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S H E R R Y  J O H N S O N

Introduction: Señoras . . . no ordinarias

High atop the Castillo de la Real Fuerza in old Havana a bronze wind vane
crafted in the figure of a woman sways in the breeze as she surveys the horizon
that stretches to her north. Official guidebooks and architectural histories of the
city relate that the statue symbolizing victory was inspired by a similar figure,
La Giraldilla, that watches over the city of Seville, Spain.1 Local Cuban lore
tells a different story, however, as Cubans claim the woman atop La Fuerza as
one of their own: Doña Isabel de Bobadilla, the widow of Hernán de Soto, who
came to Cuba in 1538 to organize and equip his ill-fated expedition to conquer
La Florida.2 Isabel remained in Cuba while her husband sailed on his fateful
voyage in May 1539. According to Cuban legend, when the news of de Soto’s
death reached Havana, Doña Isabel died of a broken heart.3 The figure atop La
Fuerza, then, symbolizes the faithful wife, who scans the Straits of Florida for
eternity, always turning toward the wind that will bring her missing husband
home.4

Beginning with the life history of Isabel de Bobadilla, it is Cuban women,
nurtured in a tradition of gender relations particular to the island, who have lent
their life experiences to the inspiration and conceptual framework for the es-
says in this issue. The essays provide an interdisciplinary analysis of women’s
contributions to political, social, and economic processes on the island that
reads across the grain of patriarchal history. They emphasize the female experi-
ence, at various times and within various groups in Cuban society, as a means of
exploring the tumultuous road to national identity. Building upon established
concepts that inform women’s studies, this collection identifies unique themes
that recur throughout Cuban history and contributed to women’s lives: the
malleability of Cuban identity, militarization and militancy, and disorder and
uncertainty in politics, the economy, and society. Individually and collectively,
these factors have often allowed—indeed, demanded—that Cuban women
trespass traditional gender boundaries. In this, the unique circumstances of the
island differentiates Cuban women’s experiences from those of women in other
regions. Beginning with the earliest years of settlement and continuing into the
twenty-first century, the degree to which Cuban women have participated in
extraordinary activities has became increasingly more frequent, so that, in turn,
their ability to trespass grew to be the norm, an expectation that presented the
island’s people with openings for the evolution of a unique identity. The expec-
tation that they would cross gender boundaries represents a constant in Cuban
women’s lives, whether applied to Isabel de Bobadilla in the sixteenth century,
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2 : Sherry Johnson

to the mambisas of the independence struggles from 1868 to 1898, or to women
such as Celia Sánchez who made the Cuban Revolution a reality.

Setting the Historic Precedent

Many books have been written about the conquerors of the Americas but
virtually nothing is known about their women, among them Isabel de Boba-
dilla, a remarkable woman by modern standards, who was even more remark-
able for her day. Born into the highest nobility in Spain, Doña Isabel led a
colorful and exciting life. Her family associations linked her with the Hapsburg
Court and also with many of the men who were at the vanguard of exploration,
conquest, and settlement of the Americas.5 She was most certainly related to
Francisco de Bobadilla, the visitador who was sent to Hispaniola in 1499 to
bring Christopher Columbus’s recalcitrant colony under control, and who ul-
timately arrested the Admiral and returned him to Spain in chains.6 Her uncle,
the Count of Gómera, served as the governor of that island in the Canary
Islands that was the stopover point for ships sailing to the New World.7 Isabel’s
first husband, Pedro d’Arias (Pedrarias), was one of the conquerors of Central
America, who was subsequently rewarded with the governorship of Nicaragua.
In compliance with the decrees that dictated that married men must bring their
wives with them to the Indies, Isabel accompanied d’Arias to Central America
in 1514.8 After Arias’s death in 1531, Isabel returned to Spain, where she
married Hernán de Soto. Later, in similar fashion, she would accompany her
new husband to his post in Cuba, from whence he would launch his expedition
to conquer Florida.9

The sixteenth century was a dangerous time in the Spanish Empire. One
could never be certain who was friend and who was foe, either on a personal or
a political basis. The conquerors of the Americas were an unruly bunch who
would casually discard any loyalty to their comrades in order to serve their
own interests.10 Compounding matters, Spain’s American possessions were
under attack from her European rivals, and beginning in 1504, French ‘‘raiders,
traders and invaders’’ led the assault against Spanish settlements in the Carib-
bean.11 Under such circumstances, de Soto’s decision to name Isabel de Bobo-
dilla as acting governor of Cuba in his absence was an extraordinary (and
telling) act.12

Hernán de Soto’s unusual decision not only broke with tradition within
sixteenth-century patriarchal society, but it also spoke volumes as to his opin-
ion of her capacity to govern. In the cutthroat atmosphere of the early colonies,
Isabel de Bobadilla would have been granted no concessions for her gender;
thus, she must have possessed the toughness, shrewdness, and good judgment
required to negotiate the political minefield of Spanish Court politics.13 Signifi-
cantly, de Soto trusted her above his male counterparts, so he certainly was
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convinced of her competence and loyalty to the union formed by their mar-
riage. A wealth of surviving documents demonstrate that she was not merely
the de jure governor of the island, but the de facto governor as well. During her
tenure (1539–1543), she dealt with many of the mundane issues that con-
fronted all New World governors, such as the treatment of the Cuban Indians,
but at the same time she was able to neutralize the bitter partisan rivalries
among the European settlers.14 Simultaneously, she advanced the work, begun
by her husband, on Havana’s first fortress—the predecessor of La Fuerza,
which would bear her image—so that the city would be able to withstand the
enemy attacks that daily were becoming more frequent.15 More important,
correspondence addressed directly to Isabel from the king of Spain acknowl-
edged her status as governor, thereby setting the precedent for legitimate tres-
pass for the generations of women to come.

The conditions that shaped Isabel de Bobadilla’s life became the circum-
stances under which the women of Cuba would live their lives for the following
five centuries. French freebooters led by Jacques Sores sacked Havana and
burned Doña Isabel’s fortress in 1555. Over the next two centuries attacks on
and invasions of Cuba were frequent; only Havana, with its immense fortifica-
tions and military presence, was immune to the daily threat. Even that changed
in 1762 when the city fell to a siege and bombardment mounted by a British
naval squadron. As a consequence, the province of Florida was ceded to Britain
in 1763 and the Florida community evacuated to Havana. From the moment
they set foot on Cuban soil, the women from Florida petitioned the Spanish
monarch for an acknowledgment of their sacrifices, for a recognition of their
status, and for financial redress. In 1772 Charles III (1759–1788) agreed to the
women’s demands, writing: ‘‘These are not ordinary women [señoras . . . no
ordinarias] . . . and so they shall be recognized.’’16 In so doing, he reinforced
and legitimized the singular range of behavior allowed to Cuban women.

Concepts and Themes

This collection of articles addresses a long-neglected area of Cuban studies, the
role of women in shaping the island’s identity. Over the past several decades,
the study of women’s issues in Latin America has evolved to a relatively high
level of sophistication, but scholarship on Cuba lags behind.17 With some
notable exceptions, the use of gender as a conceptual category has been under-
utilized for the island.18 The study of gender becomes more complicated when
the concept of national identity (cubanía, cubanidad, lo cubano) is factored in
to the analysis. Just what and who are Cuban are contested concepts. And while
a long scholarly tradition has developed which seeks to define the complex
development of national identity, and many authors who contribute to the
tradition find various ways of describing the enigma, few offer explanations of
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4 : Sherry Johnson

how and/or why identity is so elusive.19 Moreover, a gendered dimension is
rarely included. By viewing identity formation from the inside out—that is,
from a subjective perspective—we hope to begin to understand this problem.

We begin with the historical circumstances that guided Isabel de Bobadilla
and the lives of the women who followed in her footsteps. To be sure, the
established caveats of Latin American women’s studies in general—family,
paternalism, religion, race, honor, shame, status, and subordination—must
play a strong conceptual role in any gendered study. The fundamental concepts
of women’s studies combine with recurrent and pervasive themes particular to
Cuba that run throughout this collection of essays. The first of these themes is
the malleability of Cuban identity. Perhaps more than in any other region, Cuba
was shaped by its immigrants. Clearly, Isabel de Bobadilla was a peninsular;
she lived in Cuba but six years. Yet she has been adopted in Cuban popular
culture as one of the fundamental symbols of how immigrant women—Euro-
pean noblewomen, Canary Island commoners, Floridana exiles, African priest-
esses, and French prostitutes—were transformed into the mothers of subse-
quent generations of creole Cubans. Perhaps as in no other region, the island
was most successful in incorporating its waves of immigrants, providing them
with a feeling of Cubanness.20 A second, closely related conceptual category is
that of racial identification, race mixture, and/or the social consequences of
race mixture among European, African, indigenous, and Asian peoples. All
these races added to the ethnic mix in Cuba that has come to be termed ajiaco, a
type of stew.21 Like national identity, ethnic identity is also malleable, depend-
ing upon time and place. Combined with a militant Cuban nationalism that
emerged in the nineteenth century, this ethnic component of identity has devel-
oped into a complex and ever-changing aspect of modern Cuban identity.

Among the more important factors in creating a national identity are na-
tional myths.22 Although romantic myths contribute to the concept of national
identity (often at the expense of historical accuracy), for Cuban women, these
myths universally involve the ideal of sacrifice. The creation of the myth of
Isabel de Bobadilla began as early as 1605; by 1634, when the original bronze
statue of the conqueror’s wife was placed atop La Fuerza, her transformation
into a national icon had already begun.23 According to the myth, Isabel repre-
sented the original, ultimate sacrifice, through the loss of her husband, which
led, in turn, to the loss of her own life from the grief of a broken heart. It would
be nearly three hundred years before the ‘‘unpoetic documents [that] prove[d]
that she lived many years longer in Spain’’ would be discovered, thanks to the
dogged scholarship of another woman, Irene A. Wright, whose work has left a
lasting imprint on studies of the island.24

Mythmaking was also a powerful component in reinforcing Cuba’s loyalty
to Spain. In the eighteenth century, the ‘‘Damas de la Havana’’ were once again
called upon to sacrifice for Cuba. This time, they were asked to give up their
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jewels so as to finance the French fleet that was ready to sail to Yorktown to
engage the British in their war with the American colonies. Ultimately, it was
said, this sacrifice had led to the independence of the former British colonies in
America. Two centuries would pass before the historian James A. Lewis would
establish that the actual source of funds for this operation was the situado
(subsidy), a fund that originated in Mexico that was usually earmarked to pay
the salaries of soldiers, but was used instead to subsidize the French fleet.25

The most enduring example of the power of mythmaking is in the legend
that has grown up around Mariana Grajales, mother of the Maceo brothers and
the quintessential example of sacrifice, since nine of her children lost their lives
in the wars of independence. By the mid–twentieth century, the myth of Mari-
ana had assumed such proportions that she was designated the ‘‘official mother
of Cuba.’’26 This contrasts with other Latin American nations who often have
difficulty in reconciling their myths about heroic female protagonists.27 Such is
not the case in Cuba, however, where even into the present, the unequivocal
measure of womanhood in Cuba remains her duty to sacrifice for the good of
the nation.

The malleability of Cuban identity, the racial component of identity in
Cuba, and mythmaking are all conceptual categories that contribute to under-
standing Cuban women’s experiences in general, but certain themes influence
this collection of essays in particular. The first is the pervasive influence of
militarization that, over a period of five centuries, became ingrained in the
collective Cuban mentality.28 From its earliest days, Cuba was forced to dedi-
cate enormous resources to its own defense. By the nineteenth century, the
danger of invasion had abated, but the military then became preoccupied with
struggles from within, which took the shape of slave rebellion, protests against
Spanish rule, and uprisings against elected governments in the Republic. Be-
cause their men were often absent and life was precarious, Cuban women
became accustomed to being in charge and assumed tasks that were not gener-
ally performed by women. Moreover, living in a militarized society led to a
unparalleled degree of militancy on the part of Cuban women.

The permanent state of political instability also created an internal climate
predicated upon disorder and uncertainty.29 Political instability goes hand-
in-hand with economic insolvency. As Cuba moved toward a monoculture
economy based upon sugar production, its economic foundations became in-
creasingly less stable and its internal economy increasingly more precarious.
Uncertainty even extended to the environment. The island was continually at
risk for hurricanes alternating with drought, and the effects of climate and
disaster became more severe as the island’s population increased. In addition,
until the early twentieth century, the multitude of fevers and epidemics made
life both miserable and vulnerable for the island’s residents. As a consequence,
Cubans continually lived on the brink of disaster, in a paradoxical state of both
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6 : Sherry Johnson

apprehension and constant readiness. Women were expected to be able to take
charge of their families on a moment’s notice, and thus, the women of Cuba
became accustomed to a blurring of gender roles between proper and improper
female behavior, lines of demarcation that were inviolable elsewhere.

The essays presented here share one or more of the themes outlined above,
and all point to a repeated phenomenon: the traversing of gender boundaries
and the exalting of women who traversed such boundaries to defy invaders and
uphold the government, be it monarchy or nation, democracy or socialist revo-
lution. From colonial Hispanic society, Cuba inherited a patriarchal society.
Yet, circumstances propelled the women of Cuba, willingly and unwillingly, to
invade masculine territory over and over again. Still, the fact that women
assumed men’s tasks or were identified as symbols of leadership or images of
the nation did not imply a defiance of the incumbent patriarchy. Quite the
contrary: it meant executing extreme bravery for the island and for the men
who governed it.

Our studies of how Cuban women traversed gender boundaries have led us
to new understandings—of the origins of patriotic loyalty, of the idea of female
honor and fidelity to a nation, of feminine purity applied to politics, of the
promotion of commercialized sex as a means for men to ascend to political
power, and of female acquisition of power through the practice of Afro-Cuban
religion. In short, because Cuba experienced rapid and disorienting change,
women were consistently challenged to behave exceptionally in the male do-
main without toppling the myth of the patriarchy. The essays here also contrib-
ute to Cuban historiography by associating the constant threat the island has
faced since the Spanish conquest with the expectation that women will assume
extraordinary responsibilities. Such expectations have had an effect on Cuba’s
national image and on the gendering of its national culture. Over time, social
norms were so often violated that the definitions of the norms themselves
became blurred. The trespassing of boundaries led to new understandings,
bridges to new social relations in keeping with social desires. It also resulted in
the absence of defining qualities, a lack of clear direction, and a constant state
of ‘‘becoming’’ that never crystallized into a shared sense of self. Gender
relations and divisions are, of course, foundational norms that have governed
families, neighborhoods, and communities from colonial times to the present.
If these distinctions are blurred, then the larger institutions of politics and
society are also unclear, uncertain, and potentially contested.30

The Contributions

The selection of contributors balances the work of established scholars with
that of relative newcomers to the field, and the theoretical and methodological
approaches are deliberately multidisciplinary. The collection begins with an
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essay by Sherry Johnson that challenges one of the most enduring myths about
female behavior during the British occupation of Havana in 1762. Set within
the theoretical framework of recent scholarship on honor, Johnson argues that
because of the exigencies of the conflict, rather than engaging in traitorous
activities, white women, free women of color, and slave wives assumed re-
sponsibilities normally reserved for men. The author speculates that the experi-
ences of Cuba’s eighteenth-century women, forged in the crucible of continual
warfare, provided the roots for the mambisa tradition in the following century.
Miguel W. Ramos’s essay establishes the consequences of a personal feud
among three female priestesses of the African religion Regla de Ocha, which
led to the cult’s dispersion to Matanzas in the late 1880s. Ramos’s work com-
bines historical evidence, folklore, and oral history in the tradition of Fernando
Ortiz and Lydia Cabrera. It offers, perhaps, the most salient example of the
multiplicity of issues that are raised in this collection of essays. K. Lynn
Stoner’s contribution follows the evolution of the woman warrior as a cultural
symbol from the Ten Years War through the Revolution. Stoner’s analysis dem-
onstrates how individual heroines sacrificed themselves and their families in
challenging colonialism, imperialism, and dictatorship, and how each heroic
warrior was appropriated by the regime in power to create national myths to
sustain its authority. Drawing upon method and theory in recent scholarship on
prostitution, Mayra Beers examines the demimonde of Havana in 1908 and
establishes the power of mythmaking in a society searching for an independent
identity. Her work explores Cuba’s nascent nationalism through a biography of
one of its most enigmatic figures, Alberto Yarini y Ponce de León—descended
from an aristocratic family, but renowned as the most famous pimp in Cuban
history. Yarini’s wide appeal to many sectors of Havana society makes him the
quintessential example of an individual whose identity crossed race, class, and
gender boundaries. In his piece, Kirwin (Kirk) Shaffer demonstrates how anar-
chists used gender issues to critique the unsatisfying reality that faced the
Cuban nation after 1902. Through an analysis of anarchists’ political tracts and
popular culture, Shaffer demonstrates how the victimization of women was
both a reality and a powerful tool used by radicals to enlist new recruits to their
cause. Tiffany Thomas-Woodard reveals mythmaking in action in her profile of
one of the most important women in recent Cuban history, Celia Sánchez
Manduley. Sánchez was Fidel Castro’s constant companion beginning with
their guerrilla activities against Fulgencio Batista’s dictatorship in the 1950s
and continuing until her death in January 1980. She was one of the most
influential personalities of revolutionary Cuba and her life story has given rise
to some of the most enduring and pervasive gender images and behavioral
norms of modern Cuba. K. Lynn Stoner’s conclusion recapitulates how Cuban
scholarship has recorded the female experience throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. She finds that the story of women’s lives has rarely been told by women
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8 : Sherry Johnson

themselves, that their experiences have been appropriated to project national
values, and that traversing gender lines has not challenged the patriarchy but
instead has bolstered it.
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