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From Reflection to Deception examines the circumstances surrounding the mulata 

and mulatto in nineteenth-century Cuba. In Chapter One, this analysis argues that Martín 

Morúa Delgado inverts the paradigm of the literary tradition of narratives about the 

theme of slavery; he reveals that the tradition is not about realism, but rather artifice. By 

highlighting a subjective rather than objective narrator, Morúa simultaneously draws 

attention to the process of writing and the construction of “truths” in a context in which 

white elite men have controlled access to power and even the imagination. In Chapters 

Two and Three, this analysis shows how Morúa inverts the social paradigms that apply to 

mulatas and mulattos and instead applies them to whites. In doing so, he reveals the 

hypocrisy underlying the prevailing beliefs surrounding the situation of mulatas and 

mulattos in nineteenth-century Cuba. With Morúa’s inversions, he demonstrates that 

mulata and mulatto representations are social constructions and in short reveals that race 

and gender are constructed to support the economic and social needs of the nineteenth- 
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century Cuban landowners. By presenting deception as a reflection of reality, Morúa 

creates a consciousness of perspective whereby he challenges the social structure upon 

which much of nineteenth-century Cuban society is based. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I. The Story of the Dissertation1

My interest in this topic was sparked in the classes I had with Dr. Sonia Labrador- 

Rodríguez, Blacks in National Discourse and Afro-Spanish American Literature. The 

expression of identity both on an individual and societal level has always been intriguing 

to me. As a daughter of an ethnic German from the former Yugoslavia and a Texan off a 

peanut farm, I would never have guessed my interests in identity to be peaked by a 

nineteenth-century mulatto man from Cuba. As you might image, as a white woman born 

in the twentieth century in Northern Illinois, I faced many challenges in fully 

comprehending Martín Morúa Delgado’s life and interpreting his texts. While I can’t 

really pinpoint the exact moment which triggered the inquiry into Morúa’s texts, I can 

say that Manzano’s autobiography was one of the key texts and people to do so. His case 

was intriguing for many reasons, one of which is in the complexity of his expression of 

identity. Manzano’s situation dictated to a certain degree his ability to tell his story: he 

couldn’t totally lambaste his owners or whites in general, yet he desired to tell the story 

not just about his life but his story of his life. This problematic situation of the black 

and/or mulatto whose story telling involved complex posturing and left the reader 

deciphering personal realities paved the path to further inquiry. It also planted a central 

question in my mind about why was it so hard for blacks and mulattos in Spanish 

America to tell their stories as compared to other literary traditions? 

1 This is the story of the dissertation that I read before my defense; those who attended requested I include 
it in the final version of my dissertation. 
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Mestizaje appeared to be a viable solution to the expression of identity in many 

cases and I found myself interested in the notion of mestizaje as a means—conceptually 

and via literature—to fight racial prejudice. My master’s report was on Manuel Zapata 

Olivella’s Levántate Mulato and his call to mulattos to embrace their mulatto identities 

and histories. He taught me that ideology is the key as well as obstacle in fighting 

prejudice. 

The combination of these two interests led me to Morúa, with Professor Labrador- 

Rodríguez’s guidance. Morúa’s first narrative, Sofía, stood out due to its narrative 

strategy and his audacity. In Sofía, I found the narrative strategy not only effective, but 

ingenious. Morúa’s narrative approach goes to the core of the problem behind the 

integration of whites, blacks, and mulattos in nineteenth-century Cuba and fulfills his 

particular political agenda to whitle down prejudice against blacks and mulattos; this 

endeavor is audacious at say the least. Morúa was a politician, statesman, and ultimately 

a senator accustomed to platforms and diatribes, yet apparently he needed more. 

Literature, I believe, became a means for him to reach those previously unobtainable 

readers at least ostensibly. 

The original scope of the dissertation was—as with many dissertations—too 

broad, it entailed the analysis of five texts, two of which were Morúa’s Sofía and La 

familia Unzúazu. Gradually my interest in Morúa’s texts took precedence and my interest 

in Morúa’s mulata character, Sofía, grew although with it the realization that she has 

already received a lot of criticl attention. So while my interest in her continued, my 

interest in the mulatto, specifically Liberato grew. My introduction to the concept of 

masculinity came late in the process. It was sparked by a Symposium (27th  Brown) at 

Southwestern University put together by an English professor, Walter Herbert, and most 

specifically a talk given by Jackson Katz. From that point, my interest in masculinity 
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became a means though which to understand Liberato’s significance, while admittedly I 

still face challenges understanding Morúa’s underlying intentions in the depition of this 

character. 

Whereby the focus on the mulata and the mulatto were part of the original 

proposal, my focus on the role of the narrator evolved as an exploratory means to 

approach Morúa’s texts as well as an explanation of why he choose to present his 

message in the way he did. This took me back to the original inquiry sparked in the 

classes with Professor Labrador-Rodríguez about the challenges that blacks and mulattos 

faced in telling their stories. The narrative perspective and its mediating relationship 

between the author and the reader helped illustrate the machinery underneath the 

characterizations of the mulata and the mulatto as well as the historical notions 

enveloping them. Who Morúa is as a person, how he tells his story, and how his story is 

understood are at the core of my inquiry. 

If I were to begin this project today, my focus would shift to an analysis of the 

connection between Manzano and Morúa addressing many of their shared characteristics 

as relating to the experience of blacks and mulattos telling their stories. Both authors 

juggle a dual identity: Manzano poet/slave and Morúa author/mulatto. The intersection 

between submission and subversion in both authors interests me. Likewise, the role of the 

creative potential or literary creation has surfaced various times in my readings. Learning 

is another shared characteristic between Manzano and Morúa because both express a 

notion that learning, and writing as a manifestation of that learning, is an act against the 

opressor or dominant culture. 

Thesis 

If literature provides a mirroring effect for the social and historical circumstances 

of which it is a product, especially if we accept Aristotle’s theory that all art is mimesis, 
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then nineteenth-century Cuban narratives about the theme of slavery are fertile ground for 

exploration of the depictions and evolution of the mulata and mulatto as well as the 

relationships of these literary types to Cuban history.2 Until 1891 when Martín Morúa 

Delgado published the first of his narrative series entitled, “Cosas de mi tierra,” all of the 

narratives about the theme of slavery were written by whites and all by men with one 

exception.3 Thus, while this study accepts the notion of literature reflecting its socio- 

historic context, it also acknowledges the narratives as reflections at least in part of their 

respective authors. If we understand these texts as participants in a conversation—a 

discourse—about defining and/or establishing a new social system that integrates Cuba’s 

past with its goals for modernization in the future, then this study emphasizes the 

individual insights which link directly to authorial experience, namely the impact of the 

author’s racial and gender identity on the narratives. Thus, Morúa as a mulatto author 

provides insights into the depictions of mulatas and mulattos. 

In order to interpret the social, historical, and narratological circumstances 

surrounding the mulata and mulatto through Morúa’s characterizations, this study offers a 

close-textual analysis comparing Morúa’s Sofía (1891) and La familia Unzúazu (1901) to 

a sampling of prominent narratives about the theme of slavery. Sofia is the tragic story of 

a white woman passing as a mulata (for more extensive plot summary see Appendix A). 

Sofía is a maidservant to the Unzúazu family, Don Sebastián, Doña María Magdalena, 

and their three children in birth order: Ana María, Magdalena, and Federico, a prominent 

2 I have chosen to use the Spanish word mulata and italicize it because the English equivalent I find 
awkward. The broad name “narratives about the theme of slavery” is intended to encompass the diverse 
themes of these narratives (antislavery, abolitionist, antitreatist . . .) as well as highlight their shared focus 
on the institution of slavery and its ramifications. 
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white Cuban family who have earned their riches through the slave trade. The novel takes 

place in a fictitious Cuban city, Belmirada, after the end of the ten-year war for 

independence, 1878-1880. This novel is about the disintegration of family and the 

decadence that prevails especially with regards to the male characters. As it turns out, 

Sofía is the illegitimate daughter of the deceased Sebastián Unzúazu and has been 

“seduced” and impregnanted by her half-brother Federico. Her racial identity, previously 

assumed to be mulata due to her unknown parentage, is revealed as white only when her 

biological mother appears in the plot in oreder to claim the inheritance money promised 

to her in the event of Sofía’s early demise. La familia Unzúazu is also about the 

disintegration of the Unzúazu family (for more extensive plot summary see Appendix A). 

It takes place after the ten-year war of 1868-1878 and specifically from the Pacto de 

Zanjón in 1878 to 1880. The year 1880 is the year the Ley de Patronato legislation  

passed to abolish the category of “slave.” Even though La familia Unzúazu is the second 

narrative in the series, the characters and plot differ markedly from Sofía. For example, in 

La familia Unzúazu, the mulatto house servant, Liberato, becomes a much more powerful 

figure. He rapes Ana María and then proceeds to blackmail the last surviving male 

offspring, Federico. Ironically, the narrative entitled La familia Unzúazu revolves around 

a mulatto character. Liberato, after raping Ana María, becomes a runaway slave or 

cimarrón. In practical terms, Liberato gradually realizes his power and takes revenge 

upon the Unzúazu family. He has come to embody the mulatto image envisioned by 

white Cuban society; he has broken all established societal rules and appropriated power 

3 Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda wrote Sab in 1838 and published it in 1841 in Spain. 
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in all realms: economic, societal, and has taken complete revenge on the Unzúazus by 

killing off the patriarchs and raping the matriarch. 

The comparison between Sofía and La familia Unzúazu centers on the role of the 

narrator, or narratorial authority, as well as on the depictions of a mulata character in 

Sofía and a mulatto character in La familia Unzúazu. This dissertation argues that Martín 

Morúa Delgado’s Sofía and La familia Unzúazu offer a paradigm shift in the reflection of 

reality presented in narratives about the theme of slavery in nineteenth-century Cuba. 

Considering the dominant ideology that privileges whites in nineteenth-century Cuba, 

Morúa’s mulatto perspective and innovative narrative techniques both parody and expand 

those of his predecessors. Morúa acknowledges the mulata and mulatto as contained 

within a world of “passing,” a world of deception (see terminology for a discussion on 

the concept of “passing” as it is used in this study). He illuminates a revolutionary 

understanding of the circumstances and destiny that surround and entrap mulatas and 

mulattos, an understanding based not on phenotype or psychology, but rather on an 

understanding of their creation; he reveals that their racial and gender identities are social 

constructs prescribed by dominant ideology in nineteenth-century Cuba (see terminology 

for a discussion on eugencis and its resulting emphasis on phenotype). In the process, 

Morúa reveals a personal and subjective reality resulting from his first-hand experience 

living as a mulatto in nineteenth-century Cuba. Most importantly, Morúa demonstrates 

his creative freedom via what I will call his mastery of deception. 

Morúa’s ideas and literature have not received the critical attention they deserve. 

Many critics have considered Morúa’s Sofía simply a response or correction to Cirilo 

Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés o La loma del ángel (1882) . This analysis acknowledges that 
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while Sofía is indeed Morúa’s rebuttal to Cecilia Valdés, Sofía and La familia Unzúazu 

are more complex than previously acknowledged in the critical coverage. Morúa’s ability 

to stay within the literary tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery and move 

beyond it is an inheritance attributed to black writers who confronted a tradition and a 

readership resistant to his or her historia.4 More than a response or correction, Morúa’s 

narratives offer a nascent illustration of a different reality in nineteenth-century Cuba, a 

reality undeniably linked to deception and “passing” and a reality pertaining not only to 

the white elite, but to Cubans of all colors. 

Morúa’s two narratives have an underlying purpose: to unveil this deception on 

many levels.  His narratives scrutinize the mulata and mulatto’s identity, as well as the 

“objective” realism in traditional Cuban narratives about the theme of slavery. His 

narrative Sofía reveals that race is socially constructed through social class and position, 

and only tangentially through visual identifiers or phenotype; he accomplishes this by 

having a white woman pass as a mulata. How Sofía comes to be “seen” as mulata, as 

Morúa reveals, is due to social factors ultimately produced by and advantageous to white 

men. Likewise, in La familia Unzúazu Morúa depicts the making of a “man,” a mulatto 

man, according to the definition of masculinity in nineteenth-century Cuba. In that text, 

Liberato, the lowly house slave of the Unzúazu family, evolves from a “mulatto”—seen 

and created by white men—to the definition of man as prescribed by nineteenth-century 

Cuban society. Liberato’s evolution takes place throughout the narrative series Sofía and 

4 I use the Spanish word historia to refer to both a sense of story and of history. 
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La familia Unzúazu while Sofía’s character is only present in the first of the series; in 

fact, she is not a character in the latter narrative. 

Narratives about the theme of slavery in nineteenth-century Cuba are known 

particularly for their verisimilitude. In part, these narratives are known for this 

characteristic due to the dearth of extant slave narratives in Spanish, the one exception 

being Juan Francisco Manzano’s autobiography.5 In part, they are also known for this 

realism due to the strict censorship of literature in Cuba between 1844-1875, which 

resulted in a scarcity of literature during this period and few other accounts of slavery. 

Likewise, nineteenth-century Cuba was in transition socio-economically. Historically, 

Cuba was approaching independence and was guided by the “light” of modernization. In 

literature, the transition away from Romanticism towards Realism/Naturalism and 

Costumbrismo, a leaning towards real and away from ideal, led literature away from 

romanticized notions of slavery and the slave.6 The focus on realism also resulted from a 

general thirst for information about Cuban slavery at a time when abolition was emerging 

and would arrive in Cuba in 1886 (with Brazil being the only nation to abolish slavery at 

a later date, 1888). 

Considered within its critical context, this study keeps in mind Morúa’s racial and 

gender identity as components in the construction of his characters as well as his 

literature within the tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery. As critics and 

historians have recognized, the “reality” depicted in these nineteenth-century Cuban 

5 For this study, I used the following version of Manzano’s Autobiography: Autobiografía, Cartas y Versos 
de Juan Fco. Manzano: con un estudio preliminar por José L. Franco. 
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narratives surrounding the theme of slavery is a reality that reflects white dominant 

ideology.7 While those before have recognized this suspect reality, this study argues that 

it is a gendered and racialized “reality” according to, in this case, Morúa’s male and 

mulatto identities. 

Similar to the extent in which the “reality” of nineteenth-century Cuba narratives 

has been analyzed, the mulata image has been thoroughly studied by a plethora of critics. 

Vera M. Kutzinski in her book Sugar’s Secrets: Race and the Erotics of Cuban 

Nationalism, Madeline Cámara Betancourt, and Lorna Valerie Williams all analyze the 

significance of the mulata, the last specifically in regards to the interrelationship between 

Sofía and Cecilia Valdés. Kutzinski is interested in “iconographies that seek to articulate 

Cubanness;” in other words, she studies the mulata as one icon in a trajectory used to 

express Cubanness (Introduction 9). Like Kutzinski, this analysis considers texts as 

results of their historical, economic, and political contexts, yet unlike her, this study 

understands the mulata as a product of individual idiosyncracies, race and gender, as 

well. Cámara Betancourt presents the mulata as a “truncated” symbol of Cubanness, to 

quote from the title of her article “Between Myth and Stereotype: The image of the 

Mulatta in Cuban Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a Truncated Symbol of Nationality.” 

She looks at the mulata as an image, symbol, paradox, myth, stereotype, emblem and 

6 For more information, see Salvador Bueno, “Literatura Costumbrista Cubana” for an excellent summary 
on Costumbrismo in nineteenth-century Cuban literature. 
7 The following critics in their own way have acknowledged the distorted reality as it pertains to black and 
mulatto depictions within this tradition: Richard L. Jackson’s “False Tears for the Black Man: The White 
Aesthetic in the Nineteenth-Century Antislavery Novel in Cuba,” Shirley M. Jackson’s “Fact from Fiction: 
Another Look at Slavery in Three Spanish-American Novels,” William Luis’ “History and Fiction: Black 
Narrative in Latin America and the Caribbean,” Adriana Méndez Rodenas’ “Tropics of Deceit: Desire and 
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anything except an entity in and of herself; notably, she sees the mulata as the product of 

the “white imaginary of the nation” (112). This analysis takes from Cámara Betancourt 

her emphasis of the mulata as a malleable construction; however it differs in its intention 

to understand the underpinnings beneath the popular image. 

Williams addresses the validity of Sofía as a corrective rewriting of Cecilia 

Valdés in her article “Martín Morúa Delgado’s Sofía: Rewriting Cecilia Valdés.” She 

notes that Morúa’s agenda differs from Villaverde in that he writes as part of his 

journalistic intent to raise public awareness (“Rewriting” 159). For example, she 

understands the significance of the title, Sofía, to be Morúa’s “will to knowledge that 

Morúa sought to activate among Afro-Cubans through his newspapers and the articles 

that he published” (Williams 160). This analysis, like Williams’, argues that Morúa’s 

narratives have a socio-political agenda to enlighten the public about the circumstances 

entrapping the mulata and mulatto. Although in contrast to Williams’ conclusion—that 

Morúa’s text doesn’t transcend Cecilia Valdés, but rather privileges it—this analysis 

validates Morúa’s “corrective” contribution as transcending Villaverde’s text as well as 

recognizes the realism—of a world of deception and duality reflected in the texts— 

reflects the reality of black experience in nineteenth-century Cuba. This analysis refutes 

Williams’ claim that instead of evoking realism as Morúa purports to his reader, Morúa’s 

Sofía merely evokes and privileges its literary predecessors through allusions to slavery 

(“Rewriting” 163). 

the Double in Cuban Antislavery Narrative,” and lastly, Schulman “The Portrait of the Slave: Ideology and 
Aesthetics in the Cuban Antislavery Novel,” to name some of a very lengthy list. 
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To summarize, this study of Morúa’s narratives, particularly Sofía in its approach 

to the mulata, emphasizes the racial and gender identity of the author as an essential 

ingredient in the creation of a mulata character and the circumstances that surround her. 

Also, while this analysis is literary in nature; it also recognizes the literary power Morúa 

allocates to his narratives demonstrable in his intention to discredit the prevailing beliefs 

held by his readership about mulatas and mulattos. 

The literary mulatto is a much less studied entity and a more controversial real- 

life figure in nineteenth-century Cuba. Morúa’s characterization of the mulatto through 

Liberato is largely unstudied in regard to his evolution towards manhood (albeit white 

manhood).The literary predecessors of Liberato are the characters Sab by Gertrudis 

Gómez de Avellaneda from the novel by the same name and Pimienta in Cecilia Valdés 

by Villaverde. Both characters are young mulattos defined by their unrequited love. Sab 

is depicted within acceptable parameters, as will be discussed later; he is puppet-like and 

submissive. Pimienta breaks from the acceptable although not through his pursuit of 

Cecilia’s love, but in his murder of Leonardo at the end of the narrative. Luis Millones- 

Figueroa notes in his article, “Alma blanca, cuerpo negro: la construcción ideológica del 

mulato en la novela antiesclavista (Los casos de Sab y Matalache),” the characterization 

of Sab is basically that of a white man in mulatto skin. In order to appeal to her 

readership, Gómez de Avellaneda humanizes her character by depicting him as if he were 

white: with attributes associated with and viewed positively by white elite society; to 

borrow Millones-Figueroa’s words, his soul is white and only his skin black. With whiter 

skin (literally whiter), mulattos facilitate the means to humanize, or figuratively whiten, a 
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black character. In this way, black characters become more palatable to a white elitist 

audience. Pimienta is a more complex and arguably realistic character than Sab; his traits 

and experience are more reflective of people of color than whites.8

Due to the threatening and highly charged nature of real-life mulattos and their 

association with slave revolts and involvement in the Haitian Revolution, as will be 

discussed later, literary mulattos are necessarily typified within strict parameters. They 

are unidimensional and always submissive. This study expounds on the characterization 

in the submissive and emasculated mulatto. 

These narratives, like Morúa’s, should be considered within the context of by 

whom and for whom they were created; on the whole, they were written by a select group 

of white men and one woman, all of whom who were socially and economically 

privileged. This fact, while not inherently problematic, no doubt did in part account for a 

nescience in the realistic portrayal of black characters. Three factors exacerbated this 

situation, however, leading to the encoding of dominant white ideology in these texts: the 

existence of a highly polarized society separating whites and non-whites, the antislavery 

and not pro-black or antiracist purpose of these narratives, and the repressive Cuban 

regime motivated by white anxieties about black reprisal. Considered within these 

limitations, the narratives about the theme of slavery are rich in insights about the socio- 

historic periods they depict, but not rich as explorations of the experience of being black 

at that time. 

8 As suggested in a conversation with Dr. Jossianna Arroyo, Liberato may be Morúa’s retort to 
Villaverde’s Pimienta who murdered Leonardo and escaped with impunity. 
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Narratives about the theme of slavery, despite their good intentions, instead depict 

morally deviant mulatas and dim-witted and subservient mulattos, and they do so under 

the pretense of reflecting the reality of the historical period. As a mulatto and statesman, 

Morúa has a unique perspective from which to consider society in which a black or 

mulatto man exists shrouded under the “icon of fear.”9 Morúa, no matter how 

successfully he could debunk the veracity behind the mulata’s heightened sexuality and 

the black male violent image with a propensity for violence and rape, what remained was 

an emotional stronghold on the ideology behind these popular notions. As this study 

argues, he uses his narrative strategy of deception to transform society’s perceptions of 

the mulata and mulatto in Cuba. In other words, he depicts the mulata and mulatto in 

such a way as to not merely correct her or his popular image, respectively, but to correct 

the ideology that has created them. Morúa is the first author in this literary tradition to 

tackle dominant ideology via this kind of creative means and innovative narrative 

strategy. 

In fact, Morúa attacks the ideology to such an extent that he parallels Cuba’s 

literary history and historical context to that of the slave’s history: a predominantly  

untold historia. In doing so, Morúa captures a lost black history, a history that tells of a 

mulata’s victimization as well as of a mulatto’s manhood and consequent power. The 

result is a history that argues that mulatas and mulattos have participated in the making of 

9 Aline Helg uses the term “icon of fear” in Our Rightful Share as well as “Black men, Racial 
Stereotyping.” In “Black Men,” Helg presents a comparative study between the US and Cuba after 1902. 
The “icon of fear” in this time frame in Cuba refers to a rapist, but more commonly a black witch. Mostly, 
the “icon of fear” is a social policing mechanism used to frighten black men into submission. 
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Cuba, their history is Cuba’s history and is expressed symbolically through the 

characterizations of Sofía and Liberato. 

II. Biography of Martín Morúa Delgado (1857-1910)10

Morúa is born in Matanzas, Cuba on November 11th, 1857.11 His parents are Don 

Francisco, a Basque bread maker and his mother is Isabel, an African slave from the 

nation of gangá. His mother was educated with an elite family in Matanzas from whom 

she received her name. Morúa had three siblings: Leoncio, Antonio, and Encarnación the 

latter of which suffered from poor mental health. 

Professionally, Morúa is trained as tonelero or ‘barrel maker’ in the first distillery 

in Cuba beginning at age thirteen. He studied hard and did well at his profession. At 

twenty-three he founded a weekly publication called El pueblo whose goal was to defend 

the rights of people of color. That same year, 1880, he was exiled to the United States and 

specifically to Key West, Florida. Some of the following are publications he founded or 

was active in during these first years in exile: in 1881, Colección de artículos, in 1882, 

Dos apuntos, and in 1884, he was editor for La República. 

In the subsequent years in exile, Morúa traveled frequently to Mexico, Panama, 

Jamaica, and within the United States. He was connected with other exiled Cubans and 

gradually became more involved in revolutionary activities. As spokesman for the 

Comité revolucionario de Nueva York, he worked collaboratively for the purpose of 

10 Much of the information documented here about Martín Morúa Delgado is summarized from the 
Apéndice to La familia Unzúazu by Nicolás Guillén or in the subsequent pages delineating Morúa within 
his time period: “Morúa y su época” (244-265). 
11 There is some dispute about the year in which he was born. The date mentioned is the year stated on his 
baptismal record according to Guillén in his Apéndice to La familia Unzúazu (245). 
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making Cuba a sovereign nation. Also in 1883 he meets Máximo Gómez for whom he 

works. 

In 1886, Morúa changes his political stance. He changes from separatist to 

autonomist. This year marks the inauguration of La nueva era, a short-lived but 

significant magazine. La nueva era is said to contain some of Morúa more important 

articles and ideas. Morúa marries the Cuban Elvira Granados in 1887 and a year later 

founds Revista Popular. In 1891, he returns to Cuba and publishes Sofía. It is at this point 

Morúa changes from separatist to autonomist. One reason given by Guillén in the 

Apéndice is Morúa’s antagonism toward Juan Gualberto Gómez. While there are many 

points of contention between the two political men, one point is the “papel que debía 

representar ‘las raza de color’ en la organización del futuro político del país” (Guillén, 

Apéndice 253). Gómez believes the answer is separatism via any means with the 

participation of blacks in the battles (Guillén, Apéndice 253). Morúa placed more faith in 

society’s political and economic evolution to improve the lot of blacks and mulattos 

(Guillén, Apéndice 253). One of Morúa’s beliefs is in the individual initiative to equalize 

the disparity. He did not believe in fighting for people of color under the title of people of 

color. As a humanist, Morúa felt less focus on the color and more focus on the individual 

was the answer. It is this stance for which Morúa is best famed or defamed. In 1910, what 

is called the Ley Morúa, not actually a law, was posthumous passed abolishing the right 

of any political to be formed on the sole basis of race. In fact, this controversial law has 

been credited with inspiring the race war 1912 while others believe it was a conspiracy to 
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diminish the growing number of powerful and influential blacks and mulattos (Luis C & 

C 8). 

In 1892 he writes “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” and joins the Partido 

Autonomista. In 1895, works as lector de tabaquería. He returns to the United States in 

1896 and works on the magazine Cuba y América, also this year he writes La familia 

Unzúazu. In 1898, he returns to Cuba on an expedition ordered by General Lacret and 

establishes himself in Camagüey. This same year he founds La libertad. Two years later 

in 1900, he is elected to represent the Partido republicano federal de Las Villas, he 

directs El republicano and is a designated member of the Constitutional Convention. 

As member of the Senate, he votes for the controversial Platt Amendment 

allowing the United States to establish a base at Guantanamo bay. The amendment 

narrowly wins by one vote, a win many credit or discredit to Morúa. In 1909, Morúa was 

the president of the Senate under the administration of his José Miguel Gómez. He was 

the first man of color to be admitted to the Senate and in 1949, when Guillén wrote the 

Apéndice, was still one of the few to have achieved such a high position. Before his 

death, Morúa held the position of Secretary of Agriculture, Commerce, and Employment. 

He dies April 28th, 1910 at the age of 53. 

III. The “Icon of Fear”12

Two major events framed Cuba’s historical evolution in the nineteenth century. 

The first was the Haitian Revolution (1891-1803) and the second was the success of most 

Latin American nations in achieving independence from Spain and thereafter abolishing 
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slavery. For the former, not only did the Haitian Revolution have an immediate and direct 

impact on Cuba’s economics as well as its social culture, but Haiti’s dying sugar industry 

also increased the demand for Cuban sugar production, which in turn increased the 

demand for more slaves to work on the plantations. Slaves were an essential ingredient 

for the economic success of the sugar industry. Therefore, these regional events created a 

tension for the “sugarcrats,” both those local and those in Spain, whose riches would be 

threatened if Cuba were to follow the trend of its neighbors. Spanish and Creole 

authorities responded by instituting a harsh oppression in order to ensure that Cuba 

remained a colony, that slavery stayed a reality, and that the sugar industry remained 

solvent. As part of this oppression, there were strict controls on ideas and punishment for 

people who spoke out against the government, against slavery, or against both.13 

 

In the midst of this repressive environment, Cuba’s black population was growing 

and along with it, the fear of a black insurrection along the lines of Haiti’s revolution. 

The Spanish authorities, therefore, turned their attention toward one particular individual, 

the free mulatto, who in the eyes of the white aristocracy posed the greatest danger. Their 

logic was as follows: as part white, a mulatto was attributed with a superior intellect than 

his darker counterparts, and as part black, he was considered atavistic, thus embodying a 

threat to whites and their systems. In other words, he personified an “icon of fear” a term 

coined by Aline Helg. This white “thinking” fed the myth of the dangerous black or 

mulatto “man” as well as the necessary exclusion of him from hegemonic masculinity 

 
12 Aline Helg uses the term “icon of fear” in Our Rightful Share as well as “Black men, Racial 
Stereotyping.” 
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(which will be discussed in more detail later). This myth prevailed in nineteenth-century 

Cuba in white culture and is described by Martha Hodes as “white anxiety” (1).14 For 

whites, this myth became a social-policing mechanism to justify the harsh treatment of 

putative transgressors. To white Cuban landowners, powerful and dangerous black and 

mulatto men—which translated into anyone who was not obedient and refused to accept 

his plight—were a threat to their economic and social well-being and were dealt with 

harshly. Likewise, mild and obedient black and mulatto men were essential to solvency 

and survival of the white landowners. 

As discussed earlier in the Introduction, a pervasive and persistent fear of slave 

revolts permeated nineteenth-century Cuba, especially the first half of the nineteenth- 

century. Conspiracies arose in 1810, 1812, 1823 and crescendoed into the 1844 La 

Escalera massacre of thousands of black and mulatto bourgeoisie including the renowned 

mulatto poet Plácido (Gabriel de la Concepción Valdés) who was killed as one of the 

putative ring leaders of La Escalera. The authorities responded to those conspiracies with 

violence and massive bloodshed.15 The free black and mulatto population took note  

while Cuba gradually moved away from a discourse of freedom to a discourse in which 

there was very little freedom whether political, social, or personal. Together with liberal 

whites, some free black and mulatto men organized in order to express their dissenting 

13 Robert L. Paquette, Sugar is Made with Blood, provides the most inclusive history of the revolts and 
conspiracies during the first half of the nineteenth century. He include statistics of people killed and their 
race. Also see Renée Méndez Capote, Cuatro conspiraciones, for more information about slave uprisings. 
14 A term used by Martha Hodes in her book White Women, Black Men, (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1997) 1. Hodes book deals with the topic of illicit sex in the South in the United States during the 
nineteenth-century. Nonetheless, her analysis is pertinent and illustrative of the relationship between 
interracial couples in Cuba. 
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voices against the government or the military repression. Unfortunately, many of those 

were silenced, exiled, or put to death.16 

This fear is clearly reflected in the legacy of the literary mulatto whose 
 
outstanding attributes are his submissiveness and puppet-like qualities.17 Keeping in 

mind that the early narratives were written by whites who often owned slaves and were 

faced with the dwindling influx of new slave labor and the later authors who were writing 

after a period of harsh repression and during a time in which Cuba was approaching 

independence and modernization, this puppet-like mulatto fit within their needs to either 

improve the treatment of slaves or reconcile the mulatto image with more amenable 

connotations. The mulatto type present in most of the narratives about the theme of 

slavery is a white mulatto: a mulatto constructed by and for whites. The narrative 

perspective is white and most of the narratives have black or mulatto protagonists, thus 

offering an implicit rather than explicit criticism of the white characters. 

Besides the economic, political, and social forces driving the docile and 

submissive mulatto type, there are also many literary reasons for the construction of this 

mulatto identity. Ivan A. Schulman in “The Portrait of the Slave: Ideology and Aesthetics 

in the Cuban Antislavery Novel” attributes the submissive mulatto caricature to historical 

circumstances as well as to the propagandistic nature of the narratives themselves. In 

regards to the latter, Schulman opines that the propagandistic nature of the two groups of 

 
15 According to Paquette, thousands of slaves, free mulattos, and whites lost their lives due to their 
“association” with the La Escalera Conspiracy. See Paquette’s chart illustrating different levels of 
punishment according to people’s social station (229). 
16 Saco and Heredia, two prominent white intellectuals, were exiled promptly after expressing their 
antislavery sentiments.] 
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narratives fosters a humanization of the slaves in order to appeal to the sympathies of 

their implied readers—regardless of the time period or personal motivation. 

Thus, up to 1860, and certainly until the conclusion of the Escalera affair, the aim 

of the antislavery writers, given their ties with the economic interests of the 

plantation owners, was a gradual, forward-looking and humanitarian policy of 

limiting the growth of slaves through the enforcement of the slave traffic treaties. 

Translated into artistic terms, this attitude suggested the advisability of 

encouraging a mild rather than a bold or rebellious antislavery narrative, one in 

which the slave might draw tears from the reader rather than cries of fear or 

horror. (Schulman 359) 

This idea of drawing tears points to a necessary identification between implied reader and 

the plight of the slave in order to fulfill the author’s intention. In other words, this 

submissive mulatto type is a narrative strategy used to inspire the implied reader to join 

the cause of these antislavery, abolitionist, and/or humanistic writers in and outside of 

Cuba. 

Neoclassicism and its belief in the didactic nature of literature contributed to the 

docile and submissive mulatto type. Schulman believes the writers of these narratives 

sought “gradualism and reform” (Schulman 362). Since many of the writers were slave 

owners, their “reform” consisted of improving the treatment of slaves without abolishing 

slavery. These “forward-looking” thinkers, as Schulman refers to them, sought positive 

over negative examples to guide the country, thus encouraging innocuous and mild 

17 I credit the original idea of puppet to Morúa in his critical article “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” 
(70). The context Morúa used it in was in reference to Villaverde’s one-dimensional characters. 
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mulatto depictions (Schulman 359). Schulman explains that “in the tension between 

‘prudence’ and truth . . .”, prudence generally won (Schulman 359). Morúa’s paradigm 

shift, as we will see, favors truth over prudence. 

Richard Jackson in “False Tears for the Black Man: The White Aesthetic in The 

Nineteenth-Century Antislavery Novel in Cuba” offers another explanation for the docile 

and submissive mulatto heritage; he attributes this docile mulatto type to prejudice on the 

part of their mostly white creators due to the fact that these characters resemble whites 

more than blacks or mulattos (Jackson, “False Tears” 22). The character Sab from 

Gertrudis Avellaneda’s narrative by the same name is an excellent example of adhering 

to the white aesthetic. Besides his skin color and his social position, Sab has all “white” 

attributes—although only positive white attributes—he is a white man in black skin. 

According to Jackson, these descriptions only serve to reinforce the white aesthetic, 

ultimately communicating the aesthetically pleasing aspect of whiteness and 

simultaneously displeasing aspect of blackness (“False Tears” 22). Adhering to the white 

aesthetic may have been a necessary evil to win over his white readership; however, it 

also reaffirms the notion of white superiority according to Jackson. 

IV. Overview of Chapters

Chapter 1: A Shift in the Literary Paradigm: From Realism to Artifice (Seeing is 

Not Believing) 

The first chapter looks at the narrator’s role in depicting the reality presented in 

narratives about the theme of slavery. It argues that the narrators in Morúa’s Sofía and La 

familia Unzúazu, as well as the narrators in the narrative tradition of narratives about the 
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theme of slavery, play the role of “truth-producing” in the literal sense that they produce, 

or construct, “truths.”18 These “truths” are not objective as the authors purport in many of 

the prologues to these narratives about the theme of slavery; rather they are ideological 

constructs pertaining to the specific people and context to which they belong. Morúa 

departs from the literary tradition of propagating “realism” in these narratives and instead 

challenges the underlying societal assumptions and prevailing beliefs in order to debunk 

their status as “truths” and likewise disprove that seeing is believing. 

The first part of Chapter One discusses the roles within a text and their 

interrelationships. These agents are reader, implied reader, narrator, implied author, and 

author, and a text can be read as an interaction between these agents, and one whereby 

meaning is derived from these relationships. Chapter One establishes the narrator as a 

filter through which a story is told; not an objective filter, but a subjective filter which 

interprets and narrates according to his or her own perspective as well as that of his 

readership. 

The narrators in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu are then compared to the 

conventional narrator within the tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery. This 

conventional narrator produces his truth—his, for it is consistently a male perspective— 

whose position of power in the “telling” is disguised and whose historia is presented as 

the truth. Morúa’s narrator is also a “truth-producing” narrator, only he frames his “truth” 

as his personal testimony. 

Chapter 2:  A Shift in the Mulata Paradigm: From Blanqueadora to Blanca 

18 The expression “truth-producing” is taken from P. Gabrielle Foreman, “Who’s Your Mama?” (509). She 
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Through his narrative series, Morúa poses this question: what would happen if the 

tables were turned? In Sofia (1891), the first of the narrative series, he specifically tackles 

the question: is it possible for a white woman to pass as mulata? Through the established 

literary tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery and the popular mulata image, 

Morúa switches the conventional mulata protagonist for a white woman without any 

caveat to his implied reader.19 This chapter illustrates how the mulata paradigm shifts 

from the quintessential mulata represented by Cecilia Valdés, Cecilia Valdés o La loma 

del ángel (1882) by Cirilo Villaverde, to an ideologically constructed mulata in Sofía by 

Morúa.20

Morúa attempts to shift the implied reader’s understanding of the mulata away 

from popular mulata image that permeated Cuban culture; he does so gradually and 

through his innovative narrative technique that tricks the implied reader to make false 

assumptions. 21 Morúa’s Sofía offers an alternative paradigm in which a mulata’s racial 

identity shifts from being biologically determined to socially constructed. Instead of a 

racial identity determined by genetic and scientific factors, Sofía’s identity is constructed 

via her social role as manejadora (maidservant), the role the Unzúazu patriarchs assigned 

uses the term to refer to photography and labels it a: “truth-producing technology” (509). 
19 For more information about the periods, see William Luis, “The antislavery Novel and the Concept of 
Modernity.” For a thorough overview of the literary context, see Sara Rosell, La novela antiesclavista en 
Cuba y Brasil, siglo XIX. For a focus on Morúa and Manzano, that also provides literary context, see 
Richard L. Jackson, “Slavery, Racism and Autobiography in Two Early Black Writers: Juan rancisco 
Manzano and Martín Morúa Delgado.” 
20 Madeline Cámara Betancourt provides a thorough and intriguing analysis of the trajectory of the mulata 
as “truncated” symbol of Cubanness in “Between Myth and Stereotype: The Image of the Mulatta in Cuban 
Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a Truncated Symbol of Nationality.” 
21 Cámara Betancourt in “Between Myth and Stereotype” states the following about the mulata construct: 
“Accordingly, the artistic representation of the mulatta has been the domain of stereotype and caricature— 
representations devoid of their own meaning and easily manipulable in favor of the masculine, the white, 
and the military elite in power . . .” (112). 
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to her. Another aspect to this shift in the understanding of the mulata revolves around 

female sexuality. Morúa does not respect the social norms which limit female sexuality to 

the black realm and instead sexualizes his white female characters. Further, Morúa 

attacks the prevailing belief in Cuban society that a mulata, due to her sexual allure, has 

“power” over white men. Morúa instead shifts the paradigm from a “paradigm of 

seduction,” coined in Williams’ article “From Dusky Venus to Mater Dolorosa: The 

Female Protagonist in the Cuban Antislavery Novel,” to a paradigm of victimization (8). 

For example, Cecilia’s sexualized beauty in Villaverde’s narrative gives her power to 

“marry”—at least in theory—a white man. By contrast, Sofía’s extreme beauty is 

exemplified by her whiteness; however, instead of increased power and privilege 

afforded to her as prescribed by blanqueamiento, her white skin brings her only dishonor 

and degradation (see terminology for a discussion on the concept of blanqueamiento).22

The last shift in Morúa mulata paradigm is in regard to a mulata’s “natural” association 

with immorality and incest. Mestizaje was linked to incest, and the mulata is often 

depicted as the product of mestizaje. Morúa’s shift divorces immorality from mestizaje  

by depicting the incest in Sofía between two white half-siblings, thus transferring incest 

into the white realm. The result of these shifts in the mulata paradigm is a consciousness 

that the popular mulata is an ideological construct and as a construct has been 

manipulated and will continue to be manipulated. 

Chapter 3: From Mulatto to Man: Liberato’s Evolution into White Manhood 

22 See Rosell in her Introduction on the impact of blanqueamiento on blacks and mulattos (17, 179, 181). 
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In a world in which a mulatto’s race subjugates his ability to be a man, Morúa 

poses the question: what would happen if a mulatto man were to act like a white one?23

Morúa creates a mulatto character, Liberato, who through the teachings of his white 

owners learns to act like a white “man” as defined by nineteenth-century Cuban society. 

The analysis of Liberato first examines his characterization in Sofía and follows by 

considering his portrayal in La familia Unzúazu. Through Morúa’s mastery of the literary 

conventions of his day and his understanding of the prevailing beliefs in nineteenth- 

century Cuba, Liberato crosses over the racial boundaries excluding mulattos from 

manhood, and enters into the realm of white manhood. Morúa creates Liberato as a white 

man in order to demonstrate the irony of the icon of fear shrouding a mulatto’s existence 

as well as to reinstate the mulatto as man. 

V. The Cuban Narrative in Context 

This study would be remiss if it did not situate Cuba within its socio-historic 

context. While a thoroughly developed, comprehensive study of the socio-historic 

circumstances is well beyond the scope of this dissertation, the discussion below explores 

some of the major events and circumstances of the period that best explain the situation 

of the mulata and mulatto. 

Latin America during the nineteenth century is characterized by a struggle for 

and, eventually, success at achieving independence. Cuba, compared to other Latin 

American countries, was one of the last to achieve independence and was trailed in this 

23 The question Morúa poses is threatening enough; can you imagine if he would have asked: what if the 
white man were slave to the black or mulatto man? 



24 For more information on Félix Varela, see Olivia Miranda Félix Varela: Su pensamiento político y su 
época, as well as Varela’s Escritos políticos. 

26 

respect only by Brazil and Puerto Rico. Cuba won independence from Spain in 1898 and 

then from the United States in 1902. As a result, the literature of this period expresses the 

tensions and desires for the future as Cuba moves towards sovereignty. Alongside this 

striving towards independence, there was a desire and need to explore and express a 

national identity, and literature provided the space in which to create and project an 

“imagined community” that represents Cuba’s future. The term “imagined community” 

comes from Benedict Anderson’s study Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 

Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 

Cuba’s fight for independence was poised uncertainly between “good business 

sense,” to borrow Sharon Romeo Fivel-Démoret term, and Cuba’s desire to modernize 

(8). The former involved the thriving sugar industry which demanded a cheap labor force, 

namely slaves, to run the sugar plantations. The latter project of modernization, by 

contrast, required the abolition of slavery, as slavery was considered antithetical to 

modernization and civilization. Many intellectuals of the time offered solutions to the 

tension between “good business sense” and modernization. Féliz Varela, a Spanish cleric, 

proclaimed abolition to all slavery.24 His plan would, within 20 years he explained, 

eliminate the phenomenon of slavery. Yet his plan did little for the slaves besides 

ostensibly “freeing” them; they were required to remain at their same job and in the same 

social position as before. José Antonio Saco also proposed an end to the slave trade, 



27 For more information on Arango, see his Obras. 
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removing blacks from Cuba, and replacing slave labor with white laborers.25 Saco was 

exiled in 1834 due in part to his promotion of such ideas.26

The solution that came to the forefront was twofold. On the one hand, there 

emerged a humanitarian movement to improve the treatment of slaves and, on the other 

hand, the notion of blanqueamiento, or whitening of the population, to improve Cuba’s 

image to the foreign world. Remember the slave trade was made illegal in 1817, thus 

complicating the endless supply of slaves to fuel a thriving sugar industry. In other 

words, there was an increasing need to keep slaves healthy due to the diminishing supply 

and increasing prices. It is within this context that an early group of intellectuals joined 

efforts to fulfill on the “humanitarian” movement. They wrote predominantly to eradicate 

the abuses of slaves by their owners, but their underlying motivations were anything but 

humane as their goal was to improve conditions for slaves in order to preserve slavery. 

This group recognized the need for slavery for socio-economic success, but was also 

motivated by legislation which officially ended the slave trade in 1817. 

Another prominent Cuban statesman during this time was Francisco de Arango y 

Parreño (1765-1837). 27  As Lorna Valerie Williams describes, in 1811 Arango supported 

the unlimited entry of slaves into Cuba and resisted the decree in 1817 to outlaw the slave 

trade by 1820 (Introduction, Representation 16). By 1832, according to Williams, 

25 For more information on the slave trade, see David R. Murray, Odious Commerce: Britian, Spain and 
the Abolition of the Cuban Slave Trade, and David Eltis, Economic Growth and the Ending of the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade. 
26 For more information on José Antonio Saco, see: Saco’s Memoria sobre la vagancia en la Isla de Cuba 
(1829), Análisis por don José Antonio Saco de una obra sobre el Brasil, see Eduardo Torres-Cuevas and 
Arturo Sorhegui, eds., José Antonio Saco: Acerca de la esclavitud y su historia. 
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“Arango was not only explicitly abolitionist, but he also advocated racial mixture as a 

strategy for reducing the island’s black population” (Introduction, Representation 16). 

William Luis in Culture and Customs of Cuba lays out the economic influences 

on the developing national culture.28 Even though Cuba does not achieve its 

independence from Spain until 1898 and become a republic until 1902, Luis opines that 

the nineteenth century marks the beginning of a national culture (Introduction, Culture 

xiii).29 In his study, Luis compares the sugar/coffee industry with the sugar/tobacco 

industry.30 “The immediate question for planters in the first half of the nineteenth century 

was not whether Cuba should support slavery or independence, but which kind of slavery 

was best for the island and its economy, the positions that sugar and coffee represented” 

(Luis, Culture 6). He illustrates the tension between those with coffee interests versus 

those with sugar interests, through examining the influences and intra-influences of 

coffee, tobacco, and sugar industries. Tobacco was the native, and sugar and coffee the 

foreign crops. According to Luis, the coffee growers promoted the arts and supported, 

“the liberal ideas of the French Revolution: equality, liberty, and fraternity” (Culture 5). 

The sugar industry, contrary to that of tobacco and coffee, required a huge unskilled labor 

28 It’s important to note that William Luis in the book Culture and Customs of Cuba has a political agenda. 
Luis mandates: “Both the U.S. and Cuban governments must recognize that the strategies of their current 
foreign policies have not worked. They must abandon their fixed positions and engage in meaningful 
dialogue and negotiation” (Introduction xv). 
29 The original from the Introduction in Luis’ Culture and Customs of Cuba reads: “Although Cuban 
independence was late in coming, the emergence of a national culture took place in the same period in 
which its sister republics had already shed Spanish colonialism” (Introducion xiii). 
30 Adriana Méndez Rodenas, “Tropics of Deceit: Desire and the Double in Cuban Antislavery Narrative.” 
She analyzes Félix Tanco y Bosmeniel’s Escenas de la vida privada en la isla de Cuba by contrasting two 
interpretations of the result of sugar’s influence on Cuba. The opposing views are held by Miguel Barnet 
and Antonio Benítez Rojo, the former states sugar’s unifying quality and the latter its divisiveness amongst 
the races. Barnet believes the sugar plantation was the impetus for national identity while Benítez Rojo 
believes the resistence to sugar to be the connective tissue unifying Cuba’s diverse population. 
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pool, and slaves were the obvious choice. Sugar was also the thriving crop beginning in 

1779 and production increased throughout the nineteenth century. Many factors 

contributed to this growth: increased European demand for sugar (which was previously a 

luxury), the expansion of trade, the decree which allowed for unlimited entry of slaves 

into Cuba, and finally the Haitian Revolution which dissolved Haiti’s sugar production.31

Another important characteristic of nineteenth-century Cuba was the prevailing 

fear of slave insurrections and the corresponding fear that Cuba would become the 

second black republic after Haiti. Rebellions and insurrections were a historical reaction 

against the institution of slavery, and the aforementioned Haitian Revolution in 1791- 

1804 had a great influence on the nineteenth century 32. This revolution marked a 

turning-point in Cuban history for two main reasons. First, this revolution transferred the 

bulk of the sugar production over to Cuba because Haiti in the eighteenth century was the 

largest sugar producer and supplier to the rest of the world. This hey-day in sugar 

production also required an increase in slave labor, so while Cuba enjoyed economic 

success it also increased its black and slave population. Second, Haiti’s example reflected 

a potential future for Cuba, and thus provoked fear and oppression on the part of the 

white dominant class. This fear was at the core of many other historical events, crippling 

Cuba’s movement toward modernization. 

31 For more information on the socio-political and economic factors involving the growing sugar industry 
in Cuba, see Manuel Moreno Fraginals, El ingenio: Complejo económico social cubano del azúcar. 
32 For more information on the various slave revolts throughout the nineteenth century, see Moreno 
Fraginals “Azúcar, esclavos y revolución (1790-1868),” also see Juan Iduate, “Noticias sobre sublevaciones 
y conspiraciones de esclavos,” and, of course, Paquette elaborates on the La Escalera Conspiracy in great 
detail as well as the insurrections and socio-historic circumstances leading up to it. 
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VI. Literary Context

There is one extant slave narrative in Spanish: Juan Francisco Manzano’s 

autobiography (1963).33 Manzano’s autobiography was published in England in 1835 in 

English, and was finally published in Cuba in Spanish more than a century later in 

1937.34 Due to this dearth of slave narratives, nineteenth-century Cuban literature about 

slavery and the historias of all Cuban people remained solidly in the hands of white 

Cuban elite—men for the most part. 

Given this dearth of resources, these narratives about the slavery played a key role 

in explaining for their contemporaries the reality of slaves, blacks, and mulattos.35 They 

purported to reflect, with all of their biases and defects, the reality of slaves, blacks, and 

mulattos in nineteenth-century Cuba. According to Luis, this dearth also allowed for 

strong outside influences over the literature: “What may have been an objective 

perception of history is now seen as a writing clouded by European language and culture” 

(“History and Fiction” 3). The consequence was distorted representations of black 

experience in Cuba, due to the ideology of the author and/or the expectations of the 

reader. Whether it was a rational fear of losing a way of life in which slavery was a key 

33 Richard L. Jackson in “Slavery, Racism and Autobiography in Two Early Black Writers: Juan Francisco 
Manzano and Martín Morúa Delgado” calls Manzano’s autobiography as “Latin America’s first and only 
slave narrative” (55). 
34 The translation is by Richard Madden. 
35 For information before the nineteenth-century see William Luis in “History and Fiction: Black Narrative 
in Latin America and the Caribbean.” He offers a spectacular overview of the beginning of literature of and 
about Blacks. He begins mentioning Bartolomé de las Casas’ History of the Indies Book 3 1511-1520 in 
which Bartolomé de las Casas asks that King Ferdinand sanction the transport of slaves in the hopes to save 
the Amerindians (Luis 4). He later regrets this request as he realized one form of slavery is as bad as 
another (4). La araucana 1569-94 by Alonso de Ercilla y Zuñiga, Luis points out, holds the claim of being 
the first American poem in which Blacks appear. The Black character in this case is the executioner of 
Caupolicán who is so disturbed by this fact that he aids in his own death by sitting on a stake (4). Luis also 
mentions a poem “Espejo de paciencia” 1608 by Silvestre de Balboa in which a Black slave appears. 
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ingredient or whether it was a deep-seated belief in the inferiority of blacks and mulattos, 

as a whole, whites were largely blind to the reality of blacks and mulattos. 

 

Cuban narratives about the theme of slavery emerge and evolve simultaneously 

with Cuba’s nation building and struggle for independence.36 Luis notes that, “The 

antislavery works are based on a historical reality which allows them to challenge history 

and rewrite in narrative discourse a different version of the same history” (Literary 

Bondage 2). Narratives about the theme of slavery reinforce the production of a white 

reality, albeit constructed of black subject matter. Literature, therefore, becomes a means 

through which to express and explore notions of Cubanness as well as endeavor to create 

the future image of Cuba. While Cubans struggled with independence and how to achieve 

it throughout the latter half of the nineteenth-century, writers themselves sought 

independence through literature; Lorna Valerie Williams in her Introduction to The 

Representation of Slavery in Cuban Fiction calls this, “sovereignty over the self in the 

social domain” (5). In a similar vein, she comments on the role of fiction at this time; 

fiction she says becomes a “privileged space where the writer strove to construct a 

corrective discourse to the authorized version of ‘truth’” (Introduction, Representation 4- 

5). Luis confirms that these narratives are not designed to “entertain or delight the 

reader;” rather their purpose is to reveal a reality unaccepted or previously unseen and 

even, Luis argues, to take on a role of rewriting either previous literary works or history 

itself (Literary Bondage 1-2). This analysis will argue that the notion of (re)writing also 

plays a significant role in Morúa’s narratives. 
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The strict prohibition and censorship of certain literature recognizes and illustrates 

a key power of literature: to criticize and promote socio-economic change. As noted 

previously, between 1844 and 1875 truly dissident voices were silenced with varying 

degrees of severity, with punishments ranging from exile to death. The 1844 La Escalera 

epitomized this oppression.37 As seen in example after example, the repressive Cuban 

government did not allow dissent voices and publicly silenced any discussion supporting 

the abolition of slavery. Intellectuals who survived—literally and literarily—did not do so 

by freely expressing their opinions, but rather by conforming to certain rigors of the  

status quo—at least ostensibly. 

Accompanying this harsh repression throughout the nineteenth century were 

many insurrections and revolts against colonial Spain. There are a myriad of reasons 

which motivated these protests: desire for independence or emancipation of slaves, anger 

against the slave trade or against competing crops (coffee, sugar, and tobacco), the poor 

treatment of slaves, anger against the institution of slavery, and racial or class 

prejudice.38 Relative to the frequent and spirited social protests in Cuban history 

expressed in slave insurrections and revolts, the nominally mild protest in literature is 

incongruous. Ivan A. Schulman offers the following explanation for the mildness of the 

protest through literature. 

36 For more information on the Cuban antislavery novel see: William Luis, “La novela antiesclavista: 
texto, contexto y escritura.” 
37 Some critics uphold 1844 as the culmination of this oppression which began with David Turnbull’s 
arrival in Cuba in 1840. See Paquette (vii-ix; 96-98). Also see Deschamps Chapeaux, Méndez Capote, and 
Humberto Castañeda—to name a few. 
38 The slave trade was deemed illegal after 1817, although it only served to raise the price of slaves and 
slow down the trade industry. 
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In such an oppressive environment, it is reasonable to assume writers refrained 

from creating plots in which the slavery question might be viewed by the 

authorities as a broad social issue, and, by extension, an insurrectional tract. The 

plots of this narrative were thus reduced to the family unit, in preference to 

broader, social views. Its protagonists were types: Fernando, Rosalía, Doña 

Concepción in Petrona y Rosalía; Francisco, Dorotea, Carlos, Señora Mendizábel 

in Francisco. (362) 

Regardless of how the protest is qualified, these narratives do constitute a counter- 

discourse against the institution of slavery 

Within this literary and historical context, this study argues that Morúa is part of a 

discourse within this counter-discourse that makes up a tradition of narratives about the 

theme of slavery. This is similar to how Luis refers to Black literature as “a historical 

continuum in Western literature but also in opposition to it” (“History and Fiction” 3). 

Manzano was one of the first in this continuum of black writers and, unfortunately, his 

literary career was stopped short: the second part of Manzano’s autobiography was either 

lost or destroyed. The mild protest seen throughout the narratives about slavery matches 

the point where Morúa’s narrative series begins, but that mildness evolves and changes 

via the characterization of Morúa’s mulatto character, Liberato. In Sofía, Liberato is a 

puppet and powerless, but later he becomes the protagonist in La familia Unzúazu. This 

final depiction of Liberato captures the violent reaction against slavery, a reaction of 

resistance and struggle which manifested in the form of insurrections and revolts 

throughout the nineteenth century in Cuba. 
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A. THE EARLY GROUP 

Narratives about the theme of slavery in nineteenth-century Cuba are generally 

grouped into two categories: an early group that dates between 1838 and 1841, and a later 

group emerging after 1875.39 The years between these two groups are characterized by a 

stifling censorship fueled by an oppressive regime. Consequently, many Cuban works 

published from 1844 to 1875 were produced in exile and/or circulated clandestinely.40

This study considers works published both within and outside of Cuba. 

The early group of writers of these narratives is often described as antislavery, 

and not abolitionist, and was headed by Domingo Del Monte, a prominent white 

intellectual and defender of the arts. This group emerged as a response to a request on 

behalf of Cuban Creole intellectuals for permission to found a Cuban Academy of 

Literature separate from the Spanish Academy.41 This request was denied, giving 

impetus for the formation of the group. These writers were against the abuses of the slave 

system, but due to their own socio-economic interests were not for its dissolution. 

According to Antonio Benítez Rojo, this literary group’s goal was to define “lo cubano” 

at their clandestine meetings (10).42 Lorna Valerie Williams notes that this group’s work 

remained on the periphery; she writes that: “. . . the cultural activities of the Del Monte 

39 Kutzinski refers to 1821 and 1844 as the “periódo negro” (17). Barreda recognizes two periods: before 
1835-1841 and after 1875, and attributes this lack of literary activity related to black to the fierce 
oppression of 1844. 
40 While critics disagree with this date, it corresponds to a crack-down on liberals and prohibition of 
antislavery or abolitionist talk. 
41 For more information on the emergence of Del Monte’s tertulias, see Antonio Benítez Rojo, 
“Power/Sugar/Literature: Toward a Reinterpretation of Cubanness,” and also the Introduction by Lorna 
Valerie Williams to The Representation of Slavery in Cuban Fiction. 
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group were relegated to the margins of discourse by the censorship practices of the 

colonial authorities” (Introduction 17-18). In spite of this suppression, the Del Monte 

group survived during what critics have come to accept as key years in the development 

of narratives about the theme of slavery.43 In fact, according to Williams, their struggle 

paralleled Cuba’s own struggle for independence (Introduction 18).44

One of the earliest works from the Delmontine group is Cirilo Villaverde’s short 

story version of Cecilia Valdés o La loma del ángel (published in Cuba in 1839).45 Two 

other narratives were published outside of Cuba. Juan Francisco Manzano’s (1797-1854) 

autobiography was published in England in 1835 and in Cuba in 1937. Sab by Gertrudis 

Gómez de Avellaneda was written in 1839 and published in Spain in 1841, but was 

banned in 1844 when it reached Cuba.46 As previously mentioned, Manzano’s 

autobiography is the one extant slave narrative, a fact that highlights his importance as 

well as strength of character. In spite of their lack of official publication, both texts 

circulated in Cuba within the Delmontine group during this early period.47

42 For more information, see Antonio Benítez Rojo, “Power/Sugar/Literature: Toward a Reinterpretation 
of Cubanness” and Adriana Méndez Rodenas, “Tropics of Deceit: Desire and the Double in Cuban 
Antislavery Narrative” (85). 
43 See Schulman, Barreda, and Sylvia Winter. 
44 Williams goes as far to say this group strives for a cultural independence parallel to Cuba’s struggle 
towards political independence. 
45 The short story version of Cecilia Valdés appears in two parts in La Siempreviva. 
46 Méndez, among others, believed the ban was due to the fact that Gómez de Avellaneda was a woman 
(87). 
47 For more information on the sociohistoric period between 1800-1840, see Larry R. Jenson, Children of 
Colonial Despotism: Press, Politics, and Culture in Cuba, 1790-1840. For information on the period 
between 1830-1860, see Ambrosio Fornet, “Literatura y mercado en la Cuba colonial (1830-60).” 
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Manzano’s narrative is intimately linked to the Delmontine group, while Gómez 

de Avellaneda’s Sab is not.48 Manzano wrote under Del Monte’s tutelage and in 

exchange for his freedom, and therefore many critics have characterized Manzano’s work 

as overly influenced by his mentor. As Williams describes,  “The fact that the work was 

commissioned by a prominent slaveholder with an avowed preference for tales of 

oppression over those exalting freedom leads one to question the degree to which 

Manzano arranged the details of his life to conform to the aesthetic judgment of his 

mentor . . .” (Representation 21). In this regard, it has been suggested that Del Monte was 

to blame for the “disappearance” of Manzano’s second part, although this is only 

conjecture. 

Like Manzano’s autobiography, Anselmo Suárez y Romero’s Francisco: el 

ingenio o las delicias del campo (hereafter referred to as Francisco) was commissioned 

in the 1830’s by Del Monte and published posthumously in 1880 in Cuba.49 Another 

important narrative of this early period is “Petrona y Rosalía” by the Colombian-born 

Félix Tanco y Bosmoniel.50 It is the only surviving portion of a series entitled Escenas de 

la vida privada en la isla de Cuba written in 1838 and published in 1925. Tanco, while 

part of the Del Monte tertulia, is also characterized within the group as “dissident,” 

according to Adriana Méndez Rodenas. Particularly controversial was Tanco’s 

48 That is not to say Del Monte’s asethetic did not impact Avellaneda’s work. 
49 Jackson notes in “Slavery, Racism and Autobiography” how “Suárez y Romero’s novel did have the 
“subversivo” excised from it by the Del Monte group to make it conform to their requirement of presenting 
Blacks as submissive” (59). 
50 Méndez notes that “Petrona y Rosalía” was originally named as such after its two main characters; 
however, its current name is “El niño Francisco.” The title change to “El niño Francisco” reflects, as 
Méndez puts it “the pedagogical function . . . to reveal the corrupted mores of the sugar planter’s class” 
(87). 
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commentary on the mutual influence between blacks and whites, which highlighted not 

only the influence of whites on blacks, but also a “civilizing” affect of blacks upon whites 

(Méndez 88).51 Tanco’s vision for the future of Cuba highlights this African influence 

over the imagined community. Méndez Rodenas suggests that as a result of Tanco’s 

“dissident” position, Del Monte elides his manuscript amongst the many given to Richard 

Madden in 1839, an English author and friend of Del Monte to be published in England 

(Méndez 87-88).52 All works published at this time by Madden, with the exception of 

Manzano, were done anonymously so as to protect against repercussions by Spanish 

authorities in Cuba (Williams, Introduction 19).53 

 

A paradox characterizes this early group of antislavery narratives. On the one 

hand, as previously mentioned, this group consisted of a counter-discourse to the 

hegemonic colonial discourse; on the other hand, its literature is still white hegemonic in 

its perspective. Williams explores the “paradoxical” character of this literature, noting 

that the writers “were conscious of their difference from the colonizing other,” yet “the 

existing texts still resembled their authors’ European models” (Introduction, 

 
 

51 Méndez Rodenas pronounces Tanco’s underlying agenda to be a “prescriptive poetics for the novel of 
Cuban customs . . . based on the radical premise of incorporating the African presence . . . as an integral 
part of an emerging Cuban nationality” (89). He refers to the white planter class as being gradually 
“civilized,” a notion that was apparently too progressive for Del Monte (89). 
52 For more information on Madden see Edward J. Mullen, ed., Introduction, The Life and Poems of a 
Cuban Slave: Juan Francisco Manzano, 1797-1854, 4-12, and David R. Murry, “Richard Robert Madden: 
His Career as a Slavery Abolitionist.” 
53 An interesting note about this text as well as Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab is that Méndez Rodenas 
mentions that Manzano’s Autobiography, Suárez y Romero’s Francisco, Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab, and 
Tanco’s Escenas as inaugural texts that set the stage for future nationalist discourse (87-88). According to 
Méndez Rodenas, the inaugural roles played by Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab have been obscured by her 
gender and dual nationality and Tanco’s Escenas by his dissident views on the future of Cuba (88). 
Regardless of opposition, these texts demonstrate a counter-discourse, some as a counter—counter 
discourse, giving rise to a current of literary protest from which their successors will take root. 
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Representation 5). In other words, this literary space was calling out for something more 

than allowed by the European models, something uniquely Cuban. It was discourse 

counter to the dominant ideology, and yet socio-historical circumstances limited, to some 

extent, its expressive capacities. 

Some argue that Del Monte himself acted as a silencer in his selection of the texts 

to be published, arguing that he collaborated with the censorship to some extent by not 

including works by Tanco, Milanés, and Villaverde in this portfolio of manuscripts.54 By 

presenting anonymous manuscripts to protect the authors’ identities, Del Monte creates a 

parallel between the writer and the slave’s existence. About this practice, Williams 

writes: “The concept of the Cuban and of the writer that thereby emerges is of a being 

who violates existing rules of decorum by narrating the unspeakable. The slave thus 

becomes a doubly appropriate figure to represent the Cuban self who was forbidden to be 

at that historical juncture” (Introduction, Representation 20). In other words, the context 

was such that the writers’ situation paralleled that of the slaves, an irony which the 

writers exploited in their narratives.55 This Cuban writer/slave analogy helps illustrate 

Morúa’s position as well. He, like many of his precursors, felt the need to describe his 

reality while recognizing the difficulty with which it would be read and received by his 

readership. 

54 Williams in her Introduction to The Representation of Slavery mentions Del Monte’s reasoning as due 
to an interest in highlighting texts that were more “provincial,” yet according to Williams, he omitted the 
most provincial texts (20). 
55 Williams says about the parallel between these writers and slaves: “The loss of social freedom that 
Africans experienced upon their entry into the New World was equated with the Creoles’ loss of political 
freedom during the administration of Captain-General Miguel Tacón (1834-1838).” 
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Morúa is not the first to attempt a black perspective within this predominantly 

white literary context. Manzano suggested that this was the project of the second part of 

his Autobiografía in a letter to Del Monte in June 4th, 1835. Another indication of 

Manzano’s plan was the fact that Manzano’s character in the first part emerges from 

under his submissive and resigned posture, similar to Liberato’s evolution, thus setting 

the stage for a more authentically black reality in the second part. 

In summary, understanding the character of the Delmontine group is important to 

understanding these early works, categorized fairly accurately as antislavery narratives. 

All in all, Del Monte and his followers hoped to use the literature of the first period to 

cure a social cancer, not through abolition, envisioned only in the second period, but by 

reversing or at least halting the growing imbalance of white to black population, which 

many feared could eventually bring a version of the Haitian rebellion to Cuba (Schulman 

359). 

As stated previously, the reason why these writers didn’t speak out more 

forcefully was also due to their personal economic self-preservation. Fivel-Démoret says 

this makes “good business sense” because the sugar industry definitely needed cheap 

labor (8). Nonetheless, an endless supply of cheap labor was no longer a reality due to the 

illegality of the slave trade in 1817.56 Therefore, according to Fivel-Démoret, this 

group’s ideology was considered reformist rather than abolitionist; she asserts they 

wanted, “better treatment of slaves rather than emancipation,” and did not, “accept a 

challenge to the dominant role of his race and class” (8). Their reformist versus 
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abolitionist stance is evidenced by their own lives. Fivel-Démoret notes that “. . . As far 

as history records, none of these novelists emancipated his slaves as a token of his 

opposition to slavery” (7). 

Del Monte was not just the organizer of these literary tertulias; he was a mentor. 

He was an incredibly influential literary critic with regards to the production of this early 

group’s literature. In fact, Schulman considers the literature produced under the guidance 

of Del Monte to be a product of a collective: 

. . . It is abundantly clear that we are dealing with a literature which, in large 

measure, represented a community of shared interests and talents. For this very 

reason, many of the antislavery novels of the early period must be viewed as 

works that reflect in a very conscious way the prevailing ideologies and aesthetics 

of the period, that is, those of Del Monte and José Antonio Saco, the pillars and 

catalysts of the educational and cultural development of this generation. 

(Schulman 357) 

Fivel-Démoret notes the unique situation at hand. “Thus we have a curious situation: a 

literature of propaganda produced and consumed by the same narrow circle of people— 

upper-class Cubans, slave owners, naturally (Fivel-Démoret 7). The writers and the 

readers in this case were the same people and accounted for an ideological homogeneity 

in literature about the theme of slavery produced by this early group. 

56 Leslie Bethell says in 1817 the British convinced Spain to follow their example and in 1820 Spain 
legally abolished the existing slave trade (10). 
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B. THE LATER GROUP 

The second group of narrative writers emerged after 1875. The Ley de Patronato in 

1882 begins the end of slavery, though 1886 marks the abolition of slavery.57 Therefore, 

this later group while, still writing against the institution of slavery, can not be 

categorically qualified as abolitionist. Their interests, nevertheless, are focused on the 

practical and ideological residue of slavery, namely racism in culture, literature, and 

psychology. Pedro Barreda comments on the early and later groups of writers in The 

Black Protagonist in the Cuban Novel. He describes the first period as, “characterized by 

an abolitionism with a romantic stamp,” and the second period by “the corruption of the 

white man through his possession of blacks and his concubinage with the black woman” 

(24). The following takes a looks at the authors, their works, as well as their motivations 

of this later group. 

Cuba during the latter half of the nineteenth-century was largely concerned with 

achieving independence from Spain or annexation with the United States. After the 

Southern Confederate was defeated in the American Civil War in 1865, the possibility of 

annexation was eliminated and the focus was on independence from Spain.58

Nevertheless, Cuban independence was not easy to achieve. It was complicated by the 

fact that Spain had lost most of its colonies, and Cuba’s thriving sugar industry made it a 

57 The Ley de Patronato established in 1880 by the Spanish Parliament dissolved the category of slave. 
From this point on slaves were considered “patrocinados” by their previous owners and given a stipend for 
their labor. This legislation was nominal and did not advance the situation of the slave. See Mercedes Rivas 
for an explanation of the Ley de Patronato 1880 as well as the literature right around that period (127). 
58 See Barreda and Luis, “History and Fiction” for more about Cuba’s annexation to the US and its 
viability before the American Civil War. 
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particularly valuable colony. In addition, Cuban plantation owners were still very 

reluctant to give up the protection imparted from Spanish authorities on account of their 

fear of slave uprisings. In many ways, the society was greatly divided on many issues and 

the future direction of the island unclear. 

Cuban intellectuals belonging to the second group of authors are characterized by 

two goals: the first is to document a past history silenced due to strict censorship and 

oppression, and the second is to project a Cuban national identity in the face of Cuban 

independence. Regarding the first goal, these writers experienced or at least understood 

the impact of the strict censorship which silenced many writers from 1844 to 1875. In the 

rapidly evolving Cuban nation, this silence resulted in a lost history. For these writers, 

recuperation of history was a necessary ingredient in order to project a national identity. 

As Doris Sommer explains it, they “were encouraged both by the need to fill in a national 

history that would legitimate the emerging nation and by the opportunity to direct that 

history towards a future ideal” (Historical Novel 49). Looking towards the future, in 

regard to this group’s second goal, Leslie Bethell summarizes these authors’ main 

concerns as how to reconcile a largely black population, with the precepts of 

modernization and whiteness (17).59 Sara Rosell states that literature was a place to 

reconcile Cuba’s past: “En resumen, en medio de esta situación los intelectuales criollos 

tratan de proyectar a través de su literatura una idea de la nación que trata de reconciliar 

estas contradicciones” (102). Literature plays a key role in the creation and dissemination 

of Cuba’s projected future. 

59 Bethell reports that in 1860 whites had once again become the majority (18). 
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The second group of antislavery narratives begins with Antonio Zambrana’s El 

negro Francisco, first published in 1875.60 Francisco Calcagno’s Romualdo: Uno de 

tantos was written in 1869, it was unknown until its publication in 1891 (Barreda).61 In 

New York in 1882, the definitive novel version of Cecilia Valdés was published and that 

same year, same place, José Martí’s Ismaelillo goes to the presses. Carmela and Mi tío el 

empleado by Ramón Meza y Suárez Inclán are published in 1886 and 1887, respectively. 

Also published was Francisco Calcagno’s Los crímenes de Concha in 1887. The next 

novel in chronological order is Morúa’s Sofía (1891). Although written in exile in New 

York, this novel is published in Cuba, as mentioned earlier. Sofía is the first in a series of 

novels titled “Cosas de mi tierra.” Another novel about a mulata is Leonela by Nicolas 

Heredia published in 1893. The second and last novel in Morúa’s series is written earlier 

but is published in 1901, La Familia Unzúazu. 

The writers in this second group moved away from Del Monte’s Neoclassic bent 

to a more apropriate and current literary movement for the last third of the century, 

namely Realism. Realism, as a literary strategy, was aligned with their goals of capturing 

a past and projecting a future based on a realistic portrayal of the past. According to 

Barreda, Morúa applies the Realism of Honore de Balzac with regards to the 

verisimilitude and the Naturalism of Emile Zola in that he experiments with narrative 

strategies (25).62

60 Luis quotes the year to be 1873 in “History and Fiction” (4). 
61 Francisco Calcagno’s Romualdo: Uno de tantos was written in 1869, it was unknown until its 
publication in 1891 (Barreda). 
62 See Molina for an overview of Naturalism within Cuba at this time. 
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Morúa is not the first Cuban to adopt conventions of realism in his work; 

Manzano and Tanco precede him in doing so. As discussed earlier, Tanco diverged 

aesthetically from the Del Monte group to produce a literary work, Petrona y Rosalía, 

which was more aligned with Realism, according to Méndez Rodenas (90). His 

depictions were more closely aligned with Balzac and Realism than to Del Monte and his 

Neoclassicism. Méndez Rodenas writes of Tanco’s dissidence: “. . . Tanco paints a stark 

image of Cuba as a tropics of deceit, the trope on which hinge the sexual relations 

between white male masters and black/mulatto female slaves” (91). In the face of this 

deceit, it becomes apparent as to why these authors from the second group of narratives 

were motivated and resolute to revise the current “truth.” 

 

This later group focused much less on whites and their abusive behavior towards 

slaves, and developed black and mulatto characters which clashed with the Neoclassic 

goals, according to Schulman, of “teaching through positive examples” (362). Negative 

examples could, according to this logic, encourage rebellious slave behavior or even lead 

to slave revolts. Nevertheless, these depictions still lacked depth and understanding of the 

mulata and mulatto experience. They tended to create characters that would provoke pity 

from the implied reader, pity for their poor upbringing and lack of education. These 

depictions, however, were still tainted by the prevailing “icon of fear,” to borrow Helg’s 

term, and did not exceed puppet-like depictions. 

 

Morúa borrows and departs from this later group. He emphasizes the black and 

mulatto (mulata) characters and recognizes their integral part in Cuban culture and 

history. He doesn’t focus on their lowly stature in Cuban society, but rather their 
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potential. Luis in his chapter, “History and Fiction” provides a framework in which to 

understand Morúa’s agenda of capturing a lost past. 

Their future may bring them [blacks and whites] together, but not their past. 

Writing also reflects this division. In some cases “history” continues to be written 

from a Western perspective, for it is this “history” that has privileged a Western 

interpretation of events. However, it has become the responsibility of historical 

fiction of and about Blacks to imitate, question and undermine Western history’s 

own premise. (21) 

It is this spirit that has been alive and has been a global characteristic of enslaved people. 

In other words, the rebellious history of slave insurrection and protest is an important and 

essential part of Cuba’s history and its trajectory towards independence in the nineteenth- 

century, and Morúa recognized this. 

The importance of Morúa’s voice within the counter-discourse is in and of itself 

significant. Rosell describes the obtacles Morúa encounters to have his voice heard. 

El negro, la mujer, las clases pobres, etc., no son llamados a formar parte de este 

proyecto nacional/literario, no obstante, se constituyen en el sujeto/objeto de la 

ficción de la economía del discurso literario. La representación de estos grupos 

siempre está pautada por la concepción que la clase privilegiada tiene acerca de lo 

que debería o no constituir la nación y la literatura nacional. El “otro” se 

convierte, así, en el mismo, en la representación de su deseo. Teniendo como 

patrón el modelo eurocéntrico su representación se limita a tratar de acercarse lo 

más posible a éste, negándole la conciencia de su propio ser. (16-17) 
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Morúa was active in politics and fought for the integration of blacks and whites. Politics 

was one means to express his voice; however, literature for Morúa was another means 

through which to reach and retrain an audience about the construction of racial identity in 

the past and roles of blacks and mulattos for the future. 

Morúa was in an especially advantageous position to accomplish his mission of 

capturing an untold or silenced black legacy. He was educated and politically engaged, 

and therefore intimately understood the socio-political circumstances that were being 

debated at the time. Also, he was a mulatto who’s first hand knowledge—his mother was 

a slave—affords authenticity in telling a black historia. Through his narrative series, 

Morúa provides insight into the historical experience of being mulata and mulatto as well 

as insights into white hegemonic ideology and blacks’ resistance to it. As will be 

demonstrated in Chapter One, the narrator takes both a black, a perspective typically 

considered a marginal or foreign perspective, as well as Cuban perspective, a duality 

Morúa must reconcile, not for himself, but for the Cuban nation as it is seen by others and 

seen from within. 

VII. Terminology  

Eugenics and Biological Determinism 
 

Discussing eugenic or biological determinism is important due to its ubiquitous 

influence on the ideologies analyzed in this study. The term “eugenics” generally refers 

to the science of human genetics or heredity, based on the concept that there is hereditary 

value associated with certain human groups/races. The word, coined by British scientist 
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Francis Galton in 1883, takes it root from the Greek: eugenēs meaning “wellborn” 

(Stephan 1). Stephan, along with many other critics, qualifies eugenics as a “movement to 

‘improve’ the human race or, indeed, to preserve the ‘purity’ of particular groups” 

(Stephan 1). Eugenics was a “scientific-social” movement attributed to Europe and 

through the process of modernization found attractive by dominant groups in Latin 

America (Leys Stephan 12). 63 According to Leys Stephan, eugenics took on a particular 

definition in Latin America: “Latin Americans were, to most eugenics situated outside of 

the region, regarded as ‘tropical,’ backward,’ and racially ‘degenerate’” (Leys Stephan  

8). Yet Latin Americans rejected implicitly by this science, embraced eugenics as an 

answer to many of its complexities in nation building and modernization, namely 

blanqueamiento.64

As mentioned previously, Latin America in the nineteenth-century looked towards 

the future, namely modernization, and Cuba specifically towards becoming a sovereign 

nation with a national identity. Europe was held as a model about how to achieve this 

modernization. The scientific quality of eugenics provided an answer, albeit a racist one, 

about how to move towards modernization and this was especially important for Cuba 

whose identity had become increasing colored throughout the reign of the sugar industry 

and its reliance on slave labor. It provided hope for whites who subscribed to dominant 

ideology, while simultaneously fortifying the racist notion of black inferiority. Eugenics, 

63 Stephan’s book “The Hour of Eugenics” Race, Gender, and Nation in Latin America studies the impact 
of eugenics in Argentina and Brazil, although much of what she says about Brazil also holds true for Cuba. 
64 Stephan provides an interesting distinction between Mendelian (Britian, United States, and Germany) 
and Lamarckian (French) eugenics (Stephan 8). She says Latin America, and specifically Brazil, followed a 
French and Lemarckian understanding of eugenics (Stephan 8). Therefore, Latin American eugenics was 
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according to Leys Stephan, became a double-edged sword: one which provided a means 

to escape its black identity and also a reason for institutionalized racism (Stephan 11). 

Blanqueamiento 

The underlying notion of blanqueamiento is to whiten the population through 

interracial relationships. Interracial relationships were not legitimized through marriage; 

instead they existed in the form of black or mulata concubines to rich white men. In 

many ways, blanqueamiento was another way to justify and legitimize white man’s 

exploitation of black and mulata women. Blanqueamiento is a term which defines a 

phenomenon that is both political and ideological. 

The result of blanqueamiento was also felt on a psychological level. Culturally 

speaking, it also supported the notion of extinguishing a culture and its people vis-à-vis 

interracial relationships. The pretext was integration of blacks and mulattos into Cuban 

culture; however the reality was heightened racism and prejudice. 

Passing 

The notion of passing is traditionally a way the subaltern can enter into the 

dominant or hegemonic culture. Ginsberg offers the following genesis of passing. “The 

genealogy of the term passing in American history associates it with the discourse of 

racial difference and especially with the assumption of a fraudulent ‘white’ identity by an 

individual culturally and legally defined as ‘Negro’ or black by virtue of a percentage of 

African ancestry” (Introduction 2-3). It’s a transgression of boundaries, in this case racial 

distinctive “in its scientific base, . . and in its application to the critical areas of reproduction and sexuality” 
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boundaries.65 For the subaltern it is an opportunity to escape the grasp of oppression. 

From the hegemonic perspective, it is a direct challenge to the system that upholds their 

privilege and freedom, albeit “white” or “male.” 

Passing from the subaltern perspective is, as previously stated, an opportunity to 

move from an oppressed position to a free one. Given that nineteenth-century Cuba is a 

polarized society in which black is synonymous with slave and white with freedom, 

passing is a means through which a black or mulatto may become “white”. Ginsberg talks 

about the “dual aspect” of identity in this case: one is “performative” and the other is 

related to the physical body (2). She defines this “performative” aspect of identity: 

“neither constituted by nor indicating the existence of a ‘true self’ or core identity” 

(Ginsberg 2). In this sense, identity is a construction playing on social ambiguity and 

cultural mores. 

From the hegemonic perspective, passing creates a problem, this problem is not 

about the numbers of people passing in a given society, rather about its significance 

within racially stratified society, to paraphrase Ginsberg (8). In other words, “This  

specter of race passing . . . threatened the security of white identity, on both a societal and 

an individual level” (Ginsberg 8). “. . . Allowing the possibility that ‘maleness’ or 

‘whiteness’ or ethnicity can be performed or enacted, donned or discarded, exposes the 

anxieties about status and hierarchy created by the potential of boundary trespassing” 

(Ginsberg 4). Passing, therefore, disproves the validity of clear and impassible 

boundaries. Thus, it takes a system based on a fixed and stable notion of racial separation 

(Stephan 8). 
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and privilege, in this case, and proves the varying nature and instability of the core 

divisive factor race. 

Hegemonic culture always has inherent policing mechanisms that are in place to 

assure the survival of the dominant culture. Passing gets at the heart of those mechanisms 

as Ginsberg explains. “For both the process and the discourse of passing challenge the 

essentialism that is often the foundation of identity politics, a challenge that may be seen 

as either threatening or liberating but in either instance discloses the truth that identities 

are not singularly true or false but multiple and contingent” (Ginsberg 4). The 

“essentialism” referenced in the previous citation is the phenotypical manifestation of 

race and gender. Seeing is underlying determiner in this system; it is the means to 

interpret difference and, from a hegemonic perspective, uphold one’s superiority. 

Once the system based on seeing is debunked, it becomes evident how other 

determiners beyond race become necessary. Mestizaje in Cuba made racial difference 

indecipherable to the eye. This fact was in and of itself frightening to hegemonic power 

hierarchy. 

As mentioned previously, the genealogy of passing comes from the black and 

mulata women passing as white, ostensibly to capture a white man and ultimately better 

the race or improve the opportunities for their whiter offspring. Morúa plays with this 

notion, as have other writers before and after him. There are too many examples of 

passing, too many to include in this analysis.66 However, the following is one example 

65 Ginsberg uses the term “transgression” and refers to a transgression of legal boundries as well as 
cultural ones in the Introduction of The Politics of Passing (1). 
66 George Harris, in Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin or, Life Among the Lowly passes as 
Spanish by darkening his skin. William Craft’s Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom (1860) mentions 
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very close to Morúa’s thus it merits mention. Martha Cutter wrote “Sliding  

Significations: Passing as a Narrative and Textual Strategy in Nella Larsen’s Fiction” 

about the character, Clare Kendry, who passes for black in Nella Larsen’s Passing 

(1929). Cutter states how “passing is more than just a racial strategy: it is a strategy ‘to be 

a person’” (Cutter 75). Cutter clarifies the use of this strategy for liberating purposes. 

“Only when “passing” becomes a subversive strategy for avoiding the enclosures of a 

racist, classicist, and sexist society does it become truly liberating” (Cutter 75). In other 

words, passing may be used to create a space for the self as posed by Ginsberg. “In its 

interrogation of the essentialism that is the foundation of identity politics, passing has the 

potential to create a space for creative self-determination and agency: the opportunity to 

construct new identities, to experiment with multiple subject positions, and to cross social 

and economic boundaries that exclude or oppress” (Ginsberg 16). 
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CHAPTER 1 

A Shift in the Literary Paradigm: From Realism to Artifice 

I.  Thesis 

This chapter examines the narrator’s role in depicting the reality presented in 

narratives about the theme of slavery. It argues that the narrators in Morúa’s Sofía and La 

familia Unzúazu, as well as the narrators in the tradition of narratives about the theme of 

slavery, play the role of “truth-producing” in the literal sense that they produce, or 

accounts of white children sold into slavery. Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) has a light-skinned and blond- 
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construct, “truths.” In Morúa’s case, these truths are couched within a personal framework 

to reflect personal truths and in the narrative tradition about the theme of slavery the trend 

is a narrator who shows and interpretes for the reader “objectively.” 

By manipulating the role of his “truth-producing” narrators, possibly because the 

reader expects the narrator to fulfill this role, Morúa reveals the artifice behind the 

character depictions in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu. Morúa’s narrators do not function 

as “truth-producing” narrators in the sense that they present an objective truth, as many of 

the authors of these works purport in the prologues to these narratives.67 Rather, these 

truths are ideological constructs pertaining to the specific circumstances and context in 

which they belong. They reveal their role is not that of copyist, but rather interpreter. 

Morúa therefore departs from the literary tradition of propagating “realism” in these 

narratives and instead focuses on a reality of creation, on one hand, and deception on the 

other. Through his narrative strategy, Morúa retrains the reader of Sofía and La familia 

Unzúazu to see or challenge the underlying societal assumptions—prevailing beliefs—in 

order to debunk their status as “truths” as well as disprove the notion that seeing is 

believing. 

II. A Discussion about the Role of Narrator

This first section examines the complex set of relationships involved in the 

reading of any narrative text. Literary analysis has long understood that reading—and 

writing—involve the projection of identities beyond the “self” on the part of both the 

reader and the author. That is, when we read, we project a vision of who is 

haired Clare Kendry wants to pass a black. 
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communicating to us—author, narrator—as well as who we are; these relationships are 

neither stable nor simple, yet our interpretation of the text is derived from the 

intermingling of these relationships. Morúa explores these projections as they relate to 

him as a mulatto author as well as to his predominantly white reader in order to dramatize 

the way in which our expectations of narratorial authority play into the prevailing 

ideologies of race and race relations in nineteenth-century Cuba. 

In The Rhetoric of Fiction, Wayne Booth lays out several roles in a narrative text 

illustrating these relationships: author, implied author, narrator, implied reader, and 

reader (101). First and last on the spectrum, author and reader, are the actual biological 

people. The author and/or reader imagine, create, or construct the implied author and 

implied reader together. Take the following example to illustrate how the implied author 

is created, an example in which Booth describes the identity of the implied author as as 

“superior version” of the author:”68

Even the novel in which no narrator is dramatized [no mention of I by the 

narrator] creates an implicit picture of an author who stands behind the scenes, 

whether as stage manager, as puppeteer, or as an indifferent God, silently paring 

his fingernails. This implied author is always distinct from the “real man”— 

whatever we may take him to be—who creates a superior version of himself. 

(151) 

Therefore, while the author is the actual person, the implied author is the entity created 

by the author to represent him or herself within the literary text. In some cases, the 

67 P. Gabrielle Foreman coins the term “truth-producing” (509). 
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implied author may be the author stripped of biases and, consequently, someone who 

emerges as a neutralized or “superior” form of the author as Booth suggests (151). On the 

other hand, the implied author may be excessively biased in order to illustrate a particular 

point of view. As mentioned previously, the implied author may be fully developed as a 

character with whom the reader may identify or hidden behind the scenes. The implied 

author is also partially created by the reader; it is the image of who the author is as 

understood by the reader. Patrick Cruttwell in his article “Makers and Persons” offers the 

following caveat when deducing who the author is via her or his creation. First, he says 

the revelation or affection of the author is multilayered and subtle. For example, there  

will be both visible and invisible qualities depending on the reader’s virtues and 

weaknesses. Second, the “evidence” is never complete; in fact, Cruttwell warns the  

reader to be cautious in making conclusions which are derived from the creations 

themselves because the creations are just that, creations and not necessarily linked to their 

creators (507). 

The implied reader is created by the author and fulfilled by the reader. It is to 

whom the text is directed, the audience of the text. Just as a speech writer aims and 

adapts a speech for a specific audience, so does the writer. Knowing your specific 

audience is essential to the successful communication of a text. Morúa’s Sofía and La 

familia Unzúazu are no exceptions; in fact, they rely on Morúa’s perceived notion of his 

audience together with the ability of his readers to “fill the shoes,” if you will, of his 

 
 
 
 

68 For a discussion about authors and the “person” they create to tell their stories, see “Makers and 
Persons” by Patrick Cruttwell and Kathleen Tillotson’s The Tale and the Teller. 
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intended reader. The ability of the reader to wear these shoes is in direct proportion to the 

success of the text. This idea will be discussed in more detail in the subsequent section. 

The narrator’s role is the last role to discuss on Booth’s spectrum of relationships: 

author, implied author, narrator, implied reader, and reader. The narrator is generally 

understood as the filter or perspective through which a story is told.69 Since the role of 

the narrator is arguably the most complex, the following offers a couple of ways to 

understand this role. Booth states simply that the narrator’s role is, “the perspective from 

which the narrative is told or shown” (100). To expand, he also refers to the narrator as a 

“filter” or even “center of consciousness” (153). Said another way, the narrator’s role is 

the window into the text; the narrator is the bridge between the author and the text as well 

as between the text and the reader. In some cases the implied author and narrator are the 

same if, according to Booth, there is no direct mention of the authorial voice (I, we) in the 

narrative (151). This kind of narrator is generally considered an undramatized narrator. 

However, Booth offers a caveat in regards to the undramatized narrator: he or she is still 

the intermediary and the text is necessarily mediated through him or her (152). Narrators, 

who take on an identity as important as the characters are called dramatized narrators; 

these narrators are more visible in the text, and there are varying degrees of depth 

involved in a dramatized narrator. In the case of the narratives about the theme of slavery, 

the narrative gaze, or narrator, is masculine in how it presents and understands both the 

social roles of men and women. A noted exception to this masculine gaze within this 

literary tradition is Gerturdis Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab whose arguably feminine 
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perspective has been documented by various critics.70 This masculine gaze plays an 

important role in the depictions of these literary characters. 

The dialogue between narrative agents, author, implied author, narrator, implied 

reader, and reader creates the richness of text as well as provides insight into how 

interpretation or meaning is created. It is this dialogue from which the reader extracts 

meaning and the author successfully communicates his or her message. Booth writes: 

In any reading experience there is an implied dialogue among author, narrator, 

other characters, and the reader. Each of the four can range, in relation to each of 

the others, from identification to complete opposition, on any axis of value, moral, 

intellectual, aesthetic, and even physical. (155) 

The degree of identification and/or opposition, ranging anywhere from agreement to 

disagreement and in-between, is essential in understanding how meaning is derived from 

narratives.71 For example, the interpretation of a narrative about the theme of slavery will 

differ depending on whether the reader can fill the role of the implied reader established 

by the author. By itself, the filter or narrator doesn’t exist; it only exists in relation to the 

other literary agents (153). In other words, the relationships between author, implied 

author, narrator, implied reader, and reader are the context through which meaning is 

derived. 

 
 

69 There are a myraid of terms used to express filter, such as lens, point of view, center of consciousness, 
ideology, and consciousness; I choose to use the word “filter” as it best reflects how it functions in relation 
to its owner as well as the story told. 
70 For more about Sab’s feminine persective, see Sommer, “Sab c’est moi” and Lorna Williams, 
“Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab: the feminized slave.” 
71 Narrative invisibility and visibility can also be expressed in terms of agreement and/or disagreement 
between filter and viewer. In other words, if there is agreement the lens is invisible; conversely, when there 
is disagreement, the lens is visible. 
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The degree of identification and/or opposition between literary agents is also 

important in the visibility of the narrator. It is this visibility or invisibility which in part 

effaces or illuminates the narrative subjectivity. The presence of a filter is normal and, 

conversely, its absence is unachievable and, therefore, only a pretense.72 Take the 

analogy of watching a movie produced in the 1950s to illustrate this point.73 The 

ideological perspective of the film, the filter through which the story is told, is visible or 

invisible depending on the ideological perspective of the viewer. A contemporary viewer 

from the 1950s is more likely to share the filter or ideological perspective through which 

the movie is shown; in such a case, the filter may not be brought to the viewer’s attention 

and may be ostensibly “invisible.” However, a viewer from the twenty-first century will 

notice the difference of perspective because he or she will not share the ideological filter 

through which the 1950’s film is told.74 In other words, the agreement or disagreement 

between the film’s perspective, in this case the viewer’s perspective, dictates the visibility 

or invisibility of a narrative filter. In a literary text, the narrator is the narrative filter, and 

the relationship of agreement or disagreement between the narrator and reader coincides 

in the reader’s ability to be the implied reader. 

The notion of agreement or disagreement between reader and narrative filter or 

narrator is also related to what Yvonne Johnson calls “cultural continuity” in her book 

The Voices of African American Women: The Use of Narrative and Authorial Voice in the 

72 This statement is based on the belief that everyone has a perspective; therefore, the possibility of having 
a completely neutral perspective or no perspective is impossible. 
73 This analogy emerged in a converation I had with Eric Jansson. 
74 Another analogy would be the experience of studying abroad. It’s the experience of living in another 
culture whose differences and similarities in turn makes one aware of what is one’s own culture as 
compared to this new culture. 
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Works of Harriet Jacobs, Zora Neale Hurston, and Alice Walker.75 Johnson notes the 

following about this ideological agreement and its impact on meaning: 

Just as the author creates an image of herself, either as narrator or implied author, 

she also creates an image of the reader, and addresses the narrative either 

implicitly or explicitly to that reader. Her narrative can be considered most 

successful when the created [implied] author and the created [implied] reader 

have the same values and beliefs. 

Booth corroborates this idea: “. . . The most successful reading is one in which the 

created selves, author and reader, can find complete agreement” (138). Therefore, the 

more agreement between reader and narrative perspective or ideology through which the 

story is told, the more successful the author is in communicating what he or she chooses 

to communicate and the reader is in fulfilling the implied reader’s shoes and the intended 

message. 

Johnson and Booth both show how a “successful reading” is accomplished by the 

complete and/or shared agreement between the implied (or created) author and the 

implied reader. One way to understand the reader’s access to the text is to consider 

whether the reader, the actual biological person, can wear the shoes of the implied reader 

and “be” the implied reader the author intends him or her to be. In other words, can the 

reader be the “ideal” audience for this text as described by Walker Gibson in “Authors, 

Speakers, Readers, and Mock Readers” (267). Another way to think of the implied reader 

according to Gibson is: “the role or roles in which one’s customers would like to imagine 

75 Johnson studies twentieth-century text from the United States; however, her analysis is applicable to 
texts outside of the temporal and physical space she covers. 
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themselves” (267). The reader, according to Gibson, gets to choose, “Who do I want to 

pretend I am today,” via reading magazines, literature, or newspapers (267). Booth 

simplifies the explanation when he says: “It is only as I read that I become the self whose 

beliefs must coincide with the author’s” (138). Conversely, Gibson offers the following 

explanation for labeling a book “bad:” “A bad book, then, is a book in whose mock 

reader we discover a person we refuse to become, a mask we refuse to put on, a role we 

will not play” (268). This concept of wearing the implied reader’s shoes and the ability of 

the reader to agree, to a certain extent, with the implied reader is essential in 

understanding the impact, or lack there of, of Morúa’s narratives. 

Booth and Johnson’s theories help illustrate the ways authors communicate 

effectively with their readers, a process they label a “successful reading” or “successful 

narrative,” and they help explain the narrator’s role in this communication (138; 4). Their 

theories, however, do not account for the nuances or degrees to which there is agreement 

and/or disagreement between a reader and implied reader, nor do they explain why 

agreement or disagreement occurs. In other words, their explanations do not elucidate the 

many, and often significant, gray areas reflecting partial agreement and/or disagreement. 

More often than not, readers and authors—implied and real—have specific points of 

agreement as well as of disagreement. 

Doris Sommer in the “Advertencia/Warning” to her book Proceed with Caution, 

When Engaged by Minority Writing in the Americas offers some ideas to explain these 

reasons behind agreement and disagreement. She talks about differences between writers 

and readers and the impact of these differences on the appreciation and understanding of 

the texts. With regards to the “Advertencia/Warning” itself, Sommer qualifies it to be a 



60 

warning, not just “the standard term for preliminary advice to the reader,” but a reference 

to the process of reading itself as well as the evaluation of “‘minority’” texts (xiii). She 

continuues to explain the title, “Because the study of rhetoric has generally assumed 

cultural continuity between writer and reader,” her “Advertencia/Warning” prepares the 

reader in the event he or she does not share the “cultural heritage” of the text (x). Morúa 

was in a fortuitous position for his time and place, yet as an individual he was in a 

challenging position as relates to such “cultural heritage.”76 He was in a social and 

political position which empowered him to strive to change and to improve the condition 

for Cuban people of color. However, Morúa was faced with a strong and prevailing white 

ideology that disallowed ideological change. Morúa did not share the “cultural heritage” 

of the narratives about the theme of slavery, to borrow Sommer’s term (“Advertencia” x). 

In fact, her analysis may serve as one way to explain Morúa’s relative literary obscurity 

as well as better understand how he “dealt” with the implicit disagreement between his 

narrative perspective and his “real” reader. 

Although Sommer does not specifically address Morúa’s texts, she announces that 

one of her purposes is “to contribute toward a rhetoric of particularism that will 

appreciate artful maneuvers for marking cultural distance” (“Advertencia” x). She calls 

the texts without cultural continuity “particularist writings” and includes in this group 

those texts whose content or narrative strategies are outside the realism of their context 

and/or literary tradition (ix). Sommer also discusses an adverse reader reaction to 

particularist texts, which she describes as due to “limits of intimacy” or “absences” 

76 Aline Helg in “Black Men” masterfully sets up the situation of the (free) mulatto intellectual in 
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whereby the reader experiences purposeful and outstanding “disruptions of 

understanding” during the reading process (x). Through these “limits of intimacy” or 

“absences,” the reader has access to “read the distance written into some ethnically 

marked literature” and the reader must then bridge the gap in order to connect his or her 

understanding with that of the text (xi). Similar to Morúa in his intention to reach his 

reader and debunk the notion of seeing is believing, Sommer states the chapters of her 

book to be “an unlikely program of training in the modesty and respect that make 

engagement possible” (xi). 

The conventional narrators from the tradition of narratives about the theme of 

slavery are frequently aligned with prevailing ideologies or mainstream ideas; in other 

words, there is an assumed “cultural continuity” between the literary agents: author, 

implied author, narrator, implied reader and reader. One reason for this alignment is on 

account of the extreme censorship of Cuban literature and public voice that prevailed 

from the 1840s until 1875.77 Given this censorship and the Cuban climate of white 

privilege, it is possible the authors aligned their narrators or narrative perspectives with 

prevailing ideologies as a means to survive, literally and literarily. Another reason why 

they used prevailing ideologies is as a marketing ploy to increase their readership. If, 

according to Johnson, the best way to create a “successful reading” is when there is 

agreement, then in order to appeal to the reader—the majority of whom agreed with 

prevailing nineteenth-century ideologies—the authors chose a narrator and implied reader 

nineteenth-century Cuba. She also has an indepth study of the fear associated with the mulatto as rapist and 
witch. 
77 See Introduction for an overview of the historical context related to narratives about the theme of 
slavery. 
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who share this ideology. Morúa seems to have understood the essence of a successful 

reading, recognized his “particularist” texts, to borrow from Sommer, and acknowledges 

the possibility of an adverse reader reaction. 

The relationship between the narrator and the reader and the resulting visibility 

and invisibility of the filter are essential in seeing, or not, the “realism” depicted in the 

narratives about the theme of slavery. Phillip C. Gonzalez in his article “Reading against 

the Cultural Grain” underscores the necessity of a trained reader. 

Reading against the grain involves more than just understanding that authors 

make decisions about the message they have selected to share and the slant or 

bent they use in communication. It involves helping readers become familiar with 

the cultural biases authors are communicating and to compare them with the 

idiosyncratic culture students [readers] possess. (173) 

The result of the agreement between reader and implied reader, and likewise reader and 

narrator, or the ability of the reader to wear all the shoes required by the implied reader 

(and consequently the author) promotes the misconception that these narratives have 

objective narrators since the filter is invisible. To reiterate, “objectivity” and its resulting 

“realism” is attributed to the agreement between the implied reader and narrator, and not 

the result, necessarily, of realistic depictions. 

Aware of the impact of passing along pernicious beliefs effaced as truths as well 

as the implicit disagreement between his reader and the implied reader, Morúa found a 

way to break the aura of objectivity and realism produced by this ideological agreement 

between narrator and reader in narratives about the theme of slavery. To do this, Morúa 
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creates a narrator who personalizes the story, thus framing it as subjective. This 

subjectivity differs from the objective aura of his predecessors within the literary tradition 

of narratives of this kind. By revealing the artifice behind the art of storytelling, Morúa 

breaks the cycle of ideology passing as “truth” as depicted in the narratives by his 

predecessors.78 The analysis below will explore how Morúa unveils the questionable 

“realism” produced by the conventional narrators; that is to say, those narrators from the 

early and later groups of writers in the literary tradition of narratives about the theme of 

slavery.79 

 
III. The Conventional “Truth-Producing” Narrator80 

 
The reality produced by the conventional narrator in the narratives about the 

theme of slavery is also a construct particular to the author as well as the cultural and 

literary context. The notion of a “truth-producing” narrator who purports to copy or 

objectively reproduce reality is, consequently, a narrative strategy used by these authors 

as a means to persuade their readership to believe their personal and social construction 

of reality. Morúa’s predecessors exploit the ability of the narrator to present an objective 

reality. Similarly, Morúa exploits the expectation of a “truth-producing” narrator within 

this literary tradition, only in his case the narrator suppresses information about the main 

 
78 Booth states the following of this artifice: “One of the most obviously artificial devices of the storyteller 
is the trick of going beneath the surface of the action to obtain a reliable view of a character’s mind and 
heart” (3). Yet, Booth adds: “In life we never know anyone but ourselves by thoroughly reliable internal 
signs, and most of us achieve an all too partial view even of ourselves” (3). He goes on to say that in life 
when we hear authoritative comments from others: “we would accept the information with qualifications 
imposed by our knowledge of the speaker’s character or of the general fallibility of mankind” (4). So how  
is it that in literature, the reader so readily accepts the narrator as being completely objective? 
79 See Booth, Chapter One “Telling and Showing” for a more comprehensive discussion on authoritative 
telling, its implications, and its literary context (3-20). 
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character’s biological heritage in order to facilitate the process in which the implied 

reader makes predictable, albeit false, assumptions about Sofía’s racial identity. These 

assumptions are revealed for what they are: social constructions based on prejudice. As 

an author, Morúa’s control and manipulation of information reveals the strength 

prevailing beliefs have over the Cuban populace at this time. Likewise, his subjective 

narrator frames the historia as personal, and therefore, depicts a personal truth. 

The realism constructed by the conventional narrator within the tradition of the 

narratives about the theme of slavery offers a point of departure from which to compare 

Morúa’s adherence to and deviation from the tradition. The rationale behind the narrator 

fulfilling the role of “truth-producing” can be traced back to the nature of these 

narratives, as mentioned earler. Whether referring to the early or later group or Morúa’s 

narrative series, these texts have a political agenda: show the abuse of slaves by their 

owners, to depict and/or correct the documented historias that characterize Cuba’s 

colonial past, and/or project a national identity. Literature, as the tool or means through 

which to fulfill their political agenda, is only as powerful as their ability to enroll others 

into the cause, whereby the narratorial authority and its resulting realism are absolutely 

crucial. 

In chronological order, the following provides a brief analysis of the “truth- 

producing” narrators in the early and later group: Anselmo Suárez y Romero’s Francisco 

(1839), Félix Tanco y Bosmeniel’s Petrona y Rosalía (1838), Antonio Zambrana’s El 

negro Francisco (1875), and Cirilo Villaverde’s narrative version of Cecilia Valdés 

80 I will continue to use quotes around “truth-producing” to reflect they are Foreman’s 
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(1882). The conventional narrator highlights its collectivity as well as its authority; it is a 

narrator who shows and then interpretes for the implied reader. In a similar vein, this 

narrator’s perspective is aligned with dominant ideology and perscribes to the prevailing 

beliefs about mulatas and mulattos. This sampling of narratives is just that—a 

sampling—and does not offer a comprehensive list; it does, however, illustrate an 

authorial intention to faithfully depict Cuban reality and present the narrator as someone 

who produces an unchallenged perspective without the consciousness of the existence of 

other perspectives.81

Suárez y Romero, from the early group, states in his “Advertencia” that the 

impetus for writing Francisco (1839) is in response to Mr. R. Madden’s request to 

Domingo del Monte for, “algunas composiciones de escritores cubanos con objeto de 

saber el estado de la opinión acerca de la trata y de los esclavos, entre los jóvenes 

pensadores de Cuba” (27). More than any other aspect, Suárez y Romero wishes to 

preserve the authenticity of his original text. For example, due to the fact that he wrote 

his “Advertencia” in 1875, forty-six years after he completed Francisco, he chooses not 

to correct its many imperfections regarding grammar, clarity, and orthography. In his 

own words, he states: “. . .prefiriendo que se mantenga el trabajo primitivo con el color 

ingenuo, imposible de ser imitado en el ocaso de la vida” (28). Suárez y Romero doesn’t 

explicitly say he will faithfully depict reality as we will see in other authors; however, he 

does show reverence for the original narrative in order to preserve it as a document of the 

words. 
81 See Barreda, The Black Protagonist in the Cuban Novel for a thorough look at the socio-political 
climate and its influence on the nineteenth-century Cuban novel. See Rivas, for an indepth study of the 
works, the authors, and their socio-historic context. 
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time and maintain its emotive potential on the reader. His reverence is linked to the 

original text’s emotive quality. He notes how his attempt to correct the errors resulted in 

the creation of an entirely new text, a text without the original passion that inspired it 

(28).82 Suárez y Romero’s stated intentions are to document the ideas held by young 

Cuban thinkers about slavery and the treatment of slaves in Cuba in the late 1830s and to 

appeal to the reader emotively through a sense of shared humanity. 

Suárez y Romero’s Francisco contains a narrator that shows, on one hand, and 

editorializes, on the other. These roles, presenter and interpreter, are the conventional 

roles in the narratives about the theme of slavery. The narrative opens with a dialogue 

between Doña Dolores Mendizábal’s son, Ricardo, and the overseer. The passage paints a 

picture of two white men without compassion for their slaves and whose hatred and, 

subsequent, brutality toward people of color is highlighted. The topic of conversation is 

the punishment of a slave, someone whom Ricardo wants to assure is punished severely. 

He asks the overseer: “¿Le ha chorreado la sangre?” (Suárez y Romero 33). When the 

conversation ceases, the narrator emerges in third-person omniscient and describes the 

cruelty of the overseer for the implied reader, “con una alegría muy propia de un guajiro 

que odia a los hombres de color, descargó furioso cuatro o cinco cuerazos sobre cada uno 

de los desgraciados” (Suárez y Romero 38). This narrator makes it clear the white 

landowners are the real animals in this scene; the reader does not have to participate in 

this inquiry since the narrator does the work for him or her. 

82 Suárez y Romero’s “Advertencia,” Francisco (27-28). 
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Suárez y Romero was part of the early group of narrative writers; therefore, his 

intended audience was foreign readers or members of the Del Monte tertulia. 

Consequently, the use of a collective first-person perspective—hereafter referred to as the 

collective we narrator—may be interpreted two-fold; first and foremost, as a convention 

of the literary tradition and, second, as a reflection of a collective effort on the part of the 

participants in Del Monte’s tertulias. 83 

The collective we narrator in Francisco invites the reader to share the narrator’s 
 
visual perspective as spectator, whereby, the narrator and reader share the same gaze. The 

basis for authority is underlined by the notion of seeing is believing: since the narrator is 

the only one who can see, the assumption is that what he is seeing must be the truth. For 

example, after the scene—as previously mentioned—in which a slave is brutally 

punished. The narrative states the following: “Retrocedamos un poco, y averigüemos si 

era fundada o no la pena de un novenario . . .” (Suárez y Romero 39). We see how the 

“averigüemos” redirects the reader to another story in order to explain why Francisco was 

punished and aligns the reader with the narrator (Suárez y Romero 39). In his relationship 

with the reader, the narrator tells the reader what he sees as well as guides the reader in 

his or her understanding. 

This collective we narrator also interacts with the reader, albeit a one-sided 

interaction. The rhetorical questions asked by the narrator are intended to evoke 

sympathy for a black character: “¿Quiénes le acompañaban en su retiro?” and also, 

 
 
 

83 As Suárez y Romero says in his “Advertencia” that the impetus for the narratives was to know “the state 
of opinion about the treatment and about the slaves among the young thinkers in Cuba” (27, my  
translation). 
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“¿Pero qué iba a hacer Dorotea con hablarle a su ama?” (Suárez y Romero 79; 139).84 In 

addition to asking questions, the narrator mandates the reader to react: “júzguese, pues, 

cuánto se alegraría con la llegada de Francisco al ingenio” (Suárez y Romero 77). These 

rhetorical questions have one purpose in mind: to provoke an emotional response from 

the reader. As stated earlier, Suárez y Romero comments in his “Advertencia” that the 

emotiveness of his narrative is what he regards so highly. 

Suárez y Romero’s narrator is a self-reflexive narrator; in other words, this 

narrator is one who clearly wants the reader to know he is telling the story and he is the 

one in control.85 Take for example the opening scene in which Ricardo and his overseer 

converse about the punishment of Francisco. After telling the implied reader all about the 

punishment, the narrator discreetly suggests “we look at” why the slave was punished, 

thus implying two levels of stories: one which can be seen and the other one, apparently 

the truth, can only be communicated via the narrator. In a similar vein, this narrator also 

informs and protects the reader by discreetly, although openly, omitting information: “. . 

. y la escena que pasó entre los dos, creemos innecesario pintársela a nuestros lectores” 

(Suárez y Romero 151). All in all, the result is a narrator who controls the story and 

guides the reader with complete authority. Even though the reader is aware of the process 

of telling, the process is not challenged nor the information presented in doubt. The 

collective we narrator exudes authority to someone without a knowing eye.86

84 “Retiro” in this case refers to the guard taita’s Golden years (Zambrana 79). 
85 Booth refers to this as a self-conscious narrator (155). 
86 The term “knowing eye” comes from Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés (17), Chapter Two (146-147). 
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Another antislavery narrative from this first group is Tanco y Bosmeniel’s 

Petrona y Rosalía. The role of the collective narrator in Petrona y Rosalía is also that of a 

knowing eye who produces an unquestioned truth. Like Suárez y Romero’s narrator, this 

one sees and interprets for the reader. More clearly than his predecessors, Tanco’s 

narrator also suggests a subtext of seeing is not believing. This narrator establishes his 

authority by defining himself as native Cuban in the first paragraph: “para consuelo de  

los que vivimos en Cuba sudando y jadeando con los calores de la estación” (5). Keeping 

in mind the general audience for the Del Monte group, the reader was either foreign or a 

member of the tertulia, this narrator starts off establishing his “native” authority. The 

following is an example of the narrator introducing the characters Antonio Malpica y 

Lozano and Doña Concepción Sandoval Buendía with his knowing eye. 

Eran estos dos personajes de familia noble y rica de La Habana, aunque, respecto 

de lo primero, se hablaba de sus mayores como de gente advenediza que había 

pertenecido al vulgo de España y no a ninguna casa solariega. Pero sea de esto lo 

que fuere, nosotros los dejaremos o los tendremos en el concepto de los más 

rancios linajudos de la monarquía, importando muy poco o nada a nuestra historia 

que pertenezcan a tal o cual categoría de la sociedad. (Tanco 5-6) 

This narrator provides the reader with a clear perspective on how to interpret these 

characters. 

The scene in which Rosalía is separated from her mother and brought to the city is 

another example of a narrator who presents a character’s words and, then, follows it up 

with an interpretation. The narrator reveals to the reader Rosalía’s wishes; however, he 

also qualifies her wishes within a broader context for the reader: “quisiera Rosalía que su 
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madre participase de lo que ella, con todo el candor de la inocencia y la ignorancia, 

llamaba su felicidad” (Tanco 22). This narrator makes it clear that due to Rosalía’s 

innocence, she considers her circumstances advantageous and they are anything but 

advantageous. Besides painting a broader picture than an observer could see, this narrator 

communicates that seeing is not always believing (although not in reference to the 

narrator’s seeing). For example, the scene in which the house slaves are “mourning” the 

death of their master Antonio is revealed to be an act based on their obedience and not a 

sense of loss. The following quote illustrates this point: 

Como si aquellos miserables hubiesen perdido un bienhechor o un padre, lo cual 

no era cierto. Hipocresía de esclavos que cumplían con la obligación en aquel 

momento de gemir o gritar . . . así como hubieran reído en el caso contrario o en 

el mismo que acabamos de referir, si se les hubiese exigido. (Tanco 37) 

The narrator clarifies their behavior as mandated, rather than a manifestation of their 

feelings for him. Like Suárez y Romero’s narrator, Tanco’s clarifies more than what can 

be seen; he explains the actions of his black or mulatto characters in order to provide 

more information and a clear interpretation of the circumstances. 

Like Suárez y Romero’s narrator, Tanco’s also overtly controls the process of 

telling, informing the reader of the passing of time: “corridos cuatro meses ya” and 

“corrió un año” (7; 14). This narrator makes the reader aware of his role in the telling, but 

never aware of his perspective: “Para dar una muestra de esta corrupción de don 

Fernando, conviene que volvamos atrás y contemos a nuestros lectores lo que pasaba con 

Petrona y su hija Rosalía,” as well as mentions what he is not saying: “no hay para qué 

decir lo que sufriría la esclava al recibir los cincuenta en una sesión” (17; 10). Tanco’s 



narrator floats between past and future, summarizing the situation for the implied reader: 

“La situación en que se vio Petrona catorce años antes fue la misma en que se vio su hija 

después, y el mismo el resultado que tuvo, como veremos al fin de nuestro cuento” (31). 

The breadth of this narrator’s knowledge is extensive; he knows everything that is going 

on past and present, and this includes the secret behind Doña Concepción’s infidelity. It 

goes like this: due to Don Antonio’s infertility, he and Doña Concepción don’t have any 

children, thus, Doña Concepción takes matters into her own hands and finds a fertile man 

in order to produce progeny—a clandestine act neither her son nor her husband know 

anything about. 

There is no ambiguity in the depiction of these white characters; this narrator 

paints a picture of lowbrow white slave owners. Tanco’s collective narrator fulfills the 

“truth-producing” role in this narrative. This narrator shows and tells, whereby guiding 

the reader to the truth behind which a mere observer would not see. He explicitly controls 

the process of telling and paints a picture of immoral white slave owners. It is clear how 

the narrator wants the reader to think and, for the most part, the reader will be able to fill 

the shoes of the implied reader. 

El negro Francisco by Antonio Zambrana (1875) is the first narrative published in 

Cuba after a hiatus of thirty years due to strict censorship and literary repression and, 

consequently, the first narrative of the later group of writers.87 The implied readers of El 

negro Francisco are the Chilean friends and family of Doña Ascensión Rodríguez de 

87 Zambrana was a lawyer and writer. He participated in the Asamblea de Guáimaro and with Ignacio 
Agramonte wrote the foundamental document of the República de Cuba en Armas (Bueno, Prólogo El 
Negro Francisco 9). 

71 



 

 

Necochea who initially requests that Zambrana write this novel.88 The uniqueness of 

knowing the actual identity of the readers (besides the Del Monte tertulia members) helps 

us understand the relationship between the intratextual agents. For example, the narrator 

recognizes the implied readers have very little knowledge of Cuba: “Los lectores que no 

hayan visitado Cuba, tendrán muy vaga idea de lo que es un Ingenio de azúcar” 

(Zambrana 105). For this reason, the narrator interjects whenever possible details and 

explanations about the nuances of the Cuban social structure: the types of people, the 

systems in place, the laws, and the social roles of the people on a sugar plantation (25; 

108-109; 109). These explanations clearly reflect the perspective of someone aligned 

with dominant ideology and who suscribes to prevailing beliefs in nineteenth-century 

Cuban society. 

Zambrana states that he writes a novel of Cuban customs during the colonial 

period that necessarily includes accounts of slavery (Introduction 20). Nonetheless, he 

attributes the reason for writing as due to the impact Suárez y Romero’s Francisco had 

on him in 1862 at one of Del Monte’s tertulias (Introduction 20). Upon hearing 

Francisco, Zambrana, “adoptó . . . la resolución irrevocable de no ser cómplice de ello de 

ninguna manera y de consagrar en la primera ocasión oportuna su sangre y su alma a 

borrar de la frente de Cuba la mancha ominosa” (20). In his Introduction, Zambrana 

refers to Francisco as “una historia tan triste como verdadera” and “un hecho cierto y de 

personas conocidas” (Introduction 19). In other words, Zambrana emphasizes the power 

of Suárez y Romero’s true story over any fantasy: “Y para contar el hecho—lo confieso 

con cierto rubor—, ningún esfuerzo de su fantasía ha podido superar el recuerdo que 

 
88 The letter to Doña Ascensión Rodríguez de Necoc7h2ea is in the Prologue (18). 



guarda en su mente de la historia a que acaba de referirise” (Introduction 20). Inspired by 

this work and its emotional impact on Zambrana, we could assume a similar commitment 

to realism as well as historical figures. He says he will show facts without biases or 

opinions: “después de presentarlo desnudo, toda declamación . . . es una banalidad y aun 

la reflexión más insignificante que se le añada puede considerarse como un ultraje para el 

sentido moral del lector” (Introduction, 20). Zambrana reiterates his commitment to the 

facts and not interpretation: “Se trataba, por lo tanto, de contar el hecho y nada más” 

(Zambrana, Introduction 20). According to Zambrana in his Introduction, the narrator in 

El negro Francisco will provide both emotional impact and realistic depictions as well as 

attempt to erase this “ominous stain” from Cuba’s forehead (Zambrana 20). 

There is a collective narrator who shows and interprets, despite what he purports 

in the introduction. This narrator has aligned himself with those in power and describes 

the black man as a barbarian: “Pero el negro ama eso que vosotros menospreciáis: su 

bosque inculto, su música grosera, sus costumbres primitivas. Probadle que es feliz, sed 

elocuentes y razonadores; su corazón le dice otra cosa muy distinta” (Zambrana 135).  

The narrator also has access into the souls of his characters and comments on how the 

black characters have different souls than the white ones (Zambrana 136). This narrator is 

biased and yet—ironically—“knowledgeable” about blacks inside and out. 

The narrator depicts the characters’ qualities via personal anecdotes in order to 

authenticate the stories. For example, in order to demonstrate Francisco’s saintliness, the 

narrator tells the story of how Francisco risks his life to take care of the old Antonia with 

contagious croup (Zambrana 35). In order to illustrate Carlos’ alignment with colonial 

culture and power, there is a physical description of Carlos’ environment as containing a 
73 
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picture of his Spanish parents and busts of Spanish conquerors throughout the corridors 

of his house, thus revealing admiration in conquerors versus natives (Zambrana 51). 

Another way in which authenticity is attempted is through the insertion of dialogue. 

Unfortunately, for every questionably successful dialogue, there are a plethora of 

artificial and biased interjections on the part of the narrator. It seems the author tried to 

overcompensate for his youth by creating a narrator simultaneously pedantic and 

insecure. In contrast to the author’s claim to depict only the facts, what stands out in this 

text is the narrator’s extreme lack of authenticity and high degree of artifice. The 

intention to faithfully depict reality in El negro Francisco produces a clarity of its biases 

and inaccuracies instead of fortifying the credibility of its realism.89

Additionally, there is a sense of ridiculousness because the events are so ludicrous 

as to be incredulous. Take for example, the incident with the bull (Zambrana 140). While 

out riding his horse, Carlos is thrown from his horse due to an escaped bull who frightens 

it. Half-dazed from the fall, Carlos is left to face the furious bull; that is until Francisco 

appears and with only his machete fatally wounds the bull. The scene ends with  

Francisco contemplating the blood on his machete over the bull’s cadaver and the  

narrator comments on how Francisco had dreamed of a different victim. There are so 

many incredulous aspects to this incident: Francisco appearing out of nowhere, Francisco 

defeating the bull with a machete, and the irony of Francisco wishing he had killed Carlos 

89 Bueno mentions in his Prologue to El negro Francisco that it is closer to Realism and moving away 
from Romanticism (16). The reasons he offers are that the author does not resort to “procedimientos 
melodramáticos o folletinescos” (16-17). Although how else could the incident with the bull be described if 
not melodramatic. Likewise, Bueno states that Zambrana’s “voluntad de realismo” is captured in the 
psychology of the black slave and the “contradictory condition” of the mulata (17). I attribute the  
difference between Bueno’s reading and my perception as due, in part, to his proximity to the narrative 
filter and my distance from it. 
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instead of the bull. Even the relationship between the narrator and implied reader is taken 

to the extreme particularly with regards to the incessant rude and biased interruptions on 

the part of the narrator. The narrator in El negro Francisco ostensibly follows the 

conventions of a “truth-producing” narrator, although in this case, he turns out to be more 

opininated and less reliable in his construction of the “truth.” 

As mentioned previously, the novel version of Cecilia Valdés by Villaverde 

belongs to later group of writers and is irrefutably considered the most prominent Cuban 

narrative about the theme of slavery. Villaverde sets the tone for his narrator’s authority, 

by explicitly stating his intentions in the prologue: “Me precio de ser, antes de otra cosa, 

escritor realista, tomando esta palabra en el sentido artístico que se le da modernamente” 

(6). Villaverde, rather concerned with the credibility of his depictions, elaborates further 

on his notion of realism. 

Lejos de inventar o de fingir caracteres y escenas fantasiosas, e inverosímiles, he 

llevado el realismo, según lo entiendo, hasta el punto de presentar los principales 

personajes de la novela con todos sus pelos y señales, como vulgarmente se dice, 

vestidos con el traje que llevaron en vida, la mayor parte bajo su nombre y 

apellido verdaderos, hablando el mismo lenguaje que usaron en las escenas 

históricas en que figuraron, copiando, en lo que cabía ‘d’apres nature’, su 

fisonomía física y moral, a fin de que aquellos que los conocieron de vista o por 

tradición los reconozcan sin dificultad y digan cuando menos: el parecido es 

innegable. (Villaverde, Prologue 6) 
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Villaverde states two important points about his intentions. First, he believes he is writing 

with complete verisimilitude, not inventing or pretending, but literally copying. He 

suggests he is documenting history, “en las escenas históricas en que figuraron” 

(Villaverde, Prologue 6). Although contrastly, he qualifies his judgements with an 

acknowledgement of his own subjectivity “según lo entiendo” (Villaverde, Prologue 6). 

This narrator never lets the reader forget Villaverde’s promise to adhere to realism: “de 

esta verídica historia,” “en honor de la verdad,” and “Las [personas] de la verídica 

historia cuya fisonomía trazamos ahora a grandes pinceladas” to name a few (Villaverde, 

Cecilia Valdés 41, 42, 46). 

The second point Villaverde makes about his intentions are related to seeing is 

believing. Villaverde validates the authenticity of his characters by using a visual 

standard by which his readers would visually recognize “sin dificultad” his characters; in 

other words, they would agree with him. Using the visual standard of seeing is believing 

as the means through which to develop the realism, is a narrative strategy used by the 

conventional narrator in this tradition. Likewise, the physical descriptions are 

accompanied by phenotypical interpretations, another aspect of the visual standard of 

verification prevalent in Cuba’s hierarchical society. The narrator describes Cecilia’s 

face: “La boca tenía chica y los labios llenos” and then exclaims, “indicando más 

voluptuosidad que firmeza de carácter” (Villaverde 16). Continuing, the narrator states: 

“Las mejillas llenas y redondas y un hoyuelo en medio de la barba, formaban un conjunto 

bello, que para ser perfecto sólo faltaba que la expresión fuese menos maliciosa, si no 

maligna” (Villaverde 16). All of Cecilia’s features have a moral significance. Overall the 

use of phenotype as an unwavering and unquestionable visual standard from which to 
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classify people racially and morally is indicative of a narrator who subscribes to the 

prevailing beliefs in nineteenth-century Cuba. 

The following example illustrates the narrator’s knowing eye. Referring to 

Cecilia, the narrator notes, “¿A qué raza, pues, pertenecía esta muchacha? Difícil es 

decirlo. Sin embargo, a un ojo conocedor no podía esconderse, que sus labios rojos tenían 

un borde o filete oscuro y que la iluminación del rostro terminaba en una especie de 

penumbra hacia el nacimiento del cabello” (Villaverde, Cecilia Valdés 17, italics added 

for emphasis). It is clear he is the one who sees and through seeing, knows. He is also the 

one in control and, consequently, the only one privy to the truth; the reader has to rely on 

him. 

The relationship between the narrator and implied reader is the key to a successful 

reading. As discussed previously, a successful reading is achieved when there is 

agreement, or a sharing of ideologies, between the reader and the narrator. The 

assumption is that the reader most likely agrees—to a greater rather than lesser degree— 

with many of the prevailing ideologies about race and morality. In other words, the 

narrator’s gaze parallels the implied reader’s: white and male. Villaverde’s narrator 

appeals to his reader by agreeing with the tenets of blanqueamiento. Two paragraphs in 

Cecilia Valdés provide a defense about why mulatas prefer white men. The idea is, to 

paraphrase, that due to a poor upbringing, brusque treatment, and consequent 

lowbrowness, black and mulatto men are an inferior choice to white men regardless of 

class (Villaverde 41-42). The narrator makes it seem logical and even natural that 

mulatas would prefer white men. This characterization of the relationship between white 

men and mulatas—as something sought after by mulatas—supports the notion of 
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blanqueamiento and, in fact, denies the reality of the power differential between white 

men and mulatas.90

The narrator of Cecilia Valdés also establishes a personal relationship with the 

reader: “Nos hemos detenido tanto en la descripción de la casucha . . . porque pare su 

imaginación el benigno lector” (10). Politely, the narrator clarifies the following for the 

implied reader: “Habrá comprendido ya el discreto lector, que la Virgencita de bronce de 

las anteriores páginas no es otra que Cecilia Valdés, la misma jovenzuela andariega que 

procuramos darle a conocer al principio de esta verídica historia” (Villaverde 41). This 

illustrates the narrator’s consciousness of the importance of the reader. 

In this sampling of narratives about the theme of slavery, there is a conventional 

narrator who purports to depict Cuban reality faithfully through his “truth-producing” 

role. In part, his authority is based on the accepted notion that seeing is believing. Only, 

Tanco, up to this point, challenges this notion; so generally, Suárez y Romero, Zambrana, 

and Villaverde subscribe to it. What becomes clear through these narratives is not their 

ability to faithfully reflect reality as it was in nineteenth-century Cuba, but how they 

faithfully depict Cuban reality as seen and understood through the eyes of someone who 

subscribes to the prevailing beliefs, namely an ideology shared by white men whose 

economic interests have—or had—them “see” slaves and, more generally, people of  

color solely through a particular filter (material commodities rather than human 

resources). These narrators align themselves with prevailing ideologies in order to present 

certain “givens” as facts: such as phenotypical interpretations and the raison d’être of the 

90 Martínez-Alier provides statistics on the Cuban population, percentages of interracial marriages, and 
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relationship between white men and mulatas. The agreement between the implied reader 

and reader also effaces the narrative filter, highlighting only the narrator’s authority and 

not his or her subjectivity in this process. 

IV. Paradigm Shift in Morúa’s Narratives

Morúa’s narrators in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu are both similar to and 

different from the conventional narrator in the narratives about the theme of slavery. 

Whereby collectivity, objectivity, and unchallenged truth were priorities for his 

predecessors, Morúa frames Sofía and La familia Unzúazu as testimonials: “Cosas de mi 

tierra” as stated in his “Al lector” prologue to Sofía (xiii).95 As testimonies, Morúa’s 

narratives are honest about their subjectivity in a way that an “objective” narrator is 

not.96 Morúa reminds his reader of his first-person singular narrator (hereafter referred to 

as narrative yo) through interjections and exclamations as he similarly brings to the 

forefront his subjectivity. By presenting the narrator as subjective rather than objective, 

as in Cecilia Valdés, Morúa presents an irrefutable and personal reality. Morúa realizes 

illegitimate off-spring (to name some) throughout the nineteenth century. 
95 Fanon says, I have not wished to be objective (86). For an author writing from a marginalized 
perspective, subjectivity equates existence. 
96 In Sofía’s Prologue, Imeldo Álvarez García comments on its testimonial quality. “Sofía . . . es, en 
cambio, el testimonio de un mulato...y de un mulato formado en la fragua de la revolución del 68 . . ” (vii, 
italics in original). 
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what you see and experience as reality depends on who you are, thus his realism is 

depicted within personal parameters. As a self-educated mulatto man, son of a barrel- 

maker or cooper, Morúa’s reality was notably different than Suárez y Romero, Tanco y 

Bosmeniel, Zambrana, and Villaverde’s, a difference he articulates in his narratives. In 

addition to one’s own concept of identity, another facet of identity is derived from 

society’s notion of who you are within its broader context. In other words, your identity 

is comprised of your own sense of self together with society’s acceptance or rejection of 

it. 

Like his predecessors, Morúa states his intention to realistically depict Cuban 

culture in his “Al lector” prologue to his narratives.97 In fact, he purports to “copy” 

Cuban culture for the reader similar to Villaverde: “Sofía es el primer volumen de la serie 

de cuadros sociales que, copiados del natural de la vida cubana, me propongo ofrecer a 

la respetable consideración de aquellos que me honren leyéndolos” (xiii, italics in 

original). In addition to framing his narratives as personal and purporting to copy reality, 

Morúa emphasizes the importance of the reader, in this sense he differs from his 

predecessors. While in part formulaic, it is worth mentioning that his prologue is titled 

“Al lector” highlighting the importance of the reader (xiii). Morúa goes as far as to put  

his narrative in the implied reader’s hands: “Hecha esta advertencia, a guisa de 

introdución presento mi primer libro original; y del ilustrado criterio del público 

dependerá lo restante” (“Al lector” xiii, italics in original). Notice how Morúa frames his 

work as personal, “mi primer libro original,” and yet recognizes the success of his 
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message and its interpretation depend ultimately on the reader. Just as Morúa understands 

that his personal reality impacts his depictions, he comprehends how the reader’s identity 

and reality impact his or her reading. In this sense, Morúa acknowledges the construction 

of reality not only by the author, but also by the reader. 

Morúa is faced with an implicit disagreement between himself as author and his 

reader. He copes with this difference through his narrative strategy; he creates a narrative 

perspective, or narrator, and implied reader that ostensibly agree with prevailing 

ideologies and he recognizes his reader’s collaboration: “. . . Si a ello contribuye la 

protección que al volumen inaugural dispense el público lector, que, por cierto, ha de ser 

colaborador imprescindible en este empeño crítico-social” (“Al lector” xiii, italics added 

for emphasis). The fact that Morúa accepts the “disagreement” implicit allows him to 

consciously create his implied reader in such a way that will allow him or her to easily 

step into the implied reader’s role and once he or she is fulfilling this role, he gradually 

challenges the reader’s views. 

Beginning with the title and moving into the text, this analysis looks at how 

Morúa’s narrator, first in Sofía and then in La familia Unzúazu, functions and tells the 

stories of Sofía, Liberato, and generally the Unzúazu family. As previously stated, 

Morúa’s narratives are part of a project titled “Cosas de mi tierra.” Compared to 

Francisco, El negro Francisco, Cecilia Valdés, Carmen, Rosalía y Petrona, this title 

differs from the narrative tradition in that it frames Sofía and La familia Unzúazu within a 

97 I am using the term prologue to refer to Morúa’s “Al lector” section. Morúa himself considers his “Al 
lector” an introduction: “hecha esta advertencia, a guisa de introducción” (xiii). I also consider the prologue 
in Sofía as the prologue to the narrative series which includes La familia Unzúazu. 
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personal story. Considering the established and, therefore, expected collective narrator in 

the literary tradition, Sofía’s personal narrator produces a consciousness of perspective. 

This consciousness of perspective is due to the disruptions in the reader’s 

expectations as well as the narrator’s multiple perspectives. By having various 

perspectives, each with has a role in the reader retraining process, the reader is required 

to switch viewpoints to keep up with the narrative flow. The narrative perspective 

changes much like a camera lens that zooms in and out. For example, the omniscient 

narrator opens the novel and leaves the reader with a sense of awe and wonder about an 

unknown and magical place. 

¡Qué vista más encantadora! ¡Qué hermoso panorama! Diríase que la naturaleza 

desarrolló esta concepción sublime y regaló con ella al hombre, para demostrarle 

incontestablemente su munificencia y su imponderable fuerza creadora. (Morúa, 

Sofía 1) 

This narrative perspective is grandiose and eloquent and, in and of itself, awe inspiring. 

The narrator pulls the reader in: Who is this narrator? Whose story is this? 

The narrator changes perspective and continues from a collective perspective, as 

the reader would expect from this narrative tradition: “Estamos en el mar, a la entrada de 

un puerto de la costa norte, en el tercio occidental de la isla de Cuba” (Morúa, Sofía 1). 

This narrator simulates the perspective of a visitor arriving to Cuba by ship: “Todo eso lo 

admiramos desde el mar, desde la cubierta de unos de los infinitos barcos de diferentes 

naciones que visitan el puerto” (Morúa, Sofía 2). This collective narrator, at least initially, 

 

 
99 Morúa’s perspective is clearly focused on the human element in Cuba. This is an interesting perspective 
considered in conjunction with what Khalma Dhouti points out in her dissertation. She notes that after the 
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establishes the relationship between the narrator and implied reader as guide and visitor, 

respectively. The collective narrator invites the reader into the text and to take a closer 

look at the city of Belmiranda: “Bajemos a la ciudad” (Morúa, Sofía 2).99 This invitation 

creates a parallel between the implied reader of the text to that of a visitor as well as 

merges the gaze between narrator and implied reader. The narrator, at this point, reminds 

the implied reader of his or her filter and also the narrator’s importance in understanding 

this story by qualifying the visitor’s inability to see clearly: “Divídese la de Belmiranda 

en populosas barriadas que, a la vista del observador extranjero, simulan otros tantos 

pueblos distintos a los cuales identifica el sello que les ha imprimado el mismo sistema 

social, el mismo régimen gubernativo” (Morúa, Sofía 2, italics added for emphasis). Note 

how the narrator uses the verb “simulate,” suggestive of passing, in order to remind the 

implied reader that what can be seen is not all there is to see. From afar, Belmiranda is a 

place of natural awe and inspiring beauty; however, upon closer inspection, Belmiranda  

is infected with many social diseases: racism, an uneducated population, political strife, a 

declining sugar industry, and an economy and social structure still reliant on slave labor. 

The inability to see clearly on the part of the reader increases the narrator’s authority as 

guide as well as serves as a caveat to the implied reader that, as a visitor, things may not 

be as they appear to him or her. This perspective highlights the lens through which people 

see, and more importantly, the lens through which people read. Since reading is 

conquest and exploratory writings, there were discovery writers whose objective was to depict the 
landscape in order to advance science and natural history (8). For an example of a scientific or discovery 
writer, see von Humboldt’s Essay on the Geography of Plants (1804), History and Geography of the New 
Continent (1834), and Personal Narratives (1814, 1819, and 1825). 
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ultimately a process of reception, understanding, and interpretation, Morúa’s retraining 

addresses the reader’s means of interpretation. 

As the camera lens zooms in, the narrative perspective becomes personal and the 

reality changes. The natural beauty described from the ship’s deck, “confundiéndose a 

distancia,” contrasts sharply with the human element as seen up-close.100 These 

contrasting worlds, one on the surface and one underneath, brings to the forefront the 

subtext of passing which until Morúa was subtly developed within this narrative tradition. 

Williams, although not referring to Morúa’s work specifically, interprets this contrast 

between the “lyrical description of nature that opens the work . . . as the perfect site” and 

man’s existence as “a fall from a state of grace” (Williams, Introduction 11). She states 

how “the textual shift from the natural to the cultural landscape construes slavery as a 

cause of Cuba’s fall from its paradisiacal state . . .” (Williams, Introduction 12). The 

magisterial natural beauty, so well articulated in the opening passage, along with the 

artistic refinement, and opulent walls clash with the poor and “aldeano desorden” of the 

fishermen’s cabins (Morúa, Sofía 2). 

The narrative yo, the one that sees the human element, is not confused by a distant 

vantage point and takes on a very personal tone. While the collective narrator was careful 

to couch insults, labels, or criticisms through the characters, Morúa’s personal narrator 

doesn’t hold back criticism. Describing the characters, the narrator refers to Acebaldo as 

“infeliz,” Ana María as “esclava de sus pasiones,” Federico’s behavior as “reprobable 

libertinaje” (Morúa, Sofía 96; 155; 151). In the case of Sofía, the narrator creates her 
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racial identity through comments and labels by other characters. For example, there are 

quotations around the pejorative comment, “‘perra mal agradecida,’” referring to Sofía 

clarifying that its proprietor is a character and not the narrator (Morúa, Sofía 94). 

Another function of the narrative yo is to differentiate it from the narrative 

tradition. At the end of the third paragraph, the narrator switches perspective and 

identifies himself as Cuban, not collectivity but as an individual, “de esta mi noble 

tierra,” thus preparing the reader for a personalized account or a testimonial (Sofía.2).101

Not only does this personal narrator create a consciousness since it breaks with the 

narrative tradition, but it also serves to correct previous character depictions as well as 

the reality portrayed. In this sense, it allows Morúa’s voice to be heard. The logic is that 

all stories have a filter and Morúa’s filter, or narrator, is clear about his subjectivity. To 

use Booth’s analogy, this personal perspective requires that the implied reader “try on” 

this narrative perspective, and in this case share the perspective with that of a mulatto 

man. 

In sum, through the eyes of the collective narrator the view is sublime; through a 

personal one, complicated. The multiple perspectives create a reality, one that can be 

manipulated and, therefore displayed and/or hidden, and also a reality that more 

accurately reflects the complex and layered culture that characterizes nineteenth-century 

Cuba. This new reality retrains the reader to expect the unexpected by highlighting that 

100 Morúa states, Apéndice to La familia Unzúazu, on one of his trips from the United States to Veracruz, 
Mexico he passed through the Havana port, but was denied entry. This was August 24th 1886 and he sees 
Havana and hears her from the deck of a ship, much like the opening passage in Sofía (248). 
101 Testimony, “Evidence based on observation or knowledge: authoritative evidence,” also, testimonial, 
“an indication of worth or quality as:” (1072). 
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things are not as they seem. Just about everything in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu is not 

as it appears. 

Keeping in mind the multiple perspesctives of Morúa’s narrator, the following 

demonstrates how Morúa’s “truth-producing” narrator upholds a visual standard of 

validation as prescribed by dominant ideology. By using the expected visual standard, 

Morúa’s narrator can more easily lure the reader into the implied reader’s shoes as well  

as debunk its validity through the process of telling the story. The narrator validates the 

words and/or actions of the characters through this standard. For example, when Sofía 

praises Magdalena’s beauty, the narrator says, “Y no le adulaba demasiado la esclava,” 

confirming her extreme beauty to the reader, a beauty the reader clearly can’t see (Morúa, 

Sofía 11). Another example is when the narrator describes Acebaldo’s reaction to 

Magdalena after she undermined his authority: “El rostro del señor Nudoso del Tronco 

indicó la temperatura de su ánimo” (Morúa, Sofía 119). After Sofía is banished to the 

plantation a black maid comments on the resemblance between Sofía and the 

administrator’s daughter Antoñica, this comment angers the administrator’s wife and the 

narrator describes her reaction by letting the reader know who is right and who is wrong 

in this scenario. “Alzó la vista la ignorante montuna, observó a las niñas, y creció su 

enojo cuando notó la enorme diferencia que resultaba a favor de Sofía” (Morúa, Sofía 

17). Through these examples, the narrator validates his authority as the only one who can 

see and, therefore, know what is happening. 

Morúa’s narrator in Sofía shows the complexities of situations which appear to be 

otherwise, not only at the discursive level, but also in regard to the stories themselves. 
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For example, María Roca’s “marriage” is not a marriage at all, but a fake committment in 

order to propagate the illusion of the mulata’s ability (her power) to capture a white 

husband via her beauty.102 Filomena’s is another example of a story that is not as it is 

presented publically. Filomena, a house slave to the Unzúazu family, is banished to the 

plantation as a punishment for becoming pregnant and, therefore, showing immoral 

behavior not fitting for the Unzúazus. As it turns out, Filomena, was seduced (raped) by 

an unnamed Unzúazu male, probably Federico, and instead of blaming the rapist, the 

victim is blamed. Sofía is perhaps the clearest example of the narrator showing that the 

situation is not as it appears. Sofía, a slave to the Unzúazu family, is revealed to be white 

and passing a mulata. This level of “misreading” Sofía’s racial identity makes the implied 

reader aware not only of a culture that promotes the misception of who people are and the 

way events appear, but also a narrator who is doing the same. It becomes apparent that 

the “truth-producing” narrator in Sofía is aligned with dominant ideology in its ability to 

present things one way and “guide” the reader into believing it; on the other hand, it 

breaks from dominant ideology in that the “producing” part of authoritative role is 

highlighted. 

In La familia Unzúazu, Liberato, the manservant and guard to the Unzúazu 

household, comes to exemplify how things are not always as they seem. The context that 

makes this possible is set up in Sofía through María Roca’s “marriage,” Filomena’s 

immorality, and Sofía’s racial identity in which the narrator authoritatively clarifies for 

the reader what is story and what is truth. Nevertheless, in Liberato’s case—he is accused 

102 See Sofía for the full story (407). 
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of murdering Acebaldo—he leaves enough ambiguity about his guilt or innocence for the 

reader to come to his or her own conclusions. 

The story of Acebaldo’s murder is presented as exactly that, a story: “La versión 

más corriente era que un mulato, pagado quizás por algún malqueriente, había dado 

muerte alevosa ‘al caballero señor Nudoso del Tronco.’ Y entre las diversas teorías oíase 

decir que había por medio una mujer; y también que por medio estaba la política . . .” 

(Morúa, Sofía 130-131). After telling the “story” the narrator provides the facts: 

Lo cierto era que don Acebaldo había caído a pocos pasos de la casa de Domitila, 

su querida, una arrogante mestiza con quien tenía dos hijos, y a quien visitaba a 

menudo. Un brazo fuerte y certero le había hundido un puñal por la clavícula 

izquierda, dejando el arma enterrada hasta el mango, atravesada en el corazón. 

(Morúa, Sofía 131) 

The narrator plays story and the facts off each other and from the fairly inconclusive 

evidence, the characters fill in the gaps. In order to corroborate the “mulato” murderer 

scenario in the “versión más corriente” the inspector proclaims: “puñalada de ñañigo es 

ésta” (Morúa, Sofía 130; 131). Just mentioning ñáñigo, an organization of men of color 

who are known for their stealthly maneuvers and unbridled hostility towards whites, 

conjures up the image of the “icon of fear” described in the Introduction. 

The white townspeople, the “bodeguero” and “vecinos,” confirm the suspicions 

about the “mulatto murderer” (Morúa, Sofía 131). Domitila said she saw “el cochero de 

Don Acebaldo” pass by the house twice at 9:15 and 9:30pm (Morúa, Sofía 133). The 

narrator balances these eye-witness accounts with that of one individual, “un joven 

letrado” (Morúa, Sofía 133). He notes how this individual “tenía por objeto ocultar el 
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motivo verdadero de la presencia de don Acebaldo en casa de Domitila,” but concedes 

“la introducción era una declaración-verdad a juicio de la declarante” (Morúa, Sofía 133 

italics added for emphasis). The narrator makes the point about relative truths, as 

believed as true, but clarifies that the views of the public are not based on fact, but rather 

self-interest (Morúa, Sofía 133, my translation). He makes it clear that their seeing is not 

synonymous with believing. 

Another murder takes place in the Plaza Central in front of a crowd of white 

onlookers (Morúa, Sofía 188). The truth surfaces from underneath all the multiple layers 

of stories. Regarding the second murder, Liberato as it turns out is already in jail and, 

therefore, could not be the perpetrator of this new crime to which he is accused. The 

narrator informs the reader, “La opinión pública se confesó vencida” (Morúa, Sofía 189). 

Liberato’s innocence is disseminated into the public realm via Doctor Olegario Jústiz’s 

words: 

¿Es acaso verdad todo lo que se ve? Una misma cosa, un mismo objeto ¿no 

sucede a veces que todos lo vemos de distinto modo? ¿Quién entre todos está en 

lo cierto? ¿Cuál es la verdad real, positiva, indubitable? . . . Pruebas, pruebas, 

pruebas y nada más. ¿No hay pruebas? Pues bien, mi defendido es inocente. ¡Ah, 

si [sí], lo veo, lo veo; su inocencia se me muestra como si fuera un objeto 

palpable! Se engañan de la manera más triste al acusar al infeliz mulato. Es 

inocente, sí inocente . . . ¡y se salvará! ¡Su inocencia lo salvará!. . . .” (Morúa, 

Sofía 191, ellipsis in original) 

These same words are parroted by the public. 
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Dos horas después no había café ni lugar en que hallándose dos o más personas 

no dijeran que Liberato debía ser inocente, que “no todo lo que se ve es verdad”, 

que “dos personas pueden ver de distinta manera un mismo objeto”, que “en 

cuestiones judiciales, y más cuando se trata de la vida de un individuo las pruebas 

y sólo las pruebas constituyen la verdad real, positiva, indubitable...” (Morúa, 

Sofía 192, ellipsis in original). 

Note how the words of the public have changed to include proof (pruebas). Within hours, 

public opinion has dramatically changed. The narrator notes the following about the 

opinions and the public shift in its opinion: 

Así se forma la opinión de las masas en todos los casos. Consciente o 

inconscientemente la constituye un solo individuo. Y lo que es más. A veces el 

promotor de la idea la acepta después como cosa extraña, y aun la rechaza, tal 

vez, desconociéndola por las correcciones y los aumentos que a menudo la 

degeneran. (Morúa, Sofía 192) 

The narrator diminishes the importance of prevailing beliefs by depicting the ignorant 

public as parrot of an ideology not their own. 

The notion of seeing is not believing has shifted from a subtextual to a discursive 

level. It is no coincidence that Doctor Olegario Jústiz, a lawyer and, therefore, expert in 

manipulating realities, is the first to voice this notion. According to him, law can be the 

great social equalizer: he says the following to Ana María in the context of Liberato’s 

defense: “Señora, la ley ha decretado inocente al que los hombres declaraban culpable” 

(Morúa, Sofía 193). An understanding of manipulation was suggested as the beginning of 

Sofía when it referred to creative potential and nature’s power. Much like the Doctor 
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Olegario Jústiz is expected to manipulate reality, so are authors. Everything in these 

narratives links back to the creative force mentioned at the beginning of Sofía. A creative 

force that can also be applied to the ability of the narrator to display multiple perspectives 

in literature and the narrator’s ability to lure the reader into a text that isn’t aligned with 

his or her own ideology. 

The narrator in La familia Unzúazu is different from the narrator in Sofía in a 

three ways. First, the narrator is consistently third-person omniscient; he does not switch 

between third and first person as he did in Sofia.103 Second, distinct from the narrator in 

Sofia who appears as a foreigner looking onto a foreign land, this omniscient narrator is 

focused on telling a story, in fact, many stories. Third, this narrator is not the careful 

narrator at the beginning of Sofía, who aligns himself with the perspective of the implied 

reader only to bring him or her into the narration. Rather this narrator is a seasoned 

narrator, both authoritative and opinionated, who regularly interjects his comments and 

opinions not as personal, but omniscient. While the narrator in Sofía framed his social 

criticism within a personal context, this narrator holds no such pretense, but rather 

functions much like a transcriber of personal anecdotes like his predecessors. 

Sofía begins with a panoramic description of Cuba as appearing to someone, an 

unknown someone, arriving by boat and seeing the island for the first time. Likewise, the 

analysis of La familia Unzúazu begins with an in-depth exploration of the opening 

chapter as a frame through which to understand the narrative perspective. La familia 

Unzúazu begins with a perspective whose focus is literary in nature, namely the 

103 There are some exceptions to the third-person narrator and those appear to be mistakes. See Sofía as an 
example (37). 
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relationship between this narrative, La familia Unzúazu, and its prequel, Sofía. The first 

sentence of La familia Unzúazu stands alone: “Todos en aquella casa habían sido 

desafectos al señor don Acebaldo Nudoso del Tronco” (Morúa, La familia 23). This 

sentence simultaneously connects and distances the two narratives. It connects in the 

sense that the circumstances around Acebaldo’s death close Sofía and likewise open La 

familia Unzúazu. Notice how the narrator avoids actually mentioning Acebaldo’s death, 

thus implying an implied reader privy to the reason for this indifference, an implied 

reader already seasoned by Morúa’s first narrative. It also distances the two narratives 

through the use of the demonstrative adjective “aquella” referring to the time that has 

lapsed since “those long ago times” of the Unzúazus in Sofía. “Aquella,” besides time, 

also denotes change: the change could be between that Unzúazu household and this one, 

or even between that narrative and this one. The narrator’s subsequent exclamation 

confirms the importance of this change: “¡cuántas diferencias ocurrieron en casa de la 

historiada familia Unzúazu!” (Morúa, La familia 23). 

The perspective in La familia Unzúazu—derived from this opening passage— 

looks toward the past: a personal and literary past. Acebaldo is not only deceased, his 

absence is barely felt. Not to be missed in this symbolic gesture is that all the Unzúazu 

riches were acquired via the illegal slave trade; whereby Acebaldo’s death signifies a 

freedom rather than a loss. There is also the sense that the loss of the father—at least a 

father like Acebaldo—is no loss at all, but rather a relief as evidenced in Ana María’s 

“liberated” status (Morúa, La familia 23). 

Similar to the family’s indifference toward Acebaldo, the narrative is looking at 

its literary history without much affection. In addition to this backwards gaze, it is also 
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clear that Morúa is looking towards the future. This dual perspective foreshadows 

Morúa’s literary prowess and his intention to follow and break from the literary tradition. 

This is particularly apparent in a narrative titled La familia Unzúazu whose protagonist is 

a mulatto slave. Acebaldo’s murder becomes the means through which Liberato evolves 

into the central character, an artifice or narrative technique used to divert the focus 

towards the least likely candidate. 

One characteristic of this narrator is his focus on telling the historias of people of 

color—unlike Sofía, which turned out to be a story about whites and a white family. This 

narrative is actually about Liberato and, to a lesser degree, about the personal stories of 

other black or mulatto characters. For example, the fecund Maló, “había recordado en 

sólo unos instantes toda su martirizada existencia” (Morúa, La familia 40). The story, in 

brief, covers Maló’s trajectory from Africa to Cuba followed up by an anecdote depicting 

her cruel owners and the cruel treatment she receives. When Maló punishes the owner’s 

son Fiquito as a result of him splitting open the head of her son Silvestre, the owner 

whipped her in spite of her “el abultado vientre” (Morúa, La familia 40). This memory 

about the cruelty of the owners as well as Maló’s intensive motherly love is captured in 

this story. The first chapter ends detailing Maló’s thoughts as she falls asleep dreaming 

about the torture techniques she saw in slides from the Historia de la Inquisición “jota de 

ajua” [gotas de agua], los “ferrus calientos” [hot irons], and “inmersiones en la caga” and 

“otras torturas pertinentes a la aplicación de un ‘castiju eguemplar’” (Morúa, La familia 

40). Morúa’s intent to capture black characters’ untold stories is evident throughout La 

familia Unzúazu. 
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Liberato’s story is the most prominent story in La familia Unzúazu. It is the story 

of a mulatto slave who becomes a man through the teachings of his white owners. Unlike, 

most stories of mulattos in these narratives, Liberato becomes the “icon of fear.” Not only 

does he become this white manifestation of fear, he evolves into it specifically because he 

emulates Federico’s behavior. It is this irony and revelation that makes Liberato’s 

evolution into manhood so meaningful (as will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

Three). 

The narrator in La familia Unzúazu is dramatized; he is opinionated and has a 

sense of humor. For example, the narrator introduces public opinion with the following 

qualifier: “Lo que pensaba la provecta pollería” (Morúa, La familia 24). This narrator has 

a presence, even if not referred to be name. In fact, there is a tongue-in-cheek quality to 

the narrator in La familia Unzúazu. The narrator reports society’s angry response to Ana 

María’s isolation, “¡claro! ‘buena sociedad’ no había de recibir con indiferencia la 

obstinación de Ana María” (Morúa, La familia 24). This perspective is mocking the 

“good society” and their ridiculous concerns. The narrator describes the following 

situation, one so ludicrous that its only purpose is to entertain. A potential suitor to the 

widowed Ana María wishes to establish “una demanda judicial” against the Unzúazus, 

and specifically against Ana María for their retreat from society (Morúa, La familia 25). 

To which a lawyer replies: “¡Nada es imposible para un buen jurista!” (Morúa, La familia 

25). 

Ana María’s preoccupation with the “buen nombre” and consequent retreat to the 

plantation in order to preserve the family name is more fodder for the humor in this text. 

“De aquí que con amargo humorismo había pensado Ana María más de una vez en que 
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‘el buen nombre’ aquel estaba ya ‘más zurcido que bragas de pordiosero’” (Morúa, La 

familia 57). Another example of this humor is after Eladislao Gonzaga listens to the 

Doctor Jústiz’s ridiculous plan. The narrator comments on Gonzaga’s reaction: “El señor 

Gongaza (sic) principiaba a convenir en que el concepto de la moralidad venía a ser algo 

así como un cinturón elástico, que cada cual emplea según sus circunstancias más o 

menos abdominales” (Morúa, La familia 63). These examples demonstrate the follies 

with which the privileged classes in nineteenth-century Cuba are concerned, instead of 

acknowledging and dealing with Cuba’s real concerns: independence from Spain, U.S. 

occupation, the balance between economic solvency and need for cheap labor, and a 

social desire to modernize in the face of large uneducated ex-slave population. Those 

who have access to power are worried about Ana María’s disinterest in dating and 

preserving the family name in the face of Acebaldo’s (Liberato’s) scandal. The narrator 

ridicules and exposes them for their frivolity. 

The narrator in Sofía is one in which his subjectivity, instead of objectivity, is 

highlighted. Besides personal perspective, this narrator switches between perspectives to 

remind the implied reader about the filter through which a story is told. It is a narrator 

that demonstrates repeatedly that seeing isn’t necessarily believing and, in fact, highlights 

the artifice underlying the reality reflected in these narratives. 

The narrator in La familia Unzúazu takes this subjective narrator in Sofía a step 

further to dramatize him within the text. This opinionated and humorous narrator focuses 

his attentions on telling the stories of black and mulatto characters, the large majority of 

which tells Liberato’s story (see Chapter Three for a detailed story). Morúa’s narrator 

shows black experience from the inside, thus illuminating the fact that, to cite Hendley, 
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blacks have been “seen from the outside” (68). In addition to exposing the false white 

reality of blacks and mulattos, as Hendley points out, Morúa opens, “up avenues for 

identifying alternative claims on the national inheritance that are inclusive of various and 

divergent genealogies” (68). This is very important in Morúa’s agenda to restore or 

capture the reality of Cuba’s past in the nineteenth century. This narrator pokes fun at the 

concerns and workings of dominant culture, particularly Ana María and Doctor Jústiz the 

family lawyer. Perhaps it also remembers the literary tradition in which many titles evoke 

a story about blacks or mulattos, Francisco, El negro Francisco, “El niño Fernando,” but 

tells a story about whites; Morúa’s narrative about a mulatto’s evolution to manhood is 

archived under the title La familia Unzúazu. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A Shift in the Mulata Paradigm: From Blanqueadora to Blanca 

I. Thesis 

Through his narrative series, Morúa poses this question: what would happen if the 

tables were turned?104 In Sofia (1891), the first narrative of the series, he specifically 

tackles the question: what would happen if a white woman were to pass as a mulata? 

While using the established literary tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery and 

the popular mulata image, Morúa switches the conventional mulata protagonist for a 

white woman without any caveat to his implied reader.105

This chapter illustrates how the mulata paradigm shifts in Morúa’s text from the 

quintessential mulata represented by Cecilia Valdés in Cecilia Valdés o La loma del 

ángel (1882) by Cirilo Villaverde, to a socially constructed mulata represented by 

Sofia.106 Specifically, this analysis compares and contrasts the construction of the two 

women in order to show how the mulata paradigm shifts.107 Morúa does this through 

manipulating four aspects of the paradigm established by Villaverde’s protagonist Cecilia 

104 See the Introduction for the full set up of this inquiry. 
105 Refer to the Introduction for a discussion on narratives about the theme of slavery. For more 
information about these periods, see William Luis, “The antislavery Novel and the Concept of Modernity.” 
For a thorough overview of the literary context see Sara Rosell, La novela antiesclavista en Cuba y Brasil, 
siglo XIX. For a focus on Morúa and Manzano that also provides a literary context, see Richard L. Jackson, 
“Slavery, Racism and Autobiography in Two Early Black Writers: Juan Francisco Manzano and Martín 
Morúa Delgado.” 
106 See Esteban Rodríguez Herrera, “Estudio Crítico,” and also see Raimundo Lazo, “Estudio Crítico” for 
a general and thorough overview on the socio-historic and literary context. 
107 Cámara Betancourt provides a thorough and intriguing analysis of the trajectory of the mulata as a 
“truncated” symbol of Cubanness in “Between Myth and Stereotype: The Image of the Mulatta in Cuban 
Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a Truncated Symbol of Nationality.” 
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(hereafter “Cecilia” refers to the character and Cecilia Valdés refers to the narrative).108

First, the mulata’s lot in life is determined upon birth by a “natural” or “scientific” order 

attributed to her racial identity. Second, the mulata’s emphatic sexual nature is the 

essence of her beauty, a beauty defined as physical or superficial only.109 Third, in light 

of blanqueamiento, her beauty and sexuality manifest themselves as power that improves 

her chances for marriage to a white man.110 Fourth, a mulata’s black heritage is 

“naturally” affiliated with immorality and incest. These four characteristics and how 

Morúa plays with and diverges from the paradigm will make up the sections of this 

analysis. 

This study argues that Morúa’s Sofía offers an alternative paradigm in which a 

mulata’s racial identity shifts from being biologically determined to socially constructed. 

Instead of a racial identity determined by genetic and scientific factors, Sofía’s identity is 

socially constructed through her role as manejadora, and the roles the Unzúazu patriarchs 

assign to her, regarding the treatment of a mulata’s sexuality, Sofía is not defined solely 

in terms of her sexuality or her material existence. Likewise, black female sexuality is 

redefined as female sexuality in order to include the sexuality of white women. 

Furthermore, there is a shift in the mulata’s power: from a “paradigm of seduction” to a 

108 This analysis considers Cecilia the quintessential and paradigmatic literary portrayal of a nineteenth- 
century mulata. 
109 Williams, “From Dusky . . .” mentions black female beauty in the Cuban Antislavery novel is 
described as beautiful superficially; it is a matter of a beautiful body and nothing more, the characters still 
lack a more profound admiration (121). 
110 Refer to the Glossary for a discussion on the concept of blanqueamiento. For more information see 
Richard Graham, Introduction, The Idea of Race in Latin America: 1870-1940 (1-5), and Aline Helg, 
Chapter 3, “Race in Argentina and Cuba, 1880-1930: Theory, Policies, and Popular Reaction,” The Idea of 
Race in Latin America: 1870-1940 (37-69). 



99 

paradigm of victimization, to borrow William’s term (“From Dusty” 126).111 In contrast 

to Cecilia’s sexualized beauty, Sofía’s beauty is synonymous with whiteness. However, 

instead of increased power and privilege afforded by her whiteness as prescribed by 

blanqueamiento, her white skin brings her only dishonor and degradation. Lastly, there is 

a shift in a mulata’s “natural” association with immorality and incest. Morúa divorces 

immorality from blackness by depicting the incest in Sofía between two white half- 

siblings, thus transferring the immorality of incest into the white realm. Morúa 

demonstrates through these four shifts in the mulata paradigm how a white woman could 

pass as mulata. 

The result of the shift in the mulata paradigm, this study argues, is a 

consciousness that the mulata is an “ideological construct,” to borrow Paul Julian Smith’s 

term, and as such is able to be manipulated.112 As argued in Chapter One, this 

manipulation requires the collaborated effort of the author, narrator, and implied 

reader.113 As someone challenging the ideology and belief system underlying an 

established literary tradition and the popular imagination, Morúa is a pioneer in the 

telling, and hiding, of the truth. Morúa uses the established narrative tradition and plays 

with the conventional role of a “truth-producing” narrator to project a reality that is 

subjective and reflects his own personal truth and ideology. 

111 Martínez-Alier defines seduction: “access to the sexuality of a woman achieved through deceit or 
under false pretences” (109). 
112 See Paul Julian Smith, The Body Hispanic: Gender and Sexuality in Spanish and Spanish American 
Literature. 
113 Madeline Cámara Betancourt, “Between Myth and Stereotype,” summarizes the mulata: “Accordingly, 
the artistic representation of the mulatta has been the domain of stereotype and caricature—representations 
devoid of their own meaning and easily manipulable in favor of the masculine, the white, and the military 
elite in power . . .” (112). 
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II. Intertextual Relationship between Cecilia Valdés and Sofía

In order to understand the circumstances behind the shift in the mulata paradigm, 

one needs to examine the relationship between the two narratives. This section looks at 

Morúa’s criticism of Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés, Morúa’s opinions about the roles of 

writers and of literature, and Morúa and Villaverde’s different relationship with dominant 

ideology, in order to explore the relationship of these texts. 

As mentioned earlier, most critics agree that Sofía is Morúa’s rebuttal to Cecilia 

Valdés.114 In his critical article titled “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” published in 

1892, a year after the publication of Sofía, Morúa addresses the implicit intertextual 

dialogue between Cecilia Valdés and Sofía.115 He begins the article generally focusing 

on the purpose of the novel and role of the novelist. Morúa states how the novel has an 

“espíritu realista” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 72). As mentioned in Chapter One, this realism 

that Morúa draws attention to implies a faithful depiction of the people and circumstances 

described in the narrative in regards to nineteenth-century Cuba. Specifically, he says the 

novel “ha de satisfacer el buen gusto, conteniendo a la vez un fondo de útil enseñanza, un 

114 See Williams, “Martín Morúa Delgado’s Sofía Rewriting Cecilia Valdés,” and also see Paul Julian 
Smith, The Body Hispanic: Gender and Sexuality in Spanish and Spanish American Literature (3). Smith 
coins the term “ideological construct” (3). Also relevant to this study is his discussion on the implicit 
sexism, in this case in Villaverde and Morúa’s narratives, and the argument about the “negative images,” as 
Smith refers to them, and their ability to reveal relevant information about the ideology behind the  
construct (3). 
115 Morúa in “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” is all too conscious of the effect of criticism, and in 
attempts to balance the critic’s words, he couches his criticism within a broader context: “Como novela 
cubana, sin duda, es de lo mejor que tenemos; pero esto sólo prueba que no es muy bueno cuanto de ello se 
ha producido entre nosotros” (72). Morúa’s commentary fulfills a duplicitous function, one to critique, the 
other to praise. Morúa concludes “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” by elevating Cecilia Valdés’ worth 
and downplaying his own: “Ahora bien; todo lo dicho no le quita a Cecilia Valdés, porque el que este 
folleto escribe no debe, ni quiere, ni en último caso, puede, el puesto que ocupa entre las mejores novelas 
cubanas que hasta la fecha contamos” (97). It seems Morúa is caught between honoring Cecilia Valdés’ 
literary importance while simultaneously rejecting its negative impact on his social agenda. More than any 
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fin moral, tendente al perfeccionamiento” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 77). Morúa defines the 

novelist as photographer and secretary of society, two roles that, as will be explained 

later, Morúa takes very seriously (Morúa, “Las novelas” 69). 

In reference to Cuban literature, Morúa opines that it is still in its inception.116 He 

blames this on the deep impact of colonialism on popular intelligence: “El ocio palaciego 

y la instrucción limitada hizo de la sociedad española una raza de romanceros que ha 

poetizado los crímenes de la inmoralidad cortesana” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 73). 

Likewise, he comments on how literature has been repressed “por el exclusivismo de 

clase, el espíritu de compadrazgo político, y el egoísmo de un número de ineptos 

refractarios que se estiman árbitros de la inteligencia y el saber en esta tierra” (Morúa, 

“Las novelas” 74).117 Despite these limitations, Morúa forecasts a prolific future for 

Cuban literature. He comments without hesitation that “poco ha de tardar la demostración 

palpable de una nueva etapa de nuestra ilustración en consonancia siempre . . . con las 

naciones más adelantadas” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 74). It appears freedom from colonial 

power and ideology, according to Morúa, also means the freedom of creativity and 

proliferation of Cuban literature. 

While most of the article addresses Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés indirectly, Morúa 

does turn his attention specifically and explicitly to Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés. Morúa 

states how he detests the “novela histórica,” referring to it as a literary aberration (Morúa, 

verbiage, Morúa validates Villaverde’s narrative by using it as a point of comparison for his article and his 
narratives Sofía and La familia Unzúazu. 
116 See Morúa, “Las novelas del señor Villaverde,” in which he mentions Cecilia Valdés as the best novel 
Cuba has inspite of its weaknesses (64), and also suggests, “germina en Cuba una literatura sana, aunque 
insegura por la debilidad de su insipiencia” (72). 
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“Las novelas” 77). He says it is neither novel nor history and even worse “sirve sólo de 

transparente mampara que oculta a medias la insuficiencia imaginativa del que las [las 

novelas] compone” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 77). His attack on the historical novel is a 

poorly veiled criticism of Cecilia Valdés as a “novela histórica” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 

77). In fact, Morúa goes as far as to disqualify Cecilia Valdés as a novel due to its lack of 

the requisite “espíritu realista” that should characterize a novel. 

Es un “cuento largo” con ribetes cronológicos de manifiesta adulteración 

histórica; bien que esto es, hasta cierto punto, disculpable, atendiendo al 

liberticismo imperante en la interpretación artística que da cada escritor a lo que 

de la historia toma para material de su obra. ¡Y cuánto daño hacen esas arbitrarias 

adulteraciones en las inteligencias de escasa o descuidada cultura! (Morúa, “Las 

novelas” 77) 

The complaint Morúa has against Cecilia Valdés is due principally to Villaverde’s use of 

his personal ideology, the dominant ideology, rather than realism as the basis for his 

narrative. “Claro es que no ha de olvidar su yo; porque su impresión es necesaria, 

imprescindible para completar la obra. Pero ¡ah!, que no abuse al impartir sus propias 

opiniones a los personajes” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 69). Morúa feels there should be a 

balance between subjectivity and objectivity and that a narrative cannot be inundated 

with personal interjections.118 

 
 
 

117 In “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” Morúa is very explicit about the impact of this repression. He 
delineates the consequences of this act: “adormeciendo aspiraciones nobles y extinguiendo acaso genios” 
(74). 
118 The original in “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” reads: “¿Qué vendría a ser el objetivismo sin el 
complemento eficaz del subjetivismo, es decir: la descripción de cosas y lugares, seres o espacios, sin la 
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According to Morúa, Villaverde’s “realism” lacks dimensionality in terms of both 

circumstances and characters depicted.119 For example, Morúa says: “Lo real en la vida 

no es únicamente lo antipático, o ruin, lo bajo, no; lo simpático, lo hermoso, lo elevado 

tienen conjuntamente su puesto innegable, indiscutible, en la naturaleza humana” 

(Morúa, “Las novelas” 89). Morúa believes that realism has its sinful side, nonetheless: 

“los buenos autores habrán de corregirlo, o se haría inaceptables antes de mucho en la 

comunidad ilustrada” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 89). This includes characters as well; for 

example, Morúa chides Villaverde’s characterizations noting that they lack a “personaje 

simpático” as well as an abundance of character types (Morúa, “Las novelas” 88-89).120 

How can Cuba prosper with self-serving and lascivious characters like Cecilia and 

Leonardo and irresponsible philanderers such as Don Cándido? 

As for Villaverde’s one-dimensionality, Morúa offers the following explanation: 

“el autor no ha podido aún desposeerse del maligno espíritu de aquellos tiempos, y se 

manifiesta . . . dominado por las preocupaciones de aquel vergonzoso período” (Morúa, 

“Las novelas” 78-79).121 In another instance, he refers to Villaverde as “hijo legítimo de 

su época” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 88). This “malignant spirit” and “legitimate son” 

suggests a divisiveness that separates Villaverde from Morúa, and, most importantly, 

speaks to Morúa’s sense of authorial responsibility or paternity. In “Las novelas del señor 

 
 

genial cooperación del idealismo, que es la quintaesencia del arte, la savia ingénita en todo objeto y sujeto 
de la naturaleza, el poder fecundador que sublima las hermosas creaciones del artista-verdad?” (65). 
119 The original reads: “¿Por qué no hemos de pintarlo todo?” (89). 
120 A “personaje simpático” is a character with some positive attributes with whom the implied reader can 
identify at least at some level. 
121 As per the depiction of female characters, see Earle who attributes the lack of dimensionality to the 
woman due to her, “belated development of psychological perspicacity” as well as a concern with the 
“historical original sin” underlying Latin America’s underdevelopment (79). 
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Villaverde,” Morúa wants his implied reader to understand the one-sidedness of the 

reality depicted in Cecilia Valdés, as noted by its label as “novela histórica,” (89;77).122

Though Morúa manages to praise some of Villaverde’s scenes and customs, his 

contention is that Villaverde’s representation comes from a limited perspective. 

Morúa questions the morality of Villaverde’s examples, and through this, 

questions his morality as author. Morúa instead chooses to uphold a morality that he feels 

Villaverde did not. For example, Morúa blames Villaverde for the incest between 

Leonardo and Cecilia. He states how everyone knew—señá Josefa, Doña Rosa, Don 

Cándido—and yet no one stopped it.123 According to Morúa, the characters themselves 

turned the other way instead of facing the obvious truth.124 In another example, Morúa 

chastises Villaverde for the character Panchita Tapia, a white woman who aided in the 

murder of her husband.125 Morúa derides Villaverde for commenting in the narrative that 

Panchita shouldn’t be executed by the guillotine, in spite of the heinousness of her crime. 

The reason Villaverde’s narrator gives is because she is white. Morúa’s response to this 

example consists of a series of rhetorical questions: “¿Qué moralidad intenta establecer el 

señor Villaverde . . .? ¿Dónde está la justicia de este juicio? ¿Para quién escribe? ¿Qué 

pretende establecer o consolidar el autor?” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 79). Morúa would 

undoubtedly answer the questions by saying there is no moral example here, no justice. 

Villaverde writes for the elite in power, and Morúa suggests that Villaverde propagates 

122 Morúa discusses in “Las novelas del senór Villaverde” the label and ramifications of Cecilia Valdés as 
“novela histórica” (77). 
123 I am using señá Josefa as her name. Morúa refers to her as such, I defer to Morúa’s choice. 
124 In Cecilia Valdés, Leonardo’s friend Diego tells him explicitly that Cecilia looks a lot like Adela, 
reminds him of his father’s propensity for mulatas, and asks: had he considered Cecilia’s resemblance? 
(248). 
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prevailing beliefs pernicious to the integration of blacks and mulattos in mainstream 

Cuba.126

Morúa also castigates Villaverde for abandoning his moral responsibility as a 

writer. According to Morúa, a writer has a moral responsibility to assist in the progress of 

his nation. Morúa elaborates his position and the position of the group of writers with 

whom he identifies: “. . . Descuella una falange vigorosa que ha hecho firme alianza con 

las necesidades del país para combatir su decaimiento, y se propone decididamente servir 

los intereses del progreso universal” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 74). Morúa uses a military 

metaphor to describe a group of writers who “libran con la pluma literaria la batalla de la 

vida” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 74).127 The role of literature to Morúa is clear; it is a 

weapon to be used in the fight against decadence as well as a tool to nurture the progress 

of the nation (Morúa, “Las novelas” 74). 

Morúa goes so far as to say that Villaverde is guilty and punishable for 

“premeditada violencia y represión intelectual” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 89). A case so 

serious that, according to Morúa, “debiera sentar jurisprudencia, dictándose por 

competente juez un ejemplar castigo” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 89). Morúa’s reaction 

highlights his belief about the important role played by intellectuals at this time in Cuba. 

In order to contextualize Morúa’s claims against Villaverde, it is also important to 

remember the literary, socio-political, and personal circumstances in which these authors 

write their narratives. As described in the introduction, Morúa’s narrative series and 

125 The story of Panchita Tapia is in Sofía, Chapter IX (63-69). 
126 It is important to remember that Villaverde probably did want to incite his implied reader, as this 
narrative was part of the current of counter-discourse that subscribed to reformation rather than abolition. 
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Villaverde’s definitive version of Cecilia Valdés in 1882 belong to the later group of 

narrative writers who wrote after 1875.128 This later group wrote after a period known 

for its harsh repression; the literary current of counter-discourse initiated in the 1830s 

under Del Monte was silenced for all practical purposes.129 Historically, Cuba was a very 

different country in 1875 than it was in the 1830s. For instance, the abolition of slavery 

and independence were within reach. Clearly, the prevailing ideology in Cuba had 

changed dramatically during these years. 

The definitive version of Villaverde’s novel, Cecilia Valdés, was published in 

exile in New York 43 years after the short story version was published.130 It should also 

be remembered that Cecilia Valdés originally appeared in 1839 as a short story and not 

until 1882 as a novel.131 According to Esteban Rodríguez Herrera, Villaverde was 

inspired upon returning to Cuba in 1858: “sumándose a sus compatriotas, de ayudar a la 

causa abolicionista aprovechando la oportunidad del reinicio de los trabajos de la parte ya 

escrita de Cecilia Valdés y publicada en 1839, refundiendo la novela . . . ” (“Estudio 

crítico” 21). Villaverde finished the novel in 1879 right before the Ley de patroncinato in 

1880 and abolition of slavery in 1886 (Rivas 127). As a result of this history, Villaverde’s 

two versions of Cecilia Valdés have two distinct narrators as well as distinct implied 

readers. 

 
127 Don Eduardo Ezponda in “La mulata” also calls forth writers to be leaders and to balance doctrine with 
practice in legal terms (35). 
128 See Introduction for clarification on these groups of writers. 
129 For more information on the historical context see the Introduction. 
130 Kutzinski considers the short story “more a panoramic novel of Cuban manners and mores than an 
antislavery narrative proper” (19). 
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Villaverde’s perspective while writing the final version of Cecilia Valdés is 

informed by the extreme temporal and spatial distance between the author and the Cuba 

132 
of which he writes. Therefore, in spite of the clarity with which Villaverde proclaims 

his commitment to realism—“Me precio de ser, antes que otra cosa, escritor realista, 

tomando esta palabra en el sentido artístico que se le da modernamente”—Villaverde is 

remembering 40 years in the past, thus the realism of his depictions is tempered by 

133 
nostalgia and the reliability of his memory (Villaverde 6). The role of Villaverde’s 

memory explains, in part, the “romantic” or “sentimentalist stamp” often attributed to 

134 
Cecilia Valdés. 

It is precisely this antiquated perspective, his “espíritu retrogrado,” for which 

Morúa criticizes Villaverde (Morúa, “Las novelas” 80). The passion and the urgency that 

Morúa expresses in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu do not characterize Villaverde’s tone. 

Villaverde is looking at Cuba as a foreigner would, in some regards, since he has lived in 

exile for so long. Since he has lost daily contact, Villaverde has become more of a 

spectator of Cuba than a participant. 

Morúa is particularly sensitive to Villaverde’s lack of success in creating realistic 

characters and situations because the two have a shared agenda of moving Cuba towards 

131 Esteban Rodríguez Herrera, “Estudio crítico,” states that the 1839 version was published in Cuba in 
two subsequent parts in the literary magazine La Siempreviva and the title of the short story didn’t have a 
subtitle (14). 
132 For more information on the socio-historic period between 1800-1840 see Larry R. Jenson, Children of 
Colonial Despotism: Press, Politics, and Culture in Cuba, 1790-1840, 97-136; for information on the 
period between 1830-1860 see Ambrosio Fornet, “Literatura y mercado en la Cuba colonial (1830-60).”  
133 Aurelio Mitjans notes Villaverde’s distance in time and space in his article “Una opinión sobre 
Villaverde.” He says the 1882 version, “lleva el sello de la edad madura del escritor realista” (62). 
134 See Ivan Schulman, “The Portrait of the slave: Ideology and Aesthetics in the Cuban Antislavery 
Novel.” 
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progress and a national identity.135 Morúa writes in 1880 and his narratives take place 

between the years 1860-78 in Cuba. Not surprisingly, Morúa’s motivations differ from 

his predecessors in the early group of writers and some of his contemporaries. 

. . . By the time Sofia was published [1891], the issue before its readers was no 

longer how to reconcile abolitionist sentiments with holding slaves and/or living 

in a slave society, as it was in Villaverde’s time, but rather, how to overcome the 

tendency to equate the signs of slavery with the signs of blackness in the interest 

of national independence. (Williams, “Rewriting” 198) 

Morúa’s concerns are both retrospective and “forward-looking” (359).136 They are 

retrospective in the sense that he wants to document blacks’ and mulattos’ contribution to 

Cuba’s history. They are “forward-looking” in the sense that blacks’ and mulattos’ 

contributions should be reflected in the projected national identity and national progress. 

By describing blacks’ and mulattos’ importance to the past, Morúa offers a persuasive 

argument about their integration and importance for Cuba’s future. 

A final reason behind Morúa’s quarrel with Villaverde and the inspiration for the 

shift in the mulata paradigm is due to Villaverde and Morúa’s disagreement in regards to 

hegemonic ideology. If Villaverde is a “legitimate son,” to use Morúa’s words, then 

Morúa is an “illegitmate one” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 88). Vera M. Kutzinski sums up 

Villaverde as follows: “. . . Villaverde, son of a sugar-plantation physician, tended to be 

more of an apologist for than a rigorous critic of Cuban colonialism’s classicism and 

135 Morúa criticizes Villaverde’s “inexactitudes histórico-sociales” (“Las novelas” 78). 
136 The term is borrowed from Schulman, “Portrait of the Slave: Ideology and Aesthetics in the Cuban 
Antislavery Novel.” 
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racism” (Kutzinski 103). Morúa’s less-privileged position as a mulatto man results in 

much less sympathy to the hegemonic ideology. In “Las novelas del señor Villaverde,” 

Morúa’s awareness of the have and have-nots is apparent. For example, Morúa makes the 

distinction between the “jerarcos” and “desheredados.” Morúa is clearly grouped with the 

“desheredados” as is evidenced by his many criticisms of Villaverde as well as 

complaints such as the Casa de Maternidad orphanage that facilitates a white man’s 

ability to avoid his paternal duty.137 Morúa’s mulata paradigm necessarily diverges from 

the one established by Villaverde since his purpose in writing was to make a space for 

blacks and mulattos in the future of Cuban society. Authorial responsibility must be 

aligned with the progress of the nation as a whole and not representative of the elite 

minority. 

III. Racial Identity: from Biologically Determined to Socially Constructed

In order to socially construct Sofía’s identity, Morúa challenges two important 

social norms in nineteenth-century Cuba. First, the division between the races 

corresponds to the division between classes.138 The result is a system of social 

classification that is synonymous with racial classification and a system that challenges 

the notion that race is phenotypically recognizable. Second, illegitimate children and 

137 Morúa, “Las novelas del señor Villaverde,” describes the Casa de Maternidad as “sustentadora de 
aquella corrupción enervante—para que de allí salga considerada como un ser perteneciente a la raza 
privilegiada” (84-85). 
138 In Blackness and Race Mixture, Peter Wade demonstrates how race and class are not separate factors 
in the socio-economic stratum in Columbia. Theoretically, he does not directly address Cuba’s particular 
socio-economic situation, yet its application is undeniable. 
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those of ambiguous parentage are assumed to be the product of white men and black or 

mulata women.139

This section examines how Cecilia’s genetically predetermined racial identity and 

fate in Cecilia Valdés become Sofía’s socially constructed one in Sofía. Cecilia’s racial 

identity and destiny is decided upon at birth; in other words, her biology determines her 

racial identity and also her destiny in life. In Morúa’s narrative, by contrast, Sofía’s racial 

identity is constructed through her social station as manejadora or “maidservant” to the 

Unzúazu family. Generally speaking, the mulata paradigm shifts from the construction of 

racial identity based on biological factors to one based on social factors. This shift 

debunks the existing infrastructure—phenotype—upon which racial identity and social 

hierarchy is based. 

There were two categories of people, according to the thinking of the day, in 

nineteenth-century Cuba: those of European descent and those of African descent. 

Initially, phenotype was used as the means of social qualification to distinguish these 

separate groups. However, a high degree of racial mixing had muddied the division 

between these groups, and the increasing diffuseness of race via physical appearance 

made phenotype irrelevant.140 Verena Martínez-Alier states in Marriage, Class and 

Colour in Nineteenth-Century Cuba: A Study of Racial Attitudes and Sexual Values in a 

Slave Society that “the difference between being ‘held to be white’ and being ‘truly 

139 Verena Martínez-Alier comments on the illegality and social policing of the intermarriage between 
men of color and white women. 
140 Martínez-Alier attributes the racial mixing predominantly to white men’s exploitation of women of 
color (71). 
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white’ was not one of physical colour” (71). The difference was communicated through 

social position or class and often effaced by a belief in phenotypical reliability. 

The point in life at which each author first introduces his protagonist helps 

illustrate how racial identity is recognized. Cecilia and Sofía are introduced to the implied 

reader concordant with the factor—biology or social position—which determines their 

racial identity and destiny. Cecilia Valdés opens immediately after the birth of Cecilia. 

She is the daughter of Rosario Alarcón, a young mulata woman, and Don Cándido 

Gamboa, a prominent white man.141 This prophetic birth indicates Cecilia’s destiny to be 

predetermined and, consequently, exactly like that of her mother: concubine of a white 

man and unable to establish a legitimate family. The cycle demonstrates how a mulata’s 

past, in this case Rosario’s, helps determine the mulata’s, Cecilia’s future. 

In contrast, Sofía is not introduced to the implied reader at her birth, but rather as 

a young maidservant within a public context. “Entre las manejadoras, jóvenes y bonitas 

con muy contadas excepciones, había una trigueña que se distinguía de sus demás 

compañeras por el carácter reposado y los dulces modales que realzaban su belleza 

natural; porque Sofía era una muchacha de mucho atractivo” (Morúa, Sofía 3). The 

narrator presents Sofía via her social position as one of the manejadoras or maidservants 

as well as by associating her with a certain class. The social label as manejadora together 

with “trigueña”—literally “wheat-colored,” although typically used as a euphemism to 

refer to someone of color—is interpreted by the implied reader as someone who does not 

141 Marriage seems to be an afterthought in this case. Rosario is single and Don Cándido is married, but 
marital infidelity doesn’t really come into play as a cause of the deterioration of the family. 
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belong to the privileged class and, therefore someone of mixed race.142 In the initial 

presentation of the characters, Cecilia is still linked to her biological origin, while Sofía is 

completely removed from her origin and introduced through purely social factors. As 

previously mentioned, this shift from a biologically determined racial identity to a 

socially interpreted one challenges the relevance of phenotypical classification. If 

physical differences cannot be seen, then the phenotype becomes a moot point. 

Sofía’s ability to pass as mulata debunks the belief underlying blanqueamiento 

that race is recognizable through physical attributes or phenotype. It points out as well the 

dangers of the system for whites. Morúa complicates phenotypical reliance by having 

strangers “see” Sofía as white, whereas only those who know her, and know her social 

position, see her as mulata. Morúa’s narrator pits the two systems of racial identification 

against each other. On the one hand, Sofía is a white woman, and seen as white. Yet, on 

the other hand, Morúa demonstrates how Sofía’s social role subjugates her biological and 

recognizable white heritage. 

In the texts, instances of mistaken identity demonstrate the challenges of 

phenotypical identification. In Cecilia Valdés, Cecilia is mistaken for Adela, a white 

woman and the sister of Leonardo, while in Sofía, the protagonist is not mistaken for 

another white character, but rather mistakenly seen as a white woman. The importance of 

the comparison between Cecilia and Adela is communicated through repeated instances 

of mistaken identity that emphasize Cecilia’s whiteness as well as her kinship to 

 
142 Esteban Pichardo y Tapia in his Diccionario provincial casi-razonado de vozes y frases cubanas offers 
the following definition and clarification of its use. Its definition is: “la persona que tiene el color algo 
atesado o parecido al del trigo” and in regards to race he states the following: “cuando se trata de razas, se 
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Leonardo (which will be discussed later in this chapter). The physical similarity between 

Cecilia and Adela is voiced through the character of María de Regla Santacruz, Cecilia 

and Adela’s black nursemaid. The first is a comparison of Cecilia and Adela as babies 

and the second is of the two as young women.143 The third instance of mistaken identity 

between Cecilia and Adela involves Isabel Illincheta, Leonardo’s white girlfriend. The 

importance of these instances is they prove the fallibility of phenotypical identification 

from both white and black perspectives. 

In the third instance of mistaken identity in Cecilia Valdés, the narrator does not 

belie the reliability of phenotype; rather, he only shows how careful one must be. The 

instance occurs when Cecilia, seated in the middle of a carriage, pushes Leonardo down 

on the ground in a fit of jealousy. Surprised by the action, Isabel responds by exclaiming, 

“¡Adela!,” accidentally switching their names (Villaverde 194). The narrator corrects and 

clarifies Isabel’s mistake: “En efecto, Cecilia, sin el disfraz, . . . era el trasunto de la 

hermana menor de Leonardo Gamboa, aunque de facciones más pronunciadas y duras” 

(Villaverde 194). The narrator in this instance confirms the resemblance although he 

points out Cecilia’s blackness through phenotype, noting her rough features. 

In a parallel example in Morúa’s Sofía to that of Villaverde narrative, Sofía is 

compared to Magdalena Unzúazu who is only a couple of months older than she. The 

narrator includes comments of unnamed observers who murmur as the girls pass: “‘Más 

que señora y esclava, parecían hermanas’” (Morúa, Sofía 31). The narrator provides 

usa la Voz Blanco, aunque sea Trigueño, para diferenciar de Negro y Mulato; aunque de estos hay algunos 
de color más blanco que muchos de la raza blanca” (589). 
143 See Cecilia Valdés, for María de Regla’s confirmation of their similarity as babies 
(318) and for her recognition of their similarity as adults (358). 



114 

background information which further confirms the twin-like similarity of the two: 

“Magdalena y Sofía vestían iguales y parecían jimaguas, y su padre las acariciaba 

igualmente a las dos y les decía siempre que se quisieran ‘como hermanitas’” (Morúa, 

Sofía 140). These comparisons to Magdalena parallel Villaverde’s comparisons between 

Cecilia and Adela in which Sofía ressembles a white woman due to her extreme 

whiteness as well as her kinship to the Unzúazu family. 

Morúa takes Sofía’s whiteness to a different level by having Sofía herself 

mistaken for a white woman. There are two instances in which people who don’t know 

her see her as white. The first happens when she is out looking for a new owner and an 

interested woman, a white woman (who turns out to be her biological mother, 

unbeknownst to anyone) mistakes her for the white owner, rather than the black slave 

(Morúa, Sofía 108-109).144 Sofía murmurs amidst tears: “No, señora, es que la esclava… 

la esclava soy yo…” (Morúa, Sofía 109, ellipsis in original). The second instance is when 

Acebaldo Nudoso del Tronco, Ana María’s husband, and Sofía have a fight in public. 

The context is similar to that of the first example in the sense that Sofía is removed from 

her social sphere. In a fit of characteristic rage, Acebaldo pushes Sofía down on the 

street, whereupon one of the bystanders, a white man, conjectures as the cause of the 

spat: “¡Bah! De eso he visto yo mucho. Ésta es ‘una’ que no habrá sido del todo fiel a su 

marido” (Morúa, Sofía 112). Thus, the bystander assumes Sofía is Acebaldo’s wife, an 

assumption that implies he sees her as white. In Cecilia Valdés, these cases of mistaken 

identity confuse—but do not refute—the reliability of phenotypical classification. 
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Villaverde explains the confusion as resulting from a poor vantage point; mistakes are 

made because they are viewed from a distance or while rushing by in a carriage. In 

Sofía’s case, we see how she herself is seen as white and, perhaps most importantly, is 

seen as white by other whites. If one was a white woman in nineteenth-century Cuba who 

believed in a racially stratified society, one might rethink a fallible system of racial 

identification based on phenotype. 

The second social norm that exacerbates the misconceptions and erroneous 

assumptions concerning Sofía’s racial identity is her illegitimate status. Sofía has an 

ambiguous parentage, a quality that is synonymous in nineteenth-century Cuba with 

black heritage. The assumption is that illegitimate children as well as children with an 

ambiguous parentage were assumed to be the product of white men and mulata women. 

Morúa uses this facile assumption to efface the truth about Sofía’s white racial identity. 

As described above, the misapplied social label of mulata overrides biological 

truth and determines the course of Sofía’s life. Morúa plays with Sofía’s “biological 

parentage” or rather the void created by its absence. Again, as a point of comparision, it 

is helpful to look at Cecilia’s ambiguous parentage. Cecilia’s story fits within the societal 

assumption concerning heritage and legitimacy: she is the offspring of a white man and 

mulata. Cecilia’s parents are Don Cándido Gamboa, an affluent white and Spanish-born 

man, and Rosario Alarcón, a mulata and Cuban-born woman. After Cecilia’s birth, 

Villaverde tucks Rosario away in an asylum and makes little reference to her throughout 

the novel. The opening and closing of Cecilia Valdés mention Rosario whose peripheral 

144 Once Sofía’s pregnancy is discovered by the Unzúazu siblings, she is cast out of the house to look for 
new owners. The assumption is that she will not be able to find new owners and have to return to the 
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existence symbolizes the trajectory of a mulata’s life in nineteenth-century Cuba. Cecilia 

herself doesn’t reflect on her own mother and understands her to be dead. Villaverde uses 

Rosario as a symbolic means to illustrate mulata destiny, an immutable destiny that 

ultimately leads to her demise. 

In light of the assumption about a mulata’s parentage—offspring of a white man 

and a mulata woman—a mulata’s maternal heritage is synonomyous with a black 

heritage. Accordingly, a maternal absence is more desirable than a maternal presence. 

Williams elaborates on the maternal absence saying: “The child’s detachment from her 

mother becomes definitive through the conspiracy of silence surrounding her mother’s 

existence” (131).145 This absence distance from blackness as well; and provides in 

Morúa’s case, a discursive space through which to manipulate maternal heritage. 

According to the logic of blanqueamiento, having a mulata for a mother is 

detrimental to the child’s “well-being.” By “removing the mother” and removing the link 

to black heritage, a mulata may pass as white and may have a better chance to marry a 

white man. In a society in which a woman’s future depends on marrying well, and whose 

marriage is usually mediated by her parents, mulatas are at a particular disadvantage 

(Martinez-Alier 11).146 In order for a mulata to have the most advantageous situation, 

 
 
 

Unzúazu house. 
145 “From Dusty” Williams writes: “The child’s detachment from her mother becomes definitive through 
the conspiracy of silence surrounding her mother’s existence” (131). 
146 Disadvantage is an understatement, for an orphaned mulata within the parameters of an immutably 
determined existence the most advantageous situation does not, ironically, concern her life, but rather the 
lives of her children. In other words, the best a mulata can do is to produce whiter children so that they can 
have a future better than hers. See Martínez-Alier for a discussion on many aspects of interracial marriage 
and concubinage. She states how in 1776 a sanction was instated to prevent unequal marriages and required 
the consent of parents for those under twenty-five and, she notes, that parents would oppose the marriage if 
it offended family honor or integrity of the State (11). 
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she must be as white as possible. Logically, to appear as white, she must reject her 

maternal heritage. 

Sofía’s maternal heritage is also absent, as expected, encouraging the implied 

reader to assume Sofía is the offspring of a white man and a mulata woman. However, 

Sofía’s parents are Don Sebastián Unzúazu, a prominent, Spanish-born white man, and 

Doña Manuela de Corrales, a white woman from the Canary Islands.147 Vera M. 

Kutzinski comments on the void in Sofía’s maternal heritage in Sugar’s Secrets: Race 

and the Erotics of Cuban Nationalism: “. . . The female absence in Sofía’s lineage . . . is 

read not as blank but as black” (113). Morúa exploits this assumption until about three- 

fifths of the way through the narrative when Sofia’s biological mother, Doña Manuela 

appears. At this point, Sofía’s birth certificate is found and her racial identity is revealed 

to be white. In other words, Sofía’s maternal heritage is read as black or mulata in Doña 

Manuela’s absence, and white in her presence. The impact of Sofía not knowing her 

parentage has not been advantageous to her; in fact, it has been the difference between 

living the life of a slave instead of a white woman. Morúa’s point is to illustrate how an 

absence of maternal heritage is not advantageous. 

In these texts fathers also play a significant role in the construction of their 

daughters’ racial identity. It becomes apparent that the mulata’s racial identity is largely 

authored by their fathers; they are in control and take certain actions in order to cover up 

their affairs and to hide their paternity. Don Cándido takes Cecilia away from Rosario 

and places her in an orphanage, Casa de Maternidad, so that she will carry the last name 

147 The significance of the Canary Islands is unknown, however, people from the Canary Islands were 
marginalized due to their heritage and proximity to Africa. 
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Valdés, the last name of all orphans. Speaking to señá Josefa, Cecilia’s grandmother, 

Don Cándido explains his motives for removing Cecilia from her mother and placing her 

in the orphanage: 

. . . V. sabe que se ha hecho lo hecho por el bien de todos, mejor dicho…Más 

adelante me lo agradecerán, estoy seguro. Yo no podía ni debía darle mi nombre. 

. . .  Es preciso que la chica lleve un nombre, nombre de que no tenga que 

avergonzarse mañana, ni esotrodía, el de Valdés, con que quizás haga un buen 

casamiento. (Villaverde 11-12) 

His “benevolent” motive is to officially make Cecilia an orphan and give her a chance to 

pass as white, an “opportunity” aligned with the tenets of blanqueamiento. The real 

motive behind this act is less honorable; as Williams writes: “By withholding his name 

from her and thus symbolically expelling her from his family, Don Cándido had hoped to 

divert misfortune from his home. Similarly, by separating Cecilia from her natural 

mother, her grandmother had expected to deflect disaster from her household” (Williams, 

“Dusky Venus” 133). In other words, Don Cándido chooses to efface his paternal 

responsibility as well as eliminate any maternal bond. 

As previously noted, Cecilia Valdés opens with Cecilia’s birth, thus the identity of 

her parents is revealed at the beginning of the narrative. The narrator in Sofía is not as 

forthcoming with information about Sofía’s parental heritage. As in Cecilia’s case, 

Sofía’s parentage is also a result of her father’s actions; her white father is the ultimate 

author of Sofía’s life. Don Sebastián Unzúazu similarly takes Sofía away from her  

mother at birth. He tells Doña Manuela that Sofía died, and instead sends her to the 



119 

plantation to be raised.148 At the age of four, Don Sebastián unites his family by bringing 

Sofía to live in Belmiranda. Her arrival at the main house and to his family is possible 

due to the premature death of the Unzúazu matriarch, Doña María Magdalena Contreras 

or, as she is informally called, Doña Quillita.149 Sofía is then placed under the care of 

Doña Brígida, a white compatriota of Doña Quillita whose dying wishes are that her 

husband take care of “sus desvalidos compatriosas recién llegados, y especialmente por 

la honrada señora doña Brígida” (Morúa 53).150 Doña Brígida becomes Sofía’s surrogate 

mother (Morúa 53). 

The details surrounding Sofía’s arrival are left ambiguous so that they can be 

manipulated in the text. The only information revealed about Sofía’s parentage is the 

narrator describing how Sofía woke up one morning in the Unzúazu home. 

. . . Amaneció en la casa una niña de cuatro años de edad . . . . Unos creyeron que 

era tal vez hija, nieta, allegada, en fin de aquella señora [doña Brígida]; pero ella 

dijo que no, que la habían traído del campo, que don Sebastián le había 

recomendado su ciudado ‘como si fuese su hija’, y que ella desde luego la 

adoptaba por tal . . . que no sabía más ni quería, respecto de aquella niña; y como 

por su parte a los demás sirvientes no les importaba poco ni mucho conocer más 

148 The original from Sofía reads: “ . . . Cansado al fin de sus infidelidades, habíala abandonado el 
caballero, quitándole a Juana Sofía, la hija que de aquella ilícita unión habían tenido; y para más romper los 
lazos que a su antigua querida pudieran atarle, habíale dicho que la niña había muerto en el lugar de campo 
a que la enviara” (172). 
149 It seems artificial that she have two names, one formal and the other informal, when the character is 
hardly developed at all. 
150 Morúa, Sofía, Doña Brígida is an elderly neighbor from Doña Quillita’s native Orotava in the Canary 
Islands (53). 
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detalles, pronto se olvidaron todos de este incidente, y la chica fue creciendo al 

lado de los otros niños. (Morúa 53) 

Don Sebastián’s mandate to Doña Brígida that Sofía be treated “como si fuese su hija,” 

doesn’t imply that Sofía is his daughter which would be “como si fuese mi hija.” Rather 

he mandates that she be treated as Doña Brígida’s daughter. Since Doña Brígida is the 

caretaker of Ana María, Federico, and Magdalena after their mother’s death, Sofía is 

raised along with the legitimate Unzúazu siblings. The history behind how Sofía becomes 

a slave to the Unzúazu family is untold. 

In the scene in which Sofía reflects on her relationship with Doña Brígida, her 

surrogate mother, Acebaldo labels Sofía as mulata.151 “. . . Me decía que ella era mi 

madre, y que nadie tenía que ver conmigo” (Morúa, Sofía 15). However, Acebaldo puts 

an end to that thinking when he interrogates Sofía: “¿Y tú por qué le dices mamá a Doña 

Brígida? ¿Tú no ves que eres una mulata y que ella es una señora blanca? Tú no tienes 

madre, ni padre. A nadie tienes más que a tus amos . . . ” (Morúa, Sofía 15-16). This is 

the first verbalization of Sofía’s racial heritage. The implied reader learns at this point 

that Doña Brígida is white, as well as reinforces that Sofía is mulata. This is the first 

instance in which there is a difference between knowing and truth, although the implied 

reader doesn’t have access to the truth at this point.152 This is important because it 

clearly communicates to the implied reader how white men, Don Sebastián and 

Acebaldo, have created Sofía’s mulata identity: Don Sebastián through his actions of not 

151 See Suzanne Oboler, Ethnic Labels, Latino Lives (20-23). 
152 Williams states in “From Dusky” that there is an opposition between knowledge and truth regarding 
the incest in Cecilia Valdés (132). 
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officially recognizing Sofía and Acebaldo through his words. No one, including the 

narrator, challenges this assumption. 

Ana María completes the construction of Sofía’s racial identity by creating a 

fictitious story about the identity of her parents. In a family conversation about Sofía’s 

parents, Ana María flatly denies that Don Sebastián mentioned that Sofía was his 

daughter, contrary to Magdalena’s recollection (Morúa, Sofía 140). Instead, Ana María 

states that she remembers overhearing her father talking to friends: “. . . El padre de Sofía 

era un guarda-candela que había en el ingenio . . . .” (Morúa, Sofía 140). Thus, to 

complete the account of her parentage, Ana María states: “. . . pero jamás había 

mencionado el nombre de la madre de la muchacha, que debía ser una mulata de las que 

había entonces en la finca . . . .” (Morúa, Sofía 140). Sofía’s ambiguous parentage, like 

her racial heritage, is constructed on multiple levels: in the plot through Don Sebastián’s 

actions, through Acebaldo’s labeling of her as a mulata, and also through Ana María’s 

“recollections” and inventions about the identity of Sofía’s parents. 

In Morúa’s narrative, Sofía’s racial identity can be manipulated due to her lack of 

paternity. It is precisely Sofía’s ambiguous status within the Unzúazu family that makes 

her mulata. She was raised “como si fuese,” but the emphasis is more on the fact that she 

isn’t rather than that she is (Morúa, Sofía 53). The link between not having a family and 

being mulata is direct. In nineteenth-century Cuban society, ambiguous parentage is a 

phenomenon affecting only non-whites. So Morúa turns the tables and has a white 

woman effectively become black by lacking a legitimate role within society or a family. 

Another way in which paternity is demonstrated in a society is through naming. 

This process of naming also has a twist in Morúa’s Sofía. Villaverde clearly emulates the 



122 

established process whereby only legitimate children carry the last name. Cecilia’s last 

name is Valdés, a last name shared by all orphans. Ironically, Don Cándido plays an 

essential role in naming his daughter, albeit in a non-traditional way: he places her in the 

orphanage. Morúa illustrates through Sofía how a refusal to give your child your name is 

equivalent to denigrating her. 

Likewise, Morúa shows the irony of the naming process in nineteenth-century 

Cuba. For example, he equates the practice of giving slaves the family name with the 

naming of legitimate children. The irony rests in the fact that Sofía carries the Unzúazu 

last name —unofficially, that is—not because she is Don Sebastián’s offspring, but 

because she is his slave. Sofía’s last name is conspicuously missing from her birth 

certificate: “Juana Sofía, hija adulterina del firmado Unzúazu, natural de Bilbao, y de 

Doña Manuela Corrales, natural de San Bartolomé de Tirajana, Canarias” (Morúa, Sofía 

159).153 Kutzinski comments on this lack of a family name: “This lack of a discursive 

position [name] also implies the lack of a social position” (Kutzinski 23). Remember how 

Don Cándido states in Cecilia Valdés: “Yo no podía ni debía darle mi nombre” 

(Villaverde 11). There is an assumed rule aligned with blanqueamiento that only 

legitimate children carry the family name. Morúa shows that not only legitimate children, 

but also slaves carry the family name; it is the illegitimate children that remain unnamed. 

Since naming is in essence an act of labeling, the act of labeling Sofía a mulata is 

significant as it ties in with paternal responsibly as well as acceptance and legitimization 

of offspring through the naming process. Remember that Acebaldo was the first to label 
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Sofía as a mulata, a term he used synonymously with orphan: “Tú no tienes madre, ni 

padre” (Morúa, Sofía 16). The repercussion of labeling is summarized in the following 

dream. Note the parallel meaning between lengua as tongue and lengua as language. 

Cuando se durmió Sofía soñó que la anciana doña Brígida la defendía 

valerosamente contra todos los ataques del señor [Acebaldo] Nudoso del Tronco, 

quien ahora tomaba la forma de una bestia feroz, aterradora, que se le echaba 

encima con sus venenosos dientes afilados, puntiagudos, y su lengua mortífera, 

garfilanceada, que se estiraba, se estiraba hasta alcanzarla en el rincón en que casi 

muerta de miedo se había acurrucado, y al tocarle con la punta en su enervado 

cuerpo, vomitaba una volcánica escoria que la martirizaba atrozmente . . . . 

(Morúa 20-21) 

Kutzinski comments on the significance of lengua. “If this tongue is symbolic of 

language—lengua(je)—then the implication is that pronouncing Sofía a mulata is already 

an act of violence whose sexual undertones emerge more fully in the silence and secrecy 

of her nightmare” (117). Tongue, in this case, also symbolizes a deadly penetrating force 

implying figurative rape foreshadowing Federico’s rape of Sofía (Williams, “Rewriting 

of Cecilia Valdés” 191). In both Cecilia and Sofía’s cases, it is a lack of paternity that is 

the cause for the sad state of the mulata. If fathers were to claim all their children and 

Cuba all its people, then legitimization and integration would be possible. The result 

would break the polarity between white people and those of color, as well as unite 

153 William Luis writes in his Chronology of Culture and Customs of Cuba that in 1492 “Christopher 
Columbus lands on the island called Juana by the Amerindians, which later become Cuba” (xvii). There 
could be a parallel between Cuba’s lack of responsible paternity and Sofía’s. 
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families and perhaps more importantly in Morúa’s mind, the nation as Cuba moves 

towards independence. 

Through Sofía, Morúa reconstitutes Cecilia’s predestined life. There is no 

scientific force driving Sofía’s racial identity and existence; rather Morúa substitites an 

artificially constructed system clearly designed for and created by white men. Sofía’s 

socially constructed mulata identity is illustrated through her role as manejadora as well 

as through her fictitious parentage. It is this artifice that in turn dictates Sofía’s legitimate 

place in nineteenth-century Cuban society. 

IV. Sexuality: Material to Multi-dimensional Mulata

Morúa’s description of white women crosses over these established boundaries set 

by dominant ideology. Descriptions of mulata women depict their bodies and their 

physical appearance. They do not exist outside of the material realm and when 

interpretation is offered, typically it suggests their moral deficiencies.154 In contrast, the 

depictions of white women balance physical descriptions with social qualities such as 

grace and honor, usually highlighting the latter rather than former attributes. Morúa 

conflates the material world pertaining to the woman of color with the predominantly 

social world of the white woman. In the rhetoric of the epoch, Morúa “whitens” the 

mulata and “blackens” the white woman.155

154 The distinction between black women and mulata women is particularly clear in regards to sexuality. 
The mulata is usually the one sexualized; according to the white aesthetic whiteness adds to one’s beauty 
whereby the mulata embodies both sexuality and beauty. Cámara Betancourt in “Between Myth and 
Stereotype: The Image of the Mulatta in Cuban Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a Truncated Symbol of 
Nationality” addresses the use of the mulata body as a result of positivism and a reflection of the need for 
empirical data (body) (110). 
155 For a discussion on phenotypical mixture (color of skin) as compared to cultural blanqueamiento 
(civilized, urban, refined tastes, etc...), see Peter Wade’s Race and Ethnicity in Latin America. 
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In the context of blanqueamiento, the role of the mulata in nineteenth-century 

Cuba, as prescribed by white dominant ideology, is to whiten the populace via sexual 

relations with white men. Not surprisingly, the most public quality attributed to a mulata 

is her heightened sexuality.156 The popular image of the mulata in nineteenth-century 

Cuba is the sexy mulata used to sell tobacco products—not too different from the 

“delicious hot wings” advertised at Hooters. Kutzinski notes in her study of tobacco 

marquillas: “. . . The mulata [was] a prime target for the tobacco factories’ mass- 

produced serial lithographs and their not-infrequent use of sexual innuendo, facilitated by 

the underlying association of smoking with burning desire” (60). The lithographs printed 

on the marquillas by Víctor Patricio Landaluze reproduce the perspective of, to quote 

Morúa, “[un] hijo legítimo de la época” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 88). In other words, they 

propagate the popular sexualized image of the mulata. 

Madeline Cámara Betancourt in her chapter: “Between Myth and Stereotype: The 

Image of the Mulatta in Cuban Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a Truncated Symbol of 

Nationality” defines the mulata in literature: 

As a literary character, she is a woman of unbridled sexuality, of amoral behavior: 

lazy, a lover of disorder and excessive entertainment, ambitious and opportunistic, 

and even in some cases exhibiting a tendency to venereal or mental diseases—a 

product of her inferior and impure racial condition. (107) 

In Cecilia’s case, she is seen and described only from within this narrow perspective. By 

limiting Cecilia’s existence to the purely physical, she remains in the material realm as 

156 Williams, “From Dusky . . .” comments that making the mulata highly attractive resolves the problem 
of how, to borrow Williams’ term, the “founding fathers” reconcile their rejection of black women, the 
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defined within the parameters of blanqueamiento: her existence is expressed through 

sexuality.157

Kutzinski sums up the connection between blackness and female sexuality. 

. . . To speak of black female sexuality here is somewhat redundant since the body 

of the dark complexioned woman appears to be the only available site of female 

sexuality in nineteenth-century Cuban literature. White women, that is, those of 

known “purity of blood” and hence of social standing, were, almost by definition, 

exempt from such sexualization. (30) 

Cecilia’s literary predecessors, Dorotea and Camilia from Francisco and El negro 

Francisco respectively, are also characters whose lives are principally defined by their 

“bodily experience.”158

Mulata and white women receive different treatments in nineteenth-century Cuba 

and this is true in the narratives surrounding the theme of slavery as well. Women, 

therefore, are easily compartmentalized into either the black or mulata material/sexual or 

white social categories. In the narratives about the theme of slavery, the narrator 

describes mulata characters with detailed physical descriptions and negative 

interpretation of their phenotype. White female characters, whether they are good or evil, 

are not depicted solely along material lines; their personality traits and social status 

invariably play a part in their descriptions. Oftentimes the narrator will explicitly mention 

founding mothers, in order to “produce the primal mulatto” (135). 
157 Williams talks about the superficial beauty and physical realm of existence of the 
mulata in “From Dusky . . .” (121). She does not specifically direct her analysis at this 
point to Cecilia Valdés, but to female protagonists in the Cuban Antislavery novel. 
Cámara Betancourt offers a very helpful explanation of positivism and scientific 
influence determining “the ideal of female sexuality as deviance from the ‘natura’” (102). 
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a mulata’s racial identity, while a white woman’s racial identity is subjugated by her 

social role or function in regard to the plot. Morúa crosses the line that previously 

separated the descriptions of white women and mulata women. 

One way for Morúa to traverse the established boundaries for viewing white 

women, is to present Sofía as the whitest of all possible mulatas, who is so white that she 

is mistaken for a white woman. Her racial identity is in the middle of the spectrum that 

contains the mulata on one end and a white woman on the other. It is essential to 

recognize that although the narrator presents Sofía’s racial identity as ambiguous, the 

ambiguity is read by dominant ideology as black. Dominant ideology relies on the ability 

to recognize whiteness via phenotype, whereby any ambiguity would signify black 

heritage, albeit well effaced. Otherwise the system would be fallible and phenotypical 

classification would not protect whites. Phenotypical identification proves true in Cecilia 

Valdés and false in Sofia.159

Beginning Sofía’s story at birth would reveal her biological identity, an identity 

that Morúa chooses to unveil at a later point in the narrative. The narrator, instead, 

presents Sofía via her social position as one of the manejadoras or maidservants, as 

discussed in the previous section. “Entre las manejadoras, jóvenes y bonitas con muy 

contadas excepciones, había una trigueña que se distinguía de sus demás compañeras por 

el carácter reposado y los dulces modales que realzaban su belleza natural . . . .” (Morúa, 

Sofía 3). Besides her social role, the narrator describes her as “trigueña, an adjective 

158 To borrow Williams’ term, “From Dusty” (134). 
159 Phenotypical identification is unreliable and from a dominant perspective one wouldn’t want a system 
that worked part or even most of the time; in other words, if the system is unreliable that is the marker of a 
fallible system. 
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which upholds the ambiguousness of her racial identity. Trigueña refers to someone with 

wheat-colored skin, the origin of this color is unclear, however. Esteban Pichardo in his 

Diccionario provincial casi razonado de voces y frases cubanas states how perhaps the 

meaning of trigueña is not ambiguous. He says that in a racial context the word “white” 

would be used to differentiate a person who is trigueño due to their skin hue versus 

someone who is trigueño due to their black heritage (609). Together with her social 

position and her wheat-colored skin, the narrator appeases the implied reader’s 

expectations about Sofía’s black heritage without confirming it. 

After the physical description, the narrator amplifies Sofía’s description with 

qualities more characteristic of descriptions of white women than those of color. In the 

initial description of Sofia as manejadora, the narrator points out Sofía’s distinction from 

the others of her station, a difference based on her “carácter reposado” and her “dulces 

modales” (Morúa, Sofía 3). Describing a mulata beyond her physical beauty, or “belleza 

natural” as it is called, is significant (Morúa, Sofía 3). This description resonates more 

closely to a description of a white woman according to the tenets of blanqueamiento. 

The narrator prefaces his descriptions with the following qualifier: “No hubo 

quien no se equivocara al dirigirse por primera vez a Sofía” (Morúa, Sofía 3). Then he 

provides examples of how others see Sofía. Offering the perspective of the “las negritas,  

y las mulaticas atrasadas de color, la miraban con cierto recelo al principio, obedeciendo 

inconscientes a las arraigadas preocupaciones de toda sociedad esclavista, considerándose 

inferiores a Sofía, porque la veían blanca” (Morúa, Sofía 140). The narrator carefully 

persuades the implied reader of Sofía’s whiteness through instances of others who see her 

as white, while evading any direct confirmation himself. 
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Since phenotypical identification is unreliable in Morúa’s eyes, who holds that 

mulatas have been passing as white for decades, he chooses other “racial indicators” to 

show or hide “color.” From this perspective it is seen how Morúa’s narrator crosses over 

the parameters of acceptable, by qualifying Sofía with adjectives associated with white 

women, yet simultaneously maintaining her racial “ambiguousness.” For example, the 

narrator comments on Sofía’s superiority, “seria y respetuosa con todos,” as qualities 

“poco comunes entre aquellas loquillas” (Morúa, Sofía 3). In other words, “serious and 

respectful” define Sofía, but not mulatas. This separation between Sofía and the 

“loquillas” is indicative of the narrator’s intention to line, yet distinguish Sofía from 

mulatas. 

In order to understand how Sofía’s racial ambiguity and character traits differ 

from her predecessors, a point of comparison is the quintessential mulata Cecilia. 

Cecilia’s description clearly communicates both her black heritage and her sexual nature; 

the narrator describes Cecilia’s physical appearance and her beauty almost 

photographically by providing a close-up of her head and face and then panning out to 

give the implied reader a full body view. The narrator of Cecilia Valdés describes the 

protagonist at age eleven or twelve in the following passage: 

Era su tipo el de las vírgenes de los más célebres pintores. Porque a una frente 

alta, coronada de cabellos negros y copiosos, naturalmente ondeados, unía 

facciones muy regulares, nariz recta que arrancaba desde el entrecejo, y por 

quedarse algo corta alzaba, un si es no es, el labio superior, como para dejar ver 

dos sartas de dientes menudos y blancos. Sus cejas describían un arco y daban 

mayor sombra a los ojos negros y rasgados, los cuales eran todo movilidad y 



130 

fuego. La boca tenía chica y los labios llenos, indicando más voluptuosidad que 

firmeza de carácter. Las mejillas llenas y redondas y un hoyuelo en medio de la 

barba, formaban un conjunto bello, que para ser perfecto sólo faltaba que la 

expresión fuese menos maliciosa, si no maligna. (Villaverde 16) 

The narrator insinuates ambiguity with the phrase, “un si [sí] es no es,” and attributes 

Cecilia’s not quite perfect beauty to her malicious expression (Williams, “From Dusky” 

125). 

If the previous description didn’t clarify Cecilia’s black heritage, the narrator 

confirms it in the following rhetorical inquiry and explanation. 

¿A qué raza, pues, pertenecía esta muchacha? Difícil es decirlo. Sin embargo, a 

un ojo conocedor no podía esconderse que sus labios rojos tenían un borde o filete 

oscuro, y que la iluminación del rostro terminaba en una especie de penumbra 

hacia el nacimiento del cabello. Su sangre no era pura y bien podía asegurarse que 

allá en la tercera o cuarta generación estaba mezclada con la etíope. (Villaverde 

17) 

There is absolutely no doubt in the implied reader’s mind about Cecilia’s black heritage 

after reading this description. Cecilia’s mixed racial identity, while diffused by her white 

features, is clearly revealed through her phenotypical description. The narrator clarifies 

the suspicion of Cecilia’s imperfection as a result of her black heritage which, as pointed 

out by Williams, is a heritage that is impossible to hide (“From Dusky” 125). This 

interpretation of Cecilia’s beauty upholds blanqueamiento’s precepts that, first, race is 

phenotypically visible and, second, carries with it a moral interpretation. 
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The descriptions of señá Josefa and Rosario in Cecilia Valdés also clearly 

represent Villaverde’s direct, unambiguous approach to depicting the racial identity of his 

female characters. The narrator describes señá Josefa as: “ama de la casa; mulata como 

de 40 años de edad, de estatura mediana, llena de carnes, aunque conservaba el talle 

estrecho, los hombros redondos y desnudos, la cabeza hermosa, la nariz algo gruesa, la 

boca expresiva y el cabello espeso y muy crespo” (Villaverde 10). Her daughter Rosario 

is also described physically, sick after giving birth and having her child taken away as: 

“una muchacha de 20 años, yaciente boca arriba y aparentemente muerta” (Villaverde 3). 

The narrator goes on to meticulously describe Rosario as she lies in bed. 

. . . Tenía los ojos hundidos y cerrados los párpados, cuyas pestañas eran tan 

largas que daban sombra a las mejillas. La cabeza era lo único que tenía fuera de 

las sábanas, . . . la cual desaparecía bajo una mata de pelo negro, undoso y 

esparcido por todas partes en el mayor desorden. De medio de aquel fondo negro 

se destacaba el rostro ovalado, pálido de cera, de la enferma, con la barba aguda, 

la frente cuadrada y alta, la boca pequeña, los labios belfos, y la nariz bastante 

bien hecha para mujer de raza mezclada. (Villaverde 13) 

In addition to the “racial” connotations of Rosario’s physical attributes, the narrator 

explicitly states her mixed heritage. 

As a point of comparison, the following describes Sofía’s mulata friend 

Teodora.160 Notice how her description leaves no doubt about her racial identity. She is 

160 The use of the name Teodora could be intentional by the author. Cámara Betancourt in her chapter 
“Between Myth and Stereotype: The Image of the Mulatta in Cuban Culture in the Nineteenth Century, a 
Truncated Symbol of Nationality” studies the trajectory of the mulata starting with Ma’Teodora, a figure 
from a sixteenth-century song (100). 
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described as “mulatona de buenos años y mejores carnes, bien que un tanto flojas; viva de 

genio, de rostro bien cortado, al cual daban gracia peculiar su apresillados ojos, que 

demostraban a las claras ser su poseedora uno de los más tempranos frutos de extracción 

mongólica” (Morúa, Sofía 4).161 The narrator immediately labels her “mulatona” and 

systematically compartmentalizes her as exotic and described as a sexualized mulata 

consistent with the popular mulata image (Morúa, Sofía 4). 

In addition to the Teodora’s physical description, the narrator illustrates her 

immoral fiber consistent with the popular mulata image. For example, the narrator 

informs the implied reader that Teodora subscribes to the tenets of blanqueamiento due to 

her advocacy of these bachitas or parties in which women of color pair up with white 

men: “Los niños pepes más ricos y más buscáos por las señoritas blancas en sus 

reuniones, son los que nos buscan a nosotras y nos suplican pa que bailemos con ellos” 

(Morúa, Sofía 4). According to the narrator, in order to entice Sofía to participate, 

Teodora invokes the possibility of obtaining freedom by marrying a white man: a fantasy 

perpetuated in dominant ideology in order to justify the sexual exploitation of mulatas by 

white men, as mentioned earlier.162 The narrator suggests Sofía’s intelligence and 

rationality in not believing this fantasy: “¿Lo creía de la misma suerte la bachillera 

Teodora? Podría sospecharse que no” (Morúa, Sofía 8). This description of Teodora 

informs the implied reader that Teodora has either fallen prey to the belief system of 

 
 

161 She is is nicknamed “la China” in Sofía (4). 
162 The marriage between María de Roca and Leonardo/Ricardo Bonanza (Leonardo is a conscious or 
unconscious reference to Cecilia Valdés on Morúa’s part) is a pairing resulting from one of these bachatas. 
It is the story of a mulata slave and white man who fall in love, marry, and how Ricardo presents María her 
freedom papers as a wedding gift. It is a fantasy that helps perpetuates the belief that there are advantages 
for mulatas when they pair up with white men. See Morúa, Sofía, for a full description of the story (4-7). 
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blanqueamiento or is morally corrupt by recruiting others. This example also clearly 

informs the implied reader that Sofía is an outsider to this group and, most importantly, 

an outsider to the ideology of blanqueamiento. 

Villaverde’s descriptions of white women lack sexuality. For example, Adela 

Gamboa is the same age as Cecilia and described for all practical purposes as her twin. 

She is introduced to the implied reader as someone who could pass as “un modelo 

acabado de belleza,” and the narrator goes on to compares her to the Greek Venus: 

“Poseía todas las condiciones que requerían los estatuarios griegos en la persona cuya 

estatua debía tallarse: buena cabeza, facciones regulares, formas simétricas, airoso porte, 

talla esbelta, frente alta y mirada de fuego” (Villaverde 84). Adela’s characteristics do not 

communicate sexuality; in fact, the description is more analytical than emotional— 

although it could be argued the “mirada de fuego” hints at her sexual nature. The closest 

the narrator comes to describing Adela’s attractiveness is when he mentions her 

“encantadora fisonomía” (Villaverde 84). Adela’s sexuality is best communicated when 

Leonardo recognizes the resemblance between his sister, Adela, and his lover, Cecilia: 

“un estudio comparativo de la encantadora fisonomía de su hermana (Villaverde 84). 

Only at that moment and only through Cecilia’s comparison, which serves as a sort of 

protective filter, does the narrator suggest Adela’s attractiveness. Significantly, the 

recognition of a white women’s sexuality is presented through Leonardo’s eyes, a white 

man’s eyes (Villaverde 84). 

Isabel’s description is even more analytical and less sexual than Adela’s. Once 

again the perspective is Leonardo’s who describes his girlfriend: “Bello[a], elegante, 

amable, instruida, severa, posee la virtud del erizo, que punza con sus espinas al que osa 
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tocarla. Estatua, en fin, de mármol por lo rígida y por lo fría, inspira respeto, admiración, 

cariño tal vez, no amor loco, no una pasión volcánica” (Villaverde 249). This description 

is remarkably desexualized; especially considering Leonardo is describing his girlfriend. 

Leonardo finds Isabel respectable, but not desirable. Notably, both Adela and Isabel are 

described solely through Leonardo’s gaze. 

In contrast to Isabel’s “rigid” and “cold” description, Cecilia’s exudes sexuality. 

Again the perspective is consistent; Leonardo describes Cecilia: “Aquella es toda pasión 

y fuego, es mi tentadora, un diablito en figura de mujer, la Venus de las mula...” 

(Villaverde 249 ellipsis in original). The descriptions of Isabel and Cecilia, and to a lesser 

degree Adela, maintain the established boundaries between white women and women of 

color in which female sexuality is allocated to the black realm.163 Importantly, these 

description are provided through Leonardo’s eyes, the eyes of a white man pertaining to 

the current and, probably, future ruling class. 

Morúa’s white women are sexualized, but not as overtly as the mulatas Cecilia or 

Teodora; his narrator in Sofía describes Ana María and Magdalena Unzúazu as 

extraordinarily beautiful. The narrator opens his description of Ana María and Magdalena 

at a social function, “El sexo femenino estaba, más que de ordinario, esplendorosamente 

representado en la fiesta de aquella noche . . . .” (Morúa, Sofía 36). “El sexo femenino” 

refers, in this instance, to Magdalena and Ana María. The word choice is significant in 

that in reminds the implied reader that, although white, Ana María and Magdalena pertain 

163 Kutzinksi mentions this (30) as does Williams in “From Dusty.” Williams talks about blacks as 
creatures of nature versus culture and how the black woman is displaced from realm of woman since she is 
in the field instead of the house, whereby she acquires pejorative moral and sexualized exotic qualities. 
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to the “sexo femenino” as mentioned above.164 The physical beauty of these women is 

extraordinary although their descriptions remain abstract and general. The narrator does 

not provide minute details and phenotypical descriptors in their case. 

Magdalena, the woman to whom Sofía is most frequently compared, is described 

as beautiful inside and out. She is the best natured and kindest of the Unzúazus. The 

narrator informs the implied reader about Magdalena’s semi-Quaker polishing in 

Philadelphia the first time she is introduced. He speaks of her character as “naturalmente 

generoso y razonador,” and her strength, “cerebro de constitución fuerte, capaz de sufrir 

sin llorar la prueba de un olvido de su modista—bien que la entendida joven no 

necesitaba de ninguna dirección extraña para el buen desempeño de su indumentaria” 

(Morúa, Sofía 27). In every way, Magdalena is a woman of refinement as well as worthy 

of respect. 

The following physical description of Magdalena illustrates a narrator who is 

enchanted by Magdalena’s sexual charm. Dressed for a “reunión” in formal gown, the 

narrator makes it clear he is the one describing Magdalena: “La noche en que la presento 

al lector” and then he proceeds to describe her: “. . . ella que por naturaleza estaba dotaba 

de las más seductoras gracias personales, vestía un traje de finísimo nansú labrado, con 

sobrefalda de la misma tela . . .” (Morúa, Sofía 11). The narrator mentions her hair, “. . . 

aquel cabello acopiado, sedoso, cuyo castaño oscuro semejaba la melcocha de caña 

cuando va tomando su rubicunda brillantez,” and her skin, “a perfección la delicada 

164 See Morúa, Sofía, for a description of the beauty of the Unzúazu sisters: “la discreta Magdalena” that 
“era la joven más ambicionada y temida de los corsarios del amor” and adds, “Y no menos admirada fue la 
señora de Nudoso del Tronco . . . porque Ana María competía sin esfuerzo, no ya con las de su cofradía 
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epidermis de aquella mujer enloquecedora” (Morúa, Sofía 12) The narrator reveals her 

appeal through suggestive adjectives as well as in the intimacy of his description: “una 

garganta delatora de irresistibles encantos” (Morúa, Sofía 12-13). This is a very sensual 

description of Magdalena and most notably not through the eyes of a character, but 

through the eyes of the narrator. 

Morúa manages to shift his focus from a sexualized to a more multidimensional 

“mulata” in Sofía’s case, keeping in mind he is really describing a white woman. Using 

the analogy of the camera lens zooming in, the description begins with Sofía’s body and 

then advances toward her head and face. It is as if the narrator communicates via the 

camera lens going into Sofía’s mind instead of panning out to focus only on her body. 

Notice how the movement of the camera is the opposite in Cecilia’s description. 

Su estatura, más que mediana, una de esas estaturas de juventud eterna, lucía un 

talle largo, bien contorneado, y unos hombros con gracia tal colocados, que 

formaban un tronco perfecto, sobre el cual descansaba su hermosa cabeza 

ostentadora de una cabellera negra, reluciente, ondeada, magnífica; y cuyo rostro 

oval, de finísimas facciones, estaba iluminado por dos rasgados ojos de negras 

pupilas que derramaban torrentes de ternura, cautivando a cuantos las veían, 

admirando acaso más que todo aquel conjunto encantador, su habitual tristeza que 

le daba una expresión lo más interesante. (Morúa 3) 

Besides a very general and acceptable physical beauty, there are two aspects of this 
description that stand out. The first is its depth; the narrator includes information beyond 

matrimonial sino con las propias señoritas, a quienes en más de un caso llevaba muchos grados de ventaja” 
(36). 
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the physical realm to give her humanity: “ojos de negras pupilas que derramaban 

torrentes de ternura.” The second is Sofía’s sadness as the cause of her imperfection. 

Williams corroborates this thesis: “Morúa’s text states that Sofia’s sad air is the only 

blemish to her physical perfection, whereas with Cecilia Valdés, it is her mischievous 

aspect and traces of mestizaje (racial mixture) that purportedly mar her classic beauty” 

(Williams, “Dusty Venus” 125).165 In Sofía’s case, her tarnishing characteristic is not 

rooted in her “black” heritage, but rather rooted in her social circumstances that result in 

“su habitual tristeza que le daba una expresión lo más interesante” (Morúa, Sofía 3). 

Those circumstances are already demonstrated to be socially constructed and assigned to 

her via her father as well as facilitated by the prevailing social system in nineteenth- 

century Cuba. 

Sofía’s description has multiple dimensions and is portrayed as respectable both 

inside and out. Morúa gives Sofía more depth, and humanity, than Villaberde gives 

Cecilia. Sofía’s description goes beyond the merely physical or material level by 

qualifying her with positive descriptors, Morúa creates, albeit ostensibly, a mulata 

character at the same level of respectability as a white one. 

The one scene in which Morúa’s narrator sexualizes Sofía, although minimally, is 

right before Federico rapes her. Nevertheless, the emphasis of this scene is on power and 

the abuse of power, rather than sexual attraction. The narrator provides the following 

description of Sofía:166

165 Kutzinski summarizes the nuances associated with mestizaje (4-5). 
166 I disagree with Williams, “Martín Morúa Delgado’s Sofía Rewriting of Cecilia Valdés” that Sofía is 
not sexualized. 
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Ahora, el camisón de grano de oro que de su desecho le regalara Magdalena, 

detallaba las esculturales formas de su cuerpo virgen, permitiendo adivinar la 

tersura de aquellas contorneadas carnes de inmaculada vestal. Atrájola hacia sí 

Federico, y en lúbrico acceso estrechóla entre sus brazos con nerviosa presión; y 

la joven no pudo ni supo hacer otra cosa que abandonar el cuerpo y reclinar la 

cabeza en aquel pecho fementido, y llorar silenciosamente  . . . . (Morúa 44) 

In spite of the sexual suggestiveness of her nightgown, Federico’s response to her is not 

sexual as he brings her to him with nervous pressure to which Sofía abandons her body. 

(This scene will be discussed in more detail in the subsequent section.) 

The shift from a one-dimensional mulata, allocated to the physical world, to 

Sofía, who is a multi-dimensional “mulata” who displays good manners and respectable 

behavior in addition to her physical beauty, forces the implied reader to see Sofía 

differently. Her description requires the implied reader to see beyond the popular mulata 

image. This shift has a humanizing effect on the mulata. 

V. From “Paradigm of Seduction”to Paradigm of Victimization167

Morúa shifts the mulata paradigm from a “paradigm of seduction,” to borrow 

Williams’ term, to a paradigm of victimization (“From Dusky” 126). This shift refers to 

the power allotted to mulatas due to their sexuality; a power presented as an irresistable 

force to which white men have no defenses. Yet, the reality of the mulata belies this 

power: she is sexually exploited by white men and remains stuck in a fatal cycle from 

which there is no escape. 

167 The “paradigm of seduction” is borrowed from Williams’ article “From Dusky . . .” (126). 
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In his article “La mulata: estudio fisiológico, social and jurídico,” Don Eduardo 

Ezponda prefaces his discussion of the fatal cycle of the mulata with: “La isla de Cuba es 

una fragua de disolución, y cada individuo trabaja sin notarlo, en el infortunio de sus 

semejantes y de si mismo” (25). He references the cyclical nature of mulatas: “las hijas 

ilegitimente habidas . . . mañana serán las víctimas de otro, como su madre lo fué, y 

aceptamos cínicamente las desgracias para nuestras hijas” (26). The article (some refer to 

it as a book) basically appeals to white responsibility—“patronato tuitivo,” together with 

the undertones of urgency and fear of having a revolution in Cuba similar to the Haitian 

Revolution (38). As to the issue of paternity, Ezpondo calls for writers to be “leaders” 

and proclaims an end to Cuban hypocrisy: “Es urgentisimo y esencial que concordemos 

la doctrina y la práctica” (35). There are numerous reminders of this fear, some nuanced 

others not.168 He poses the question: “¿Quién no asegura que la llega se cicatriza y que 

no se gangrena?” (44). 

Once the “fatal sexuality,” to borrow another of Williams’ expressions, is 

removed from the mulata, she can no longer be blamed for her cyclical destiny and 

demise (Williams, “From Dusky” 130).169 As we see in Sofía’s case, her demise can not 

be blamed on her sexuality or on her blackness since she is white. Morúa’s narrator 

illustrates that society and/or circumstances are to blame, not the choices or nature of the 

mulata. Cámara Betancourt sums up the mulata’s destiny. 

168 Some examples of the fear in Ezpondo article/book are, first, the mention of numerous blacks in our 
population (48) and, second, he mentions having foresight and “not stiring up the flames of resentment” 
(36-37). 
169 For an analysis of the cyclical demise of the mulata, see Williams, “From Dusky . .” (126-130). 
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If we turn back to the sources, we find that the mulatta has a story in which the 

psychological connotation conspires against the legitimacy and efficacy that could 

be granted to her as a stable symbol representative of the syncretism of the Cuban 

nation. If we take into consideration that the mulatta emerges from the carnal 

union of the white Spaniard and the black African woman, we cannot dismiss that 

such union is the result of force and power: rape, lustful seduction, or unnatural 

incestuous acts between white fathers and their illegitimate mulatta daughters or 

white brothers and their bastard half-sisters. (110) 

Morúa is interested in the future of Cuba; whereby breaking cyclical demise of the 

mulata is necessary: as it stands the mulata’s future “will be identical with her past” 

(Williams, “From Dusky” 124). The shift is in regards to the blame, white men are 

responsible as the victimizers to stop the cycle of victimization. 

Implicit in blanqueamiento is the notion that whiteness equates privilege or 

protection from the abuses of slavery. Morúa, in fact, proves the opposite to be true. 

Instead of giving Sofía power via sexuality, Morúa gives her the protection afforded from 

whiteness as perscribed under the precepts of blanqueamiento. Sofía may be “seen” as 

white, yet she is not exempt from the evils of the institution of slavery and/or its vestiges 

of racial prejudice. 

Let’s return to Villaverde’s narrative as a point of departure regarding the power 

allocated to the mulata. Cecilia’s extreme beauty gives her power and certain social 

advantages, ostensibly the ability to marry well or at least better than her “darker” 

counterparts. The narrator offers the following explanation of her advantageous 
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circumstances, although her beauty affords her the potential ability to find a white man, 

there is no guarantee 

Su belleza incomparable es, pues, una cualidad relativa, la única quizás con que 

contaba para triunfar sobre el corazón de los hombres; mas eso no constituía título 

abonado para salir ella de la esfera en que había nacido y elevarse a aquella en 

que giraban los blancos de un país de esclavos. (Villaverde 78) 

In Cecilia’s case and in the eyes of the narrator, beauty is synonymous with the 

“potential” for upward social mobility—the emphasis is on “potential.” Villaverde 

demonstrates Cecilia’s failure to improve her condition via her consensual relationship 

with Leonardo, yet this mulata power is not shown for what it is—a justification for 

white men’s sexual exploitation of power. This is evident in Cecilia’s relationship with 

Leonardo. It is a consensual relationship and for Cecilia a means to climb the social 

ladder. 

Making the union of the white man and the mulata mutually beneficial in Cecilia 

Valdés—Cecilia is a social climber and Leonardo is lustful— “explains” their 

relationship.170 However, this notion of a mutually beneficial relationship is only an 

illusion propagated as a myth or fantasy for the benefit of white men of the elite class. 

For, in fact, this situation does not prove beneficial for the mulata: she has a white man, 

and perhaps a whiter child, but is prevented from establishing a family and legitimate 

170 Cecilia actually says she prefers white men over “pardos” (Cecilia Valdés 223). 
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marriage.171 While the white man succeeds in his goal and assumes total power through 

his sexual possession of the mulata, the mulata still has nothing. 

In order to debunk the illusion of a mulata’s allure and power, Morúa creates a 

beautiful mulata who, instead of exuding sexuality, exudes whiteness. As a reminder, 

under blanqueamiento whiteness protects the person from the evils of slavery. Sofía’s 

whiteness does not only protect her from the institution of slavery, it causes her pain and 

punishment. The following is an example of how Sofía’s whiteness resulted in a severe 

punishment and alteration of her physical being. After Acebaldo expels Doña Brígida 

from the house, he secretly takes Sofía to the plantation to avoid any problems with Doña 

Brígida. In the plantation, Sofía is physically altered to look the part of slave. The 

deformation takes place as a result of an innocent comment made by a black maid 

comparing Sofía and Antoñica, the administrator’s daughter. The black maid comments 

on their similarity, notings: “‘parecían hermanas’” (Morúa, Sofía 20). The narrator 

explains how the administrator’s wife, upon hearing the comment and recognizing 

Sofía’s superior beauty, “la enorme diferencia que resultaba a favor de Sofía,” forces 

Sofía’s appearance to be altered so that she looks the part of a slave as well as “Descargó 

un tremendo golpe a la muchacha en la cara” (Morúa, Sofía 20). (Morúa, Sofía 20). 

The apparent lack of power associated with Sofía’s whiteness also surfaces in in 

her relationship with Federico. Their relationship is not a consensual one and is 

underscored with blackmail and violence. Federico violates Sofía, both physically and 

 
171 Martínez-Alier comments on the possibility of a marriage between a mulata and white man: “But if a 
mulatta aspired to marriage, there was little chance that a white man would ask her to marry, although 
interracial marriages were legalized in 1881.” Martínez-Alier states that the social pressure was too great 
against interracial marriage noting the opposition of the church and elite society. To summarize, Martínez- 
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psychologically. He promises her a better life in a foreign land where she will be free 

from her sad circumstances. Federico’s intention is never portrayed as benevolent, but 

rather malevolent based on power: “Devorado por la fiebre que le producía su contrariado 

deseo, Federico se dirigió al patio una tarde en que le acribillaba con crueldad el ahinco 

de vencer a la incorruptible muchacha” (Morúa, Sofía 33). On this topic, Williams makes 

the following comment in comparing Cecilia and Sofía’s “relationships:” “Whereas 

Cecilia attempts to use her sexual domination of Leonardo as a conscious path to upward 

mobility, in Morúa’s novel, sexuality merely reproduces the existing power structure in 

another domain” (Williams, “Rewriting Cecilia” 199). In other words, Sofía is not 

afforded any additional powers due to her beauty or extraordinary whiteness, the reality 

of a mulata’s beauty in a slave society is a double-edged sword. As noted by Harriet 

Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin: “Eliza had reached maturity without those 

temptations which make beauty so fatal an inheritance to a slave” (Beecher Stowe 15). 

Morúa reveals a more likely scenario considering the power differential between white 

men and mulatas, a power by which white men victimize mulatas. 

This shift in the mulata paradigm from Cecilia’s heightened sexuality to Sofía’s 

accentuated whiteness serves two purposes. First, Morúa demonstrates the fallacy of 

whiteness as a means to power and protection: Sofía does not achieve power nor receive 

protection due to her whiteness. The result of which, Kutzinski comments: “. . . In Sofía’s 

case, white skin alone does not guarantee a privileged identity throws into hopeless 

confusion any system of racial stratification based on phenotype” (Kutzinski 109). 

Alier notes: “The mulatta, therefore, had limited opportunity to have her honor vindicated in court by a 
decree of marriage” (108-09). 
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Morúa’s point is more of a symbolic gesture, indicating a system in which everyone 

suffers due to slavery, not just the slaves (Kutzinski 105).172 This is reminiscent of 

Tanco’s controversial comment about the mutal influence between white culture and 

black culture. 

Second, Morúa debunks the notion that mulatas use white men to climb the social 

ladder. More accurately, white men use mulatas for sexual exploitation. Morúa does not 

disguise the power differential in Sofía and Federico’s relationship. He emphatically 

demonstrates that Sofía falls victim due to her desperate social situation only because she 

has hopes of a better life free from slavery and has no other options for escape. This is an 

example of exploitation and rape, pure and simple, and not couched in seduction. 

VI. Natural to Artificial Association with Incest 
 

The final aspect of the shift in the mulata paradigm consists of Morúa divorcing 

the stain of immorality from blackness. This stain of immorality is passed along through 

the maternal heritage, in other words black maternal heritage. Incest was a problem in 

nineteenth-century Cuba; favored in part to the preservation of ‘blue blood’ and in part 

due to the avoidance of paternal responsibility. Incest was not discussed or addressed in 

those terms; in fact, there was a “conspiracy of silence” around incest whereby people 

didn’t say even if they knew as depicted in Cecilia Valdés (Williams, “From Dusky” 

131). Morúa wants to break the equating of incest with immorality and blackness as it is 

depicted in Cecilia Valdés. 

 
172 This idea is explained in more detail by Kutzinski: “. . . Morúa’s project is to show the disfiguring and, 
in the end, lethal effects racial prejudice had on slaves and master alike” (105). Jackson says the following 
about Morúa’s agenda in “Slavery, Racism and Autobiography in Two Early Black Writers: Juan Francisco 
Manzano and Martín Morúa Delgado:” “. . . Morúa moves beyond the simple condemnation of slavery as 
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A mulata’s maternal heritage, due to its affiliation with blackness, is 

automatically considered immoral. Morúa takes this maternal inheritance, in Sofía’s case 

a white maternal heritage, and continues the tradition. Doña Manuela is the embodiment 

of evil; she is by far the most evil character in the novel. She feels nothing for her 

biological daughter, even after discovering she is alive after years of believing she is 

dead. She runs a prostitution ring and murders Doña Brígida, Sofía’s surrogate mother, 

out of avarice. Everything associated with immorality is alive and present in Doña 

Manuela: promiscuity, prostitution, greed, slave buying, murder, and absolute 

indifference. Positing immorality with a character like Doña Manuela is not unusual; the 

anomaly is that she is white. 

In many regards it seems that Morúa writes Sofía to answer Ana María’s 

rhetorical inquiry: “¿Dónde había aprendido ella eso?” (Morúa, Sofía 92). The answer is 

white Cuban families like the Unzúazus. Kutzinski qualifies this narrative: “. . . Sofía is a 

diagnostic portrait of social ‘disease’ and decadence, of a society enslaved and warped by 

its irresponsible pursuit of profit, power, and pleasure. . . . What we have of the ‘Cosas de 

mi tierra’ series may well be dubbed Cuba’s Fall of the House of Usher” (Kutzinski 

106).173 More than a “diagnostic portrayal of a social disease,” Sofía is the recognition of 

a problem previously allocated to blacks and, consequently, relegated to oblivion. It is a 

“black” problem impervious to white elite society. 

an evil institution to a larger future vision of the role and place of the soon-to-be-liberated black slave in 
post-abolitionist Cuban society” (61). 
173 Poe, Edgar Allan. The fall of the house of Usher. Ed. Eric W. Carlson. Columbus, Ohio: Merrill, 1971. 
This is a nightmare story form the narrator’s perspective about a man who arrives at his friend’s house due 
to a letter stating his illness and need for help. As it turns out, both the friend and his sister are sick and 
eventually die. The story concludes with the narrator reading a fantastical story and as he reads the 
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In Cecilia Valdés, there is a definite subtext of incest characterized by the 

resemblance between Adela and Cecilia, thus suggesting Leonardo’s attraction for 

Cecilia as a displacee desire for his favorite sister, Adela. In this way, Villaverde 

indirectly addresses incest within the white realm.174 The narrator describes the love 

between the two as intimate. “Que ligaban a los hermanos fuertes lazos de simpatía, 

parecía del todo evidente. Había del uno para la otra lo que se llama ángel” (Villaverde 

84). The narrator adds, “A no ser hermanos carnales se habrían amado, como se amaron 

los amantes más célebres que ha conocido el mundo” (Villaverde 84). This last 

description draws the implied reader away from a fraternal love and towards a romantic 

one. 

Leonardo is aware of the resemblance between his sister, Adela, and his lover, 

Cecilia.175 The following example illustrates this point. Anger and confusion on 

Leonardo’s part temporarily replace Leonardo and Adela’s usual coquettishness. “En la 

mañana del día que vamos refiriendo no sucedió, sin embargo, lo de costumbre. Leonardo 

estaba enojado o triste, o extraña y honda preocupación le dominaba el ánimo” 

(Villaverde 84). Adela herself is baffled by Leonardo’s change: “¿Habíale dado motivo 

de enojo sin saberlo? ¿Qué tenía su hermano querido? ¿Por qué en las dos o tres veces 

que le sorprendió mirándola en sorda y muda contemplación, bajó él los ojos de repente o 

elements of the story begin to actually happen. The narrator flees from the house as a storm splits the house 
in two. 
174 Compared to Francisco by Anselmo Suárez y Romero, and El negro Francisco by Antonio Zambrana, 
Williams points out in “From Dusky” that Villaverde is more explicit in its incest theme in Cecilia Valdés 
unlike the latent incest in the aforementioned narratives (131). For more on the Oedipus theme in Cecilia 
Valdés, see Williams “From Dusky . . .” (131). 
175 The narrator taunts the implied reader by not revealing whether or not Leonardo and Cecilia are 
cognizant of their kinship. The insinuation is that if they do know, they don’t care enough or are so morally 
corrupt that it doesn’t affect them. 
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fingió perfecta abstracción e indiferencia?” (Villaverde 84). As it turns out, Leonardo’s 

anguish is linked to the recognition of the resemblance between his lover and his sister. 

In fact, the “contemplation” to which Adela refers turns out to be Leonardo 

visually scrutinizing his sister. “Quizás Leonardo no se explicaba claramente y Adela era 

muy joven para comprender que aquél hacía, sin quererlo, un estudio comparativo de la 

encantadora fisonomía de su hermana” (Villaverde 84). The initial perplexity Leonardo 

feels upon this realization culminates surprisingly. The narrator informs the implied 

reader: 

¿Qué pensamientos cruzaban entonces por su mente? Difícil es decirlo. Lo único 

que puede asegurarse como cosa positiva es que había en la contemplación de 

Leonardo más embebecimiento que distracción mental, más deleite que fría 

meditación, cual si hubiese descubierto ahora en el semblante de su hermana algo 

en que antes no había reparado. (Villaverde 84) 

This description suggests, first and foremost, that Leonardo’s contemplation is emotional 

rather than cognitive: “absorption” over “distraction” and “delight” over “cold 

meditation.” Second, and more important, instead of being disturbed by the resemblance 

Leonardo is pleased by their resemblance. 

Villaverde’s hint of incest falls short, according to Morúa; in fact, he sharply 

criticizes Villaverde in “Las novelas del señor Villaverde” commenting on the 

incredulous manipulation by which he so-called “hides” Leonardo and Cecilia’s kinship 

from them: “. . . Protesto contra esa manera acomodaticia, y más que acomodaticia 

violenta, de hacer que dos buenos chicos que deben por lo menos saber rezar ‘el Padre 

Nuestro’, cometan un incesto que todo el mundo pudo evitar, porque el autor no lo supo 
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esconder” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 87). Morúa’s critique is in the fact that the incest was 

well known by the general population and should have been stopped. Realistically, 

Leonardo and Cecilia would have found out themselves, and if not, then from the other 

characters. In this way, Villaverde makes it look like the characters themselves are 

morally corrupt, and not the system. 

Villaverde, much to Morúa’s chagrin, couches incest within the safety of 

mestizaje, thereby reaffirming the false notion that incest and mestizaje are inextricably 

linked.176 To rectify this fallacy, Morúa clearly situates the incest in Sofía between two 

white half-siblings, albeit they are initially perceived as interracial. By removing the 

incestuous stamp of mestizaje, he divorces the implicit connection between the two. 

Kutzinski comments on this phenomenon: “The main crime committed in this novel is 

not miscegenation rather consanguinity” (129-130). There are many dimensions by which 

to examine at the impact of an incestuous relationship between two white half-siblings. 

First, there is no black scapegoat, no realm of immorality with which to associate. 

Second, it demonstrates the impact on whites of a system that does not legitimize its 

children. This lack of legitimacy, the result of a lack of paternal responsibility, is parallel 

to lying or deception. Morúa shows how the Cuban system condones incest by hiding the 

parentage of individuals: “No importa que cuantos conocen el parentesco de ambos se 

den a diario de codos con Cecilia; ninguno le dirá nada, y la chica seguirá ignorándolo 

todo” (Morúa, “Las novelas” 87). Morúa wants to illustrate that señá Josefa and Don 

 
 
 
 

176 For information on mestizaje and nationality, see Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America, 
and Blackness in Latin America and the Caribbean, ed. Norman E. Whitten, Jr. and Arlene Torres. 
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Cándido knew and did nothing; similar to how Cuban society knows and is doing 

nothing. 

Another example of the pernicious effect of not telling is in the case of Sofía’s 

fetus. Sofía is pregnant and the father is Federico, her half-brother—unbeknownest to 

her. She has been sick and the fetus has died, nonetheless nobody has told Sofía, she still 

thinks her baby is alive. When Sofía finds out the truth about her identity, that she is the 

daughter of Sebastián Unzúazu and thus Federico’s sister, she learns that she has 

committed incest. Had she known the truth that her fetus had died, would she have 

reacted to the point of death? 

This section illustrated that the “natural” association between mulatas and incest 

is another means to displace responsibility and efface the truth. In Sofía, Morúa manages 

to completely divorce the connection between incest and mestizaje. He reallocates it to 

where it belongs, namely in the white realm, due to a systematic failure in paternity in 

addition to a dominant ideology that fosters its effacement. Morúa’s example is a 

comment on a society that is not interested in knowing, but rather only hiding the truth. 

While the implied reader knows the truth in Cecilia Valdés, the implied reader isn’t privy 

to the truth in Sofía. It seems Morúa is giving the implied reader a caveat that suggests 

the need to consider the teller as much as the tale. Ultimately, it’s the implied reader who 

sees or doesn’t see the truth once the perspectives are considered. 

This chapter has shown that Morúa’s Sofía clearly demonstrates a shift in how 

mulatas are to be seen and read. Williams believes Morúa’s intention to impact those 

aligned with prevailing ideologies. 
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The twinges of guilt and remorse that her enslavers experience when they 

discover that Sofía is their sister indicate their willingness to renounce their 

proprietary stance toward their former slave in thought, if not in deed. . . . Morúa 

expected his actual readers to replicate this gesture symbolically by extending a 

similar fraternal embrace to the formerly-enslaved members of their society. 

(Martín Morúa Delgado 199) 

It is not surprising that Morúa wants the implied reader to revisit his or her societal 

assumptions about racial classification in an effort to look toward the future of Cuba, a 

future that integrates and accepts blacks as equal members. In the same way, he also 

emphasizes how damaging it is to Cuban society to condemn a large part of its population 

to a lesser standard of life based solely on racial classification, a process which he has 

shown to be incredibly flawed at its core. 

Morúa’s paradigm shift is based on four factors, as mentioned at the beginning of 

this section. Foremost, instead of an identity and an existence that is predetermined from 

birth, Morúa reveals Sofía’s identity to be socially constructed. He shows how her role as 

maidservant to the Unzúazu family and her ambiguous parentage subjugates her 

biological heritage. Likewise, Morúa illustrates that Sofía’s social position is the result of 

actions taken by white men and not a choice she made. 

Additionally, Morúa shifts the emphasis on a mulata’s sexuality to, in Sofía’s 

case, her whiteness; ironically, this whiteness does not protect Sofía as per the precepts of 

blanqueamiento, but rather provokes her ultimate demise. Morúa traverses the imaginary 

line separating female sexuality and white women; he expands the definition to include 

white women. Likewise, he shifts mulatas from a purely sexual or material realm into a 
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broader spectrum of attributes, in Sofía’s case these were good manners and respectable 

character, to account for their humanity. The result is a humanization of the mulata and 

sexualization of the white women, two important clarifications in regards to the mulata’s 

allure over the white man. 

This brings us to Morúa’s third factor in the shift of the mulata paradigm. The 

“power” allocated to mulatas due to their beauty and sexuality, is revealed to be a fallacy 

and, in fact, a cover-up for the justification of white men’s sexual exploitation of them. 

The shift in this case is from a powerful mulata whose sexual allure dominates white men 

to a powerless mulata victimized by white men. Lastly, Morúa divorces the stain of 

immorality from blackness and, consequently, mulatas. Morúa depicts the incest in Sofía 

to be between two white half-siblings and completely removes its affiliation from 

mestizaje. Likewise, he brings incest to light by placing it squarely in the white realm. 

Morúa exploits the tradition of narratives about the theme of slavery and the 

mulata heritage to subvert the power afforded to blacks and whites, respectively. He 

reveals a power structure which sexually exploits mulatas as well as upholds privileged 

white access to power, even at a literary level. Morúa reveals the truth regarding the 

construction, or perception, of a mulata’s identity and the construction of power in 

nineteenth-century Cuban society. At a certain level, Morúa, a mulatto author, shows his 

ultimate control through the rape of Sofía. This authoritative power over a white woman 

by a mulatto man exemplifies the hypocrisy and enslavement of those who subscribe to 

prevailing ideologies as well as Morúa’s own mastery and power. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Mulatto as Man: Liberato’s Evolution into White Manhood 

I. Thesis 

Through his narrative series “Cosas de mi tierra,” Morúa poses the general 

question: What would happen if the tables were turned?177 In Sofia (1891), the first of 

the narrative series, he specifically tackles what would happen if a white woman were to 

pass as a mulata. Through the established literary tradition of narratives about the theme 

of slavery and the popular mulata image, Morúa replaces the conventional mulata 

protagonist with a white woman without any caveat to his implied reader. He does so in 

order to illustrate that racial identity is socially constructed.178 In La familia Unzúazu 

(1901), Morúa poses the question, what would happen if a mulatto man were to act like a 

white one?179 Morúa creates a mulatto character, Liberato, who through the teachings of 

his white masters, acts like a white “man,” as defined by nineteenth-century Cuban 

society. Through Morúa’s mastery of the literary conventions and understanding of the 

prevailing beliefs in nineteenth-century Cuba, Liberato crosses over the racial boundaries 

excluding mulattos from manhood, and enters into the realm of white manhood. Morúa 

177 See the Introduction for the full set up of this inquiry. 
178 Refer to the Introduction for a discussion on narratives about the theme of slavery. For more 
information about the periods, see William Luis, “The Antislavery Novel and the Concept of Modernity.” 
For a thorough overview of the literary context see Sara Rosell, La novela antiesclavista en Cuba y Brasil, 
siglo XIX. For a focus on Morúa and Manzano, but also provides literary context, see Richard L. Jackson, 
“Slavery, Racism and Autobiography in Two Early Black Writers: Juan Francisco Manzano and Martín 
Morúa Delgado.” 
179 The question Morúa poses is threatening enough, can you imagine if he would have asked: What if the 
white man were slave to black and mulatto men? 
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creates Liberato as a white man in order to demonstrate the irony of the icon of fear 

shrouding a mulatto’s existence. He inverts and subverts the tradition and in the process 

writes himself and the narrative into existence and the tradition of narratives about the 

theme of slavery, respectively. 

II. Masculinity

Morúa creates Liberato as a man in a context in which mulattos are considered 

only along racial lines, or at least their race subverts their gender. In order to do so, 

Morúa does not extract a foreign theory or definition of “man” and apply it to his Cuban 

example, but rather uses the understanding of “man” as it is perceived in dominant 

culture in nineteenth-century Cuba. The analysis of Liberato’s evolution thus necessitates 

a discussion and clarification of some terms related to “man” and masculinity. This 

analysis proceeds from two assumptions about masculinity. First, this analysis 

distinguishes gender (masculinity) from biology (male) and, second, accepts that 

masculinity is a social construct. 

R.W. Connell writes eloquently about the relationship between men and gender 

and helps distinguish between the terms masculinity and male in The Men and the Boys. 

Connell states: “Gender is social practice that constantly refers to bodies and what bodies 

do, it is not social practice reduced to the body” (Connell 27). He uses a comparative 

approach when talking about men: 

To talk at all about a group called ‘men’ presupposes a distinction from and 

relation with another group, ‘women’. That is to say, it presupposes an account of 

gender. And whichever conceptual language we use, we need some way of talking 
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about men’s and women’s involvement in that domain of gender. We need some 

way of naming conduct which is oriented to or shaped by that domain, as distinct 

from conduct related to other patterns in social life. (Connell 16) 

Connell separates masculine from the male body as he does feminine from the female 

body, while simultaneously acknowledging their connection. 

Evidence for the lack of connection between gender and the physical body is 

available through people who have constructed their gender identity regardless of their 

biological heritage. “Gender exists precisely to the extent that biology does not determine 

the social” (Connell 27 italics in original). Connell states: “we must acknowledge that 

sometimes masculine conduct or masculine identity goes together with a female body” 

(Connell 16). He goes on to say: “It marks one of those points of transition where 

historical processes supersede biological evolution as the form of change. Gender is a 

scandal, an outrage, from the point of view of essentialism” (Connell 27). Simply put, 

people are male or female as defined biologically and masculine or feminine as defined 

by behavior.180

The notion that biology determines gender is still the norm today, albeit its 

adherence is much less strict. The following modern-day analogy is intended as a way to 

parallel the “logic” behind the thinking of nineteenth-century Cuban readers. William 

Pollack in Real Boys talks about the myths of masculinity. For example, he refutes the 

myth of “Boys will be boys” in which testosterone, or nature, subverts nurture: “The 

phrase ‘Boys will be boys’ is saying, in effect, that boys are prisoners of biology, that 
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their behavior is predetermined, and [an] inherent part of their nature” (Pollack 53). 

Pollack discards the myth and illustrates that the hormone testosterone may, but does not 

guarantee specific behaviors. 

In nineteenth-century Cuba, biological determinism or essentialism mandated 

gender traits and behavior. At that time, the connection between men and masculinity 

was less complex, at least as far as whites were concerned. The logic was that if you were 

a white male, you would become masculine. Nonetheless, this relationship collapses in 

the case of both black and mulatto men; in either case, race suspends appropriate gender 

logic. For blacks and mulattos, there is no connection between black and mulatto males 

and/or hegemonic masculinity and, therefore, no access to manhood. In fact, hegemonic 

white masculinity relies on the exclusion of blacks and mulattos as men due to the icon of 

fear and the necessary control of the population via blanqueamiento. They are 

emasculated by systematically denying their access to manhood. 

Connell makes an interesting point about the institutionalization of “particular 

masculinities” and the fact that it “regulates relations between masculinities in the gender 

order of society” (29-30). The colonial powers in nineteenth-century Cuba have 

institutionalized a dominant, white masculinity to the exclusion of other masculinities. 

The existence of dueling masculinities, of dominant and marginal masculinities, is 

particularly prevalent through out La familia Unzúazu. Morúa, in fact, challenges the 

hegemonic masculinity by including Liberato within this white notion of masculinity. 

180 Another reason Connell notes for the existence of gender is to be able to discuss 
concepts “that name patterns of gender practice” without reference to the people (Connell 
17). 
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Another interesting point Connell makes is with regards to the definition of 

“hegemonic masculinity.” He holds that hegemonic masculinity is “often defined 

negatively, as the opposite of femininity. Subordinated masculinities are symbolically 

assimilated to femininity (e.g. abuse of ‘sissies’, ‘nancy-boys’)” (Connell 31). According 

to this dichotomy, the “feminine” is what is not masculine, thus illustrating the implicit 

misogyny within hegemonic masculinity.181 In nineteenth-century Cuba, is easy to see 

how mulatto men have been stripped, so to speak, of their masculinity. Mulattos fill 

supporting roles, where they are helpers, assistants, workers, and slaves; all these roles 

are characterized as feminine. Since mulattos fill supportive and, therefore, “feminine” 

roles, they are by default, not masculine. Because mulattos are in subordinate positions, 

they exist in order to follow orders and their obedience is essential to the smooth 

functioning of a slave society. 

In this sense, the policing aspect of hegemonic masculinity becomes clear. There 

are social or cultural, as well as legal, means to police behavior. Blanqueamiento and the 

beliefs that uphold it control black and mulatto men’s access to manhood through 

reproduction and mating. If you define men through their relationships with women and 

ability to create a family, then blacks and mulattos had an undeniable disadvantage. 

Blanqueamiento encouraged women, of all colors, to favor white or at least whiter men 

over their darker counterparts. The mention of black men together with white women was 

socially taboo and along with incest constituted the two biggest social taboos of 

nineteenth-century Cuba. Laws were created to “protect” white women as well as justify 

181 See Williams’ article on the feminized slave “Gertrudis Gómez de Avalleneda’s Sab: The Feminized 
Slave” in her critical book The Representation of Slavery in Cuban Fiction (84-118). 
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the punishment of any suspected deviation by black or mulatto men. Under this ideology, 

blacks’ and mulattos’ marriage prospects were diminished, their access to family strictly 

controlled, and their inclusion into hegemonic manhood systematically denied. So gender 

and, specifically, manhood in nineteenth-century Cuba, is a social construct mandated 

and determined by a specific population for an intended purpose. 

As argued in Chapter Two, the racial identity of the mulata is an ideological 

construct. She is created by and for affluent white male Cubans: by in the sense that she is 

a product of dominant discourse, a discourse controlled by affluent white men and for in 

the sense that her depiction fits and serves the needs and desires of this dominant 

discourse. Mulatas are sexually objectified and, generally, their characterization within 

this narrative tradition is manipulated to exude sexuality in order to justify the white 

man’s sexual exploitation of them. The construction of literary mulattos is equally 

ideological and constructed with similarities to and differences from the mulata. The 

main similarity is that they are products of hegemonic discourse and are created to fit and 

serve the needs and desires of the dominant discourse. They differ from mulatas in their 

“service” to white men: the mulata serves a sexual function and the mulatto serves an 

economic function. 

III. Liberato, the Puppet, in Sofía

As mentioned above, Morúa poses the question of what if the situation were 

reversed? What if a black or mulatto man were to act like a white one? Morúa answers 

these questions using the example of Liberato in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu. In order 

to transform Liberato into a man, Morúa has to align him with the tenets of nineteenth- 
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century hegemonic masculinity so that the reader can recognize him according to that 

model. There are two outstanding characteristics that define a man. The first is his access 

to women and the second is his access to power. 

A man in nineteenth-century Cuban society is defined via his behavior. That said, 

let’s look at the actions of the men within the Unzúazu family and their access to women. 

Sebastián Unzúazu, the deceased Spanish emigré, was a father who provided for his 

legitimate family. However, his ability to take care of Sofía, his illegitimate daughter 

proved futile, regardless of his good intentions. It is this lack of parentage, illustrated 

through Sebastián’s illicit affair, which frames the plot of Sofía. Federico’s life is also 

defined to a certain degree by his relationships with women. His incestuous relationship 

with Sofía marks a turning point in Federico’s downward spiral into the depths of 

immorality and, ultimately, his relationship with a mulata lover leads to his murder at the 

end of the narrative series. One can assume that this is a statement of poetic justice due to 

the assumption that Sofía was not the first, but one of many women victimized by 

Federico. Acebaldo de Nudoso, Ana María’s husband, is best characterized by his lack of 

humanity. While not overtly a philanderer like Federico, it is revealed upon his murder 

that he also had a mulata lover and with her various children. None of the male/female 

relationships in Sofía or La familia Unzúazu are described as romantic or loving with the 

exception of Magdalena and Eladislao Gonzaga in the latter. The assumption is the access 

to women is a man’s choice and solely for the self-interest of the man. 

Having power is often depicted via a victimizer and victim in the narratives about 

the theme of slavery. In other words, power is demonstrated as abuse of power. In 

Francisco, the narrative opens with a scene between Ricardo Mendizábal and his 
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mayoral. The topic of conversation is a slave, Francisco, and Ricardo inquires as to how 

severely the mayoral beat Francisco: “¿Lo dejó usted a medio morir?” (33). The narrator 

then informs the implied reader of the “crime” for which the beating is a result: having 

impregnated the seamstress servant of Ricardo’s mother, Dolores Mendizábal (35). The 

cruelty depicted makes sense within the narrative context since an aspect of the criticism 

was to improve the treatment of slaves by diminishing the abuse of power. Likewise, 

there is an implicit assumption about power in relationship to Sebastián, Acebaldo, and to 

a lesser extent Federico via his inheritance. All represent the power structure in Cuba via 

their economic endeavors as plantations owners and former slave traders. As 

representatives of the dominant class, the assumption is that they have power. 

Access to women is also a demonstration of power and works similar to the 

victimizer/victim scenario, with the roles between men and women following these lines, 

respectively. Sexuality—as understood in nineteenth-century Cuba—becomes a facile 

way to reflect power, and rape an unequivocal manifestation of power and dominance 

from the rapist’s point of view. Federico and Sofía, Carlos and Camila in El negro 

Francisco, Ricardo and Dorotea from Francisco, Fernando and Rosalía from Petrona y 

Rosalía are some of the many examples of coerced or forced sexual union within this 

narrative tradition and historical context. Rape in these relationships becomes a man’s 

demonstration of power via his access to women and, specifically, his dominance over 

them. 
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In Sofía, Liberato is introduced to the reader as a domestic slave, a cochero, to the 

Unzúazu family.182 He is described as “mozo mulato” and Ana María’s favorite. In fact, 

due to Ana María’s request, Liberato moves with the Unzúazu family from the plantation 

to the city of Belmiranda.183 Throughout most of Sofía his presence is tangential to the 

family and to the plot; he is indistinguishable from the other slaves. Liberato’s 

importance increases at the moment he is beaten unjustly by Acebaldo. The narrative, if 

you will, “zooms” in on Liberato for the first time. The context for Liberato’s beating is 

arbitrary and unjust, occurring when Magdalena undermines Acebaldo’s authority 

publicly. In a scene in which Acebaldo physically and forcefully tries to take Sofía away 

to the plantation, Magdalena steps in and says she is the only one who can punish Sofía 

(Morúa, Sofía 119).184 Acebaldo, uprooted from his patriarchal role, and consequently 

his power, turns his anger on Liberato who had at that exact moment spilled a bucket of 

water on the floor (Morúa, Sofía 119). The displaced power from Acebaldo to 

Magdalena, from a man to a woman, provokes an ire he vindictively takes out on 

Liberato. Here the narrator presents a clear case of abuse and poor slave ownership, 

describing in detail the brutality with which Acebaldo beats Liberato: “‘¡Toma! ¡toma! 

¡toma! por estúpido, animal’—le repetía, propinándole las más estupendas bofetadas que 

jamás sufrió rostro en el mundo” (Morúa, Sofía 119). The narrator’s emphasis on the 

cruel and unjust nature of Acebaldo’s beating clearly communicates who is the animal in 

this scenario. 

182 According to William Luis, Literary Bondage, the calèche drive “was the most 
privileged male slave and had more to lose than any other slave” (45). 
183 This move is antithetical to the narrative tradition. The move is usually from the city to the plantation. 
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After the attack, the narrator describes in detail Liberato’s seemingly mild, 

although not innocuous, reaction to the brutal attack: “El mulato continuó luego 

esponjeando el agua del suelo, mascullando sin reservas tan terríficos juramentos contra 

su injusto y brutal agresor, que podían compararse tan sólo con los golpes que en el 

bárbaro ataque recibiera” (Morúa, Sofía 119 italics added for emphasis). There are two 

important levels to this description, what the narrator sees and what the narrator hears. 

The narrator sees Liberato mopping up the spilled water in his obedient and submissive 

role as slave. However, the narrator hears Liberato mumble threats against Acebaldo. 

Since the implied reader is not privy to Liberato’s words, the narrator summarizes his 

words. 

The narrator plays a key role in the description; he is Liberato’s voice and he 

illustrates how Liberato’s submissive actions are incongruous with his threatening words. 

His words, communicated to the implied reader as “tan terríficos juramentos,” are not 

only threatening, but prophetic (Morúa, Sofía 119). In fact, Liberato’s threats are clearly 

acted out in the latter part of Sofía and throughout La familia Unzúazu. Also, it becomes 

clear that the narrator sees Liberato differently than the dominant ideology because he 

hints at Liberato’s manhood through his choice of words, “mascullando” (Morúa, Sofía 

119). 

This random beating is a reenactment of the power relations between a white man 

and a black or mulatto slave. A similar reenactment of the power relations took place in 

Chapter Two of this study between Federico and Sofía. Besides reaffirming power 

 

 
184 Liberato’s beating appears to be caused when Magdalena displaces his power and Acebaldo loses 
power publically. 
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relations, the beating also serves a practical function in the plot: it becomes a pretext to 

“explain” Liberato’s implication in Acebaldo’s murder, an act which occurs later that 

same day by the hand of a mulatto murderer. Liberato is the main suspect in the murder, 

ostensibly because of the beating; however, only the Unzúazus and the implied reader, 

not the authorities who apprehended him, know about the beating. In reality, Morúa 

shows how Liberato’s guilt or innocence is irrelevant in Acebaldo’s murder case; he is a 

mulatto, rumored to be connected to the ñáñigo organization and, therefore, “guilty” by 

default. Ironically, Acebaldo’s attack on Liberato translates into evidence against 

Liberato. 

Liberato’s automatic guilt is highlighted and ridiculed in order to reveal the 

ignorance (and strength) of the icon of fear. There are two elements at play in the telling 

and understanding of the events surrounding Acebaldo’s murder and Liberato’s 

implication in the murder. First, there is the narrator’s role in maintaining the ambiguity 

around the facts of Liberato’s guilt or innocence. This ambiguity forces the reader to 

consider the possibility that Liberato is a dangerous ñáñigo mulatto regardless of the 

facts. The second element at play in the telling of Acebaldo’s murder is what is revealed 

about Ana María and Liberato’s relationship. Their relationship suggests a bond stronger 

than one between owner and slave. Acebaldo’s murder provides two of the essential 

ingredients to Liberato’s evolution: his association with power and his access to women. 

In regards to the first element, this ambiguity encourages certain societal 

assumptions on the part of the reader. The narrator plays the role of “ojo conocedor,” yet 

never states the truth about Liberato’s guilt or innocence. In other words, the narrator is 

intent on clarifying what is fiction and what is fact, yet careful not to reveal whether 
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Liberato committed the murder (Villaverde 7). For example, the narrator refers to one 

“story” about the murder as “la versión más corriente” and “lo cierto era que . . . ”, thus 

reminding the reader of the narrator’s role as “ojo conocedor” (Morúa, Sofía 131). The 

ambiguity is intentional and serves to associate Liberato with power and provide 

narrative space to play with prevailing beliefs about mulattos. 

One way to maintain the ambiguity about Liberato’s guilt or innocence is not give 

him a direct voice. That way “evidence” is presented via eyewitness accounts and via 

observations by the narrator. This way the narrator presents arguments for both 

Liberato’s guilt and his innocence, all the while controlling the information. It is 

noteworthy to point out that Liberato still doesn’t have a direct voice in the narrative, yet 

the anonymous and erroneous public does. Also important is how the narrator presents 

“evidence” for Liberato’s guilt and innocence. On the one hand, the narrator implies 

Liberato’s guilt in the act of transporting Acebaldo’s body to the cemetery: “enlutado y 

bizarramente conducido por Liberato, que tenía fama de ser de los más inteligentes en su 

oficio” (Morúa, Sofía 132). The adverb “bizarramente” reminds the reader that Liberato  

is both suspect and “family” in this case. Likewise, the mention of Liberato’s intelligence 

in his oficio is ambiguous. Since Liberato was given the role of cochero due to his limited 

mental capacity, the implied reader is left wondering to which oficio is the narrator 

referring? Is it a reference to his affiliation with the ñáñigo organization or his role as 

cochero to the Unzúazu family? 

On the other hand, the narrator suggests that Liberato is innocent. Upon leaving 

the church after the funeral, Liberato is approached by the police inspector and taken into 

custody. The narrator describes Liberato’s “aire de inocencia” and the interaction that 
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follows: “El movimiento de inocencia que demostró el cochero hizo temer un desacierto 

al representante de la ley” (Morúa, Sofía 132-33). Liberato’s guilt or innocence is never 

clarified in Sofía and La familia Unzúazu. Therefore, the narrator’s “ojo conocedor” 

shows itself to be selective about which facts it presents in order to encourage the implied 

reader to make his or her own assumptions. 

By not stating Liberato’s guilt or innocence and by not giving Liberato a voice, 

the narrator is able to show how public opinion about mulattos assumes Liberato is 

associated with the ñáñigos organization. The most influencial factor in assessing 

Liberato’s guilt or innocence becomes the underlying belief system, one that irrefutably 

guides the decision-making process upon which Liberato is judged. The initial inquiry 

into Acebaldo’s murder has ironically become Liberato’s case and a convenient pretext 

through which the narrator intercalates gossip and stories supporting the icon of fear. 

That Liberato does not have a voice except through the narrator is also significant. 

If you consider the black struggle for literacy, his silence has a profound significance on 

these narratives as well as the mulatto characterization.185 Without an education or 

written language, blacks have used the spoken language as their only means of 

communication, arguably, a communication without which, they don’t exist.186 White 

hegemonic masculinity frames a black’s existence. This invisibility as a slave man and 

visibility as a threat are the two roles assigned to the mulatto by white hegemonic society. 

185 See for example T. Holt’s “’Knowledge is power’: The black struggle for literacy. “ The right to 
literacy. 
186 Fanón refers to this as a negative ontology in Black Skins, White Masks: “At the risk of arousing the 
resentment of my colored brothers, I will say that the black is not a man” (8). Additionally, he goes as far 
as to say that black men only exist in relation to white men: “For not only must the black man be black; he 
must be black in relation to the white man” (110). 
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Along the same lines as an oral tradition, public opinion in the form of stories also 

creates the reality around mulattos. The stories in La familia Unzúazu all express an 

opinion—seemingly united—in agreement with the icon of fear and its propagation. The 

inherent social structure that automatically blames mulattos, regardless of reliable 

evidence to the contrary, surfaces in this instance. In Liberato’s case, some of the public 

voices are not anonymous; they are the voices of “bodeguero de la esquina” and “varios 

vecinos” who “vieron perfectamente a un mulato que huía y estaban seguros de conocerle 

si le vieran de nuevo” (Morúa, Sofía 131). Other stories are attributed to the society as a 

whole. “La sociedad recordó . . . ; recordó” (Morúa, Sofía 137). The narrator also reminds 

the implied reader of what wasn’t said: “esto no lo decía la escandalizada sociedad, pero 

todo el mundo lo sabía” (Morúa, Sofía 137-138). The stories themselves seem to be 

divided into society’s notion of what can be said versus what can not. In the following 

example, what can not be said, according to the social norms—¿quédirá?—of Cuban 

society, is within parenthesis: “un mulato criado de manos había dado escandalosa  

muerte en una finca . . . a su ama ( . . . sublevado aquél de ira y dominado por un 

sentimiento de irreprimible venganza . . .)” (Morúa, Sofía 137-138 ellipsis added). 

Another story mentions a mulatto cochero and house slave whose murderous rage 

disrupts the elite’s peaceful intentions: “¡Y ahora resultaba que otro mulato, el cochero de 

un opulento magnate a la usanza colonial, le asesinaba alevosamente, salpicando de 

sangre con cinismo inaudito la frente de toda aquella elevada clase, ansiosa de paz, de 

concordia y de ilustrada expansión!” (Morúa, Sofía 137-38). Through these stories, the 

narrator makes it clear that prevailing myths and gossip frame Liberato’s implicit guilt; 

mulattos are guilty until proven innocent. 
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Public testimony is put to the test when a seemingly staged and dramatic 

appearance of a “un hombre envuelto en un burdo chaquetón de los que se daban a los 

esclavos” enters into the “Plaza de Armas” (Morúa, Sofía 187). This man, the narrator 

states, “no podía hacerse más sospechoso” (Morúa, Sofía 187). Besides his jacket on the 

warm night, the man is wearing a hat partially covering his eyes and his behavior is 

described as “quien busca a determinado sujeto para asunto no menos determinado” 

(Morúa, Sofía 187). In addition to all this, the man goes around the plaza two times 

drawing the attention of the “paseantes” (Morúa, Sofía 187). Gradually, the townspeople 

talk about the figure and the narrator provides us with their opinions: “‘Es un mulato’, 

decían algunos. ‘Algo malo trae ése’, decían otros” (Morúa, Sofía 187). Finally, the 

townspeople, “persuadido de la clase a que pertenecía y temeroso por sus amenazadores 

movimientos, acercósele un guardia municipal” (Morúa, Sofía 187). This guard quickly 

removes the man’s hat and the narrator confirms the man’s racial identity, “el mulato, que 

en efecto lo era” (Morúa, Sofia 188). The narrator’s interjection validates his authority as 

‘ojo conocedor’ and simultaneously reminds the reader of the dubious credibility of 

public opinion. The mulatto then pulls out a knife and kills the guard, by a stab, through 

the left clavicle, in effect, inflicting a wound identical to the one that killed Acebaldo. At 

this point, the narrator quotes the bystanders’ automatic response: “¡Ay, Liberato! 

¡Desgraciado!” (Morúa, Sofía 188). Yet others repeat, “‘Liberato, se llama Liberato, el 

asesino’” (Morúa, Sofía 188). “Liberato, sí, Liberato fue—gritó un gran número que no 

sabía quién era Liberato, más allá de lo que había leído en los periódicos . . .” (Morúa, 

Sofía 189). The judge corrects the erroneous crowd: “¡Liberato! . . . ¿Qué ha de ser 

Liberato, si se encuentra preso en la carcel [sic]?” (Morúa, Sofía 188). The narrator 
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demonstrates how public opinion is based on the icon of fear and not on any substantive 

evidence. Through this public display, the narrator demonstrates how public ignorance 

subjugates the truth. 

The appearance of this mulatto, a savior mulatto, extricates Liberato from a guilty 

charge.187 Notice how the narrator refers to him as a man when he enters the plaza: “un 

hombre envuelto en un burdo chaquetón de los que se daban a los esclavos” (Morúa, 

Sofía 187). It is not until the townspeople declare him a mulatto that he becomes a threat 

(Morúa, Sofía 188). This scene also illustrates the skill of the ñáñigo organization, not in 

the killing itself, but in staging this event in order to rescue Liberato, thus confirming the 

group’s famed loyalty as well as acumen in the art of killing. The narrative also 

demonstrates how Liberato comes to take a leading role in the ñáñigo organization after 

being accused of Acebaldo’s murder and then released. Therefore, the narrator by not 

revealing Liberato’s guilt or innocence, reveals a social structure systemically biased 

against mulattos. 

As mentioned above, the second element at play in the telling of Acebaldo’s 

murder and Liberato’s innocence is what is revealed to the implied reader about Ana 

María and Liberato’s relationship. While on one hand there is public opinion which 

automatically blames Liberato because he is a mulatto, on the other hand, there is have 

Ana María who staunchly defends his innocence in spite of evidence to the contrary. 

What comes to light is that Ana María’s zealous defense of Liberato’s innocence is based 

solely on self-interest and public reputation, rather than justice. Ana María’s defense of 

 
187 This mulatto remains unnamed except through his role as Liberato’s savior—although not referred to 
as such until La familia Unzúazu. 
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Liberato becomes a displaced means through which to avenge her husband’s infidelity. 

Notably, the insult in Ana María’s mind is not his infidelity, but rather his choice of a 

mulata for a lover. Since Acebaldo was murdered as he left his mulata lover’s house, she 

is an eyewitness who saw Liberato around the time of the murder. By proving Liberato is 

innocent, Ana María proves the lover is wrong. The narrator explains Ana María’s logic: 

“No, Ana María ‘no le daría gusto a la mulata.’ ‘Liberato era inocente’” (Morúa, Sofía 

150). Ana María’s fight is against Acebaldo’s mulata lover and, more specifically, the 

shame brought about by the ¿qué dirá? of Cuban society. Ana María equates Liberato’s 

freedom with revenge upon Acebaldo’s lover, a displaced revenge. 

In spite of Ana María’s proclaimed belief in Liberato’s innocence, the question 

remains as to whether Ana María believes or doesn’t believe Liberato is guilty. The 

narrator never offers an opinion as to whether or not she is telling the truth, but instead 

only offers what she says. For example, the narrator states how Ana María didn’t think 

Liberato was guilty: “Pero la señora [Ana María] no creía que Liberato, ‘aun cuando 

hubiese estado en la calle’, fuera el autor de aquel crimen horrendo” (Morúa, Sofía 131). 

He adds Ana María’s thoughts:, “‘¿Cómo había de tener alma para matar a su amo?’” 

(Morúa, Sofía 131). Yet the narrator also clarifies that Ana María connects the beating 

and the murder, so the possibility of his guilt has occurred to her: “asoció esta idea con el 

brutal asalto y las bofetadas que le propinara su marido al esclavo en la mañana de aquel 

mismo día” (Morúa, Sofía 131). The irony of knowing Liberato’s “motive,” yet 

dismissing it, reveals to the implied reader Ana María’s inability to weigh all the 

evidence due to her self-interest in the case. 
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Ana María’s defense of Liberato highlights somecurrent beneath the surface of 

the case. Liberato’s lawyer is having a trouble creating a plausible defense for him. “La 

desesperada causa de la defensa del cochero” states the narrator (Morúa, Sofía 179). 

Eladislao and the Doctor Jústiz, the Unzúazu family lawyer, approach Ana María about 

the desperate nature of the case, and their recommendation is to abandon Liberato to the 

courts (Morúa, Sofía 180). Upon hearing their suggestion, Ana María explodes: “¡Cómo! 

¿Era que sobre aquella casa pesaba alguna maldición sobrenatural? ¿Uno tras otra, todas 

habían de ser desgracias a cual más horrorosas?” (Morúa, Sofía 150). This overreaction 

seems suspect due to its unprovoked fervor. Likewise, even in jail, Ana María is willing 

to pay to have Liberato treated well: “por ser esclavo no se le permitía estar en la sala de 

distinción, lo que hubiera pagado a gusto su ama para que no se le pervirtiera su 

sirviente” (Morúa, Sofía 189). The narrator illustrates several ways through which Ana 

María shows her concern for Liberato. 

Her extreme zeal to prove Liberato’s innocence at any cost creates suspicion in 

the reader’s mind. It brings into question the nature of the relationship between Ana 

María and Liberato and hints at an amorous relationship. What is interesting about this 

suggestion is the narrator’s role of indirectly presenting it, as shown in the 

aforementioned examples of Ana María’s determination and the expense to her. A 

conversation between Eladislao and Liberato’s lawyer and gossip about the relationships 

between owners and slaves stand out as ways to say without saying that Ana María and 

Liberato have an amorous relationship. Eladislao Gonzaga tells Doctor Jústiz about the 

“empeño que había mostrado la viuda en salvar a su criado” (Morúa, Sofía 148). 

Specifically, Eladislao says: “que no se reparase en gastos para salvar a Liberato, de cuya 
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causa deseaba [que] se hiciera cargo el famoso criminalista” (Morúa, Sofía 149). El 

Doctor Jústiz, surprised, asks: “¿Eso ha dicho la viuda?” and then continues, “Bueno, 

bueno... ¡quisiera haberla visto en ese instante!...” (Morúa, Sofía 149 ellipsis in original). 

The narrator explains how Doctor Jústiz remains pensive and silent for a couple of 

moments: “—Y por breves momentos quedó en silencio profundo” (Morúa, Sofía 149). 

Through this silence the narrator communicates that Doctor Jústiz’s thoughts contain 

something that cannot be said. Bursting with curiosity and guiding the reader to guess the 

meaning of this silence, the narrator asks: “¿Qué pensó? Su rostro no señaló ninguna idea 

definida. Pero la imaginación va siempre demasiado rápida” (Morúa, Sofía 149). The 

narrator does not reveal the thoughts of the family lawyer, but nonetheless, the suggestion 

suffices. It plants the idea of an amorous relationship in the mind of the implied reader, a 

narrative tactic that is audacious without going beyond the parameters of acceptable: the 

unsaid is still unsaid. 

The stories about the relationships between women slave owners and their male 

slaves also encourages the implied reader to draw his or her own conclusions. For 

example, the narrator provides background information regarding the story within 

parenthesis connoting its illicit content: “ama (una señora viuda, despechada por la 

indiferencia de su esclavo a la caprichosa pasión que por él alimentara . . .),” as it turns 

out, “( . . . enloquecida de rabia y absurdos celos, había hecho azotar a una negrita que 

era la predilecta amante de su desdeñoso esclavo)” (Morúa, Sofía 137-138; 138). This 

story is used to suggest a parallel relationship between Ana María and Liberato as well as 

“maintains”—via parenthesis—the distinction between what is said and what isn’t. 
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Throughout Sofía we saw how the Unzúazu cochero fulfills a puppet role. 

Liberato’s character begins its transformation at the moment when Acebaldo beats him 

without provocation, an event caused by a white man. Through this moment, the implied 

reader sees a glimpse of what Liberato is to become in La familia Unzúazu. Acebaldo’s 

murder becomes the means through which Liberato is associated with power and Ana 

María’s relationship to Liberato appears to reinforce that further. 

The narrator’s role is as “knowing eye,” yet the narrator is careful to create 

enough ambiguity as to require reader participation to sort some of the facts from fiction. 

What comes to light through this selective narrator is that prevailing beliefs about 

mulattos have more currency than reality. The narrator also plants the seeds for 

Liberato’s evolution in La familia Unzúazu, an evolution created and inspired via 

relationships and lessons Liberato takes from the Unzúazu family. 

IV. Liberato’s Emancipation in La familia Unzúazu

Liberato’s evolution from mulatto to man is completed in La familia Unzúazu, 

and this analysis looks at three aspects of that evolution. The first involves the narrative 

perspective: a retrospective perspective linking Liberato with Acebaldo’s murder. The 

second is Liberato’s relationship with Ana María, her rape, and his life as a cimarrón. 

The third is Liberato’s interaction with Federico, blackmail, and Federico’s prophecy. 

These events as well as Liberato’s relationships with Ana María and Federico culminate 

in a man who acts in accordance with hegemonic ideology, but does so only without 

consideration of racial parameters. 
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As discussed in Chapter One, Sofía begins with a panoramic description of Cuba 

as it appears to a visitor arriving by boat and seeing the island for the first time. In 

contrast, La familia Unzúazu begins with a retrospective glance towards the past and one 

event in particular: Acebaldo’s death/murder. On one hand, this perspective focuses on 

the literary relationship between La familia Unzúazu and its prequel, Sofía, as discussed 

in Chapter One. On the other hand, this perspective is one that looks towards the past, in 

this case a murderous past which signified the death of the Unzúazu patriach. Both 

aspects of this retrospective glance provide a framework through which to understand La 

familia Unzúazu and Liberato’s evolution in it. 

This narrative filter frames the implied reader’s understanding of Liberato in La 

familia Unzúazu. As mentioned above, the first paragraph refers to the death and murder 

of Acebaldo de Nudoso: “Todos en aquella casa habían sido desafectos al señor don 

Acebaldo Nudoso del Tronco” (Morúa, La familia 23). This introduction connects the 

two narratives by mentioning a prominent event that occurred in Sofía and, because the 

narrator actually avoids explicit mention of Acebaldo’s death, prior knowledge is 

assumed, as mentioned earlier. The introductory paragraph also distances the two 

narratives: “aquella,” referring to the time lapsed between La familia Unzúazu and this 

one. The narrator confirms this distance in a subsequent exclamation: “¡cuántas 

diferencias ocurrieron en casa de la historiada familia Unzúazu!” (Morúa, La familia 23). 

This narrator makes it clear through the connection that the implied reader is a seasoned 

one with the knowledge and training acquired through Sofía. Likewise, the distance 

transitions the implied reader away from Sofía and into La familia Unzúazu. 
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Keeping in mind the retrospective perspective as discussed in Chapter One and 

the literary sequencing of the two narratives, the following takes a closer look at Liberato 

and his evolution from puppet, as seen in Sofía, to puppeteer in La familia Unzúazu. 

Liberato’s visibility in the narratives increases in direct proportion to his power; in other 

words, visibility follows power. The first stage in Liberato’s evolution is his 

“involvement” in Acebaldo’s murder. This is the first step through which Liberato is 

associated with power and through which becomes a central figure in La familia 

Unzúazu. The death of this Unzúazu patriarch (Unzúazu patriarch by marriage) marks a 

moment in which Liberato is “accused” of having power, an accusation that ultimately 

gives him power: whether it is verified or not, the accusation aligns Liberato with the 

“icon of fear.” This power elevates Liberato’s status from a black or mulatto perspective 

as well; it results in him receiving a position of leadership within the ñáñigo organization, 

an organization by which he was previously not deemed to be of leadership quality. 

Whether or not Liberato did kill Acebaldo remains ambiguous in La familia Unzúazu, as 

the narrator informs on the first page of this sequel: “. . . cuyo esgrimidor logró escapar a 

las ordenanzas de la ley, por más que la policía pusiera como puso en juego todas sus 

habilidades para descubrirle” (23). Liberato’s potential—and mostly unmentioned 

power—becomes pivotal in the transition between Sofía and La familia Unzúazu as well 

as in Liberato’s evolution. By suspending any absolute knowledge about Liberato’s guilt 

or innocence, he continues to be associated with power. 

The next stage in Liberato’s evolution into a “man” as defined by hegemonic 

society is his relationship to Ana María. In Sofía, we saw how Ana María’s staunch 

defense of Liberato’s innocence suggested a relationship beyond the obvious owner and 
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slave. Yet the narrator explained Ana María’s zeal via a displaced sense of revenge. 

Nevertheless, regardless of the lack of specifics—and just like in Liberato’s association 

with Acebaldo’s murder—the mere suggestion of an amorous relationship is sufficient. If 

having access to and power over women is part of the hegemonic definition of man, then 

Liberato’s rape of Ana María is part of his evolution. 

The relationship between Ana María and Liberato is essential to the plot of La 

familia Unzúazu and the narrative explores it in detail. Liberato was chosen by Ana 

María as her favorite and was brought with the Unzúazu family when they moved to the 

city (Morúa, La familia 188). Sebastián Unzúazu approved of Ana María’s choice noting 

Liberato’s qualities: “no mal parecido y de constitución fuerte a la vez que delicada, un 

buen criadito de manos para la ciudad, y accedió a los deseos de su hija” (Morúa, La 

familia 118). The narrator makes it clear that Liberato is needed to be trained and was 

trainable. For example, he states that Liberato was, “...propicio a obedecer al hombre” 

(Morúa, La familia 118). Liberato’s natural skills and traits were a bit rough: 

“Acostumbrado a las rudezas de la vida campestre” and the narrator refers to his lack of 

intellect, and his “reacio a todo intento de cultura intelectual” (Morúa, La familia 118; 

119). Once in the city, Liberato is not initially given the role of chauffeur; it is only after 

he proves awkward with more delicate tasks and his owners tire of broken dishes that he 

become the Unzúazu cochero (Morúa, La familia 118-119). 

Liberato excels in all of the skills Ana María teaches him. For example, one of 

Liberato’s roles is to lock up at night; therefore, he has the keys to everything and the 

authority to watch over others (Morúa, La familia 112). In one instance, Ana María 

demands: “Es preciso que vigiles al doctor” (Morúa, La familia 106). As part of this role, 
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Liberato is armed with a knife, something upon which he has come to rely. The 

communication between them has also become finely honed; for example, the narrator 

states in a public setting: “a una señal de Ana María la siguió Liberato a su dormitorio” 

(Morúa, La familia 106). Besides demonstrating Liberato’s obedience, trustworthiness, 

and their closeness, these examples show their mutual dependence and shared space. It is 

no coincidence the narrator mentions “dormitorio” in the aforementioned example. In 

addition to training him, Ana María protects Liberato from punishment (Morúa, La 

familia 118-119). Over time he becomes Ana María’s right-hand man: “eslavo cochero, 

sirviente general ahora y confidente siempre de su ama” (Morúa, La familia 104). Their 

relationship was so intimate the narrator remembers how Acebaldo was jealous and 

referred to Liberato as a “mimado sirviente” (Morúa, La familia 119). 

Liberato’s rape of Ana María serves as a moment of awakening for the slave. T. 

Walter Herbert in his book Sexual Violence and American Manhood addresses the 

connection between manhood and rape. “I argue that there are distinct historical  

traditions of American masculinity, and that prominent among these is a despotic 

manhood at odds with democratic principle, whose psycho-social requirements promote 

the sexual violation of women” (16). In this odd twist of fate, Liberato embraces the 

white notion of manhood, and through rape Liberato enters into a “despotic manhood,” to 

borrow Herbert’s term. In this case, rape can be argued to be the representation of the 

power structure within the Unzúazu house, and the larger society, namely men over 

women. However, the manifestation of power via sexuality in the case of a mulatto man 

and white women challenges the power relationship with regards to white hegemonic 

masculinity which has racial parameters to it. In addition to a shift in boundaries, Ana 
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María and Liberato’s relationship suggests a romantic element. Frantz Fanón mentions: “. 

 
. . when a white woman accepts a black man there is automatically a romantic aspect” 

(Black Skins, White Masks 46). The notion of romance between a mulatto man and a 

white woman was taboo in nineteenth-century Cuba and would have outraged the implied 

reader. 

The manner in which the narrator provides details about the rape illuminates what 

he wants the implied reader to understand about Liberato and Ana María’s relationship. 

The text reinacts the lure of the mulata over white men, only this case it is broadened to 

the lure of all women over all men: what is highlighted and reiterated is Liberato’s 

involuntary participation in this act. In other words, Liberato is responding to a force 

beyond his control. Throughout the description of the rape, the narrator maintains a 

balance between Liberato’s innocence and his participation in this rape. It is almost as if 

the man—as defined by this “despotic manhood”—causes him to act as he does. When 

Liberato hears Ana María fall, he is stationed in the hallway guarding her door, and opens 

the already ajar bedroom door to find Ana María on the floor. His initial reaction to her 

catatonic state is concern; Liberato tries to lift her and she begins to convulse. At this 

point, the narrator explains how Liberato tries to help her, but becomes paralyzed: “El 

sirviente quiso levantarse, volverse a la sala y permanecer atento a lo que pudiese 

sobrevenir; pero no acertó a moverse, clavado allí por una extraña fuerza” (Morúa, La 

familia 115). Not only couldn’t Liberato move, he also could not stop looking at Ana 

María: “Ni siquiera podía separar la vista de aquel cuerpo desmayado que le fascinaba” 

(Morúa, La familia 115). This “strange force” continues to dominate Liberato as the 

scene progresses and soon, it appears to be an awakening of sexual feelings for Ana 
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María (Morúa, La familia 115). At least, the narrator suggests as much through his 

sexualized description of Ana María focusing on her trembling chest, placid smile, and 

nervous coloration of her skin (Morúa, La familia 115). This description, undoubtedly, 

appeals to the heterosexual male implied reader and is designed to create a sympathy—a 

shared heterosexual glance, if you will—between the male implied reader and Liberato. 

Ligado como estaba Liberato a su ama, por la complicidad y el crimen amparado, 

habíala obedecido ciegamente en todo, y seguídola por su mandato a todas partes 

como si fuera su sombra. Siempre que la había visto bajo la influencia de estos 

aplanamientos de espíritu que tan a menudo la atacaban . . ., había sentido una 

gran atracción, un aturdimiento que él no había procurado explicarse, cierto 

íntimo sentimiento que le hacía repetirse en secreto su propósito de completa 

sumisión, consagrando espontáneamente su vida al servicio de aquella mujer que 

tanto padecía, y por quien daría gustoso su sangre en cualquier circunstancia 

peligrosa. (Morúa, La familia 115) 

On a purely human level, when Ana María is unconscious—and, therefore, when societal 

roles are removed—Liberato feels an attraction, on the narrator describes as an 

“aturdimiento” (Morúa, La familia 115). 

In order to reconcile the image of the submissive slave with the notion of a rapist, 

the narrator pychologically “removes” Liberato from the scene. The narrator describes 

how “un sentimiento involuntario” immobilizes Liberato “distanciando a pesar de su 

proximidad” (Morúa, La familia 115). As mentioned previously, Liberato’s actions 

appear to be the result of some force beyond his control. During the rape itself, Liberato 

seems more absent than present. 
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Estremecióle [sic] un punzante calofrío que le erizó todo el cuerpo, . . . y más 

enajenado que consciente de sus actos, cayó enardecido sobre la beldad 

reverenciada, y estrechándola convulso entre sus brazos sació con 

encarnizamiento el apetito brutal no sospechado, que tan súbita y bestialmente se 

manifestaba. (Morúa, La familia 116) 

The narrator depicts Liberato almost as if he were a bystander in spite of his participation 

in this rape. Liberato “más enajenado que consciente” is surprised by his own “apetito 

brutal” towards his revered Ana María. 

The impetus that puts Liberato over the edge is when Ana María’s stocking falls 

down, thus exposing her leg (Morúa, La familia 116). “Liberato sintió como una 

vaporosa nube que le cegaba. Sin ánimo para resistir la propulsiva fuerza que le impelía, 

extendió el brazo palpando suavemente aquellas carnes tentadoras . . . ” (Morúa, La 

familia 116). The narrator makes Liberato’s actions a response to an indomitable and 

inexplicable force. The rape transforms Liberato into a man; he awakens to Ana María 

screaming upon seeing herself, “en brazos de un hombre” (Morúa, La familia 116). This 

is the first time the narrator refers to Liberato as a man. Unlike a rapist, and more similar 

to a lover, the narrator also provides the following description of Liberato after the rape: 

“rendido en su locura, sin alientos quedó como fundido sobre la pequeña alfombra y 

abrazado al cuerpo de su ama,” which reinforces that idea that Liberato loves Ana María 

(Morúa, La familia 116). 

Once Ana María is conscious and the social roles are reinstated, Liberato returns 

to his role of slave/servant. He is afraid and confused, and has to be told to hide when 

Ana María hears footsteps. In order to reinforce Liberato’s absence in the rape, the 
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narrator describes Liberato’s state after the rape: “aún no había comprendido bien la 

situación” and “temblaba, aterrorizado, sin darse todavía cuenta de lo que había hecho” 

(Morúa, La familia 116). When Dr. Jústiz arrives, the narrator describes Liberato’s 

departure from the scene: “Liberato salió abatido, silencioso, como un reo de muerte” 

(Morúa, La familia 116). This description once again positions Liberato as the victim, 

rather than someone with an “apetito brutal” (Morúa, La familia 116). As a whole, this 

scene provides a glimpse at Liberato’s potential as well as his dual identity: of Liberato 

the puppet and puppeteer. It also illustrates the power relations Liberato is juggling 

between his roles as slave and as protector of the Unzúazu household. 

Once Liberato has been seen as a man for the first time, the narrator illuminates 

two new qualities about Liberato: his black cultural identity and his dual identity. It is 

after the rape that the narrator describes Liberato’s participation in black dances and the 

ñáñigo organization, information strategically placed in the narrative. In spite of the 

obvious influence of white culture in Liberato’s life, the narrator also makes it clear 

Liberato has a black identity. For example, he partakes in black dances because, as the 

narrator tells us, they are “la antesala de una comunidad más importante: la asociación de 

ñáñigos” (Morúa, La familia 120 italics in original). The narrator further informs that 

Liberato’s participation in the ñáñigo organization was limited on account of his 

condition as a slave: “por ser esclavo el candidato y no poder por tanto hallerse a entera 

disposición de sus asociados. Sin embargo; no se le había negado la admisión, y cualquier 

servicio excepcional podía darle ingreso en la clase de compañero” (Morúa, La familia 

120). His status within the ñáñigos, as mentioned earlier, improved after his accusation 

and acquittal of Acebaldo’s murder: “. . . Se le confirió cierto cargo directivo después de 
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salir de la cárcel, cuando se le acusó por el asesinato de su amo” (Morúa, La familia 121). 

In other words, from a black or mulatto perspective, the allegations of Liberato’s guilt 

and his association with power and his ability to beat the system, transform Liberato, and 

serve to confer power on him. 

Liberato, the puppeteer,has many positive qualities and one that is highlighted is 

his intelligence. In contrast to the previous descriptions of Liberato’s dim intellect when 

he moved to the city, the narrator now describes Liberato as astute—a qualifier 

apparently referring to his ability to hide the family secrets and deflect the ¿qué dirá? of 

Cuban society (Morúa, La familia 87). “Desde el día siguiente al nacimiento de la niña se 

hallaba allí María de Jesús, que había sido llevada por la noche con todas las 

precauciones que pudo tomar el astuto Liberato, el cual, encargado de ello por su ama, 

había encontrado aquel refugio” (Morúa, La familia 87). In this example, Liberato 

secretly arranges the arrival of María de Jesús with Magdalena’s baby. Liberato’s 

intelligence is in the art of hiding and this acumen in stealth will prove useful to him later 

on in the narrative (Morúa, La familia 96). 

Liberato’s position or role within the Unzúazu family also makes him powerful. 

He is privy to information both inside and outside the family, such as the mayordomo 

trying to deceive Ana María, as well as his having the resources to find Magdalena’s 

daughter who has “disappeared” (Morúa, La familia 99; 100). In many ways, given what 

he knows, how he is armed, and his access to people and places, Ana María has made 

Liberato the most powerful person in the house. Ostensibly, of course, Liberato is just 

obeying commands. 
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Liberato’s depiction in La familia Unzúazu is characterized by a dual identity as 

slave/man and, consequently, as puppet/puppeteer.188 This duality became visible in 

Sofía when Liberato’s reacts to Acebaldo’s beating in a way that was both submissive 

and threatening. On the one hand, Liberato benignly mops up the spilled water after he is 

attacked. On the other hand, Liberato utters threatening words—albeit murmured and 

interpreted through the narrator—suggesting a hidden side of Liberato that is rebellious. 

In the rape itself, there is incongruence between the love Liberato feels for Ana María 

and the act of raping her. It is this duality comprised of powerlessness and power that the 

narrator uses to morph Liberato’s character, a character who will be the figurehead for 

Morúa’s reinstated mulatto man. 

It is at the moment of the rape that Liberato feels some newly awakened instinct. 

Until the rape, Liberato shows unwavering loyalty, admiration, obedience, and diligence 

in everything Ana María asks him to do. After the rape Liberato is changed, although not 

immediately. The opening sentence of the chapter post-violation states: “Al verse fuera 

de la estancia quedóse [sic] Liberato como incrustado de espaldas a la pared. Un 

torbellino de ideas confundía sus reducidas facultades” (Morúa, La familia 118). In other 

words, outside of his traditional role Liberato is confused and the narrator seems to have 

reverted back to the dim-witted puppet role. 

188 This sense of duality is not new to the discussion of a mulatto. See Luis Millones-Figueroa who 
compares two male characters and the distinction between body and soul in his article: “Alma blanca, 
cuerpo negro: La construcción ideológica del mulato en la novela antiesclavista (Los casos de Sab y 
Matalache).” Also see W.E.B. Du Bois for his theorization of “double-consciousness” referring to the idea 
of seeing yourself, your black self, from a hegemonic perspective. Frantz Fanón refers to this “double- 
consciousness” as a conflicted identity. Also see bell hooks’ discussion on how a colonized vision impedes 
the ability of Blacks to control their images and self-definition in Black Looks, Race and Representation. 
Likewise, Louis F. Mirón opines that racial or ethnic identity is only possible with the broader social 
consideration of one’s race or ethnicity, in other words, the amalgam of personal and societal. 
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Liberato’s emerging masculinity becomes more apparent as he takes a stand for 

himself, for now the narrator still speaks for him: “Ya era otro hombre, ya recobraba su 

razón ordinaria y el natural instinto hablaba. ¿Por qué permanecía allí?” (Morúa, La 

familia 121). Liberato is now acting in his own self-interest and decides that he will not 

die by the whip. ‘“¡No, nunca!’—pensó—” (Morúa, La familia 120). Now that Liberato 

takes a stand for himself, the narrator quotes him directly even though these words are 

only thoughts and are unspoken. Ironically, even Liberato is taken aback as to the force 

of his conviction and wonders whether he voiced his thoughts out loud. “Y se volvió 

azorado, creyendo que había dicho en alta voz estas palabras” (Morúa, La familia 121). It 

seems Liberato has found his voice, a voice not yet spoken or heard in the world, but 

nevertheless one communicated via proxy to the implied reader. 

Taking only his amulet “del Justo Juez” with him, Liberato begins his life as a 

man and as a cimarrón. Initially, Liberato’s experiences as a cimarrón make him seem 

more enslaved than free, at least in terms of his psychological state: “El fugitivo esclavo 

había andado miserablemente vagando de uno en otro monte, pesándole su libertad 

presente más que la anterior esclavitud le había pesado” (Morúa, La familia 197). 

Liberato roams “temeroso” and “tan desprevenido y fuera de razón” until he comes upon 

Federico (Morúa, La familia 198). According to the narrator, Liberato feels 

simultaneously afraid of and in need of Federico. The fear and need are reciprocal, only 

neither Liberato nor Federico—nor the implied reader—realize it yet. 

Liberato, fearful of the life before him, reverts to his puppet role and begs 

Federico for help: “¡Ah, niño Fico! Sírvame de padrino, niño….” (Morúa, La familia 
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199).189 Federico accepts Liberato’s request to be his “padrino” and follows behind 

Liberato on horseback. From behind, Federico assesses Liberato’s potential threat and 

inquires if he is armed, indicating his distrust and fear of Liberato. Liberato answers, “No 

señó, niño” although the narrator clarifies: “respondió aquél [Liberato], receloso y 

mintiendo, pues nunca olvidaba su larga y agudo puñal” (Morúa, La familia 120). In fact, 

before leaving the Unzúazu house, the narrator mentions how Liberato reaches for his 

weapon to assure he has it: “el mango del agudo puñal enorme que llevaba siempre a la 

cintura” (Morúa, La familia 121). It is not until this moment that the implied reader 

realizes Liberato’s “performance” as slave or puppet, to borrow Elaine K. Ginsberg term 

in her Introduction to Passing and the Fictions of Identity (2).190 This is the first 

consciously powerful, albeit passive, act by Liberato and an introduction to Liberato’s 

“performative” role as slave, to borrow her term. 

The youngest Unzúazu sibling, Federico, and the only male heir recognizes 

Liberato’s virility. In other words, Federico, a white man, sees Liberato, a mulatto, as a 

man for the first time. Parallelly, the implied reader sees Liberato as a man through 

Federico’s eyes, which can be seen in how he describes Liberato physically: 

“proporcionalmente formado, erecto de cuerpo, más bien alto que mediano, un si [sí] es 

no es amojamado de carnes, anchos los hombros y sin desmayo caídos los robustos 

brazos” (Morúa, La familia 199). True to the determinism of the day, the narrator 

provides the reader with a phenotypical description that can only be read as that of a man 

189 The request is aligned with his role as slave to the Unzúazu family; the narrator refers 
to Liberato as “el esclavo” as well as by his proper name. 
190 She uses this term in explaining a dual aspect of identity, one of which is “performative” (2). 



and one that lacks any racial component. The narrator shares Federico’s thoughts: 

“decíase que necesariamente había de tener muy limitado entendimiento el hombre que 

con tales prendas no aspirase a más amplio horizonte que el de la servidumbre más o 

menos caritativa” (Morúa, La familia 199). Notice that Federico considers Liberato a 

man, as well as wonders why he didn’t “aspire” to anything more than a slave, an inquiry 

based on seeing Liberato as a man because it implies he could make those choices. 

Federico continues to ponder Liberato’s situation and realizes the injustice: “¡Un hombre 

como aquél, tan bien dotado de la naturaleza, bajo el dominio de unas débiles mujeres!” 

(Morúa, La familia 199). This passage references a sense of privilege and misogyny to 

appeal to the sympathies of the implied reader through attitudes that “remind” the implied 

reader of the inherent superiority of all men over women. 

There is a parity between Liberato and Federico. Federico not only recognizes 

Liberato as a man, he goes as far as to actually put himself in Liberato’s shoes: “Si él 

hubiese tenido la desgracia de ser uno de aquellos esclavos. ¡Ni pensarlo! Un día se 

levantaba y ‘no dejaba títere con cabeza’” (Morúa La familia 199). Because Federico sees 

Liberato as a man and not a slave, he considers him stupid for not rising up against his 

female owners. He says to Liberato: “¡Qué estupidez! ¿Tú no has pensado nunca en ser 

libre? ¿No quisieras irte al extranjero?” (Morúa, La familia 200). Federico ridicules 

Liberato for his lack of desire to obtain freedom, and situates that possibility outside of 

Cuba. Imagining what he would do in Liberato’s place, Federico thinks: “¡Ah! Si él fuese 

el fugitivo no habría buscado al hermano de su ama para que le sirviera de padrino a fin 

de no llevar azotes; sino que, cogiéndo de las riendas el caballo le habría dicho: ‘¡Aquí 

me vas a dar el dinero que llevas, o vamos a ver cómo nos arreglamos!’” (Morúa, La 
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familia 199-200). This hypothetical declaration by Federico defines what a man would do 

as defined by hegemonic ideology, and indeed once Liberato sees himself as a man, he 

will do this. Federico’s words are prophetic; they capture Liberato’s final act of revenge 

against the Unzúazus. In spite of this new equality between Federico and Liberato, the 

power play between owner and slave is still present at the narrative level, and so Federico 

returns to his feelings of superiority and threatens to abandon Liberato if he doesn’t lead 

him to his hiding place (Morúa, La familia 200).191

The narrator also reveals Liberato’s thoughts in this same interaction between 

Liberato and Federico; it becomes clear at this point that the sizing up and calculation is 

mutual. Liberato recognizes his mistake of asking for Federico’s help and ponders how to 

escape from him: “. . . ya miraba a todos lados para escaparse de su padrino . . . .” 

(Morúa, La familia 201). Liberato doesn’t trust Federico and wonders about his motives: 

“¿Por qué volvía Federico a grupas hacia el monte, tan a deshora y tan sin propósito, 

según sus cálculos? ¿Quería saber dónde se había ocultado, para perseguirlo allí, si por 

acaso se huía en otra ocasión?” (Morúa, La familia 200). Liberato’s thoughts on the 

matter are clearly astute; he calculates the moves and motives of Federico. These 

thoughts come from someone who is accustomed to protecting himself. The moment 

Liberato decides to escape from Federico, the latter proposes a plan to get money—an 

idea that attracks Liberato’s attention. The plan is to trick his sisters into believing 

Liberato has kidnapped him for ransom money; a plan that will enable Federico to get 

money from his family since he has already squandered his own inheritance (Morúa, La 

familia 201). In order to sway Liberato, Federico challenges him: “¿Eres cobarde?,” a 

191 The original quote in La familia Unzúazu reads1: “8¡5Anda, o te abandono a tu suerte!” (200).
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question to which Liberato’s eyes “brillaron de una manera especial” (Morúa, La familia 

201). The narrator ends by correcting his former depiction of Liberato as intellectually 

reduced and fearful: “Ya Federico había redondeado el diabólico plan que luego puso en 

práctica. Liberato, el de la inteligencia obtusa—¡quién lo diría!—. . .” (Morúa, La familia 

201). 

The narrator reveals nothing to the implied reader of this plan until after the 

kidnapping. The encounter between Federico and Liberato described above is only 

revealed afterwards, so Federico’s disappearance and ransom request are presented as if 

real to the implied reader. This sequencing is strategic and plays with the implied reader’s 

assumptions about the “icon of fear.” Federico “disappears” and sends his family a 

ransom letter demanding money in exchange for his safe return. The family complies and 

once home Federico tells his sisters about his capturers. “Uno blanco, otro negro y el 

tercero… ¡Van ustedes a asombrarse!... ¡El tercero era Liberato!” (Morúa, La familia 

195). While this is a lie, the implied reader does not know that Liberato is a participant in 

Federico’s plan. Yet his participation is not as a ringleader, but rather as Federico’s 

puppet in order to blackmail his own family for his own financial gain. 

The narrator plays with the image of Liberato as a man, only he couches it as an 

accidental comment made by Federico. To add insult to injury, Federico relays a message 

from Liberato to Ana María. “Me dijo el mulato para que te lo dijera a ti, que ‘él sabe lo 

que es ser un hombre, que le perdones sus faltas’” (Morúa, La familia 196). This 

“message”—although invented by Federico who doesn’t know about the rape—enrages 

Ana María to such a degree that even her siblings are surprised. The mention of Liberato 

as a man reiterates that Federico sees Liberato as such, as well as confirms the rape as an 
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act associated with “despotic manhood,” to borrow Herbert’s term. Only the implied 

reader knows about the rape and, therefore, understands the extent of this insult as well as 

her reaction to it. Liberato has now been seen as a man by the narrator, Ana María, 

Federico, and the implied reader. The only one who doesn’t see Liberato in this light, is 

Liberato. 

In Sofía, Ana María’s lust for revenge manifested itself in her zeal to prove 

Liberato’s innocence. In La familia Unzúazu her revenge is directed at Liberato, his 

capture, and ultimately his punishment. Federico finishes stating his capturers’ demands: 

“doscientos pesos cada día primero de mes” or else “se verán obligados a quemarte los 

cañaverales” (Morúa, La familia 196). This triple insult, the ransom, the false “request” 

for forgiveness, and the monthly payments to save the fields, sends Ana María over the 

edge: her ire and vengefulness directed towards Liberato. 

This readjustment to the truth about Federico’s kidnapping is similar to the 

adjustment the implied reader must make upon learning Sofía’s white racial identity. The 

truth behind the kidnapping plan is revealed gradually to the reader. Liberato is not the 

mastermind behind the ransom, but rather Federico: “Buena había sido, en efecto; porque 

el bandido secuestrador, en puridad, no había sido Liberato” (Morúa, La familia 197). 

Just like in Sofía when the accusation of murdering Acebaldo associates Liberato with 

power, Federico creates the illusion that Liberato is powerful before he actually is. Then, 

Liberato rises to the occasion to become the person Federico and Ana María have 

foretold and created him to be. Liberato has come to a literal and symbolic crossroads, 

whereby he chooses to take control of the reins, exactly like Federico said he would do if 

he were in Liberato’s place (Morúa, La familia 201). Liberato’s thoughts are parallel to 



 

 
Federico’s. Liberato reflects on his own evolution: “. . . midió el fugitivo toda la distancia 

que existía del temeroso cimarrón que buscaba amparo contra las iras de su ama, al 

bandido que tan fácilmente podía hacerse temer de toda la comarca” (Morúa, La familia 

201). The narrator makes the transition from Liberato the “fugitive” to Liberato the 

“bandit,” with his new identity and label devoid of racial connotations as well as 

suggestive of a powerful and rebellious spirit. 

The narrator describes how Liberato comes to embrace his new outlaw role 

(Morúa, La familia 201).192 “Bien comprendió el novel y aprovechado bandido que 

necesitaba emanciparse, y determinó hacerlo así cuanto antes, a fin de que su iniciador no 

continuase adjudicándose la parte del león como aquella vez había sucedido. Cumpliría 

con fidelidad lo acordado. Sería el brazo ejecutor” (Morúa, La familia 202).193 Liberato 

takes on the role of “brazo ejecutor” and deceives the unsuspecting Federico (Morúa, La 

familia 202). Nicanor, working clandestinely with Liberato, delivers the bad “news” 

instead of money to Federico. Liberato, through Nicanor, informs Federico that Ana 

María “le había echado encima toda una legión de guardias civiles” which broke 

Federico’s promise to protect Liberato from such an event—pure fiction—yet 

justification for not giving him the money (Morúa, La familia 206). This turn of events 

means Federico is no longer in charge. Liberato has accomplices within Federico’s 

network of people; he now controls Federico: “Uno de ‘los suyos’ se hallaba cerca de 

Federico y del otro amigo de éste, a quien él no conocía y de quien tanto mal podía 

venirle” (Morúa, La familia 207). One of the last direct references to Liberato in the 

 
192 Liberato credits his success to three aspects: 1. his belief in “la bondad suprema de su ‘Justo Juez,’” 2. 
his partnership with Roberto and others, and 3. the “influencias que suponía a su amito” (202). 
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narrative is when the narrator describes his satisfaction: “¡Ahora sí estaba satisfecho 

Liberato!” and “Nada . . . tenía que temer ahora” (Morúa, La familia 207). 

Liberato, free and in charge, reflects on how much he has changed and, also, from 

whom he learned it. “‘¡Ah!—pensaba—¡Cómo saben los blancos! ¡De donde quiera 

sacan dinero!’” (Morúa, La familia 202). The narrator reiterates the importance of 

Liberato learning from and modeling the behavior of his white owners. 

Pero ya él también conocía un excelente resorte para producir dinero: él 

demostraría que era capaz de imitar las obras más arriesgadas de sus civilizadores. 

Era materia dispuesta; una sola indicación le había bastado para descubrir un 

mundo en el cual se ensancharía su instinto adormecido. Aquél era su centro 

verdadero. (Morúa, La familia 202) 

The implied reader comes away with a clear idea of the white “teachings” and how 

Liberato’s “imitation” of their behavior has made him what he is today: a powerful and 

astute cimarrón. 

The last “appearance” of Liberato in the text comes via his powerful absence, 

rather than presence and reinforces his embodiment of the icon of fear. The concluding 

event in La familia Unzúazu is a big party in which Federico is the victim of a fatal 

attack. He is dancing with a mulata at the moment when he is killed—a symbolic gesture 

signifying the end of white men’s exploitation of mulata women. In another symbolic 

gesture, Federico’s death erases Liberato’s initial role as puppet in the plan to blackmail 

the Unzúazu family since Federico is the only one who knows of it. Ironically, Liberato’s 

physical presence in the text decreases at the point when his symbolic presence increases. 

193 Even though Liberato has taken control, he still1r8ef9ers to Federico as his “amito.”



This is dramatized by the scene in which the mayordomo finds a letter on his desk, a 

letter from an unknown person advising Ana María to pay the recommended amount to 

protect her fields.194 The threat is in the letter itself, as well as in the fact that the author 

of the letter, somehow, sneaked this letter into the Unzúazu house without detection and 

placed it on the mayordomo’s desk. The narrator asks “¿Quién la había puesto allí? No 

era posible que el bandido hubiese penetrado hasta aquel lugar. ¡Ah! Entonces ¿era que 

tenía cómplices dentro de la propia finca?” (Morúa, La familia 230). The implication is 

that Liberato, with his accomplices, has total control over the Unzúazu house. 

Liberato’s symbolic evolution from puppet to puppeteer has many implications. 

On a societal level, the black or mulatto man is restored to his place as man. Similar to 

Fanón’s intention in Black Skin, White Masks, Morúa establishes Liberato as a man in 

contrast to his literary predecessors and their black or mulatto protagonists (Fanón, Black 

Skin, White Masks 88).195 In his text, Fanón refers to the “psychic alienation of the black 

man” who is not allowed to be a man, and elaborates on this negative ontology: “At the 

risk of arousing the resentment of my colored brothers, I will say that the black is not a 

man” (Fanón, Black Skin, White Masks 48). In fact, Fanón goes as far as to say that black 

men only exist in relation to white men: “For not only must the black man be black; he 

must be black in relation to the white man” (Fanón, Black Skins, White Masks 110). 

Morúa takes this notion of the black man seen only in relation to white man, though 

194 The letter in La familia Unzúazu has another significance; it parallels Morúa’s narratives. His   
narratives were somehow inserted in the white literary tradition. They are both aligned with and   
challenging of the narrative tradition. There is mention about how the letter is well written, “Y no había que 
darle vueltas; la carta estaba muy bien escrita” as if to imply its literary quality or perhaps refer to the 
narrative tradition that didn’t clearly depict the mulatto (Morúa, La familia 230). The fact that the narrator 
mentions its clarity is perhaps a reference to the narrative tradition that didn’t clearly depict the mulatto. 
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instead of depicting him solely in the way he “serves” the white man economically, he 

has him emulate the white man’s behavior. The result is a revelation of a truly horrific 

definition of “man.” In his analysis, Schulman notes that one of the reasons for mild 

mulatto characterizations in literature is a didactic sense of only depicting positive role 

models. Morúa, through Acebaldo and Federico retorts: What about the roles of whites as 

positive role models? 

On a personal level, Morúa’s situation is parallel to Liberato’s. As a mulatto man, 

Morúa writes with authority in a literary climate and within a literary tradition that 

privileges whites and white perspective. In the opening passage of Sofía, as previously 

discussed, alludes to creative potential, while La familia Unzúazu remembers both a 

literary and historic past—that of Acebaldo’s death/murder. Considering these narratives 

as a series—“Cosas de mi tierra,” as Morúa put it—they serve to validate his creative 

power as author and as authority. Pedro Deschamps Chapeaux notes in the prologue to La 

familia Unzúazu: 

. . . El personaje principal es la pluma que los mueve, su creador, el hábil 

marionetista que los maneja en el vasto escenario de la sociedad colonial; por 

cuanto hay de él, a través de Fidelio, y tanto hay, a lo largo de la historia de los 

Unzúazu y su mundo, que se le presiente, se le adivina en los numerosos detalles 

autobiográficos manifestados en los hechos y en las palabras de Fidelio. (12-13) 

In this sense, Morúa becomes the protagonist of his own narrative, a narrative in which 

he writes himself into existence. He manipulates appearances, which according to 

Handley are an attribute of those in power, and has access to women within his narrative. 

195 Fanón mentions the restoration of man to his pl1ac9e1as one of the major problems.
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In regard to the latter, Morúa creates a mulatto character who rapes the white Unzúazu 

matriarch and controls access to mulatas through violence: both Federico and Acebaldo 

are murdered either dancing with a mulata or leaving a mulata’s house. In essense, Morúa 

is controlling white men’s access to women. 

By making Liberato a man according to the ideology of the time, Morúa reveals 

the paradox of the mulatto situation. Mulattos and blacks are feared due to their image as 

rebellious and strong, and are therefore emasculated in literature in order to make them 

more amenable to the implied reader. As a result, the literary mulatto is both puppet-like 

and feared. How could a mulatto provoke fear unless he is powerful? Morúa, instead, 

demonstrates that what should be feared are the actions and culture of the ruling class, 

particularly white men. These men rape women and obtain money through illegal means 

using slave trade and slave labor, standard practices within nineteenth-century Cuba. The 

point Morúa makes is that the fear is misplaced; what does Liberato do that a white man 

in the same narrative hasn’t already done? 

Most of the narratives about the theme of slavery revolve around white slave 

owners abusing their slaves and the sad nature of this abuse for the owner and the slave. 

Through Liberato’s characterization, Morúa captures a lost black legacy associated with 

the powerful and rebellious mulatto character. None of Morúa’s predecessors address the 

strength of the mulatto character evidenced through the insurrections and other 

movements to abolish slavery that prevailed throughout the nineteenth-century. In other 

words, Morúa’s La familia Unzúazu captures the black reaction to slavery which is one of 

a spirited rebellion against the oppression. Morúa embraces Cuba’s black past, the black 

reaction to slavery, and reflects this heritage in Liberato’s character. 
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Morúa’s contribution is pivotal in the sense that it bridges narratives written from 

a white perspective to narratives written from a mulatto perspective. Narratives about the 

theme of slavery document the past as well as map out an imagined Cuban community 

from which to create the future, and Morúa wants to ensure that the black and mulatto 

contribution is represented and documented with verisimilitude, thus capturing the black 

and mulatto contribution in Cuba’s evolution and in the historical circumstances of 

nineteenth-century Cuba. If you’ll remember the retrospective glance of La familia 

Unzúazu, Morúa’s intention to capture an undocumented black history assures a future 

for blacks and mulattos, although La familia Unzúazu puts forth a portrait of familial 

hatred and indifference, an irony too obvious to miss. If family is the microcosm of 

nation, then this depiction of the Unzúazus paints a dire picture of the Cuban nation. 

Liberato’s name is symbolic and can be understood in a couple of ways. Liberato, 

or freedom, signifies a physical or psychological freedom resulting from the 

transformation from slave to free man: Liberato is liberated. Likewise, there is a literary 

freedom; this narrative frees the mulatto character from the legacy of his predecessors 

who have created him solely as a puppet of the white man. Liberato’s story reveals 

another dimension to the “icon of fear” in how it relates to the white man. It is a label 

applied to mulattos by white dominant society in order to police their behavior—much 

like Liberato’s involuntary participation in the rape, the mulatto literary character has 

involuntarily participated in this literature. 
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CONCLUSION 

Martín Morúa Delgado’s “Cosas de mi tierra” narrative series exposes the 

supposed realism of the narratives about the theme of slavery. Through his narrative 

strategy, the expectations of the implied reader in the literary tradiction, and a “truth- 

producing” narrator, Morúa reveals the deception inherent in how reality is understood 

within this literary tradition. The shift in which realism is exposed as deception is 

accomplished in terms of both the literary tradition itself and the two social paradigms 

which dictated the way in which mulatas and mulattos were seen in nineteenth-century 

Cuba. Morúa’s mulatto perspective and innovative narrative techniques in his series, 

Sofía (1891) and La familia Unzúazu (1901), both follow and expand on those of his 

predecessors. Like those of his predecessors, Morúa’s narratives reflect the facts of 

nineteenth-century Cuban experience; only in his case, the reality is clearly one of 

deception and manipulation. Unlike his predecessors, the journey Morúa takes his readers 

on is one in which they acquire knowledge via a new understanding of mulatas and 

mulattos, and then through this knowledge have the potential to achieve a psychological 

freedom from the grasp of prevailing ideologies. 

Morúa acknowledges the mulata and mulatto as contained within a world of 

“passing,” and he illuminates that they are products of nineteenth-century dominant 

Cuban ideology. Specifically, Morúa illustrates that the mulata and mulatto are 

enveloped in historias; the mulata in an illusion about her power due to her sexual allure, 

and the mulatto as inseparable from the popular understanding of the “icon of fear,” to 
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borrow Helg’s term. By revealing their realities as historias, created by white society in 

order to control mulatas and mulattos, Morúa reveals their artifice and poor 

representational correspondence. 

The black experience in nineteenth-century Cuba was one of duality, a duality 

which entailed a “performative” element as well as an experienced one, to use Ginsberg’s 

term. This is true of Morúa’s characters and of Morúa himself. Chapter One explored this 

duality at a literary level. It argued that Morúa’s narrative strategy integrates this duality 

by having a narrator who works both within the tradition of the narratives about the 

theme of slavery and outside of that tradition. Instead of a conventional narrator who 

objectively presents information and characters in an unchallenged and matter-of-fact 

way, Morúa’s narrators are subjective and qualified within personal parameters and 

circumstances. They are “truth-producing” narrators, ones for whom we should 

emphasize the “producing” part of that term. Morúa’s narratives masquerade as 

traditional narratives about the theme of slavery, when in fact what he tackles is more in- 

depth analysis and evaluation of the systemic mechanisms—policing mechanisms—that 

limit blacks and mulattos from obtaining power. 

Similar to the letter that appears on the mayordomo’s desk in the concluding 

chapter of La familia Unzúazu (230), Morúa’s narratives appear only five years after the 

abolition of slavery in 1886. At that time, one of the central questions facing the Cuban 

nation was the integration of blacks and mulattos (mulatas) in Cuban society, literature, 

and politics. According to Luis, when black and mulattos authors began to write their 
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historias, they not only had a different story to tell, but an existing one to correct 

(“History and Fiction 3). 

As Chapter Three argues, Morúa shifts the narrative perspective from a “white” 

mulatto to a “black” mulatto through Liberato’s evolution in the series. He does so in 

order to correct and revise the existing submissive and mild white mulatto caricature. In 

the context of nineteenth-century Cuban history, this revision possesses political 

significance when considered alongside the Cuban fight for independence. In a sense, by 

creating a rebellious and astute mulatto character, Morúa pays homage to the blacks and 

mulattos who fought for Cuba as well as for their freedom. It is this spirited character 

whose portrayal is missing in the literature and popular culture, but whose contribution to 

Cuba’s history was critical. 

On a personal level, Morúa demonstrates his freedom via his mastery of 

deception. In his “Rereading the Nation as Family: Corrective Revisions of Racial 

Discourse in Martín Morúa Delgado and Charles W. Chesnutt,” George B. Handley 

argues that this deception is linked to power relations of Cuba at that time: “Those who 

obtain power in Morúa's Cuba are those who successfully manipulate appearances and 

thus control the public’s perceptions of identity” (69). Accordingly, Morúa narrators 

manipulate information pertaining to characters and plot in order to highlight the artifice 

rather than the realism underlying the text. Morúa attempts to get his reader, via carefully 

crafted implied readers, to share the perspective of someone who thinks dramatically 

differently than the perspective expected and dictated by literary and popular convention. 
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So not only does Morúa manipulate the literary tradition, he also strives to help those 

enmeshed in prevailing ideologies emerge. 

This study has also argued that gender and masculinity are important registers by 

which one can understand the literary shift Morúa accomplishes. Beginning from a mild 

or puppet-like character, Liberato evolves into a strong protagonist, and one whose race 

no longer subjugates his ability to be a “man.” Morúa‘s text imagines the scenario 

whereby a mulatto man is allowed to act like a white one. Beginning with his 

characterization in Sofía and followed by his portrayal in La familia Unzúazu, Morúa’s 

Liberato, through the teachings of his white owners, learns, to act like a white “man” as 

defined by the ideology of the time. Liberato crosses over the racial boundaries excluding 

mulattos from manhood, enters into the realm of white manhood; in the process, Morúa 

demonstrates the irony of the icon of fear shrouding the mulatto’s existence. 

Morúa is keenly aware of the subjective nature of his narrators and shares in their 

craft. Morúa himself explores the creative potential of writing and the recognition of its 

ability to construct Cuba’s future. Indeed, Morúa starts Sofía by mentioning the creative 

potential only to contrast it gradually throughout Sofía and La familia Unzúazu with 

unsavory scenes of real life. Faced with the question of the future of Cuba with its 

extensive black and mulatto (mulata) population—and the openness of a yet projected 

national Cuban identity—Morúa envisions a Cuba free of the ideology of a mulata’s 

sexual allure and the mulatto’s “icon of fear,” and instead focuses on the creative 

potential of that future. 
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Appendix 

Plot Summaries 

Sofía (1891) by Martín Morúa Delgado 

Sofia is the tragic story of a white woman passing as a mulata and the 

circumstances that allow this to occur. Sofía is a maidservant to the Unzúazus, a 

prominent white Cuban family who have earned their riches through the slave trade. The 

family consists of the patriarch, Don Sebastián, who was a seaman from Bilbao. His wife, 

Doña María Magdalena from the Canary Islands, and their three children in birth order: 

Ana María, Magdalena, and Federico. 

The novel takes place in a fictitious Cuban city, Belmirada, after the end of the 

ten-year war for independence, 1878-1880.196 This novel is about the disintegration of 

family and contains a plot in which horror after horror occurs. Both matriarch and 

patriarch are deceased and family members are more concerned about money and social 

standing than each other. Decadence prevails especially with regards to the male 

characters: Acebaldo and Federico. Ana María marries Acebaldo de Nudoso de Tronco, 

at her father’s request. Acebaldo is also, like Don Sebastián, a Spanish-born man who has 

earned his riches in the slave trade. He embodies the reactionary Spaniard who is enemy 

of the Creole and lacks any kind sentiment.197 Acebaldo takes Don Sebastián’s role as 

196 See the Prologue to Sofía by Imeldo Álvarez García (ix); also see Handley (68). 
197 See the Apéndice by Guillén in La familia Unzúazu for more information on this 
topic (254). 
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patriarch. The difference being that Acebaldo (never referred to as Don) is not privy to 

Sofía’s unstated relationship to the Unzúazu family. Acebaldo becomes suspicious of 

Sofía and her possibility of inheriting some of the family money. Her unknown parentage 

becomes a direct threat to the Unzúazu fortune. Ana María is cold and unhappy. 

Magdalena is the only hope for the future in this family. 

As it turns out, Sofía is the illegitimate daughter of the deceased Sebastián 

Unzúazu. Her racial identity, previously assumed to be mulata due to her unknown 

parentage, is revealed when her biological mother appears to claim inheritance money 

promised to her in the event of Sofía’s early demise. Sofía’s biological mother is Doña 

Manuela Corrales, a white woman from the Canary Islands. There are two surprising 

elements regarding to the arrival of Doña Manuela. First, Sofía is not only white, but both 

of her parents are Spanish. Second, Sofia’s mother is the embodiment of evil; she 

practices all of the vices known to mankind. 

The incestuous relationship between Sofía and Federico is not one of mutual 

consent. In fact, Federico rapes Sofía. The narrator depicts the “seduction” scene in 

which Sofía falls to Federico due to her desperate need to escape her sad condition. In 

other words, he seduces her psychologically. Sofía’s fate plays out like the fate of many 

other mulatas in nineteenth-century Cuba, a fate epitomized by Filomena. Filomena’s 

story is intercalated in Sofía: she is the figure-head for the tragic destiny of black and 

mulata women exploited by their white “brothers.” 

Upon finding out she is pregnant; Sofía doesn’t reveal the identity of the father, 

not even to her confidant, Magdalena. The Unzúazus blame Sofía for her condition; this 
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includes Magdalena who has been her protectress throughout her life. In fact, Acebaldo, 

Ana María’s husband and the patriarch of the Unzúazu family, casts Sofía out of the 

Unzúazu home. Ostensibly, he sends her to look for a new owner, to whom she must lie 

about her condition. Once exiled from the Unzúazus, Sofía comes upon her biological 

mother, unbeknownst to both parties. She converses with Doña Manuela, also known as 

the vuida de Mendoza, about buying a slave. The miscommunication comes to light when 

Doña Manuela “mistakes” Sofía for the white owner, rather than slave herself. 

Manuela Corrales shows up after Sofía is pregnant and has become gravely ill. In 

fact, the fetus has died and been surgically removed by the doctor. Doña Manuela has 

come to claim the inheritance money left to her daughter, Sofía, whom she thinks is dead. 

Doña Manuela learns that Sofía is not dead and Sofía learns she is a daughter of 

Sebastián Unzúazu, named Juana Sofía on the birth certificate. Doña Manuela, at this 

point, begrudgingly meets Sofía. Magdalena is the one who tells Sofía she is their sister, 

although nobody tells Sofía her baby has died. Sofía, after hearing the news about her 

kinship to the Unzúazus, realizes she has committed incest: this knowledge is too much 

for Sofía and she dies almost instantly. Ironically, the truth about the death of her baby 

might have prevented Sofía’s death since the knowledge of her “crime” is what kills her. 

After Sofía’s death, the novel turns its focus to Liberato, the Unzúazu’s chofer. 

During a scene in which Acebaldo tries to take Sofía away to the plantation, Magdalena 

steps in and takes over Sofía’s punishment. It is at this point that Liberato is introduced 

into the plot in any significant way. Acebaldo, irate from having been thrust aside, takes 

his anger out on Liberato who happens to be there and has dropped a pail of water. This 
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beating turns out to be the motive for which Liberato is accused of murdering Acebaldo, 

a murder which occurs that very same day. Acebaldo is murdered by a mulatto—as the 

neighbors attest—as he is leaving his mulata lover’s house. Liberato is the first to be 

accused and then arrested. However, while in custody another murder takes place which 

is determined to have been committed by the same murderer due to the characteristics of 

the wound. Liberato, again, is the first to be accused, but is later released because he was 

in custody at the time and could no way be responsible for the second crime. Ana María, 

enraged by the knowledge of her husband’s affair with a mulata, now directs her 

attentions towards freeing Liberato. Her obsessive behavior and zeal in proving 

Liberato’s innocence—regardless of the facts—suggests yet another twist in the plot 

concerning the real relationship between Ana María and Liberato. The novel ends with 

Ana María swearing revenge on Acebaldo’s mulata lover. 

La familia Unzúazu (1901) by Martín Morúa Delgado 

La familia Unzúazu (written in 1896 and published 1901) takes place after the 

ten-year war of 1868-1878, from the Pacto de Zanjón in 1878 to 1880, the year of the Ley 

de Patronato: legislation to abolish the category of “slave.” Even though La familia 

Unzúazu is the second narrative in the series, the characters and plot differ markedly from 

Sofía. For example, in La familia Unzúazu, Liberato becomes a much more powerful 

figure, He rapes Ana María and then proceeds to blackmail Federico, now the “patriarch” 

as he is the last surviving male offspring. The innocuous, “pobre Liberato,” sentiment is 

replaced by a threatening and powerful figure. Notably, the narrative revolves around 

Liberato; nevertheless, is titled La familia Unzúazu. 
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Several things inform the narrative’s treatment of Liberato within the confines of 

the Unzúazu family. First, it’s important to note that Liberato is Ana María’s right hand 

man. In lieu of a patriarch, since Federico is completely unreliable and absent from the 

family as well as the narrative, Liberato becomes a pseudo-patriarch. Second, Ana María 

has a history of passing out due to fainting spells. The rape is depicted in terms of 

Liberato’s love for Ana María as well as this indomitable feeling that overtakes him. 

Unbelievably enough, Liberato’s participation in the rape is due to a force beyond his 

control and he is depicted as being “victim” to it. Upon awakening Ana María is scared 

by what has happened; however, she is more scared about the “¿qué dirá?” of others, 

particularly if she becomes pregnant. It is at this point that Liberato chooses to leave. At 

this point, Ana María’s ire is now directed towards Liberato. 

 

Liberato, after raping Ana María, becomes a runaway slave or cimarrón. In 

practical terms, Liberato is now free and affiliated with a cimarrón community of 

ñáñigos. However, Liberato is anything but free. He bumps into Federico in the 

mountains and asks him to be his padrino or “sponsor.” Liberato soon realizes his 

mistake in asking for Federico’s help, but eventually they come to an agreement to 

blackmail the Unzúazu family—Federico is the mastermind behind the plan. Federico 

concocts a plan in which he is seemingly kidnapped and a ransom note is sent to the 

Unzúazus. Upon his safe return, Federico tells the story of his captivity: one in which he 

implicates Liberato as one of his captors. That fact, in conjunction with the fact that 

Federico invents a supposed “apology” from Liberato to Ana María, puts her over the 

edge. No one in the family knows about the rape except Ana María and Liberato. 
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Federico had no idea besides a general understanding of a “falling out” of sorts between 

the two. Ana María’s intention is now to capture and kill Liberato. 

The final act of revenge is when Liberato voluntarily changes his role in the 

blackmail plan. Liberato, in fact, lies to Federico about Ana María sending the Guardia 

Civil out to look for him, thus blocking his ability to deliver the monetary funds to 

Federico. Additionally, Liberato keeps the money and instructs Ana María to pay the 

monthly fee or else he will burn her fields. Liberato now has taken the upper hand and 

Federico has proven to be his intellectual inferior. Liberato has learned from Federico and 

uses the same tactics in blackmailing Federico and the Unzúazu family. Liberato joins 

forces with other mulattos, one of whom is a spy among Federico and his cohorts. 

Liberato has complete power over the Unzúazu family: he gets their money, has already 

raped the matriarch (a white woman), and is free. Liberato has come to embody the 

mulatto image envisioned by “white anxiety,” he has broken all established societal rules 

and appropriated power in all realms: economic, societal and the black/white 

dichotomous world and has taken revenge on the Unzúazus, the “icon of fear” purports 

(to borrow Helg’s term). 

Cecilia Valdés By Cirilo Villaverde 

Cecilia Valdés o la loma del ángel (1882) is the tragic story of a mulata 

(octoroon) named Cecilia who lived from 1812-1830. The novel takes its inspiration from 

a real person, although the narrative itself is fiction. The drama in this novel depicts the 

interconnectedness between the Spanish, Creoles, and Blacks in nineteenth-century Cuba. 

It is a snapshot in time of Cuban customs and people. None of the characters themselves 
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are slaves; however, the theme of the narrative involves the consensual romance between 

a mulata and white man—a ramification of slavery. 

 

Cecilia Valdés, the character, is the daughter of a mulata, Rosario Alarcón, and a 

prominent white man, Cándido Gamboa y Ruiz. She is the third generation in a cycle of 

women of color who are born into this mulata destiny. She is generally happy-go-lucky, 

breathtakingly beautiful, and looks exceedingly white. Under the tenets of 

blanqueamiento her destiny is to marry a white man. Unbeknownst to her and her lover, 

Cecilia has paired up with her half-brother Leonardo Gamboa, son of the aforementioned 

Cándido Gamboa. Neither of the lovers “know” their kinship, although many suspicious 

factors point to the impossibility of “not knowing”: Cecilia has an uncanny resemblance 

to Adela, one of Cándido legitimate daughters, as well as to her father. Cecilia and 

Leonardo have a consensual love affair, albeit their motivations and expectations are 

different. Leonardo aspires to marry a white woman named Isabel, whom he describes as 

beautiful, but cold and rigid. His passion is for Cecilia, yet he knows he will not marry 

her. 

 

The narration starts with Cecilia’s birth around 1810. The scene is tragic in that 

Cándido Gamboa takes Cecilia away at birth and places her in an orphanage, a Casa de 

Maternidad. Due to the loss of her child, Rosario is put into an insane asylum and doesn’t 

appear again until the end of the novel and the end of her life. Cándido’s reasons for 

placing Cecilia in an orphanage are so that she may receive the last name Valdés, and 

consequently, to live a “better” life without direct ties to mother or father. 
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Cándido’s role in Cecilia’s life is as “protector.” Cecilia’s story, besides her birth, 

begins with her as a young woman. She lives with her grandmother, señá Josefa, who is 

complicit in maintaining Cecilia’s parentage secret and whose goal for her granddaughter 

is to marry a white man. The plot revolves around Cecilia and Leonardo’s romance and 

the social scene of which she is a part. Almost everything Cecilia does, plays into the 

tenets of blanqueamiento and a mulata’s role in the process. 

 

The novel contains many costumbrista descriptions: physical appearances of 

characters, the dresses and social functions they attend, as well as minute descriptions of 

houses and customs. There are also many conversations about the political and social 

ideas of the time. 

 

Doña Rosa, Leonardo’s mother wants him to be a judge and encourages his 

fraternizing with Cecilia. Cándido doesn’t have a lot of hope for his son as he is a 

hedonist like his father. Leonardo also doesn’t have much respect for his father which 

parallels the relationship between Creoles (Leonardo) and Spaniards (Cándido). 

 

Much of the plot details the fights between the characters depicting a society in 

crisis. Most of society’s problems, in this case, are reflected through interpersonal 

relationships between characters and families. For example, Rosa and Cándido fight 

about his infidelities with mulatas, Leonardo and Cecilia fight over their relationship, 

Cecilia and Dionisio fight when he tells her the truth about her mother and María de 

Regla, and Leonardo and Isabel (his white girlfriend) fight over Cecilia, to mention a 

few. 
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The historical context in which this novel takes place is, in part, during Captain 

General Dionisio Vives’ government 1823-1832. This was a time in which the tobacco, 

coffee, and sugar industries are flourishing and, according to William Luis, Vives and the 

sugar aristocracy ran “the colony with a firm hand” (Culture and Customs of Cuba 5). 

Villaverde represents Cuba’s coffee economy through Isabel Ilincheta, Leonardo’s 

girlfriend, and her family and sugar industry through the Gamboas. This tension entails 

much more than a struggle between which crop will survive. It is also about native versus 

imported, and skilled versus unskilled or slave labor. 
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