
From American Empire to América Cósmica through Philosophy: Prospero’s Reflection
Review by Alexander V. Stehn

From American Empire to América Cósmica through Philosophy: Prospero’s 
Reflection by Terrance MacMullan, Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2023, 270P, 
ISBN-13: 978-1793653741


 
by Alexander V. Stehn


	 In this scholarly and thought-provoking book, Terrance MacMullan makes an 
important contribution to the broader task of “bridging the rift separating the 
philosophical conversations of predominantly English-speaking North America and 
predominantly Spanish and South or Latin America” (viii). The chronological and 
geographical scope of MacMullan’s book is one of its most impressive features, so let 
me alphabetically name just a few of the philosophers he engages in English and 
Spanish as North-South pairs to give a sense of the book’s tremendous range: Addams 
and Alberdi, Anzaldúa and Bolívar, DuBois and Frondizi, Emerson and Ingenieros, 
James and Martí, Peirce and Rodó, Royce and Vasconcelos. This list leaves out a lot, 
including all the living philosophers writing in both Spanish and English that MacMullan 
engages and cites throughout, but even this heavily truncated list gestures toward 
MacMullan’s success in fostering “a genuine, integrated inter-American philosophy 
capable of deconstructing the legacy of the United Sates’ white supremacist empire in 
the Americas and to envision a greater America—[…] una América Cósmica—that 
achieves the promise of our ideals by being fully democratic, engaged, and pluralistic” 
(xv). 


	 Readers of the Inter-American Journal of Philosophy will almost certainly 
appreciate MacMullan’s carefully researched contribution to inter-American philosophy 
across the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries. In fact, the book’s three 
main parts—1) Perils and Possibilities of Inter-American Philosophy, 2) Inter-American 
Philosophy as Resistance to Propaganda, and 3) Inter-American Philosophy as a 
Legitimate Aspiration—put historical meat on the bones of the analytic categories 
MacMullan presented in this journal a decade ago: “Fact, Propaganda or Legitimate 
Aspiration? Frondizi on the Philosophic Unity of the Two Americas” (2014).


	 MacMullan and I are each peculiarly situated to build these philosophical bridges 
between the “Two Americas” as white men who grew up in Spanish-speaking places 
that our non-Hispanic families had just moved to: Puerto Rico and South Texas. 
Although geographically and culturally distinct, both are places where the U.S. border 
crossed the majority population—Puerto Ricans in 1898 and Mexican Americans in 
1848—making both MacMullan and I accidental colonialists and proving Dewey right: 
“Imperialism is Easy” (1926). In other words, we grew up in the very rifts that we now 
seek to understand and bridge from our gringo Boricua or Anglo Tejano subject 
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positions that speak and read Spanish in dialogue with “the wisdom of philosophical 
voices from across all of the Americas” (viii). 


	 More than one philosophical voice was entirely new to me, including Pedro Albizu 
Campos, who MacMullan presents as “an American Socrates and the gadfly of the 
American empire” (147). I was ashamed by the fact that I had never heard of this public 
philosopher, but as MacMullan rightly points out: “Albizu Campos’s voice was not just 
ignored: it was violently suppressed by U.S. colonial authorities in Puerto Rico after he 
spent decades denouncing the cruelty and corruption of yanqui colonialism, proclaiming 
the sovereign rights of the people of Puerto Rico and above all refusing to acquiesce to 
the propaganda that Puerto Rico rightfully belonged to the United States” (143). 
Although Albizu Campos was a World War I veteran and the first Puerto Rican to 
graduate from Harvard Law School, he was also an activist for Puerto Rican 
independence who spent 26 years of his life in prison (1936-1947 and 1950-1965). The 
speeches that he gave while he was out of prison from 1948 to 1950 “argued that the 
U.S. occupation of Puerto Rico was the real crime and that it was no crime for the 
people of Puerto Rico to fight for their freedom against an imperial power, just as 
Washington did against the British. Like Socrates, his offence was one of speaking 
against injustice” (153).


	 Having lived most of my life in South Texas, I have learned a lot about how the 
U.S. government only selectively honors the citizenship of Mexican Americans—e.g., by 
illegally deporting hundreds of thousands of U.S. citizens of Mexican descent in two 
waves that chronologically coincide with the two periods that Albizu Campos spent in 
prison. And as an American philosopher who loves teaching Socrates in conjunction 
with Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” or Leopoldo Zea’s “La 
filosofía como compromiso,” I was excited to order a used copy of La palabra como 
delito: los discursos por los que condenaron a Pedro Albizu Campos, 1948-1950. 
Published in Puerto Rico in 1993, this book is out of print. It is not even listed on 
Amazon.com, much less available for purchase. Until MacMullan’s book came along, 
Albizu Campus fell through the cracks of my inter-American philosophy. As a Puerto 
Rican imprisoned for 26 years, perhaps he was too “Latin American” to be American 
and too “American” to be Latin American. In any case, the public education I received 
kept Puerto Ricans far away from me—even though they are my fellow citizens—just as 
it taught me almost nothing about the Mexican Americans and Mexicans who I grew up 
with in South Texas, proof that an inter-American philosophy like the one MacMullan 
develops is much needed not just between the U.S. and Latin America but also within 
the U.S. itself.


	 I am thus grateful to MacMullan for introducing me to Albizu, who “implored his 
audience to not be bamboozled by the yanqui propaganda that Puerto Rico is poor 
because it lacks resources, or suffers from a primitive culture. They were poor because 
of colonialism. They had resources: they didn’t have access to their resources because 
of U.S. colonialism that was exporting them. They were poor because they are being 
robbed by the very people who claimed to be civilized, who claimed to be there to help” 
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(160). I cannot wait to teach Albizu’s texts alongside Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La 
Frontera (1987). Change “Puerto Rico” to “Deep South Texas” and “Puerto Ricans” to 
“Mexicans” and the narrative almost perfectly parallels Anzaldúa’s description of how 
her family went from owning their own land in South Texas as far back as when it was 
Mexico to working as sharecroppers and migrant laborers.


	 By weaving Anzaldúa’s philosophy through his last three chapters, MacMullan 
urges gringos or yanquis to “confront our Gringo Doppelganger,” practice what Anzaldúa 
called “spiritual activism,” and create a genuinely inter-American path “toward a loving 
community of the Americas or una América Cósmica” (169). MacMullan artfully presents 
Anzaldúa’s spiritual and emotional path of conocimiento as a philosophical way of life 
that accepts ambiguity, acknowledges and corrects the harms of oppression, and tries 
to help us all heal and find community together. In Anzaldúa’s words, “The answer to the 
problem between the white race and the colored, between males and females, lies in 
healing the split that originates in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, our 
languages, our thoughts” (211). Early in the book, where MacMullan also names 
Anzaldúa’s personal and philosophical genre of autohistoria-teoria as a model, he 
identifies the split that originated in him during his childhood: “My life experiences in 
Puerto Rico and the states led me to wonder from an early age about what America is, 
who Americans are, and how all the different peoples of the America relate” (xiii). As a 
fellow gringo/yanqui/Anglo, I agree with MacMullan that not many white people seem 
interested in this project, especially if it involves us learning other people’s languages, 
histories, cultures, and philosophy. But just like Anzaldua’s work, MacMullan’s book 
“invites reflection and introspection at least as much as it does analysis” (212).


	 I do wish that MacMullan’s book risked speaking in the first-person singular more 
often. The first-person plural runs throughout the book, which is full of insights about 
many kinds of Americans. MacMullan’s insights are hard-won, achieved through both 
careful study and personal reflection, so I suppose that I am asking from MacMullan 
what Thoreau both demanded of himself and gave to his readers in Walden: “a simple 
and sincere account of his own life” (1854), but I also want an inter-American, 
Anzaldúan twist. How did MacMullan’s mestizo consciousness develop? Who is this 
gringo Boricua? (xii). At the end, he writes: “I struggled throughout this book with words 
like ‘us’ and ‘our’ and ‘American’” (216). These are hard words for anyone, and they 
have been much debated across the history of inter-American philosophy and the pages 
of this journal. Regardless of what readers think “we” should do with words like 
“American,” MacMullan’s book criticizes the narrow, white supremacist epistemologies 
of ignorance that haunt yanqui America by exploring philosophical resources from 
across the Americas to “strive for an ‘us’ that includes everyone” (216). In short, 
MacMullan takes us From American Empire to América Cósmica through Philosophy.
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