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SOFIA ELENA MERLI

polylog. ZEITSCHRIFT FUR INTERKULTURELLES PHILOSOPHIEREN 52 (2024)

The Cuban Philosophical Thought between Practical Humanism and

Anti-colonial Militancy

Pablo Guadarrama (ed.): Philosophy in Cuba
Aachen, Concordia, 2023 | ISBN 978-395886494-8 | 124S.

The volume proposes a historical-philosophical ex-
cursus of the development of Cuban philosophical
thought, from its beginnings to the present day, see-
king to offer a detailed synthesis of its most significant
moments and personalities. From the very beginning,
the impression emerges that there is neither a didactic
nor a textbookish intention behind this collection, but
rather a genealogical-archaeological one. The authors
attempt to retrace the progression of the theoretical
frameworks and ideas that have animated Cuba’s phi-
losophical panorama, dwelling on the debates, publi-
cations and places that have contributed to shaping
the various conceptual traditions. The genealogical
perspective constitutes a sort of fil rouge between the
various essays that compose the text, and it is evident
in the inclination to establish a dynamic relationship
with the roots of Cuban philosophy. This aptitude
moves from the desire to search for the contextual,
historical, and social elements from which it arose.
And what seems essential for the authors is to high-
light which of them have been preserved and are still
active in its present. The text gives us a vivid image
of Cuban philosophical thought, by virtue of the dia-
logical relationship it maintains with the personalities

and conceptual frameworks that have shaped it since
the 19th century.

The essay »Philosophie in Kuba bis zum Neunzehn-
ten Jahrhundert« by P. Guadarrama traces the various
stages of development and the protagonists of philoso-
phy in Cuba up to the 19th century. The author places
the birth of Cuban philosophy in 1793 with the founda-
tion of the Sociedad Econdmica de Amigos del Pais, com-
posed of distinguished intellectuals. Thanks to whom
modern philosophy penetrated the various ecclesiasti-
cal seminaries, and in particular San Carlos y San Am-
brosio in Havana, where the priests J. A. Caballero and
E. Varela made a progressive distinction between the
spheres of faith and philosophy. Although still linked
to scholasticism, their writings contain the germs of
practical humanism and epistemological optimism that
would remain central in later philosophers such as J. de
la Luz y Caballero, J.M. Mestre and in the thought of
the positivist E. Varona. The element that transversally
characterises Cuban philosophy in the 18th and 19th
centuries is reflected in the desire for emancipation
from Spanish colonialism. »Seine ganze padagogische
Arbeit, die Anregung wissenschafttlicher, aufgeklarter
und humanistischer Ideen in Kuba, zielte darauf ab, die
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notwendigen Bedingungen zu schaffen, damit sich das
kubanische Volk seiner Freiheit bewusster werden und
die Aufgabe tibernehmen konnte, sie vollstandiger zu
verwirklichen« (11). This vocation culminates in the
brilliant thinking of J. Marti, whose concrete and revo-
lutionary humanism was decisive in consolidating the
national identity of the Cuban people.

Miguel Rojas Gémez's essay »La filosofia en Cuba en
la primera mitad del siglo XX: historiografia, temas y au-
tores principales«, in continuity with the previous one,
focuses on Cuban philosophy and on the development
of historiography in the first half of the 20th centu-
ry, when Cuba first became an independent republic.
Following the thought of M. Vitier, pioneer of Cuban
philosophical historiography, the author identifies
three tendencies in republican philosophy: ruptura de
la continuidad, ruptura en la continuidad and continui-
dad en la apertura. The first is qualified by a nihilistic
attitude towards the possibility of continuity between
19th and 20th century Cuban philosophy, due to the
horrors of the wars of independence. In opposition,
the third identifies a line of continuity as open evo-
lution, which, unlike a simple continuity, takes the
form of creative ethics. In the 1940s and 1950s, the de-
cadas doradas, the theoretical referents of republican
thought change radically in relation to the emergen-
ce of new philosophical questions. The centrality of
the positivists and illuminists is obscured, in favour
of existentialism, Nietzsche, Bergson, Croce, the Spa-
nish Ortega y Gasset, Zambrano and Unamuno, and
Marxism, both Leninist and heterodox. This rupture,
however, takes the form of a ruptura en la continuidad,
insofar as, in parallel with its openness to the philoso-
phical tendencies of the 20th century, Cuban philoso-
phy operates a rediscovery of the ideas of the major
exponents of its tradition. Which are now rethought
transversally in the light of new theoretical frame-
works and different historical circumstances.

»Cuba (1920-1935): A Heritage Fondateur« is the
title of Isabel Monal’s essay, which focuses on the evo-
lution of anti-colonial consciousness in Cuba, exem-
plifying primarily the genealogical vocation of the
text. Unlike the rest of Latin America, Cuba did not

gain independence from Spain until the beginning of
the 20th century, which was marked by a powerful
anti-colonialist and patriotic fervor that affected the
people, particularly students and trade union move-
ments. The author traces the rise of the popular and
revolutionary movement with a close look at the re-
construction of its inspirational process, whose ideo-
logical roots can be found in the idea of homeland of
presbyter F. Varela and the independence conspira-
cies of J.A. Aponte. This founding legacy fueled the
revolutionary national tradition in the 19th century,
culminating in the figure of J. Marti. Crucial was also
the role of the proletariat and the workers’ movement,
whose ideological development, according to the aut-
hor, saw two phases: a reformist one in the 1860s and a
more radical one in the 1980s. Towards the end of the
19th century, socialist ideas began to penetrate, but it
was in the first decades of the 20th century that Mar-
xism germinated and established itself politically with
the personalities of J. A. Mella and C. Balino. Nouris-
hed by national revolutionary traditions, and in the
ideas of J. Marti, founding Cuban Marxism became
the engine of the anti-imperialist struggle, later car-
ried out by F. Castro. »On distingue dans le marxisme
fondateur, notamment vis 4 vis les introducteurs, une
grande créativité, un esprit ouvert [...], une flexibilité
theorique et politique. [...] Il sagissait détre cohérent
et ferme avec les principes mais sans senfermer dans
des camisoles de force ce qui, en réalité, est finalement
la chose la plus antimarxiste« (57).

The essay »Fernando Martinez Heredia: pensar el
marxismo con >cabeza propria<« by Natasha Goémez
Veldzquez is dedicated to one of the greatest contem-
porary figures in Cuban philosophy, the Marxist E M.
Heredia. Educated in the line of the Marxist University
Reform in the 1960s, his academic and political work
focuses on the analysis of the contradictions given by
the uncritical and mimetic assumption of Marxism.
»El marxismo soviético llegado a Cuba era inoperan-
te para interpretar y transformar la sociedad cubana
[...] por otra parte, no existia un conjunto conceptual
consistente, que, con criterio proprio, sustituyera a ese
‘marxismo-leninismo« (69). As director of the Depart-
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ment of Philosophy at University of Habana, Heredia
denounced the theoretical deficit of Cuban Marxism
and, together with his colleagues, committed himself
to the search for other Marxisms, recognising the im-
perative of rethinking Marxism »con cabeza propria«,
which took concrete form in the project of the journal
Pensamiento critico. Although the political stance of the
1970s with respect to the Marxist-Leninist structure
of the Cuban university system remains immovable to
this day, Heredia’s theoretical work is still a source of
inspiration for intellectuals on the Latin American left.
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The collection closes with two essays, »El Instituto
Cubano de Filosofia: un rencuentro en el tiempo y sus his-
toria« and »Los Estudios de Filosofia en la Universidad de
el Centro de Cuba«, which retrace the history of Cuban
philosophy’s development in the 20th century within
the island’s two largest institutions, the Universidad de
la Habana and the Universidad Central >Marta Abreu<
de las Villas, analysing the evolution of research groups
and their respective theoretical frameworks, as well as
the personalities who animated them.
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