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In "Socill1i9il7l and MBIl in Cub." Chc Guevllr8 gives !he rationale for 
education in revolutionary Cuba. He insists on the need 10 develop It 

revolutionlJ)' consciousnefi'i, • new mind-frBme which will support the new 
society and suppllUlt the ideological fO\mdations of capitalism which were 
prevalent in pre-revolutionary Cuba, Coo is reasoning within the Marxist 
tradition, accoz-ding to which a new ~ture needs to be elaborated 10 
support the base of 8 new 9OCiety. Guevara tD:OUrages Cubans: to develop this 
ideological foundation solidly, and the only wfr'j to llChieve !hat goal seems 10 
be 10 tum "society as II whole... into a gigantic school" ("Socill1i9il7l" 6). 

The Literacy Campaign, I.WlChed at the beginning of the Cuban 
Revolution, illustrates Cbe Guevara's concept of the usefulness of education 
forthebuildingofBrevolutionalyregime. In lhecourseofoncyear. 1961, no 
less than 700,000 Cubans were Iaught 10 read and write. but the import oflhis 
campllign actually goes further than the teaching of literacy. A!J Tzvi MMin 
puu it, "illilerate9 were taught not just II lan8WISc, but the IsnSUSge of the 
Revoluuoo" (69). The volunteer teacbenl were meanllo offer 8 model of 
revolulionlU')' zeallo the stude:nLs, and the primers oCtile Literacy Campaign 
COIlSistOO of reedin8!l which explained the ideological principlC'l of the 
Revolution. l Overall, the Literacy Campaign was an essen.tiaJ means to 
accomplish. the Iotll1 education of the DIIISgeS in the revoIutiorulry dogma, once 
the learners' firs( mental as:JOCiatian.'l of sounds and letter.I inevitably led Iv 
revolutionary concepts. 

This paper is plll1 of a larger project on the constitution d the identity of 
the revolutionary in the first decade of the Cuban Revolution. My focus in this 
paper is the lIlUdy of the LiIa"E£Y Campaign as an attempt to spread an idroklgy 
Ihal was destined 10 constitute the new identity. My analysis is cenll:rc:d on 
Deura Olema Garcia's Maestro WJlfmlaria. which not only leplesen1s the 
Literacy Campaign and its llUIJlifold motives. but mosl. importantly it 
reproduces in its narrative the pedagogic purpose of the Campaign. 

In my readine: ofMtHJtro valfmlaria 1rely on two concepts.--introduced 
by Lows Althusser in wIdeolo(I:Y and Ideological State AppIlf&lWlcs--which 
contribute to the IIIl&Iyfiis of the constitutim of idcnlity in the novel. Fird. 
Althu9ser's concept of ideolo(I:Y as wa reprelleDtation of the imaginary 
relationship of individual9 10 their real cmdilions ofcxislcnce,W and his claim 
Ihat identity is constituted through ideolo(I:Y (Althusser 153, 160).2 Maestro 
valllftlaria, as a tilerllJ)' text:, is the appropriate vehicle for social 
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representations that constitute the idenLiIy of the reader. especially at a time 
when the State is promoting a kind of literature that is committed to the 
spreading of an ideology, as was the case with the beginning years of the 
Revolutioo.. 

Secondly. Althusser's notion of the constitution of identily retales to a 
process of identificatioo. willi the representations of a given ideology. In 
Althusser's thoory. identificatioo. consists of two steps. recognition and 
in1erpellatioo. Thus, Ilx:re is emugh degree of familiarity in an ideological text 
that the reader can acIcnowledge the 'obviousness' or the 'naturalness' of the 
statements it makes: this makes it possible for the individual to identify 
himselflherselfwilh what is staled in the text. ~lation has to do with the 
fact the individual is confronled wilh a ~haillng" oc a "calling" in the text: no 
matter how the represenlation asks the individual to b«:ome what helsbe is 
no'. the individual will be enticed to i~tify wilh it and recognize himself or 
herself in the representation of lhe lext. 

In this paper I assume that the revolutiOlUll)' ideology and the 

represmtation of the identity oflhe revol.utiOlUll)' inMae3tra vobmlnrla serve 
to coostruct the identity of the reader: he or she can recognize himlhe:rself in 
it lhrough the high degree offamiliarity that lhe lepr t:sbltatiOO offers, but at the 
same that: rqm:sent:ation inlerpellates him or her 10 trIIn.'d'onn their identity into 
the new identity. that of the revolutionary. I will focus on the character of 
Vilma. who herself experiences an identity transformation, and how the lext 
provokes an identification of the reader wilh the character in a way that lhe 
reader undergoes the same identity transformation. 

1be novel Mae3tra vollmlQl"ia starts and aW in the same place: a "third 
class" train ClII". 1be lime ofthc IIBITaUoo i:'llhus circular. but the prrtagmist 
that goes in the train at the end of the novel has UPdergone a radical change of 
identity. The trip to lhe Sierra, the details of the long journey, arrival and 
adaptation 10 !he C&mp of Literacy Inst:ruc:lonL, is pn:scn1ed as ajoumey to the 
oenier of !he self which brings Vilma ··the protag:ooisl.--1O ~ddine" her.Je1f and 
turn her identity into that of a revolutionary. 

A3 the novel opens, Vilma's.lint penon narratioo places the reader in a 
context which is full of references to various mythological sites of Cuban 
revolutionary history. Vilma is in a crowded lrain bound to Oriente, 
traditiooally the 0l.)Sl revolutionary region in Cuba. Ali stated by the I18lT8lor, 
the passengers are helIdcd for a lraining Camp foc volunleer teachers in MinBs 
del Frio, the location of the.lint contingent of studenls who were sent to the 
countryside to tc8cb literacy. On her way 10 Minis del Frio, Vilma pllH:S by 
Yara, where the famous revoltof~e1 gritode Yara~ was initiated (1868); Yara 
is a key symbol of rebellion, for it was there that the .lint important Cuban 
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revolt against Spain took place. Once the CubllJl Re:volutioo triumphed. 
however, the whole Oriente region was redefmed as <Xle of the most faithful 
to the Revolution, 8Ild the first contingent of the Literacy ClllIlpaign was to 
make sure that there would be no exception to that rule. Minas del Frio is in 
Sjara Maestra, the !lCeIlC oftbc guerrilla struggle: thus. Sierra Mae,tra hon<n 
ils name, when the mountaiJu which ooce fanned revolutionaries are the site 
of instruction of illiterates as well as !he place where skeptics like Vilma 
finally embrace the Revolution. 

T~ revolutionaries, 89 described in the book. are Ilways such: they ooly 
have to HOUze their revolutioruuy self ·Understanding" or "becaninS clear" 
is the process of coming toward such II realizalioo.. The narrative ofMae,tra 
focuses on the process of Vilma's IIrtder.rkmding. which brings 8 cban8C of 
identity in her and presumably that ofUle reader. n.: voice of the Il8IIBtor is 
8 first person situated in the present, events being cotempor8neOll.'l with the 
narration. In reading this oovel the reader easily identifies with the charader. 
roc the first. peBOIl narration in the PreriCnt not only gives immediacy to the 
character's cogitations, but it may make the actual reading become 8 sat of 
recitation.] MOIWVO'". Vilma voices complainls and ideological qualms thaL 
any reader who may have experienced volunteer work in the RevolutiOll can 
relate to: Vilma's character confiunts the reader with 8 familiarity that he/she: 
CIID. identify with. 

Vilma gets to ",nden/aM through exposure to 8 series of phys;caJ: md 
ideologicBl elements which are slien to her. At the beginning of the novel 
Vilma's interior mooologue focU'JCs OIl the suffering of her body through 
circumstances that one may call physical trials. such IS II kJng, uncanflJ'tablc: 
!rip. Ii«_ complain" reveal.,.;r........., bwrgm;' ~1y--by 

revolutionary standards-- which will chlinF IS the oovd pI'08I'CS8C8. It is also 
in the joumcy loWsrd Minas del Frio that Vilma is exposed to her fim 
ideological trials. The peoplc with whom she: travels ICptesetJt II s:ries of 
attitudes and political cmvictioos thal Vilma has come to abboc. The implicit 
value judgement in the text emerges when her deprecating cmunc:nts are 
juxtaposed to representations of virtuous revolutionaries, IS in: 

Aqucl nwc.baclx:J DXlI"CIlO de III eamisa Ria y rmchila y boin.I. del 
mismo colOl". C!I repugnante. iSerd ,ocialuta? 

RC'1UlO7l\() que vO'f alSO dispucsta 8 no creer. 8 no aceptar. La 
muclulcha que villja 8 mi derecba va optirIWItI mirando el paisIljc y 
de tanto en tanto me babla de su pobrczs.. del saaificio de 18 nudre 
para pagarle el colegio, etc (8 unphasis miner" 



A:J in the pllS!lllge above, vilma's disgust towmd the appearao:e ofcertain 
people is attached ttl a given political idea. Her mltit rejeclt:d DOtion is that of 
·socill1ism": Vilma embodies the distrust thai man~ people of the Cuban 
middle class had on the idea ofSocialism. Wrinen in 1962, when the Cuban 
Revolutioo had just hem prrelaimed ":Marxist-Leninist,· the novel is designed 
ttl dispel the !lUSpicions that such a ooooept had aroused in the Cuban people. 
By having Vilma voice many of lMse !lUSpiciCllS and eventually Bdhm: ttl the 
Revolution with all its consequences, the author off€r!l a model for the 
s1ceptical reader. 

The style ofthe first part cithe 'txd::, Vilma's joumcy lo Sierra Maestra. 
is ofthe kind characterized by Mikhail Bakhtin as "hidden polemic." Hidden 
polemic is not monologic, as II tolalizing discoune expressing only orte 

opinion might be. bul. dialogic. in thai it integraL.es at IeIISI. two voices. In this 
integration the voice of the aulhor's point of vie'N is given promineru:e, 
however, while the voice ofthe Other is antagonized In Bal:htin's own wonl.s: 

In a hidden polemic the author's discoune is directed loWard its 
own referential object, as in lilly other discourse. but at the SIIRle 

time every statement abow the object is constructed in such II way 
that, apart from its referential meaning. a polemicol blow is struck. 
lit the other's discounte on the same theme. at the other's 9talcmenl 
about the same object (Bakhtin Problem8 of Do3IoeV8N;J'.J 
PoetiC3 107). 

In the case of ViImB. the first person narrator po3CS as the voice of the 
other (the skepticol, the non-revolutionary) althe beginning of the novel. In 
her interior JD(D)logLEs, the I ciMae3tm vo/unlario is implicitly antagooizing 
itself: the narrata'ial >Moe p-esenls informatioo. to the reader in a slanted way, 
by juxt.aposiJl8 idrological stances strategically, in a manner tba1 gives more 
legitimacy to revolutionary beliefs. This narrative leclm.ique revt:als an 
overlapping between the narrator's and the IIUthor's design: to persuade the 
reader to transform his a her identity. In her interior monologues Vi1m8 
voices the position critical of the Revolution, .!IO that lID 1lveJ1l8e reader may 
identify with it. A:J the reading unfolds. bowever, Vilma's critical attiLude 
diminishes and gives way to that of an inc:.rcasingIy convinced revolutionary. 

The joumcy toward the Sieln n:p~ the time ofmaja exposure and 
identity trlllnSfonns.tioo fa Vilma. Vilma's total ooov€r!lion is very gradual: as 
she sets to the Camp. her interia monologues and fin4 pc:no1 DBlTabon give 
way to a second penon narration ("IKtiOIros·) thus indicaLing that she is more 
integrated in the group and more aoc.eptin8 of the collective spirit of the 
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Revolution. Owing lo limilatioos of!lpace I will now fOCU'l on. the culmination 
of this conversion which coincides --not surpri9ingly~· with the 8.9CenSion to 
the Turquino peak. 

EI Turquino i!l the highest mountain peak in Sierra Maestra, and 
according to the legend it served lIS the guerrilla beadquarters. The l.elICher 
training camps used lo end willi ritual ascents lo the peak, oftm up lo three 
Urnes. Vilma emerges "victcrious· after the three asccnsiOll.'l, for not mIy has 
Me endured exhaustion but also the excruciating pain of a twisted anklc:1be 
strenuous walk is repeatedly pfl:5elllOO in the: text as 80 allegory foc 
revolutionary effort, besides literally being the proofoftbcir endurance: 

E1 camino es largo, muy lar8\). La pendjente es dificil de escalar. 
N<l quieran &preSllnlr.lli: demasiado. 10 importante es lJegar. Fn los 
trechos mas pendientes cncontrllran ratees de las cuales puedcn 
sujetarse pan subir coo. rnA."! segwidad. AI hacerlo deben fijllI1le 
primero si Is ra1z estA fmne. tan ftnne que sostenga el ~ del 
cuerpo... £1 Turquino es nucstra misi.6n pocquc nuestra revoluei6n 
socialista necesita de nosotros. Porque de: nosotros, de nueslr8 
resistencia y de nueslni moral depende el futuro de: nuestro 
pals (122).$ 

These words recall Che Guevar.'s, in "Socialism and Man in Cub.", 
where cauti0D.9 about time and amount of effort needed in the Revolution are 
reilmlted, while 81 the same Lime there is the certainty that the future depends 
00 the revolutionaries: 

La revoluci6n SIC haec 8 traves del hombre. pcro eI blmbre tiene 
que forjar df•• dfs so tsplritu fevoluciooario. As! V8DlOS 

marchando.... El camino C8 largo Y de!JCOOOCido en parte; 
conocerooe nuestras limilaciones. Harc:moe eI hombre del siglo 
XXI: nosolros Illim:lo8 (Guevara 70-71).6 

In the novel'! ~ the road mthe ~Wao is lIbo Ioog IIDd arduoos. 
and --85 in Cbe's speecb- the c1imber9 arc warned that they 9bou1d nat 80 too 
fast; they am bold on lo certain roots thaL IDlY help them on the wtrj, but they 
have lo make sure that these roots 1ft strong, i.e revolutionaries should nol 
bold on lo ideological traps. The success of the Revolution relies on. their 
endurance, a military principle b89Cd on the notion of exislmce as struggle. 
Their climbing the Turquioo is a test oftime Cllpacitics: thus, <nee they reach 
the peak, they shout ~IVencimos eI Turquino!- (134). 
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The pll8Sllge serves IS a metapbcK for Vilma's tnmsfonnatioo of identity. 
Her progressive disembodiment serves to illustrate her focus on the 
revolutionary ethics of sacrifice and commitment to ideals. Vilma's 
conversion, from an identity that a !ikeptical reader could identify wi1h.. to a 
true revolutionary, serves to interpellate the reader m:I persuade him Of her to 
adopt the revolutionary identity. After Vilma climbs the Turquino. the 
ideological and physical obstacles for IISsuming a new identity have been 
removed. The novel a-chestrates a change of identity in the reader. 001 only 
by posing Vilma as a model, but also by providing images of Cuban. nslurc lIS 

intrinsically revolutionary as well as appealing to the reader's need to belong 
to the revolutionary nation. In an exl.ended version of this paper I show the 
multiple devices used to fulfil the inlml of the Literacy Campaign: to teach the 
Cub8I1 people to become true revolutionaries. 

George Wmhjngton Univenity 

NOTES 

I For instance, according to Medin, these were the titles of some of the 
readings in the primer: "The Agrar18I1 Reform Cooperative," "Every Cuban 
O\lme:r ofHis Heme," "The Militi.8S," "Cube b 00l Alcoe." In addilim. the last 
I.c5I consisted ofthe dictatioo of a paragrapb thal synthesized the objectives of 
the revolutiOfW)' government, and once the test was passed the student was 
required to write a letter to Fidel Castro (Medin 71). 

2. I prefer the term "identity" over Altllll.1gef'lI "subjectivity" because it 
describes moce accurately the fllet that an. ideolOHY a:mtructs in us scmetbi.n8 
which is additional to wbat we would calla basic subjectivity. A3 we will see 
below, according to AlthllSSa"s thl:ay, when a reader receives an ideological 
text, his or b:r subjectivity is already formed, but be or she can be persuaded 
to take a given "subject position": I call this position --which can be multi­
faceted-- an "identity." 

) By "recitation" I mean that, by reading a narration in the first pcnoo. 
one is enacting the "I" as one's own voice, which makes the proce!lS of 
identification more likely to take place. Saint Augustine's Conje33;OBJ, 
written in the nrst. person and meant to be a form ofprayer. is an exaIIlPle of 
8 kind of IexI that is aimed &I provoking an identification between the reader 
and the protagonist of the autobiography, in order to persuade the reader to 
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take 8t Augustine's life as 611 example and undergo the same conversion thaI 

he ""l'::!.enc<s. 
-That blade. young man with the red shirt tnl the rnatehirli!: bAclqlack and 

beret., he is disgusting. Wi/I M be socialist? 
I must confess I am somehow ready to not believe, 10 not accept The 

young WOOlan who sits OIl my right is lcx*ing III the l..mscape optimistically, 
and from time to time she Ialks to me about her poverty. the sacrifice her 
mother hBd to do to pay for her school, etc~ (translation and emph8.'Jis mine). 

~ ~Tbe path is long. very long. The hill is difficult to climb. Dm'l yoo try 
10 rush 100 muclJ.. The impa1ant thing is to get th:re. In !he steq:>est stretch:s 
you win fmd roOOl you will be able to hold (II to, in crder to elimb moo:: safely. 
1N'he:n you do uun, you must check that the root is fumly attached, !IO finnly 

!hat it w:ill support the weight of the body.... The Turquino is our mission 
bec8U.'/le our socialist revolution needs us, bec8Uge the future of our country 
depends 011 us, on our resistance and our morale- (translation mine). 

6 -The revolution is made through man. but man must forge his 
revolutionary spirit ds:yby day. Thus we marm 00.... The road is long and in 
part unknown. We know our limitatiOWl. We will creste the man of the 
twenty-first century ··we, OUl"llC!ve!lM (Translation Pathfinder edition, 16-17). 
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