, namely in terms of Cuban 

fraternal unity and miscegenation. First, Urrutia points out the heterogeneity of thought 

among Cuba’s people of color: acknowledging this heterogeneity, he argues, allows all 

Cubans, not only blacks, to see beyond mere “unidad mental, sentimental o actuante” 

‘unified mentality, sentiment or action’ (Puntos de Vista), which perpetuates the myth of 

a homogenous Cuban thought and therefore continues the cycle of discrimination. 

Second, the Nuevo Negro must be aware of second-hand racism, in other words, that 

which comes from the influence of US imperialistic imposition on the island through 

economic and political actions. Urrutia notes that US influence creates a hierarchy based 

on race in which lighter-skinned individuals are given more preference and prestige over 

darker-skinned individuals. Urrutia claims that this racism comes from an anxiety and 
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inferiority complex that white Cubans feel in contrast to their powerful US neighbors, 

therefore complicating and multiplying the levels of systemic racism that blacks face. 

 

Conclusion	

Urrutia’s Nuevo Negro metaphor brought to the table an articulation of race rooted in the 

past that was quite timely for the 1930s. His adamant critique and reflection on the 

systemic racial inequalities threatening blacks in Cuba demonstrate an acute awareness of 

the contradictions of Cuba’s supposedly integrated nation. Urrutia acknowledged his 

profound study of African-American books and authors as well as his close contact with 

figures such as Langston Hughes and W.E.B. Du Bois, which confirm his contribution to 

a critical conversation that was happening nearby in the United States, even though many 

figures of the Harlem Renaissance probably had no idea of Urrutia’s contribution. Due to 

the short-lived transmission of his speech on the radio and the lack of an English 

translation, this contribution was relegated exclusively to a Cuban audience at the time, 

and unmentioned until the 1980s. As Fenández Robaina points out, although the work of 

Urrutia—in particular his contribution to “la vida del negro” and his own self-discovery 

in the 1920s and 1930s (Identidad Afrocubana 25; “Apuntes para el pensamiento y la 

obra de Gustavo E. Urrutia” 139)—has largely been dismissed, it remains indispensable 

for understanding the racial debate during the republic. Issues of race in our present day 

deserve as much attention as they did at any moment throughout history. It is important 

for us to constantly reinvestigate the silences and ignored histories and bring them to the 

present. There are innumerable moments of artistic and critical thought that refuse to be 
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forgotten and resurface in timely ways. The work and ideas of Gustavo E. Urrutia for 

blacks in Cuba from the 1920s to the 1940s reflected and critiqued the complexities of 

the dominant discourses that wanted to erase their blackness. His reflection on his own 

experiences as well as the experiences of others like him argued for a position as a black 

thinker, and a black citizen. Urrutia’s strategic writings and speeches underscored the 

ambiguous nature of whites in regards to blacks in republican Cuba. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Poetry and Prose: Framing Black Empowerment Movements in the Portuguese 

African Colonies 
	

	
This chapter examines selected poetry and prose publications from African 

intellectuals living in Lisbon in the 1950s including Mário Pinto de Andrade, Francisco 

José Tenreiro, Amílcar Cabral, Noémia de Sousa, and Viriato da Cruz. My analysis 

focuses on how the combination of these publications created a visible autonomous 

framework of black empowerment, one that marked the beginning of a black conscious 

aesthetic in the Portuguese-speaking African colonies as well as in the metropolitan 

center of Lisbon. It is my intention to trace how black writers’ poetry and prose existed to 

frame a reflective and critical literary movement of black empowerment that shifted the 

knowledge production in Portuguese from a Eurocentric perspective to one that is based 

on black African thought.	

 I begin with an overview of the first anthology of Black poetry written in 

Portuguese, and how it came to be, namely due to the contact among members of the 

student cultural association in Lisbon Casa dos Estudantes do Império [CEI] and its 

interaction with the clandestine counterpart Centro de Estudos Africanos [CEA]. Next, I 

discuss the importance of anthologizing as a means to frame black empowerment that 

would eventually lead to nationalist liberation movements. Then, I compare the prose of 

Mário Pinto de Andrade and Amílcar Cabral charting its influence on their poetry, 

revealing the direct connections to creative and critical thought. Finally, I analyze a few 

poems by Viriato da Cruz and his seminal work on the Intelectual Negro e suas 

Responsabilidades to capture the formation of an Angolan poetic style.  	
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The First Anthology of Black Poetry Written in Portuguese: Origins and History	

In 1953, Mário Pinto de Andrade and Francisco José Tenreiro gathered nine 

poems from six African intellectuals—from Angola, Mozambique, and São Tomé and 

Príncipe—to publish the first anthology of Black poetry written in Portuguese. Caderno 

de Poesia Negra de Expressão Portuguesa [referred to as Caderno] was defined as 

articulating an “ansiedade” ‘anxiety’34 (Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro 52), reflecting the 

problems and suffering of black people as a collective, in an aesthetic way, from the 

aforementioned countries, during a time in which Portuguese colonialism was barely 

holding onto its overseas territories.35 In the same year, an anonymous collective of 

writers published a controversial article written in French in the magazine Présence 

Africaine, issue 14, condemning Portuguese colonialism and assimilation practices such 

as the contradictory education systems put in place for the natives (indígenas) and non-

natives in the colonies and the metropolis. The article titled Situation des étudiants noirs 

dans le monde, par des Étudiants d’Afrique Portugaise, was revealed later in an 

interview with Mário Pinto de Andrade to have been written collaboratively by the same 

authors who were featured in the Caderno anthology (Pinto de Andrade and Laban 75).  

In this article, they questioned and reflected on the way blacks and natives, elites and 

non-elites should act regarding their own culture and values that had been erased or 

                                                
34 Lewis Gordon in analyzing Frantz Fanon’s discussion of the nègre explains that an “anxiety is a special 
mode of consciousness. Unlike fear, anxiety pertains to the self…it is a struggle with self” (62). The 
anxiety of the African writers/poets writing in Portuguese in this sense is a struggle with the self, a way to 
understand the self.  
35 There is one exception, António Jacinto, a white Angolan by birth, who identifies his position as a white 
and black colonized subject when he says in his poem: “O meu poema sou eu-branco // montado em mim 
preto // a cavalgar pela vida fora” ‘My poem is me -white // mounted on me black // riding through life 
outside’ (4). António Jacinto thinks of himself as an assimilated colonized subject, a category he 
purposefully intends to break. 
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threatened to disappear due to the contact and imposition of the colonizer’s understanding 

of the world. These students, as they called themselves, advocated for self-valorization, a 

way to “se sentir Africain et s’exprimer comme tel” ‘to feel African and express oneself 

as such’ (Présence Africaine 14:238). The article makes a direct critique of the structure 

of colonialism, a strategy that allowed a re-humanization of the colonized person. These 

students wanted to “be human in the face of a structure [colonialism] that denie[d] their 

humanity” (Gordon 22). This demand, written in 1951 and printed in 1953, broke the 

silence of the situation of African students living under Portuguese colonialism by 

bringing their writing to a larger audience outside of Portugal.  	

Mário Pinto de Andrade restated these sentiments in the introduction to the 

anthology, claiming a “necessidade imperiosa e angustiante de reencontrar os valores 

nativos destruídos, necessidade de se readaptar ao seu ambiente, necessidade de gritar a 

sua presença no mundo” ‘distressing and imperious need to reconnect with destroyed 

native values, need [by the intellectual/student] of re-adapting to their environment, 

needing to claim their presence in the world’ (Textos de apoio 15). Yet, this necessity or 

anxiety to recover one’s African values became more urgent once these intellectuals met 

in the metropolitan center of Lisbon where they became aware of a shared experience as 

colonized/assimilated black subjects who were living within a subordinated and at times 

subhuman position in the colonial system.  The day-to-day life in Lisbon involved 

constant reminders of their inferiority and demanded that they reconsider their values as 

students of the Portuguese empire, leading them to find alternative spaces to discuss their 

situations (Pinto de Andrade and Laban 56-59; Tomás 64-67). As Pires Laranjeira 
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affirms, Caderno de Poesia Negra de Expressão Portuguesa (1953) was indeed an 

endeavor undertaken by the African intellectuals of the Centro de Estudos Africanos, a 

clandestine association formed in Lisbon to revalorize African history and focus on 

current issues while discussing anti-colonial strategies regarding the late colonial Africa 

under the Portuguese colonialism (A negritude 111; Introduction in Mensagem 1: xxiv). 	

 Spaces such as the CEA and the CEI served as hubs in which these intellectuals 

from different parts of Africa—namely Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, São Tomé 

and Príncipe, and Guinea Bissau—gathered to fuel the independence movements, the 

revalorization of their humanity, and the creation of their national ideals. Ironically, the 

CEI was instituted as a way to educate elite students from the colonies allowing the 

Portuguese colonial government to have more control over the future leaders of their 

overseas territories.  The students that went to study in Portugal also brought with them 

diverse experiences that involved human suffering at the hands of mismanagement by 

local colonial authorities. This commonality was evident in the writings and discussions 

that occurred among the members of the CEI.    

In moving from the colonies (Angola, Mozambique, and Cape Verde mainly) to 

the metropolitan center of the colonial power (Lisbon and other smaller cities such as 

Coimbra and Porto), most of the intellectuals were confronted with the contradictions of 

their own assimilated positions within the Portuguese colonizing enterprise. These 

intellectuals actively used writing as a tool to reject passive assimilation and reposition 

themselves as Africans and blacks. Mozambican writer Noémia de Sousa illustrates this 

in “Deixa passar o meu povo.” The poem’s title comes from the translation of the phrase 



 

 107 

“Let My People Go” which is the chorus of the gospel song “Go Down Moses,” sung by 

Paul Robeson, which she reportedly had been hearing on the radio in Mozambique.  The 

selection demonstrates how writing serves as a way to create a space to criticize the racist 

and dehumanizing environment of the colonial system. De Sousa writes, “sento-me à 

mesa e escrevo… // […] E já não sou mais que instrumento […] // Escrevo… // […] 

tatuando de negro o virgem papel branco” ‘I sit on the table and write… // […] I am no 

more than an instrument […] // I write… // […] tattoing black the virgin white paper’ 

(Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro 73). Her verses in the poem metaphorically illustrate the 

dehumanizing effects of living under colonial rule. When she says, “já não sou mais que 

instrumento” she implies that she, representing the African individual, loses the power of 

autonomous control and is merely subjugated to an instrumental role within the 

colonizing system. She follows this line with the word “Escrevo,” possibly giving herself 

agency as a writer, though she seems to be playing with the sound of the word escravo, 

which would reinforce the previous description of the powerless state that she finds 

herself in. The metaphor of the black ink tattooing the white paper personifies the written 

word as her act of inscribing black agency amidst the white context of assimilation and 

European dominance. The title of the poem now takes on new meaning, resonating with 

the chorus of the gospel song invoking the dominating force to free her people, those 

living under the slave-like conditions of colonial Mozambique. The poem draws 

connections related to black empowerment from the Indian across the Atlantic Ocean, 

demonstrating the influence of song, an oral form of cultural production, in her own 

poetic voice. The poem is meta-reflexive of De Sousa herself as a writer and critical of 
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her position as an assimilated African. Other intellectuals also resisted their roles as 

assimilated colonial subjects through critical and reflexive writing.	

Many intellectuals of the CEI used writing as a tool to criticize the Eurocentric 

tendency to discredit oral and written forms of expression coming from the African 

continent. For Amílcar Cabral, one of the most influential and revolutionary African 

thinkers of his time, there was “uma certa convicção que… deposit[ou] no poder da 

escrita. Como se o acto de escrever, só por si, participasse da própria resolução de 

problemas” ‘a certain conviction that... was deposited in the power of writing. As if the 

act of writing, by itself alone, participated in the solution of the problems’ (Tomás 42). In 

this sense, the writer and the writing become necessary acts to challenge the contradictory 

systems put in place in the metropolis. Writing becomes a valuable instrument to 

manifest what the black intellectual signifies. Additionally, the intellectuals of the CEI 

carefully compiled their writings, both poetry and prose, via the venues available at the 

time as an effective strategy to frame their burgeoning black empowerment movements.	

	

Framing Gestures and Marginalized Publications	

Brent Hayes Edwards refers to the preface of a book or anthology as a “framing 

gesture” (38) and defines it as “the materiality of the limits or the edges of an object and 

to the interior force that gives it [the text] shape, that gives it life–not just the container 

but also the contained, not just the skin but also the blood or the skeleton” (45). Edwards 

shows the importance of a prefatory piece of writing as a vital part of the entire work, in 

terms of a compilation or anthology. This work seeks to expand this definition to 
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encompass the fragmented publications in poetry and prose of black intellectuals living in 

Lisbon during the 1950s, which when read together form a more meaningful body of 

work. In other words, using writing to frame—in the multiple senses of the word—was 

crucial to their critique of westernized and colonial modes of thinking. Framing, for these 

African intellectuals, included strategies of undoing the colonial/assimilated mindset 

through writing, which means that the texts must be read in non-conventional ways and 

therefore outside of the commonly accepted notion of formally published, bound 

products. The fragmented nature of their writing, stemming from a constant surveillance 

and censorship by the Portuguese secret police, forced them to publish intermittently in 

sparse and covert distributions. Due to the disparate nature of these writings, my 

definition of framing gestures needs to appropriately consider the context of black 

intellectuals living under Portuguese colonial rule. Therefore, I propose the concept of 

framing in its etymological derivations, framiam and fram. The former meaning “make 

ready for use” evolving from a verb into the common meaning of the word as a noun, 

which is “frame” as a structure, like the frame of a house. The latter term is the older 

form of from, a preposition meaning “going forward” or an indication of the place or 

moment to start something. These meanings represent fairly accurately the cultural 

production by black intellectuals who were attempting to establish a new 

social/political/economic episteme that would allow them and other colonized people to 

move forward in a new direction from the colonial systems and practices in place.  	

Edwards claims that the preface does function as a frame, but in the case of black 

intellectuals in Portugal the frame extends beyond the binding of any one book; critical 
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essays, written speeches along with their poetry often published in periodicals and 

ephemeral prints such as leaflets, pamphlets, and the like also make up the “materiality of 

the limits” of their thinking. Every text was a form of resistance, which underwent 

censorship and often was produced with a very limited budget. Unfortunately, these 

framing practices have remained at the margins of scholarship on the subject due to their 

scattered nature and sometimes non-translatability. For example, most articles written in 

French by Mário Pinto de Andrade, Amílcar Cabral, or Viriato da Cruz were never 

translated into Portuguese, at least not within any time frame relevant to their struggles. 	

	

The origins of black intellectual thought in Portuguese	

The first traces of a black thought written in Portuguese started as writings in 

small bulletins, magazines, and newspapers, both in the African spaces as well as in 

Portugal. It is important to look at these small-scale, ephemeral writing practices, which 

had little distribution or were published over limited periods of time, to gather a deeper 

understanding of how they were used to reframe the colonial mentality to form a 

conscious ideology of resistance. As Costa Andrade suggests, “a importância do acto de 

escrever adquire o seu significado na medida em que permite o primeiro movimento de 

insubmissão bem fundado, o protesto cultural contra uma humanidade que, 

cómodamente, nega ao Negro a sua própria essência” ‘the importance of the act of 

writing acquires its meaning in that it allows the first resistance movement is well 

grounded, the cultural protests against a humanity that comfortably negates the black man 

his own essence’ (qtd. in Margarido 8). The unyielding gesture or “resistance”—as 
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Mozambican thinker Eduardo Mondlane would call it—created a space for reflection and 

critique of the imposed position and subhuman situation of the black intellectual. 

Contradictorily, the resistance that came through publishing in ephemeral journals was an 

ideological punch in the stomach to the Portuguese colonial system that implemented 

forced physical labor and made no contributions to a formal education for the natives of 

the colonies. In essence, these writings are manifestations of protest to the bleak situation 

of colonial life imposed by the Portuguese government.  	

Their first move to resist was often cultural and linguistic. Most black 

intellectuals started as thinkers and writers before moving on to social and political 

activism and eventually military combat. As seen in the Caderno de poesia negra de 

expressão Portuguesa their poetry was their shield; however, even before the eventual 

publication of the anthology, writing was “already a combat” in the colonies (Margarido 

21) and to a certain extent in Lisbon through the CEI’s publication of the bulletin 

Mensagem. This chapter shows how the writing of the African intellectuals who headed 

the independence struggles of their own countries against Portuguese colonialism marked 

their positions as nationals and blacks through their writing. 

 

The First Anthologies of Poetry	

The anthology was the easiest form of print culture for publishing the work of 

multiple African writers at once.36 This practice in the African Portuguese-speaking 

                                                
36 It is worth noting that the anthology genre was widely used in what became known as Negro anthologies. 
Brent Hayes Edwards explains that said anthologies “seemed to be pouring out of publishing houses on 
both sides of the Atlantic in the early 1920s” (43). In Portugal and its African territories this practice of 
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realm dates from the early 1950s. The first recorded anthology came from Luanda, 

Angola. Manuel Ferreira states that it was published in 1950 and titled Antologia dos 

Novos Poetas de Angola (Anthology of the New Angolan Poets) (No reino de Caliban 

62). In this anthology, the burgeoning movement Vamos descobrir Angola! ‘Let’s 

Discover Angola!’ developed its urgent reconfiguration of culture starting from a 

revalorization of Angola’s cultures and its geography. The goal was to “criar e levar a 

Cultura de Angola além fronteiras, na voz altissonante dos nossos poetas e escritores” 

‘create and bring Angola’s cultures beyond its borders, through the resounding voice of 

our poets and writers’ (No reino de Caliban 92). This intention was not unique to Angola; 

by that time, Mozambican writers had already started publishing poetry in the 

newspapers O Brado Africano and Itinerário (Braga Pinto and Mendonça 41-55). 	

However, ironically, it was in Lisbon where the first anthology of Mozambican 

poetry was edited. This supplemental print, later criticized for its title Poesia em 

Moçambique, was an attempt to compile contemporary poems and increase the visibility 

of writers from Mozambique. Almost all of the authors were white and of Portuguese 

descent, though some were born in Mozambique. Also, there was no concerted effort to 

cultivate a national or political literary project. The compilation is, as the title foretells, 

merely a potpourri of poems from writers who may have at one time lived in 

Mozambique. As an effort to “dar a desejada visão geral das ‘coisas moçambicanas’” 

‘give the desired general vision of ‘Mozambican things’’(Mensagem 3), the editors 

compiled the anthology as an offprint of the 1951 issue of Mensagem; however, the 

                                                                                                                                            
Negro anthologies started later (1950s). In Brazil, Zilá Bernd documents that the first anthology of black 
poets was published in 1967, Antologia do negro brasileiro compiled by Edison Carneiro.  
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anthology ended up being an arbitrary arrangement of poems representing Eurocentric-

styled themes of love and longing, alongside personal though critical reflections of life in 

Mozambique by authors such as Noémia de Sousa and José Craveirinha who published 

under their names and pseudonyms thereby increasing the perceived number of 

contributors. Even if Poesia em Moçambique was considered an endeavor by the 

colonizers37 (Margarido Antologias 23), it marked a literary presence never before seen in 

Lisbon and as a result it prompted other forms of literary production to emerge. 	

These two early anthologies were precursors to the development of conscious 

poetry from Mozambique and Angola that was produced independently from colonial 

literature published both in Portugal (as in the Mozambican case) and its colonial 

territories (as in the Angolan case). However, neither collection strives for a critical 

reflection on what those realities in Mozambique and Angola were; the very framing 

gesture seems to lack any organizational structure apart from the authors of the poems 

being from or having resided within the territories of each place. Indeed, the idea was to 

have an autonomous cultural production from each region (Margarido Antologias 21), 

though the motives behind the compilation seem superficial due to its heterogeneity in 

themes and styles though most importantly due to an underwhelming absence of any 

reference in the poems to either Mozambique or Angola respectively. The lack of critical 

cultural production from within the colonial territories of the Portuguese empire would 
                                                
37 Alfredo Margarido in his introduction to the newer edition of the anthologies published by the Casa dos 
Estudantes do Império finds problematic that Vítor Evaristo and Orlando de Alburqueque, both Portuguese, 
“sublinhavam de maneira inconsciente, mas reveladora, a sua condição de moçambicanos de empréstimo, 
não reconhecendo a existência de uma poesia moçambicana, mas sim uma produção poética que tinha 
como lugar –embora nem sempre como cenário –o território de colonial de Moçambique ‘unconsciously, 
though revelatorily highlighted their condition as Mozambicans on loan, not recognizing the existence of a 
Mozambican poetry, rather as a poetic production that took place—while not always in setting—in the 
colonial territory of Mozambique’(Antologias 18) 
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eventually be reivindicated by a network of intellectuals from the colonies who would 

come to the heart of the Portuguese empire to give shape to the CEI as a center for critical 

and dissenting ways of thinking.	

The CEI emerged in 1944 in the main cities of the metropolis: Lisbon, Coimbra 

and Porto. It was formed as a means to unify the dispersed African student groups and 

bring them into Portugal to ensure that they would follow the regime’s ideals. However, 

due in part to its early involvement with the Movimento de Unidade Democrática Juvenil 

[MUD], the CEI served, since its inception, as the group that fueled anti-colonial 

sentiments, worked for the recuperation of culture, and brought nationalist sentiments 

into existence through the Portuguese language, eventually motivating the liberation 

struggles of the 1960s and later. Most importantly, the CEI was the place of contact in 

which African and African diasporic intellectuals met and shared their experiences, 

struggles, and ideals.38 Article 2 of the CEI’s statutes stated that the purpose of the 

association was to promote the “estreitamento dos laços de solidariedade e camaradagem 

entre os estudantes ultramarinos e metropolitanos” ‘narrowing solidarity links and 

comradery among the students from overseas and those in the metropolis’ (Estatutos CEI 

1). The language about fostering relationships allowed African intellectuals living in 

Portugal to establish a serious debate surrounding African culture that aimed at framing 

what black literature meant for them given the difficulties of being black and living under 

the yoke of colonialism and compulsory assimilation imposed by the Portuguese empire. 

The CEI had multiple publications, including a newsletter, Mensagem, which featured 

                                                
38 Within the space of the house, though not limited to it, these intellectuals, particularly those coming from 
the colonies in Africa (the CEI also housed students from India, China, Brazil and East Timor), started to 
think about and define their African identities. 
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essays as well as small compilations of short stories, poetry, and important 

ethnological/sociological studies39 about the colonies in Africa, which were then called 

ultramar provinces.40   	

The newsletter Mensagem functioned as a privileged platform for members of the 

CEI to publish prose and poetry, though its distribution was influenced by increasing 

surveillance and eventually shut down. The bulletin included multiple essays debating 

culture, politics, and economy and offered a space for poetry (Mão-de-Ferro Martinho 

51). The writing varied from being sympathetic to the Portuguese colonial project to 

being an abstract critique of the same. It displayed the diverse ideological perspectives of 

its members. Reading the bulletins chronologically reveals a shift in discourse from being 

complacent and celebratory of Portuguese accomplishments towards a radical critique of 

the policies implemented in the overseas territories. However, production of this bulletin 

halted from 1957 to 1960 (Laranjeira Mensagem xix). The repressive regime and 

censorship is one major factor in the incomplete and restrictive nature of the ideas 

published in the bulletin. Nonetheless, as Laranjeira explains, “a partir de 1948, a CEI já 

era mais ‘africana’ do que ‘imperial’” ‘since 1948, the CEI was more ‘African’ than 

‘Imperial’’ (xviii), which the bulletin reflects in its articles and the poetry.	
                                                
39 The authors and titles of mostly fiction and poetry are: Mário António (Amor), Luandino Vieira (A 
Cidade e a Infância), Arnaldo Santos (Fuga), Viriato da Cruz (Poemas), António Cardoso (Poemas de 
Circunstância), Costa Andrade (Terra de Acácias Rubras), Manuel Lima (Kissanje), Agostinho Neto 
(Poemas), António Jacinto (Poemas), Alexandre Dáskalos (Poesias), Tomás Vieira da Cruz (Poesia 
Angolana), Henrique Abranches (Diálogo), Ovídio Martins (Caminhada), José Craveirinha (Chigubo), 
Arnaldo Santos (Quinaxixe). Additionally, there were two other collections, one called “Ensaios” ‘Essays’ 
in which three lengthy essays were published: “Literatura Angolana by Carlos Ervedosa, 
Consciencialização na Literatura Caboverdiana by Onésimo Silveira, Negritude e Humanismo by Alfredo 
Maragarido” and the other “Etnografia” [Ethnography] which contained bilingual music Umbundo-
Portuguese titled “Cancioneiro Angolano de Gonzaga Lambo e Canções Populares de Nova Lisboa por 
Ernesto Lara (Filho). 
40 The term “ultramar” was used by the Portuguese empire to romanticize the idea of the colonies as 
overseas extensions of Portugal as a “multicontinental” nation.   
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During the first phase of Mensagem from 1948 to 1952,41 members of the CEI 

brought to light critical issues within an African context and also attempted to rescue its 

distorted image42 in the essays and the poetry of the first thirteen issues of the bulletin. 

Mário Pinto de Andrade, Francisco José Tenreiro, and Amílcar Cabral among others,43 

reflected on their experiences as blacks on a personal level, but they also considered 

similar experiences of blacks from different parts of the world. Their interest in black 

literature, according to Mário Pinto de Andrade, pertained to acknowledging that African 

literature encompassed not only that written on the African continent, but also in the 

diaspora, in particular, that of the Americas. Mensagem served as a springboard for these 

intellectuals to start actively publishing their writings. Despite government surveillance 

and censorship, black intellectuals began publishing critical essays, fiction, and poetry 

that reflected a common black experience in Africa during Portuguese colonial rule as 

well as their experiences in the diaspora. This platform allowed black intellectuals to 

begin producing culture that accurately represented people living black experiences 

throughout the world. These writings make up the initial groundwork of a framing 

gesture to define black literature and the issues of its production and misconceptions. 

Next, I will analyze how one essay from the bulletin Mensagem provides an explicit 

definition to frame the poetry and fiction of black writers.   	

                                                
41 The introduction of the two volumes of Mensagem divides the activities of the CEI into four phases, 
including the different publications the CEI sponsored such as the bulletin that started from 1948 until 1952 
and then from 1957 to 1964. The four phases of publication occurred from 1944-1952, 1952-1957, 1957-
1961, and 1961-1965 (Laranjeira Mensagem xvii-xx).  
42 The distorted image of Africa, absorbed by these Africans in Lisbon, allowed them to seek a critical way 
of thinking about the continent and other parts of the colonized world by the Portuguese. Nonetheless, it is 
important to highlight that the language in the bulletin, even if it was critical, was expressed in the 
dominant language of the empire (Cabrita Mateus 70). 
43 Pires Laranjeira provides an extensive list of intellectuals, writers, and artists who were writing about the 
same issues (Negritude 129). 
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In an article titled A literatura negra e os seus problemas ‘Black Literature and its 

Problems’ (1951), published in Mensagem,44 Mário Pinto de Andrade contextualizes 

black literature as a cultural practice by black writers that has a long tradition in Africa 

and exposes the false and constructed “black literature” that is written by whites about 

imagined or generalized black experiences. He presents the essay as a response to a 

conference given by Dr. Tomé das Neves in Luanda, which frames his work in opposition 

to an act of cultural colonialism. Pinto de Andrade expands the definition of black 

literature by offering an exegesis, urging readers to consider interpretation of all black 

artistic forms because the historical nature of black people spread out all over the world 

provides “todas as Áfricas do mundo” ‘all the Africas of the world’ (7). Pinto de Andrade 

writes eloquently and with biting sarcasm as he subtly points out Dr. Neves’ 

“forgetfulness” in recognizing that black poetry is that produced by black writers and not 

the touristic exploitation and exoticization of Africa or its people. Note also that Pinto de 

Andrade reflects on this creative production and experience in its plurality, underscoring 

differences and resisting a homogenizing understanding of “African” poetry, when he 

says “All the Africas of the world.” Furthermore, Pinto de Andrade marks the difference 

of colonial literature from black African literature, alluding to the fact that Dr. Neves is 

solely referring to colonial literature written by whites and assimilated natives rather than 

an authentic black African literature. Pinto de Andrade avoids incorporating too much 

                                                
44 This article was published in two parts one in Mensagem No. 12 Ano 111 (January-July 1951) pp. 1-3 
and the other in No. 13 (January 1952) pp. 14-17, and later reproduced in its entirety in Pires Laranjeira’s 
Textos de Apoio. However, in the second publication in Mensagem, Mário Pinto de Andrade, or perhaps the 
editors of the bulletin, stated that “conclui no próximo número” [it will conclude in the next issue], but it 
was never completed. This was an ongoing project that Mário Pinto de Andrade had set to write about, but 
never succeeded in publishing as a book. 
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detail in this comment on colonial literature, possibly to prevent undue attention from 

government surveillance. One can speculate that he might have censored his own ideas or 

left out revealing particularities in order to get the publication out. He also hesitates in 

defining the term black, gesturing that skin color is not such an important factor in 

definitions of black literature as the meaning of the texts written by black writers rooted 

in their unique experiences. This is an important move as he defines black in terms of 

culture, instead of as a biological marker or mere skin color. Pinto de Andrade 

emphasizes the agency of the person who produces culture as a factor for determining 

whether or not it is authentic black literature. Likewise, he shows how the attempt to 

document oral cultures by anthropologists is an inauthentic act that weakens the literature 

produced orally in certain African ethnic groups.   	

Mário Pinto de Andrade explains that oral literature is that produced by “human 

archives”, which is passed from generation to generation including multiple genres such 

as poetry (epic, drama, satire, etc.) and story (magical realism, cosmogony, proverbial) 

(8). In response to what Dr. Neves says about the need to “acabar com a literatura 

contista e verbalista do negro de África” ‘finish with black African’s storytelling and oral 

literature’ (8), Pinto de Andrade provides examples of the griotic traditions that have 

existed throughout certain parts of Africa for thousands of years, preserving such oral 

literature. He demonstrates that in South Africa the education system in the native 

languages, especially in the Bantu languages, allows for the self-preservation and 

development of oral literature by the users of that language. He contrasts the organic 

preservation of language with the work of western ethnographers and social scientists that 
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attempts to document oral literature throughout Africa. Pinto de Andrade claims that, in 

effect, documenting or transcribing the oral tradition alters the context and therefore 

meaning of the language. He also illuminates the cooptation of language by white 

Europeans who take credit for making the language translatable to a European audience.  

The act of removing the language from the African people is a strategic move to 

culturally weaken the existing structures of preservation and distribution of knowledge, 

thus taking the soul out of the expression. This problem also exists for assimilated black 

writers who are attempting to create a written literature that stays true to the experiences 

and conditions of black people. 	

Pinto de Andrade addresses the issues of language and assimilation that occur in 

written black literature. He claims that black writers experience a contradiction in writing 

from a black perspective since most have some degree of assimilation vis-à-vis a 

European formal education in a language that is not their own. Pinto de Andrade 

expressed that black writers often have to negotiate their privileged positions as educated 

individuals while criticizing them at the same time, which results in contradictions in 

their works. Similarly, the type of language used by assimilated black intellectuals is 

accessible by the European colonizer while obscuring the comprehensibility of the 

message to the colonized masses whom they are often writing about45. As Portuguese 

colonialism was still hanging onto its territories overseas, Pinto de Andrade is cautious in 
                                                
45 Russell Hamilton reinforces Mário Pinto de Andrade’s suspicion by stating the historical situation in 
which intellectuals like Pinto de Andrade found themselves, in that “the awakening of a collective, 
nationalist consciousness coincided with the de facto practice, and eventually the official policy of 
assimilação. As members of the intellectual elites were beginning to analyze the exploitation of the masses 
of the “unassimilated,” they were discovering that their own command of Portuguese was the principal 
measure of their relatively advantaged status in the existing colonial system. They found themselves in the 
awkward posture of simultaneously rejecting their acculturated status, while using it as a means of cultural 
resistance” (“Lusophone Literature in Africa” 315-316).  
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going directly to the wound. He provides no examples of particular Africans writing or 

preserving their oral literatures in the so-called colonies of the time. Perhaps this silence 

allows Pinto de Andrade to publish without censorship and to anticipate the direction 

African intellectuals would take. An example of this future direction can be seen in his 

work as a philology student of Bantu and Kimbundu linguistics, his premier as a poet in 

Mensagem (Ano 1 No.8: 17) with his poem “Muimbu ua Sabalu” [Canção de Sabalu] 

written in Kimbundu, or with his various lectures46 at the Centro de Estudos Africanos 

(Pinto de Andrade and Laban 71-73) that he later published in newspapers or magazines 

in France and Brazil. Mário Pinto de Andrade was indeed combating the complexities of 

creating and defining a literature that was not considered as such by the institutionalized 

Eurocentric forms of cultural production. He found inspiration in the work by black and 

mulatto writers in the Americas, which would prove vital in his framing of a black 

literary aesthetic in his work of anthologizing black poetry in Portuguese. 	

Pinto de Andrade’s awareness of black literary movements rooted in the lived 

experiences of black people in the Americas is a paradigm that becomes evident through 

the evolution of his essay writing. For example, he explains that poets such as Langston 

Hughes, Nicolás Guillén, Léopold Sédar Senghor, and Aimé Césaire possess an 

underlying commonality that is also present in his selection of texts in the anthology of 

black literature written in Portuguese because they describe “a alma negra, o sentimento 

                                                
46 Pinto de Andrade tells Michel Laban that “eu [Mário] guardei manuscritos completos das minhas 
intervenções: sobre linguística, como se exprime o negro[…] Intervim em vários domínios: por exemplo, 
fui eu que tratei a história das colonizações[…] escrevi muito nessa época[…]” ‘I [Mário] kept complete 
manuscripts of my interventions: about linguistics, how the black man expresses himself […] I intervened 
in a variety of areas: for example, I attempted the history of colonization[…] I wrote a lot at that 
time[…]’(74-75). 



 

 121 

negro” ‘the black soul, the black sentiment’ through their poetry. Pinto de Andrade 

defines poetry as “naturalmente a expressão artística da própria vida” ‘naturally the 

artistic expression of life’ (Textos de apoio 11) and draws an important connection 

between oral literature and written poetry, exemplifying the way that it unfolded in the 

Americas with the arrival of the first slaves in Jamestown all the way to the Harlem 

Renaissance. In the end, he turns to Cuba. Framing a larger symbolic space of the 

production of said literature in both its written and oral forms, he claims that, “[n]a 

América do Norte e Central, encontramos os maiores poetas de literatura negra” ‘[i]n 

North and Central America, we find the greatest poets of black literature’ (Textos de 

Apoio 9). Pinto de Andrade includes Nicolás Guillén among other poets from the Harlem 

Renaissance and the Cuban strain of negrismo47 in his estimation. Linking the voices of 

African descendants through their life experiences in the United States and Cuba 

respectively, Pinto de Andrade set the parameters of a paradigm of black writers who 

write with a critical awareness of their experiences as blacks and develop written 

literature imbued with certain qualities or oral tradition. The acknowledgment of such a 

paradigm foreshadows the critical stance evident later in framing his anthologies. Pinto 

de Andrade is considered the greatest anthologizer of African poetry written in 

Portuguese and in translation of his time (see Mata and Padilha; Kajibanga; Laranjeira), a 

value attributable to his profound consideration of cultural identity and self-awareness 

through literary production by black intellectuals, which he elaborated in a subsequent 

essay published in Angola the same year as A Literatura negra e os seus problemas. 	

                                                
47 Pinto de Andrade refers to authors of the Harlem Renaissance such as Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, 
and Langston Hughes and to those of the Cuban strain of negrismo such as Ramón Guirao, José Z. Tallet, 
Alejo Carpentier, Emilio Ballagas, Marcelino Arozarena and Nicolás Guillén.  
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In 1951, Pinto de Andrade penned a manuscript for a larger work titled Aspectos 

da Literatura Negro-Africana (hereafter referred to as Aspectos), published in Tribuna in 

Luanda.48 This 28-page hand-written document shares some of the same points from his 

essay published in Mensagem and seems to be the workings of a growing project, in 

which he analyses and proposes ways of understanding what black-African literature is, 

articulating his ideas on the novel and poetry. Pinto de Andrade tells Michel Laban in a 

1997 interview that he had been working on this essay to present for a meeting in the 

Centro de Estudos Africanos (76). Aspectos offers a more in-depth discussion of the 

problem of assimilation and the implications of language for African writers. Moreover, 

his foresight into where he would publish it or the audience he intended changed his 

strategy in writing a detailed essay, almost to the length of a mini-book, with a table of 

contents. 	

In the manuscript Aspectos, Pinto de Andrade emphasized his aspiration to write 

like the great Senegalese black thinker Léopold Sédar Senghor. The article opens with a 

quote from Senghor marking the black man’s contribution to the world. Pinto de Andrade 

had read Senghor’s 1939 collection of poems qualifying them as testemunhos or 

testimonies in which the black man had expressed his experience. Therefore, Pinto de 

Andrade uses his essay and critique to give his own side of the story, his own perspective 

including Portuguese speaking African writers:   	

                                                
48 The manuscript available from the Mário Soares Foundation claims to have been published in the journal 
Tribuna in Luanda as A literatura negra e os seus problemas, though there is no available evidence of this. 
I will refer to the manuscript with its hand-written title in order to differentiate it from the aforementioned 
essay in Mensagem.  
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O meu desejo também não é escrever com testemunho que me tivesse sido 

proposto, mas dizer algo sobre a presença negra, da própria manifestação 

na sua expressão literária em África. 	

A nomeação para já da presença negra, poderá significar para alguns, 

qualquer coisa como uma imposição. Nada disto; quando muito, a 

afirmação duma realidade do mesmo século. E antes de entrar 

verdadeiramente no âmago do tema, é bom descortinar no emaranhado das 

generalizações, o verdadeiro sentido destes termos e expressões mais ou 

menos equivocas, como África, Negros, África Negra, Blackman, colored-

men, selvagens, primitivos e tantos outros. Quer provenham do arrivismo 

dos Europeus ao continente Africano, das designações fornecidas pelos 

historiadores e geógrafos antigos, da surpresa dos exploradores Africanos, 

quer provenham em fim, das demarcações rigorosas das linhas de cor, em 

termos e expressões contem em si o resultado dum critério de classificar 

cor etnológica, o enquadramento de ciclos culturais e depois, uma 

realidade sócio-económica. Não nos deve interessar discutir os “nomes 

pelos nomes”. Outros notaram, porém, que Brancos, Negros, Àfrica, são 

termos duma imprecisão temível 

 

I do not desire to write a testimony as proposed, but rather to say 

something about the black presence from its own manifestation in its 

literary expression in Africa. The naming of the black presence could 
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mean for some an imposition. Nothing like that, however, could be an 

affirmation of the reality of this century. Before truly beginning to speak 

about the problem, it is important to unveil the entangled generalizations, 

the true meaning of these terms and expressions, more or less incorrect, 

such as Africa, Blacks, Black Africa, Blackman, colored-men, savages, 

primitives and many others. Whether they come from the arrival of 

Europeans to the African continent, from the designations created by 

historians and geographers from long ago, from the surprise of African 

explorers, lastly whether they come, from the strict demarcations of the 

color lines, in words and expressions containing in and of themselves the 

result of a criteria for ethnological classification by color, the framing of 

cultural cycles and thus, a socio-economic reality. We must not care to 

discuss “the names by themselves”. Others have noticed that Whites, 

Blacks, Africa are terms of appalling imprecision.  (1-2). 	

Pinto de Andrade attracts his reader’s attention to the fact that using the term negro to 

identify themselves as black writers is not an imposition. Instead he is saying that it is a 

necessary resistance to the imposition of identity brought about by the European colonial 

enterprise, including the creation of negative images of Africans by explorers, historians, 

and geographers whose interpretations have led to the marginalizing racial constructions 

that have been in place since the first contact. A glimpse of Pinto de Andrade’s awareness 

of cultural imposition is present in his use of terms in English such as “Blackman” and 

“colored-men.” By mentioning the variety of names used with the language of 
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colonization, he is demonstrating the vastness of the enterprise against which he is trying 

to intervene. Conversely, he does not include any French or Spanish terms, which 

probably reflects the audience who may have been more familiar with the Portuguese and 

English terms. At this point, he does not problematize the assimilated man; however, 

what he does is show the hegemonic and Eurocentric framing—he uses the word 

“enquadramento”—that is given to colonized people, thereby stressing the importance of 

naming as a means to take power into one’s own hands, as well as a means to frame the 

argument which his essay intends to make. Pinto de Andrade was not alone in his 

development of a frame for black empowerment in a Portuguese-speaking context; an 

article by Amílcar Cabral shows how a shift occurred in Cape Verdean poetry during the 

first half of the twentieth century.	

Amílcar Cabral articulates a shift in the paradigm of Cape Verdean poetry, 

moving from a Eurocentric style to one that is rooted in the lived experience of the 

common Cape Verdean people. He credits the development of literary journals as a major 

factor in the establishment of culturally aware poetry that could produce collective 

empowerment for the people of Cape Verde. The island of Cape Verde comprised a 

larger percentage of mixed-race cultural elites compared to other Portuguese colonies in 

Africa. This can be attributed to the creation of schools dating back to the nineteenth 

century, such as in São Nicolau and later Mindelo. This meant that a larger number of 

mixed-race people were able to attend school. Hence, a stronger tradition of literature had 

been present in Cape Verde during the first half of the twentieth century in comparison to 

other colonies. Cabral’s article “Apontamentos sobre a poesia Caboverdeana” published 
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in Cabo Verde Boletim de Propaganda e Informação in 1952 is a testament to his early 

thinking in poetry and politics. Cabral delineates two phases in his genealogy of Cape 

Verdean poetry, the time prior to the establishment of the group Claridade, and the 

period since the group’s inception. Cabral defines poetry as being “produto do complexo 

social em que foi gerada” ‘a product of the social complex in which it was created,’ 

furthermore he insists that poetry “tem suas raízes […] mergulhadas nas condições socio-

económicas em que é criada” ‘had its roots […] deeply ingrained in the socio-economic 

conditions in which it is created’ (5-6). Similar to Pinto de Andrade, Cabral’s definition 

of poetry alludes to a sense of experience, one that is conscious of the socio-economic 

circumstances in which it is created.  

Cabral’s audience is different than Pinto de Andrade’s in his “Apontamentos 

sobre poesia caboverdeana” published in Cabo Verde magazine in Praia on the first day 

of the year 1952. Cabral is more precise in his critique of the colonial regime since he 

was writing from a place of less government surveillance using references directly from 

the island. Pinto de Andrade displays more caution in his use of examples, perhaps 

placing them out of the Portuguese-speaking context such as the poetry from the 

Americas to create a sense of neutrality while allowing him to speak about the issues 

affecting Angolans. Returning to Cabral’s “Apontamentos,” the definition of poetry 

delineates a shift in consciousness among Cape Verdean poets. On the one hand, the 

generation of poets prior to Claridade was a group of exclusively male, middle-class 

students from the St. Nicolau Seminary who were completely detached from the realities 

lived by most of the island’s population. Their poetic style adheres to classical forms of 
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European meter and rhyme, which neglects the popular rhythms of the oral cultures of the 

island. Cabral qualifies this poetry as an act of “forgetting” (word used by Cabral) their 

land and people. Eugénio Tavares, José Lopes, Pedro Cardoso, Januário Leite among 

others adopted this poetic form due to their “própria condição económica em que vivem 

que facilita aquele alheamento das realidades caboverdianas” ‘own economic condition in 

which they live that distances them from the Cape Verdean realities’ (6). Despite a very 

limited number of times when the poets mention some aspect of Cape Verdean life, their 

assimilated nature deprived them of the ability to see beyond their own noses, thus 

producing a superficial poetry that did not speak for the masses. Cabral, at this point, 

suggests that the popular lyrics of morna49 songs are the true poetic element during this 

time. On the other hand, the generation of Claridade is aware of their reality, they are 

considered, according to Cabral, as common men. These men write about and from the 

land. The “voz do poeta agora é a voz da própria terra, do próprio povo, da própria 

realidade caboverdeana” ‘the voice of the poet now is the voice of the very land, the very 

people, the very reality of Cape Verde’ (7), this is the poetry engaged with the land and 

the people, their geographical and socio-economic realities simply exemplified in the 

words of poet Jorge Barbosa who writes “a nossa terra // pobre // ingrata // querida” ‘our 

land // poor // ungrateful // beloved’ (qtd. in Claridade lxxiv). 	

 Cabral argues that the expansion of secular educational opportunities in Cape 

Verde led inevitably to the development of local literary journals that became 

progressively more collective and rooted in the common struggle of the impoverished 

                                                
49 Fernando Arenas describes the lyrics of the genre of morna that “represent a type of national ‘metatext’ 
documenting Cape Verdean reality since late nineteenth century” (65). 
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masses. He attributes the education of Cape Verdeans as the Portuguese strategy to 

maintain control over its other territories within the mainland of Africa. The education 

systems in the Portuguese-African colonies were very rudimentary, if existent at all.  

Cape Verde was the most advanced as it had the closest contact with Portugal. 

Assimilated Cape Verdeans often served as colonial intermediaries in, for example, 

Guinea Bissau (Tomás 36-39). The secularization of schools, allowed greater access to 

education for Cape Verdeans living in the cities; however, that was not enough. Art, 

particularly poetry, continued to be restricted to a relatively small sector of Cape Verdean 

society. According to Cabral, the expansion of educational opportunities helped in the 

creation of a literary journal. Claridade was published intermittently since 1936 until the 

1960s, while undergoing changes such as morphing into a publication called Certeza in 

1944. Nonetheless, the journals had long-lasting effects on the poets of the islands, 

namely the connection of the poet with its land and people. 	

There was still a need to continue in the development of writing about the 

archipelago’s reality. Cabral frames this poetry as a start, while calling for a move 

forward. Cabral’s reflection allows him to end with an implicit call for liberation, a 

concept he will develop further in his writing. Ending with a quote by Aguinaldo 

Fonseca, Cabral invites his readers to think of “outra terra dentro de nossa terra” ‘another 

land within our land’ (8). Cabral ends with a specific purpose, the establishment of a 

localized space for the creation of poetry that reflects and responds to the needs of the 

Cape Verdean masses, not in the overarching pan-African style advocated by Pinto de 

Andrade.   	
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Cabral and Pinto de Andrade’s essays reveal two different ways of framing 

national and cultural forms of production. Cabral traces a genealogy of poetry at a local 

level, while Pinto de Andrade does so at an international level. Both authors provide the 

arguments in the form of essays to define the underlying structure of the poetry and how 

the contents of that poetry served as a valuable tool to write their own nation and culture. 

In addition to this framing practice, both authors define their criteria for poesia negra as 

possessing a critical understanding of the lived experiences of black people whether in a 

particular region of Africa, such as Cape Verde or Angola, or in a global diasporic sense, 

such as the US and Cuba. This criterion was also imbued in both authors’ poetry. For 

example, Mário Pinto de Andrade’s “Canção de Sabalu” cried out the hardships and 

ultimate death as a result of forced labor, writing the lived reality of Angolans into a 

poetic form. Amílcar Cabral in his poem “Poema,” shouts his “grito de revolta que 

percorreu o Mundo” ‘rebel yell that went around the world’ (Osorio 71). Furthermore, the 

collaboration of their unique arguments is reflected accurately in the selections of poems 

in the first anthology of black poetry written in Portuguese.  This anthology materialized 

out of the need for a unification of the conscious poetry written by black Portuguese-

speaking African writers positioning themselves from the realities of the colonial 

experience. 	

The Caderno de Poesia Negra de Expressão Portuguesa in 1953 offered a critical 

framing gesture to the production of poetry as an act of black empowerment and 

unification of diverse struggles shared under Portuguese colonialism. Pinto de Andrade, 

with the help of veteran poet Francisco José Tenreiro from São Tomé and Príncipe, 
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decided after reading various anthologies that it was time to make one exclusively for 

poets who chose to write poetry about the black experience in Portuguese.50 This 

anthology, similar to those anthologies of black literature that came before in French, 

English, and Spanish, included an introduction and a prefatory note. Brent Edwards 

amply discusses the fact that it was commonplace for anthologies such as this one to 

include introductions, prefaces, prologues, etc., which served to frame the authority and 

legitimize the content exposed in them (60-63). In the case of Caderno, there were 

numerous motivations behind these framing gestures, such as to show the depth and 

“authentic” nature of writers from the so-called Portuguese colonies in Africa, and to 

open up the way for a black poetic expression in the Portuguese language by tracing its 

history and precursors to provide a deeper context in which to embed the works. Though 

somewhat paradoxically, they excluded Cape Verdean poetry from this anthology since, 

according to them, “it merit[ed] its own study” (Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro 20). 

Despite its similarities to the poetry written in the Americas, such as using creole 

language and possessing unique rhythmic patterns, the editors of the anthology claim that 

it was not completely rooted in blackness. It is possible that the distinctions between 

Cape Verdeans and other parts of Africa under the Portuguese colonial rule may have 

more to do with the duration of Portuguese contact, or the easier mobility from the 

archipelago to Lisbon, or the amount of formal education available and the economic 

investments made on the archipelago, though the scope of this work does not permit a 

                                                
50 Pinto de Andrade refers to several anthologies in Spanish and French, such as Antología de poesía negra 
hispano americana by Ballagas (1935), Orbita de la poesía afrocubana by Guirao (1938) and Anthologie 
de la nouvelle poesie nègre et malgache de langue francaise (1948) that triggered the one in Portuguese to 
emerge.  
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lengthier discussion of this topic. Nonetheless, the preface and introduction to the 

anthology both praise Nicolás Guillén as the model poet because of his commitment to 

recreating African lyrical forms in addition to having consciously initiated a poetic 

movement with social leanings (Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro 18).51	

Both Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro praise Guillén, though, unlike other previous 

anthologies, they go so far as to include a dedication to Guillén in the anthology and open 

with his poem, “Son No. 6,” in its original version in Spanish.52 As the dedication 

expresses, they thought of Guillén as the “voz mais alta da negritude de expressão 

hispano-americana” (Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro 4). Furthermore, this statement 

seems to insinuate another type of negritude since they both allude to Guillén as 

negritude’s best representative from Spanish-America. As Pires Laranjeira mentions in a 

footnote in his compilation of Pinto de Andrade’s texts, this mention of the word 

negritude is the first instance of it being used in a Portuguese-speaking context (124).  

Pinto de Andrade’s texts only mention Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor by name, 

though he provides detailed examples of North and Central American black poets such as 

Langston Hughes and Guillén. Therefore, it appears that he is shifting the concept of 

negritude away from its French-speaking fathers, Césaire and Senghor, and placing it in a 

different cultural-linguistic context with contradictory implications. Pinto de Andrade and 

Tenreiro understood Guillén’s negritude as an affirmation of blackness rooted in a space 

                                                
51 Alfredo Margarido states that the writers of Caderno (1953) were enmeshed in the trap of negritude that 
would help them rescue their own African values, in other words “lhes permitisse reafricanizar-se” [allow 
them to reafricanize themselves] (82). Moreover, this rescue of African values did not imply that it was a 
conscious attack of the colonial enterprise. This negritude, which these African writers wanted to express in 
the anthology, could only come from their contact in the metropolis. 
52 They had read Guillén’s work along with that of other Cuban and Latin American writers (Laranjeira 
2002; Margarido 1989; Ferreira 1989). 
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that was no longer under the burden of colonialism. In contrast, they understood French 

negritude as coming from the center of the colonial power: France.  	

Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro also preferred to view Guillén as a Black-African 

poet, instead of as a Cuban, Caribbean, or American poet. This view emerges explicitly in 

the prefatory notes in which the authors elaborate their reasons for publishing the book 

(as the preface explains, it was “an expression of an anxiety”), as they explain that the 

African poets writing in Portuguese needed the space to express their own “negritude.” 

Pinto de Andrade states that it was Guillén, among other writers, that “iniciaram de facto 

um movimento poético de sentido social e descobriram a sua ‘negritude’” ‘in fact, started 

a poetic movement with social leanings and discovered their “negritude”’(18). Naming 

Guillén, with their gaze fixed on the Spanish Caribbean and not specifically naming other 

poets as the initiators of the movement, suggests their understanding of a different kind of 

“negritude,” perhaps one that was revolutionary or one that aligned more with anti-

imperialist sentiments of the day. These sentiments seem to have prompted African 

intellectuals who developed nationalistic and political strategies to debunk the colonial 

regime. 	

While the Cuban Revolution and the poetry that was produced by its proponents 

would later become an important source of aesthetic as well as ideological/political 

exchange, Guillén’s poetry was inspiring Portuguese-speaking Africans almost a decade 

before. Multiple texts by Pinto de Andrade in the early 1950s isolate Guillén and his 

writing as the model for black poets to follow for addressing social and economic 
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injustices.53 The Angolan thinker insists that “em Cuba, especialmente, a preocupação 

social da literatura está expressa numa poesia já hoje marcante em toda a América 

Latina” ‘especially in Cuba, the social concern of literature is expressed in a poetry that is 

today marked in all of Latin America’ (11). Pinto de Andrade refers specifically to 

Guillén when he highlights the social aspect of literature taking place in Latin America. 

Guillén becomes, for him, a poet who shows “algo mais profundamente humano” 

‘something more profoundly human’ (12). 	

Pinto de Andrade’s statement that Guillén is the best representative of negritude 

seems to clash with the fact that Pinto de Andrade is considered the most Francophone of 

the Lusophone African thinkers (Soares 46). As the editor of Présence Africaine from 

1951 until 1958, he not only wrote in French, but he was also the main force behind 

many of the most important publications and translations from French to Portuguese. I 

would like to suggest that at this time the African poets writing in Portuguese, though 

already familiar with French-speaking African writers (many were exiled in France) and 

English-speaking North Americans like Langston Hughes, were looking to focus on a 

model that was in neither of these dominant languages, but rather one that remained at the 

margins like Portuguese and Spanish. Viewing Guillén as “essencialmente um poeta 

negro” ‘essentially a black poet’ (Textos de Apoio 12) and African, concords with Pinto 

de Andrade’s assertion that Guillén’s poetry possessed a sense of cultural awareness and 

self-realization, which I would argue could be understood today as an Afrocentric 

perspective. 	

                                                
53 All of the texts written by Mário Pinto de Andrade in the 1950s are part of the compilation of the 
Negritude Africana de Lingua Portuguesa Textos de Apoio (1947-1963). 
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In sum, the framing gesture of exemplifying Nicolás Guillén as an archetypal 

figure of negritude poetry reveals underlying motivations by the editors that are based on 

more than just a unique expression of black empowerment. Guillén’s poetry possessed an 

Afrocentric perspective rooted in the sounds of oral language and music that inspired 

black poets from many different contexts, but one factor that may have contributed to his 

poem being included in the anthology is the shared context of the Spanish and Portuguese 

languages as marginalized means of anti-imperialist poetic expression.   	

	

The Angolan poet Viriato da Cruz: A Forgotten Case 	

Viriato da Cruz, a student from Angola and member of the CEI, also played an 

important role in framing new ways of thinking with his colleagues Pinto de Andrade and 

Cabral. His poem “Mamã Negra (Canto de esperança)” in Caderno closed the anthology. 

As its second title implies, it was a song of hope finalizing the wishes of the other poets 

in the anthology. His poem completes the circle opened by Guillén with his “Son No. 6” 

in the anthology, a circle that encompasses a specific “Yoruba de Cuba” ‘Yoruba from 

Cuba’ to a general “dia de humanidade” ‘day of humanity.’ Taking a closer look at the 

form in which Viriato da Cruz closes the poem makes clear his framing practice. His final 

three lines read, “Gerando, formando, anunciando // o dia da humanidade // O DIA DA 

HUMANIDADE!” ‘Creating, shaping, announcing // the day of humanity // THE DAY 

OF HUMANITY!’ (17). The poet, using the gerund form of three actions, indicates the 

process in which he is creating while changing the creation. In addition, the verb choice 

reflects that very specific need for change or a new start. “Gerar” meaning to originate, to 
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create, or to exist, is put as the first action in which the lyric voice of the poem already 

identifies with the action. He says, “nós outros teus filhos,” ‘we, your other children,’ 

meaning those who are aware of their situation will start anew and create. The second 

verb “formar” is also important as the voice of the poem is showing that there are existing 

things, concepts, systems, etc., which need to be shaped and need articulation, here 

alluding directly to a need for framing. The third verb is the most provocative one as he is 

calling for the restitution of voice that has been silenced, a way to speak, to announce and 

denounce. It is a call to publically speak or, if it is possible, to suggest a way to write, a 

way to express oneself for a humanity that needs to know the poetic voice’s experience. 

Viriato da Cruz’s closing sentences propose another way of acting as humans who have 

been stripped of their humanity as black subjects, which are present from the 

conversation to the black mother and the poetic voice throughout the poem. With this 

contribution, it is possible to see the way Viriato da Cruz, via his poetry and his 

journalism, critically thinks of the condition of the black intellectual and his54 production. 	

 Taking a step back, in an article published in an offprint of the magazine Cultura 

in 1949, Filinto de Menezes, similar to the aforementioned articles by Pinto de Andrade 

and Cabral, sets out to provide some notes on Angolan poetry. The title of his article 

“Apontamentos sobre a Poesia de Angola” is homologous to that of Cabral’s regarding 

Cape Verdean poetry, but in this case the article focuses on Angolan poetry, from the 

works of Maurício Gomes and Viriato da Cruz. In the article, de Menezes qualifies 

Viriato da Cruz as “possivelmente o poeta mais representativo da poesia angolana, por a 

                                                
54 As most of these male intellectuals, Viriato da Cruz advocated for ways to rethink the imperial problem 
and take action for the construction of the nation, in his case Angola. However, he was one of the few that 
included women in his project, something that took more effort than others.  
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sua poesia ser um valiossisimo inquerito à vida do negro” ‘possibly the poet most 

representative of Angolan poetry, because his poetry was a valuable inquiry into the life 

of black people’ (Textos de Apoio 94). Defining his poetry as engaged with a reflection 

and questioning of black experience, de Menezes claims that Viriato da Cruz is the 

Angolan poet who best represents what he defines as Angolan poetry. Angolan poetry 

during this time was undergoing a process of redefinition. It needed to speak of the 

specificities of Angola as a territory and the Angolan people’s experience under 

colonialism. Angolan poetry also critiqued colonial dependence as well as proclaimed a 

different language that created new words and grammatical structures in Portuguese 

inflecting some local languages such as Kimbundu. This new trend was loosely based on 

Brazilian regionalist literature. 	

Viriato da Cruz was indeed expressing the realities of the Angolan people and of 

the land. He was considered one of the founders of the movement Vamos descobrir 

Angola! Pinto de Andrade would explain that Viriato da Cruz around 1948 or 1949 

coined the motto (Laban 59), which was used by the young intellectuals in Angola who 

wrote for Mensagem magazine. Pinto de Andrade recounts what Da Cruz had in mind for 

the emerging Angolan poetry. In their conversation, Da Cruz explained that this 

movement “combatia o respeito exagerado pelos valores culturais do Ocidentes (muitos 

dos quais caducos); incitava os jovens a redescobrir Angola em todos os seus aspectos 

através dum trabalho colectivo e organizado” ‘battled the excessive respect for the 

cultural values of the West (many already obsolete); urging the young people to re-

discover Angola in all of its aspects through an organized and collective effort’ (Pinto de 
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Andrade Antologia Tematica 6). This resistance against western forms of writing is seen 

in Viriato Da Cruz’s call and response poetic form; a strategy that would be continuously 

used by other writers, including Luandino Vieira.    

His collection of poems titled Poemas published by the CEI in 1961 had been 

informally circulating from 1947 to 1950 around the CEI and the CEA in Lisbon and also 

in Mensagem in Luanda. The themes in his poetry were usually about the unique 

characteristics of Angolan life and the relationship to the land. All six poems speak of the 

day-to-day situation of Angolans in the cities, casting their suffering (as in “Rimance da 

menina da Roça” or “Mamã Negra”), their oppression (as in “Sô Santo” or “Makèzú” 

[Kola Nut]), and their desire for change or to free themselves from their colonial situation 

(as in “Namoro” or “Serão de Menino”). As Pires Laranjeira asserts “na curta, mais 

importante, obra de Viriato, destaquem-se as frases em quimbundo [...] na linha da 

angolanidade de mistura bilinguista” ‘in Viriato’s short but important oeuvre, phrases in 

quinbumdo abound […] in a line of angolanness of bilingual mixture’ (Lit Afr de 

Expressão Portuguesa 80). Da Cruz’s change of register into everyday speech or oral 

forms of speaking, in addition to the bilingualism or code switching between Portuguese 

and Kimbundu, allows him to frame his poetry as resisting western forms and also as 

constructing an Angolan poetic tradition. The poetry of Viriato da Cruz took on its own 

life in the oral culture of Angola. His poems, which were written and imbued with 

structures of orality, became quite popular among the population in Angola. Laranjeira 

notes that:  
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Os poemas de Viriato tiveram sempre uma recepção extraordinária, que 

ultrapassa a fatalidade da sua irrisória escassez. São peças inquestionáveis 

dos fundamentos literários da nacionalidade, aprendidas pelo povo 

angolano, as vezes como textos anónimos, tão forte é o seu poder e 

evocativo, e não há antologia que os possa ignorar 

 

Viriato’s poems always enjoyed a great reception that goes beyond the 

unfortunate scarcity of his literary production. They are unquestionable 

pieces that have their basis in the Angolan nationality, learned by the 

Angolan people, often times as anonymous texts, their power is so strong 

and evocative that there is not an anthology that ignores them’ (Lit Afr de 

Expressão Portuguesa 83). 	

During the second congress of Black Artists and Writers in 1959 in Rome, Viriato 

da Cruz gave a speech in French about the responsibilities of black artists and writers.55  

His first rhetorical move was to demystify colonialism’s legitimation of producing and 

preserving certain kinds of knowledge imposed on colonized subjects. Aware of and in 

dialogue with his colleagues Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro, Viriato da Cruz exposes the 

dilemma of the Black intellectual. This dilemma grants the intellectual a racial marker 

even before the recognition of his intellectual capacity, in which Viriato da Cruz 

questions the binary of racial terms qualifying the noun intellectual. He states “Le drame 

dont les pôles sont: Noir-homme est celui qui remplit et domine le plus son esprit. Drame 

                                                
55 This speech was originally published in the proceedings of the conference in Présence Africaine; 
however, there is a partial Portuguese translation in Angola: Viriato da Cruz o homen e o mito. 
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entre la situation douloureuse et mal assise du Noir dans la société coloniale, et 

l’aspiration de s’affirmer et de vivre comme un homme” ‘The Black-Man has his spirit 

totally absorbed and dominated. The two sides of the drama are the painful and 

uncomfortable situation of the Black man in the colonial society and his ambition to 

reaffirm himself as a man’ (Da Cruz 21). Affirming the humanity of the black man first, 

as he has been stripped of such humanity due to colonialism and then recognizing his 

condemned position, Viriato da Cruz continues by showing the illusion that the black 

intellectual commonly accepts. This illusion is his affirmation as a black man and 

secondly as an intellectual, which for him continues to put black intellectuals in a 

position of diminished power that simultaneously detached them from the black masses. 

The gap between the black intellectual and the black masses is carried on as a colonial 

systemic residue in which Angolan intellectuals, like himself, strive to avoid becoming 

colonizers by the return of the indirect rule imposed by the colonial forces. Therefore, 

Viriato da Cruz proposed to focus on the black intellectual who constantly questions the 

action he/she should take. In Da Cruz’s case, his search for self-fulfillment would lead 

him on a tragic and unforeseen turn of events. Due to internal divisions in the MPLA, 

Viriato da Cruz was first exiled to Algeria in 1964 and then to China where he died in 

isolation. His exile first was to participate in the struggle for independence, however he 

opted out of the struggle as an MPLA member due to the inconsistencies within the party. 

He never returned to Angola. His memory was merely forgotten and his contribution to 

the country was silenced. He did not figure in the pantheon of black intellectuals who 

freed the country from its colonized past (Chajmowiez and Messiant 30). 	
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 Returning to his speech, Viriato da Cruz detailed a set of responsibilities for black 

intellectuals that would keep them grounded in the realities of the masses. He provides an 

overview of how colonialism had secularized the disconnection of the mind and the body 

(contrary to the religious separation of spirit and body) and in the commodification of the 

body had legitimated power to white bodies as more fit than black ones; and 

consequently that there are better minds than others, overriding then the possibility of 

action by the natives of the colonized lands. His rhetoric is clearly Césairean in the way it 

accuses the colonizer by using the colonizer’s language. He highlights the language of the 

colonizer in a quote “Le Noir n’est susceptible d’aucune vertu” ‘The Black is incapable 

of any virtue’ (Da Cruz 322), showing how racism pervaded the colonizers 

conceptualization of blacks. In response to the colonizers discourse, Viriato da Cruz 

provides a few considerations on how the black intellectual should act regarding his 

situation and his lack of understanding. His advice on how intellectuals should act 

underscores the ethical attitude they should take. Three points are of importance for this 

ethical turn to happen. First, “l’être notre volonté pour reconquérir notre place dans le 

monde” ‘it is our will to regain our place in the world’ (339), reconquering a relinquished 

position among the peoples of the world shifting the focus from Western to other ways of 

being in the world. The second point is to liberate oneself not only politically, but 

mentally, freeing “une espirit créateur, complet, fécond et authentiquement nôtre” ‘a 

creative, complete and fecund spirit authentically ours’ (339). Third, he emphasizes that 

the liberation of one’s creative spirit should be undertaken in a peaceful manner. 

Similarly to Amílcar Cabral, Da Cruz proposes the need to “reafricanize the spirits”, or 
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reject the colonized mindset brought by the Europeans, and alludes to the double 

liberation strategy colonized people must go through if they are to avoid being, as Fanon 

calls it, “the wretched of the earth”. However, Da Cruz, unlike Cabral or Fanon, could 

only envision a romanticized liberation that came about peacefully. Though his 

ideological writing inspired and was used by the MPLA, he was seen as a threat to 

Agostinho Neto’s leadership and was expelled from the party in 1961 (Rocha et al 238). 

Da Cruz’s peaceful liberation was tied to a fraternal and coexistential way of being, 

which was very appealing on paper, but when the realities of the liberation struggle were 

underway, he was pushed aside and his poetic and political work was slowly forgotten in 

mainstream Angolan national discourse after 1975. 	

	

Conclusion  

The confluence of intellectuals from Portugal’s colonial empire led to the creation 

of the first anthologies of black poetry written in Portuguese. The editors of this work, 

Mário Pinto de Andrade and Francisco José Tenreiro, framed the anthology with some of 

the most critically conscious writers of the time. The compilation is dedicated to the work 

of Nicolás Guillén whose incorporation of an African spirit into poetry, via his language 

play and his inclusion of social reality, sets the tone for poets such as Noémia de Sousa 

and Viriato da Cruz to bring local inflections of culture and language from Mozambique 

and Angola respectively.  The consideration that Pinto de Andrade and Tenreiro used to 

frame this monumental work was rooted in a stark awareness of their position as 

assimilated intellectuals. They viewed their precarious role as creators of black thought 
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vital to help guide the masses from their respective homelands to build solidarity among 

the diverse ethnic groups and languages and resist the forces of colonial power that had 

ravaged their understanding about the world.  
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CONCLUSION 
Black Intellectual Thought 

 
The choice of becoming a black intellectual is 

an act of self-imposed marginality 
(West 110) 

 
 

This dissertation argues that it is through the articulation of Black thought in the 

marginal spaces of the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking urban centers of Brazil and 

Cuba in the 1920s and 1930s, and the 1950s in Lisbon, that intellectuals shaped a 

transnational discourse that was poetically and critically self-reflective. This discourse 

nurtured and constructed new ways of understanding their own realities situated in the 

Portuguese and Spanish languages. Additionally, these writings converged with one 

another and connected Afrocentric ways of understanding. This strand of Black thought 

developed relatively in the same time period in Brazil through the publications of the 

Frente Negra Brasileira in the bulletin A voz da Raça, and in Cuba with the Sunday 

supplement of Diario de la Marina and the weekly column both titled Ideales de una 

raza. Later, in the 1940s and 1950s, influences of Negritude and concepts of blackness 

defined by writers of the Harlem Renaissance appear in Portugal through periodicals 

from the Casa dos Estudantes do Império such as Mensagem. These writings demonstrate 

an awareness of self and an acute sense of the limitations one had as a black person. Both 

black poetry and prose by these writers feature high levels of literary style and panache as 

they strive to prove their fitness for inclusion into society in the cases of Brazil and Cuba, 

or as fit to govern their own societies in the case of colonial Africa. I investigate how 
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intellectuals in these spheres rescued their past and articulated it to transform their 

present and possible futures. 

A tradition of black thinkers in the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking worlds 

might date back as early as the first encounter between the Iberians and Africans in the 

Europeans’ maritime search for trade routes that led them to the southern continent. In 

the initial decades of the twentieth century, the lack of recognition of that tradition and 

the perpetual dismissal of black thinkers and writers’ production accelerated their 

(in)visibility. The complex choice of becoming a black intellectual meant crossing the 

assimilation line, shifting ways of understanding life, as well as transgressing or 

disrupting imposed knowledge. As the epigraph of this introduction explains, while black 

intellectuals transgressed those barriers, their “self-imposed marginality” allowed them to 

challenge systemic barriers to social mobility and political inclusion. 

Kendahl Radcliffe, et al define black intellectualism as “a self-determination that, 

at once, transcends time or space and unites a diversity of black experiences” (7). This is 

the case of the black writers examined in this dissertation, who I would argue were 

writing as black intellectuals. Their self-determination transformed their experiences in a 

creative, strategic, and self-reflective way that led them to other forms of black 

empowerment. Writing proved to be the medium by which they set out to achieve their 

goals in their respective contexts. As mentioned before, from the 1920s to 1950s, these 

writers made visible their exclusion as blacks and citizens by carefully crafting their ideas 

and publishing them in periodicals and compilations of poetry.  
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Claiming ownership of their ideas permitted them to express their identities 

locally as well as globally. For example, black Brazilian and Cuban intellectuals put their 

national affiliation before their racial one. However, they all fought against the erasure of 

their blackness in within the so-called racial democracies. The Portuguese-speaking 

African intellectuals of the 1940s and 1950s, who had moved from their colonial 

locations to the metropolis in Lisbon and eventually (in some cases) Paris, also 

experienced the need to create a national affiliation (as well as a collective African 

identity) to detach themselves from the colonial yoke. This affiliation was constructed in 

their framing practices which helped them shift from a constructed Eurocentric 

knowledge about themselves and the people in their colonial status to claim and build a 

past that had been disrupted by the colonizer, rooted in their experiences as blacks and 

Africans.  

How far have we come since the 1920s and 1930s? If we look at the existing 

racial inequities, especially in places like Brazil, Cuba and Portugal, and the dominant 

beliefs and legal practices that maintain the status quo despite claiming to work towards 

improving the racial situation, things do not seem all that different. How do we break 

from continuing to nurture the romantic racial democracy narrative that is still strongly 

accepted in Brazil and Cuba? How are we to think about or articulate this tension? The 

present study situates itself at the crux of multiple concerns that deal with the relationship 

between our pasts, presents, and possible futures. By underscoring the relationship of the 

past to our present, and the work and contributions of black intellectuals, their self-

reflexivity and self-awareness possibly can teach us something, if we can preserve their 
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work from further erasure.
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