
Preface 

 

 

Diego Rivera (1886-1957), detail from The Landing at Veracruz, the last panel in the sequence of murals at the Palacio 

Nacional, Mexico City.  Fresco.  Painted 1929-1945.  Photograph by Megan Buaas, October 2008. 

 

This study’s long-ago origins are not located in the arresting gaze of the baby you see in this 

image; yet, as it happens, this book can be understood as an extended meditation on that gaze: what 

his gaze might be saying to us; and what we might or should say by way of response to him—

assuming, that is, that we can understand his gaze.  It is my hope that we can.  In a variety of texts 

and images from throughout the Western Hemisphere, from Columbus’s first voyage to the cusp of 

the 21st century, I will try to show that we can find versions of that impassive, very nearly inscrutable 

gaze.  That gaze is, I will contend, both the origin of and a symbol for what I call New World 

culture, calmly regarding us.  But before I discuss that baby, I should say a few words about the 

context within which he appears. 



This detail is from Diego Rivera’s fresco The Landing at Veracruz,1  the last panel (and the last 

one painted) in Rivera’s spectacular sequence of murals in Mexico’s Palacio Nacional in the heart of 

Mexico City.  The Landing at Veracruz depicts a chaotic early colonial Mexico of violence, brutality, 

exploitation, and greed set into motion by the landing itself, depicted, almost as an afterthought, in 

the panel’s upper left.  The livestock we see being herded on the right-hand side of the panel are 

balanced on the left-hand side by an Indian2, bound and held down by two Spaniards, about to be 

branded on his cheek as though he were no different from the cattle on the other side of the panel; 

in the middle and background we see Indians lifting enormous logs and hitched up like plow-horses 

to till a field; in the far background the bodies of indigenous people hanging from trees serve as grim 

object lessons for those who might be tempted to resist or flee their servitude; we see money 

changing hands for, one suspects, less-than-noble reasons; we see priests seemingly indifferent to 

(and thus at least passively abetting) the myriad kinds of violence surrounding them; etc. 

This painting’s immediate audience, and that of the entire sequence of murals in the Palacio 

Nacional, is a Mexican one—more precisely, a Mexican audience that, when Rivera began painting 

the murals, was not even ten years removed from the end of the decade-long Revolution of 1910.  

This particular scene’s evocation of the colonial era’s exploitation and brutality is not intended 

merely to interpret a distant past but also to resonate with his audience’s much more recent 

memories of the exploitation and brutality of the 40-year dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, which the 

Revolution ended.  Indeed, the very building which houses these murals—its physical materials as 

                                                             
1 This is the title given to the panel in a bilingual guide to the murals in the Palacio, Diego Rivera: sus frescos en el Palacio 
Nacional de México/Diego Rivera: His Murals in the National Palace of Mexico (México, D.F.: Fotocolor, 1958.  Print).  
Another, fitting title that I have seen assigned to it is Exploitation of Mexico by Spanish Conquistadors.  
 
2 I do not know what the indigenous people(s) depicted in this particular mural would have called themselves.  The 
majority of them feel, to my admittedly-untrained eye, almost anonymous—which, given the scenes depicted here, may 
indeed be part of Rivera’s point: Their rendering here seems intended to contrast with the vivid, varied depictions of 
indigenous peoples in the preceding panels.  That is, the implicit argument of this panel is that the Spaniards’ arrival has 
all but collapsed cultural differences among those peoples into a more easily exploited and brutalized sameness. 



well as its political function as the national seat of government—mutely participates in this same 

dialogue between a distant past and the present: the original structure of the Palacio, which remains 

to this day and has been added to over the centuries, was built on the site of, and with the very 

stones used for, Moctezuma’s palace in the center of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital.  Rivera, a keen 

student of his nation’s history, surely knew this and may even have intended, or at least hoped, his 

works’ immediate audience would think about and incorporate the history of the Palacio into their 

viewing of these images.  Thus, the paintings and the building that houses them together comprise a 

complex space of signification and interpretation that at once memorializes, romanticizes, breaks 

with, and extends historical and cultural memory into the present.   

But what of the thousands of non-Mexicans who have viewed these paintings, whether in 

person or via pictures?  What might they make of these exotic, apparently chaotic arrangements of 

figures?  Even if we do have some knowledge of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic and colonial past, Rivera’s 

collage-like arrangement of images and events don’t easily lend themselves to a systematic reading of 

them.  Still, I think we ostensible outsiders to these murals’ subjects may find some interpretive 

purchase as we look at them.  For those of us familiar with U.S. history, the particulars of dress and 

skin color in these murals may differ in some respects from those of our nation’s colonial and 

antebellum past, but we can easily enough see our own history’s broad foundational themes depicted 

in Rivera’s painting.  Despite the particular triumphs or failures, the wealth or poverty of the nations 

of this hemisphere, ours, after all, is a shared history.  Perhaps, indeed, we U. S. citizens may see 

more here of ourselves than we want to see.  Both of those claims—that in very broad terms the 

peoples of this hemisphere have a shared history; that that fact regularly and in various ways makes 



us throughout the hemisphere culturally and politically queasy—comprise one of this book’s 

foundational assumptions.3 

In the midst of the brutality depicted in this composition, near the center-foreground, we 

find the impassive, calm gaze of the baby, borne in a rebozo by his indigenous mother, occupying a 

neutral space between the warm browns of the Indians and the cold pallor of the Europeans, 

bundled but not bound.4  The mother herself is standing directly behind a Spaniard who is engaged 

in some sort of transaction with Cortés himself5 and a scribe recording the transaction.  We 

understand that the baby is the offspring of the Spaniard and woman and, symbolically, the violence 

and turmoil surrounding them.  Moreover, Rivera has rendered this child’s gaze so as to be difficult 

to avoid: as noted in a guide to this and the other panels of the mural, “If one walks from [the] 

extreme left to the extreme right, he will notice that the countenance and the eyes will follow 

along.”6  The guide does not mention it, but those who stand in front of the panel will also find that 

the baby is at the adult viewer’s eye-level, thus further heightening the illusion that the baby 

constantly watches us. 

Perhaps, because of viewers’ familiarity with the tragic history of Cortés’ conquest of the 

Aztecs and the colonization that followed, it might occur to them to wonder what the precise nature 

of the relationship between the indigenous mother and the Spanish father is.  Is her status now, or 

                                                             
3 That queasiness tends to apply only with regard to the nations to the south of us, however.  Indeed, I wrote the first 
draft of this preface in the summer of 2013, as the U.S. Congress debated the shape of comprehensive immigration 
reform, a key bone of contention in which is when and the extent to which “the border” will be made “secure.”  
Glaringly conspicuous in their absence from these discussions are rhetorical awareness of the geographical fact that our 
nation has more than one border and, for the most part, which border is being invoked. 
 
4 I am indebted to Megan Buaas for these observations about the fresco’s color palette and the baby’s depiction. 

 
5 Rivera was persuaded that Cortés suffered from congenital syphilis and so depicts him here as a man crippled and 
hunched over by the disease.  However, no eyewitness accounts report this to be the case, and as yet there exists no 
medical proof: his remains are in Mexico, but their exact location is a secret closely guarded by the government, out of 
fears that some might seek to destroy them.  Historical memory is long in Mexico. 

 
6 Diego Rivera: Sus frescos en el Palacio Nacional de México, n.p. 



was it once, comparable to that of the Indian slave7 whose profile we see interposed between the 

woman’s and baby’s faces?  For that matter, what is the nature of the transaction between the father, 

Cortés, and the scribe?  What exactly is he purchasing with the money he pays to Cortés, and what 

motivates him to pay it?  Is he squaring some account with the King’s representative in accordance 

with his legal obligations as a loyal subject?  These of course are important questions to explore if we 

want to gain a deeper understanding of the historical realities of the early decades of the conquest 

and colonization of our hemisphere.  But I would like to invite the reader to set those questions 

aside and consider, if only for a moment, that the baby’s impassive, inscrutable gaze is equally as 

present and thus as worthy of our consideration as are the actions of the adults who surround him.  

Indeed, given how Rivera has sought to create the illusion that the baby’s gaze follows the panel’s 

viewers as they move about in front of it, one could make the case that, at least in this instance, his 

gaze merits more of our attention.  As I look at and think about this gaze, I feel it posing to me two 

distinct yet related questions:  What do you make of this moment in which you find me?  Do you 

perhaps see yourself in my gaze? 

 Those questions, I think, can also lead us to consider other possible questions regarding the 

interaction between the mother, the father, Cortés and the government scribe.  Might the father be 

in some literal or figurative way be purchasing a kind of freedom for the woman and/or her baby—

or perhaps even, in a still more abstract way, for himself as well?  Does the possibility seem remote 

to us that this man and woman might genuinely love each other and their baby? 

In concluding his series of murals with this panel, its action set in the aftermath of the 1521 

defeat of the Aztecs, and with this mestizo child who gazes directly at the viewer, it is as though 

                                                             
 
7 Diego Rivera: Sus frescos en el Palacio Nacional de México notes that the branded “g” on the Indian’s cheek “symbolized war 
and slavery.” 



Rivera wants to confront his immediate audience—an audience, I remind the reader, only a 

generation removed from the beginning of the Revolution of 1910—with a symbolic image of itself 

as a newly-born people: a reinscribing of what for Mexicans is the primal scene of their archetypal 

origins, but this time within the context of the Here and Now; this time, to see themselves as 

politically newly-born.  The panel depicts a collection of familiar scenes from the colonial era, with 

only the depictions of Cortés, the priest, and the Aztec emissaries from Moctezuma intended to 

refer to a specific historical event.  However, the inclusion of the baby is a gesture toward a future.  

Thus, this reinscription is an example not of an American—that is, a strictly historical—moment, 

but of what this study will call a New World moment: a space that seems to exist outside history and 

is resistant to our attempts to speak of it in the terms of space and time, yet is not some figment of 

our imaginations or romantic or naïve invention.  It is undeniably present, undeniably There.8 

Every culture arises from the wreckages and comminglings of other cultures, and the 

cultures of the pre- and post-Columbian Americas are no different in that regard.  What is different 

about our post-Columbian culture is that we are witnessing its emergence in historical time—and, 

what is more, the baby in Rivera’s mural, serving as it does as a symbol of the Mexican people, also 

reminds the viewer that in historical terms, we are still very much in our infancy.  Our peoples 

cannot hide or forget their origins by substituting foundational myths for history, however much we 

may want to at times.  Mexico City itself is full of those reminders.  An inscription engraved on a 

large stone slab at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas at Tlatelolco , the site of the last great battle 

between the Spaniards and the Aztecs, tells its readers that Cuauhtemoc’s defeat there by Cortés 

“was neither a triumph nor a defeat; it was the painful birth of the mestizo people of today’s 

                                                             
8 Michel Foucault’s term for such spaces is heterotopia; he defines them as spaces which “secretly undermine language, . . . 
[which] desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks” (The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences [New York: 
Vintage, 1973], xvii).  My argument will be that the oxymoronic nature of the term New World renders it a term better 
suited for an imagined space rather than one found in historic space and time (which I call the Americas).  I will discuss 
heterotopias at greater length later in this study. 



Mexico.”9  Meanwhile, the prevailing myth of the United States is that ours is a nation set apart, a 

city set upon a hill, aloft (and at times aloof) from the messy business of having come into existence; 

yet two and a half centuries of slavery and another century of systematic political, economic and 

social reduction of the slaves’ descendants to the status of second-class citizens, the dispossession of 

the Indians’  lands and cultures (and, in Texas and the Southwest, the lands of the descendants of 

Spaniards and Mexicans as well), the resentments toward successive waves of immigrants even as we 

proclaim ourselves a nation of immigrants—they and numerous other wrongs we could name ideally 

should complicate our nation’s enormous, collective self-regard and render us a little less 

complacent, at least as far as our national virtue is concerned. 

That history is familiar to even the most casual student of this hemisphere—so familiar, in 

fact, that it is not the intent of this study to dwell at any length on that history except in passing.  

Instead, my focus here will be on a different, generally less-familiar set of narratives that runs 

concurrently with those familiar ones: literary works, memoirs and crónicas, and images from 

throughout this hemisphere, from shortly after Columbus’ voyages here to the first decade of our 

own century, that present the reader with depictions of genuinely consensual interracial mixing, and 

depictions of individuals, some born here and some from other parts of the globe, who in various 

ways experience existential crises regarding their cultural identities arising from the experience of 

having lived in this hemisphere.  Though not always as familiar, these other narratives are plentiful; 

and what is more, they sometimes appear in the most unlikely of places.  Just as I believe that 

Rivera’s painting does not ask us to supplant the more-familiar, more-painful historical and fictional 

narratives of our hemisphere in favor of some happier reading of it, neither do I want my readers to 

think this book implicitly argues that these texts, or my readings of them, should supplant or 

somehow mitigate the very real horrors and injustices of our past as depicted in literary and 

                                                             
9 My translation.  Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Spanish are my own. 



historical texts.  Nor am I proposing that these texts and images are truer representations of the 

experiences of the peoples of this hemisphere—indeed, they themselves are responses to those 

experiences.  I do wish to suggest, however, that they are as true and that in and through them we 

can glimpse, however briefly, an awareness that the work of imagining this place cannot be neatly or 

fully or faithfully accomplished in Eurocentric (or, for that matter, indigenous) terms.  Though I will 

be describing the space these works reveal by using the European Renaissance term New World, in 

the pages that follow I will argue that that term, when used by this hemisphere’s writers and 

chroniclers, becomes genuinely a product of this hemisphere and not simply a version of Europe’s 

projected utopian notion onto the Americas as a (Europeans-only) return to the Garden. 

Given the rather different set of assumptions undergirding this study in comparison to other 

cultural studies of this hemisphere, its chapters will not proceed chronologically or country-by-

country.  Rather, the first two chapters will map out and argue on behalf of those assumptions 

before moving on to some thematic readings of texts.  In those later chapters, we will then have the 

freedom to read across the historical boundaries of time and place, even as we nod in 

acknowledgement of those boundaries. 

The first chapter explores the multiple contexts within which Columbus made his voyages to 

this hemisphere and then interpreted what he saw in his ship logs and his letters to the king of Spain.  

Even if Columbus himself did not recognize, or publicly acknowledge, that the set of knowledge and 

assumptions about the globe which he brought with him to this hemisphere simply was not squaring 

with what he actually observed on his four voyages in the Caribbean basin10, others in Europe 

certainly did—most notably Peter Martyr, who is attributed with coining the term New World.  

                                                             
10

 Nicolas Wey Gómez’s inimitable description of Columbus’ interpretations of what he was seeing in this hemisphere is 
“tenacious disorientation” (The Tropics of Empire: Why Columbus Sailed South to the Indies [Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2008], xvii). 



However, to use the terms Americas and New World interchangeably, as many contemporary scholars 

and critics do when writing about this hemisphere’s history and culture, catches us in something of 

the same bind in which we find Columbus, that of not being as true as possible in our attempts to 

depict the cultural life of this hemisphere.  I believe that we can resolve this dilemma by 

reappropriating New World and defining it in a less-abstract way than Martyr did.  Following 

Martinican novelist and theorist Edouard Glissant’s argument that in Caribbean literature the land 

functions as a character, I will suggest that this new definition of New World is one that 

acknowledges the land as a site of resistance to European attempts to read it, even by means of 

deploying Martyr’s New World.  Thus, it, in inextricable combination with the individual and the 

community, gives rise to its history.  The name for that history is creolization, mestizaje, miscegenation, or 

any number of other terms for interracial commingling.  I will close this chapter by offering a 

critique of a 20th-century critic’s reading of a 19th-century poem written by a black Brazilian poet, in 

order to show that another reading of the poem, what I call a New World reading, not only reveals a 

more affirmative racial politics but also allows us to see, both here and elsewhere in the literature of 

this hemisphere, a resistance to those terrible, familiar dichotomies.  But this resistance is not mere 

opposition to the larger dichotomies of History; it is a setting-aside of them, something that I call 

“the encounter with the Encounter.”   

The second chapter pivots from the first with an extended reading of U.S. writer William 

Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses (in particular “The Bear” and “Delta Autumn”) and Brazilian writer Jorge 

Amado’s Tenda dos Milagres (translated as Tent of Miracles), two very different novels as regards their 

main characters’ (and their writers’) attitudes regarding the subject of miscegenation that 

nevertheless share striking similarities in the two novels’ language and events regarding that subject.  

Through that reading, I will develop further the notion of the encounter with the Encounter via a 



phenomenon in those texts that I call Astonishment: a character’s or a narrator’s (or perhaps, at 

times, the reader’s) realization that he or she is now in the heterotopic space of the New World. 

Astonishment reveals that a feature of New World space is that the languages of historical 

space fail to convey the experiences of those who find themselves in that other space, and we will 

explore that theme in the third chapter.  Through readings of the Spanish explorer Álvar Núñez 

Cabeza de Vaca’s harrowing account of his eight-year journey across southern Texas and northern 

Mexico and Natty Bumppo’s adventures in U.S. writer James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the 

Mohicans and The Prairie, we will see each man struggle, within himself and with others, to reconcile 

and articulate their announced cultural identities with the fact that their respective extended sojourns 

with indigenous peoples have profoundly altered them.  They will fail in their attempts because they 

lack what Núñez Cabeza de Vaca calls, in a slightly different context, “a language” (I intend for the 

italic to indicate a specificity to this language—it cannot be just any language, but neither can it be 

any existing language) to perform that task. 

Closely akin to their failure is the recurring New World trope of the semiotically-unstable 

sign of the person of mixed race.  Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and Bumppo are not racially mixed, but 

their respective experiences have so marked them that we and/or others may think of them as 

having become culturally miscegenated.  This fact causes deep anxiety, both in the people with 

whom they ostensibly identify and within themselves, and each adopts different strategies, neither 

entirely successful, that seek to ameliorate that anxiety among their fellows.  Whereas the previous 

chapter explores the absence of “a language” within New World space, the fourth chapter will 

discuss examples of the Americas’ proliferation of textual and visual languages that attempt to 

account for and police the emergence, over the course of just a few generations, a bewildering 

variety of mixed-race peoples.  Just as important in this discussion is how people of mixed race think 



about and through those vocabularies that purport to classify and regulate them.  The central texts 

we will consider in this chapter are the Peruvian cronista Garcilaso de la Vega’s Royal Commentaries of 

the Incas, Faulkner’s Light in August, Mexican writer Octavio Paz’s The Labyrinth of Solitude, and U.S. 

essayist Richard Rodriguez’s Brown.  We will also examine examples of the New Spain and Peruvian 

genre of casta paintings (a genre of paintings, unique to this hemisphere, that consists of sets of 

paintings which depict racial types and their offspring) and conclude with a discussion of the 

narrative of the Virgin of Guadalupe’s appearances to Juan Diego (an Indian converted to 

Christianity) in 1531, some visual depictions of those appearances, and the tensions among various 

elements of the Church and those who venerate her.  Our Lady of Guadalupe is perhaps the 

supreme example of the indeterminacy of the mixed-race sign: one so unstable, in fact, that no one 

person or group can fully control all that she has come to signify or, indeed, may yet come to signify.  

She is the embodiment of New World space as I will be trying to describe it in these pages. 

The final chapter opens with a retelling of the story of Gonzalo Guerrero, one of several 

Spaniards marooned on the coast of the Yucatán Peninsula when a storm destroyed his ship in 1511, 

who eventually assimilated into a Maya community (he married and had children by a woman of the 

village), and who refused to join Cortés’ expedition when it initially landed nearby in 1519.  The 

chapter then moves on to discuss a range of literary and non-literary texts in which interracial 

mixing, or its strong-but-unspoken possibility (as in U.S. novelist Edna Ferber’s Show Boat), is a 

central element.  These range from Mexican thinker José Vasconcelos’ eugenics-fueled celebration 

of miscegenation as leading to the eventual unification of all the world’s peoples in La raza cósmica to 

U.S. novelist Thomas H. Dixon’s explicitly racist novel The Sins of the Father.  It will conclude with a 

discussion of the legal controversy surrounding U.S. writer Alice Randall’s The Wind Done Gone, her 

parodic rewriting of Gone With the Wind, which imagines the Scarlett O’Hara character as being of 

mixed blood.  Though in the strictest sense a hemispheric and chronological survey, this chapter will 



make use of the ideas and arguments developed in the preceding chapters to guide our discussions 

of these texts. 

By way of commenting on this book’s title, I would like to address one final subject.  The 

dissertation on which this work is based was titled Narratives of Astonishment: Miscegenation in New 

World Literature.  As I began the work of reshaping, re-thinking, and adding to its contents, though, I 

sensed the title of this new work would need to have a less-overtly “literary” tone to it, due to the 

inclusion of visual works and historical narratives.  It was while I reread this discussion of differing 

etymologies of the Spanish word criollo that its present title came to me: 

El Inca [in his Royal Commentaries of the Incas and General History of Peru] reports that the 

word originated with Africans who wanted “to distinguish those who come from this 

side [i.e., from the Eastern Hemisphere—El Inca was in Spain when he wrote his 

book] and were born in Guinea from those who were born in the New World, since 

the former were held in greater honor and were considered to be of higher rank 

because they were born in their own country, while their children were born in a 

strange land.”  The Spaniards borrowed the term and used it to designate their own 

children born under equivalent circumstances (607).  The Oxford English Dictionary 

repeats this etymology, but also provides another, no less interesting one.  Under the 

entry for the English equivalent, creole, we find that criollo is “believed to be a colonial 

corruption of criadillo, dim. of criado ‘bred, brought up, reared, domestic’, pa. pple. of 

criar to breed.”  (As a side note, the Spanish nouns criado and criada once were used to 

designate house servants but are now considered by some Hispanic Americans to be 

pejorative terms.)  These etymologies do not really conflict except in terms of 

ultimate origins.  What does seem clear from both these accounts is that, whatever its 



origins, criollo began its existence in the Americas literally as a household word and 

not as a European-produced scientific description or legal concept.  This term, and 

the scores of other terms used throughout the Americans to indicate the extent of a 

person’s racial admixture, arose out of a peculiarly American necessity. (116) 

“Domestic issue” seems at first a comfortable term, but I hope that “domestic”’s evocation 

of both the household and, much more broadly, the space of this hemisphere as being our home, 

and “issue”’s double meaning of both “matter, subject” and “offspring, progeny,” suggest to the 

reader a complex dynamic at work beneath that seemingly-placid surface that will be this study’s 

subject.  It is these last observations that I would like to comment on now. 

As you no doubt have gathered from these last few pages, this study cannot evade either the 

inescapable meaning, or the peculiarly American vocabulary used to convey the meaning, of the blue 

in Rivera’s baby’s eyes in the mural: That the productions of New World culture arise in large 

measure as a set of responses to its mixed-race origins.  It is necessary to say this because, as recent 

critics of theories of cultural hybridity in this hemisphere have noted, some students of Latin 

American culture display in their work a self-conscious avoidance or detaching of theories of 

cultural hybridity from the word hybridity’s earlier biological, which is to say racial, context.11  As I 

have already noted, that context was itself shaped by the legal and extralegal rhetorics and practices 

                                                             
11 This project is not, strictly speaking, a work of theory, though it does propose a critical frame for thinking about 
narrative and visual texts produced in this hemisphere.  For those interested in the debates surrounding theories of 
hybridity in the context of the Americas, and in particular the pitfalls these theories encounter by avoiding or eliding 
discussions of race, see Joshua Lund, The Impure Imagination: Toward a Critical Hybridity in Latin American Writing 
(Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota Press, 2006).  I will say here, though, that avoiding discussions of race, or even denying 
the possibility that race might be a factor in these cultural productions, is a kind of willed historical forgetfulness, and it 
is that subject that George B. Handley addresses in his essay “A New World Poetics of Oblivion” (in Look Away!: The 
U.S. South in New World Studies, ed. Jon Smith and Deborah Cohn [Durham: Duke UP, 2004], 25-51).  Handley’s essay 
argues that it is the New World artist’s task and responsibility to recover, via the imagination, the historically 
irrecoverable lives and cultures of indigenous and African peoples. I would extend this argument (and indeed, this 
project seeks to enact that extension) to include already-extant narratives of miscegenation that do not merely repeat or 
reaffirm this hemisphere’s narratives’ dominant themes of conquest/subjugation and colonization but, instead, serve as 
implicit rebuttals to those narratives. 
 



of the subjugation and enslavement of indigenous and African peoples.  Indeed, as the discussion of 

the etymology of criollo makes clear, it would not be a too-terrible overstatement to say that the 

vocabulary of race as we have come to understand that term came into existence in large measure 

precisely because of the consequences of the Encounter for how Europeans (chiefly Spaniards and 

Portuguese) had previously spoken and thought about differences between and among groups of 

people.12   Thus even today discussions that make use of that language can be fraught with anger, 

shame and guilt felt by all thoughtful people, no matter their ethnic backgrounds.  It is a complicated 

and still-painful terrain through which I hope my reader will find me traversing cautiously and 

respectfully in the pages that follow.  That said, there is no avoiding the fact that, for better or for 

worse, this language is that of our hemisphere; more precisely, it is a language invented by people 

living in this hemisphere out of the need to describe phenomena occurring here at a scale that had 

not occurred in that other hemisphere.   Moreover, that language also had to account for the sudden 

emergence of types of people previously unknown to the Europeans and indigenous and African 

peoples who together collaborated on inventing that language.  I am also afraid that not all readers 

will be happy to see that this study will use certain of the words that rose out of those practices, 

words such as miscegenation, mestizaje, and creolization, as well as more particular terms, some of them 

truly offensive, used to denote those new types of people.  Those who object to these terms fear 

that using that language valorizes those practices or implicitly reenacts the primal scene of 

miscegenation: the rape of black or indigenous women by men of European descent.  For whatever 

it may be worth to those who object to these words, I personally take no delight in using them.  Still, 

my own thinking on this matter is that, first of all, to use the language of an institution, however 

terrible, when discussing it does not in and of itself reify that institution in the here and now.  

Besides, I mentioned above that I will be examining how people of mixed race themselves thought 

                                                             
12 See Anibal Quijano, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America,” 534-535. 



about these terms and their own subject positions relative to them.  It seems only proper that we 

engage with how they engaged with these terms.  More crucial to me, though, is that to define 

contemporary people always and only in the monolithic, absolutist terms of the historical origins and 

legacies of these words is to run the risk of defining individuals, and perhaps even entire ethnicities, 

as victims when it may be the case that “victim” is not how they themselves would characterize their 

social condition—or, at the very least, they would respond to their circumstances in less-

monochromatic terms.   

My own opinions aside, though, it is not my intent in this study to argue that those who 

disagree with me should change their thinking.  I hope they will note, though, that this book engages 

with texts whose writers and characters implicitly and explicitly reject our hemisphere’s language of 

race as inadequate to describe the experiences of living in the spaces in which they find themselves.  

Again, the arguments I make here are not intended to erase or mitigate, much less affirm, that 

rhetoric’s destructive origins and legacy.  They are simply intended to elucidate examples of texts 

that came into existence at the same time as that other rhetoric, texts that try to work out that other 

rhetoric’s eventual supplanting as their characters and writers re-imagine lives for themselves, 

defined on their own terms. 

The baby in Rivera’s painting is surrounded by brutality, abuse, venality, subjugation: the 

undeniable, historical truth of the Encounter and the centuries following.  Perhaps the baby himself 

was conceived under violent circumstances.  But we cannot know that; indeed, here in this moment 

that we see him, he seems oddly untouched by what surrounds him.  In any case, I think it would be 

presumptuous to doom him (or his mother) to tragedy or victimhood (or, for that matter, assign to 

the father the role of Enslaver) because we have decided to define his world in terms of the power 

relations of the time.  The baby does not yet know that those categories exist; and more to the point 



of this study, neither do you or I know whether he (or his parents) might choose to define himself in 

some other way.13  I think Rivera asks us to consider all these possibilities as we regard the baby 

gazing back at us—indeed, he invites us to consider those possibilities for ourselves as well, whether 

or not we are Mexicans.  The baby is not confined to or yet defined by his historical moment, nor 

are we in or by ours, at least for this moment.  As we gaze at each other, and for as long as we gaze 

at each other, we meet in the same moment: not the historical space of the Americas but the 

heterotopic space of the New World. 

                                                             
13 A tantalizing possibility that helps to illustrate what I mean here is this: As mentioned, the fresco depicts scenes from 
the colonial era, the origins of the Mexican people, but Rivera was painting all of these murals in light of the recently-
ended Revolution of 1910; thus, the baby’s presence here may be intended to suggest that the end of the Revolution 
signals a political rebirth for Mexicans.  Perhaps, then, by placing the baby in a rebozo, Rivera wants to evoke the memory 
of the adelitas, women during the Revolution who would use their rebozos to carry their babies and, at the same time, 
smuggle food and weapons past Federal soldiers to the insurgents (Rocío Huerta, “El rebozo; una tradicíon con historia 
entretejida.”  Correo de Guanajuato 19 Nov. 2011.  Web.  11 Jul. 2013).  We cannot know what if anything might be hidden 
in the baby’s rebozo, of course, but it is precisely in not knowing whether the baby and his parents are potentially 
compliant with or resistant to established orders that he and they gain their power in this painting.  Many thanks to 
Megan Buaas for mentioning this possibility to me. 


