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ABSTRACT 
 
 

    “Modernismo” can be divided into two distinct epochs: one from 1888 to 1898 that 

was shaped by French Parnassian and Formalist poetry, and the second epoch, after 1898, 

influenced by French symbolism and the socio-political conditions of Latin America. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States caused and 

presented the most fear for Latin Americans with its expansionist ambitions. 

    This dissertation will investigate the second epoch of “Modernismo” through 

discussion and analysis of three major writers: José Martí (Cuba, 1853-1895), José 

Enrique Rodó (Uruguay, 1872-1917), and Rubén Darío (Nicaragua, 1867-1916). From 

each writer’s perspective and opinions, the reader will gain a greater insight into the 

frustration felt by Latin Americans as a result of United States aggressive policies toward 

the area. While the United States desired to establish world dominance, Latin Americans 

feared the expansionism would cause a loss of culture, history, and linguistic traditions 

for them. Each selected writer presented a type of “plan” for Latin American resistance 

against North American aggression and displayed a fear for Latin America’s cultural and 

independent future. 



CHAPTER I: 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

    Modernism was a literary movement in Spanish America, that, according to Alberto 

Julián Pérez: “…revalora lo marginal. Habla sobre otro mundo y sensibilidad” (84). 

Modernism is divided into two epochs, each with a distinct style and theme. The first 

epoch began around 1888 and is characterized by an influence of French Parnassian 

poetry, which was concerned with form. The second epoch, particularly after 1898, was 

concerned with the social and political conditions of Spanish America. With regard to the 

first epoch, Modernists sought to create poetry that rivaled its European form and that 

experimented with the musicality of language as well as the poetic form. Modernist 

poetry freed verse from the traditional, classical norm in order to achieve new 

innovations with language. In addition to musicality, another innovation was seeking a 

perfect form that promoted a deep reality. Modernism in the first epoch searched for 

language that reflected the needs of writers and great thinkers who were struggling 

against the rigid nature of the established literary forms (Jrade 1998; Pérez 1995; 

Loveluck 1967). 

    One cannot mention the term Modernism in its second epoch without considering the 

social and political conditions of Spanish America during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. This is to say; Modernism became more than a literary movement concerned 

with poetry and form; it also became a Latin American vehicle to voice displeasure 

regarding the social and political conditions in the republics. The second epoch of 



Modernism is therefore marked by a direct commentary on the socio-political conditions 

that, up to this time, remained hidden in metaphors. One of the most important concepts 

discussed in the second epoch was what the future held for Spanish America. It is at this 

point in Modernism’s history that literature and Spanish America’s socio-political 

complexion cannot be separated and studied independently of one another.   

    Even though an obvious link forms between Modernism and the socio-political 

conditions of the time, there still exist many investigations that attempt to treat each as 

two distinct entities: Ellis and Garciasol as examples. This project will give special 

emphasis to the relationship between literature and “real world” conditions that became 

characteristic of the second epoch of Modernism. While demonstrating this relationship, 

the reader will be exposed to historical background information and how the Modernists 

interpreted and treated them. 

    Each chapter will draw the reader to a better interpretation of Modernism and its 

historical relevance through a discussion of works by José Martí (Cuba, 1853-1895), José 

Enrique Rodó (Uruguay, 1872-1917), and Rubén Darío (Nicaragua, 1867-1916). In lieu 

of offering an exhaustive study into the history of Spanish America during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, Chapter One provides the reader with an overview of the 

political decisions that helped shape Latin America during the mid nineteenth century and 

into the early decades of the twentieth. Through a discussion of United States 

interventions into Spanish America, the pain and frustration experienced by Modernist 

writers will become more understandable. With each intervention it is the hope that the 

reader will ask himself or herself “Why?” This is the same question the Modernist writers 
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began to ask and develop a rationale. There are several possible reasons why the United 

States invaded Spanish America, including: 1) the inner strife of Latin America allowing 

“easy” invasions, 2) the weak industrial and monetary conditions in Latin America, 3) the 

little military resistance that could be offered by Latin America, 4) the United States 

perceiving Latin Americans as badly educated and inferior individuals, and 5) the success 

of previous invasions and the ability to control the Latin American people.  

    Also discussed in Chapter Two is the largest contributing factor that allowed frequent 

invasions into Latin America: the lack of military strength possessed by Latin America 

against more powerful and formidable enemies. This could explain how Spain was able 

to govern and rule Puerto Rico and Cuba for as long as it did. Yet, while Spain was able 

to secure its military power in the Caribbean into the nineteenth century, a more powerful 

nation was emerging. The United States quickly became the new world power as it 

implemented a massive assault on Cuba in 1898 against a weak Spanish force. Known as 

the Spanish-American War, the United States became victorious and gained the trust of 

Latin America while promising a better future. Shortly after the victory, the United States 

proved to become the most opportunistic enemy of Latin America. Chapter Two 

demonstrates the military power and presence of the United States in Latin America and 

how it became the greatest obstacle for Latin American independent political 

development. 

    The historical information of Chapter Two serves as a bridge for the literary 

investigations of this project, that begins with Chapter Three’s discussion of José Martí’s 

“Nuestra América” (1891). Martí’s “Nuestra América” is a brief essay that, in my 
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reading, contains the blueprint for Latin American political independence. Already in 

exile in the United States, Martí offers insight into the North American power and its 

philosophy on world domination. One insight that the chapter discusses is that the United 

States is declared by Martí as the next to invade Latin America through military 

intervention or capitalistic ventures. The portrayal of the United States as a stealth tiger 

waiting to pounce on weaker prey is a metaphor that cannot be ignored. A concept that is 

detailed in the chapter is Martí’s thoughts on how to defend Latin America against the 

United States. Using the metaphor of the “tree people,” Martí indicates that the people 

need to stand together and be strong against the hungry tiger. Revealed through the 

chapter’s discussion is that unification means more than people gathering together as it 

also implies preserving the cultural, historical, and linguistic heritage of Latin America. 

Pride and history become the major themes of “Nuestra América” as Martí discusses his 

worst fear: the loss of Latin America. While many Latin Americans maintain that their 

village is the world, Chapter Three expresses that the people have forgotten that “outside” 

forces stand ready to invade.  

    There are three “wake-up” calls discussed in this project with Martí’s “Nuestra 

América” being the first one. Included in Martí’s “wake-up” call is the fact that the Latin 

American people are on the verge of losing everything at the hands of the new invader, 

the United States. Two other components of Martí’s “wake-up” call are also discussed: 1) 

the United States is the new enemy and must be stopped, and 2) there are two Americas 

composed of North America and “Our America,” which is Latin America.  
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    The second portion of Chapter Three is an analysis and discussion of Rubén Darío’s 

essay “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898). The essay (originally, a newspaper chronicle) is one 

of the best examples of the second epoch of Modernism prior to Rodó’s “Ariel.” 

Centering on the precept that the United States desires to conquer all of Latin America, 

Darío makes a comparative analysis between the two Americas. Further discussion of the 

comparisons in the chapter reveals the United States to be a brutal, materialistic, and 

insensitive nation that blindly follows its leader and a nation that lacks culture and 

religion. Spanish America is portrayed as a country rich in historical, cultural, and 

linguistic traditions. Through the discussion of “El triunfo de Calibán,” the reader will 

become more aware of Darío’s true intent in writing the essay: to warn the Spanish 

American people of the dangers that lie ahead and to plead with the people to unify in 

order to achieve independence. There are four parallels between “Nuestra América” and 

“El triunfo de Calibán” revealed in Chapter Three: 1) the message of hope, 2) Latin 

American independence, 3) danger presented by the United States, and 4) the urgency to 

preserve the past in order to foster the future for Latin America. 

    The second “wake-up” call for Latin America is discussed in Chapter Four’s analysis 

of José Enrique Rodó’s “Ariel” (1900). The chapter contains a discussion of the 

differences between the United States and Latin America including: 1) insistence on 

materialism in the United States, 2) political differences, 3) money worshipped in the 

United States like God is in Latin America, 4) linguistic differences, and 5) the heroes 

and important writers of the United States. Chapter Four also presents the reader with the 

worst scenario of United States control of Latin America: a “de-latinized” society and 
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assimilation of United States culture and customs on Latin America. Through Rodó’s 

“Ariel,” the youth will have an integral role in shaping Latin America while promoting 

the past and unifying against the United States. Chapter Four also includes an 

investigation into Rodó’s “plan” for Latin America that was based on avoiding 

overspecialization, de-emphasis on material gains, and promoting the historical and 

cultural past.  

    Chapter Five represents the third and final “wake-up” call for Latin America through 

its discussion of the socio-political poetry of Cantos de vida y esperanza (1905) by 

Rubén Darío. Four poems that best exemplify Darío’s personal frustration have been 

chosen that signify the poet’s works during the second epoch of Modernism. In 

“Salutación del optimista,” autonomy from “outside” forces is described as a glorious 

event. Also included in the poem is the theme that Latin Americans are obligated to 

maintain contact with the past as they look to the future. The second poem discussed is 

“A Roosevelt” which appears as a continuation of previous themes presented in his essay 

“El triunfo de Calibán.” Through the analysis of the poem, the reader will gain insight 

into Darío’s frustration with United States president Theodore Roosevelt. While 

presenting the investigation into “A Roosevelt,” the reader will also be provided a 

demonstration of how the poem parallels “El triunfo de Calibán.” The third poem 

analyzed in Chapter Five is part one of the four part poetic series titled “Los cisnes.” In 

“Los cisnes I,” frustration and concern regarding “de-latinization” (first mentioned in 

Rodó’s “Ariel”) and loss of culture receive the most attention. An additional study of the 

swan as a universal symbol for Latin America is provided as well as its use for Latin 
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America’s future. The final poem selected is “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote” 

which focuses on the Cervantes character as a means of preserving Hispanic values. Each 

of the four selections indicate Darío’s optimism towards Latin America’s future and that 

the people will demonstrate a better image to themselves and the “outside” world. 

    The overall intent of this work is not only to tie literature to the socio-political 

conditions of Latin America, but also to demonstrate the relationship between 

Modernismo and the “real” world. The goal is to allow the reader to consider what the 

writers are attempting to express and gain an appreciation and understanding of 

Modernismo’s second epoch. Chapters Three through Five provide the reader with a 

chronological sequence that demonstrates that the fight for preserving Latin America’s 

position in the world was an on-going activity. In addition, just as Latin Americans 

continually struggled with maintaining their political independence and autonomy, the 

United States was relentless in its efforts to control the region. With each discussion of 

the literature, the reader will better understand the parallels found within the selected 

texts and the events surrounding the relationship between the United States and Latin 

America.   
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CHAPTER II: 
 

LATIN AMERICA’S HISTORICAL 
 

FIGHT FOR IDENTITY 
 
 
 

    Many Modernist writers elected to escape an exterior world of ugliness in favor of an 

interior beauty. However, the occurrences and events of the exterior world could not be 

easily avoided. Despite living in an “ugly” world, Modernism provided its message of 

beauty through prose and poetry. The second epoch of Modernism combined the theme 

of beauty with a more socio-political message. In order to better understand the 

developments of Modernism, one must look to a historical account of Latin America and 

the relationship shared with the United States. The often-strained relations between the 

two regions reflected the pain and frustration for Modernist writers. One cannot begin to 

understand the Modernist socio-political perspective without first investigating United 

States and Latin American relations during the mid nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. 

    When discussing United States-Latin American relations, Benjamin Keen indicates 

that there are at least two consistent themes: 1) “…the United States has sought to protect 

and expand its economic and political interests in the region” and 2) “…the United States 

has generally subordinated Latin America to its other concerns abroad” (521). Keen 

continues his comments relating that since the Madison administration, the United States 

has actively maintained and established Latin America as an “economic appendage” 

(521). Grouping all of the Latin American countries together and looking out for only 
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U.S. interests while ignoring the needs of the people and individual problems within the 

countries brought the United States success in the region. 

    Ignoring individual problems within countries and needs of the people has allowed the 

United States to be flexible with policy in Latin America. While United States economic 

interests in the region have flourished, conditions in Latin America have continued a 

downward spiral. Keen discusses this trend in Latin America and suggests: 

                  In two centuries, the United States has risen to become the industrial and 
                  financial giant of the capitalist world; despite its many economic and social 
                  problems, it provides the majority of its people with a satisfactory material 
                  standard of living. Latin America has fallen behind the other America and 
                  belongs to the underdeveloped world. (522) 
 
From the Latin American perspective, the people have become entrenched in poverty and 

misery while watching the economic growth of the United States. While the United States 

maintains that the situation in Latin America is unrelated to North American intervention, 

this chapter will prove otherwise. When did the United States first intervene into Latin 

America during the times of Modernismo when did the United States attitude towards 

Latin America change? These are two of the question that will be addressed in this 

chapter with the answers supported through historical information. 

    In the 1880s United States policy makers designed several trade treaties with Latin 

America which were discussed at diplomatic conferences. The United States signed a 

bilateral reciprocal trade agreement with six Latin American nations during this decade, 

resulting in a few benefits. The first of the diplomatic conferences met in 1889, which 

resulted in “…a little more than the airing of long-simmering grievances and mistrust” 

(Keen 524). With a deep depression occurring in the United States from 1893-1898, 

 9



policy makers realized that expansion into foreign markets would be the only solution for 

recovery. The United States looked to Latin America for recovery and began economic 

“exploration” of the region. Soon, investments in the Latin American nations grew at an 

alarming rate as demonstrated by the U.S. stake in Mexico that had reached $500 million 

by 1898. Keen indicates the aggressive nature of the United States policy when he writes: 

“The United States was willing to go to great lengths, even at the risk of war, both to 

protect potential markets and to reinforce its political dominance…” (535). As the 

depression of 1893 grew deeper in the United States, political leaders looked to Latin 

America with hope and anxiety. In 1893, president Cleveland declared that “…unrest and 

European meddling had threatened interests in Nicaragua, Guatemala, Costa Rica, 

Honduras, and Brazil in 1892” (Keen 525). Threatened by European influx into Latin 

America, the United States intervened into Brazil to prevent British influence. A trade 

agreement between the United States and Brazil was signed in 1893 preventing “outside” 

intervention. This would mark the first successful intervention for the North American 

power and would secure the first victory to block other foreign competition.   

    An ideal example of Latin America’s struggles is found in Nicaragua and the rise of 

the Conservative Party in the country. From 1863 until 1893, the Nicaraguan government 

was seized and controlled by the Conservatives who “named presidents, put down 

occasional uprisings, and gave the country a somewhat stable rule” (Herring 489). Prior 

to the rising of the Conservatives in Nicaragua, the country had to endure United States 

intervention in 1855. With the Liberals in control of Nicaragua, the United States 

proposed building a canal in the country because of its natural isthmus. William Walker 
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and his mercenaries arrived in Nicaragua with the hope of wresting the canal project 

away from Cornelius Vanderbilt’s construction firm. However, as John A. Booth writes, 

Walker had plans for the country that involved more than taking the project from 

Vanderbilt. Based on his research, Booth concludes that Walker: 

                  In league with out-of-power Liberals, formed an army and toppled the 
                  Conservative government. The United States quickly recognized the 
                  fledgling Liberal government of Walker, who announced his intention to 
                  reinstitute slavery, make English the official language, and seek U.S. 
                  statehood. (21) 
 
This marked the first time Nicaraguans would be exposed to the United States 

imperialism that spread through the rest of Latin America a decade later. The United 

States’ involvement and intervention into Nicaragua and the rest of Latin America 

continued through the remainder of the nineteenth century.  

    The United States raised the hopes of Nicaraguans with the possibility of a canal to be 

built, which would monetarily help the country and help to offset many financial 

hardships. However, the canal in the country was not meant to be. Once Zelaya gained 

power over Nicaragua, the canal negotiations with the United States were hindered. 

Noting the atrocities in his country, Zelaya wanted to eliminate United States control that 

Walker had so adamantly worked to achieve. President Zelaya found several aspects of 

the canal proposal to be unfavorable for his country, thus allowing the United States more 

liberty to intervene with greater measure. One of the issues was the United States’ 

advantage in extraterritorial rights that included “…the establishment of American courts 

in the canal zone to try cases involving citizens of the United States” (Rodríquez 110).  
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    The concern over judicial matters in the Nicaraguan Canal Zone proved to be the major 

obstacle with construction. After several years of negotiation, Zelaya agreed to a cash 

payment of $6 million and also agreed that Nicaragua would be the site for the new canal. 

While Zelaya and the United States’ negotiators appeared to agree, the United States 

State Department balked at the proposal because it did not include a provision for 

judiciary independence for U.S. citizens (Rodríquez 110). While Zelaya and the United 

States negotiators agreed on a suitable contract, the State Department continued to seek 

canal locations elsewhere in Latin America without notifying the Nicaraguan 

government. 

    The corrupt nature of the United States policy in Latin America would soon be 

revealed through a series of events that changed the world’s perspective of the North 

American power. Throughout the nineteenth century, the United States’ international 

policy was shaped by a desire to expand. North American expansionism proved to be 

beneficial to the United States and detrimental to other countries involved. One such 

example was found in the Caribbean region of Latin America where United States 

expansion blossomed and spread to the remainder of the Spanish-speaking world. James 

F. Petras describes United States involvement into the Caribbean writing: 

                  The expansion of commercial and banking interests throughout the Caribbean     
                  area by the end of the nineteenth century was combined with an influx of U.S.  
                  capital and correspond with the emergence of the now familiar pattern of  
                  neocolonial control. U.S. economic interests controlled the economy while  
                  U.S. policy makers nurtured and promoted client governments through  
                  military intervention, economic and diplomatic pressures, and electoral frauds.  
                  (231) 
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What rationale would the United States use to explain their right to intervene and 

“invade” Latin America? 

    The United States was able to justify their presence in Latin America and, most 

specifically, canal construction under the guise of the Monroe Doctrine. The Doctrine 

gave the United States legal right to expand through manifest destiny. This is to say, the 

North American country was legally protected under the Doctrine, thus allowing future 

expansion. Elsie Spicer Eels suggests that the Doctrine did not cause initial concern for 

Latin America and concludes: “Up to the time of the Mexican War it does not seem to 

have troubled them; they looked upon it as a protection” (310). However, the original 

form of the Monroe Doctrine underwent several amendments that favored the United 

States and its desire for world domination.  

    The first of many changes to the Monroe Doctrine occurred in 1895 when Secretary of 

State Grover Cleveland expressed to Great Britain1: 

                  Any permanent union between a European and the American state” is  
                  unnatural and inexpedient, announcing that “today the United States is  
                  practically sovereign on this continent, and its fiat is law upon the subjects to  
                  which it confines its interposition. (Eels 311) 
 
While the United States was amending the Monroe Doctrine to better suit their desire of 

world domination, an uprising in Cuba proved to be a prelude to the Spanish-American 

War.  

    The Cuban uprising of 1895 was a direct result of events that first transpired in 1868. 

According to Hubert Herring: 

                  In 1868 young Cubans met secretly on a plantation and drafted el gesto de  
                  Yara, which called for the island’s independence and marked the beginning 
                  of the Ten Years’ War (1868-78), a contest between Spain’s troops and the 
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                  poorly armed guerrillas… (396-7)2

The Ten Years’ War raised determination for Cuban independence and caused the once 

weak military to become better trained. The concept of protecting Cuba from future 

foreign invasion was at the foundation of this determination for independence (Herring 

397). With a loss of many lives and extensive property damage, the Spanish government 

managed to reach a settlement to end the War with Cuba. The settlement included the 

following conditions: 1) administrative reform, 2) amnesty for rebels, and 3) 

emancipation of slaves. Herring writes that Spain kept its promise regarding the freedom 

of slaves, however “…the other promises proved chimerical” (397). Without change in 

administrative reforms, colonial rulers continued to be ruthless against Cuba and the 

people. One of the major detriments to a continuation of colonial rule was that tobacco 

and sugar (on which the Cuban economy depended) were beginning to mark financial 

losses, especially trade with the United States. Recognizing the financial loss, Spain 

raised taxes (including a higher tariff on imported goods) and imposed a greater number 

of restrictions. Noting further financial strain in 1894, Spain cancelled a trade agreement 

between Cuba and North and South America.3 Cubans began to fear that the losses would 

eventually take a complete toll on the island and decided: “…the hour had indeed come 

for Cuba libre” (Herring 397).  

     Cuba libre would be the call for Cuban independence from Spain and the continuation 

of the Ten Years’ War in 1895.4 Exiled in New York, José Martí and other Cuban 

expatriates formed a government-in-exile in the United States and organized the military 

invasion of the island. As the leaders of the new government-in-exile, Tomás Estrado 
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Palma and Martí influenced Cubans to resist Spanish colonial rule. Their efforts would 

later help the United States justify its intervention in Cuba (and begin the Spanish-

American War of 1898). With its own economic problems, the United States recognized 

that a war between Cuba and Spain meant further financial difficulty. Arthur P. Whitaker 

indicates that the United States would have to find a solution to further losses and 

implemented the Monroe Doctrine to protect commercial interests: 

                  The creation of conditions favorable to U.S. commercial interests was of  
                  prime importance in the enunciation of the Monroe Doctrine. It was hoped  
                  that the emancipation of Latin America (coupled with Cuba’s probable  
                  annexation), would open Latin American markets to U.S. manufacturing and  
                  commercial groups. (436) 
 
The motives behind a possible United States intervention into Cuba were based on two 

concepts: 1) the country’s anti-colonialism, and 2) exercising their right to use the 

Monroe Doctrine to protect North American business capital (Aguilar 25). Fearing a loss 

of economic and thus, territorial expansion, the United States viewed the situation in 

Cuba as a security issue that would thwart future capital ventures with Cuba. In 1895, the 

army of Cuban exiles would invade the island, starting the liberation war for 

independence. José Martí would die in battle while fighting in Cuba in 1895. The United 

States, fearing more economic losses, intervened into Cuba with a military force to 

support Cuban independence.5

    Armed and supported by the government-in-exile in New York, Cuba had uprisings 

against Spanish forces. The Cuban people greeted the uprisings with enthusiasm as they 

began to unite and secure several initial victories as they marched toward Havana 

(Herring 397). Noting these early victories as a genuine threat, Spain quickly acted by 
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relieving the officers in charge of the army and appointing General Valeriano Weyler6 as 

commander in chief. With Weyler in charge, the Spanish army constructed concentration 

camps in Cuba and took many hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children as 

military prisoners (Herring 397). The Cubans were now in a difficult situation facing 

death at the hands of either a well-equipped Spanish army or in the concentration camps 

where lack of food and water led to nearly 50,000 deaths in the Havana camp alone. But, 

mistreatment by the Spanish government was a daily ordeal for Cubans, as Salvador de 

Madariaga indicates in his summary of Spanish colonialism on the island: 

                  En su conjunto, la exploración y colonialización de América por España 
                  es quizá la más inhumana…Españoles fueron sin duda los que cometieron 
                  los abusos y malos tratos… (171) 
 
    One year after beginning the fight for independence, the Cuban rebels were retreating 

to the most eastern side of the island pushed by Weyler and his Spanish army. The 

Spanish army had reduced the once determined Cuban rebels into a small band of armed 

soldiers, thus claiming victory over the island. Observing that North American investors 

held capital in Cuban sugar and had made a profit from trade (wanting more profit), the 

United States considered a more intense military involvement in Cuba. Herring indicates 

several reasons that provoked the United States’ desire to intervene including: 

                  The shrinkage of the United States industrial profits in the early 1900’s 
                  prompted expansion of foreign markets, lessened enthusiasm for the 
                  traditional isolationism, and gave impetus to the idea that the nation must 
                  exert its place among world powers. (398) 
 
Note that none of the factors Herring mentions includes liberating Cuba from Spain and 

only focuses on the capitalistic gains for the United States. Fearing that the Cuban trade 

market would continue diminishing, the United States sent a military force to Cuba in 
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1898 and as Petras observes: “…against Cuban rebels’ wishes in the war between Cuba 

and Spain” (241).7 Cuba and the rest of the world would call this act of United States 

aggression the “Peligro Yanquí.” However, Petras also suggests that United States 

intervention was not necessary because: 

                  By 1898, the rebels had, for all practical purposes, defeated the Spanish forces     
                  and were on the verge of achieving their independence. The only activities   
                  remaining undone were final mopping up operations and formal Spanish  
                  capitulation. Thus the claim that the United States was rendering invaluable  
                  assistance to the Cubans was patently absurd—the Cubans didn’t need such  
                  help. Rather the U.S. incursion was undertaken for self-aggrandizement, as  
                  later events demonstrated when Washington occupied the island and imposed  
                  its political-economic hegemony. The Cubans themselves recognized the  
                  motives underlying U.S. activities and rightfully resisted. (241)] 
 
    “Peligro Yanquí” or the “American Scare” was a sentiment shared by many that 

included genuine concern for United States’ actions in Cuba. The United States had 

asserted itself and used the Monroe Doctrine to protect its own economic interests. 

Defining “Peligro Yanquí” is difficult, however J.F. Normano provides two possible 

explanations for the term: 

1. We cannot find a clear answer in literature, but more or less intemperate  
      descriptions of the geographical and economic expansion of the United    
      States; enthusiasm or hatred for the machine age; mass productions and  
      standardization, hailing it as highly civilized or damning it as barbarous;  
      vague prophecies of the future and dim adumbrations of the past; but  
      never a clear conception. The danger became discovered mainly in  
      “American imperialism.”  

 
2. A summary of all the aspects of this phenomenon brings us to the    
       conclusion that the danger is the intention of the United States to conquer  
       economically, and consequently culturally and politically, the entire  
       world. It is a matter of common opinion that the United States’  
       imperialism is mainly of an economic nature, and that its political and  
       cultural aims are of a supplementary character; that the financial capital of  
       the United States is well on the way to a conquest of the world. (160-1) 
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Therefore, there are two ways to perceive “Peligro Yanquí:” 1) the fear or dislike of 

United States specialization and emphasis on industrialization on a world-wide level, and 

2) the fear that the United States will use its expansion to only further their economic 

interests and conquer the world through financial means. The “American Scare” would 

serve as the impetus for the second epoch of Modernismo that dealt primarily with socio-

political themes as well as United States involvement in Latin America.  

    Why would the United States take such an active role in Cuba? To answer this 

question, one needs to observe that with Spain’s elimination for the island, the United 

States could easily annex the island as a protectorate and reap the financial benefits. This 

was, after all, the true intention of military intervention. It was not for liberation, rather as 

a means to protect resources and trade. The United States seized its opportunity to 

“invade” Cuba realizing that the rebel forces were already engaged militarily against 

Spain.  

    In addition to economic reasons, the United States also had a strategic motive for 

military intervention into Cuba. United States policy makers had already decided that an 

isthmian canal in Central America would increase the rate of trade by offering a quicker 

route. Herring indicates that the United States government believed Spain was a threat to 

the construction of the canal project and “…thought it unwise to leave Spain in control of 

the island which dominated the Caribbean” (397). Another motive emerged in Cuba’s 

war with Spain: the United States considered the atrocities Spain was displaying towards 

the Cuban people and the conditions of the concentration camps. Thus, a humanitarian 

effort became the third motive for United States involvement in the Cuban-Spain War.8
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    The exact cause of the Spanish-American War remains unknown, however, Robinson 

suggests the following causes: “…the chronic disturbance which existed in Cuba under 

Spanish government and which led the United States to decide upon the expulsion of 

Spain from the Western Hemisphere.” (464) Military intervention into Cuba most 

resembled an invasion and not aiding the rebels. In fact, United States politicians 

assumed an attitude of war, as Thomas Spence Robertson summarizes, that was   

                  …equivalent to a declaration of war. After the President signed the   
                  resolution on April 20, the Spanish minister at Washington asked for his  
                  passports, the American minister left Madrid, and the navy of the United  
                  States was ordered to blockade Cuba. (431) 
 
In February of 1898, the United States’ warship, the U.S.S. Maine was in harbor in 

Havana to protect United States citizens in the case of an emergency. While anchored, an 

unknown force attacked the ship, thus igniting the Spanish-American War. Herring writes 

that both United States and Spanish inquiries contradicted one another: 

                  A United States Naval inquiry fixed blame upon a submarine bomb but did    
                  not disclose its source. A Spanish investigation charged the accident to    
                  internal explosion. Some commentators argued, without evidence, that Cuban  
                  patriots had blown up the battleship in order to provoke intervention. (398) 
 
While it was uncertain what caused the sinking of the U.S.S. Maine, the tension between 

the United States and Spain was certainly growing. Two months after the sinking of the 

U.S.S. Maine, United States Congress was urged by President McKinley to call for armed 

intervention. In declaring war against Spain, the United States Congress pledged to 

“…free Cuba from Spanish tyranny and in the Teller Resolution disavowed any intention 

to annex the island. But the U.S. government proceeded to conduct war and negotiate the 

peace without consulting the Cubans” (Herring 526). 
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    The Spanish-American War was a brief conflict between the United States and Spain. 

However short the War was, United States heroism was heightened “…and not the least 

heroic in the popular mind was Theodore Roosevelt, who, According to some accounts, 

won the war singlehanded” (Herring 398). While the War was brief, the consequences of 

the conflict were long lasting as the once vast Spanish Empire came practically to an end. 

In April of 1898, Spain signed a formal peace treaty with the United States in Paris. 

Included in the treaty was the provision that Spain must cede Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

Philippines to the United States.  

    The United States Congress sent military forces into Puerto Rico, the Philippines and 

additional forces to Cuba in order to expel the Spanish military from those areas. Cuba 

was now free from Spain and other “outside” invaders as the United States pledged in the 

Teller Amendment of 1898 that it had no intent to “…exercise sovereignty, jurisdiction, 

or control over the Island except for the pacification thereof, and asserts its 

determination, when that is accomplished, to leave the government and control of the 

Island to its people” (Herring 399). While the United States pledged to Cuba that it would 

help them rebuild the damage from the war, the North American country had other plans 

for the island. These plans would be revealed to not only Cuba, but to the rest of the 

world as well. With the victory over Spain, the United States began to spread “Yankee” 

imperialism on a worldwide level. 

    Cuba witnessed the United States breaking one pledge after another including utilizing 

a military presence on the island from 1898 until 1902. Why did the United States need to 

employ military strength on an island that had just won its independence from Spain? 
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James F. Petras’ explanation is that during the four years of Cuban occupation, the United 

States exacted “territorial and economic concessions from the Cubans, and then forcing 

the Cubans to accept a constitution that contained the Platt Amendment giving 

Washington in effect, an unlimited right (one that was later exercised frequently) to 

unilaterally intervene in the island’s affairs” (241). The Taft Proposal to the Platt 

Amendment offers the best response to the question of the United States’ lengthy Cuban 

intervention process. Taft, who penned the provision and established it in Cuba shortly 

after the Platt Amendment was first secured, feared that the Cuban rebels might resist 

against the United States and therefore: 

                  … accordingly proclaimed a provisional government which was to conform,  
                  so far as possible, to the Cuban Constitution.9 He declared that his object was  
                  to restore order, peace, and confidence, and to reestablish a permanent  
                  government in Cuba. The Cuban insurgents and the militia were then  
                  disarmed; and a proclamation of amnesty was issued. (Robertson 434) 
 
Under the Taft Proposal, United States Congress named Charles E. Magoon as the first 

provisional governor of Cuba. Magoon’s duties were to maintain peace in Cuba and 

oversee the disarming of the militia. His other duty was to establish a government similar 

to the United States that would protect financial interests on the island (especially the 

sugar and tobacco industries). As the force behind the provisional Cuban government, the 

United States established several military installations that served two purposes: 1) to 

prevent “outside” countries from invading Cuba, and 2) to maintain order on the island 

serving as a police force. Robertson indicates that Magoon was successful and describes 

his term as provisional governor as tranquil: “…tranquility was maintained in the island, 

public improvements were introduced into towns and cities, and the criminal and 
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electoral laws were revised” (434). With a provisional government active in Cuba, the 

United States exercised considerable influence in other parts of Latin America in 1900. 

During the provisional government, the primary political party in Cuba (the Liberals) was 

divided into two factions: 1) a group supporting the Platt Amendment (the Moderates), 

and 2) a group supporting anti-clerical legislations (the Radicals). A third group emerged 

for the Cuban Negro population designed to generate interest among all colored voters 

(Robertson 435). Another result of the provincial government in Cuba was that it allowed 

the United States to go to great lengths “…both to protect potential markets and to 

reinforce its political domination in the region” (Keen 524). 

    A provision of the Monroe Doctrine empowered the United States to militarily 

intervene in any part of Latin America where it had capitalist interests. With Cuba 

already under North American control, Booth suggests that the United States became 

more “active” with its interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine and its application to the rest 

of America and notes: 

                  …the United States, energetically promoted its economic and security  
                  interests. U.S. diplomats served U.S. banks by peddling loans to the region’s  
                  governments. U.S. customs agents seized Central American customs houses to  
                  repay the loans, and U.S. marines intervened in domestic political problems in  
                  Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama… (21-2) 
 
As a country, Cuba would be forced in becoming a protectorate of the United States 

under the new constitution, which had the following provision: “Cuba consents that the 

United States may exercise the right to intervene for the preservation of Cuban 

independence, the maintenance of a government adequate for the protection of life, 

property, and individual liberty” (Herring 400). However, the Cuban constitutional 
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assembly rejected the incorporation of this amendment into its constitution, declaring that 

it was evidence of North American insincerity. The conflict over the amendment was 

won by the United States who rejected all terms to “soften” its wording. 

    While the rest of the world watched, the United States would emerge as a power 

willing to exert military intervention. This was a departure from its original expansion 

policy, more concerned with banking and commercial interests. Aguilar suggests that the 

United States’ expansionist concept had shifted when he writes: “The motivating force of 

U.S. expansion in Latin America is economic self-interest; the particular economic 

interests vary, however, shifting from commercial and agricultural to mineral and 

industrial” (25). With each intervention, Latin Americans became defenseless due to the 

many provisions of the Monroe Doctrine and the Platt Amendment and their 

interpretations.  

    By 1900, the United States amended the Monroe Doctrine to gain a distinct advantage 

over other world powers. This new amendment, titled the Roosevelt Corollary, sought to 

undermine any European expansion into Latin America and favored only United States 

expansion. Petras indicates that under the Roosevelt Corollary, Latin American countries 

did not have to do anything to provoke United States intervention: 

                  … all that was required was Washington’s unilateral decision that U.S. action  
                  was appropriate. In effect, the United States was claiming that it could  
                  intervene in Latin America anytime it felt so inclined. Accordingly the United  
                  States assumed the role of hemispheric policeman, imposing its hegemony  
                  under the guise of keeping the peace, preserving stability, and thereby  
                  forestalling foreign intrusions (242). 
 
Now the United States had the power to intervene at any time into Latin America, which 

was a complete departure from its original concept that concluded intervention was only 
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necessary when U.S. interests were at stake. With each further movement into Latin 

America, countries began to depend on United States investments. The result of this 

dependence, according to Petras, was that it promoted underdevelopment, exploitation, 

and financial stress for Latin America. The Roosevelt Corollary achieved its greatest 

success in the Caribbean (Cuba and Puerto Rico) working as a vehicle extending United 

States imperialism and “…fastening these countries to the U.S. economy and contributing 

to U.S. development and Caribbean underdevelopment” (Petras 244).  

    To “fasten countries to the U.S. economy,” the United States tried to gain a 

sociopolitical advantage accomplished by the construction of the Canal. Keen suggests 

that including Nicaragua as a chosen site for the new canal was no longer a consideration 

after president Zelaya: 

                  … threatened to cancel a concession granted by the previous administration to   
                  the Maritime Canal Company to build a canal through Nicaraguan territory  
                  and threatening the prosperous U.S.–run banana plantations in the Miskito  
                  Indian reservation. (525) 
 
    With Zelaya’s threat, the United States used the Roosevelt Corollary as a rationale to 

explore other possible locations. Under the Roosevelt Corollary, the United States 

became actively involved in the Colombian province of Panama from 1900 until 1903. 

After intervening into the province on several occasions, the Colombian province was 

chosen as the ideal location for a new canal. In 1902, United States Congress passed the 

Spooner Amendment that authorized president Theodore Roosevelt to buy the New 

Panama Canal Company’s rights for $40 million if a treaty with Colombia could be 

achieved. The new difficulty with the Canal Project was that neither Panama nor 

Colombia could agree on a settlement. Fearing the same situation that took place in 
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Nicaragua with president Zelaya, the United States Congress, in 1903, approved of 

military intervention into the Panama region designated to talk peace with Colombia and 

that was designed to “…ensure that local and foreign insurgents could “liberate” 

Colombia’s province of Panama and thus secured for the United States the right to build a 

canal through what then became the Republic of Panama” (Booth 21-2). The Spooner 

Amendment was used by the United States to intervene into Panama and exploit the long 

tradition of rebellion and nationalism the province established against Colombia. How 

was Panama allowed to secure the Canal Project without Colombian interference?  

    Securing both Panamanian independence and the Canal Project were two notions that 

the United States had to act upon quickly and somewhat simultaneously. Surrounding 

Panama’s independence from Colombia in 1903 is a dark cloud of controversy in which 

Rodríquez details when he writes: 

                  The controversial events that led to Panamanian independence from Colombia  
                  on November 3, 1903, are too well known to merit repetition here. The United  
                  States recognized the new country two days later and on the 18th negotiated  
                  the treaty that permitted the construction of the Panama Canal. In early 1904  
                  an article in the Panamanian constitution gave the United States the right of  
                  intervention in the internal affairs of the young nation. (110-111)10

After a three year civil war considerably weakened Colombian forces, Panama prepared 

for another revolt. Keen indicates that this new revolt had United States support, writing: 

                  Working closely with the U.S. State Department and the Panamanians, 
                  Bunau-Varilla triggered a successful uprising in early November 1903. 
                  With the help of the United States Navy and bribes paid to the Colombian 
                  officers who were supposed to crush the revolt, Panama won its 
                  independence. (528) 
    Once independence was achieved in Panama, the United States disarmed the 

Panamanian army and took the responsibility of defending the country from “outside” 
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threats. Panama itself reflected the United States’ role within the country allowing the 

U.S. to establish its own postal system, customs offices and commercial centers in the 

Canal Zone. While this benefited the United States, Keen suggests that it financially 

destroyed Panama, since they were “…privileges that seriously undermined the 

Panamanian economy and badly injured Panamanian pride” (528). Within six years after 

the Spanish-American War, the United States began to dominate more territory in Latin 

America. As each territory became the “property” of the United States, Latin Americans 

held the belief that North American imperialism was sweeping through its region at an 

alarming pace (Rodríquez 22). With Panama in North American control, president 

Theodore Roosevelt maintained one objective: protecting the Panama Canal area.  

Roosevelt achieved success in protecting the Canal Zone by 1) providing a stable 

political and military environment in Panama, and 2) preventing “outside” countries from 

intervening into the region.  

    As a method of safeguarding the Canal Zone, Roosevelt introduced to Congress a new 

Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine in 1904. The new Corollary was a 

continuation of the original concept Congress first approved in 1900 and one that 

emphasized “outside” interference (especially with consideration to the Panama Canal 

Zone). Rodríquez writes that during December 1904, the United States Congress 

approved this new corollary, which allowed the country to “…intervene in those 

countries where order was breaking down or a threat of outside interferences was 

likely—a policy of “preventive imperialism,” as some authorities have called it” (114). 

Two questions result from the approval of the new Roosevelt Corollary: 1) what would 
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be the level of  “disorder” needed for intervention? and 2) what constitutes a threat of 

outside interference? Due to its vague considerations, the United States would be able to 

control Latin America one country at a time. Roosevelt summarized the United States’ 

attitude regarding the new corollary when he stated that “the United States, because it 

was a civilized nation, had the right to stop wrongdoing throughout the Western 

Hemisphere” (Buscini 1). 

    Wrongdoing in Roosevelt’s opinion was any country that would not allow the United 

States to control trade or the natural resources the country offered. Countries that utilized 

United States trade and became part of the U.S. export business were considered acting in 

good faith and were rewarded. However, any country that fought against the United 

States and its desire for market expansion, “…may force the United States to exercise 

international police power” (Buschini 1). Although this policy existed and was practiced 

by Roosevelt, he did take caution not to overturn the balance of world power and North 

American prestige. As already demonstrated in Cuba, the United States government 

continued its practice of misleading countries that it had no intentions of exercising 

“…sovereignty, jurisdiction, or control…” and to leave the government of the country “to 

its people.”  

    Roosevelt’s actions in Latin America would not be the first time a United States 

president intervened militarily into the region. Keen indicates five specific examples that 

demonstrate the United States’ interpretation (and misinterpretation) of the Monroe 

Doctrine and its corollaries to include: 
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1. In 1893, President Grover Cleveland declared that European countries 

were threatening United States investments in Nicaragua, Brazil, 

Guatemala, Costa Rica and Honduras. Cleveland gained the approval of 

Congress for military intervention into those countries to restore peace. 

2. In Nicaragua, the United States dispatched two warships off the coast and 

militarily intervened in the country in 1896, 1898, and 1899. According to 

Congress, the intervention was necessary to protect North American lives 

and investments. 

3. In 1898, the United States Congress declared war against Spain in order to 

protect investments in Cuba. The government then proceeded to resolve 

peace arrangements with Spain without consulting the Cuban government. 

4. The United States employed military intervention into the Colombian 

province of Panama to end revolts in 1855-6 and again in 1885.  

5. In order to gain the necessary territory to build a canal through Panama, 

the United States gave financial support to Colombia to cease fighting in 

its province.  

With each military intervention, the United States cemented its claim as a world power 

on economic and military levels. While the United States reaped the benefits of their 

territorial acquisitions, the people within each country suffered through exploitation and 

lack of economic development. United States imperialism in the region would cause 

many Latin American thinkers to ponder over the future of their countries and begin to 

wonder if there even was a future.  
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    Their concern for Latin America was justified as the United States spread their form of 

imperialism in every corner of the region. But, Latin America lacked an authentic voice 

to dispute United States presence in the region and a voice for the Latin American people. 

Noting this void left by United States intervention, the second epoch of Modernismo was 

born. Themes of beauty became secondary and writers began addressing the social and 

political situation in Latin America. Witnessing the chaotic conditions of their native 

Latin America, three Modernist writers would rise as the voices for Latin American 

freedom from “outside” influence. Armed with the message of hope for the future of 

Latin America, the three writers discussed the United States’ presence in the region and 

the consequences of future North American involvement.  

    Recognizing that United States intervention was a “mask” for financial gain at the cost 

of Latin American pride and tradition, the three Modernists sought to discuss three areas 

of importance: 1) independence from all foreign countries, 2) the future state of Latin 

America, 3) educating Latin Americans about United States atrocities in the region. This 

chapter was concerned with the United States-Latin American relations during the second 

portion of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although brief in nature, the 

chapter provides an overview of not only United States presence in Latin America, but 

also the politics behind intervention into the region.  

    This project will investigate how Modernism treated each concept presented in this 

chapter. The following chapter will focus on two essays, “Nuestra América” (1891) and 

“El triunfo de Calibán” (1898) and how each demonstrates the bitterness Latin America 

had for United States involvement. It should be noted that each of these essays represent 
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two distinct eras of North American involvement. José Martí’s “Nuestra America” 

characterized the early development of United States involvement. Martí provides insight 

into the Latin American socio-economic woes discussing that many people still 

considered their village to be the world. Yet, while the woes existed, Martí was well 

aware in 1891 that the United States could invade Latin America.  

    The second essay discussed in the following chapter is Rubén Darío’s “El triunfo de 

Calibán” written in 1898. Darío was in Spain as a foreign correspondent and covering the 

aftermath of the Spanish-American War. Darío offers his audience further insight into the 

frustration and chaos that resulted from United States involvement in Latin America. 

Considered a “civilized nation,” Darío maintains that the United States is closer to the 

exemplification of the most barbaric and crude society in the world. 

    Both essays serve Latin America as an initial “wake-up call” to act quickly or face the 

consequences of further United States involvement. Using the theme of tradition, Martí 

and Darío suggest that Latin Americans should defend what was rightfully theirs. An 

unwillingness to defend Latin America meant United States victory and a loss of a 

historical, linguistic, and traditional past. This is to say, a complete erasure of Latin 

American civilization and history replaced by that of the United States.  

  

NOTES 
 

                                                 
1 At the time, Great Britain was in a boundary dispute with Venezuela regarding British Guiana. 
2 Herring also discloses that the Ten Years’ War resulted in at least 200,000 lives and $700 million in    
   property damage. 
3 The results of this cancellation caused financial disaster for Cuba as their sales to the United States   
  declined from $89 million to $56 million before the turn of the century. 
4 The continuation of the Ten Years’ War in 1895 is also referred to as the War for Cuban independence. 
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5 Petras explains that United States military intervention into Cuba was a result of “security” or of “self-   
  defense” against European expansion (239). 
6 Weyler was a ruthless military leader whom the Cubans referred to as el Carnicero (the Butcher) 
7 Petras continues by stating that the Cuban rebels considered themselves capable of defeating the Spanish    
   army and had explicitly desired that the United States not become involved believing the problem to be of   
   a Cuban concern. 
8 However, the economic reason outweighed the humanitarian ones for United States intervention into  
  Cuba. 
9 Robertson and Keen address the fact that the new Cuban constitution was a mirror image of the United  
   States’ version and that there was no provision preventing the United States from further intervention. 
10 See: Davis, Harold Eugene. History of Latin America. New York: Ronald Press, 1968. 
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CHAPTER III: 
  

“NUESTRA AMÉRICA” OF JOSÉ MARTÍ 
 

AND RUBÉN DARÍO’S  
 

“EL TRIUNFO DE CALIBÁN” 
 
 
 

    As the nineteenth-century entered its final decade, the United States continued 

demonstrating an aggressive form of imperialism toward Latin America under the 

auspices of Manifest Destiny and the Monroe Doctrine. Expansionism allowed the United 

States to increase territorially with the acquisition of the Caribbean islands, Puerto Rico, 

and Cuba as well as increase capitalistic interests in the Latin American republics. While 

North America was portrayed as an emerging industrial and world power, the “other 

America” was enduring a political quagmire that offered little economic promise. Poverty 

was synonymous for the Latin American republics, while those controlling the power 

became wealthier. As discussed in chapter one, Latin America in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries watched as their thirsty and greedy neighbors to the north would 

capitalize on a timely opportunity and invade the region. Traditionally, Latin America is 

characterized as possessing deep strength historically and culturally; however, during the 

two centuries, the region experienced identity confusion and began to question its 

importance in relation to the world.  

    The level of identity confusion reached its height when Latin Americans became 

unable to realize who they were (identity) and began to question their future existence 

and world importance. The United States seized upon these weaknesses and quickly 
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spread its form of imperialism throughout the region while becoming wealthier. Unable 

to defend themselves against the power of their Northern neighbor, Latin Americans 

would become victims of United States military strength, and its practice of government 

and trade sanctions. A confrontation with the United States was inevitable for the 

republics while many Latin American thinkers pondered three important questions: 1) 

how could Latin America slow United States progress in the region? 2) what would be 

the future for the republics and the people? and 3) how would the United States react 

once the progress was thwarted? As a way of discussing answers to these questions, this 

chapter will focus on two essays representative of the early and latter portions of the 

1890s in Latin America. The two essays that will be investigated in this chapter are 

“Nuestra América,” a widely researched essay written by José Martí in 1891, and the 

rarely researched “El triunfo de Calibán” written by Rubén Darío in 1898.  

    Before beginning an analysis of Martí’s essay, it is necessary to provide biographical 

information in addition to his importance to the Latin American region. In 1891, Martí 

was living in exile in New York and continuing his political efforts for his native Cuba. 

During this period of exile, Vibha Maurya indicates “Martí was witness to a historical 

tension not experienced by any other Hispanoamerican leader as he lived at the turn of 

the century and witnessed the transition from the political epoch to that of economics” 

(30).1 In its attempt to emerge from financial depression, the United States needed to 

explore solutions with long-term effects. The most accepted solution was expansion into 

other regions of the world to acquire resources and territory. The expansionist concept 

proved to be innovative, promising, and costly on several levels. Therefore, it became 
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necessary for the United States to refine the original concept before its implementation on 

a world level. The final chosen version of expansionism that was agreed upon, and, 

according to Terrazos, opened the United States “...al camino de la prosperidad por la vía 

del imperialismo” (140). Through imperialistic policy, the United States transformed 

itself from pre-monopoly capitalism to a monopolistic form of capitalism. The shift from 

one form of capitalism to another not only caused internal changes within the country, 

but also developed long lasting effects for the rest of the world and that would later cause 

Martí to declare: “...the hour of furnaces had arrived” (Maurya 29-30).  Martí reacted in a 

revolutionary manner in both his philosophy towards life and through his written works. 

His philosophical and social perspectives regarding Latin America were transformed to 

such an extent that Antonio Sacato concludes that the Cuban exile was:  

                  anunciando no sólo una actitud literaria nueva: el modernismo (por el color y 
                  el sonido), sino porque su interpretación de la problemática americana, se  
                  hace escuchar en todos los ámbitos; y estimula el patriotismo y amor a lo 
                  americano... (97-8) 
 
    One of the earliest accounts of this change is marked with the poetic collection 

Ismaelillo (1882) involving themes that revolved around the relationship between a father 

and his son. In the poetic collection, Martí would name the son “Ismael” from the 

Biblical personage. Ivan A. Schulman discusses the father-son relationship and 

maintains: 

                  ...padre e hijo se funden en un desdoblamiento de fondo emotivo y de  
                  testimonio moral. El padre desea que “los riachuelos” que han pasado por 
                  su corazón lleguen al del hijo y que éstos sirvan para protegerle al vástago 
                  contra un mundo material corrupto y hostil. (35) 
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During his fifteen-year exile in New York, Martí witnessed the development of 

imperialistic materialism and greed together with in the United States and its endeavors 

toward Latin America and the rest of the world. Martí’s Ismaelillo provides a 

simultaneous demonstration of poetry and politics that “created a distance between him 

and the European audiences, which would have applauded his art in much the similar 

way they hailed Rubén Darío’s poetry for its absence of the cutting edge, which was a 

remarkable aspect of Martí’s poetry” (Maurya 29-30). 

    During December of 1889, Martí was invited to attend the first American International 

Conference in Washington, D.C. and presented the initial draft of what would later 

become “Nuestra América2.” The work presented to the conference delegates was, 

according to Weinberg  “una respuesta activa para impedir la política expansionista de 

los Estados Unidos, denunciar el peligro que se cernía sobre la América nuestra” (41)3 

with themes that applied to all of Latin America (although his primary concern was in 

regard to his native Cuba).4    

    Martí was now beginning to intensify his displeasure with the new economic policy of 

the United States. Maurya concludes that Martí was “preparing for the Cuban War of 

independence against the old colonial regime” and was “distantly organizing a concrete 

movement against nascent North American imperialism” (30). With the poet’s outspoken 

concerns towards Cuba and its plight against colonialism, he was becoming more 

politically involved against United States imperialism.5 In addition to analyzing the 

conditions in the United States, Martí also grew concerned with Spain’s presence in Latin 

America because “remaining traces of colonialism were damaging not only for Cuba but 
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were also weakening the entire continent” (Maurya 30). In 1891, José Martí published his 

essay “Nuestra América” in the Revista Ilustrada de Nueva York.  

    Thematically, “Nuestra América” focuses on three areas that can be divided into: 1) 

social themes, 2) political themes, and 3) the concern for the future of Latin America.6 

Intermeshed among the three themes was Martí’s dissatisfaction regarding Spanish 

colonialism and the effect it had in the independent Spanish American republics and the 

uncertainty of Latin America’s future. On the surface, Martí appears to direct his 

frustration at the tyrannical system of government in Spanish America inherited from 

colonial times, however, a closer inspection of the brief essay (consisting of twelve 

paragraphs) reveals a growing awareness of the United States and its desire to spread 

imperialism on a world-wide level.  The dual frustration exhibited by Martí regarding 

colonialism was, as Luis Navarrete Orta discusses, a concern of many Latin American 

thinkers; he says: “La lucha de la república contra la colonia es un tema recurrente del 

pensamiento latinoamericano del siglo pasado” (28).  

    Martí introduces the cultural theme in “Nuestra América” in his comments about the 

“outside” world.7 Within this initial theme, Martí is able to reflect on the mutual attitude 

of “small mindedness” considered typical of nineteenth-century Latin America. The 

prevalent attitude, or “aldeanismo,” revealed the dangers of the “real” or “outside” world 

with relation to the republics.8 “Aldeanismo” as defined by David Sobrevilla is: “la 

variante del etnocentrismo que consiste en creer que el mundo entero es la propia aldea y 

en mirarlo sólo con las estrechas categorías propias” (160). What transpires as a result of 

“aldeanismo” is a process of dividing the world into two parts: the inside part (or the 
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village) and the outside part (or the world outside the village). From Martí’s perspective, 

the two worlds are represented by the two Americas (North and South America) which is 

supported by Indrani Mukherjee who writes that the Cuban writer “had conceived of an 

America which was their’s (sic) and so, was different from the Northern part” (90).9 

Therefore, the two Americas represented in “Nuestra América” parallel Martí’s belief in 

the “us and them” principle (or better said the “inner” and “outer” worlds). The “us” in 

this case consists of the Latin American republics struggling for survival from the 

persistent attacks by “them” (the United States). Further consideration regarding the “us 

versus them” principle is established by Maurya who indicates that Martí provided a 

point of departure for identity politics in Latin America that included “recognizing the 

political process in which one is involved...and reconstruction of oneself as also 

establishes the relationship between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’” (30-1).   

    While the “inside” world appears to be a utopia for the people, the “outside” realm is 

depicted as a place of danger and hostility. Martí presents the danger and hostility of the 

“outside” world through his description of the future invaders: “los gigantes que llevan 

siete leguas en las botas y le pueden poner la bota encima” (11) that render the Latin 

American people to a state of defenseless. The author indicates his perspectives on the 

United States without specifically naming the country; however, it can be assumed who 

these invaders are. As individuals, the people of the republics do not pose a threat to 

prevent the giants from attacking their region and are unable to slow their progress. From 

this first paragraph, the reader is made aware of Martí’s true intent in writing the essay. 

Brooks suggests that: 
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                  Martí is not interested in using a link between North and South America to     
                  reestablish a link with non-Protestant Europe. He instead wants to break    
                  relations with Spain by distinguishing those who are truly American from  
                  those whose ties are still with Europe. One way in which he makes that  
                  distinction is to focus on those who are denied a history. (Brooks 284) 
 
The only means available to achieve the essayist’s goals is via unification, which will 

promote the unique qualities Martí perceives in the Latin American republics and will 

retard the frequent attacks of the giants. 10  

    The second paragraph of Martí’s essay reveals the required level of solidarity the Latin 

American people will need to preserve their traditions and culture. The essayist outlines 

the steps towards solidarity often reminding the people of their rich historical 

background. With respect to the ancestry of the republics, Maurya indicates that they are 

the original Latin American freedom fighters and, therefore, “were those who resisted the 

first invaders and fought against them” (Maurya 30). Martí discloses the initial step 

towards solidarity indicating that the people must stop fighting with each other and begin 

to unify when he writes: “Los pueblos que no se conocen han de darse prisa para 

conocerse, como quienes van a pelear juntos” (11). While prevention of internal conflict 

is at the core of Martí’s plan, its foundation is defined by a true sense of personal honor 

described as: “Las deudas del honor no las cobra el honrado en dinero, a tanto de la 

bofetada” (11). Although Martí is providing his opinions of personal honor, he is also 

indicating a common occurrence in the republics that was characterized by the idea that 

everything had monetary value. Differentiating between the colonial ideology and the 

plan presented in “Nuestra América,” he stresses that honor can be demonstrated through 

regional pride by means of greater cultural appreciation. René Muiños discusses the 
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importance of appreciating and promoting cultural identity found in Martí’s work when 

writing: 

                  Sin embargo, en ningún texto o reflexión precedente existe una comprensión   
                  tan actual – no en denominación pero sí en esencia – de la identidad cultural  
                  en “Nuestra América”. Más que un texto que explica la cultura en una  
                  dimensión política, se trata de un texto que explica la política en una  
                  dimensión cultural, la una como parte y resultado de la otra, de ahí la  
                  singularidad histórica y la modernidad de su tesis. (19) 
 
Love of country and other individuals are two characteristics identifiable with regional 

pride (or cultural honor) and are the most vital components of unification (solidarity). 

Hernán Roberto Mora Calvo develops Martí’s concept of national pride and love of 

country and reveals: 

                  En primer lugar, el amor ha nacido de una convicción, la cual aflora desde el   
                  valor y la conciencia de la identidad. El amor no rechaza la ansiedad, ni  
                  siquiera esquiva ser víctima o moribundo crujido. Simplemente, el amor  
                  inflama y prende con angustia por dentro del alma. El amor conserva la  
                  memoria de los recuerdos, de los antiguos, de los antepasados, y de los  
                  llantos, alegrías y pasos de los que aun no nacen. Es amor genuino y grande,  
                  más allá de las apariencias y expectativas tradicionalmente sociales (amor a la  
                  madre o al interés egoísta o monetario), se engendra por la audacia. (24)  
  

Mora Calvo’s description of love as it appears in “Nuestra América” allows him to 

indicate the importance of love of country in comparison to blood that sustains life: “La 

sangre, la parte vital e interna que mueve al hombre, que da vida, se resuelve en una 

situación de tensión dialéctica: el amor y la patria” (24).11 While discussing national and 

cultural pride, Martí is in effect revealing his plan to rebuild Latin America with cultural 

pride serving as the cornerstone and national pride representing the foundation of internal 

peace.    
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    Demonstrating the required degree of unification, Martí utilizes one of the most 

integral metaphors in “Nuestra América,” the symbol of the tree (and its implication of 

strength).   David Lagmanovich reveals that the tree symbol “...encarna en miniatura las 

jerarquías de la simbología martiana y sus distintos planos físicos de una visión idealista 

del mundo” (242). Martí’s symbol, as used in “Nuestra América,” can be interpreted in 

several different manners to include: 1) a representation of strength required to repel 

United States invasions, and 2) sociological and ethnic significance with relation to 

cultural heritage.12 Liliana Weinberg discusses both usages of the tree metaphor in 

Martí’s essay and provides a rationale why the essayist chose the symbol, writing: 

                  Entre ambos se alza el tronco, que designa lo que todavía no existe, y será lo 
                  que se apoye verdadera, sólida y solidariamente en la tierra que lo nutre y a la 
                  que supera. Es el tronco, la solidez del árbol, capaz de alzarse en constante 
                  relación con la tierra, y dar sustento real a la copa. El tronco ha de alzarse en 
                  armonía con la ya armónica serenidad de la naturaleza. El tronco, como el 
                  hombre que le está naciendo a América, responderá a la realidad. La tierra es 
                  pura horizontalidad, la copa, pura apariencia. El tronco, verticalidad, 
                  crecimiento, superación. (154-5) 
 
Because of inner conflict in addition to an unwillingness to unify, Martí suggests that the 

republics are not ready to become the “tree people,” writing: “Ya no podemos ser el 

pueblo de hojas, que vive en el aire, con la copa cargada de flor, restallando o zumbando, 

según la acaricie el capricho de la luz, o la tunden y talen las tempestades” (11). Once 

Latin Americans recognize that they must evolve into the “leaf” or “tree people,” greater 

strength to resist invaders will be achieved through solidarity. How much solidarity does 

Martí desire for the Latin American people? Again, by utilizing the tree metaphor, Martí 

not only wants the solidarity to flourish, but also to reach a level of impenetrability: “¡los 

árboles se han de poner en fila, para que no pase el gigante de las siete leguas!” (11) In 
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conflict with unification (becoming the “tree people”) is false erudition, which Weinberg 

describes as “...las hojas, es hojarasca. La raíz, la tierra, es la naturaleza. Y el tronco tiene 

su propia necesidad en cuanto representa a la cultura, al saber, y a las construcciones 

legítimas, que sólo potencialmente existen” (155). Realizing the urgency for unification, 

Martí also remains aware that the “gigantes de las siete leguas” are prepared to invade. 

The reader is clearly aware of Martí’s realizations when the second paragraph closes with 

“Es la hora del recuento y de la marcha unida” (11), which is also the writer’s plea to the 

Latin American people.    

    Martí departs from the concept of the “tree people” to provide a sociological analysis 

of Latin Americans with consideration to the future conditions of the republics. This 

analysis allows the reader to note the existence of people unwilling to defend their land. 

These are people lacking valor, which will in turn create a negative impact for 

unification.13 In “Nuestra América, Martí supports his opinions regarding those lacking 

valor when he suggests “Porque les falta el valor de ellos se lo niegan a los demás” (11). 

Therefore, from Martí’s perspective, valor has the duality of individual pride and regional 

pride. Martí offers the reader his argument for the two types of pride from a socio-

cultural scope through the following: 

                  ¡Estos hijos de carpintero, que se avergüenzan de que su padre sea  
                  carpintero! ¡Estos nacidos en América, que se avergüenzan, porque lleva 
                  delantal indio, de la madre que los crió, y reniegan ¡bribones! de la madre  
                  enferma, y la dejan sola en el lecho de las enfermedades! (12) 
 
Similar to the notion that there are two Americas, there are two types of pride. Martí 

suggests that there are also two types of individuals: the ones possessing strong 

individual loyalty that protects the welfare of others, and the ones having an 
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unwillingness to assist those in need of help. To explain the two classifications, Martí 

employs the situation of caring for a sick mother, conveying: “¿Quién es el hombre? ¿...el 

que se queda con la madre a curarle la enfermedad, o el que lo pone a trabajar donde no 

la vean...?” (12) From Martí’s statement, it can be concluded that unification will consist 

of individuals with unselfish pride (having the desire to help others when necessary). 

These are the people that will best serve the republics to stop the giants from the North.14 

Another way of perceiving the people Martí describes is by considering them as strong 

political metaphors representing those groups that want change (the one that keeps the 

welfare of others) and those groups too afraid to defend their region (the one that is 

ashamed with an unwillingness to help others in need).  

    Continuing with his political metaphor, the fourth paragraph is a presentation of 

Martí’s concept of the characteristics comprising a good government. Beginning with the 

tenet that Latin American people living in their painful republics are the most desired in 

the world, Martí proceeds to reveal the greed and arrogance of the European rulers and 

the post colonial elites.15 The Latin American rulers demonstrated an inability to govern 

the people effectively, and according to Martí: “La incapacidad no está en el país 

naciente, sino en los que quieren regir pueblos originales, de composición singular y 

violenta” (12). What were the shortcomings of these post- colonial rulers in Latin 

America? One of Martí’s claims is that the national governments were incompetent due 

to their unfamiliarity with the indigenous people, available resources, and an inability to 

lead. The failure of governing Latin America, according to Martí, was the result of not 

paying attention to the people’s needs as expressed in “Nuestra América:” 
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                  el buen gobernante en América no es el que sabe cómo se gobierna el alemán 
                  o el francés, sino el que sabe con qué elementos está hecho su país, y cómo  
                  puede ir guiándolos en junto, para llegar, por métodos e instituciones nacidas 
                  del país mismo, a aquel estado apetecible, donde cada hombre se conoce y 
                  ejerce, y disfrutan todos de la abundancia que la naturaleza puso para todos en 
                  el pueblo que fecundan con su trabajo y defienden con sus vidas. (13) 
 
From Martí’s perspective, a good government is characterized by a political system 

created by people and representing the needs of their country. This allusion to democracy 

is given further support towards the conclusion of the fourth paragraph when Martí 

writes: “El gobierno ha de nacer del país. El espíritu del gobierno ha de ser el del país. La 

forma del gobierno ha de avenirse a la constitución propia del país. El gobierno no es más 

que el equilibrio de los elementos naturales del país” (13). A government native to a 

country will not only create balance in ruling; it will also allow the rulers to relate to and 

to utilize the skills of the “natural man.”  

    The fifth and sixth paragraphs of “Nuestra América” are devoted to understanding the 

“natural man” and his role in Latin American society. But, what exactly is the “natural 

man” as Martí intends? According to Sonia Moro Parrado, the “natural man” is: 

                  ...los otros componentes de nuestras nacionalidades, los negros y los 
                  campesinos, con lo cual se identifica con los sectores deposeídos de nuestras 
                  sociedades, con esos “pobres de la tierra” depositarios de las raíces donde 
                  perviven las tradiciones y la esencia más genuina de lo nacional. (41) 
 
Maintaining the concept of the “natural man” representing the genuine national aspects, 

Martí provides a further description: the “natural man” is a predisposed individual who is 

able to use necessary force in order to defend national interests. Possessing wisdom to 

overcome individuals of lesser intelligence, Martí’s concept of nationalism (the “natural 

man”) becomes a counter-argument to Sarmiento’s belief that the world is divided into 
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two groups: civilization and barbarity. In his introduction to “Facundo,” Raimundo Lazo 

suggests that Sarmiento’s philosophy consisted of: 

                  ...la lucha multiforme entre el campo y la ciudad, en términos generales, 
                  que Sarmiento esquemáticamente interpreta como lucha entre civilización 
                  y barbarie. En realidad se trataba de dos tipos de vida, de técnica y de ideas, 
                  de civilización y de cultura; pero, al tener que coincidir en la misma 
                  sociedad, constituía en ésta un enorme desnivel que, como en lo geológico, 
                  tuvo que ser la causa de grandes conmociones. (xvi) 
 
 Unlike Sarmiento, Martí’s philosophy appears to indicate a world not in conflict with 

civilization and barbaric concepts, rather, one in conflict with nature and false 

knowledge. In opposition to Sarmiento’s concept of the world, Martí expresses: “No hay 

batalla entre la civilización y la barbarie, sino entre la falsa erudición y la naturaleza” 

(14). Martí’s proposal provides evidence why good government was unable to thrive in 

Latin America. Instead of attempting to understand the people and the region, “Nuestra 

América” presents corruption and deceit: “Por esta conformidad con los elementos 

naturales desdeñados han subido los tiranos de América al poder; y han caído en cuanto 

les hicieron traición” (Martí 14). With the corruption intensifying, Latin Americans 

disregarded not only their national pride but also their individual rights. As presented 

earlier in this chapter, Martí urged the people to realize that valor and honor were not 

commodities that could be bought. In addition to honor and valor, Boaventura de Sousa 

Santos maintains that the republics of “Nuestra América” needed to be capable of 

“...delving deeply into its own roots and from there to produce a knowledge and a 

government that are not imported, but rather adequate to its reality” (193).  Historically,   

many national governments seized control of Latin America with little resistance from 

the indigenous people.16 Without conflict from the people, the governors created laws and 
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created ways to suppress human rights in the republics. Therefore, Martí considers the 

role of a governor to be similar to being a creator when he suggests: “Gobernante, en un 

pueblo nuevo, quiere decir creador” (15).  

    As creators, the governors will rule over people that Martí divides into two groups: the 

wise and the unwise (again, a departure from Sarmiento’s division of civilization and 

barbarity). The difficulty, as the essay expresses, is that politics does not make a clear 

distinction between the two groups.17 Politically, the wise does not master the art of 

politics, which allows the unwise, represented by the masses, to gain power. In an ironic 

twist, Martí  reveals that the unwise achieve control over other unwise individuals that 

are unaware of being controlled, asserting: “La masa inculta es perezosa, y tímida en las 

cosas de inteligencia, y quiere que la gobiernen bien; pero si el gobierno le lastima, se lo 

sacude y gobierna ella” (15). The result of the unwise governing other unwise individuals 

lends itself to a cyclical pattern: the unwise will cleanse problems and eventually become 

the rulers themselves.        

    This prominent cyclical pattern of the unwise in political matters should not be 

perceived unusual especially when Martí renders his opinions of politics in general:  

                  En la carrera de la política habría de negarse la entrada a los que desconocen      
                  los rudimentos de la política. El premio de los certámenes no ha de ser para la 
                  mejor oda, sino para el mejor estudio de los factores del país en que se vive. 
                  (Martí 15). 
  
In opposition to the unwise having political domain is Martí’s “natural man” who 

acquires knowledge about justice and management skills through good education: “...la 

justicia acumulada de los libros” (15). The knowledge gained through education allows 

the “natural man” to govern according to the needs and desires of the country while 
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promoting the rights of the people. According to Martí, the “natural man’s” governing 

ability contradicts the national model in Latin America. The “natural man,” as proposed 

by Martí counters the national model by creating public awareness: “Conocer es resolver. 

Conocer el país, y gobernarlo conforme al conocimiento, es el único modo de librarlo de 

tiranías” (16). Knowledge of both country and people was not demonstrated by the post-

colonial rulers in Latin America, who merely replaced previous forms of governing with 

their “foreign” form of politics.18   

    Dictatorships spanned many years in Latin America once Spain’s tight grip began to 

deteriorate. After 1810, the Latin American republics encountered two primary 

difficulties: 1) the problems associated with independence, and 2) the emergence of the 

United States as a strong power and its interest in the region. The emerging nations had a 

varied ethnic and cultural background with mixes of the people in the region, is a concept 

Martí validates when he maintains: “Con los pies en el rosario, la cabeza blanca y el 

cuerpo pinto de indio y criollo, vinimos, denodados, al mundo de las naciones” (16). 

Sociologically, Martí provides a description that accurately depicts Latin Americans 

during the two centuries and suggests why independence was difficult to attain. 

Sobrevilla explains: 

                  La independencia debía haber representado no sólo el cambio de forma sino el   
                  del espíritu, pero no sucedió así sino que la colonia continuó viviendo en la   
                  república y, en lugar de imponerse un gobierno a base de la razón, es decir, de  
                  la razón de todos en las cosas de todos, se impuso la razón universitaria de  
                  unos (la sarmientina de la ciudades) contra la razón (campestre) de otros.   
                  (160) 
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In addition to sociological aspects surrounding the difficulty with achieving 

independence, Martí also discusses the historical dilemma when he writes: “Con el 

estandarte de la Virgen salimos a la conquista de la libertad. Un cura, unos cuantos 

tenientes y una mujer alzan en Méjico la república, en hombros de los indios” (16). Even 

when, in the case of Mexico, religion had a positive influence in its fight for 

independence, throughout the history of Latin America, the Spanish and Portuguese 

conquerors justified their invasions out of a desire to spread religion to the farthest 

corners of the world and achieved success with little effort.  Moreover, while justifying 

the rationale for colonialism, Sobrevilla also suggests that the conquerors “impuso una 

forma de gobierno importada que negaba además el derecho del hombre a la razón” 

(233). As the seventh paragraph suggests, the lack of resistance allowed the conquerors to 

gain “easy” conquests and establish colonialism throughout the Latin American region. 

    National rulers appeared to impose their will freely on the defenseless people just as 

easily as the conquest had transpired. Considered a questionable period in Latin 

American history, post-colonialism would negate the promise of independence for many 

indigenous inhabitants throughout the republics. In “Nuestra América,” José Martí 

provides further information about post-colonialism and its stronghold of power 

denoting: 

                  como la constitución jerárquica de las colonias resistía la organización                       
                  democrática de la república, o las capitales de corbatín dejaban en el zaguán 
                  al campo de bota-de-potro, o los redentores biblógenes no entendieron que la 
                  revolución que triunfó con el alma de la tierra, desatada a la voz del salvador, 
                  con el alma de la tierra, había de gobernar, y no contra ella ni sin ella, entró 
                  a padecer América. (17) 
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    With continued foreign intervention into the region, Latin Americans began to grow 

weary, as Martí indicates there was: “...acomodación entre los elementos discordantes y 

hostiles que heredó de un colonizador despótico y avieso, y las ideas y formas importadas 

que han venido retardando, por su falta de realidad local, el gobierno lógico” (17). The 

implications here are that the governors were illogical in the attempt to control the people 

resorting to hostility and discord as their primary tools. The lack of understanding of the 

people and the country offered governors an unrealistic perspective that in turn, created 

greater problems for Latin Americans. The post-colonial governors’ difficulty in ruling 

was beyond the scope of misunderstanding the people and being unaware of the cultural 

and historical aspects of the region. Despite being oppressed, some Latin American 

republics held onto their hope of independence, which created more conflict between the 

people and the colonial centers. Attempting to gain independence only created more 

problems for the Latin American republics.  

    In addition to conflict with governors, independence presented the people with a 

greater challenge, as Martí expresses: “no era el cambio de formas, sino el cambio de 

espíritu” (17). The seventh paragraph of “Nuestra América” provides further difficulties 

regarding independence with a consideration of the oppressed people: “Con los 

oprimidos había que hacer causa común, para afianzar el sistema opuesto a los intereses y 

hábitos de mando de los opresores” (Martí 17). What would occur if the people were 

successful and achieved independence? As a response to this question, Martí provides a 

dilemma revealing that “La colonia continuó viviendo en la república; y nuestra América 

se está salvando de sus grandes yerros...por la virtud superior, abonada con sangre 
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necesaria, de la república que lucha contra la colonia” (17). The dilemma here is that 

although colonialism would disappear, the republics will continue living under remnants 

of the previous form of rule (“La colonia continuó viviendo en la república”) which will 

also create inner conflict (“...de la república que lucha contra la colonia”).  

    Independence had the ramification of weakening the republics thus allowing other 

“outsiders” to invade and once again conquer the people. This was the largest danger 

Martí envisioned in “Nuestra América” and through his prophetic style realized who 

would become the future invaders from the “outside.” Having the advantage of living in 

the United States and witnessing the shift to a new form of aggressive capitalism, Martí 

accurately opts to call the United States as the next to invade Latin America. 

Demonstrating the United States’ invasion, Martí introduces the reader to the most 

integral symbol of “Nuestra América:” the tiger.19 There appears no doubt that the tiger is 

a symbol for the United States who was already planning to swiftly move into Latin 

America. The urgency for the Latin American republics to wake up now becomes even 

greater. Rising up against the European colonial rulers was facilitated by distance; a 

movement against the United States that presented another issue. The North American 

country was recognized as an emerging world power during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  The tiger is Martí’s symbol for the United States and its quiet 

invasion into the republics of Latin America. If the people rise against the United States, 

the tiger “vuelve de noche al lugar de la presa” (Martí 17). The tiger is an intriguing 

symbol that represents an efficient hunter relying on stealth movements.20 The successful 

removal of European colonialism could not be an achievement if the people do not wake 
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up and realize the future enemy. Returning to his earlier plea, Martí suggests that if Latin 

America does wake up and understand that another invader is prepared to conquer, then: 

“Cuando la presa despierta, tiene al tigre encima” (17). Recalling the tiger as a quiet 

hunter, the United States will be able to invade silently and wait for the opportunity to 

attack: “El tigre espera, detrás de cada árbol, acurrucado en cada esquina” (17). Can the 

Latin American people overcome this new colonial rule from the United States? 

    Overcoming the United States’ presence in Latin America is the focus of the eighth 

paragraph and is presented with an optimistic tone regarding the future of the republics. 

Martí deems that the historical and cultural strengths of the people will save themselves 

from colonial oppressors through his supposition that “al machete no le va vaina de seda, 

ni en el país que se ganó con lanzón se puede echar el lanzón atrás, porque se enoja” (18). 

Realizing the military strength of the United States, Martí cautions the people not to 

anger the oppressors as this will only cause much bloodshed and may not result in great 

success. Instead, Martí suggests harmony as the most feasible method of achieving 

independence from “outside” conquerors:  

                  con el genio de la moderación que parece imperar, por la armonía serena de la 
                  naturaleza, en el continente de la luz, y por el influjo de la lectura crítica que  
                  ha sucedido en Europa a la lectura de tanteo y falansterio en que se empapó la 
                  generación anterior, le está naciendo a América, en estos tiempos reales, el 
                  hombre real. (18) 
 
    Independence faces its greatest challenge with the lasting remnants of previous 

colonial governments. Throughout its history, France, England, Spain, Portugal, Holland, 

and the United States ruled Latin America. Each country imposed its culture, traditions, 

and language that influenced or replaced native Latin American traditions and cultures. 
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Martí suggests that the republics were a vision that included wearing masks 

representative of each colonial power’s presence in the region: “Éramos una máscara, con 

los calzones de Inglaterra, el chaleco parisiense, el chaquetón de Norte América y la 

montera de España” (18). A mask is traditionally worn to hide an individual’s face. In the 

case of Latin America, the mask was worn to hide the pain and suffering the people 

endured under tyrannical colonialism. Despite their never-ceasing attempts, none of the 

new republics were fully able to control the people for a long period of time as Martí 

writes, indicating: “Se probó el odio, y los países venían cada año a menos” (19). The 

mask also indicates the weak identity and the lack of authenticity of the new republics. 

As previously mentioned in this chapter, the greatest difficulty for the republics was the 

inability to govern well. They misunderstood the people and region they were to oversee. 

This concept becomes clearer through Martí’s validation in “Nuestra América:” “Ni el 

libro europeo ni el libro yankee daban la clave del enigma hispanoamericano” (19). The 

years of control allowed the people to grow weary and become intolerant which also is 

the focus of the eighth paragraph with Martí concluding:  

                  Cansados del odio inútil, de la resistencia del libro contra la lanza, de la razón 
                  contra el cirial, de la ciudad contra el campo, del imperio imposible de las 
                  castas urbanas divididas sobre la nación natural, tempestuosa o inerte, se 
                  empieza, como sin saberlo, a probar el amor. (19) 
 
    The idea of creation becomes an integral verb in the ninth paragraph of Martí’s essay 

when referring to the importance of Latin American youth. The youth representing the 

future of Latin America are provided the role as the future “keepers” of the region who 

will continue the fight against the frequent invaders that promote colonialism. Indicating 

that the youth imitate too often, Martí cautions that they must change through creating 
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new ideas: “que la salvación está en crear. Crear es la palabra de pase de esta generación. 

El vino, de plátano; y si sale agrio ¡es nuestro vino” (19)! Returning to the characteristics 

of a good government, first addressed in the fourth paragraph, Martí warns Latin 

American youth in their quest to change politics in the republics, writing:  

                  Se entiende que las formas de gobierno de un país han de acomodarse a sus 
                  elementos naturales; que las ideas absolutas, para no caer por un yerro de 
                  forma, han de ponerse en formas relativas; que la libertad, para ser viable, 
                  tiene que ser sincera y plena; que si la república no abre los brazos a todos y 
                  adelanta con todos, muere la república. (20) 
 
    Additional caution to Latin America is given by Martí with respect to the tiger (the 

United States) that has infiltrated farther into the interior of the region while another tiger 

waits from outside: “El tigre de adentro se entra por la hendija, y el tigre de afuera...” 

(Martí 20). The implication from Martí’s statement is that the tiger has found refuge and 

is preparing to invade the Latin American republics while spreading North American 

imperialism. The notion of having two parts is a prominent feature of “Nuestra América” 

and one that cannot be overlooked by the reader. The dual tiger concept continues Martí’s 

established pattern of two: two Americas, two types of individuals, two forms of honor, 

and two types of governments.  

    Through the conclusion of the ninth paragraph, Martí has provided the reader with an 

analysis of colonialism, problems with governing the republics, the role of youth, and the 

difficulties of independence. Beginning with the tenth paragraph, the essayist returns to 

his initial argument for solidarity. Prior to this point, the reader is only aware that the 

Latin American people need to unify with the strength of trees and cease internal conflict. 

However, with continuation of the dual aspect of every issue, Martí utilizes the tenth 
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paragraph to indicate difficulties encountered through unification (solidarity) of the 

people.  

    Solidarity, according to earlier portions of “Nuestra América” is the only method 

available to slow progress of the United States. However, Martí addresses three problems 

regarding unification among the Latin American republics. The first problem concerns 

the danger of oppression, which Martí compares to the arms of sleeping octopi: “De 

todos sus peligros se va salvando América. Sobre algunas repúblicas está durmiendo el 

pulpo” (20). The tentacles can move in different directions, but the octopus seems to be 

falling asleep. The second problem consists of interpreting balance, which is compared to 

someone frantically throwing his or her feet into water and hastily trying to recover lost 

time. With respect to this second problem, Martí indicates that lack of balance has 

occurred for many centuries by expressing: “Otras, por la ley del equilibrio, se echan a 

pie a la mar, a recobrar, con prisa loca y sublime, los siglos perdidos” (20). The third 

problem addressed in the tenth paragraph, and the most dangerous according to Martí, 

involves individuals who have lost sight of who they are, from where they came, and 

allow “outsiders” to gain easy entrance into their homeland. Keeping this classification of 

individuals in perspective causes Martí to maintain: “Otras, olvidando que Juárez paseaba 

en un coche de mulas, ponen coche de viento, y de cochero a una bomba de jabón; el lujo 

venenoso, enemigo de la libertad, pudre al hombre liviano y abre la puerta al extranjero” 

(21). While each of the three problems serves as difficult challenges for solidarity in the 

Latin American republics, “Nuestra América” presents the tone that individuals are to 

blame for each issue.  
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    In the tenth paragraph of “Nuestra América,” the reader is exposed to three problems 

that negatively influence solidarity. The eleventh paragraph introduces the reader to 

social groups and their characteristics that can also determine the success or failure of 

solidarity. The first group of individuals addressed is comprised of people that willingly 

rise up with the spirit of independence: “Otras acendran, con el espíritu épico de la 

independencia amenazada, el carácter viril” (Martí 21). While this group cries out for 

independence, another faction complains of the hardship civil war has caused. Greed of 

the military is among the dangers, which Martí characterizes as “Otras crían, en la guerra 

rapaz contra el vecino, la soldadesca que puede devorarlas” (21). Both types of 

individuals share a common trait with one another: the loss of identity. While both groups 

are considered detrimental in Martí’s opinion, it is the third group of individuals that 

receives the most negativity. People that compose the third group have the apathetical 

attitude of ignoring their identity. This is the group that presents the most danger to the 

republics by allowing invasions from other countries without resistance. Martí warns that 

the third group will be responsible for the United States’ easy conquest of Latin America 

and further cautions that they will remain unaware of the eminent danger from North 

America when he concludes:  

                  Pero otro peligro corre, acaso, nuestra América, que no le viene de sí, 
                  sino de la diferencia de orígenes, métodos e intereses entre los dos factores 
                  continentales, y es la hora próxima en que se le acerque, demandando 
                  relaciones íntimas, un pueblo emprendedor y pujante que la desconoce y la 
                  desdeña. (22)  
 
    The final portion of the eleventh paragraph reiterates who the true enemy of the Latin 

American republics is: the United States. Much like the stealth movement of the tiger, 
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Martí indicates that the United States enters into the republics unnoticed. Once the tiger 

emerges from its secluded place, the people will become subject to animosity directed 

towards them. While the majority of this hatred is visible, what appears to concern Martí 

the most is: “El desdén de vecino formidable, que no la conoce, es el peligro mayor de 

nuestra América” (22). With regard to the animosity from the United States and previous 

colonial governments, the people of Latin America are urged not to hate the invaders: 

“...para que no le desdeñe. Por ignorancia llegaría, tal vez, a poner en ella la codicia” 

(Martí 22). In lieu of hating the United States, Martí proposes that Latin Americans need 

to have faith in the betterment of humankind while discounting the worst. According to 

Martí, if people are unable to promote the positive characteristics of individuals, then “lo 

peor prevalece” (22). When referring to “lo peor prevalece,” the people are reminded of 

the pain and suffering endured through the long history of colonial rulers in Latin 

America and their methods of reacting against the government. Martí warns Latin 

Americans regarding their conduct in relation to foreign governments in the republics, 

stating: “Los pueblos han de tener una picota para quien les azuza a odios inútiles, y otra 

para quien no les dice a tiempo la verdad” (22).  

    The twelfth (and concluding) paragraph of “Nuestra América” opens with the anti-

Sarmiento statement regarding Martí’s racial opinions: “No hay odio de razas, porque no 

hay razas” (22).21 In the writer’s philosophy, there are no races, however there does exist 

the universal identity of humankind (“...la identidad universal del hombre”) that appears 

to replace the sociological term (race). With respect to Martí’s concept of universal 

identity, Thomas Brooks writes: “...Martí’s sense of American identity within a universal 
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identity is not determined...by a westward-moving narrative. Further, he does not imagine 

an empty space of a Western frontier...a frontier in the new sense is for Martí in the old 

sense: a point of cultural contact” (283). Cultural contact and therefore, humankind’s 

identity, exists within an individual’s soul, which according to Martí: “...emana, igual y 

eterna, de los cuerpos diversos en forma y en color” (23). Although the essayist (Martí) 

prefers not to use the term race in his work, he does indicate that imperialism promoted 

racial hatred: “Peca contra la humanidad el que fomente y propague la oposición y el 

odio de las razas” (Martí 23).  

    Earlier in the essay, Martí indicates that there were two types of individuals: those 

fighting for independence and those allowing other countries to rule over them. In the 

twelfth paragraph, the reader is introduced to additional references to individuals: 1) the 

weak and the strong, and 2) the inferior and the mortal. With respect to each of these 

references, Martí provides his strongest statements against colonialism and the invasion 

of the United States writing: 

                  Pero en el amasijo de los pueblos se condensan, en la cercanía de otros  
                  pueblos diversos, carácteres peculiares y activos, de ideas y de hábitos, de 
                  ensanche y adquisición, de vanidad y de avaricia, que del estado latente de 
                  preocupaciones nacionales pudieran, en un período de desorden interno o de 
                  precipitación del carácter acumulado del país, trocarse en amenaza grave para 
                  las tierras vecinas, aisladas y débiles, que el país fuerte declara perecederas e 
                  inferiores. (23) 
 
Martí accurately summarizes the mentality of imperialist rulers who perceived Latin 

Americans as weak and inferior savages. In the first paragraphs of “Nuestra América,” 

the writer indicates the factors why governments failed in Latin America: lack of 

knowledge of the people, the failure to best utilize resources in the territory, and the 
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inability to meet the needs and demands of the public. Vibha Maurya suggests that 

Martí’s opinions regarding colonialism were a reformulation of historical elements that 

allowed the essayist to “chalk out a militant program which incorporated waging battles 

as much as against the discriminatory practices of social order as against the imperial 

designs of the exploiters, both American and European” (33). 

    At the beginning of the essay, Martí urged Latin Americans to unify against the future 

invaders (referred to as giants) and to achieve solidarity in their quest for independence. 

The middle part of “Nuestra América” concentrated on colonialism and methods the 

people could use to retaliate against future invaders. The concluding section of the final 

paragraph joins all of the previous thoughts Martí had for the republics and provides a 

terse reaction to the United States’ plans for the region. Preparing the people for the tiger 

hiding in every corner of Latin America, the writer stresses that problems in the republics 

can be resolved through peace, and not military intervention. Focusing on the fact that the 

United States will be another foreign colonial force in Latin America, Martí urges the 

people to consider his plea found throughout the essay and to realize: 

      Ni ha de suponerse, por antipatía de aldea, una maldad ingénita y fatal al   
      pueblo rubio del continente, porque no habla nuestro idioma, ni ve la casa    
      como nosotros la vemos, ni se nos parece en sus lacras políticas, que son  
      diferentes de las nuestras, ni tiene en mucho a los hombres biliosos y  
      trigueños, ni mira caritativo, desde su eminencia aún mal segura, a los que,  
      con menos favor de la historia, suben a tramos heroicos la vía de las  
      repúblicas; ni se han de esconder los datos patentes del problema que puede  
      resolverse, para la paz de los siglos, con el estudio oportuno y la unión tácita y  
      urgente del alma continental. (23)   
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    José Martí’s 1891 perspective regarding the future of Latin America appeared 

prophetic when considering what transpired during the years after the publication of 

“Nuestra América.” His accuracy regarding the United States’ invasion into Latin 

America and its subsequent control were uncanny, especially in relation to his opinions 

concerning the mistreatment of the people. He would never see his vision become reality 

due to his untimely death while defending his native Cuba; however, his urgent pleas for 

unification and cultural pride would become the focus of future writers (among these 

would be José Enrique Rodó and Rubén Darío). 

    While serving as a foreign correspondent in Spain for La Nación in 1898, Rubén Darío 

observed the aftermath of the Spanish American conflict from the European perspective. 

Darío recognized that Europe was not in favor of United States aggression into Latin 

America and viewed its interventionist policy as a way to grow materially with little 

consideration for the Latin American people.  

    Martí’s vision of United States imperialism spreading through Latin America became 

reality after North America intervened into Cuba and Puerto Rico after the Spanish-

American War of 1898. This reality is what Rubén Darío depicts in his 1898 essay “El 

triunfo de Calibán” in addition to his disgust for the North American industrial power. 

His concerns for his native Latin America are the focus of his essay, which he begins by 

vehemently denouncing the United States: 

                  No, no puedo, no quiero estar de parte de esos búfalos de dientes de plata. 
                  son enemigos míos, son los aborrecedores de la sangre latina, son los    
                  bárbaros. Así se estremece hoy todo noble corazón, así protesta todo digno 
                  hombre que algo conserve de la leche de la Loba. (160) 
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Seen as more than an enemy, Darío presents the United States as the haters of Latino 

blood (“los aborrecedores de la sangre latina”) and barbarians (“los bárbaros). The haters 

of Latino blood relates to the “delatinization”22 concept first mentioned in “Nuestra 

América” by Martí. The opening paragraph reveals Darío’s sentiment towards the United 

States, while also showing his intellectual positions as Jorge Eduardo Arellano describes: 

“...como intelectual hispanoamericano, entendía el problema en otros términos: 

oponiendo al desarrollo pragmático y protestante de la ascendente potencia mundial la 

herencia española viva” (106).  

    While José Martí preferred to use the terms “los gigantes de siete leguas” and “el tigre” 

as symbols for the United States, Darío opts for the term “Calibán”23 in reference to 

North America. Darío utilizes “El triunfo de Calibán” as his forum to describe the 

“Calibanes” as “...comedores de carne cruda, herreros bestiales, habitadores de casas de 

mastodontes. Colorados, pesados, groseros, van por sus calles empujándose y rozándose 

animalmente, a la caza del dollar (sic)” (160). The animal-like nature of the United States 

could very well parallel Martí’s usage of the tiger as his primary symbol for the country. 

Martí’s tiger is a stealth man-eating hunter waiting behind cover before seizing the 

opportunity to strike. In Darío’s version, his animal is a rude and carnivorous beast that 

walks upright hunting for its prey of choice: the dollar. The motivation of the United 

States is another difference between Martí and Darío with respect to their observations. 

Darío appears to note that North Americans are more materialistic than Martí had 

originally concluded. The high level of materialism leads Darío to conclude that North 
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Americans are: “Enemigos de toda idealidad, son en su progreso apoplético, perpetuos 

espejos de aumento” (160).  

    Materialism promotes vanity and elitism within civilization, which Darío reveals as 

characteristics of the United States when writing: “miran, desde la torre de sus hombros, 

a los que no nos ingurgitamos de bifes y no decimos all right, como a seres inferiores” 

(160). From Darío’s observations, the elitism of the United States is based on the tenet 

that inferiority is a consequence of not being North American. This attitude is later 

validated by Rodó while providing his opinions regarding United States society and its 

characteristics. A high degree of elitism, such as that exhibited by the United States 

during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, allows and encourages disparity with other 

countries. In “El triunfo de Calibán,” Darío demonstrates this disparity through the 

popular North American belief of “¡Tenemos, dicen, todas las cosas más grandes del 

mundo!” (160). Despite proclaiming to possess the entire world’s greatness, “El triunfo 

de Calibán” indicates that the United States is lacking religious faith, knowledge, and 

culture. 

    As a region, Latin America is characterized by its rich historical and cultural traditions, 

which received great attention in Martí’s “Nuestra América.” The traditions, as described 

by Martí, create a uniqueness that separates the region from other parts of the world. In 

comparison, Darío also observes and discusses the unique qualities of Spanish America 

throughout “El triunfo de Calibán,” leading Arellano to conclude: 

                  La toma de conciencia ante el pasado era para Darío, y también para Martí  
                  y Rodó un elemento de unidad Latinoamericana y no excluía la herencia 
                  prehispánica: la comprendía, al igual que profundizaba en las raíces latinas de  
                  lo hispánico. (106) 
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Two aspects that separate Latin American culture from that of the United States are 

religion (faith) and a desire for knowledge (erudition). Religion for the “Calibán” is based 

on the same materialistic principles as its lifestyle. With a parallel to the “casas de 

mastodontes,” North Americans construct large and elaborate places of worship without 

utilizing them to praise God: “Tienen templos para todos los dioses y no creen en 

ninguno” (Darío 160). Darío validates his belief that the United States lacks knowledge 

through his discussion of North American authors and their contributions: 

      ...pero Sir Emerson bien calificado está como luna de Carlyle; su Whitman   
      con sus versículos a hacha, es un profeta demócrata, al uso del Tío Sam; y su  
      Poe, su gran Poe, pobre cisne borracho de pena y de alcohol, fue el mártir de  
      su sueño en un país en donde jamás será comprendido. En cuanto a Lanier, se  
      salva de ser un poeta para pastores protestantes y para bucaneros y cowboys,  
      por la gota latina que brilla en su nombre. (160) 
 

Analyzing this passage closer reveals several concepts regarding Darío’s observations in 

“El triunfo de Calibán” including: 1) Emerson being the opposite of Carlyle, a nineteenth 

century English essayist and historian who opposed heavy industrialization, 2) Walt 

Whitman’s staunch patriotism in favor of a powerful United States24, and 3) the United 

States’ lack of insight into the literary form of Poe. The admiration Darío once had for 

Whitman was nonexistent by the time “El triunfo de Calibán” appeared in La Nación. 

With regard to this reverse opinion toward Whitman, Enrique Anderson Imbert discusses 

that between “Prosas profanas” and España contemporánea: 

                  ...la nacionalidad de Darío no era la de Walt Whitman, y se desacreditó en 
                  ciertos círculos: hubo quienes supusieron que se había entregado a la política 
                  imperialista de los Estados Unidos. (151) 
 
But, while Darío had proclaimed that the United States was the land of the “Calibán,” his 

attitude towards the country itself became more complex. Anderson Imbert writes that 
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Darío’s sentiments towards North America was similar to a pendulum of emotions that 

ranged from “miedo, admiración, ira, desprecio, resignación, conformidad, oportunismo, 

indiferencia, reconocimiento de su fuerza creadora y apabullante, aun un cínico buen 

humor ante la ridiculez de protestar contra lo inexorable” (152). The choice of the great 

nineteenth century literary figures from the United States demonstrates Darío’s opinion 

that the country is saturated with arrogant literature that praised imperialism and 

promoted a narrow- minded society.  

    The narrow- minded nature of the United States is reflected beyond the realm of 

literature and, as Darío observes, includes the selection of national heroes. The land of 

the “Calibán” does not allow great thinkers and inventors to become the heroes of the 

country; rather more emphasis is placed on the common individual’s ascent to fame 

through his or her works. From Darío’s perspective, the people esteemed by the United 

States are not the Edisons, but “...Lynch, Monroe, y ese Grant cuya figura podéis 

confrontar en Hugo, en el niño terrible” (161). The three individuals imitated already 

established theories and concepts while promoting them as their own creations. Imitation 

and deformation are the primary characteristics of knowledge in the United States, which 

receive great attention in “El triunfo de Calibán” and two years later in Rodó’s “Ariel.”25 

As a result of insisting upon imitation, Darío holds that nothing can refine the “Calibán” 

(the United States) who will continue to be “los estupendos gorilas colorados” (161).  

    Just as Martí describes the characteristics of good government in “Nuestra América,” 

Darío offers the reader explanations why the United States should be considered a bad 

form of government. Initially, Darío provides European sentiment regarding the United 
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States and the Spanish American War calling it “...la agresión del yankee contra la 

hidalga y hoy agobiada España” (161), only to justify this belief via a speech made by the 

Argentine Roque Sáenz Peña. In his remarks against the United States and the principles 

of the Monroe Doctrine, Sáenz Peña states that he “...opuso al fanfarrón de Monroe una 

alta fórmula de grandeza continental; y demostró en su propia casa al piel roja que hay 

quienes velan en nuestras repúblicas por la asenchaza de la boca del bárbaro” (Darío 

161). The Spanish-American War and its outcome began to influence Rubén Darío’s  

literary themes, as “El triunfo de Calibán” indicates. Among the themes featured in his 

literature would be “La guerra es resultado de la injusticia” and “La guerra es 

radicalmente mala—conflicto que no se puede o no se quiere arreglar racionalmente: 

última razón, la razón de la fuerza, y en algunos casos, de la bendecida fuerza...” 

(Garciasol 227) As a way of demonstrating the injustice of the War, Darío continues with 

Sáenz Peña’s discussion of the United States comparing its actions in South America to a 

boa constrictor attempting to squeeze the final breath from its victim: “...el peligro que 

entrañan esas mandíbulas de boa todavía abiertas tras la tragada de Tejas; la codicia del 

anglosajón, el apetito yankee demostrado, la infamia política del gobierno del Norte; lo 

útil, lo necesario que es para las nacionalidades españolas de América estar a la 

expectativa de un estiramiento del constrictor” (Darío 161). It is important to note that 

although the boa constrictor (the United States) has a firm grasp upon its victim (Latin 

America), it has not completely engulfed the prey which implies that hope still exists for 

the Latin American republics.  
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    Hope is revealed through Darío’s concept of Latin American unification, an idea first 

presented by José Martí in “Nuestra América.” One of Martí’s greatest concerns was the 

popular belief that the world is one’s village which showed a disregard for the outside 

world. Darío indicates that “aldeanismo” is as popular in 1898 as it was in 1891 (the year 

of Martí’s essay) referring to it as being a part of a small Utopian kingdom: 

                  y vimos palpable la urgencia de trabajar y luchar porque la Unión Latina no     
                  siga siendo una fatamorgana del reino de Utopía; pues los pueblos, sobre las        
                  políticas y los intereses de otra especie, sienten, llegado el instante preciso, la  
                  oleada de la sangre y la oleada del común espíritu. (161-2) 

This portion of “El triunfo de Calibán” is, according to Carlos Martín, “...su mensaje de 

fe en una América futura” (84) and can be considered an urgent plea for Latin Americans 

to recognize the “outside” world. Darío’s idea of unification is similar to Martí’s earlier 

concept on several levels: 1) the plea to abandon “aldeanismo.” With respect to 

“aldeanismo,” Darío writes that Latin America “...no siga siendo una fatamorgana del 

reino de Utopia;” 2) the reality that there will be bloodshed if Latin America unites 

against the United States: “...llegado el instante preciso, la oleada de la sangre;” and 3) 

the honor of death while defending the country: “...del común espíritu.” While honor 

from Darío’s perspective parallels the sentiments of José Martí, it is the amount of unity 

that is strikingly similar between the two writers. In “Nuestra América,” the people are to 

be as united as trees and are urged to become the “tree (or leaf) people.” Darío’s essay 

also reminds Latin Americans that their unification must be as strong as the trees: 

“...como se une en alma y corazón, en instantes atribulados; somos la raza sentimental, 

pero hemos sido también dueños de la fuerza: el sol no nos ha abandonado y el 

renacimiento es propio de nuestro árbol secular” (162). 
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    In contrast to the rich, traditional past of Latin America is the rapid and mechanical 

lifestyle of the United States. Materialism and industrialization are the characteristics 

most represented in Darío’s essay with the writer noting that the North Americans: 

“parten tentáculos de ferrocarriles, brazos de hierro, bocas absorbentes” (162) while 

referring to the widespread rail system. Utilizing the extensive rail system in combination 

with cargo shipment via water, the United States has the ability to spread its form of 

imperialism to all corners of the world. But, Darío’s primary concern is for his native 

Latin America where the United States had already shown an effective presence by 1898: 

     Esas pobres repúblicas de la América Central no serán con el bucanero Walter  
     con quien tendrán que luchar, sino con los canalizadores yankees de     
     Nicaragua; México está ojo atento, y siente todavía el dolor de la mutilación;    
     Colombia tiene su istmo trufado de hulla y fierro norteamericanos; Venezuela   
     se deja fascinar por la doctrina de Monroe y lo sucedido en la pasada  
     emergencia con Inglaterra, sin fijarse en que con doctrina de Monroe y todo,   
     los yankees permitieron que los soldados de la reina Victoria ocupasen el  
     puerto nicaragüense de Corinto; en el Perú hay manifestaciones simpáticas por  
     el triunfo de los Estados Unidos; y el Brasil, penoso es observarlo, ha  
     demostrado más que visible interés en juegos de daca y toma con el Uncle  
     Sam. (162) 
 

Based on Darío’s opinions, many of the problems found in Latin America can be 

attributed to the United States presence in the region, including: 1) the Panama Canal and 

the United States’ betrayal of Nicaragua; 2) financial assistance provided to Venezuela 

fighting against England resulting in greater material gains for the United States; 3) 

United States military intervention into Nicaragua in order to protect investments in the 

region; and 4) the United States bribing Colombia to cede the territory of Panama for the 

Canal construction. Darío provides insight into North American involvement in the Latin 
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American republics and how they built their imperialistic empire through deceit, betrayal, 

and military force.  

    Similar to Martí’s tiger in “Nuestra América,” Darío also envisions the United States 

moving quickly through the Latin American republics spreading fear and acquiring land, 

resources, and wealth. Confronting this fear required the Latin American people to act in 

one of two ways: 1) allow the United States to corrupt the region without resistance, or 2) 

defend Latin American heritage, traditions, honor, valor, and their historical past. Darío, 

like Martí, urges the people to defend what is rightfully theirs and at any cost with his 

plea: “Cuando lo porvenir peligroso es indicado por pensadores dirigentes, y cuando a la 

vista está la gula del Norte, no queda sino preparar la defensa” (162). In the same manner 

Darío calls for solidarity; he realistically indicates that the people will be terrified at the 

thought of confronting the United States, writing: “Behemot es gigantesco; pero no he de 

sacrificarme por mi propia voluntad bajo sus patas, y si me logra atrapar, al menos mi 

lengua ha de concluir de dar su maldición última, con el ultimo aliento de vida” (162). 

There are two considerations shared by Darío through his statement regarding the fear of 

the people: 1) although the United States is more powerful, they are unable to eradicate 

the free will of Latin Americans, and 2) should the United States conquer the region, the 

people will still fight to the last breath.   

    Both José Martí and Rubén Darío urged the Latin American people to defend their 

heritage, culture, and traditions against the military strength of the United States. Martí’s 

manifesto “Nuestra América” reminded people that the true enemies of the republics 

were the tigers and giants from the North American power ready to strike and infiltrate 
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the region. Although the “tree people” might be able to repel the attacks by the giants, 

they also need to recognize another formidable enemy, the tiger with its stealth 

movement. Solidarity was the only way to slow the enemies from the North and deter 

their progess into Latin America. In similar fashion, Darío urged for solidarity to 

decrease the sentiment of inferiority found among the people. Solidarity in Latin America 

would promote the cultural and historical traditions not found in the United States (a 

country devoid of knowledge, history, religion, and tradition). Culture, according to 

Darío, was an aspect of Latin America that the United States could never erase.  

    In addition to defending culture and historical traditions, Martí and Darío focus on the 

importance of free will. Both individuals agree that a foreign government cannot remove 

the free will of the people. Martí demonstrates his opinions regarding free will through a 

discussion of the nature of government in the Latin American republics. Darío presents 

his opinions regarding free will through cultural and sociological differences found 

between the United States and Latin America. He also affirms his belief that United 

States imperialism will be retarded if the people possess a strong will and sense of 

identity. 

    Two years after the publication of Darío’s “El triunfo de Calibán,” José Enrique Rodó 

would discuss concerns for the future of Latin America through the three Shakespearean 

personages of Ariel, Calibán, and Próspero. Rodó’s “Ariel” continued the concepts first 

mentioned by Martí and Darío and expounded upon them to include aesthetics and the 

importance of youth in Latin America. The ideas upon which Rodó focuses in his “Ariel” 
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were first planted by José Martí in “Nuestra América” and nurtured by Rubén Darío’s “El 

triunfo de Calibán.” 

 

 

 

 

 

      

      

Notes 

                                                 
1 For further information regarding Martí’s observations, see:  Basante Terrazos, Marcela. “Nuestra   
  América y la otra América.” Cuadernos Americanos 27(1991): 137-43. 
2 Cintio Vitier’s research indicates that the essay presented to the delegates was on the “1° de diciembre,  
   poco más que un año antes de aparecer en la Revista Ilustrada de Nueva York” (82). 
3Lilian Weinberg maintains that in the early version of “Nuestra América,” that Martí “advierte que Nuestra  
 América es hija de una situación colonial—la española” (147).  
4 See: Basante Terrazos, 142. 
5 See: Fernández Retamar, Roberto. “De introducción a Martí.” Casa de las Américas  93(1975): 33-47.  
6 Antonio Sacato suggests four themes in “Nuestra América:” “a) el aldeanismo o regionalismo, b) los  
  Estados Unidos, c) incitación y arenga a “despertamos,” d) unión” (99). 
7 Martí describes this sentiment as “Cree el aldeano vanidoso que el mundo entero es su aldea” (11). 
8 The concept of knowing only one’s small, inner world is “aldeanismo,” which refers to one’s village as   
  his or her world with little notice of the “outside” world.  
9 In her article, Nuestro Martí, Liliana Weinberg reveals that “Martí se refiere no sólo al aldeano  
  propiamente dicho, sino a toda forma posible de aldeo-centrismo, o lo que hoy denominamos  
  ‘provincialismo’” (151). See: Weinberg, Liliana Irene. “Nuestro Martí.” Cuadernos Americanos 
27(1991): 144-57.  
10 Martí demonstrates the power and strength of the giants stating “ni de la pelea de los cometas en el cielo,  
   que van por el aire dormido engullendo mundos” (11).   
11 Calvo writes that cultural identity (which is Martí’s focus when referring to unification) is “...la  
   necesidad fundamental después del valor. De ella depende la historia, todo el ser humano, los seres  
   humanos” (23). 
12 Liliana Weinberg in “Nuestro Martí,” 154-6, discusses additional meanings of the tree symbol.  
13 See: Weinberg, 145 regarding the four types of unity that negatively affected individuals. 
14 With regard to this, Martí expresses that one’s right is to defend what is rightfully his or hers. Those that   
   are unwilling to do so are, according to the essayist “no quieren hacer el trabajo de hombres” (12). 
15 Martí summarizes the greed and selfishness of colonial rule in Latin America when he writes: “Cree el  
   soberbio que la tierra fue hecha para servirle de pedestal” (12) which also demonstrates one’s incapacity    
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   to govern the region well. 
16 Martí provides more details regarding the low resistance given to the colonial governments explaining:  
  “Las repúblicas han purgado en las tiranías su incapacidad para conocer los elementos verdaderos del  
  país, derivar de ellos la forma de gobierno y gobernar con ellos” (15). 
17 When considering the unwise in politics, Martí writes that “los incultos gobernarán, por su hábito de  
  agredir y resolver las dudas con su mano” (15). 
18 Martí refers to this process stating: “Los políticos nacionales han de reemplazar a los políticos exóticos”  
  (16). 
19 Lagmanovich maintains that Martí’s use of the tiger symbol is “ el vehículo que le permite desarrollar su  
  pensamiento” (242) 
20 Martí also states that the tiger “viene con zarpas de terciopelo” and “No se lo oye venir” (17). 
21 Boaventura de Sousa Santos offers that Martí’s statement that there are no races “reverberates the same  
  radical liberalism that encouraged Simón Bolívar to proclaim that Latin America was ‘a small  
  humankind’, a ‘miniature humankind’” (193-4). 
22 Rodó further demonstrates the “delatinization” of Latin America in Ariel. 
23 Ironically, fifteen days prior to Darío’s chronicle, Paul Groussac used the term “calibán” to refer to the     
  United States. Groussac’s essay about the Calibán appears on May 2, 1898. 
24 In El año lírico (1889), Darío professes his admiration for Walt Whitman’s patriotism.  
25 Darío’s philosophy regarding imitation and deformation in the United States promotes Anderson   
  Imbert’s opinion that Darío influenced Rodó’s “Ariel.” See: Anderson Imbert, Enrique. La orginalidad de 
 Rubén Darío. 150-2. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

  
RODÓ’S “ARIEL”AND HIS PLAN FOR 

 
LATIN AMERICA’S FUTURE 

 
 

    In 1900, the year José Enrique Rodó’s essay “Ariel” first appeared, Latin America was 

weakening under the United States’ aggressive imperialism into the region. What José 

Martí envisioned with the stealth-like tiger symbol ready to pounce was now a reality for 

the Latin American republics. Martí’s “Nuestra América” had undertaken the task of 

attempting to awaken Latin Americans and realize that the United States was slowly 

moving into the region. If the Latin American people were unable to wake up and insisted 

on the continuation of aldeanismo, they would awaken to an enemy that had infiltrated 

into their villages and countries. By 1900, the republics had still not taken heed to Martí’s 

earlier concerns and had now fallen under North American colonial control. The concern 

regarding United States control and overall presence in the Latin American republics had 

heightened to a level that many Latin American great thinkers began to emphasize it in 

their written works.1  

    Influenced by modernismo, José Enrique Rodó presented a manifesto, “Ariel,” that 

would cause Latin Americans to consider the present and future implications of United 

States presence in the republics. When considering the social and political climate during 

the time Rodó wrote his essay, the Latin American countries were losing more and more 

territory to their materialistic and imperialistic neighbor to the north, the United States. 

Used as more than a vehicle to express his opinions, Rodó utilized “Ariel” to indicate 
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Latin American strengths and weaknesses in comparison with the United States. 

Underlying the comparison between the two “Americas” was the importance of 

preserving Latin American culture, which was frequently attacked by the United States. 

This was the same United States that rescued Latin America from the tyrannical Spanish 

colonialism, which is summarized by Carlos Fuentes writing “the United States 

desatanized Spain while satanizing itself” (16). The cleansing of Spanish rule was a 

deceptive measure by the United States government creating the impression that Latin 

America would enjoy a brighter future under North American guidance. Instead of a 

cleansing process though, the people would become subject to a form of government that 

appeared as harsh as the prior Spanish rule.  

    By today’s standards, the essay remains one of the most influential and widely 

researched literary works of the Modernist period.2 It is a reflection of not only Rodó’s 

frustration and concerns with his surrounding Latin American world; it also combines the 

Modernist elements of aesthetics and beauty in the real world. Rodó, a Uruguayan 

journalist, provides his personal insights towards democracy, imperialism, and 

independence in addition to the formation and promotion of civilization through art and 

the role of culture within an emerging society. These themes and how Rodó presents 

them will be the focus of this chapter with a section-by-section discussion of “Ariel.” 

    Rodó divides “Ariel” into six separate sections that take the reader through a learning 

experience via the guise of a lecture delivered by a wise and well-versed older teacher. 

There are several themes that emerge throughout the essay that include: Latin America 

losing its identity at the hands of the United States, differences in political beliefs found 
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in the United States and Latin America, unification of the Latin American people, the 

importance of youth, and Latin Americans defending what is rightfully theirs. In addition 

to these themes, Lydia Vélez Román conveys: 

                  En Ariel (1900), José Enrique Rodó reflexiona sobre la situación en la 
                  América hispana y plantea las propuestas medulares de su utopía: una 
                  América unificada y el liderato de una juventud capaz de dirigirla en 
                  consecución de proyectos continentales. (31) 

Thus, according to Vélez Román, Rodó’s essay serves three primary purposes: 1) to 

provide a personal reflection regarding the chaotic situation in Latin America confronting 

United States imperialism, 2) to unify culture and land ownership among the Latin 

American people, and 3) to guide the youth in becoming the future leaders for their 

region and instill in them the capability of challenging an unknown future.  

    José Enrique Rodó initially captures the readers’ attention with the first section of the 

essay that reveals a classroom setting involving a wise teacher and his class of young 

students. It can be presumed that the students are in their final year of the preparatory 

school and are audience to a lecture presented on the final day of the school year. The 

students gather around Próspero, their teacher, to hear his final words of wisdom for the 

year. The setting of the classroom cannot go unnoticed, as Morales writes, adding that as 

a technique it is “una escenografía, ahora no estrictamente privada y mucho menos 

hedonista: la sala de estudios, donde el bronce de la única estatua y los libros sobre la 

mesa del maestro Próspero se encienden con la luz de su palabra y de la tarde” (98). Rodó 

utilizes the non-threatening environment of a classroom to present his socio-political 

reasoning and ideology, disseminating both through Próspero.  
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    Próspero, Ariel, and Calibán are the main personages found in Shakespeare’s drama 

“The Tempest.” In the drama, the evil Calibán imprisons Ariel, who eventually escapes 

with the aid of the wise and mysterious Próspero’s magic and wisdom. Once Ariel is 

freed, he is able to fly freely into the light and into the future. In Rodó’s use of the three 

personages, Próspero does not set Ariel free into the future; rather he enlightens the 

minds of his young students in order to allow them to think freely about their future. 

Utilizing the three Shakespearean personages is not unique to Rodó, especially during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 1878, Ernest Renan structured his drama Calibán, 

continuation de la Tempestad around Próspero, Calibán, and Ariel. With regard to 

Renan’s drama, Gallagher indicates “...Calibán was linked not just to the indigenous 

people in the New World, but to the pueblo, the average people, the populous, the 

masses” (7). In difference to the Shakespeare drama, Renan was “reacting to the scare the 

masses provoked when for a short few months they took over Paris, during the Paris 

Commune of 1871” (Gallagher 7). Further insight and explanation into Renan’s drama is 

provided by Guillermo I. Castillo-Feliú who writes: 

                  Para Renan, Próspero se halla impotente en una edad dominanda por el 
                  positivismo: la antigua magia del maestro no tiene la capacidad de hechizar 
                  al pueblo. Próspero acepta a regañadientes el materialismo de Calibán, quien 
                  lo ha reemplazado como duque de Milán; Ariel, espíritu puro, elige morir  
                  antes de seguir los pasos de su maestro en su rendición al materialismo. 
                  Próspero mismo cae muerto al final. Reina ahora Calibán. (18-19) 
 
Renan’s drama, which was highly acclaimed, heightened awareness of a materialistic 

world that opposed a democratic society. Thirteen years after the appearance of Renan’s 

work, José Martí utilized the Calibán concept in “Nuestra América” (1891). Seven years 

after Martí, Rubén Darío devoted an essay employing the Calibán theme in “El triunfo de 
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Calibán” (1898). In Darío’s version, the United States is specifically named Calibán via 

his perception of the savage qualities North Americans possessed.3 With Renan, Martí, 

and Darío in perspective, we now turn our focus on Rodó’s essay “Ariel” (1900). 

    Dedicated to “la juventud de América,” Rodó immediately thrusts the reader into a 

prologue that cannot be overlooked. Summarizing not only the intent for the first section 

of the essay, Rodó advises the reader of the principle theme of his work, writing: 

                  Necesidad de que cada generación entre a la vida activa con un programa  
                  Propio. Belleza moral de la juventud; su papel en la vida de las sociedades. 
                  Los pueblos más fuertes y gloriosos son los que reúnen las condiciones  
                  propias de la juventud. Ejemplo de Grecia. Necesidad de la fe en la vida. 
                  No debe confundirse esta fe con un optimismo cándido. América necesita 
                  su juventud. (141) 

According to Rodó then, every generation must have its own program for survival and 

youth, equal to beauty, having a vital role within society. An emphasis on youth is a 

characteristic of the strongest societies and will allow them to flourish. Apart from 

youth’s importance, Rodó stresses that a society must have faith in itself and in life. This 

faith, he warns, is not a weak sense of optimism; rather it needs to be as strong as the 

society possessing it. Also revealed in the first prologue is Rodó’s rationale for writing 

“Ariel:” the importance of youth and its role for future generations. This importance is 

the first concept Rodó emphasizes as Próspero delivers the final lecture of the academic 

year to his young students.  

    Próspero begins his lecture with “Pienso también que el espíritu de la juventud es un 

terreno generoso donde la simiente de una palabra oportuna suele rendir, en corto tiempo, 

los frutos de una inmortal vegetación” (Rodó 141).4 Orlando Gómez-Gil, provides more 

detail regarding fruitful vegetation of youth when he writes that it must “tener un objetivo 
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cierto en la vida” (54-5). Knowing where to go and maintaining a perspective implies that 

society must guide youth in order to accomplish their goals. Frequently, society perceives 

itself as a stage promoting an individual beyond childhood and entering into adulthood. 

Youthfulness, however, is more than a stage of human development, as Próspero 

indicates to his students stating: “La juventud que vivís es una fuerza de cuya aplicación 

sois los obreros y un tesoro de cuya inversión sois responsables” (Rodó 142). This 

implies that being youthful is a task that perpetually must go through refinement and 

change, which is the responsibility Próspero describes for his young students. Helen 

Costabile de Amorín parallels Próspero’s words to Rodó’s ideology indicating “...la 

fuerza de la renovación vital que corre a través de toda la realidad” (84). Based on 

Costabile de Amorín’s statement in addition to Próspero’s beliefs, youthfulness is not a 

mere action; it is a vital force society needs for survival.  

    Próspero continues his lecture explaining that youth is a force needed to comprehend 

life and its importance within society, adding that youth is also a process of rebirth when 

the wise teacher states: 

                  Del renacer de las esperanzas humanas; de las promesas que fían eternamente 
                  al porvenir la realidad de lo mejor, adquiere su belleza el alma que se  
                  entreabre al soplo de la vida, dulce e inefable belleza, compuesta, como lo 
                  estaba la del amanecer para el poeta de Las contemplaciones,5 de un 
                  ‘vestigio de sueño y un principio de pensamiento’. (Rodó 143) 

One cannot help but notice the immediate introduction to aesthetic beauty and its 

complementing nature towards the importance of youth. In addition to aesthetic beauty, 

Rodó introduces the reader to the message of hope presented in “Ariel.” 
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    To further demonstrate the intermeshing of beauty and youth, Próspero utilizes 

Guyau’s explanation of a proverb regarding a woman and her perpetual search for a 

groom. According to the proverb, each day the woman would awaken and hope that 

today will be the day she finds her groom. Each night she would return to bed with her 

wish unfulfilled. Yet, she continued to wake each day hoping that her wish would 

become reality and allow her to live happily ever after. With the proverb still on the 

minds of the young students, Próspero gives the instruction of: “Es así como, no bien la 

eficacia de un ideal ha muerto, la humanidad viste otra vez sus galas nupciales para 

esperar la realidad del ideal soñado con nueva fe, con tenaz y conmovedora locura” 

(Rodó 144). Through the use of the proverb and Próspero’s lecture, the students become 

aware that they must keep their dreams alive much like the woman kept her hopes alive 

that her wish would become reality.6  

    As the dream comes to its fruition and becomes reality, the individual undergoes a 

realization that causes a search for identity and a heightened awareness of distinctive 

characteristics within nationalities. While the individual experiences this realization, 

humanity as a whole will find itself renewing its faith in an ideal. Therefore, faith 

becomes another integral part of youthfulness considered to be faith in itself.7 To 

demonstrate the relationship between faith and youthfulness and how they complement 

one another, Próspero relates to his students “La juventud, que así significa en el alma de 

los individuos y la de las generaciones luz, amor, energía, existe y lo significa también en 

el proceso evolutivo de las sociedades” (Rodó 144). The conclusion that can be made 

from Próspero’s statement is that youth is continually present in individuals, but in order 
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to utilize its full affects, energy in the form of love and light becomes necessary. The 

reader is introduced to the three primary characteristics of active youthfulness that 

promotes change for future generations (“luz, amor, energía).  

    Jaime Concha provides his perspective surrounding the three characteristics of active 

youthfulness, writing: 

                  ...la esperanza es relación entre ella y el ideal que engendra el futuro; y la 
                  caridad...es el haz de estas mismas relaciones, la irradiación que consolida el 
                  carácter expansivo de la juventud, al par que afina, como tendremos ocasión 
                  de ver, un substrato latente de fuerza y de energía. La juventud empieza así, 
                  con este ropaje teológico, a mostrar su condición de proceso, en que habrá de 
                  consistir la manifestación propia de su ser. (126) 
 
Concha’s statement expresses that youthfulness and hope will not only engender the 

future; rather it will solidify the characteristics of an individual desiring to release their 

youthful energy. With respect to this energy, the assumption can be made that 

youthfulness is not a passive process; rather it is an active one. The concept of 

youthfulness as an active process is solidified when Próspero cautions his students: “Las 

prendas del espíritu joven—el entusiasmo y la esperanza—corresponden, en las armonías 

de la historia y la naturaleza, al movimiento y a la luz” (Rodó 145-6). Hope is an 

enthusiasm that relates to history, nature, and light (Próspero earlier stated that light was 

a characteristic of youth). Hope is not an activity that idly waits, but one that is also full 

of energy. While complementing one another, hope and youthfulness are active and 

ongoing processes that individuals should never diminish. Hope, as an action, is the 

creation of dreamers who seek to promote change for the future (with the greatest of 

these dreamers being the wise and venerable teacher, Próspero). 
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    Próspero as the great and ideal dreamer is validated by María Andueza who describes 

the wise teacher as the “símbolo del intelectual, el genial pensador de América, creador 

de una fuerte ideología que aprendió en los libros...que sueña para América el ideal 

latinoamericano helénico y cristiano” (37). Próspero’s dream is to search for the ideal 

Latin American identity meshed with Hellenic and Christian characteristics. Próspero 

demonstrates his dream for the future of Latin America via material taught to his students 

and the desire to empower them with knowledge and understanding of the surrounding 

world.8 In addition to these desires, Próspero role as a teacher goes beyond the imparting 

of knowledge and instead functions to instill human perfection into the minds of the 

young students. Human perfection is a force that changes not only societies, but also the 

individual. Change within humanity will only occur if the young students have the ability 

to channel youthfulness towards a high inspiration of ideals. However, Próspero 

continually warns the students that they cannot create future change individually and 

must incorporate collectivity if they want to improve society.  

    The collective aspect of youthfulness is exhibited through one important question 

Próspero asks his students, namely “¿Será de nuevo la juventud una realidad de la vida 

colectiva, como lo es de la vida individual” (Rodó 149)? The mountainous implication of 

the question challenges the students to consider collective life as a combination of 

individual life. The challenge made is for the students to gather individual energy into a 

collective force, which in turn will cause the most change within society. Underlying the 

question is the greatest conflict confronting the students as they strive for success: doubt.9  
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    Doubt as a conflict contains both negative and positive aspects with the positive 

emphasizing action through morality and negative concerned with the fruitfulness of 

pain. Próspero expresses this dual nature of doubt when he relates to his students: 

                  Yo sé bien las notas de desaliento y de dolor que la absoluta sinceridad del 
                  pensamiento—virtud todavía más grande que la esperanza—ha podido hacer 
                  brotar de las torturas de vuestra meditación en las tristes e inevitables citas de 
                  la duda, no eran indicio de un estado de alma permanente ni significaron en 
                  ningún caso vuestra desconfianza respecto de la eterna virtualidad de la 
                  Vida. (Rodó 149) 

There are two possible interpretations that can be made from Próspero’s statement: 1) 

absolute sincerity of thought is a greater virtue than hope, and 2) doubt is a sad and 

inevitable condition that hope can conquer. This is to say that instead of dwelling on the 

pain and suffering doubt causes, continue to persevere with the dream and live for the 

future and not emphasize the past.  

    In addition to hope, light, love, and energy, Próspero describes another quality needed 

for change: morality.10 Próspero has the desire that his young students will understand 

that it is their moral right to change society for future generations. If the students are 

unable to confront challenges like a bold conqueror, then doubt will prevail and change 

will become an unattainable goal. The opposite will occur if the students face the 

challenges and will have the ability to promote cultural change for the present as well as 

impact future civilization. Bruno Bosteel supports this claim for cultural reasoning when 

he indicates: 

                  ...el culturalismo tantas veces denunciado por las voces más conservadoras en 
                  la sociedad bien podría esconder un problema real, es decir, la tendencia a 
                  sustituir la verdad por el valor que tiene esta o aquella interpretación para un 
                  grupo de intereses particular. (80) 
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Bosteel reveals that many times the truth lies within the views of a specific, controlling 

group within society. This is not the ideal Próspero wants his young students to follow; 

rather, he desires that they do not permit one group to control a society’s thoughts and 

actions. This especially becomes true if the dominant (controlling) group is not acting 

with the best interests of a civilization and instead, continues to think selfishly and 

seeking personal gains. 

    When Próspero tells his young students “Por lo demás, al hablaros del entusiasmo y las 

esperanzas como de altas y fecundas virtudes, no es mi propósito enseñaros a trazar la 

línea infranqueable que separe el escepticismo de la fe, la decepción de la alegría” (Rodó 

149-50), he is describing the process needed to combat selfishness within society. From 

Próspero’s perspective, it can be concluded that hope and faith are the best tools against a 

controlling group’s deception in order to gain power and control. The hope expressed by 

Próspero must become reality or none of the young students’ dreams for a better future 

will come to fruition. The teacher cautions his students that hope does not always yield 

immediate results and requires patience. Often the patience is exhibited through a waiting 

period (similar to the proverb of the woman in search of her groom) for hope to become 

reality. What occurs during this waiting period is the focus of next part of Próspero’s 

final lecture of the school year.  

    While hoping for an ideal to become reality, Próspero warns his students of an 

emerging pessimism that attempts to deter hope. Pessimism is similar to doubt due to its 

dual nature. As a virtue, pessimism lies opposite to the progress the teacher wishes to 

instill in his students. The more powerful, negative virtue of pessimism attacks hope, 
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forcing humanity to prevent or retard its growth. Próspero describes two forms of 

pessimism in the first section of “Ariel:” 1) pessimism that negates life’s progress, and 2) 

pessimism that opposes civilization’s future growth.  

    With respect to the pessimism that negates life’s progress, Próspero relates to his 

students: “Lo que a la humanidad importa salvar contra toda negación pesimista es no 

tanto la idea de la relativa bondad de lo presente, sino la posibilidad de legar a un término 

mejor por el desenvolvimiento de la vida” (Rodó 151). That is to say, this type of 

pessimism seeks an immediate end and opposes long-term growth for the betterment of 

society. The pessimism that negates life’s progress tests the strength of humankind in its 

efforts to overcome pressure and deception. Próspero also instructs his students how to 

overcome the second type of pessimism (the type that opposes the future growth of a 

civilization), relating to them: La fe en el porvenir, la confianza en la eficacia del 

esfuerzo humano, son el antecedente necesario de toda acción enérgica y de todo 

propósito fecundo” (Rodó 151). Love, light, and energy will emerge victorious if hope 

for a future exists and confidence is demonstrated through the strengths of humankind. 

Once this victory is gained, the individual (and eventually, the group) will bear witness to 

a better future and display greater confidence in society when confronting negative 

forces.  

    Illustrating this claim is Próspero’s earlier comparison between an individual and the 

fruitful seed. Youth is similar to the seed requiring fostering and opportune to reach 

maturity and become the fruits of civilization. Individuals heeding the words of Próspero 

will control the future growth of a flourishing society. To explain this concept, Próspero 
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utilizes examples from the ancient Greek and ancient Egyptian civilizations. The ancient 

Greek gods often attributed their powers and strengths to their eternal youth, which also 

allowed art, philosophy, scientific and free thought to flourish as well as a heightened 

awareness of dignity. With respect to the Greek gods, Próspero relates two concepts to 

his young students: 1) “le regalaron el secreto de su juventud inextinguible” (Rodó 144), 

and 2) “Grecia hizo grandes cosas porque tuvo, de la juventud, la alegría, que es el 

ambiente de la acción, y el entusiasmo, que es la palanca omnipotente” (145).11  

    In opposition to the youthfulness of the ancient Greek gods are the characteristics of 

the ancient Egyptian civilization. While ancient Greece placed emphasis on the future 

and youthfulness, ancient Egypt became obsessed with looking to and dwelling on the 

past. It was the action of dwelling in the past that caused ancient Egypt to promote a 

sterile manner of thinking and reasoning. Additionally, the ancient Egyptian civilization 

perceived the future as a vast, unknown enigma. In “Ariel,” Próspero describes the 

differences between the two civilizations when he states “...sólo encuentra una estéril 

noción del orden presidiendo al desenvolvimiento de una civilización que vivió para 

tejerse un sudario y para edificar sus sepulcros...” (Rodó 145). One concludes, from 

Próspero’s statement, ancient Greece was able to flourish with the light of youthfulness 

providing direction to their actions in their quest for a better civilization. On the other 

hand, ancient Egypt suffered through the refusal to look to the future and continue to 

dwell on the past. Próspero admired the ancient Greek civilization to a great extent, 

causing José Antuña to write: “Amó el maestro a Grecia, la preceptora del género 

humano, aportando a una civilización maternal la llave de arco del humanismo integral” 
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(72). The civilization held the key to humanism and understanding how to build the 

perfect society through youthfulness and beauty.   

    Light, love, energy, and persistence are all qualities that comprise youthfulness. In 

addition to these four qualities, Próspero reveals an additional quality to his young 

students. This quality is faith, which in Rodó’s “Ariel” finds its parallel with Christianity. 

While Christianity is used to explain faith, Próspero also returns to his earlier belief that 

progress is a result of suffering. With relation to both qualities, Próspero reveals to his 

students: “La idea cristiana, sobre la que aún se hace pesar la acusación de haber 

entristecido la tierra proscribiendo la alegría del paganismo, es una inspiración 

esencialmente juvenil mientras no se aleja de su cuna” (Rodó 146). Given this 

perspective, Próspero believes that Christianity is a youthful act (“esencialmente 

juvenil”) requiring a rebirth process (“de su cuna”), which occurs at the conclusion of 

conversion. Baptism, then, is the foundation for new life in Christianity and serves as a 

foundation for faith, much like the foundation for youth is a result of an emerging interior 

self.12 The rebirth process in Christianity is akin to rejuvenation of the youthful spirit and 

perceiving the world with the future in perspective. An idea implied by Rodó in “Ariel” is 

that although one lives in the present, they must always set their eyes towards the 

future.13  

    In order to provide a more detailed analysis of the relationship between Christianity 

and youthfulness, Rodó gives his opinions on what would occur if there were never a 

rebirth process. If rebirth never occurs and the past is emphasized over the future, 

overspecialization will result.14 The only technique available to overcome 
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overspecialization is to emphasize diversity within society, which Próspero describes as 

“La divergencia de las vocaciones personales imprimirá diversos sentidos a vuestra 

actividad, y hará predominar una disposición, una aptitud determinada, en el espíritu de 

cada uno de vosotros” (Rodó 153). According to Próspero, our individual talents, 

abilities, and careers contribute to society’s uniqueness. If this uniqueness remains 

unachieved, society will resemble the earlier model of the ancient Egyptian civilization. 

Therefore, individual youthfulness will not promote change; rather future generations 

will change through collective youthfulness, combining individual uniqueness.15

    What is collective youthfulness and how is it achieved? The answers to both questions 

are the focus of the second part of Próspero’s lecture, which he begins by telling his 

students: 

                  Pero por encima de los afectos que hayan de vincularos individualmente a 
                  distintas aplicaciones y distintos modos de la vida, debe velar, en lo íntimo 
                  de vuestra alma, la conciencia de la unidad fundamental de nuestra 
                  naturaleza, que exige que cada individuo humano sea, ante todo y sobre toda 
                  otra cosa, un ejemplar no mutilado de la humanidad, en el que ninguna noble 
                  facultad del espíritu quede obliterada y ningún alto interés de todos pierda su 
                  virtud comunicativa. (Rodó 153) 
 
Here, Próspero is relating to his students that the unique characteristics of individuals 

create nobility and opposite of a mutilated form of nobility. The result of promoting 

uniqueness encourages society to live in harmony with nature (“la unidad fundamental de 

nuestra naturaleza”). This form of harmony entails the development of the individual’s 

complete spirit and its relation to culture. With regard to the cultural relation, Próspero 

affirms: “Antes que las modificaciones de profesión de cultura está el cumplimiento del 

destino común de los seres racionales” (Rodó 153). Therefore, the completion of a 
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group’s common destiny must supersede complete individual destiny. According to 

Próspero, the development of the complete spirit fulfills a group’s (humanity’s) destiny. 

    Harmony for humanity begins at the individual level, utilizing what Rodó refers to as 

the “reino interior.” Understanding the concept of “reino interior” is facilitated through 

Próspero’s explanation of the parable, The Hospitable King (a parable originating in the 

Orient). The parable reveals that inner life can be generous to the exterior world, yet 

containing a hidden quality. When it maintains the integrity of human condition and 

negates selfishness, inner life will function as its highest level. As an integral portion of 

Próspero’s lecture, the wise teacher discusses inner life (“reino interior”) in the following 

manner: 

                  Yo doy al cuento el escenario de vuestro reino interior. Abierto con una 
                  saludable liberalidad, como la casa del monarca confiado, a todas las 
                  corrientes del mundo, existe en él, al mismo tiempo, la celda escondida y 
                  misteriosa que desconozcan los huéspedes profanos y que a nadie más que a la 
                  razón serena pertenezca. (Rodó 160-1) 
 
Maintaining Próspero’s idea towards the inner realm of the spirit, Lilian Weinberg 

suggests that the “reino interior” is “dedicado al ejercicio de un ocio noble y creativo” 

(69). According to Weinberg, the inner realm of the spirit it dedicated to a noble and 

creative process with the achievement of an objective in perspective. The objective 

indicated by Rodó via “Ariel” is the perfection of human morality in accordance with the 

elegance of the ancient Greek civilization. Human perfection is a quality that shapes 

society (similar to the desire of the ancient Greek society), and as Próspero explains: “no 

es sólo más hermosa, sino mayor, la caridad que anhela transmitirse en las formas de lo 

delicado y lo selecto; porque...realiza el bien que se concede...” (Rodó 168).16
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    In an early portion of his lecture, Próspero relates to his students “sería un motivo 

superior de moralidad el que autorizaría a proponer la cultura de los sentimientos 

estéticos como un alto interés de todos” (Rodó 164) when he discusses the qualities of 

morality. According to the wise teacher, the greatest example of morality would be to 

promote an enthusiastic appreciation for aesthetics and available to all members of 

society.17 Discovering and refining intimate beauty of ideas and morals is accomplished 

through a greater enjoyment and appreciation of aesthetics.18 Both the aspects of 

discovery and refinement are stressed throughout “Ariel” while Próspero describes the 

development of humanity and civilization. The appreciation of aesthetics is a sense of 

enjoying all that is beautiful, which promotes the elegance of a civilization (or society). 

The act of appreciation requires, according to Próspero: “desenvolver una actitud 

artística, cuidar, con exquisitez superflua, una elegancia de la civilización” (Rodó 168). 

While the enjoyment and appreciation for beauty grows, an individual will cultivate both 

the interior and exterior self. Próspero explains this concept through literary works 

representative of the nineteenth century. 

    Via literature, Próspero reveals that the authors discussed cultivating the inner self 

(“reino interior”) while maintaining inner youthfulness. The students become exposed to 

ten authors and works describing both inner youthfulness and the importance of 

aesthetics. The first work chosen by Próspero is Atala, a novel by Chateaubriand that 

focuses on the life of its protagonist, Rene. Belén Castro characterizes Rene as an 

individual that “...encarna los sentimientos que liberó el romanticismo: es soñador, 

sufriente y desorientado...” (147) and continues with Chateaubriand’s presentation of the 
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young man as “un desarraigado en constante búsqueda” (147). The work parallels 

Próspero’s philosophy regarding his young students: dreamers, sufferers, and disoriented 

individuals in a constant search for improvement. Applying his perceptions of inner 

youthfulness, Próspero dissects Chateaubriand’s novel Atala and comes to the conclusion 

that the work was: 

                  Su análisis comprobaba una progresiva disminución de Juventud interior y 
                  de energía, en la serie de personajes representativos que se inicia con los  
                  héroes, enfermos, pero a menudo viriles y siempre intensos de pasión, de los 
                  románticos, y termina con los enervados de voluntad y corazón en quienes se 
                  reflejan tan desconsoladoras manifestaciones del espíritu... (Rodó 147) 
 
    In the portion of his lecture anterior to his literary discussion, Próspero expressed that 

the young students must acquire aesthetic love using the example of the ancient Greeks, 

which is also validated through Á Rebours by Joris-Karl Huysman. The protagonist of 

Karl Huysman’s novel, Des Esseintes is characterized as being a young individual in 

constant search for aesthetic beauty. Castro writes that Des Esseintes is “el prototipo de 

<<decadente>> finisecular. Huyendo de la vulgaridad burguesa, se inventa un mundo de 

lujo y artificio que no acaba de colmar su exacerbado amor por la belleza y el placer 

estético” (147). Eventually in Karl Huysman’s work, the protagonist is unable to escape 

the real world into his world of fantasy and becomes a victim.19 Being a victim signifies 

that Des Esseintes will endure a life of pain and suffering, which becomes a concept 

demonstrated through the next work Próspero analyzes.  

    Unable to cope with the “real world,” Humphrey Ward’s protagonist David Grieve 

leads a life consisting of tragic romantic encounters that force him on the brink of suicide. 

Próspero relates to his students that Ward’s portrayal of the protagonist “ha resumido en 
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un solo carácter todas las penas y todas las inquietudes ideales de varias generaciones, 

para solucionarlas en un supremo desenlace de serenidad y de amor” (Rodó 148). The 

process of rebirth is exhibited through Grieve when he encounters a woman who 

introduces Christianity to him (which also awakens his social and spiritual consciences 

that allow a regenerated life).20 Próspero’s belief in a rebirth process that revitalizes an 

individual is validated through Ward’s description of his protagonist’s life. It also 

supports the wise teacher’s earlier caution that achieving an ideal requires a certain 

amount of suffering before the objective is attained.  

    Pain associated with the ideal is a topic frequently mentioned in “Ariel,” and a concept 

Próspero often reminds his students during his final lecture of the academic year. The 

wise teacher gives an explanation of pain with regard to achieving an ideal: 

                  Cuando un grito de angustia ha ascendido del fondo de vuestro corazón, no lo 
                  habéis sofocado antes de pasar por vuestros labios con la austera y muda 
                  altivez del estoico en el suplicio, pero lo habéis terminado con una invocación 
                  al ideal que vendrá,21 con una nota de esperanza mesiánica.  
                  (Rodó 149) 

This description provides the young students with the realization of suffering while 

attempting to improve humanity. However painful the experience may be, the students 

need to maintain their hopes and dreams (“con una nota de esperanza mesiánica). As the 

individuals combine their efforts, morality must be used as energy towards the future 

goal.  

    Próspero devotes much attention towards morality and moral ethics in the next part of 

his lecture towards which Hernández describes as “...la persona incorpora lo estético en 

lo ético, lo cual hermosea el bien y lo convierte en algo apetecible y placentero” (176).22  
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While the ancient Greeks promoted youthfulness as a virtue, Christianity encouraged love 

shared with other individuals. If one can combine both virtues, harmony with nature and 

a code of ethics will result. Both Christianity and the ancient Greeks imply harmony, 

emphasizing different aspects of the virtue. For the ancient Greeks, harmony was 

aesthetic, consisting of enjoying the beauty of life (harmony with nature). Christianity 

proposes that harmony is love shared among society (human harmony).23 A combination 

of the two types of harmony (aesthetical of the ancient Greeks and Christian ethics) 

demonstrates a cultivated individual. Próspero warns his students that one cannot be 

genteel without both aesthetics and ethics stating: “Si a nadie es dado renunciar a la 

educación del sentimiento moral, este deber trae implícito el de disponer el alma para la 

clara visión de la belleza” (Rodó 164). However, the teacher also includes the warning 

that education is important to gain and promote awareness of beauty and morality. 

    The appreciation for aesthetic beauty is not an inborn characteristic, therefore is must 

be taught and mastered through experience. Mastery implies developmental stages that a 

person must overcome. Unfortunately, the societal group with the most power is who 

defines the boundaries of the stages. With this realization in perspective, Próspero asserts 

that the minority will be the custodians of beauty. How important is achieving the final 

developmental stage (the appreciation of beauty) for the students? To respond to this 

question, Próspero describes the final stage, relating: 

                  De todos los elementos superiores de la existencia racional, es el sentimiento 
                  de lo bello, la visión clara de la hermosura de las cosas, el que más 
                  fácilmente marchita la aridez de la vida limitada a la invariable descripción  
                  del círculo vulgar convertiéndole en el atributo de una minoría que lo 
                  custodia, dentro de cada sociedad humana, como el depósito de un precioso 
                  abandono. (Rodó 163) 
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Thus, according to Próspero, the highest element within society is the overall 

appreciation and promotion of beauty. He also insists that while the appreciation of 

beauty is optimal, the majority within society will discard it for another form of pleasure 

because of their unfamiliarity with the importance of aesthetics. With regard to the group 

replacing beauty with other forms of pleasure, Próspero expresses to his students: 

                  No es más intensa la estupefacción del hombre salvaje, en presencia de los 
                  instrumentos y las formas materiales de la civilización, que la que  
                  experimenta un número relativamente grande de hombres cultos frente a los 
                  actos en que se revele el propósito y el hábito de conceder una seria realidad 
                  a la relación hermosa de la vida. (Rodó 163) 

Próspero’s opinion of individual lacking the appreciation of beauty finds its parallel in 

Rubén Darío’s comments and observations regarding the United States being a country of 

savages and barbaric brutes.24 Education provides the only manner to overcome savagery 

and barbarism. 

    As a teacher, Próspero realizes the importance of education and its impact on students. 

An educator stimulates the thinking process of their students, and Próspero reveals his 

desire to stimulate the “aesthetic thinking process” when he discusses its importance: 

“...entre todos los elementos de educación humana que pueden contribuir a formar un 

amplio y noble concepto de la vida, ninguno justificaría más que el arte un interés 

universal...” (Rodó 164). Próspero challenges his students to uphold aesthetic 

appreciation and utilize it to change society’s perceptions. Once the students master the 

final developmental stage, they will have the ability to love and admire art, which also 

heightens morality. Regarding the concept of improved morality, Próspero conveys to his 
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students: “sería un motivo superior de moralidad el que autorizaría a proponer la cultura 

de los sentimientos estéticos como un alto interés de todos” (Rodó 164).  

    Appreciating beauty and art is more than a mere challenge to the students; it is a virtue 

Próspero wants to instill in their lives: “La virtud es también un género de arte, un arte 

divino” (Rodó 165). Art seen from this perspective will not only promote awareness, it 

will also exalt the highest form of art: poetry. Poetry as an expression, relates the poet’s 

inner emotions to its reader via symbols and beauty. Poetry’s impact on society was a 

concept Guyau described as “...no de otro modo debe estar esculpida nuestra alma” 

(Rodó 165). Guyau’s opinions regarding poetry are duplicated by Próspero’s belief that 

the literary form is the most perfect: “...la poesía del precepto, que le hace amar, significa 

más que el precepto mismo, tomado como verdad abstacta” (Rodó 167)25  

    Próspero continues his message regarding art and beauty with a comparison between 

Puritan and Christian aesthetics. Beginning with Christian aesthetics, Próspero reveals 

“...que no supo encarar más que una sola faz del ideal, excluyó de su concepto de la 

perfección todo lo que hace a la vida amable, delicada y hermosa” (Rodó 167). 

Therefore, Christian aesthetics promotes free enjoyment of all that makes life beautiful 

and that is moral and good. In comparison to the free enjoyment of beauty is the forced 

appreciation of art: Puritanism. Creating a negative impression of what was considered 

vulgar and immoral, Puritanism forced individuals to cover or hide objects once 

perceived beautiful. With regard to aesthetics, Puritanism, according to Próspero: 

“persiguió toda belleza y toda selección intelectual; que veló indignado la casta desnudez 

de las estatuas; que profesó la afectación de la fealdad en las maneras, en el traje, en los 
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discursos” (Rodó 167). Art that displayed the naked body in any manner was considered 

detrimental to society and would promote immoral actions and thoughts. But who 

decided the appropriate forms of art? Sadly, the group Próspero warns his students of 

throughout his lecture are those with the most power and who do not fully appreciate 

beauty. Puritanism was not a consensus of society; rather, it was the spirit of the 

government. 

    To overcome the Puritan concept of aesthetics, an individual must be taught to 

appreciate art in concordance with morality. This opinion is validated by Próspero, who 

relates to his students: “La idea de un superior acuerdo entre el buen gusto y el sentido 

moral es, pues, exacta, lo mismo en el espíritu de los individuos que en el espíritu de las 

sociedades” (Rodó 171). Problematic in his reasoning, an agreement between individual 

and society with respect to aesthetics will receive a negative reaction among the majority. 

Maintaining his position, Próspero provides his students with an explanation of the 

negative reaction, stating: 

                  Para un espíritu en que exista el amor instintivo de lo bello, hay, sin duda,  
                  cierto género de mortificación en resignarse a defenderle por medio de una 
                  serie de argumentos que se funden en otra razón, en otro principio que el 
                  mismo irresponsable y desinteresado amor de la belleza, en la que halla su 
                  satisfacción uno de los impulsos fundamentales de la existencia racional. 
                  (Rodó 172) 

The dilemma for aesthetics within society is that while the minority defends its opinions 

regarding beauty, the majority will continue attacking it out of mal education. Individuals 

failing to defend their views against the majority will become victims of utilitarianism 

(the next area of focus in Próspero’s lecture).  
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    The fourth part of the end-of-academic-year lecture is concerned with an explanation 

of utilitarianism and its shortcomings. Carlos Martínez Durán describes Rodó’s treatment 

of utilitarianism in “Ariel” writing that the Uruguayan essayist “condena la subordinación 

a la moral utilitarista, al especialismo precoz, al abandono de la cultura general, al 

descuido perfectamente intencionado, de lo ideal y del desinterés” (105). From this 

perspective, Rodó perceived utilitarianism as the condemnation of morality that also 

increased apathy caused by disinterest in all aspects of life. Próspero establishes the 

opposite of a society lacking interest in life when he relates to his young students: 

                  A la concepción de la vida racional que se funda en el libre y armonioso 
                  desvolvimiento de nuestra naturaleza, e incluye, por lo tanto, entre sus fines 
                  esenciales el que se satisface con la contemplación sentida de lo hermoso, se 
                  opone...la concepción utilitaria, por la cual nuestra actividad, toda entera, se 
                  orienta en relación a la inmediata finalidad del interés. (Rodó 175) 

Therefore, Próspero believes that rational life consists of developing freedom and 

harmony with nature, both of which are anti-utilitarian. Utilitarianism emphasizes that 

human strengths gain material wealth for the future and not by living in harmony with 

nature. In the above citation, Próspero insists that the acquisition of knowledge and the 

fostering of intelligence exceed human strength and materialism. Próspero also reacts to 

another tenet of utilitarianism with regard to who is in control of society. In the utilitarian 

model, only a select group of individuals will make decisions for humanity while 

Próspero would like to see the decision making process shared among all of society 

(humanity). Próspero alludes to many dangers with utilitarianism to include: 1) “muchas 

nostalgias dolorosas,” 2) “muchos descontentos y agravios de la inteligencia,” 3) “una 
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melancolía y exaltada idealización de lo pasado,” and 4) “una desesperanza cruel del 

porvenir” (Rodó 176).26  

    The greatest issue concerning utilitarianism is the enforcement of the ideology upon 

the development of society. The only possible solution to overcoming this issue is 

through a democracy, towards which Próspero cautions his students telling them “Sobre 

la democracia pesa la acusación de guiar la humanidad, mediocrizándola, a un Sacro 

Imperio del utilitarianismo” (Rodó 176). This implies that society will not be directed to 

improve and will eventually become mediocre. Idealism would be maintained at the 

minimal level with greater emphasis placed on the majority’s needs and materialism. 

Supporting his opinions, Próspero discusses Anatole France who wrote that “una alta 

preocupación por los intereses ideales de la especie es opuesta del todo al espíritu de la 

democracia” (Rodó 177). Within a democracy, individualism has been reduced to the role 

of supplying material gains for only part of society.  

    As a method of demonstrating the strengths and weaknesses of a democracy to his 

young students, Próspero utilizes the model of the United States. According to the wise 

teacher, the United States represents the ideal example. The country and its utilitarian 

goals dominate all aspects of life while disregarding moral and artistic pursuits. 

Materialism is the driving force of the North Americans and generated a degree of 

“nordomanía”27 among the Latin American republics during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. To strengthen his argument, Próspero discusses Alberdi’s theory of 

gobernar es poblar, stating: “Todo lo que en la civilización es algo más que un elemento 

de superioridad material y de prosperidad económica, constituye un relieve que no tarda 
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en ser allanado, cuando la autoridad moral pertenece al espíritu de la medianía” (Rodó 

181). Therefore, people march towards mediocrity through the high concentration of 

materialism. Rodó writes that people living under the guise of poblar es gobernar 

“llamarán al dogmatismo del sentido vulgar sabiduría; gravedad, a la mezquina aridez del 

corazón; criterio sano, a la adaptación perfecta a lo mediocre” (182). Mediocrity has a 

direct impact on art and aesthetics with the majority of people demonstrating hostility 

towards all that is considered beautiful. The largest problem encountered in a utilitarian 

society is that the level of democracy “puede significar una igual posibilidad, pero nunca 

una igual realidad, de influencia y de prestigio, entre los miembros de una sociedad 

organizado” (Rodó 188). What this implies is that only a select few will have the 

possibility to advance educationally and socially. Those not chosen as the select few will 

continue living in a manner similar to their ancestors (who were the originators of their 

social classification). The result of this ideology is a promotion of aristocracy within 

society that is directed to the concept that “la sociedad no existe para sí sino para sus 

elegidos” (Rodó 191).  

    The best example of the utilitarian spirit and negative form of democracy, according to 

Próspero, is found by looking to the north: the United States. In “El triunfo de Calibán,” 

Darío describes the prevalent attitude in the United States as “Tenemos...todas las cosas 

más grandes del mundo!” (160) which is echoed by Próspero when he states: “...ostenta 

las manifestaciones de su prosperidad y su poder, como una deslumbradora prueba que 

abona a favor de la eficacia de sus instituciones y de la dirección de sus ideas” (Rodó 

196). While he openly admits that his admiration for the United States is great, Próspero 
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also adds that utilitarianism within the country is “...el verbo del espíritu inglés, los 

Estados Unidos pueden ser considerados la encarnación del verbo utilitario” (Rodó 196). 

There are several other manners the wise teacher demonstrates his admiration for the 

United States to include: 

                  La admiración por su grandeza y por su fuerza es un sentimiento que avanza 
                  a grandes pasos en el espíritu de nuestros hombres dirigentes, y aún más 
                  quizá en el de las muchedumbres, fascinables por la impresión de la victoria. 
                  (Rodó 196) 

Although Próspero admires the United States based on greatness and strength, he 

continues by cautioning his young students about the dangers of a “delatinized” Latin 

America. The term “delatinization” implies that the United States will not only continue 

showing a high degree of interest in the region, but will also (through imperialistic 

efforts) attempt to end the Latino culture and historical significance. Once the culture and 

historical relevance of the republics are erased, the United States will fill the void with 

North American culture and ways of life. This causes Próspero to instill in his students 

the power to oppose North American imperialism in Latin America and replace the term 

“delatinized” with the more favorable “nordomanía.” It was noted earlier that 

“nordomanía” was a fear of the United States, but what was Rodó’s concept of the term? 

    Michael Arona research indicates Rodó’s idea of “nordomanía” when he concludes: 

                  Rodó’s theories of psychological imitation centering around the normal or 
                  abnormal formation of an integral, healthy individual personality are 
                  extrapolated onto society, thus constituting a metaphorical model of mental 
                  function or disfunction for society. This attraction to the North American 
                  model is in itself diagnosed as a psychological disorder of imitation, 
                  ‘nordomanía,’ a condition analogous to a mental disease or disorder. (89-90) 
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The extrapolations onto society, expressed by Arona, are validated through Próspero’s 

perspectives regarding Latin Americans facing a loss of culture. With consideration 

towards loss of culture (and thus, identity), the wise teacher encourages his young 

students by telling them: “...no veo la gloria, ni en el propósito de desnaturalizar el 

carácter de los pueblos su genio personal para imponerles la identificación con un 

modelo extraño al que ellos sacrifiquen la originalidad irreemplazable de su espíritu” 

(Rodó 197).28 When one culture forces another one to assimilate, a presence of elitism 

emerges from the victors. The sense of elitism is referred to as “snobism” in “Ariel” and 

is a topic Próspero presents as:  

                  Género de snobismo político podría llamarse al afanoso remedo de cuanto 
                  hacen los preponderantes y los fuertes, los vencedores y los afortunados; 
                  género de abdicación servil, como en la que en algunos de los snobs 
                  encadenados para siempre a la tortura de la sátira por el libro de Thackeray.29

                  (Rodó 197-8) 

Thus, Próspero views the future situation in Latin American as between several groups to 

include: 1) “los preponderantes y los fuertes,” 2) “los vencedores y los afortunados,” and 

3) the elite (“snobs”) and the common people.  

    Further insight into the dilemma between the “snobs” (the United States) and the 

common people (the Latin Americans) is revealed as Próspero concentrates on specific 

differences between the two cultures. With regard to these differences, the wise teacher 

relates to his young students: 

                  Y aún me parecería mayor el imperio del precepto si se le aplicase,  
                  colectivamente, al carácter de las sociedades humanas, acaso oiréis decir que 
                  no hay un sello propio y definido, por cuya permanencia, por cuya integridad 
                  daba pugnarse en la organización actual de nuestros pueblos. Falta tal vez, en 
                  nuestro carácter colectivo, el contorno seguro de la “personalidad”. Pero en 
                  ausencia de esa índole perfectamente diferenciada y autonómica, tenemos... 
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                  una herencia de raza, una gran tradición étnica de mantener, un vínculo  
                  sagrado que nos une a inmortales páginas de la historia, confiando a nuestro 
                  honor su continuación en lo futuro. (198) 
 
Within this portion of Próspero’s lecture, the wise teacher establishes the characteristics 

that make Latin America unique with respect to the United States. These characteristics 

include: 1) racial inheritance (“una herencia de raza”), 2) a great ethnic tradition (“una 

gran tradición étnica”), 3) a rich historical presence (“un vínculo sagrado que nos une a 

inmortales páginas de la historia”), and 4) a high level of honor that must be passed to 

future generations (“confiando a nuestro honor su continuación en lo futuro”). Although 

he admires the United States with regard to its strength and power, Próspero also 

indicates that he does not want the country to force its culture onto the Latin American 

republics, stating: “Desconocer sus defectos no me parecería tan insensate como negar 

sus cualidades” (Rodó 199).30  

    Providing further information about the differences between the United States and 

Latin America, Próspero reveals the important characteristics his young students must 

defend:  

                  Suyos son algunos de los rasgos más audaces con que ha de destacarse en la 
                  perspectiva del tiempo la obra de este siglo...Suyo es la gloria de haber 
                  revelado plenamente...la grandeza y el poder del trabajo, esa fuerza bendita 
                  que la antigüedad abandonaba a la abyección de la esclavitud...la más alta 
                  expresión de la dignidad humana, fundada en la conciencia y la actividad 
                  del propio mérito. (Rodó 198) 
 
Unequal to the positive aspects that Latin Americans must defend are the descriptions 

Próspero provides for the United States: “fuertes,” “tenaces,” in addition to mechanical, 

industrial, and powerful. These descriptors are identical to those Darío utilized two years 

earlier in “El triunfo de Calibán.” Yet, despite being strong and industrialized, Próspero 
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views the United States as a primitive country with respect to morality, culture, and 

advancing society. This view is validated when Próspero reveals to his students: “Les 

admiro, en primer término, por su formidable capacidad de querer, y me incliné ante la 

escuela de voluntad y de trabajo que ellos han instituido” (Rodó 202).  

    Having the appearance of a powerful giant, the United States’ shortcomings are 

revealed by Próspero via the analogy of Pascal’s vicious cycle theory. The utilization of 

the theory demonstrates the high amount of inner tension while trying to acquire greater 

material wealth. The wise teacher explains the correlation between the United States and 

Pascal’s theory by stating: 

                  La vida norteamericana describe efectivamente ese círculo vicioso que Pascal 
                  señalaba en la anhelante persecución del bienestar, cuando él no tiene su fin 
                  fuera de sí mismo. Su prosperidad es tan grande como su imposibilidad de 
                  satisfacer a una mediana concepción del destino humano. (Rodó 205) 
 
A closer analysis of Próspero’s comments reveals that the United States has a balance 

between prosperity (acquiring greater material wealth) and the inability to satisfy its 

destiny (especially with regard to human destiny). What this implies is that while the 

country places emphasis on materialism, the citizens will remain concerned about their 

future and their specific roles to build greater national strength. This relates back to 

Próspero’s earlier statements about decisions made by the select few within society, 

while the majority will serve as workers. The greatest tension lies in the United States’ 

concept of the future, which Próspero describes as “...ese pueblo no ha sabido sustituir la 

idealidad inspiradora del pasado con una alta y desinteresada concepción del porvenir” 

(Rodó 205). With interest firmly placed on the present, the United States shows a lack of 

interest with regard to the future. This ideology could very well explain the brutal nature 
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of the country while attempting to spread fear and imperialistic characteristics to the rest 

of the world with little regard for the indigenous people of the invaded regions. As he 

continues his lecture, Próspero describes the United States as a country lacking the ideals 

of beauty: “La idealidad de lo hermoso no apasiona al descendiente de los austeros 

puritanos” (Rodó 208). In addition to lacking a concept of what is beautiful, the United 

States also lacks knowledge with regard to truth, causing Próspero to declare: “Tampoco 

le apasiona la idealidad de lo verdadero” (208).  

    While knowledge of truth and aesthetic beauty are considered methods of promoting 

morality in a society, religion is another concept that promotes morality. The United 

States, according to Próspero, is a country lacking religion and that puts its faith in its 

national heroes.31 Among the heroes mentioned by the wise teacher is Benjamin Franklin 

who dispensed a conduct of philosophy that “...halla su término en lo mediocre de la 

honestidad, en la utilidad de la prudencia; de cuyo seno no surgirán jamás ni la santidad 

ni el heroísmo” (Rodó 210). At the base of materialism and mediocrity in the United 

States is a government that, according to Próspero, maintains “...una alta y educadora 

noción de las superioridades humanas, tendió siempre entre ellos a esa brutalidad 

abominable del número que menoscaba los mejores beneficios morales de la libertad” 

(Rodó 212).  

    While the United States is a country that stresses greed, materialism, a lack of faith, 

and a disregard for humankind, these are not characteristics in Próspero’s plan for the 

future of Latin America. The philosophy and ideology that generate Próspero’s plan 

include, as he maintains: “Nuestra confianza y nuestros votos deben inclinarse a que, en 
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un porvenir más inaccesible a la inferencia, esté reservado a aquella civilización un 

destino superior” (Rodó 217). Therefore, Próspero affirms here that the youth must 

uphold high confidence in all of their actions in order to promote a greater society for 

humanity to enjoy. If we inspect the descriptions Próspero gives for the United States and 

emphasize the opposite characteristics, the wise teacher’s plan for the future is revealed 

to the reader of “Ariel.” This is to say, in lieu of concentrating on the present, the superior 

destiny of a civilization would be to live in the present and perpetually look to the future. 

This is the main concept Próspero wishes to instill in the lives of his young students, as 

they are the future for Latin America. The productivity and success of the youth will have 

more promising results if they are collectively implemented rather than the efforts of one 

individual.  

    The youth have the important task of being the dreamers for the future of Latin 

America as well as the individuals that must restore an enthusiasm for life. In order to 

achieve both tasks, the students will have to endure some amount of anguish which 

Próspero expresses can be overcome with hope for the future. This hope does not include 

frivolous thinking that reduces the nobility of one’s youthfulness. What is the hope 

Próspero wants the students to have? While hope does not include shallow thoughts, it 

does mean accepting challenges through resolution and not avoidance.32 It is via this 

ideology that Rodó reacts against and rejects utilitarianism and materialism as effective 

models of modernity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

    Próspero relates to his students that every challenge has a beginning and end, with the 

beginning being simultaneously bitter and joyous. To further explain the dual nature of 
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the beginning and end, the wise teacher expresses that bitterness (sorrow) acts as an 

impetus to change while pessimism prompts the change. Humanity, then, needs to protect 

itself from pessimism as well as to protect hope for a better future through a collective 

manner. The greater amount of faith a collective group can possess will yield a higher 

productive result for change.  

    Life itself presents individuals with challenges and, according to Próspero, people need 

to present the proud look of a conqueror when confronting the challenges. As a method of 

providing his students with a more understandable example, the wise teacher reveals that 

Latin Americans are living in isolation from the rest of the world and drastically need 

revitalization. The required revitalization will only occur with a combination of the 

energy of the present, the living strength of the past, and hope for the future. All three 

components, Próspero tells his students, are similar to the relationship a father has with 

his son. The father provides the inspiration for the son to become a better individual 

through past learning experiences and utilize them to shape future occurrences. 

    The father-son relationship finds a parallel with the roles between an individual and a 

group. The promotion of unity is important in order to revitalize change in all aspects of 

life. Unity, as Próspero indicates, requires the individual to live a life that encourages 

selflessness before any activity or action. In addition to unity, the individual is 

responsible for his or her contribution to the common destiny of others, which also 

implies that the individual aspires to be a total human. The total human becomes 

educated regarding challenges and methods to overcome them. However, Próspero does 

reveal that education often is a subordinate form of utilitarianism that promotes 
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selfishness and destroys the integrity of spirituality as well as ignoring the reality of the 

future. Education requires the capacity to understand, limited only by the inability to 

comprehend narrow mindedness. To overcome this, Próspero tells his young students that 

they must remain on guard for intolerance. When intolerance is the result of a mind 

unable to view the totality of a concept, it becomes the most atrocious type. If a 

civilization begins following the inept mind (one that only partially views concepts) 

limitation to individual aptitudes will result. Once the individual aptitudes become too 

limited, specialization will occur, which will ultimately damage a group’s solidarity. In 

order to demonstrate specialization, Próspero explains Comte’s ideas regarding an 

advanced society, which he explains as: 

                  La civilización de un pueblo adquiere su carácter no de las manifestaciones de 
                  su prosperidad o de su grandeza material, sino de las superiores maneras de 
                  pensar y de sentir que dentro de ella son posibles, y ya observaba Comte, para 
                  mostrar cómo en cuestiones de intelectualidad, de moralidad, de sentimiento, 
                  sería insensato pretender que la calidad pueda ser sustituida en ningún caso 
                  por el número, que ni de la acumulación de muchos espíritus vulgares se 
                  obtendrá jamás al equivalente de un cerebro de genio, ni de la acumulación de 
                  muchas virtudes mediocres el equivalente de un rasgo de abnegación o de 
                  heroísmo. (Rodó 180) 
 
Analyzing Próspero’s observations reveals that a society (“pueblo”) does not achieve its 

character from material wealth, rather through its superior reasoning. The superior 

reasoning will, in turn, promote a higher level of morality, intellectuality, and a greater 

enthusiasm for life. Wealth is not a characteristic of a great civilization, however during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the world based their opinions regarding the 

United States on material gains. In opposition to materialism are the true characteristics 

of a civilized nation: high morality, national pride, faith, and superior intellectual 
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capabilities. These characteristics cause Próspero to again investigate the shortcomings 

and downfall of the United States with regard to political structure.  

    Próspero again utilizes his prior argument that the United States’ foundation is 

utilitarian in all aspects. To solidify his argument, the wise teacher describes for his 

young audience what he perceives utilitarianism to be when he states: 

                  La concepción utilitaria, como idea del destino humano, y la igualdad en lo 
                  mediocre, como norma de producción social, componen, íntimamente 
                  relacionadas, la fórmula de lo que ha solido llamarse, en Europa, el espíritu 
                  de americanismo. (Rodó 195) 

The utilitarian concept used in the United States, or “americanismo,” does not promote 

individual talents working unified within a group; rather, it favors imitation with all 

aspects of life to include: the arts, literature, and science. Again, the primary idea in the 

United States is that the group with the most power decides what the model will be and 

what will comprise it. Traditions and the past are not emphasized in the “americanismo” 

model; instead, the focus remains on the present state of society and its needs. Latin 

America, according to Próspero, is rooted with a traditional and historical past, especially 

when we consider that the region has “una herencia de raza,” “una gran tradición étnica,” 

and “un vínculo sagrado que nos une a inmortales páginas de la historia” (Rodó 198). 

Every Latin American, per the lecture of the wise teacher, has a reino interior with the 

potential of linking the past with the present and eventually the future.  

    With its emphasis on production and materialism, the United States promotes 

overspecialization and a lack of unifying individual talents into a group. Socially the 

country emphasizes imitation in lieu of uniqueness, which Próspero addresses telling his 

students: “La vida pública no se sustrae, por cierto, a las consecuencias del crecimiento 
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del mismo germen de desorganización que lleva aquella sociedad en sus entrañas” (Rodó 

211). This statement by Próspero indicates that as a country, the United States is 

disorganized and exhibits a lack of concern for the consequences of its actions. The 

inability to recognize consequences promotes a high level of mediocrity that Próspero 

also relates to United States government. He says that the government of the United 

States promotes mediocrity because it is mediocre itself. This belief is apparent when 

Próspero tells his students: “El gobierno de la mediocridad vuelve vana la emulación que 

realiza los caracteres y las inteligencias y que los entona con la perspectiva de la 

efectividad de su dominio” (Rodó 211). While mediocrity is promoted, the usefulness and 

free will of the people is ignored. After fully explaining the mediocre nature of the United 

States, Próspero averts his attention to the characteristics of the truly great society. 

    The final portion of Próspero’s lecture is concerned with his belief that historically, the 

truly great society existed via the means of a disinterested ideal. With regard to this 

concept, the teacher relates to his young students: 

                  Ante la posteridad, ante la historia, todo gran pueblo debe aparecer como una 
                  vegetación cuyo desenvolvimiento ha tenido armoniosamente a producir un 
                  fruto en el que su savia acrisolada ofrece al porvenir la idealidad de su 
                  fragancia y la fecundidad de su simiente. (Rodó 219) 

Here, Próspero returns to his earlier claim that every society has the appearance of 

vegetation and that it matures after the harmony of hope is nurtured. At the beginning of 

his lecture, he compared youthfulness to a seed on the verge of sprouting for all to enjoy 

(with consideration to present and future). Individuals are like seeds and it is society’s 

responsibility to nurture and promote its growth, which will provide nourishment for the 

future. Attacking this concept is materialism that will hinder individuals from looking to 
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the past and only concentrate on the present. If society is able to overcome materialism, 

Próspero states that they: “...dejan vibrante para siempre la melodía surgida de su espíritu 

y hacen persistir en la posteridad su legado imperecedero” (Rodó 219).  

    Once the society has overcome all of the challenges, it will become a great city 

promoting culture, aesthetics, and combating materialism, overspecialization as well as 

disregard for humankind. Once a hope, high culture will become a reality and, according 

to Próspero: “...un organismo necesario de la alta cultura” (Rodó 220). Traditionally and 

historically, civilizations were considered great as a result of occupied land. In “Ariel,” 

Próspero utilizes the examples of Babylonia and Nineveh,33 each perceived as great 

civilizations. While the two great civilizations acquired land, the people continued to 

indicate indifference to the past and insisted on emphasizing the present. While the 

people lived “for today,” those in power concentrated their efforts on materialism as 

exhibited through the adornment of palaces and ornate gardens dedicated to their gods. 

This portion of Próspero’s lecture demonstrates the similarity between the United States 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as compared with Babylonia and Nineveh. All 

three civilizations paralleled one another in several aspects to include: 1) emphasis on 

materialism, 2) territorial expansion with little regard to those being conquered, 3) lack of 

regard for the past and future, with a greater concentration on the present, 4) a minority 

group controlling the decision-making for the majority, 5) disregard for humankind, and 

6) selfishness and greed. Próspero’s young students, through the discussion of Babylonia 

and Nineveh, are urged to impede the spread of utilitarian and imperialistic civilizations 

or risk losing their future. 
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    Throughout the lecture, Próspero reveals the challenges his young students must 

overcome for success. In the final portion of his lecture, he reveals the importance of the 

students, relating to them: 

                  A vuestra generación toca impedirlo; a la juventud que se levanta, sangre y 
                  músculo y nervio del porvenir. Quiero considerarla personificada en vosotros. 
                  Os hablo ahora figurándome que sois los destinados a guiar los demás en los 
                  combates por la causa del espíritu. La perseverancia de vuestro esfuerzo debe 
                  identificarse en vuestra intimidad con la certeza del triunfo. (Rodó 222) 

Based on Próspero’s careful words to his students, the youth in the classroom have 

importance on two levels: 1) guiding and leading others to fight for their cause, and 2) 

being perseverant in their efforts. The youth are empowered to change the future for 

Latin America, and the teacher is confident they will succeed (“Os hablo ahora 

figurándome que sois los destinados a guiar los demás”). Through the process of 

unification and perseverance, the youth will be able to retard the imperialistic wave 

sweeping through their region. Earlier, Próspero revealed to his students that the future is 

a hope that must be shaped into reality. This sentiment is echoed when the teacher gives 

the significance of the future when he states: “El porvenir es en la vida de las sociedades 

humanas el pensamiento idealizador por excelencia” (Rodó 226). The students must 

never lose sight of the past and present while looking to the future, as Próspero indicates 

when he reveals: 

                  De la veneración piadosa del pasado, del culto de la tradición por una parte, y 
                  por la otra del atrevido impulso hacia lo venidero, se compone la noble fuerza 
                  que, levantando el espíritu colectivo sobre las limitaciones del presente,  
                  comunica a las agitaciones y los sentimientos sociales un sentido ideal.  
                  (Rodó 226) 
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In addition to raising the spirit and indicating the limitations of the present, the young 

students are instructed to eliminate selfishness and ulterior motives while keeping the 

future in perspective. If the students succeed, they will heighten personal dignity and 

reduce pessimism that will increase humankind’s strengths and maintain tradition.  

    Rodó’s plan, as he presents in “Ariel,” was an ambitious effort preserving what 

rightfully belonged to Latin America. During the late nineteenth century, the United 

States had infiltrated the region to such a degree that many Latin Americans began losing 

their historical significance and traditional past. Speaking through the guise of a 

knowledgeable teacher, Próspero, Rodó created an effective method to disseminate his 

message to the “youth of America.” While his manifesto “Ariel” appears optimistic with 

its clear perception of the future, Rodó remained pessimistic fearing that his ideas were 

presented too late for change. Rodó’s pessimistic overtones are found throughout his 

work to include: 1) the mountainous task the youth were undertaking, 2) the impossibility 

to ignore events as they were occurring in the republics, 3) how to effectively rebuild the 

region, and 4) the attempt to thwart United States progress while being lightly armed and 

unprepared to fight the brutal nature of the North American power. It is ironic that these 

pessimistic characteristics are identical to the ones Próspero instructs his students to 

ignore in their quest of hope for the future. 

    Vegetation and the seed theory Próspero presents in “Ariel” relates to writers who first 

tried to “wake up” the Latin American people. With this in perspective, it can be 

considered that José Martí was the first to plant the seed with his “Nuestra América” 

(1891) expressing the writer’s concern for the United States invasion into the republics. 
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The seed was then provided nutrients via “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898) in which Darío 

validates Martí’s original concerns. Finally, the seed reached maturation through Rodó’s 

“Ariel” and the importance of Latin American youth. While Rodó’s plan fell short of its 

original purpose to cause a reaction with the youth, it did allow other Modernist writers to 

express their opinions regarding the situation in Latin America. The seed, first planted by 

Martí, only lacked its final stage. This stage of development was answered by Rubén 

Darío with Cantos de vida y esperanza that accepted the role of challenging the United 

States and questions their presence in the republics.  In one sense, it can be said that 

Darío represented the goals presented in “Ariel” with the socio-political themes 

encountered in the poetic collection. An investigation and analysis of Darío’s Cantos de 

vida y esperanza will be the focus of the following chapter. The poet, (whom Rodó once 

referred to as merely an excellent poet, but not the poet for Latin America) would accept 

José Enrique Rodó’s challenge while offering the world his politically charged poems. 

Offering his critique of Rubén Darío’s Prosas profanas, Rodó would declare 

“Indudablemente, Rubén Darío no es el poeta de América” (González-Rodas 186). Thi 

statement along with the aftermath of the Spanish-American War proved to provide the 

impetus for Darío’s transformation into a poet more concerned with the socio-political 

conditions of Latin America.   

  

 

Notes 

                                                 
1Luis Navarrete Orta writes that “La lucha de la república contra la colonia es un tema recurrente del   
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  pensamiento latinoamericano del siglo pasado” (83).   
2James Symington describes the impact “Ariel” has on current politics when describing former Ecuadorian  
 President Otto Arosemena’s opening remarks for his keynote speech to the Conference of American   
 Presidents. Arosemena states “May the genius of Uruguay, which produced Ariel guide our thoughts”  
 (Symington 7).  
3In his “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898), Darío characterizes citizens of the United States as “comedores de  
 carne cruda, herreros bestiales, habitadores de casas de mastidontes. Colorados, pesados, groseros, van por  
 sus calles empujándose y rozándose animalmente, a la caza del dollar” (160). 
4Orlando Gómez-Gil notes that youth and youthful generations need to know “...a dónde van, tener un  
 objetivo cierto en la vida” (54-5). 
5El poeta de Las contemplaciones is a reference to Victor Hugo who published the work in 1856. Here,  
 Rodó is alluding to the first of the six books: Aurora. 
6María Andueza describes the individual as both a dreamer and one that maintains hope, writing: “la misión   
  de buscar su identidad y señalar los rasgos distintivos de sus respectivas nacionalidades” (36). 
7In his article regarding Rodó’s “Ariel,” Jaime Concha states that “La juventud es fe en la juventud” (125). 
8Alfonso Junco describes Próspero’s role as a teacher to consist of “alta convocación al ideal y al esfuerzo,  
  al optimismo vigoroso y consciente, al ardor incesable de perfección humana” (253). 
9Doubt and the student’s success is explained by Gonzalo Varela Petito who writes “Se destaca la  
  importancia de la acción para la personalidad moral, así como el esfuerzo y la fecundidad del dolor”  
  (175). Based on Varela Petito’s observations, doubt contains both negative and positive characteristics,  
  with the positive emphasizing action through morality. 
10As a process of change, Concha describes morality as “La fe establece una relación de la juventud  
  consigo misma, en cuanto mediación del deber moral; la esperanza es relación entre ella y el ideal que  
  engendra el futuro...” (126). Therefore, faith and hope share a relationship with moral duty while  
  maintaining an ideal to change the future. 
11José Antuña presents the beliefs of ancient Greece as “creedora de mitos y siempre alada y a ocasiones  
  retórica, se sobrepuso al dogmatismo romano gracias al sedimento de su espíritu céltico” (72). 
12With regard to interior youth, Concha expresses “La juventud empieza así, con este ropaje teológico, a  
  mostrar su condición de proceso, en que habrá de consistir la manifestación propia de su ser” (126). 
13Bosteel indicates that from traditional ideas towards religion: “...podemos entender dos fenómenos: el  
  dominio de un poder trascendente y el lazo social imaginado, gracias a este poder, según el modelo de una  
  comunidad indivisible de fieles” (88). Bosteel’s research implies that Christianity can be observed from  
  two different perspectives: the power of transcendence and the imaginative social being. 
14With regard to overspecialization, Gustavo San Román writes that people must “guard against  
  overspecialization, as this leads to the neglect of crucial facets of their personality” (279). Zum Felde  
  continues San Román’s rationale, and concludes that the overspecialization on youth will result in “...la  
  empequeñece y mutila” (291). 
15Costabile de Amorín describes collective youthfulness as “la fuerza de la renovación vital que corre a  
  través de toda la realidad” (84). 
16The concept of realizing all that is good is validated by Hernández who writes “La experiencia estética  
  abre las cosas bellas a atribuir sus cualidades a lo ético y a amar lo uno y lo otro” (177). 
17Juana Sánchez-Gey Venegas echoes this sentiment indicating that aesthetics is “una puerta que abre al  
  hombre una dimensión de infinitud que sostiene su anhelo de identidad” (120). 
18The importance of beauty and its relation to life were two concepts Modernist writers stressed in their  
  works. 
19The Modernist writer and the quest for beauty receives much attention in Cathy L. Jrade’s Modernismo 
  Modernity and the Development of Spanish American Literature. Jrade states that Rodó and other    
  Modernists believed that “beauty might prove a powerful teacher and that the lessons learned might  
  enhance the moral stature of those who hold power” (142). When considering Rodó’s “Ariel,” Jrade  
  utilizes the teacher-student relationship to describe Modernist ideology for beauty. Jrade’s belief regarding  
  the role of beauty and its relationship with Modernism is supported by Alberto Julián Pérez who adds “El  
  modernismo considera que sólo el artificio es sinónimo de arte, y cada artificio debe estar a la vista, para  
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  que el público valore su arte por lo sorpredente e ingenuoso del artificio” (30). Pérez continues delving  
  into the relationship between beauty and Modernism by discussing objects chosen by the writers,  
  concluding that: “Los objetos del mundo evocado por el Modernismo son raras veces objetos naturales.  
  Predominan los objetos hechos por el hombre, especialmente los objetos artesanales y artísticos” (73-4). 
20See Rodó, pp. 147-150. 
21Próspero is alluding to the Rodó work El que vendrá (1896). 
22The combination of aesthetics-ethics molding the interior self is described by Concha as “La vibración  
  interior, el acorde aéreo se ponen al servicio de una acción, acción de reforma en gran medida, en todo  
  caso de una acción que, en el fondo, es político-social” (123). See, Varela Petito’s essay “Un balance de  
  Ariel en su centenario” (176) for further information regarding Rodó’s moral philosophy.  
23The concept of the aesthetic-ethic combination promoting perfect harmony is analyzed by Hernández, p.  
  175. 
24The United States as a barbaric and savage country is discussed multiple times in Darío’s “El triunfo de  
  Calibán” (1898). 
25Próspero is quoting Renan and his concept of poetry being the most perfect form of art. 
26According to Costabile de Amorín, Rodó’s proposal is in opposition with utilitarian ideology because it  
  consists of “una superación del naturalismo y una tendencia a la idea de unidad de lo real con base en el  
  espíritu...” (102). 
27Nordomanía, according to Belén, was first used by Baudelaire. In “Nuestra América,” José Martí refers to  
  it as “yanquimanía.” 
28Próspero’s sentiments are paralleled in “El triunfo de Calibán” where Darío encouraged Latin Americans  
  to never lose their culture or language, as both represent identity for the region.  
29William Thackeray was a British author whose “Vanity Fair” attacked the behavior of the upper social  
  class in England during the nineteenth century. 
30This statement by Próspero is similar to Darío’s “...no, no puedo, no quiero estar parte de esos búfalos de  
  dientes de plata” (160) that appears in his “El triunfo de Calibán.” 
31The concept of the United States lacking religion is expressed by Darío in “El triunfo de Calibán.” In the  
  essay, Darío attacks the United States, writing “Tienen templos para todos los dioses y no creen en  
  ninguno” (160). Darío’s observation is similar to Rodó’s sentiments in “Ariel” when the Uruguayan  
  avows “La religiosidad de los americanos, como derivación extremada de la inglesa, no es más que una  
  fuerza auxiliatoria de la legislación penal” (209). 
32Sánchez-Gey Venegas concludes that hope entails individual suffering, explaining: “Si no atendemos a  
  este aspecto, el hombre no sería tal, pues serlo equivale a dudar y a soñar, a proyectar y a sufrir, y estos  
  carácteres—si bien no son medibles científicamente—constituyen la realidad humana” (116). 
33Darío also utilized the symbols of Nineveh and Babylonia in “Salutación del optimista” as a way to urge  
   Latin Americans to preserve their past. See Chapter Four’s discussion of “Salutación del optimista.” 
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CHAPTER V: 

 
RUBÉN DARÍO’S “CANTOS” 

 
FOR LATIN AMERICA 

 
 
 

    As the previous chapters have indicated, the world observed the emergence of the 

United States as an industrial and military power in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. In addition, the United States became a threat to Latin America 

culturally, historically, and most important, territorially. Martí’s concerns and 

recommendations to Latin Americans to maintain and preserve their culture served as the 

initial “wake-up call” to those that still considered their village to be the world. In 1900, 

Latin America would receive its second “wake-up call” through the message of Rodó’s 

“Ariel.” Rodó focused on unification and the importance of preserving the cultural and 

historical heritage while confronting United States influence. Underlying the lectures 

given by the wise teacher (Próspero), Rodó compares the two Americas, revealing their 

cultural, historical, and political differences. 

    Both “Ariel” and “Nuestra América” share the common themes of independence and 

the overall concern for Latin America’s future. By 1900, Spain was no longer considered 

a threat to Latin America, having lost its last colonies. The United States emerged as the 

most formidable threat to Latin America. As early as 1891, Martí perceived the United 

States as the new enemy of Latin America. However, even Martí could not have 

imagined the consequences of the United States presence and its economic and military 

influence. By the time “Ariel” was published in 1900, the United States extended control 
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through Central America and the Caribbean. Fear of the United States had now become 

so great that many Latin American thinkers grew concerned that Latin American 

civilization was on the brink of disappearing like so many great societies of the past.  

    The United States established its rationale for invading its neighbors to the south based 

on an imperialism premise, which, according to J.F. Normano was the country’s plan to 

“…conquer economically and consequentially culturally and politically, the entire world” 

(161).1 The desire for world domination was characterized by United States expansion, or 

as James F. Petras describes: “U.S. economic interests controlled the economy while U.S. 

policy makers nurtured and promoted client governments through military intervention, 

economic and diplomatic pressures, and electoral frauds” (231). Based on both 

observations, the United States’ reasoning behind expansion and world domination 

revolved around two concepts: economic advantage and political control. To worsen the 

situation, U.S. expansion was legally protected under the auspices of the “infamous” 

Monroe Doctrine. The use and sometimes abuse of the Monroe Doctrine has led 

historians to conclude it was the primary political vehicle employed by the United States 

to gain control of Latin America and other parts of the world (Normano 161-3; Petras 

231-5; and Booth 20-22). Displeasure with United States policy and its dehumanizing 

efforts in Latin America were major factors behind Rubén Darío’s metamorphosis into a 

socio-political journalist and poet.2

    Investigations into Darío’s life and his personal observations as a journalist are the 

most feasible ways to explain his social and political concerns for Latin America. Early 

in his life, Darío witnessed political conflict in his native country when the Conservative 
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party gained control of Nicaragua. Herring describes the new Conservative policy as one 

that “…named presidents, put down occasional uprisings, and gave the country a 

somewhat stable rule” (489).3 The corruption of Conservative rule in Nicaragua forced a 

young Rubén Darío to leave the country in 1886 and travel to Chile. Upon arrival, Darío 

presented his credentials to Eduardo Poirier, a Chilean journalist who hired the young 

Nicaraguan as a writer and editor for the newspaper El Mercurio. Darío’s stay in Chile  

allowed him the opportunity to compare life in the South American country with his 

native Nicaragua. The time in Chile also provided him with his first glimpse of a 

modernized city as Torres Ríoseco indicated: 

                  …la revelación de la metropolis…Sus calles llenas de gente, sus grandes 
                  edificios, sus monumentos, sus soberbios paseos son alegría de sus ojos; 
                  y sus teatros pinacotecas y cenáculos, amable regocijo espiritual. (27) 
 
    By 1888, Darío had become the head of Modernismo, a literary movement in Latin 

America, that Cathy Jrade indicates attempted to: 

                  …establish a mode of discourse commensurate to the new era that Spanish 
                  America had entered. The term chosen underscores the conviction held by 
                  those who adopted it as a banner of distinction and pride that this 
                  movement was born of and within the context of modernity. (1) 
 
Darío returned to Nicaragua and soon began a diplomatic career that Oliver Belmás 

summarizes as: “…la vida diplomática de Darío empieza en 1892 al venir a Madrid con 

la delegación de Nicaragua a las fiestas del IV centenario del descubrimiento de 

América” (39). With his growing reputation as both a diplomatic figure and as a 

journalist, Darío returned to Central America after the conference and, at the behest of 

president Rafael Nuñez, was invited to Colombia. Dr. Nuñez, a devout follower of 
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Positivism, strived for political unity in Colombia and is best remembered for the 

introduction of two long-lasting measures: 

1. Claiming that the Liberal policy of free trade or low tariffs was the cause 

of economic decadence and poverty, which caused the civil war, proposed 

to use tariff protection to stimulate the growth of certain industries. 

2. The creation of a National Bank designed to relieve the financial distress 

of a government always on the verge of bankruptcy (Keen 524). 

    In April of 1893, Dr. Nuñez offered Darío the position of Colombian Consul in Buenos 

Aires and quickly dispatched him to the Colombian province of Panama as part of a 

peacekeeping effort.4 Herbert Herring suggests that the hostility between Colombia and 

its province was longstanding when he writes: 

                  From the time Colombia won its independence from Spain in 1821, the 
                  Panamanians revolted fifty times against their Colombian masters. On two 
                  occasions, when Panamanian rebels secured near success (1855-6 and 1885), 
                  the United States intervened militarily to protect American interests and end 
                  the revolts. (528) 
 
At the conclusion of the mission, Darío embarked on the first of his many worldwide 

voyages taking him from Panama to New York eventually ending in Paris. Upon arrival 

in New York, Cabezas reports that Darío found himself “…frente a la más grande 

maravilla del mundo occidental” and further adds that he: “Recibe el fuerte choque de su 

alma con este Occidente excesivo que es Nueva York” (123). The voyage to New York 

allowed Darío two opportunities: 1) the chance to personally observe the United States, 

and 2) meeting with José Martí, the Cuban political figure and writer, who was in exile 

there. 
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    During September of 1893, Darío arrived in Buenos Aires to assume his duties as 

Consul of Colombia and obtained a journalist position with La Nación. While residing in 

Buenos Aires, he served as an editor and journalist for La Nación and began publishing 

his creative work and essays. The world Darío attempted to understand offered many 

tragic events that shaped world history. Most notable of these events was the Spanish-

American War of 1898 that appeared to have the greatest impact on Darío and his written 

works. 

    Modernism was beginning its shift from formalism to a more socio-political message. 

According to Jrade, the first stage of Modernism consisted of writers who: 

                  …aspired to produce a poetry that would rival the esteemed art and imported 
                  items that were entering the great cosmopolitan centers of Spanish America 
                  from all corners of the world, but most especially from Europe and Europe’s 
                  cultural capital, Paris. (35-6) 
 
This second stage reflected a dramatic shift when compared to its initial form. Rubén 

Darío, as leader of the Modernists would also demonstrate a change in his themes as he 

concentrated more on the socio-political crisis in Latin America. Alberto Julián Pérez 

suggests that in the second stage of Modernism, Darío began to reflect on “…el destino 

de la América Hispana, juzgada desde la perspectiva de su cultura y su lengua” (86). The 

first sign of Darío’s transformation from Parnassian poet to one with deeper socio-

political concerns was his essay “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898) written while in Spain 

serving as a foreign correspondent for La Nación. The essay is considered a departure 

from previous works because of its scathing attack on the United States, questioning why 

it was intervening into Latin America. However, Kemp indicates that Darío was not a 

politically involved individual with regard to his writing and adds that “Politics always 
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bored Darío, but he felt that he had to speak out. His opposition to imperialism was not 

based on a radical political theory” (15-16). It was evident from his writings that Darío 

wrote about what he observed and did not include political or sociological theory to his 

themes. What he did focus on were themes similar to those encountered in “El triunfo de 

Calibán” and subsequently included in Cantos de vida y esperanza. Darío’s poetic 

volume of 1905, Cantos de vida y esperanza, can be considered as a response to his 

critics, most notably José Enrique Rodó who declared: “Indudablemente, Rubén Darío no 

es el poeta de América” (González-Rodas 186).5

    Darío’s strongest response to Rodó’s accusation came in the form of Cantos de vida y 

esperanza, which was published in 1905. The prologue to Cantos… offered an intitial 

response to Rodó and would prove to be an integral part of the poetic volume. With 

further consideration towards the prologue, Martínez  writes: 

                  Sin embargo dedica el seguno párrafo, el más extenso, a dos cuestiones que                     
                  sólo tangencialmente tocan el nervio de Cantos y que por eso mismo son  
                  particularmente reveladores de otras preocupaciones momentáneas del poeta. 
                  La primera es la de su autoconsideración como el verdadero iniciador del 
                  Modernismo, dato que debe relacionarse con la progresiva aceptación que la 
                  literatura iba encontrando en las ambientes culturales y que  
                  consecuentemente permitía la reflexión crítica sobre su genesis e historia. 
                  (86-7) 
  
    Apart from the information included in the prologue, one observes many visible 

changes in Cantos de vida y esperanza, especially with Darío’s new tone which now 

reflected: “La agresión norteamericana, los problemas continuos del continente 

americano, los vientos prebélicos que se respiran en Europa y la agudización de su 

enfermedad…” (Ordíz Vásquez 13).6 Juan Loveluck characterizes Darío’s new poetic 

preoccupation as “…la vuelta a la preocupación social” and continues describing themes 
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encountered in Cantos de vida y esperanza to include: “la política, el amor a España, la 

conciencia de la América española, el recelo a los Estados Unidos, normas morales” 

(28).7 As a poetic collection, Cantos de vida y esperanza shows the inner frustration of 

the poet as he reveals his most intimate thoughts and feelings and introduces a number of 

socio-politically charged poems that provided a lyrical protest against United States 

aggression into Latin America. This is not the same Rubén Darío that appeared in Prosas 

profanas.8 Cathy Jrade indicates that the Rubén Darío of Cantos de vida y esperanza is a 

poet “…more sure of himself and more willing to express his sense of difference—his 

sense of being Spanish American” (84-5). José María Martínez concurs with Jrade’s 

statements and adds that Cantos de vida y esperanza is 

                  …más que un nuevo manifiesto, resulta una explicitación más de las extensas  
                  posibilidades creativas del Modernismo que, junto a este poemario, admite sin  
                  disonancias obras tan dispares como Castalia Bárbara de Jaimes Freyre, Alma  
                  de Manuel Machado, La voluntad de Azorín, Ariel de Rodó. (225)  
 
Other critics of Darío’s volume of 1905 concluded it to be “una muestra de excelencia 

poética por la fluidez de los versos y los aspectos temáticos” (Zuleta 217).   

    Darío had to deal with socio-political themes for the first time in his modernista poetry 

in Cantos de vida y esperanza. Carlos Martín suggests that Darío’s way of dealing with 

socio-political themes in the collection “ha contribuido, en forma appreciable, a la 

caracterización de la expression del espíritu americano” (147). Through the socio-

political message in Cantos de vida y esperanza, Darío unites every Latin American 

country “…intelectual y moralmente, despertando en ellos el sentido de su verdadera 

grandeza” (de la Selva 170). The first socio-political poem I will comment on, 

“Salutación del optimista,” was first presented by Darío at the Conference of the Spanish 
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American League on March 28, 1905. “Salutación del optimista” would later appear in 

the journal Revista Hispano Americano in April of the same year. In the poem, Darío 

stresses Latin America’s importance and its search for a world identity on a social and 

cultural level. On a social level, Darío begins with his respect for the Latin American 

people, writing: “Ínclitas razas ubérrimas, sangre de Hispania fecunda / Espíritus 

fraternos, luminosas almas, salve!” (344). In addition to respect for Latin Americans, 

Enrique Anderson Imbert suggests that the first verse also represents the 

“…resurgimiento del espíritu latino y la razón de ser de los pueblos que hablan español” 

(118) An optimistic tone is established and maintained throughout “Salutación del 

optimista” that appears similar to the urgent pleas first sounded by Martí and Rodó. But it 

is Darío’s tone that most captivates his audience with respect to the poem, because it 

reflected that of many Latin American writers during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. It was a serious and somber tone that Darío presents in the poem and one that, 

according to José María Martínez, was shaped by world events (65). 

    This optimistic tone of Darío becomes more apparent when his audience is confronted 

with a message of hope for Latin America: “Porque llega el momento en que habrán de 

cantar nuevos himnos” (344). The “new hymns” is a reference to Darío’s hope that Latin 

America will be able to resist further invasions by “outside” influences and become more 

autonomous and less reliant on foreign assistance. This also implies that Latin America 

will cease being the victim of foreign governments who ruled with laws unfamiliar to the 

people. Once Latin America overcomes “outside” forces from invading, Darío indicates it 

will be a glorious and momentous occasion. Apart from victory by the people, this 
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newfound autonomy will also promote a preservation of historical, cultural, and linguistic 

traditions, to which Darío refers as: 

                  Lenguas de Gloria. Un vasto rumor llena los ámbitos; mágicas 
                  Ondas de vida van renaciendo de pronto; 
                  Retrocede el olvido, retrocede engañada la muerte; 
                  Se anuncia un reino nuevo, feliz sibila sueña. (344) 
 
    One observes Darío specifically drawing attention to the importance of the Spanish 

language in Latin America: “Lenguas de Gloria.” As presented in the poem, for Darío, 

“…language determines thought and concepts limit the future” (Jrade 91). Linguistic 

independence becomes a rebirth process: “Ondas de vida van renaciendo de pronto” and 

one in which Latin America must set its eyes upon the future instead of the past: 

“Retrocede el olvido, retrocede engañada la muerte.”9 Darío’s strong optimism for Latin 

America’s future is greatly intensified by the end of the first stanza with the poet writing 

the most powerful verse of “Salutación del optimista:” “Se anuncia un reino nuevo, feliz 

sibila sueña” (344). 

    With a realistic perspective of the world, Darío realizes the current socio-political 

condition of Latin America. Therefore, the poet pays close attention to the realistic, dark 

and chaotic circumstances surrounding Latin America with consideration to the United 

States. These circumstances are reflected in the second stanza with Darío contrasting the 

future and the past, when he compares the future to light and the past to darkness: “La 

divina reina de luz, la celeste Esperanza” and “Y en la caja pandórica de que tantas 

desgracias surgieron” (345). Chaos and uncertainty accurately described Latin America 

during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
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    With the brightness of newfound identity and unity, Latin Americans will become a 

stronger society. According to the poem, Latin Americans will need to reject and resist 

the deceptive interpretations from “outside” or foreign governments, suggesting that the 

people need to: 

                  Abominad la boca que predice desgracias eternas, 
                  Abominad los ojos que ven solo zodiacos funestos, 
                  Abominad las manos que apedrean las ruinas ilustres, 
                  O que la tea empuñan o la daga suicida. (345)10

 
    Who are the deceivers that Latin America must avoid and that the people need to resist 

in order to acquire greater strength? Without specifically naming one country, Darío does 

allude to the United States when he suggests: “Fuertes colosos caen, se desbandan 

bicéfalas águilas” (345). Through this verse, Darío maintains that Hispanic unity will 

cause the great colossus (the United States) to fall, interrupting the flight path of the two 

eagles.11 He appears to agree with Martí and Rodó in terms of unification being the most 

useful tool against the United States declaring: “Y algo se inicia como vasto social 

cataclismo / Sobre la faz del orbe” (345). 

    Although the United States had defeated Spain in the Spanish-American War of 1898, 

Darío declares that Spain is alive and will not disappear like so many great civilizations 

of the past. Darío compares Spain with the other considered great civilizations and 

observes that Spain: 

                  No es Babilonia ni Níneve enterrada en olvido y en polvo, 
                  Ni entre momias y piedras reina que habita el sepulcro, 
                  La nación generosa, coronada de orgullo inmarchito, 
                  Que hacia el lado del alba fija las miradas ansiosas, 
                  Ni la que tras los mares en que yace sepulta la Atlántida, 
                  Tiene su coro de vástagos, altos, robustos y fuertes. (345) 
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José María Martínez suggests that Darío’s usage of ancient civilizations in “Salutación 

del optimista” was so that they “…se convierten en el inconsciente colectivo e 

irrenunciable de la raza hispánica, en el recinto primogenio de su identidad como pueblo” 

(265). He continues by adding that the ancient civilizations (and ruins) were the past that 

“explican el presente y sotienen los proyectos del futuro” (265-6). The unmatched pride 

(“orgullo inmarchito”) described by Darío is a quality separating Spain from the other 

great civilizations mentioned in the stanza. Pride not only provides strength, it also 

becomes a way to preserve cultural and historical traditions. 

    The seventh stanza of “Salutación del optimista” begins with Darío’s pleas to Latin 

America. Unification of the Latin American effort appears to be the primary theme of the 

stanza, which Darío begins by writing: “Únanse, brillen, secúndense” and “Formen todos 

un solo haz de energía ecumenica” (346). The urgency of “Únanse, brillen, secúndense” 

echoes the sentiments of Martí and Rodó who also indicated solidarity as the only method 

to combat the United States. Darío’s opinions, as presented in “Salutación del optimista,” 

appear to closely parallel Rodó’s plan for Latin America in that both perceive unification 

as a way to heighten cultural pride and to return to the fervent enthusiasm Latin America 

had prior to foreign invasions. Focusing on the attitude previous foreign invaders 

displayed towards the people, Darío further indicates that the enthusiasm will refute the 

invader’s belief that Latin Americans are inferior, writing: “Muestren los dones pretéritos 

que fueron antaño su triunfo / Vuelva el antiguo entusiasmo, vuelve el espíritu ardiente” 

(346). Although unification is the theme of “Salutación del optimista,” Darío’s personal 

interpretation of freedom becomes most intriguing aspect for his audience. 

 122



    Previous literary models indicated that Latin America’s future was going to be 

determined by the people and not “outside” influence. In his essay, “Nuestra América,” 

José Martí called for Latin American unification as the only means to repel a United 

States invasion. José Enrique Rodó concurred with Martí in “Ariel” and offered that an 

avoidance of overspecialization would also be needed for Latin American success. Darío, 

however, presents his audience with a different interpretation of unification and 

independence suggesting that Spain ought to have an integral role. In “Salutación del 

optimista,” Darío proposes a union between Latin America and Spain. The concept of 

unification between Latin America and Spain becomes more prominent in the eighth 

stanza in which Darío writes: 

                  Un continente y otro renovando las viejas prosapias, 
                  En espíritu unidos, en espíritu y ansias y lengua, 
                  Ven llegar el momento en que habrán de cantar nuevos himnos. (346) 
 
One notes in the above verse Darío’s captivation with “Hispanismo,” a frequent concept 

that is expressed in Cantos de vida y esperanza. José María Martínez observes that 

Darío’s many allusions to “Hispanismo” in Cantos… appear so often that it becomes the 

“eje vertebrador del libro” (35). Darío affirms his belief that a harmonious unification 

between Spain and Latin America can happen due to their shared characteristics. Among 

these characteristics are the linguistic bond Spain and Latin America share as well as the 

shared anxiety resulting from United States intervention. It can be concluded that Darío 

perceives the losses of “Hispanismo” as a result of the Spanish-American War. Based on 

his opinions, the United States is to be blamed for those losses. Therefore, in lieu of Latin 

America singing a new hymn as an autonomous entity, Darío declares that the song must 
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be sung in unison with Spain: “Ven llegar el momento en que habrán de cantar nuevos 

himnos.” Even though Latin America was in conflict with Spain for many centuries, 

Darío indicates that the people must remain focused on the new enemy (the United 

States) and demonstrate loyalty to the “motherland” (Spain) in order to defend its 

identity. 

    The “Hispanismo” of Darío was a reflection of many changes in his life that 

transformed his writing by 1905. This fact becomes evident when comparing Cantos de 

vida y esperanza with Darío’s earlier poetic volumes. José María Martínez describes  

“Hispanismo,” as it appears in Cantos de vida y esperanza, in the following manner: 

                  No debemos, sin embargo, considerar este hispanismo del poeta 
                  únicamente como fruto de su aprecio personal por la nación española; 
                  también persenta como marco condicionante el ambiente de simpatías 
                  internacionales hacia España que, como respuesta cultural a la derrota de 
                  1898, interesó a numerosos creadores y ensayistas y produjo multitud de 
                  encuentros institucionales. (58) 
 
The Rubén Darío of 1905 offers a new vision of Spain as the poem “Salutación del 

optimista” demonstrates.  F. Javier Ordíz Vásquez suggests that the change in Darío’s 

attitude towards Spain was a direct reflection of the consequences of the Spanish-

American War when he concludes: 

                  …la agresión norteamericana supone la transgresión del principio de 
                  concordia universal, la arrogancia incomprensible de la fuerza que impone 
                  la dinámica de la Guerra y de la violencia para conseguir sus intereses; una 
                  agresión dirigida, además hacia España e Hispanoamérica, lo cual hiere más 
                  profundamente a Darío, defensor de una comunidad de lengua española. (8) 
 
For Darío, the identification with Spain as the “motherland” and its role in developing 

Latin America are two aspects that cannot be overlooked. This sentiment becomes more 

apparent in final stanza of “Salutación del optimista” with the poet declaring “La latina 
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estirpe verá la gran alba futura” and most notably when he writes “Y así sea Esperanza la 

vision permanente en nosotros / Ínclitas ubérrimas, sangre de Hispania fecunda!” (346) 

    Darío reveals a socio-political awareness in “Salutación del optimista” that also 

indicates his new stage of development as a writer. The thematic change in the poem is so 

dramatic that Cathy Jrade declares: “Darío’s turn to politics is best observed in 

‘Salutación del optimista’ [‘The Optimist’s Greeting’], the second poem of the volume 

and a ‘political’ complement to the more introspective and ‘spiritual’ initial piece…” 

(86). Jrade continues by characterizing “Salutación del optimista” and its optimistic tone, 

writing: “Despite the assertion of optimism in ‘Salutación del optimista,’…the collection 

[of Cantos de vida y esperanza] in general wavers between hope and despair” (86-7). In 

comparison to Darío’s Prosas profanas and earlier works, “Salutación del optimista” 

does represent a thematic departure. One must consider that if “Salutación del optimista” 

demonstrates a change in theme for Darío, then the eighth poem from Cantos de vida y 

esperanza, “A Roosevelt,” must be considered an even further departure from earlier 

works.  

    In comparison to poetry found in Prosas profanas and other volumes, “A Roosevelt” 

clearly reveals Darío’s metamorphosis from a Parnassian poet into one with a deeper 

socio-political concern for Latin America. The poem, according to Publio González-

Rodas, can be thought of as an “out of place work” (even in Cantos). González-Rodas 

describes his meaning of placing the poem in the “out of place” category when he 

suggests: 

                  En nuestro concepto, uno de esos “fuera de lugar” de la obra Rubendariana, 
                  lo constituye el poema “A Roosevelt”, que es considerado por algunos como 
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                  un grito sincero y profundo de Darío ante la política del “gran professor de 
                  energía: Teodoro Roosevelt. (186) 
 
Darío’s “A Roosevelt” shares a close association with themes found in “El triunfo de 

Calibán” written seven years earlier, in which Darío attacks the United States. The poem 

describes two forms of malicious policy by the North American power against Latin 

America: 1) the United States imperialistic approach to Latin America, and 2) the 

political tactics of President Theodore Roosevelt. A deeper inspection of both reveals 

Darío’s social concerns for Latin America as well as denouncing Roosevelt’s desire for 

world domination. Darío discusses both issues by dividing the poem into two parts. The 

first part deals with the United States and the second portion with Latin America. While 

utilizing this approach, the poet is, in reality, separating the two Americas similar to the 

way Martí and Rodó did in their works.12

    Darío’s personal frustration with the United States and Theodore Roosevelt is 

exhibited in the first stanza of “A Roosevelt,” which also discusses and demoralizes the 

North American president: “Es con voz de la Biblia, o verso de Walt Whitman, / Que 

habría que llegar hasta tí, Cazador!” (359) Keith Ellis suggests that Darío’s frustration 

with Roosevelt was based on personal observations while in the United States and in 

Spain. Utilizing Roosevelt as a representative and symbol of the United States, Ellis 

writes that Darío: “Le presenta como “cazador” en referencia específica a su pasión por la 

caza y simbólica a su política de expansionismo agresivo” (523).  

    It must be noted that Darío’s perceptions of Roosevelt went beyond the realm of being 

a great and aggressive hunter. Based on the information Darío provides in the poem, the 

North American president remains one of the most complex individuals to understand 
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due to contradictions with his character. Darío indicates that Roosevelt, as both symbol 

and representative of the United States, is the exemplification of an enigma based on the 

manner he is described: 

                  Primitivo y moderno, sencillo y complicado, 
                  Con un algo de Washington y cuatro de Nemrod! 
                  Eres los Estados Unidos, 
                  Eres el futuro invasor (359-360) 
 
Each characteristic presented by Darío gives an opposite and contradictory description. 

Observe how each of Roosevelt’s traits lies at the extreme end of one another and 

somehow reach a balance. Based on the information provided, the reader can ask two 

primary questions: 1) How is it possible to be primitive and modern simultaneously? and 

2) How can one be simple and yet complicated? The greatest dilemma for Darío (and the 

rest of the world) surrounds Roosevelt’s political views. The poem depicts Roosevelt as 

representing both the democratic ideas of Washington and the tyrannical ideas of 

Nimrod. While Roosevelt is characterized as a mystery for Darío, there is no mistaking 

that the president is the symbol of the United States (“Eres los Estados Unidos”) and that 

he is the future invader of Latin America (“Eres el futuro invasor”). In order to maintain 

Darío’s rationale that Roosevelt is the United States and the future invader, Keith Ellis 

suggests that “Los Estados Unidos están personificados explícitamente en Roosevelt, la 

acusación se hace específica y el carácter de Hispanoamérica, tal y como se va a 

desarrollar más tarde en el poema…” (523). Darío describes Roosevelt as the leader for 

those that imitate his actions (the North Americans) which is a concept first expressed in 

“El triunfo de Calibán.” After witnessing the outcome and consequences of the Spanish-
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American War, Darío is convinced that the United States will be the future conquerors of 

Latin America under the leadership of Theodore Roosevelt.  

    He claims that the United States and its president are inseparable saying: “Eres 

soberbio y fuerte ejemplar de tu raza” (360).13 North Americans, as depicted in “El 

triunfo de Calibán,” lack intelligence, which is an opinion repeated in “A Roosevelt.” In 

the poem, Roosevelt, the character shows and believes he is a great conqueror: “Y 

dominando caballos, o asesinando tigres” (360). From Darío’s perspective, the United 

States maintains that it can conquer territory and people as easily as hunting a tiger. 

Therefore, the symbols of the hunt (for animals) and world conquest (territory and 

humankind) compliment one another when they are associated with United States 

imperialism into Latin America and other parts of the world. 

    Darío creates the impression (with irony) that Theodore Roosevelt is the best and most 

successful hunter in the world in addition to being the symbol of the greatest American 

military and industrial power at the beginning of the twentieth century. But, can he use 

his prowess as a hunter and become a great conqueror? It has already been stated that for 

Roosevelt the hunt and conquest complimented each other, which are qualities Darío 

compares to previous great world conquerors: Alexander the Great and 

“Nabucodonosor.” Choosing the two conquerors was not coincidental, as Ellis maintains 

when he writes: “El ansia de Roosevelt por la caza está presentada de forma hiperbólica 

en la doble referencia a los grandes conquistadores: Alejandro y Nabucodonosor” (524). 

The similarities between Roosevelt and the mentioned conquerors are striking: 1) an 

impression of invincibility and indestructibility, 2) identical political strength, and 3) the 
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belief that military strength is necessary for a conquest. Darío summarizes Roosevelt’s 

indestructibility and invincibility when he writes: “…la vida es incendio…el progreso es 

erupción” (360). Furthermore, Darío outlines Roosevelt’s philosophy of world conquest 

when he concludes: “Que en donde pones la bala / el porvenir pones” (360). From this 

perspective, “Roosevelt” maintains that he can overcome all through military 

intervention.14 According to the poem, the North American president is convinced that he 

can control the world and the future through military force. In reality, can an individual 

control the future, as Roosevelt would like to believe? To this question, Darío states that 

it is unlikely for the president to control the future outcome of the world when he offers: 

“El porvenir pones. No” (360). In order to justify his claim, Darío makes a comparative 

analysis between the United States and Latin America. 

    Darío does acknowledge that the United States is a strong and powerful nation 

describing it as “…potentes y grandes.” Any movement by the country, according to 

Darío, promotes chaos and fear for the rest of the world: “Cuando ellos se estremecen hay 

un hondo temblor / Que pasa por las vertebras enormes de los Andes. / Si clamáis se oye 

como el rugir del león” (360-1).15 The world, then, feels and hears every heavy and 

enormous step the giant (the United States) makes on its path for world domination. 

Power and greatness are determined by many qualities. In “A Roosevelt,” Darío 

expresses that the power and strength of the United States is through material gains 

indicating that the country is a combination of the “…culto de Hércules” and “culto de 

Mammón” (361).16 The unmatched emphasis of materialism by the United States is a 

return to an issue Darío raises in his essay “El triunfo de Calibán.” In the United States’ 
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concept of world domination, strength and power against little resistance will allow an 

easy conquest.17

    In contrast to the qualities of the United States, Darío discusses Latin American 

accomplishments that combine the characteristics of Spain and Latin America, which is a 

return to the “Hispanismo” concept. In contrast to the United States with its foundation 

on materialism, Latin America is firmly grounded in a rich historical and literary tradition 

(that Darío believes signifies intelligence). Latin American literature, according to 

Darío’s “A Roosevelt,” existed centuries before its appearance in North America: “Mas 

la América nuestra, que tenía poetas / Desde los viejos tiempos de Netzhualcoyotl” 

(361).18 In addition to literature, Latin Americans were also exposed to an alphabet 

earlier than North America through the voyages of Pan and Bacchus: “Que ha guardado 

las huellas de los pies del gran Baco, / Que el alfabeto pánico en un tiempo aprendió, / 

Que consultó los astros, que conoció la Atlántida” (361).19 Darío continues his 

comparison relating that Latin America has a greater historical significance than the 

United States. This historical difference is reiterated in the fifth stanza of “A Roosevelt” 

with Darío writing: “La América del grande Moctezuma, del Inca, / La América fragante 

de Cristóbal Colón” (361). In order to maintain Latin America’s historical superiority, 

Darío mentions the two greatest Latin American civilizations: the Aztecs and the Incas. 

Additionally, he includes Columbus’ reaction after arriving in Latin America and what he 

considered to be an ideal Utopia full of many natural treasures. The more culturally and 

historically advanced America is the “other America” Martí refers to in “Nuestra 

América” and the Latin America that Darío warns Roosevelt to avoid (Ellis 525).  
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    Further support of the Latin American historical significance is through the legend of 

Guatemoc. The last Aztec emperor, Guatemoc (1495-1522) observed Spanish domination 

of his civilization as well as witnessed the demise of the once considered great society. 

According to legend, Guatemoc muttered the following words while he was being 

tortured by Spanish soldiers: “Yo no estoy en un lecho de rosas” (Darío 361). While 

appearing as a defeated emperor, Guatemoc should be considered quite the opposite, as a 

heroic figure who demonstrated the Aztec’s historical relevance while Spain was 

destroying the empire. Similar to Darío’s opinion of Latin America, Guatemoc believed 

that Aztec remnants would endure forever. His statement of not being on a bed of roses 

should be construed as a reference to Spanish torture and also identification with the 

heroic act of survival and resistance. Vázquez maintains that through discussion of pre-

Hispanic lore and the consequences of Spanish conquest Darío creates an imaginative 

world “…en donde cree ver las señas de un mundo heroico y noble que, al igual que el 

esplendoroso pasado de la Grecia clásica, ha desaparecido bajo de la Historia” (11).  

    In a departure from the historical theme, Darío offers his audience the sociological and 

cultural significance of Latin America in the fifth stanza. Unlike the United States, which 

Darío perceives as a country lacking religious faith, Latin America is comprised of “La 

América católica, la América española” (361). This Catholic and Spanish America 

identity is not the property of North America, but rather only pertains to the “other 

America.” While the United States attempted to destroy nature (alluding to Roosevelt’s 

thrill of the hunt), the “other America” respects it: “…esa América / Que tiembla de 

huracanes” (362). Through this mutual respect for nature, Latin Americans will continue 
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to dream, live, love, be vibrant, and assume the responsibilities as the daughter of the 

Sun: “…que vive de amor…Y sueña. Y ama, y vibra; y es la hija del Sol” (362).20

    Continuing with his perspectives on the cultural, historical, and sociological 

importance of Latin America, Darío provides two warnings to the United States and 

Theodore Roosevelt. The first warning concentrates on the Latin American belief that its 

region will live forever: “Tened cuidado. ¡Vive la América española!” (362) With its 

confidence of being indestructible, Darío cautions that Latin Americans are far too 

numerous to be conquered. The infinite number of Latin Americans is established in “A 

Roosevelt” by an allegory of the people as lion cubs and the Spanish lion as the generator 

of life: “Hay mil cachorros sueltos del León Español” (362). 

    The allegory of the lions allows Darío to give his second warning to the United States 

that focuses on the amount of needed military strength to fully conquer Latin America. 

As he indicates, victory cannot be achieved by military force alone. In fact, the only way 

to succeed in dominating Latin America will be through the aid of God himself: “Se 

necesitaría, Roosevelt, ser por Dios mismo” (362). Utilizing faith for the second time in 

the poem, Darío realizes that the symbol of North America (Roosevelt) is similar to the 

people lacking true religious faith. This concept intensifies with Darío’s most optimistic 

message to Latin America (and the most pessimistic to the United States): “Y, pues 

contáis con todo, falta una cosa: Dios!” (362) With his reliance on military power, Darío 

indicates that Roosevelt has forgotten the most important weapon at his disposal: the 

assistance of and faith in God. 
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    Whether Roosevelt felt the need to ask for God’s assistance is unknown, what is 

known is the fact that the United States’ aggressive tactics in Latin America caused 

confusion and a pessimistic outlook for the future. Latin Americans became weary of 

relentless attacks by the United States. With regard to United States tactics in Latin 

America, Pedro Salinas offers the following description: 

                  Por las mismas décadas una tendencia política de los Estados Unidos, 
                  manifestada en ciertos incidentes que coinciden todos en probar cuán 
                  materialmente desamparados se hallan los países hispánicos ante la 
                  pujanza norteña, acrecienta en al aire del mundo hispánico el temor a lo 
                  que prepara el futuro para él, allá en el Norte. (230-1) 
 
Latin Americans began to wonder if a future even existed and grew concerned whether 

their language, customs, the people, or traditions would survive for future generations. 

Rubén Darío also endured anxiety and distress as demonstrated through the first selection 

of a four-poem unit titled “Los cisnes.” Martínez suggests that the series titled “Los 

Cisnes” demonstrates that Darío’s work “…debe entenderse sobre todo como otra 

muestra de agradecimiento personal pero también como otro ejemplo de sus emotivos y 

sinceros lazos de unión con España y los autores españoles del momento” (228). The 

poem, “Los cisnes I,” offers more than Darío’s frustration and personal pain. It 

encompasses many of the poet’s opinions towards the spread of United States 

imperialism into Latin America.  

    At first glance, “Los cisnes I” appears as a conversation between Darío and his most 

beloved symbol of beauty, a great, white swan. However, deeper inspection of the poem 

reveals the poet’s thoughts and concerns for Latin American identity and the fear of “de-

latinization.” Loveluck suggests that the swan in “Los cisnes I” is unlike any previously 
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used by Darío and writes that this swan becomes the “…portador de la esperanza para la 

casta y de la salvación de la propia cultura” (29). Pérez indicates that the use of the swan  

“…a veces irónicamente, el modelo, de tal manera que, dentro de los grados posibles de 

conciencia cultural, presenta, con respecto a éste, un grado más” (36). At the beginning 

of the poem, Darío is perplexed about the sign the swan is making with its neck. This 

causes the poet to ask: “¿Qué signo haces, oh Cisne, con tu encorvado cuello / Al paso de 

los tristes y errantes soñadores?” (378) But, as Salinas observes, the swan is unable to 

respond because Darío had previously used it as “…encarnadura exquisita de sus 

soñaciones eróticas” (232). The question with no answer is one of many issues Darío 

raises in the poem as he shares his most intimate emotions with his audience. Who are the 

sad and wayward dreamers Darío mentions in his question to the swan? The answer and 

possible explanation is the focus of the second stanza. 

    The second stanza of “Los cisnes I” reveals the dreamers to be the Latin Americans 

still clinging to a hopeful future without persistent foreign invasions. Darío recalls that 

language should never be a barrier between individuals, writing: “Los mismos ruiseñores 

cantan los mismos trinos, / Y en diferentes lenguajes es la misma canción” (379).21 The 

poet demonstrates the swan is a universal symbol and finds solace knowing it can 

understand all languages: “A vosotros mi lengua no debe ser extraña” (379). 

    Social injustices led to disparity and a sense of hopelessness among the Latin 

American people. Lacking freedom, the people perceived their future as a bleak and 

unattainable concept. In the fifth and sixth stanzas of the poem, Darío provides his 

perceptions surrounding the Latin American view of the future when he writes: 
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                  Brumas septentrionales nos llenan de tristezas, 
                  Se mueren nuestras rosas, se agostan nuestras palmas, 
                  Casi no hay ilusiones para nuestras cabezas, 
                  Y somos los mendigos de nuestras pobres almas. (379) 
 
Darío’s opinion demonstrates the de-humanizing effects caused by the United States and 

other “outside” influences in Latin America.22  

    Just as Martí and Rodó had predicted a few years before Cantos de vida y esperanza 

was published, the United States proved to be the invaders of Latin America as a result of 

the Spanish-American War. Although the invasion had been expected, Darío maintains 

that Latin America lacked the heroism to repel the North American aggressors, which 

ultimately led the United States to an easy territorial occupation. The poet expresses that 

“Ni hay Rodrigos, ni Jaimes, ni hay Alfonsos ni Nuños” (380) as his reaction to Latin 

America’s passive reaction to the United States invasion. Darío comes to the realization 

that the United States did more than defeat Spain in the Spanish-American War, it also 

found a way to defeat the will of the Latin American people. Defeating the dreams and 

hopes of Latin America caused the people to live with a dark future in lieu of a brighter 

one. This opinion becomes more apparent when Darío asks his great swan: “Qué haremos 

los poetas sino buscar tus lagos?” (380) 

    In addition to gaining territory, a successful conquest of Latin America would allow 

the United States to “de-latinize” the region and force the people to assimilate to North 

American culture. Assimilation and “de-latinization” both imply losing traditional 

characteristics and replacing them with the imposed culture. In the case of Latin America 

against the United States, the people realized that a North American victory meant losing 

their cultural, historical, and linguistic traditions. From Darío’s perspective, not resisting 
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the loss would allow the United States to rapidly spread its influence throughout Latin 

America. Darío indicates in the ninth stanza that there are no positive consequences of a 

United States conquest, only negative ones when he writes: 

                  ¿Seremos entregados a los bárbaros fieros? 
                  ¿Tantos millones de hombres hablaremos inglés? 
                  ¿Ya no hay nobles hidalgos ni bravos caballeros? 
                  ¿Callaremos ahora para llorar después? (380) 
 
With each question, Darío offers his fears surrounding Latin America’s future by 

showing: 1) the need for resistance against the North American power (“¿Seremos 

entregados a los bárbaros fieros?”), 2) “de-latinization” or having the English language 

imposed on the people (“¿Tantos millones de hombres hablaremos inglés?”), 3) the 

urgent plea for stronger and more capable leaders in Latin America (“¿Ya no hay nobles 

hidalgos ni bravos caballeros?”), and 4) the consequences of not resisting United States 

control (“¿Callaremos ahora para llorar después?”). Loveluck suggests that Darío’s 

questions surround the poet’s own questions about the future including: “…qué es el arte, 

qué es el placer, qué es el amor, qué es el tiempo, qué es la vida, qué es la muerte, qué es 

la religión” (30). As Darío asks the four questions he truly understands that Latin 

America’s future needs to be determined not by the United States, but, rather, by Latin 

Americans (a concept also maintained by both Martí and Rodó). 

    The questions in the ninth stanza breathe life into the poem and demonstrate a 

legitimate concern for Darío’s native Latin America that is exemplified by the meeting of 

the two swans at the conclusion of the poem. Both of the swans (one black, the other 

white) represent the future of Latin America. The black swan indicates a bleak and dark 

future for Latin America (380). Through its pessimism, the black swan implies that Latin 
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America’s future will be dark and will continue to revolve around disparity and 

helplessness. In contrast to the dark future presented by the black swan is the white 

swan’s message of a promising future: “…¡La aurora es inmortal! ¡la aurora / Es 

inmortal!” (380) The hope of the white swan appears to parallel Darío’s optimism first 

encountered in “Salutación del optimista” when he states: “Porque llega el momento en 

que habrá de cantar nuevos himnos.” 

    While the message of hope in “Los cisnes I” and “Salutación del optimista” appear to 

be parallel, another feature links the two poems together. In “Salutación…,” Darío 

represents the chaos and turmoil of the world through the use of the ancient Greek myth 

of Pandora: “Y en la caja pandórica de que tantas desgracias surgieron” (345). It is only 

through hope (“La divina reina de luz, la celeste Esperanza”) that one can overcome the 

trials and tribulations of the world. Darío reiterates the fact that “Esperanza” (hope) 

guards against the contents of Pandora’s box through the final verse of “Los cisnes I.” In 

order to fully demonstrate the parallel between the two poems, consider the following 

verses from each: 

                  Y en la caja pandórica de que tantas desgracias surgieron 
                  La divina reina de luz, la celeste Esperanza (“Salutación del optimista” 
 
                  ¡Aún guarda la Esperanza la caja de Pandora… (“Los cisnes I”) 
 
Through the symbols of Pandora’s box and “Esperanza,” Darío maintains that Latin 

Americans need to remain optimistic about the future and emphasize their cultural and 

historical significance. 

    The role of culture and history becomes more apparent in the final poetic selection 

from Cantos de vida y esperanza, “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote.” Darío first 
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presented “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote” at a conference in Madrid honoring 

Cervantes on May 13, 1905. The final draft of the poem was presented as part of the 

celebration of the one hundredth anniversary of Cervantes’ novel Don Quijote. As the 

title suggests, Darío expresses his ardor for “Hispanismo” by utilizing the symbol of don 

Quijote as well as presenting his concern for Latin America. In the Cervantes novel, don 

Quijote is a dreamer who seeks out ways to make his dreams reality. Darío raises Quijote 

to a god-like status showing that the Cervantes character is: 1) the symbol of Hispanic 

pride, 2) an individual willing to defend Spanish culture, and 3) an individual with the 

ability to withstand time and stand ridicule. With the three characteristics, Darío’s 

audience realizes that Quijote has never been defeated nor has disappeared. This claim, in 

addition to Darío’s reverence, is made clear with the first stanza of the poem when he 

writes: 

                  Rey de hidalgos, señor de los tristes, 
                  Que de fuerza alientas y de ensueños vistes; 
                  Coronado de áureo yelmo de ilusión; 
                  Que nadie ha podido vencer todavía, 
                  Por la adarga al brazo, toda fantasía, 
                  Y la lanza en ristre, toda corazón. (461-2) 
 
According to Darío, Quijote is perceived as the symbol of Spain (and thus, the symbol of 

Latin America): “Rey de hidalgos, señor de los tristes, / Que de fuerza alientas y de 

ensueños vistes.” He also represents the oppressed (“los tristes”) and the noble ones (“los 

hidalgos”) helping the people and allowing them to dream (“Que de fuerza alientas y de 

ensueños vistes”). The second characteristic of Quijote that is mentioned is his 

willingness to defend his ideals: “Por la adarga al brazo, toda fantasía, / Y la lanza en 

ristre, toda corazón.” Here, Darío alludes to Quijote as the defender of dreams and hopes 
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(“fantasía”) as well as feelings (“toda corazón”). The final characteristic is Quijote’s 

ability to survive any situation: “Que nadie ha podido vencer todavía.” 

    Apart from being the defender of “Hispanidad,” Darío maintains that Quijote is a noble 

individual. Nobility is addressed in the second stanza of the poem with Darío declaring 

Quijote to be “Noble peregrino de los peregrinos, / Que santificaste todos los caminos / 

Con el paso augusto de tu heroicidad…” (462). As a “pilgrim,” Quijote cleanses every 

route for other pilgrims to continue their journey. Allowing Cervantes’ Quijote to stand 

out among other possible symbols is his strength that fights for uniqueness and against 

“outside” ridicule. According to Darío, this “chaser of windmills” conquers every 

obstacle presented before him, fighting: 

                  …Contra las certezas, contra las conciencias 
                  Y contra las leyes y contra las ciencias, 
                  Contra la mentira, contra la verdad… (462) 
 
Like Quijote, Latin Americans had to fight against the consciences that ridiculed them on 

the basis of false presuppositions and lack of awareness (“contra las conciencias / Y 

contra las leyes”). 

    Darío utilizes Quijote not as a symbol for Spain, but rather of all “Hispanismo” which 

becomes apparent after the poet elevates him into near sainthood: 

                  Caballero errante de los caballeros, 
                  Barón de varones, príncipe de fieros, 
                  Par entre los pares. (462) 
 
Therefore, Cervantes’ Quijote has been transformed into the wayward gentleman for 

every gentleman and the Baron of men. Through this elevated status, Quijote becomes a 

socio-political icon for “Hispanismo,” to which Darío writes: 
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                  ¡Salud, porque juzgo que hoy muy poca tienes, 
                  Entre los aplausos o entre los desdenes, 
                  Y entre las coronas y los parabienes 
                  Y las tonterías de la multitud! (463) 
 
While praised, Quijote is disdained and scorned by royalty and the foolishness of the 

masses. For Quijote, heroism is displayed through his suffering and what he resists: 

“Soportas elogios, memorias, discursos, / Resistes certámenes, tarjetas, concursos…” 

(463). Because of his strength and justice, Darío perceives Quijote as the savior of 

“Hispanidad” and the ideal individual to hear the pleas of the Latin American people. 

    Darío makes his pleas asking Quijote to pray for those that lack faith while being 

ridiculed for their traditions and heritage, writing: 

                  ¡Ruega por nosotros, hambrientos de vida, 
                  Con el alma a tientas, con la fe perdida, 
                  Llenos de congojas y faltos de sol, 
                  Por advenedizas almas de manga ancha, 
                  Que ridiculizan el ser de la Mancha, 
                  El ser generoso y el ser español! (463) 
 
Through the pleas, Darío states that “his people” have become lenient and have accepted 

their fate. Acceptance of fate and assimilation indicates that the people will negate the 

importance of Quijote and thus, being Hispanic. 

    One quality of having an individual as a national symbol is the bearing he or she will 

have on the characteristics of the country. Having already established don Quijote as a 

pure and timeless individual, Darío states that every Hispanic must be a reflection of 

Cervantes’ character and possess his virtues: “generoso, piadoso, orgulloso…casto, puro, 

celeste, animoso” (463). However, Darío is realistic about his desire for a “Quijote-like” 
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Hispanic world indicating that the people are living in a state of hopelessness and despair, 

writing: 

                  Por nos intercede, suplica por nos, 
                  Pues casi ya estamos sin savia, sin brote, 
                  Sin alma, sin vida, sin luz, sin Quijote, 
                  Sin pies y sin alas, sin Sancho y sin Dios. (463)23

 
From Darío’s perspective, the Hispanic world lives in darkness (“sin luz”), it is soulless 

(“sin alma”), and lacks feet to walk on and wings to flee from its situation (“Sin pies y sin 

alas”). Moreover, the people have been reduced to individuals that lack vitality and a 

positive outlook for the future (“Pues casi ya estamos sin savia, sin brote”). In addition to 

the grave conditions, this world continues to live without a favorable voice or someone to 

save them from dispair (“…sin Quijote…sin Sancho, sin Dios”). 

    In the ninth stanza of the poem, Darío makes an urgent plea to free the Hispanic world 

from blasphemy and Nietzsche’s “superman” (which is a reference to the United States), 

writing: 

                  De tantas tristezas, de dolores tantos,  
                  De los superhombres de Nietzsche, de cantos 
                  Áfanos, recetas que firma un doctor, 
                  De las epidemias de horribles blasfemias 
                  De las Academias, 
                  Líbranos, señor. (464) 
 
It is the mentioning of Nietzsche’s “superman” that is most intriguing in the above 

stanza. According to Nietzsche, his “ubermensch” were individuals able to overcome 

each and every obstacle in their path. Alexander Nehamus describes the life of the 

“übermensch” as the “…framework of within which many particulars lives, each one of 

which exhibits the unity and coherence so important, can fit” (167).24 Just as Nietzsche 
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considered that nothing could prevent the “übermensch” from achieving their goals, 

Darío declares in “A Roosevelt” that the United States believes nothing can stop them 

from world domination. As depicted in “A Roosevelt,” the United States had the desire to 

rule the world and utilize its military strength in order to achieve success. 

    A further attack on the United States in “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote” is 

included in the eleventh stanza in which Darío condemns (with sarcasm) demeaning 

actions by cynical people: 

                  De rudos malsines, 
                  Falsos paladines 
                  Y espíritus finos y blandos y ruines, 
                  De hampa que sacia 
                  Su canallocracia 
                  Con burlar la Gloria, la vida, el honor, 
                  Del puñal con gracia, 
                  ¡Líbranos, señor! (464) 
 
Darío returns to honoring Quijote as a symbol of “Hispanismo” by revering and honoring 

him as the Spanish savior. Mentioned in the first two stanzas of the poem is Darío’s 

respect and admiration for Quijote as the Spanish savior. This point is reiterated at the 

conclusion of the poem with Darío declaring: 

                  Noble peregrino de los peregrinos, 
                  Que santificaste todos los caminos 
                  Con el paso augusto de tu heroicidad, 
                  Contra las certezas, contra las conciencias 
                  Y contra las leyes y contra las ciencias, 
                  Contra la mentira, contra la verdad… (464) 
 
Darío’s message of autonomy for Hispanic culture and the search for a savior is found 

throughout “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote” and is summarized in the twelfth 

stanza. 
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    With “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote,” Darío offers his final socio-political 

poem in Cantos de vida y esperanza. The socio-political poems encountered in the 

volume demonstrate the poet’s transformation from Parnassian poet to one more 

concerned with his native Latin America and includes two concepts that emerge with this 

stage of his writing: 

1. The poet’s presentation of frustration with the United States and its 

relation to conditions in Latin America. 

2. Darío’s personal pain and suffering. 

Darío’s socio-political poetry in Cantos de vida y esperanza reflect what Loveluck calls 

the other group of poems suggesting that “…en este vuelto a lo social, parece inspirado 

por una política en defensa de la hispanidad” (28). The poetry reflects more than a 

defense of Spanish American traditions and values. They paint a clear picture of the 

conditions in the Latin American countries and accurately describe the sense of 

helplessness that was so prevalent during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In each 

of the selected poems, Darío maintains the themes of independence from foreign 

invaders, the promotion of past historical, cultural and linguistic achievements, as well as 

preservation of the past to create a better future. But, it is the order of the poems in 

Cantos de vida y esperanza that has intrigued many who have studied the works of 

Rubén Darío. José María Martínez suggests that the order of the poems was the result of 

Juan Ramón Jiménez who compiled the works for Darío. While still finishing the second 

edition of Prosas profanas, Darío sent a message to Jiménez stating that he was working 

on a new book of verses to include a poem dedicated to Cervantes, “Torres de Dios,” and 
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a poetic version of his essay “Oda a Roosevelt” (Martínez 74). This new book of verses, 

according to the message from Darío, would be titled Cantos de vida y esperanza. Darío 

then sent to Jiménez “cuarenta o cincuenta poemas mencionados, cortos y largos, nuevos 

y viejos…” (76-7). It was Jiménez’ job to compile the poems into groups which were 

then delivered to Darío as a final draft before publication. Martínez suggests that the 

poems in Cantos can be divided into five distinct groups: 

1) Los pensados por Darío para la plaquette que inicialmente tituló 

Cantos de vida y esperanza abiertos quizá por “Yo soy aquel” pero 

que, en su mayoría, se incluirían en la tercera serie de la version 

final del volumen. 

2) Los conservados por Darío en París pero que ya habían aparecido 

en publicaciones periódicas, en España o en América. También, en 

su mayoría, habrían quedado incluidos en la misma serie que los 

anteriores. 

3) Los cuatro poemas de Los Cisnes, dedicados a Juan Ramón; 

posiblemente y de modo temporal, Darío los consideró apropriados 

para encabezar su plaquette, una vez cambiado el título, aunque 

también cabe la posibilidad de que fueran parte de un volumen 

independiente planeado por el nicaragüense. 

4) Los conservados por Juan Ramón, bien porque Darío se los 

hubiera enviado a él como regalo (“Torres de Dios”), como 

colaboración para alguna revista (“Por el influjo de la primavera”) 
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o porque el moguereño los hubiera conservado por iniciativa 

propia, tomándolos de publicaciones periódicas o—según sus 

palabras—copiándolo de memoria (“Al rey Oscar”, “Marcha 

triunfal”). 

5) Los compuestos y/o recitados en Madrid en los primeros meses de 

1905, fechas de un viaje de Darío a Madrid, y hasta el momento de 

entrega de los originales a la imprenta, a finales de la primavera de 

ese año. Aquí cabrían la “Salutación del optimista”, la “Letanía de 

nuestro señor don Quijote” y el soneto “A Phocás.”  

      (Martínez 35-6) 

 The social and political poems of the volume are actually scattered throughout with no 

clear place or group. This is why González-Rodas suggests the term “out of place” poems 

for the ones with socio-political themes. Order of the poems must also be considered in 

terms of themes presented. Not all of the selected poems contain the exact message as the 

following summary suggests: 

1. The first poem with a socio-political theme is “Salutación del optimista” 

which is Darío’s call to the Hispanic people to unite and never lose the 

historical and cultural significance. It appears as the second poem of the 

volume, appearing after “Yo soy aquel que ayer no más decía…”  

2. The eighth poem of the volume is actually the second one with a socio-

political theme “A Roosevelt.” The poem “A Roosevelt” promotes the 

notion that Theodore Roosevelt’s greed is at the root of problems in Latin 

 145



America. This is a continuation of themes presented in “Salutación del 

optimista.” However, Darío’s personal frustration with the United States 

political figurehead is the primary focus of the poem. 

3. The third poem, “Los cisnes I,” is a departure from “Salutación del 

optimista” and “A Roosevelt.” It is also the fifteenth in the volume, which 

may explain the change in theme. As the poet questions the great, white 

swan, he is only reminded that hope endures. While the United States is 

attacked in this poem, Darío changes his focus with the theme, which 

includes linguistic preservation as well as having hope for the future. 

4. One of the last poems of the volume is “Letanía de nuestro señor don 

Quijote.” Written to celebrate the anniversary of Cervantes’ publication of 

“don Quijote,” the poem appears as a final plea for Latin American 

change. Using the Quijote symbol, Darío urges Hispanics to remember 

their past and maintain the same amount of determination and courage as 

Quijote. Without Quijote (the past), there is no hope for the Hispanic 

world. The poet reminds his audience that, again, hope endures and 

vanquishes all. The “Hispanismo” first revealed in “Salutación del 

optimista” is now of primary concern in “Letanía de nuestro señor don 

Quijote.” 

On the surface, each of the selections focuses on “Hispanismo,” which is the only means 

for unification from Darío’s perspective. While Martí’s concept of unification has its 

parallel with the “leaf people” and “narrow rows of trees tripping the giant,” Darío takes 
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a more realistic approach and calls for historical and cultural unity. Noting that every 

group must have a leader, Darío looks to Spain and finds Cervantes’ Quijote as the one 

that will save the Hispanic world. For Darío, historical and cultural preservation cannot 

occur without Latin Americans first realizing and promoting their Spanish heritage. It is 

only through this realization, according to Darío, that autonomy will be an attainable 

goal. Otherwise, Latin Americans will continue enduring pain and suffering at the hands 

of the United States and future invaders as well.  

    The selected poems also reflect many changes in Darío’s poetic message and 

symbolism as this chapter demonstrates. The conditions in Latin America and United 

States military aggression would continue to be themes for Darío in collections published 

after Cantos de vida y esperanza. Rodó’s challenge that Darío was not a poet for America 

was answered through the four selected poems and would further shape the poet’s 

writing. 

    Darío’s preoccupation with Latin America’s social and political conditions was of 

utmost importance as the four selected poems demonstrate. With each poem, Darío 

attempts to analyze why the problems existed and offers possible solutions. In each case, 

Darío (like Martí and Rodó before him) places emphasis on Latin Americans helping 

themselves out of their horrible situation. Darío is a realist that understands no other 

country can help Latin Americans. From his perspective, reliance on other countries is 

what created the dark and chaotic situation in Latin America. The poems also reflect a 

Darío more aware of what is transpiring in Latin America. He realizes that the United 
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States presence in the region is working against the people (even though the North 

American power claimed it was there to help financially and politically).  

    Within their presentation of the social and political situation in Latin America, Martí 

and Rodó relied on the use of symbols. In the four selected poems for this chapter, Darío 

abandons the use of symbols in favor of presenting the people in a realistic setting. It 

appears as though Darío believed it best to use the people in order to best express his 

concerns. This is one of the concepts that separate the second stage of Modernism from 

the first: people and conditions needed to be shown for what they really represented. A 

good example of this concept is found in the poem “A Roosevelt.” In the poem, Darío 

presents his audience with his real perception of the North American president. However 

confusing or contradictory the individual may appear in writing, the audience is able to 

paint a mental picture of a man determined to conquer the world. It is through the 

descriptive nature of “A Roosevelt” that the audience becomes more involved in its 

themes and concepts.  

    A second example of Darío at the second stage of Modernism is in the poem “El cisne 

I” in which the poet has a discussion with his symbol of beauty, the swan. The pain and 

agony of the poet is revealed through his discussion with the great, white swan. The 

audience feels the pain of Darío as he discloses his great concern that the United States is 

going to abolish the Spanish language. He urges the people to maintain a close 

connection with the past, as it will offer a brighter future.  
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NOTES 

                                                 
1 Normano’s comments are strikingly similar to Darío’s perception of the United States in “El triunfo de  
  Calibán” (1898). 
2The first example of this metamorphosis can be observed in Darío’s themes found in “El triunfo de  
  Calibán” in which he attacks the United States from a socio-political perspective.  
3See Chapter One’s discussion of how this change made an impact on Nicaragua.  
4 Herring also indicates that the peace-keeping effort was two-fold: 1) to promote peace in the province of  
   Panama, and 2) to analyze the possibility of United States intervention into the region. 
5 Darío is considered not to be the poet of America due to his lack of concern regarding the situation in   
  Latin America as reflected in his works prior to “El triunfo de Calibán.” 
6 By 1905, Darío’s health was becoming a serious issue for the poet while suffering from chronic stomach  
   disorders and cirrhosis of the liver. 
7 With regard to the socio-political themes in Cantos de vida y esperanza, Loveluck continues his  
   discussion to reveal the themes as a reaction   “…inspirado por una política en defensa de la hispanidad”  
   (28). 
8 Prosas profanas marked a “watershed in the modernista movement. Darío saw himself at the head of the    
  dominant Hispanic literary movement of the day, in full control of his talents, and in a position to  
  challenge—with his inventive title, his poetic innovations, and the overt eroticism of most of the poems— 
  conservative critics, unsympathetic members of society, and less creative rivals” (Jrade 72-3). 
9 Jrade writes that: “Like Martí, Darío rejects the “precepts, pigeonholes, customs, and clichés”  
   that would limit the freedom of those who would leave the past and later the future. It is precisely the  
   future that Darío anticipates” (91). 
10In Rubén Darío: Addenda José M. Martínez parallels the concepts that Latin Americans must resist   
   becoming the ruins of an ancient civilization (261-72).    
11The weakening of United States control in Latin America is also presented in “Nuestra América” through  
    the allegory of the “tree people” and in “Ariel” through the resistance of overspecialization. 
12In “Nuestra América,” José Martí makes a clear distinction between the two Americas referring to North  
   America as “los gigantes del norte” and South America as those belonging to “nuestra América.” Rodó,   
   in “Ariel,” separates the two Americas into the North (with heavy industrialization, overspecialization,    
   and lacking culture, tradition, and a rich history) and the South (historically and culturally significant as  
   well as being unique). Darío concurs with Rodó as he divides the two Americas into the North (lacking  
   culture, knowledge, and religion) and the South (being strong religiously, intellectually, and culturally). 
13Note also the irreverent and disrespectful tone Darío shows Roosevelt by using the informal Tú instead      
   of  the more formal Usted form of ser in this verse. 
14Roosevelt in the Spanish-American War already demonstrated the concept of conquest through military     
   strength. Therefore, Darío justifies his opinion based on personal observation and what he has learned  
   about the United States president. 
15Note the human-like quality Darío gives the United States (“Cuando ellos se estremecen…) that is similar  
    to Martí utilizing the giant metaphor (…los gigantes de siete leguas…”). 
16Darío presents the concept that the United States is a combination of pure strength (through the symbol of  
   Hercules) and material wealth (through Mammón, the Phoenician god of wealth, mining, and precious  
   metals). 
17See Chapter Two’s discussion of “El triunfo de Calibán.” 
18Aztec monarch that is presumed to have lived between 1402 until 1470 and who is most remembered for  
   philosophical reasoning and promoting poetry. 
19After the conquest of India, Bacchus supposedly voyaged to other countries, many of which were  
   unknown. Pan accompanied Bacchus on these voyages and taught their alphabet to individuals they  
   encountered. Latin America is often considered one of the unknown areas to which Pan and Bacchus  
   traveled. 
20A reference to the ancient Aztec civilization who worshipped the sun as a diety. 
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21The verse refers to the fear of “de-latinization” that was used throughout Rodó’s “Ariel.” The term  
    implies that the United States will replace the Spanish language with English. 
22Culturally, Darío considered himself to be composed of two worlds: “Soy un hijo de América” and “un  
   nieto de España.” This indicates the emotional effects the Spanish-American War of 1898 had on the  
   poet. 
23Darío views the people to be like vegetables while writing this verse. A parallel to people as sprouts  
   (“brotes”) can be found in Martí’s “Nuestra América.” See, Chapter Two’s discussion of “Nuestra  
   América” and Martí’a reference to people as “seeds” and the “leaf people.” 
24See Nietzsche, Friedrich. Thus Spoke Zarathustra. New York: Viking Press, 1954. 103-439.  
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CHAPTER VI: 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 

    The four works selected in the chapters are more than examples of the second epoch of 

Modernism. They also form an opinion and deep concern regarding the United States’ 

presence in Latin America. When concluding this project, the reader is presented three 

important questions: 

1. Why was the United States ruthless in its attempt to gain greater material 

wealth? 

2. Why didn’t Latin Americans take heed of the urgent pleas and warnings of 

the three writers this project covered? 

3. Could a situation like this occur in our present, modern age? 

There really is no way to respond to the first question as each chapter demonstrates. 

Chapter Two clearly demonstrates that the United States interpreted the Monroe Doctrine 

and other doctrines to better suit their desire to expand. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

United States was attempting to offset a deep economic depression and looked outside of 

the country for a solution. The best solution that policy makers could devise was to 

infiltrate Latin America, exploit the resources, and in time, exploit the people. Through 

corruption and bribery, the Canal was completed in Panama after first promised to 

Nicaragua. It was Zelaya’s bold stance against extraterritorial rights that prevented 

Nicaragua from securing the Canal contract. While Zelaya’s reaction was considered 

daring, the United States performed a rather cowardly act with the Colombian 
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government. In an effort to build a Canal in Central America, the United States 

government paid Colombian officials money for peace. In return, the North American 

power equipped the Panamanian rebels and oversaw a revolt that separated Colombia 

from the province. Shortly after, the United States drafted a constitution for Panama that 

allowed free intervention militarily or through a delegation.  

    But Panama is just one of the chapters in the policy of United States expansion during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Cuba exemplifies the terms corruption and 

exploitation when associated with the United States. The Spanish-American War, as 

Chapter Two indicates, was the result of the United States fearing a loss of much-needed 

trade with Cuba. The controversy surrounding the U.S.S. Maine fueled the war between 

Spain and the United States. To the present, it still remains unknown what exactly 

happened with the battleship Maine. However, after this accident, the United States 

declared war on Spain and won, destroying what was left of the once great Spanish 

Empire (with the ceding of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines to the United States). . 

    While the United States promised it would not control Cuba for a lengthy time, it 

proceeded to do so. In addition to military control over the island, the United States 

forced the approval of a Cuban constitution that included the clause that the United States 

could intervene in the island when it was considered necessary to protect North American 

interests. The Cubans were not given the choice of when the North American country 

could intervene. Chapter Two serves as an introduction to better understand Modernist 

opinions regarding the United States presence in Latin America. 
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    Chapter Three discussed “Nuestra América” by José Martí, which was complemented 

by Rubén Darío’s “El triunfo de Calibán.” Considered the initial “wake-up call” to Latin 

America, Martí’s essay demonstrates a genuine fear and concern for Spanish America. 

The essay depicts the United States as a stealth moving tiger that was waiting for its 

opportunity to devour the people and the region. The “gigantes de siete leguas” (the 

United States) appeared to be an unstoppable force in Latin America. However, Martí 

draws up the ideal blue print to defeat the giant. In Martí’s plan, Latin Americans were to 

unite and remain strong against the possibility of a North American invasion. The people 

became resilient like leaves and ready to grow into strong trees in order to defend what 

rightfully belonged to them.  

    In exile, Martí was readily prophesizing in 1891 that the United States would be the 

future invaders of Latin America. History proves that he was accurate in his prediction. 

However, even Martí was not able to surmise the pain and suffering Latin Americans 

would have to endure at the hands of the United States. Unification is the key concept in 

Martí’s essay. It is a term that serves two purposes in the essay. First, unification is 

considered the only means to repel a United States invasion. Second, being united will 

cause the people to move away from the concept that the village is their world and 

become more modernized.  

    Darío’s “El triunfo de Calibán” represents a departure from his formalistic interest in 

his poetry and his “ivory tower” into socio-political concerns. Prior to the essay, Darío 

was creating poetry and short stories (“Azul…,” as an example) that were based on 

fantasies and located in far away, dreamlike places. Unlike earlier works, “El triunfo de 
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Calibán” concentrates on asking the United States “why us?” and “why?” with regard to 

Latin America. In a humorous tone, Darío attacks the United States, describing the people 

as mindless ogres that eat raw meat and that have temples but lack faith. These are 

Darío’s perceptions of the United States, not based on what he read, but through actual 

observation while visiting the country.  

    From Darío’s perspective, United States citizens blindly followed their leader’s 

decisions without questioning why. Darío, who suggests that North Americans are 

insensitive to other individuals, loving only their money, discusses the adoration of 

material wealth of the United States for the first time. “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898) is a 

direct attack on the United States and one that helped shape the opinions of José Enrique 

Rodó in his essay “Ariel.” Darío cannot comprehend how the nation of behemoths 

reached the title of the new world’s emerging industrial and military power. The only 

explanation he provides in his essay is the cold nature of the United States exhibited 

through its citizens. 

    Chapter Four’s discussion of Rodó’s “Ariel” appears to begin where Darío’s essay 

ends. Through the guise of a series of lectures by an old and wise teacher, Rodó offers his 

plan for the future of Latin America. As Próspero (the teacher) delivers his final lectures 

of the year to his young students, they are reminded that they represent the future of Latin 

America. Several concepts emerge from Rodó’s essay including: 1) the need to avoid 

overspecialization, 2) understanding the past as a way to build for the future, 3) a sense of 

identity for Latin America, and 4) differences between the United States and Latin 

America with consideration to the political, social, and intellectual levels.    
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    While comparing the United States to Latin America, Rodó reveals that the North 

American country has become overly specialized in everything. The point Rodó is 

making is that too many in the United States were only able to perform one specific 

function either in life or in their employment. To counter the overspecialized individual, 

Rodó presents his vision of the well-rounded Latin American who is able to work in a 

specific function, yet appreciate culture and the welfare of others. Rodó wants to instill 

his wish of well-roundedness to the youth of Latin America. In lieu of imitation, Rodó 

stresses creativity with all including how one acts, what is said, writing, and reading. 

Rodó wants Latin Americans to be individuals that just don’t view art; rather, they 

experience it.  

    The second concept that is stressed in “Ariel” is preserving the past as a way to mold 

the future. In this concept, Rodó wants Latin Americans to know who they are and from 

where they came. This is to say, knowledge of who you are will cause an individual to 

make a stronger identification with his or her culture. This identification, in turn, will 

allow the individual to understand and continue the determination of his or her ancestors. 

A society needs to preserve its identity with the past and present, and maintain it for the 

future. In “Ariel,” the reader is confronted with Rodó’s fear that Latin America will lose 

its Spanish language and have it replaced with English. The term he uses is a “de-

latinization” of Latin America. He uses this term because he is able to understand the 

spread of imperialism throughout Latin America. A loss of language is similar to a 

complete loss of identity and culture in Rodó’s opinion.  
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    The Spanish language is used as a marker of identity among Latin Americans and is an 

aspect Rodó wishes to defend. Identity is the third concept stressed by Rodó in “Ariel” 

and includes linguistic identity as well as cultural. He hopes Latin American youth will 

identify with their historical traditions and not imitate the United States. This concern is 

made after observing many young Latin American individuals imitating the actions of 

others. For Rodó, imitation will only lead to the downfall of the Latin American 

civilization that has existed centuries before the creation of the United States, and one he 

would like to continue in the future. 

    As a way to strengthen Latin America’s identity, Rodó makes a comparative analysis 

between Spanish America and the United States. Politically, he offers that Latin America 

is unique while the United States is a materialistic and mechanical culture that believes its 

form of democracy is the best in the world. However, Rodó presents in his essay the fact 

that the world maintains a different opinion of the United States. The United States 

population blindly follows whoever is leading them. Another comparison Rodó makes is 

based on the appreciation of culture (the arts). For centuries, Latin Americans have been 

exposed to and interpreted art long before the United States. This is a concept that Rodó 

would like to see the youth of Latin America foster and one that will create uniqueness 

when compared to individuals from the United States. 

    Chapter Five is an analysis of four socio-political poems from Rubén Darío’s Cantos 

de vida y esperanza (1905). In each of the selected poems, Darío provides the third (and 

final) “wake-up call” to the Latin American people. The four chosen poems maintain 

Darío’s urgent plea to Latin America on four levels: 1) preservation of the heroic values 
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of the past for the future, 2) demonstrating the United States’ determination and 

intentions in Latin America, 3) fear of “de-latinization,” and 4) remembering Spanish 

tradition as it exists in Spanish America. 

    In the poem “Salutación del optimista,” Darío indicates that previous cultures have 

helped shape Latin America. He wants the people never to forget that there are remnants 

of ancient Latin American civilizations that currently influence the country. Darío 

emphasizes that Latin American civilization will not die out like so many great 

civilizations of the past (using the examples of ancient Babylonia, Nineveh, and Egypt). 

The past is a rich, historical tradition that must never be forgotten. By stressing this point, 

Darío indicates that the United States may have infiltrated the region, but they can never 

take away its history. The poet also indicates that history is what shaped not only the 

present, but will shape the future.  

    History and politics are the primary themes of the second selection “A Roosevelt,” 

which appears to be an attack on United States president Theodore Roosevelt. Darío 

separates the poem into two distinct parts: one dealing with the United States and the 

other with Latin America. In his description of Roosevelt as a confusing and 

contradictory individual, Darío is characterizing all North Americans. Under the premise 

that North Americans blindly follow their leader, Darío declares that Roosevelt is the 

United States and the future invader of Latin America. Darío continues themes first 

presented in “El triunfo de Calibán” (1898) and compares qualities of the United States 

with those pertaining to Latin America. 
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    Through his comparison, Darío is able to maintain that Latin America has not only 

existed longer, but that language, philosophy, and poetry existed there before appearing 

in the United States. By indicating the rich tradition of Latin America, Darío is 

accomplishing a concept he first offered in “El triunfo de Calibán:” the United States may 

perceive itself as a great and powerful nation, but Latin America possesses a uniqueness 

not found in North America. This uniqueness includes strong religious faith, a linguistic 

tradition, and a rich, historical past. Throughout the poem, Darío remains optimistic that 

Latin Americans will realize their unique qualities and overcome the “yanquí” invasion. 

He also reminds the United States and Roosevelt that Latin Americans outnumber North 

Americans and that the people will defend their land and traditions. At the conclusion of 

the poem, Darío indicates that although Roosevelt believes power and military strength 

will conquer the world, he lacks faith. This concept parallels Darío’s observations that 

North Americans have temples but do not practice their faith. In the case of Roosevelt, 

Darío stresses that only God will be able to help him conquer Latin America. Of course, 

Darío makes this statement with the realization that like the United States, Roosevelt 

lacks faith (again a reference to the people imitating their leader). 

    Darío offers his opinions on the “de-latinization” of Latin America in other poems 

from Cantos de vida y esperanza. In “Los cisnes I,” Darío shares his innermost feelings 

and concerns through a discussion with a great, white swan. Darío appears perplexed at 

the notion of “de-latinization” indicating that the swan is able to understand him just as it 

understands all other individuals. In the most intimate moment of the poem, Darío asks 

the swan if Latin America will do nothing to defend itself, only to cry later. This is a 
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direct reference to what the poet is observing in the Latin American world around him. 

Will Latin Americans allow the United States to be in complete control, like the situation 

in Cuba? Or, will Latin Americans defend their land and traditions against the North 

Americans. In Darío’s optimistic opinion, he perceives that Latin America will defend 

itself against the United States.  

    What is the future of Latin America as far as the poem “Los cisnes I” is concerned? To 

respond to this question, one only needs to review the final stanza of the poem. Two 

swans (one black, the other white) greet Darío in the final stanza. Each swan represents 

the future outcome for Latin America. The black swan tells Darío that the night brings 

about a new day, implying that the future will continue to revolve around the dark and 

chaotic scenario it already experiences. However, the white swan tells Darío that the light 

of dawn announces a new day and that the dawn is immortal. “Los cisnes I” is a 

continuation of hope that Darío has for Latin America and its future while confronting the 

United States. 

    Darío departs from the message of hope found in “Los cisnes I” to discuss 

“Hispanismo” in the poem “Letanía de nuestro señor don Quijote.” In “Letanía de nuestro 

señor don Quijote,” Darío reminds Latin Americans of their Spanish heritage. Just as 

Quijote has endured and withstood attacks and tribulations, Darío wants Latin Americans 

and Iberians to identify with their past. An important part of Spanish America’s past is 

the association it has with Spain. Darío indicates that Spain influenced much of Latin 

America’s history and that the countries share many qualities. Among the shared qualities 

is the linguistic bond Spain and Latin America have with the Spanish language. Another 
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shared quality is that fact that both have fought against the United States: with Spain 

losing in a war and Latin America currently losing their fight for independent, political 

survival. As a means of urging Latin Americans to preserve the Spanish heritage, the poet 

chooses the Quijote symbol. Just as Quijote had never been defeated, the poet urges that 

Latin Americans must not give up and cede their linguistic, cultural, and historic 

traditions to the United States. 

    The combination of the chapters offers the reader a rare glimpse into the personal 

frustration Modernist writers had with the United States and Latin America. As 

representatives of the second epoch of Modernismo, the selected works accomplish the 

overall intent of the project. The goal of this project was to reveal the second epoch of 

Modernismo as a complete departure from its initial epoch. Another goal was to raise 

awareness of the social and political situation in Latin America during the mid nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries through selected works that best represent the second epoch 

of the literary movement. 

    A few years after the publication of Cantos de vida y esperanza and the death of Rubén 

Darío in 1916, the literary movement known as Modernismo was considered to wither 

away. However, just as the writers analyzed in this project have indicated, nothing really 

dies out. The remnants of the past are preserved for the future. This was certainly the case 

for Modernismo that continues, even today, to shape current Latin American literature 

through the ideas it presented and discussed, and the achievement of its writers. 
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