
Re-reading Columbus’s (Dis)Courses: The Americas and the New World 

 

Americans have never recognized themselves.  How can they?  It is impossible until 

someone invent the original terms.  As long as we are content to be called by 

somebody else’s terms, we are incapable of being anything but our own dupes. 

—William Carlos Williams, In the American Grain1 

 What exactly is this place?  What name shall we call it by?  How should we situate its history 

and culture in our collective mind’s eye relative to the histories and cultures of other places—or, for 

that matter, relative to the histories and cultures of this place prior to the arrival of those other 

peoples?  What is/are its language(s)—by which I mean not so much “What languages shall we 

speak?” but, rather, “How shall we talk about ourselves to ourselves, and to those not from this 

place, whatever its name is?”  Every culture of every place has an investment in the answering of 

these questions; indeed, every cultural expression in some sense contributes to those answers.  If the 

peoples of this hemisphere seem especially engaged (some might even argue, obsessed) with these 

questions, it is only because we have emerged within relatively-recent historical time and thus have 

yet to work out definitive answers to them, as opposed to a mythic time during which the answers 

had been determined long before. 

 An example in miniature of what I am describing above appears at the conclusion of Rafael 

Pérez-Torres’ “Refiguring Aztlán,” a short critical history of the various articulations of the 

Chicano/a mythic home.  Aztlán has been described in various ways in the 20th and 21st centuries: a 

 
1 In Vera Kutzinski, Against the American Grain: Myth and History in William Carlos Williams, Jay Wright, and Nicolás Guillén 
(The Johns Hopkins UP, 1987), 12-13. 



homeland; a borderland; the home of a people declaring its cultural (or political) independence from 

both the United States and Mexico yet politically and culturally influenced by post-1910 Revolution 

rhetoric from Mexico; a movement located in geographic space yet not entirely at ease with that 

same region’s indigenous peoples, even as it appropriates for itself the name of the Aztecs’ own 

mythic homeland; etc.  After surveying and critiquing these various iterations, Pérez-Torres observes 

in his conclusion that we might perhaps most usefully think about “Atzlán” as a name that signifies 

not a place that is or that once was, but a homeland that lacks the crucial essentials of a homeland: 

The tendency in these figurations and refigurations of Aztlán recast it 

variously as an ontological reality or an epistemological construction.  Aztlán thus is 

repositioned and refigured as a shifting, and thus ambiguous, signifier.  Rather than 

think of it as ambiguous, we might consider it “empty,” a signifier which points, as 

Ernesto Laclau argues, “from within the process of signification, to the discursive 

presence of its own limits” [. . . .]  There can be two explanations why we have not 

arrived, so to speak, at Aztlán.  Either the plan to get to Aztlán—representing nation, 

unity, liberation—has not yet been adequately articulated.  (This implies that the 

proper configuration of Aztlán is still to be enacted at some future utopian date.)  Or 

all the different articulations of Aztlán are equally valid and so we each live our own 

little atomized Aztlán.  The first position is obfuscatory, the second hopeless.  Both 

run counter to that which Aztlán seeks to name. 

As an empty signifier, Aztlán names not that which is to be or that has been, 

but that which is ever absent: nation, unity, liberation.2 

 
2 Page 118 in Postcolonial Theory and the United States: Race, Ethnicity, and Literature, eds. Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt 
[UP of Mississippi, 2000], 103-121.  Subsequent quotes will be cited in the text. 
 



 Pérez-Torres notes that, historically, the various iterations of Aztlán have focused chiefly on 

its political and/or cultural aspects; yet here in his conclusion we see a set of more metaphysical 

concerns, the same ones I listed at the beginning of this chapter.  As Pérez-Torres suggests, we 

might best explore these questions about Aztlán’s nature not through “an infatuation with historical 

‘accuracy’” or “the easy manipulation of cultural iconography” (114), for those routes presuppose an 

already-determined etiology for Aztlán that leads to definitions of the place that are either too 

narrow or too broad.  Instead, he proposes that Aztlán serve as an instance of a Laclautian empty 

signifier: a signifier whose absent meaning is precisely that which generates discourse(s) about itself.3   

Resonant and generative as that trope is, however, it may be the case that Aztlán-as-signifier 

is not empty after all.  Perhaps Aztlán already possesses the terms by which we can define it and, 

with some attention, begin to read its contents.  By making this suggestion, I would also claim that 

the questions and dilemma that Pérez-Torres identifies in “Refiguring Aztlán” do not pertain to 

discussions only of the Chihuahuan and Sonoran deserts or its people or, for that matter, the 21st  

century: indeed, as I hope to show in the pages that follow, they began to emerge regarding the lands 

and peoples of this hemisphere as soon as Christopher Columbus returned to Spain from his first 

voyage here and translations of his letter to the Spanish monarchs began to circulate throughout 

Europe—and, not long after, analogous questions would emerge for the indigenous populations he 

and others who followed (enslaved as well as free) would encounter.  As we will see, Columbus 

experienced little if any doubt regarding what he observed—so little, in fact, that after his third 

voyage he would propose a hitherto-unsuspected shape for the planet revealed to him as a result of 

his observations on that voyage.  Yet, even as Columbus superimposed his comprehensive 

 
3 For my understanding of the empty signifier, I am indebted to Claes Wrangel’s “Towards a Modified Discourse Theory 
pt. 1: Laclau’s ‘Empty Signifier’” [That’s Not It, 3 May 2007, thatsnotit.wordpress.com/2015/09/08/towards-a-modified-
discourse-theory-pt-1-laclaus-empty-signifier/.  Accessed 9 Mar. 2020]. 
 



understanding of the world as contextualized by Christian and European knowledge and 

assumptions onto a topography that corresponded less and less to that body of knowledge, his 

inability (or, perhaps, unwillingness) to set those assumptions aside created in his European readers 

and subsequent explorers and colonists the need to invent new ways to conceptualize this space in 

ways that also accommodated that prior body of knowledge and assumptions.  Both Columbus’s 

thinking and those invented new terms’ ability to convey the experience of this place are worth 

examining here at the beginning of this study, because some version of those tensions—either their 

a priori acceptance or critiques of them—haunts many of the texts of this hemisphere, not to 

mention our theorizing about these places and our politics and culture, to this day.  Those 

Eurocentric terms, even those proposed with the best of intentions, as in the case of Bartolomé de 

Las Casas’ defense of the humanity of this hemisphere’s indigenous peoples, finally do not convey 

the distinctiveness of this space relative to those of the world’s other continents.  They fail to signify 

that distinctiveness not because of their rootedness in some sort of intrinsic inadequacy of European 

ideologies or philosophies but, rather, because of the material fact of the land itself: Europeans 

could not conceptualize the land in such a way that those concepts could comfortably accommodate 

the land’s brute present-ness.  Something inherent in the materiality of this place resists being 

understood by already-determined frames for conceptualizing the world by people who had no prior 

knowledge of it.  Yet, as I hope to show in the pages that follow, the land’s indeterminate Thereness 

nevertheless is itself generative.  It serves as our people’s point of departure for beginning to discuss 

ourselves and our culture.   

Consider, as just one example of what I mean, this moment from José de Jesús Cuevas’ 

preface to Fortino Hipólito Vera’s book, Guadalupan Treasure (1889).  In the midst of lamenting the 

penumbral quality of the historical record regarding the apparitions of the Virgen de Guadalupe 

witnessed by the Nahua Indian Juan Diego (that historical record being the subject of Vera’s book), 



Cuevas offers this rather strange extended metaphor: “[T]he history of [Mexico] is an Aztec mirror 

of polished obsidian, which has the strange property of converting the rays of light which strike it 

into dark and confused waves and of turning images into shadows.”4  Apart from the strangeness of 

excluding Spaniards from this metaphor for Mexico’s history, we should note here the implicit 

commentary on the mirror’s material nature: the obsidian itself seems to cause its optic distortions, 

despite its having been polished by its maker.  The maker hopes and expects to see himself in the 

mirror, yet this particular mirror’s very nature also seems to insist, in its way, on being seen and 

accounted for in those dark and confused waves and shadowy images as well.  In this metaphor, 

History does not merely record or interpret the actions of people; it is also, in some ineffable way, 

shaped by the land on which those actions take place, perhaps in ways that we cannot entirely 

determine.  Yet from the time of Columbus’s arrival and Europeans’ first responses to what he 

recorded of his voyages in the Caribbean Basin, many people writing about the Western 

Hemisphere, whether here or elsewhere, do so through the lenses of European theories or 

interpretive frames that they bring with them every time we peer into that mirror.  The physical 

lands of this hemisphere rarely seem to figure into those examinations of our hemisphere, and those 

of us who read these accounts wonder at their incompleteness and, even, their strangeness relative 

to what they purport to describe.  In the end, even if the image’s unpleasantness or violence repulses 

them, this European lens nevertheless produces an image that the writer or researcher in some sense 

brought to the task, not entirely one that they genuinely found there, in the very materials that 

comprise the mirror, waiting to be seen by whoever peers at it.     

Similarly, we in this hemisphere have also had imposed on us the language needed to 

describe the experience of living here, and the terms by which we refer to the lands of this 

 
4 Quoted in D. A. Braden, Mexican Phoenix: Our Lady of Guadalupe: Image and Tradition across Five Centuries (Oxford UP, 
2001), 287. 



hemisphere are no exception.  It does not follow that borrowed language constrains us to imagine 

ourselves as defined solely in terms of the histories of the peoples of those borrowed languages; still, 

all too often, as Williams alludes to in this chapter’s epigraph, those who study the work of the 

writers and artists who depict and interpret our collective experience tend to make those 

assumptions.  More often than not, they tend to read the written historical and imagined experiences 

of the peoples of this side of the world, even those written by people of African and indigenous 

descent, as, broadly speaking, a continuation or projection of Europe’s exploration, conquest, 

settlement, and exploitation of this hemisphere’s lands and peoples.  Every time we refer to the 

continents of this hemisphere as “the Americas” (a Latinizing of the first name of Amerigo 

Vespucci, the Italian explorer of the northern and eastern coasts of Brazil between 1499 and 1502), 

we implicitly insist on that continuity.  Indeed, some of the difficulties that Pérez-Torres identifies in 

delineating Aztlán have their origin in precisely this projection.  

 Without any question, one can legitimately read our collective experience in this hemisphere 

as a branch or extension of European history; and, of course, many writers in this hemisphere 

perceive their own and their subjects’ experiences as framed in that way.  However, we tend not to 

consider the possibility that we can also read them as the products of people writing from a different 

orientation, one genuinely originating in and produced by the experience of living in this 

hemisphere, confused and lacking in shape though it may at times appear.  That is, they create not 

out of a pre-Columbian experience or one transplanted from Europe or Africa or Asia, or even, 

exactly, a simple melding of these otherwise-disparate experiences, but out of an experience that has 

its origins in this place, their creations akin to the dark and confused waves of light reflecting from 

the obsidian mirror that is the land. 



We here need our own place-name, one that speaks out of that experience, and for this task 

I counterintuitively propose that we reclaim and reorient the term New World.  By “re-orient,” I 

mean that should not use Europe but this hemisphere itself as that term’s point of reference, its 

magnetic North.  New World began its life as an invention of Europeans, created in an attempt to 

incorporate these new landmasses, of whose existence Europeans had not previously even admitted 

the possibility, into a world view defined by then-accepted Christian ideology.  However, throughout 

the past five centuries we find ample evidence in this hemisphere’s history, politics, and cultural 

depictions of those events that, in contrast to that European understanding, we here tend to think of 

that understanding as an oxymoron.  It did not succeed in accomplishing what Europeans intended 

for it to do: it papered over, without ever resolving, the intellectual, cultural, and theological 

dilemmas that emerged from the Encounter as Europeans mulled over the implications of 

Columbus’s findings.  We perhaps see recognition of this failure borne out most clearly, if indirectly, 

in an idea I will explore later in this chapter, Michel Foucault’s notion of heterotopic spaces; he 

describes his idea as having been inspired by his reading of the Argentinian writer Jorge Luís Borges, 

and his examples of heterotopic spaces often come from this hemisphere.5  It is as though Foucault, 

while conducting his archaeology of the human sciences, peered into the mirror of what Europeans 

called the New World and saw less of “Europe” than of what José de Jesús Cuevas saw in thinking 

about the history of Mexico: the Aztec obsidian mirror’s dark and confused waves of light seemingly 

produced by the obsidian itself.  Meanwhile, the peoples of this hemisphere, rather than attempting 

to resolve those dilemmas, have instead explored that space between those European words “new” 

and “world” through our historical narratives and aesthetic expressions.6  The Europeans who 

 
5 See, respectively, The Order of Things (Vintage, 1994), xv-xix; and “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias” 
(web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf.  27 Feb. 2015.  All subsequent quotes are from these sources. 

 
6 Edmundo O’Gorman’s book, The Invention of America: An inquiry into the historical nature of the New World and the meaning of 
its history (Indiana UP, 1961) is a chief source for historical details in this chapter; however, I’ll be discussing that history 



invented  and adopted this term did not anticipate its usefulness for us in this hemisphere, since, 

after all, by inventing it they attempted to serve their own intellectual, theological, and political 

needs. They did not imagine that there would come into existence here new peoples who would, in 

fairly short order, stop thinking of themselves as European subjects, let alone as Europeans 

(assuming that was ever an option for them). 

In this chapter, then, I will argue that New World is a term better suited for contextualizing 

the attempts to imagine and describe this space in cultural terms. It describes a space distinct from 

what I in this study will call “the Americas,” which I define as the historical spaces of indigenous, 

European, African, and Asian peoples.  (Following Vera Kutzinski, therefore, I will refer to the 

various cultural products of this space to be examined here and throughout this study as “New 

World writing.”7)  This discussion will also necessitate considering a different conceiving of the 

topography, as it were, of this cultural space, one that accounts for its newness and its still-forming, 

fluid nature.  From there, we can then move on to this book’s central subject of proposing that the 

theme of miscegenation functions as an effective trope for attempts to describe that New World 

space. 

 
chiefly through the theoretical lenses of Antonio Benítez-Rojo’s The Repeating Island: The Caribbean and the Postmodern 
Perspective (Duke UP, 1992), Edouard Glissant’s Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays (Trans. J. Michael Dash; U of Virginia 
P, 1992), Michel Foucault’s “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias” (see note 5 above), Severo Sarduy, “Baroque 
Cosmology: Kepler” (in Zamora and Kaup, eds., Baroque New Worlds, pp. 292-315) and Silviano Santiago’s “Latin 
American Discourse: The Space In-Between” (in Silviano Santiago, The Space In-Between: Essays on Latin American Culture 
[ed. Ana Lúcia Gazzola; Duke UP, 2001], 25-38.  All subsequent quotations will be from these texts. 
 
7Against the American Grain, 12-14.  In her book, one of the first book-length studies of the question of whether this 
hemisphere has a common literature, Kutzinski rejects the term “American Literature” for her study because it 
simultaneously implies a continuation of the European literary tradition and, because most people tend to see little if any 
distinction between “American” and “United States”: it “distorts historical realities—namely, the coexistence of several 
literary and cultural traditions in the New World—to make them conform to the ideal of a cultural democracy” (13).  
While I certainly agree with that sentiment, I also want the greater inclusivity of “writing” as compared to “literature” in 
order to contain the diversity of materials, including examples of painting and sculpture, that I will be discussing in this 
study. 
 



 

 

 

II 

No educated person of the time needed Columbus to demonstrate that the earth was round, 

an idea known and accepted for centuries in Europe. Even so, Europeans lived and acted as though 

the earth was flat.8  Consider the world as known to Europeans through the Bible, Marco Polo, 

Vasco da Gama, and other travelers: Europe, Africa, and Asia, together comprising the so-called 

Island of the Earth, a sort of intellectual Gondwanaland created out of a fusion of Judeo-Christian 

teaching, a smattering of calculations by the ancient Greeks, and the writings of travelers.  Because 

of the positions of the continents relative to each other, Europeans had no real need to know the 

other side of the planet.  Their trade and military routes moved over land through Constantinople or 

hugged the coasts of Africa and Asia as they moved from Europe to India and China and back.  Pre-

Renaissance Europeans did not know a round earth as a lived experience: it existed in the Old 

World mind somewhat in the same way that the Milky Way’s spiral shape exists in ours—as 

demonstrable information, but not as directly-experienced knowledge acquired through observation 

from beyond its confines.  However, the fall of Constantinople to the Muslims in 1453, which cut 

 
8 The words earth and world did not mean the same thing during Columbus’s age.  As I will explain later, before the 
Encounter Europeans understood world to consist precisely of the then-known inhabited landmasses, but not the oceans 
that surrounded them; Earth, on the other hand, names the planet which contains the world and oceans. 

The reader should also keep in mind here at the outset that, though Columbus was an actual person, we no 
longer have his original accounts of his journeys: we only have copies made by his son Fernando and a third-hand but 
vitally-important copy (with commentary) by Bartolomé de las Casas.  Moreover, these parties were not exactly neutral 
regarding the documents in front of them.  Margarita Zamora warns the reader of these documents in her study of them 
that “not only is [it] impossible to determine with absolute certainty which portions of these texts are Columbus’s ‘very 
words,’ but the very signature ‘Columbus’ must be seen as an aggregate, a corporate author as it were” (Reading Columbus 
[U of California P, 1993], 7). 



the shortest trade route from Europe to India and beyond, prompted Europeans to begin searching 

for a sea route to Asia.  As we know, Columbus proposed to sail west from Europe as part of that 

search. 

 Imagine for a moment that you have the three then-known continents, vastly reduced in size 

but accurate in terms of scale and converted into pieces of parchment, spread out on a table in front 

of you and arranged as they are on the planet itself.  Mark the overland routes from Venice to 

Kashmir and Cathay; trace around the Horn of Africa to the Indian subcontinent and beyond.  You 

can see that Europeans travelled across the known world somewhat in the manner that they read 

texts written in European languages, as though, indeed, the continents themselves were texts: from 

West to East and North to South or, on our parchments, from left to right and up to down.  This 

sort of reading had the effect, as I mentioned, of flattening the planet the Old World knew that it 

inhabited but did not actually know it inhabited via the direct experiencing of its roundness. 

 Columbus’s project, then—that of sailing East to West, or from right to left on our (flat) 

maps—becomes all the more audacious in concept when considered in this context.  His act would 

actually make the world a globe, would make it round in the direct experience of the Old World.  If 

we continue with our travelling-as-reading analogy, meanwhile, Columbus’s proposed reading 

practice loses none of its audacity.  In a sense, he proposed to read backwards, and even into and 

beyond the margin of the silent oceanic space surrounding the Book of the Old World.  Even if he 

had only found Japan or India, as he intended, the result of his act would have been equally as 

consequential.9  He would be reading an “other” text, the text of the world-become-globe.  As we 

 
9 For a detailed discussion of what Europeans knew and assumed regarding the location and size of the region called 
“India” (a region that in the European mind spanned as much as half the circumference of the globe), see Wey Gómez, 
pp. 159-228; for more-condensed discussions of this same background, see O’Gorman, 54-62; and Robert Fuson, ed. 
and trans., The Log of Christopher Columbus (International Marine Publishing Co., 1987), 25-29.  Considerable debate 
surrounds what Columbus himself knew or did not know about what lay to the west of Europe besides Asia.  Given his 
subsequent insistence that he had arrived in Asia even as others argued that he had not, I personally believe he believed 



know from elementary school classes, Columbus thought he actually had found Asia.  But his 

insistence on this point, in the face of mounting evidence to the contrary, had—and continues to 

have—immense consequences for the peoples of this hemisphere as they attempt to describe and 

explore for themselves a space distinct from other parts of that globe.  

Even by the very act of chronicling his voyages, Columbus further complicated the 

consequences of his stratagem of sailing west instead of east.  In his journals, Columbus employed 

two different rhetorics of travel whose respective a priori frames for the traveler/chronicler do not 

always mesh neatly with each other.  In her study of the extant documents of his voyages, Margarita 

Zamora argues that Columbus understood himself as being simultaneously on voyages of discovery 

and pilgrimage and that, while both are kinds of journeys, each requires of the traveler a very 

different engagement with the space he or she passes through: 

[S]tories about exploration are a modality of the discourse of adventure, where the 

unexpected, the dangerous, the marvelous, and the unknown predominate.  What 

determines the extraordinariness of exploration is the character of the space 

traversed: unknown and unmastered, the space dictates a challenge to the traveler 

and motivates the writing of the story of how the challenge was met.  The encounter 

with space informs the nature of time. [. . . ] Pilgrimage, on the other hand, is 

temporally extraordinary: the places are known, but the experience of space is 

 
that he had indeed found Asia.  In a letter to his son Fernando, Columbus uses the phrase “otro mundo” (“other world”) 
to describe these new lands, but he also makes clear he believes this land was “well known to the ancients, and not 
unknown as the envious and ignorant would have it” (qtd. in Zamora, 131).  But even if he did privately know or suspect 
that he had found a previously-unknown continent, the fact remains that news of the events of October 12, 1492 and 
the decades following arrived on the shores of an Old World totally unprepared to receive it.  That fact’s far greater 
historical and cultural significance would not become less so were we ever to learn that Columbus knew all the time that 
he was not really in Asia.  I understand the impulse many share to diminish Columbus’s stature in view of his later 
conduct and that of the men under his command toward the indigenous peoples they encountered, and I am not trying 
somehow to recuperate his reputation.  But, again, diminishing Columbus does not diminish the enormous effects of the 
news of his findings on Europe or, obviously, the rest of the world. 
 



miraculous. [. . .] The spiritual journey is carried out in history and eternity 

simultaneously[.] (101)10 

   The rhetoric of exploration is familiar enough to us these days; however, in our more 

secular times the rhetoric of pilgrimage often gets overlooked or dismissed as delusion or hypocrisy.  

The unscrupulous of both Church and State certainly used the Christian goals of converting souls to 

Christ and spreading the Gospel to further their own cynical and materialistic ends; but that fact 

should not lead one to assume or argue, as many do today, that religion was (or is) merely a 

disguised political or capitalist racket meant to provide a spiritual justification for the political 

manipulating and economic fleecing of the Church’s flock.  In fact, if anything, we would more 

accurately express the Renaissance understanding of the dynamic between the sacred and the secular 

as being just the opposite of what I have described: the wealth of the world would further the 

eventual establishing of the Kingdom of God on earth.  Columbus certainly consistently understood 

his four voyages to the west in those terms; the riches found in these new lands, Columbus hoped, 

would fund the Spanish crown’s building of an army that would eventually retake Jerusalem from 

the Muslims, which itself would set into motion the eventual Second Coming of Christ (Zamora 

136-137).  This (very) long-term goal provided Columbus with the source of the rhetoric of 

pilgrimage, despite the absence of a physical shrine at which he would then pay homage: the planet, 

instead, becomes a space he explores with the goal he himself would probably not live to witness, 

 
10 Somewhat analogous to Zamora’s noting of the conflicting rhetorics of exploration and pilgrimage, Wey Gómez notes 
a darker sort of doubleness in Columbus’s Diario: 
 

To be sure, while Columbus the explorer had contributed to proving the ancients wrong by inventing a vastly 
temperate, fertile, and inhabitable expanse to the west and south of Mediterranean Europe, Columbus the 
colonizer continued to regard this expanse as the sweltering wasteland whose peoples were nature’s subjects or 
slaves.  Las Casas fully recognized this double bind in Columbus’s geopolitics when he copied Columbus’s 
Diario for Historia de las Indias and the Apologética.  And while Las Casas willingly admired Columbus as God’s 
minister and apostle in the Indies, Las Casas also profoundly despised the geopolitics Columbus had practiced 
in the Bahamas and the Caribbean basin.  Indeed, it might be said that Las Casas’s anticolonial works sought to 
disembowel once and for all the contradictory logic that had informed Columbus’s exploration and 
colonization of the Bahamas and the Caribbean basin. (401; emphases are Wey Gómez’s own) 



the conversion of the entire planet into God’s kingdom on earth.  The rhetoric of pilgrimage only 

intensified during the third voyage, as we will see, for it was on that voyage that Columbus would 

come to believe that he was very near the terrestrial paradise of Eden.   

Columbus’s audacious proposal regarding his first voyage (especially considering that his 

proposal rested on the calculation that the Earth’s circumference was only 1/3 that which most 

people thought it was), in tandem with his deep faith and growing conviction of himself as an agent 

in the eventual re-taking of Jerusalem for Christendom, results in what Zamora describes as the 

strange, hybrid rhetoric of not only the Diario itself but even the pre-expedition exchange of letters 

between Columbus and the Spanish crown.  The letters’ language exhibits a combination of hedged 

bets and covered bases, certainly intended in part (as Zamora and others speculate) to keep the 

Portuguese and others from finding out what they were planning (Zamora 28-29) but also, and 

much more fundamentally, because no one really knew if Columbus’s expedition would even return, 

much less what it would find, how it would be received by the peoples it encountered, etc.  We can 

therefore certainly understand those letters’ vagueness.  However, upon arriving in this hemisphere, 

Columbus’s continuing insistence that he had arrived in Asia would lead, paradoxically, to a kind of 

hyper-precision of description in his writings about his subsequent voyages, going so far as to argue 

in the account of his third voyage for an alternate, previously unsuspected shape of the planet.  The 

more faithfully, in terms of the received truths of the texts of the Old World, Columbus transcribed 

his experiences in this hemisphere, the stranger even the basic shape of the whole planet became as 

presented via the medium of his texts. 

In a letter to Ferdinand and Isabella dated October 18, 1498, written after Columbus’s third 

voyage, we can most clearly see the consequences of that transcription.  Columbus, recovering from 

a serious illness, had just returned to Santo Domingo from that voyage, during which he explored a 



geographically-bewildering body of fresh water he named the Gulf of Paria, which lies between the 

island of Trinidad and the northern coast of South America.  It bewildered Columbus because, 

according to accepted authorities, a landmass large enough to produce such a quantity of fresh water 

should not have been where it was.  Accepting the presence of such a landmass discontinuous with 

the known continents (the Bible makes no mention of such a possibility) would implicitly lend 

credence to assertions in pagan texts of the existence of an orbis alterius (“other world”).  However, 

to accept those assertions would have the effect of implicitly calling into question the Bible’s 

standing as the supreme authority regarding the things of this world: a potentially heretical act.  I do 

not mean to suggest here that Columbus would make the claim he does simply to avoid conflicts 

with Church authorities; the totality of his writing indicates his devout sincerity as a Christian.  I 

merely add this note to remind my reader of the enormous cultural and theological stakes for 

Europeans with each new revelation of these landmasses and the peoples who inhabited them. 

In this portion of the letter, then, as summarized by O’Gorman, Columbus attempts to 

account for such a landmass: 

[C]ontrary to the accepted opinion, the terrestrial globe is not a perfect sphere; its 

true form is that of a pear or of a ball having a protuberance like a woman’s breast, 

the nipple of which would be under the line of the equator at the “end of the East,” 

where the earth [that is, landmasses] ends with all its offshore islands.  In other 

words, it is the eastern extremity of the Island of the Earth or Orbis Terrarum.  On the 

summit of this great mountain or breast, which rises very gradually from a point in 

the Ocean one hundred leagues from the Azores, lies the Terrestrial Paradise. [. . .]  

[S]ince the land of Paria was at the “end of the East,” close by the equator, and its 

qualities appeared to make it the “most noble region of the Earth,” and since 



celestial observations had revealed that the fleet had sailed uphill after crossing the 

meridian one hundred leagues from the Azores, it seemed quite natural to believe 

that the fresh water of the gulf of Paria came from the fountain of Paradise. (98) 

Imagine the intellectual context within which Columbus interprets his observations as a pair of 

hands squeezing a balloon that is the globe, and we have the result we see above.  A pear-shaped-

Earth theory is no better than a flat-world theory for describing the realities of a globe.  It also 

indicates the extent to which Europe’s attempts to read the Americas within terms defined by a 

European frame, though not nearly as extreme as Columbus’s here, nevertheless resulted in 

distorting its understanding of this hemisphere.11 

Columbus’s argument for a pear-shaped world went no further than his letter to the Spanish 

monarchs, and with good reason.  Still, as I noted earlier, Columbus’s need to propose it in the first 

 
11 Not to mitigate Columbus’s error in re-imagining the shape of the globe, but we might have better insight into his 
reasoning if we think about him as occupying the same position relative to the world as that of the Knight of the 
Sorrowful Countenance in Cervantes’ Don Quixote. In The Order of Things, Foucault argues that Cervantes’ book is “the 
first modern work of literature, because in it we see the cruel reason of identities and differences make endless sport of 
signs and similitudes” (48-49).  As readers of the novel know, cruel reason takes its aim at the titular character.  But 
readers also know, even as they laugh at him, Don Quixote gains our admiration through his living out the ideals of 
knight errantry, that, indeed, “[i]t is incumbent upon him to fulfill the promise of the books.  It is his task to recreate the 
epic, though by a reverse process: the epic recounted (or claimed to recount) real exploits, offering them to our memory; 
Don Quixote, on the other hand, must endow with reality the signs-without-content of the narrative.  His adventures 
will be a deciphering of the world: a diligent search over the entire surface of the earth for the forms that will prove that 
what the books say is true” (47).  This surely describes Columbus’s mindset as well during his voyages, as he becomes 
more and more persuaded that he is an agent in the working out of God’s plan for His creation.  The fact that Columbus 
again and again expresses his amazement at the beauty of the lands he saw also (to his mind) lent credence to his 
growing belief, especially on his third voyage, that he could not be far from the terrestrial paradise.  As for his radical 
argument regarding the previously-unsuspected shape of the planet, see Foucault describe how Quixote deals with the 
windmills he things are giants:  

[N]on similitude itself has its model, and one that it imitates in the most servile way: it is to be found 
in the transformations performed by magicians.  So all the indices of non-resemblance, all the signs 
that prove that the written texts are not telling the truth, resemble the action of sorcery, which 
introduces difference into the indubitable existence of similitude by means of deceit.  And since this 
magic has been foreseen and described in the books, the illusory difference, that it introduces can 
never be anything but an enchanted similitude, and, therefore, yet another sign that the signs in the 
books really do resemble the truth. (47)   

To be sure, Columbus does not argue that God had suddenly transformed the shape of the planet.  Columbus came to 
the conclusions he did in order to explain the quantity of fresh water he encountered.  Doing so, however, required that 
he argue for a very different, previously-unsuspected shape for the planet—one that did invalidate the claims of other, 
accepted but pagan authorities but did not call the Bible’s authority into question.       



place clearly shows just how incongruous, not to say disorienting, these previously-unknown lands 

proved to be, not just for Columbus himself, and for years before his 1498 letter.  Indeed, the 

problems they created led directly to the Italian-born Spaniard Peter Martyr’s coinage of the term 

New World in a 1493 letter discussing Columbus’s findings.  Martyr had earlier used the phrase “new 

hemisphere” to describe those findings, but would discard it in favor of novus orbis: 

By insisting on the adjective “new” he maintained the notion of dealing with 

something that until then had remained unknown; but the substitution of the word 

“orb” for the [word] “hemisphere” was his master stroke, because, while it kept the 

same generic sense and hence upheld the meaning that Peter Martyr had from the 

first given to the enterprise, it referred at the same time to the unknown hemisphere 

as a “world” in the human sense, without prejudging the question of whether the 

lands that had been found formed part of a different world from the Orbis Terrarum 

or whether, as Columbus maintained, they formed part of it.  Because of the 

ambiguity of the adjective “new,” Martyr’s expression satisfied all needs, and its 

historical success is not at all surprising, although this fact has given ground for many 

misconceptions.  (O’Gorman, 84-85) 

 “Misconceptions” would be too kind a word in Bartolomé de Las Casas’ view.  In the 

introduction to his book Historia de las Indias (1552), Las Casas argues that the Spanish crown had 

transformed Martyr’s ambiguous but relatively benign coinage into a tool by which it justified its 

brutal subjugation of the lands and peoples of the Western Hemisphere.  Las Casas rejects that term 

and instead invokes the trope of the máquina mundial—the “world-machine”—a centuries-old term 

used to claim the essential unity of the cosmos, using it as a polemical weapon against Martyr’s term 

in order to argue on behalf of the rights of the indigenous peoples of this hemisphere:  



Las Casas [in wanting “to offer readers of many ancient things clarity and certainty 

concerning the principles upon which this world-machine was discovered”] was here 

stating the obvious: the New World was merely the newly discovered province of 

one and the same world-machine, and its discovery had some bearing on concepts 

available in a written tradition that had long pondered this machina mundi.  But, by 

thus wielding the term máquina mundial against the falsely dichotomous term New 

World, Las Casas was also reminding his learned readers that the orb subjected to 

Spain since 1492 was governed by the same nature that governed the Old World and 

that its native peoples could be vindicated by the very knowledge system that had 

accorded Europeans their own privileged place in the cosmos.  (Wey Gómez, 95-96.)   

Las Casas’ brilliant rhetorical strategy also clearly and admirably demonstrates that he 

believes the people on whose behalf he makes his case to be the equals of their European would-be 

overlords.  Yet, I cannot help but wonder if Las Casas’ argument still results in a defining of 

indigenous peoples in already-existing, which is to say European, terms.  (We can see an implicit sign 

of this later in the Historia when Las Casas argues that Mesoamericans were the descendants of one 

of the lost tribes of Israel.)  Granted, one would prefer to see Las Casas arguing for these peoples’ 

shared, common humanity with Europeans instead of their existentially-lesser status relative to 

Europeans; but doing so does not also argue for their distinctiveness, let alone their value, as 

peoples with different understandings of the world and their place in it.  Las Casas speaks on behalf 

of the indigenous peoples of this hemisphere in the Historia, yet they themselves remain silent, a 

subjugation of another kind, even if a benign one, imposed upon them.  Curiously, Columbus’s and 

Las Casas’ respective ways of conceptualizing the space of this hemisphere result in dividing the 

term New World between themselves and choosing a piece of it on which to base his respective 

model for the globe, Columbus choosing “New” via his re-imagined shape for the planet, and Las 



Casas choosing “World” via his claim that there is nothing new about these previously-unknown 

lands and peoples. 12   

From the standpoint of his attempts to make sense of the spaces in which he found himself 

during his third voyage, one can argue that Columbus’s problem was not so much that he erred in 

his re-theorizing the planet’s shape (though he clearly had) as that he was doomed to be in error, no 

matter what he wrote about what he observed in this hemisphere.  As post-structuralism teaches, the 

very medium within which anyone writes—indeed, any act of writing—simply cannot and will not 

faithfully correspond to its subject in all of that subject’s particulars.  Antonio Benítez-Rojo, in a 

brief comment on Roland Barthes’ “Là-bas” (“Over-there,” the preface to Barthes’ Empire of Signs), 

comments that “reportage, just as much as any chronicle, account, travel book, letter, diary, 

biography, history, or even novel, must find itself at an unbridgeable distance, over there—or simply 

there—from the threshold of the Other” (182).  However, the truth of that statement nevertheless 

makes Columbus and the site of his writing no different from that of any other writer of any other 

time and place, and in the meantime reveals nothing distinctive about this region.  This dynamic may 

resemble what we now call a postmodern one but differs in one important respect, one that I would 

argue is peculiar to this hemisphere.  

 

III 

 
12 Daniel Castro makes what amounts to the same argument in his reading of Las Casas’ writings, given what Castro sees 
as Las Casas’ ultimate goal, the peaceful conversion of the Indians so as to make them more amenable to subjugation to 
the Spanish Crown: “Although he claimed to act for the oppressed, he rarely acted with them, and there is no evidence 
that at any time he worked with the natives to transform them from passive subjects into active subjects responsible for 
transforming their own fate. [. . .] A reinterpretation of Las Casas must necessarily move beyond the mythological 
dimensions of his legacy, and beyond the multiple-legend construct, in an attempt to define him in light of his 
participation in the dialectal reality of the construction of a new world built on the ruins of another” (Another Face of 
Empire: Bartolomé de Las Casas, Indigenous Rights, and Ecclesiastical Imperialism [Duke UP, 2007], 5).  



Benítez-Rojo takes up Barthes by way of discussing the 20th-century Cuban writer Alejo 

Carpentier’s essay, “Problemática de la actual novela latinoamericana” (“Problems of the 

Contemporary Latin American Novel”).  Carpentier argues in this essay that realism and naturalism 

(the prevailing aesthetic choices of novelists in Latin America as well as in Europe and the United 

States at the turn of and into the first half of the 20th century) tend not, when the novels’ settings 

and subjects are Latin American, to “[reach] the bottom—the truly transcendental nature—of 

things” (qtd. in Benítez-Rojo 177).13  Carpentier himself, via such novels as Los pasos perdidos (The 

Lost Steps, 1953) and El siglo de las luces (1962; translated as Explosion in a Cathedral), along with others, 

would develop a style called lo real maravilloso or “magical realism,” one of the hallmarks of much 

writing from the region in the “Boom” years of the 1960s and 1970s.  Yet at the time he wrote his 

essay (first published in 1964), Carpentier could find no evidence, not even in his own work, that 

Latin Americans as a people had found a genuine narrative voice; they were, he writes, “waiting for a 

synthesis—still distant, situated beyond the lives of those now writing” (qtd. in Benítez-Rojo 179). 

 As he concludes his discussion of  Carpentier’s essay, Benítez-Rojo notes in passing that “a 

part of the world is beginning to leave so-called ‘modernity’ behind and to enter a new and 

unforeseen era that defines itself as ‘postmodern,’ that is, having an incredulous attitude toward the 

effectiveness of any metadiscourse” (180).  That is certainly true of our own time, and Benítez-

Rojo’s own book argues that the very culture of the Caribbean basin embodies postmodernity, in 

that its origins seem to be located not in the basin itself but in ever-receding Elsewheres.   But 

Carpentier’s statement about Latin Americans still (in the mid-1960s) waiting for a genuine narrative 

 
13 In Caribbean Discourse, Glissant makes strikingly similar comments about the pale, imitative quality of realist and 
naturalist novels written by writers in this hemisphere, though he attributes their weakness to the fact that “the theory 
and technique of literal or ‘total’ representation is not inscribed in the cultural reflex of African or American peoples.” 
Like Carpentier, though, he notes that often these novels fail to account for the region’s history as a contributing factor 
in creating “[t]he misery of our lands[. . . .]  This is why the works I speak about often sink into a simplistic folklorization 
that undermines their investigative potential” (105). 



voice comes very early in “Problemática.”  In the rest of the essay, Carpentier argues for what 

amounts to a new, essentially Latin American realism and/or naturalism, one rooted not in 

European politics or philosophy but, first and foremost, in the things of this hemisphere: its 

topography, its plants and animals, its peoples’ customs and modes of expression, its history 

(especially as regards its relationship with the United States), and even the quality of light that shines 

on the anachronistically-juxtaposed architectural styles of its cities.  While rejecting his fellow 

writers’ (and even his own earlier) slavish imitation of European realist and naturalist novels, as 

Benítez-Rojo notes, Carpentier in effect argues on behalf of—and, in places in his essay, even writes 

in the mode of—a baroque cataloguing of the things and people who occupy this space.  In so 

doing, he hopes that the region’s writers will “begin to discover that [our cities] have what we could 

call a third style: the style of things that don’t have a style.” 14  Indeed, late in the essay Carpentier will 

declare, “Our art has always been baroque: from that of the splendid pre-Columbian sculptures and 

the codices, to the best contemporary American novels, not forgetting our continent’s cathedrals 

and colonial monasteries.  Even love-making becomes baroque in the precise obscenity of the guaco 

[ancient Peruvian urns]” (11).15  

I will return to the “Problemática” a little later in this chapter.  For now, though, I will say 

that this dynamism inherent in this New World Baroque as described by Carpentier gives us some 

insight into his response to his argument that this hemisphere’s lack of a style conveys well the 

 
14 “Problemática de la actual novela latinoamericana,” [Centre d’Etudes en Civilisations, Langues et Littératures 

Etrangères, 12 June 2010.  Web.  21 Feb. 2015], 4.  Emphasis is the author’s.  All subsequent passages are from this copy 
of the “Problemática” and will be cited in the text.  

  
15 Guacos are clay vessels made by the Moche people; Carpentier here refers to the fact that these vessels often bore 
figures posed in erotic positions.  Michael Schuessler, in an accompanying note to his translation of Carpentier’s essay, 
comments, “For the ancient Andeans, the world was composed of conjoining opposites understood as masculine or 
feminine.  The union of these opposites organized and energized the world and unleashed the mysterious vital forces of 
all of existence.  Scenes of sexual union thus have ritual significance and involve the regeneration and perpetuation of 
the cosmos” (Baroque New Worlds, 262 n. vii).    



truths of this region.  Moreover, other writers and critics likewise, in their own ways, either name the 

dilemma(s) New World writers encounter, or name it/them and then propose ways of framing New 

World experience similar to Carpentier’s own solution and his rationale for it.  That solution lies, 

again, not so much in postmodernism’s lack of a center and distrust of Grand Narratives but, rather, 

in the Baroque’s honoring of dynamism, its lack of fixedness, which creates a space within which the 

interactions of cultures and the land provide a common ground for this hemisphere’s writers. 

Just to be clear, I do not mean to suggest that Carpentier or other 20th-century New World 

writers themselves “discovered” this style—or, for that matter, “discovered” only in this century the 

problems, to which this style responds, that beset the writers of this hemisphere.  Indeed, I do not 

believe we would not be guilty of too great a historio-critical transgression if we were to make the 

claim that the Columbian narratives—not as written but as subsequently discussed and understood 

by his contemporaries—at the very least began to prepare the cultural ground for the eventual leave-

taking of modernity Benítez-Rojo argues has happened here, 400 years before modernity as a 

cultural expression had even appeared in Europe.  After all, as we have already seen, many 

Europeans, after examining Columbus’s Diarios and his letters to the Spanish monarchs and then 

comparing those documents to the cartography of the waters and islands he visited, clearly had that 

same incredulous attitude toward his metadiscourse.  They concluded that his claims about those 

regions simply did not square with the physical realities of this hemisphere and, as represented by 

both Peter Martyr and Bartolomé de Las Casas, collectively set about creating a semiotics that, as 

O’Gorman notes in The Invention of America, would allow Europeans to begin to conceive of this new 

place within a European frame.  Meanwhile, this hemisphere’s newly-emerging peoples would both 

find that Eurocentric semiotics lacking and, almost contemporaneously with it, would discover and 



explore the central, defining narrative of their region: its response to having been, as Mexican 

novelist Carlos Fuentes once put it, “condemned to utopia by the Old World.”16 

I want to argue on behalf of that defining narrative throughout the rest of this chapter and 

then, in those that follow, try to identify and describe its rhetorical components.  Rather than simply 

(and perhaps simplistically) describe this hemisphere as a postmodern space, with its origins always 

in various Elsewheres, I wish to propose and then pursue the idea that the New World is its own 

Elsewhere.  I will begin to do this by suggesting that we can consider the New World as an example 

of that type of site that Michel Foucault calls a heterotopia.  Indeed, I hope to show that Columbus’s 

encounter with the landmasses of this hemisphere creates the dramatic shift, between the 16th and 

17th centuries, in Europeans’ understanding of themselves and their literal and figurative place in the 

world that serves as the historical starting-point for Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge, The Order 

of Things. 

In the second and third chapters of that book, Foucault lays out a description of the shift in 

Europeans’ understanding of the relationship between language and the world.  He argues that in 

the 16th century, they understood that language “is a treasury of signs linked by similitude to that 

which they are empowered to denote,” that “[t]he truth of all these marks–whether they are woven 

into nature itself or whether they exist in lines on parchment and in libraries–is everywhere the same: 

coeval with the institution of God” (34).  By the 17th century, however, that understanding had 

changed dramatically: with the important exception of literary language, “the arrangement of signs 

was to become binary, since it was to be defined, with Port-Royal, as the connection of a significant 

and a signified” (42).  Curiously, however, nowhere in those two chapters does Foucault indicate 

 
16“Gabriel García Márquez and the Invention of America,” in Fuentes, Myself with Others: Selected Essays (Farrar, Straus & 
Giroux, 1988), 184. 
 



what had changed in Europe that led to that shift.  Still, while discussing an analogous and 

contemporaneous dramatic shift in Europeans’ conceptions of space in his 1967 essay “Of Other 

Spaces,” Foucault does point to a cause for that shift.  He argues that medieval Europeans 

conceived of space as emplacement (that is, its spaces had a hierarchical organization to them: sacred 

and profane spaces; rural and urban spaces; etc.).  For Renaissance Europeans, space became 

extension, with the old hierarchical arrangement of spaces now done away with: “a thing’s place was 

no longer anything but a point in its movement, just as the stability of a thing was only its movement 

indefinitely slowed down.”  (We can see this idea at work in Peter Martyr’s rationale for coining the 

term “novus orbis,” the new lands described by Columbus being incorporated into an extension of the 

world-as-understood by Europeans.)  Foucault attributes the cause of that shift in understanding to 

Galileo’s confirmation of Copernicus’s heliocentric model of the solar system in 1616.   At some 

undetermined point afterward, however, another shift in thought occurred, such that our own 

historio-cultural moment’s sense of space is what Foucault calls the site: 

The site is defined by relations of proximity between points or elements; formally, 

we can describe these relations as series, trees, or grids.  Moreover, the importance of 

the site as a problem in contemporary technical work is well known[. . .] 

[T]he problem of siting or placement arises for mankind in terms of 

demography. This problem of the human site or living space is not simply that of 

knowing whether there will be enough space for men in the world—a problem that 

is certainly quite important—but also that of knowing what relations of propinquity, 

what type of storage, circulation, marking, and classification of human elements 

should be adopted in a given situation in order to achieve a given end. Our epoch is 



one in which space takes for us the form of relations among sites. (“Of Other 

Spaces”) 

As I say, Foucault does not locate a historical moment after which the site became our new 

configuration of space, though his description does seem to correspond to his remarks in The Order 

of Things regarding language’s understood relation to the world, beginning in the 17th century, as a 

binary one.  Still, in both texts the cause remains invisible; Foucault only notes its effects on the 

intellectual world he describes.   

However, in both “Of Other Spaces” and The Order of Things we see indirect signs that the 

Encounter may be that cause: it haunts these texts in the form of this hemisphere’s cultural 

products.  In “Of Other Spaces,” for example, several of Foucault’s examples of heterotopic spaces 

come from the Americas; and his concluding paragraph’s lyrical evocation of the sailing ship, “the 

heterotopia par excellence,” “goes as far as the colonies in search of the most precious treasures they 

conceal in their gardens,” thus making it not only “the great instrument of economic development” 

but “simultaneously the greatest reserve of the imagination.”  (Note also the ship’s ability to 

establish connections between otherwise disparate points, an issue that Foucault argues arises from 

our contemporary age’s notion of the site as our chief way of thinking about space.)  Meanwhile, he 

opens the preface to The Order of Things by announcing, “This book first arose out of a passage in 

[Argentinian writer Jorge Luis] Borges, out of the laughter that shattered, as I read the passage, all 

the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and 

our geography” (xv, emphasis the author’s).  In both texts, the New World serves as a point from 

which Foucault orients himself relative to the tasks which he sets himself (note the resonances with 

physical space held by the words landmarks and, especially, our geography in the passage quoted just 

above).  In both these texts, but in particular in The Order of Things, the New World has the same 



effect on his account of European thought as South America does on Columbus’s thought after his 

third voyage when he re-imagines the planet as pear-shaped.  In each case, to quote Foucault again, 

the Encounter shatters “all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought;” it de-centers what 

European people thought they had known about the planet in the direction of another, previously-

unsuspected center of geological and intellectual gravity.  In the thought of each, and certainly quite 

literally to Columbus’s mind, the earth begins to morph from a sphere to an ovoid: the Baroque 

appears, in the form of the New World, before the Renaissance begins in Europe. 

 Johannes Kepler’s discovery in 1609 that Mars and, thus, all the planets orbit around the 

sun in an ellipsis and not a circle serves as the starting point for Cuban writer Severo Sarduy’s 

description of Baroque aesthetics in his 1974 book Barroco.   Though Copernicus’s heliocentric 

model of the cosmos (and Galileo’s confirmation of it) was indeed truer than Ptolemy’s description, 

it nevertheless retained the circle as its shape and thus, for Sarduy, implicitly continues to value a 

social politics in which power emanates from a single, clearly defined center.  Kepler’s discovery, by 

contrast, 

alter[s] the scientific foundation on which rested the entire knowledge of the age 

[and] create[s] a reference point in relation to which all symbolic activity, explicitly or 

not, is situated.  Something is decentering itself, or rather, duplicating, dividing its 

center; now, the dominant figure is not the circle, with its single, radiating, luminous, 

paternal center, but the ellipse, which opposes this visible focal point with another, 

equally functional, equally real, albeit closed off, dead, nocturnal, the blind center, the 

other side of the Sun’s germinative yang, that which is absent.17 

 
17 “Baroque Cosmology: Kepler” (trans. Christopher Winks), p. 293 in Baroque New Worlds.  All subsequent quotes are 
from this edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text. 
 



The geometry of the ellipse’s “dual focalization” (292), Sarduy argues, “must be assimilated to a 

given moment in a formal dialectic: multiple dynamic components, capable of being projected into 

other forms, generative,” which then reveals what Sarduy calls the ellipse’s retombée, the 

“epistemological solidarity between geometric and rhetorical figures.”18 

I wish to propose here, though, that the Keplerian moment Sarduy describes actually 

occurred over a hundred years prior to Galileo’s astronomical observations that, Foucault says, 

ushered in the notion of space as extension: it happened during the years of Columbus’s voyages, as 

Europeans attempted to make sense of the lands and peoples Columbus described in the Diario and 

his letters.  To put the matter another way, from the perspective of the New World, “the problem of 

siting or placement,” of locating what Sarduy denotes as the blind, absent center of the Keplerian 

ellipse, begins not with demography but geography: not with Columbus’s encountering of the 

Bahamas or even of Cuba or Hispaniola, but on his third voyage—to be precise, in the moment he 

encountered fresh water and not salt water in the Gulf of Paria and knew the land he saw to his 

south, the land that fresh water came from, must be large indeed as well as previously unaccounted 

for.  Peter Martyr, via his coinage of novus orbis, hoped to incorporate the lands described by 

Columbus into an already-existing frame for discussing the world’s landmasses, as did, for that 

matter, Columbus through his insistence that he had arrived in Asia.  The landscape forced 

Columbus to propose his pear-shaped globe in order to account for what he found without at the 

same time calling into question previously-received truths about the planet’s landmasses.  Yet in the 

act of proposing the pear-shaped globe and, in particular, his argument that at its summit one would 

find the Garden of Eden, Columbus nevertheless felt himself forced to reject even Ptolemy’s 

 
18 In “El barroco après la lettre (entrevista con Alberto Cardín y Biel Mesquida,” quoted by Christopher Wicks in Baroque 
New Worlds, 293 n. i. 
 



teaching of the earth’s sphericity and earlier saints’ claims regarding the location of Eden.19  The 

brute fact of the land before them, or its description, compelled Columbus and Martyr, respectively, 

to engage in the rhetorics they did, such that each sought in his own way to squeeze their 

observations into conformity with already-existing narratives.  

  These rhetorical acts, Foucault argues, are the result of people’s encounters with 

heterotopic spaces.  In the next chapter I will discuss heterotopias in fuller detail with regard to 

people’s interactions with and within them, as we begin to encounter those spaces in New World 

writing.  But for the moment I would like to return to Foucault’s statement, “Our epoch is one in 

which space takes for us the form of relations among sites,” and suggest that from this point we can 

start to explore briefly the theme of space in New World writing.  Or, to be more precise, we will 

explore the problem that space poses in New World writing: that is, the problem of this 

hemisphere’s relationship with the sites known as Asia, Europe, Africa, and Mesoamerica; and the 

matter of its own, cultural space, which had not existed prior to the arrival of Europeans and 

Africans to these shores and which continues to preoccupy us to this day. 20  This theme, as I have 

said, came into existence the moment Columbus declared, and kept declaring, that he had arrived in 

Asia and encountered the indigenous peoples here; it persisted and became ever more baroque in its 

 
19 I am being guided here by excerpts from Columbus’s third letter, trans. by Samuel Eliot Morison. (ENGL 4/5125-
01W [Colonial and Early American Literature].  University of West Georgia.  2005.  Web.  19 Apr. 2015.)  

 
20 Writing about the latter in her book The Untranslatable Image: A Mestizo History of the Arts in New Spain, 1500-1600 
(Trans. Susan Emanuel; U of Texas P, 2014), Alessandra Russo looks closely at early maps of New Spain and argues that 
they show that process—the graphic articulation of a cultural space that had not existed before the Spaniards’ arrival—
began almost immediately after the Spaniards’ conquest of Tenochtitlan in 1521.  This happened in part because of the 
colonizers’ needs—for bureaucratic reasons, Spain needed accurate renderings of these new lands in order to administer 
them—but, with regard to how they were rendered, also for deeply psychological and even existential reasons on the part 
of their makers: 
 

Beyond their variety and their quantity, these paintings represent a new territory, politically speaking.  
For the administrators of New Spain, it was necessary to possess precise information in order to 
manage the territory.  But this immense effort of cartographic creation that was carried out by 
painters who were Nahuas, Otomíes, Mixtecas, Zapotecas, Purepechas, Totonacas, but also mestizos, 
Spaniards, and probably also mulattos, signifies above all a much deeper process: the symbolic 
reorganization of a living space.  (55) 



complexity as Europeans (and, later, Africans and Asians) following in his literal and figurative wake 

and interacting with still other indigenous peoples and with each other, not to mention the soldiers, 

priests and theologians, humanists, scientists, and bureaucrats who read and saw the written records 

and flora and fauna and human-made productions of this hemisphere, and (last but certainly not 

least of all) the new peoples quickly appearing here, all of them in cacophonous concert, all 

struggled, and continue to struggle, to articulate the experience of this space. 

This sense of constant motion, not simply of people but of the very dynamics of the land, 

recurs again and again in various ways as an unfixed starting point for beginning to articulate what 

sets the cultures of this hemisphere apart from those of the other continents.  Here is Edouard 

Glissant’s extended metaphor for the Caribbean in his book Caribbean Discourse: 

 What is the Caribbean in fact?  A multiple series of relationships.  We all feel 

it, we express it in all kinds of hidden or twisted ways, or we fiercely deny it.  But we 

sense that this sea exists within us with the weight of now revealed islands. 

 The Caribbean Sea is not an American lake.  It is the estuary of the Americas. 

 In this context, insularity takes on another meaning.  Ordinarily, insularity is 

treated as a form of isolation, a neurotic reaction to place.  However, in the 

Caribbean each island embodies openness.  The dialectic between inside and outside 

is reflected in the relationship of land and sea.  It is only those who are tied to the 

European continent who see insularity as confining.  A Caribbean imagination 

liberates us from being smothered.21 

 
21 “Cross-Cultural Poetics,” in Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays (Trans. J. Michael Dash; UP of Virginia, 1989), 139.  All 
subsequent quotations are from this edition and will be cited in the text.  



I believe we can extend Glissant’s image of the Caribbean as an estuary, as a fluid space (in figurative 

as well as literal terms) neither salt water nor fresh, neither sea nor land, but which possesses 

attributes of each environment simultaneously and whose precise composition changes with the 

tides’ rising and falling, to include the entirety of the hemisphere.  As we have already seen, this 

space resisted, in the first decades after Columbus’s arrival, Europeans’ attempts to characterize it in 

terms of what they knew or believed they knew about the world.  Yet, it appears that the region’s 

changeability, even then, served as something of a semiotic subtext for Europeans in those early 

years of exploration and settlement.  In “Problemática de la actual novela latinoamericana,” 

Carpentier notes in passing that “the first indigenous word adopted by the world’s languages, 

borrowed by the sailors of the Discovery, is ‘hurricane’” (7).  Assuming this is true, it is most fitting 

that that first word is not the indigenous name for a plant or animal, but for a force of nature first 

found in this hemisphere—a recurring force, moreover, that possesses the power to reshape the 

land it passes over and through—and perhaps the inhabitants of that land as well.  Indeed, Glissant 

makes a very similar pronouncement in his essay “Cross-Cultural Poetics”:  

In European literature an intimate relationship with the landscape is primarily 

established. [. . .] Space in the American novel, on the contrary (but not so much in 

the physical sense), seems to me open, exploded, rent. 

There is something violent in this American sense of literary space.  In it the 

prevailing force is not that of the spring and the meadow22, but rather that of the 

wind that blows and casts shadows like a great tree.  This is why realism—that is, the 

logical and rational attitude toward the visible world—more than anywhere else 

 
22 Just before the quoted section, Glissant had said that he associates spring and meadows with the European literary 
imagination.   

 



would in our case betray the true meaning of things.  As one says that a painter at 

work sees the light on his subject change with the movement of the sun, so it seems 

to me, as far as I am concerned, that my landscape changes in me; it is probable that 

it changes with me. (145)   

In Foucauldian terms, the image of the estuary also certainly works well as an example from 

topography of a space defined by its relations between sites (ocean and land).  Such a space moves 

and evolves constantly, and acquires a powerful resonance when we think as well in terms of this 

hemisphere’s cultural productions.23   It also resonates when we think of the work of understanding 

those productions—specifically, when we think of understanding them as something to be 

interpreted, or translated from one symbolic language to another.  Translating, argues Alessandra 

Russo in The Untranslatable Image, “necessarily implies a passage through,” a movement “from one 

artistic world to another.”  In that movement, that translation, something inevitably will elude 

rendering, what Russo, following the philosopher Barbara Cassin, calls the untranslatable.  

Discerning the untranslatable in art, for Russo, consists of “analysis of the choices made, the 

inevitable losses and the unexpected inventions between forms, concepts, and ‘untranslatable’ know-

hows that are susceptible to (not) being translated” (7).  Based on what we have already seen in these 

 
23 Glissant: “The written requires nonmovement: The body does not move with the flow of what is said.  The body must 
remain still; therefore the hand wielding the pen (or using the typewriter) does not reflect the movement of the body but 
is linked to (an appendage of) the page.  The oral, on the other hand, is inseparable from the movement of the body” 
(“Cross-Cultural Poetics,” 122).  The oral, then, as well as music and painting, are the artistic modes truest to the nature 
of the New World as estuary.  To see how Glissant understands his own first language of Creole within this context 
(briefly, that Creole’s primary condition is the oral—it came into being as a way of facilitating communication between 
plantation owners and their slaves, a system which no longer exists but still marks the language—yet is also “marked by 
French—that is, the obsession with the written”), see pp. 123-129. 

I will just add here that this dynamic, that of the written being equivalent to nonmovement and the oral to 
movement, in effect provides us with one way of beginning to understand Joe Christmas’s relation to both written and 
spoken language in William Faulkner’s Light in August as the people with whom he interacts—and as he himself, for that 
matter—attempt to make sense of his racial identity: To summarize briefly, Joe (whose skin is described as “parchment 
colored”) resists being written about, but he himself seems not at all reluctant to talk with others about his identity.  I 
will have more to say on this subject in chapter four of this study. 
 



pages, we can extend Russo’s descriptions of the untranslatable in art and of translation as 

movement through space from one cultural world to another to include the broader experience of 

the New World as estuary. 

 Thus, our New World narrative’s setting and, indeed, at times its subject, is its indeterminate, 

inscrutable nature, at least in European terms, as embodied in the oxymoronic quality of the very 

term New World, that indeterminate nature having its origins in the physical presence of the land.  

Ralph Waldo Emerson writes in “Nature” (1836), “Every man’s condition is a solution in 

hieroglyphic to those inquiries he would put.  He acts it as life, before he apprehends it as truth.  In 

like manner, nature is already, in its forms and tendencies, describing its own design.”24  Indeed, the 

entire opening paragraph of “Nature” functions as something like a philosophical Declaration of 

Independence for the United States, yet its grounds for independence rest in the land itself and our 

relationship to it rather than in imported European ideas: “The sun shines to-day also.  There is 

more wool and flax in the fields.  There are new lands, new men, new thoughts.  Let us demand our 

own works and laws and worship” (I: 1073).  However, the first northern-European settlers of this 

land did not share Emerson’s barely-bridled optimism regarding the human condition and its 

eventual extraction and decoding from the matrix of the land; they understood the land as 

something to be both feared and subdued.25  Neither did Emerson’s contemporaries in 19th-century 

Latin America always share in that optimism.  While Latin American intellectuals clearly saw the land 

 
24 In Nina Baym et al., eds., The Norton Anthology of American Literature (5th ed.) (Norton 1998), I:1073.  Subsequent quotes 
are from this edition and will be cited in the text. 
 
25 For a historical overview of the gradual shift in this country from our people’s seeing the land as physical and 
metaphysical adversary to seeing it as having value and beauty in its own right, not to mention an edifying effect on us as 
a people, see Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 3rd ed. (Yale UP, 1982), 1-95.  I have no space to explore 
the following at any length, but Nash notes in his discussion the northern European etymological origin of wilderness, and 
that Spanish, French, and Italian have no precise equivalents for that word (1-2).  The possibility fascinates me that these 
linguistic differences contributed to the differences between the United States’ and Latin America’s respective 
perceptions of the land and its inhabitants, even though Europeans shared the idea of wilderness via their shared Judeo-
Christian religious and cultural heritage. 
 



as a shaping influence on the people living there, on the whole they despaired of, rather than 

celebrated, what they observed.  In his 1851 book Facundo—Civilización y Barbarie, Argentine writer 

Domingo Sarmiento laments that Buenos Aires “would ere now have become the Babylon of 

America, if the spirit of the Pampa had not breathed upon her, and left undeveloped the rich 

offerings which the rivers and the provinces should unceasingly bring.”26  With regard to late-19th-

century Brazil, in Os Sertões (1902) Euclides da Cunha attributes his nation’s lack of racial unity in 

large measure to “a physical milieu that is wide and varied and, added to this, varied historical 

situations which in large part flow from that milieu.”27  Both writers felt something like despair for 

their respective nations’ foreseeable futures as they wrote about the distinctive cultural types 

emerging from their nations’ hinterlands, shaped not by education or good governance but by the 

landscapes those types inhabited—respectively, the gauchos of the Argentinian pampas and the 

mixed-race populations of the sertão of the central and northeastern interior of Brazil.  Though both 

Sarmiento and da Cunha also express a grudging pride in these types, they each also believe that, for 

the sake of their nations’ futures, civilization would first have to ameliorate the land’s influence on 

these people.  In his preface to Os Sertões, Afrânio Peixoto describes the inhabitants of the sertão as 

“direct expression[s] of the soil,” which from our own perspective sounds affirming, if not flattering; 

but then he puts the matter directly: “The truth is that the more rudimentary a civilization, the more 

it depends upon the physical environment; and civilization itself may be defined as the process of 

removing man from territorial contingencies.  The prisoner of his native heath then becomes, 

through civilization, a man who has made his escape into the world” (xx).  For Sarmiento and da 

Cunha, if the rural peoples they wrote of were hieroglyphs, they found them, because of their lack of 

 
26 Life in the Argentine Republic in the Days of the Tyrants; or, Civilization and Barbarism (trans. Mary Mann; 1868; Hafner Press, 
n.d.), 5.  All subsequent quotes are from this edition and will be cited in the text. 
 
27 Rebellion in the Backlands (trans. Samuel Putnam; U of Chicago P, 1944), 54.  All subsequent quotes are from this edition 
and will be cited in the text.  



sophistication, to be all too easily read.  As a result, their great hopes for their nations, if not for the 

rest of the hemisphere, the promised utopia imagined for this hemisphere, seemed to them to recede 

along with the horizon as settlers pushed ever further into the interior. 

The curse, as these men saw it, of an ever-receding cultural and political horizon differs from 

the one that Fuentes has in mind when he writes of the New World’s fate to be condemned to 

utopia by the Old World.  What both Sarmiento and da Cunha describe does not directly result from 

Europe’s projections onto these lands but, I would argue, their own projecting of European notions 

of nation-building onto themselves during their brief time as independent states.  Perhaps, rewriting 

Fuentes, they, and not Europe, have doomed themselves to an Old World image of utopia.  Yet 

even so, Sarmiento, at least, locates the source of his nation’s poetic sense in another horizon: that 

one formed by the meeting of the land and the sky: 

Now, I inquire, what impressions must be made upon the inhabitant of the 

Argentine Republic by the simple act of fixing his eyes upon the horizon, and seeing 

nothing?—for the deeper his gaze sinks into that shifting, hazy, undefined horizon, 

the further it withdraws from him, the more it fascinates and confuses him, and 

plunges him into contemplation and doubt.  What is the end of that world which he 

vainly seeks to penetrate?  He knows not!  What is there beyond what he sees?  The 

wilderness, danger, the savage, death!  Here is poetry already; he who moves among 

such scenes is assailed by fantastic doubts and fears, by dreams which possess his 

waking hours.  (27) 

Sarmiento’s evocation of the “shifting, hazy, undefined horizon” of the pampas, verging on 

the gothic in its quality, strikingly resembles Glissant’s description of the equally-indeterminate space 

of the estuary as the best descriptor for thinking of the Caribbean in cultural terms.  Thus, it should 



not surprise us to learn that Sarmiento believed James Fenimore Cooper was, at the time, the best-

known U.S. novelist in Europe because he “remov[ed] the events he described from the settled 

portion of the country to the border land between civilized life and that of the savage, the theatre of 

the war for the possession of the soil waged against each other, by the native tribes and the Saxon 

race” (25).  Cooper located the action of his Leatherstocking Tales on that ever-shifting figurative 

horizon that we have learned to call the frontier, the boundary between, to borrow Sarmiento’s 

phrasing, civilization and barbarism.  By the second half of the 20th century, however, writers in this 

hemisphere had modified Sarmiento’s civilization-vs.-barbarism dynamic such that they saw the land 

no longer as a passive backdrop for the doings of humans but, instead, as an agent that shaped those 

doings.  In the following passage from “Cross-Cultural Poetics,” Glissant speaks not of Cooper but, 

instead, of Gabriel García Márquez’s deployment of magical realism in One Hundred Years of Solitude 

(1967) as a “transcending of realism.”  Even so, as we read this we can easily think of moments in 

the Leatherstocking Tales in which Natty Bumppo speaks of the relationship between people and 

the land and, in particular, the need of people to treat the land and its creatures with respect: 

An immediate consequence of this approach can be found in the function of 

landscape.  The relationship with the land, one that is even more threatened because 

the community is alienated from the land, becomes so fundamental in this discourse 

that landscape in this work stops being merely decorative or supportive and emerges 

as a full character.  Describing the landscape is not enough.  The individual, the 

community, the land are inextricable in the process of creating history.  Landscape is 

a character in this process.  Its deepest meanings need to be understood.  (105-106; 

italics are the author’s) 



Later in that same essay, Glissant will return to this dynamic between people and the land, 

this time with a suggestion of the labor required of the writer to free his or her language from the 

land: “The very words and letters of the American novel are entangled in the strands, in the mobile 

structures of one’s own landscape.  And the language of my landscape is primarily that of the forest, 

which unceasingly bursts with life.  I do not practice the economy of the meadow, I do not share the 

serenity of the spring” (146).  We can find similar examples of this existential entanglement of 

people with the land in Transcendentalist writing from the United States.  I earlier noted Emerson’s 

analogizing the work by which we answer the question “To what end is Nature” to searching out the 

“solution in hieroglyphic” that is humankind’s condition.  Henry David Thoreau’s book Walden 

explores that analogy: the land serves as a kind of mirror by means of which, with diligent and 

patient searching, we can see ourselves and come to know ourselves more truly, yet not without 

some uncertainty regarding the boundary between the land and us.  As he examines the remarkable 

forms taken by the thawing mud flowing down the slope of the railroad embankment in “Spring,” 

Thoreau asks, “What is man but a mass of thawing clay?” and notes, “Thus it seemed that this one 

hillside illustrated the principle of all the operations of Nature. [. . .] What Champollion will decipher 

this hieroglyphic for us, that we may turn over a new leaf at last?” 28  Indeed, Walden itself—the 

pond as well as the book we are reading—becomes Thoreau’s literal and figurative mirror: “It is the 

work of a brave man surely, in whom there was no guile!  He rounded this water with his hand, 

deepened and clarified it in his thought, and in his will bequeathed it to Concord.  I see by its face 

that it is visited by the same reflection; and I can almost say, Walden, is it you?” (130)29  As with 

 
28 Walden and Resistance to Civil Government, 2nd ed. (ed. William Rossi; Norton, 1992), 205.  All other quotes are from this 
edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text.      

 
29 Here we may find it useful to compare this passage with Foucault’s discussion of the space of the mirror in “Of Other 
Spaces,” in particular this passage: “The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I 
occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that 
surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over 
there.” 



individuals, so also with the collective.  In “Errand into the Wilderness,” Perry Miller argues that 

“American experience”—by which he means the shaping influence of abundant land on a group of 

people coming from a place most of whose land was already owned—gave rise to certain pernicious 

behaviors and activities bemoaned by Reverend Samuel Danforth in his 1670 election sermon that 

provided Miller with his own essay’s title:  

Changes there had to be: adaptations to environment, expansion of the frontier, 

mansions constructed, commercial adventures undertaken.  These activities were not 

specifically nominated in the bond Winthrop had framed.  They were thrust upon 

the society by American experience; because they were works not only of necessity 

but of excitement, they proved irresistible—whether making money, haunting 

taverns, or committing fornication.  Land speculation meant not only wealth but 

dispersion of the people, and what was to stop the march of settlement?  The 

covenant doctrine preached on the Arabella had been formulated in England, where 

land was not to be had for the taking; its adherents had been utterly oblivious of 

what the fact of a frontier would do for an imported order, let alone for a European 

mentality.  Hence I suggest that under the guise of the mounting wail of sinfulness, 

this incessant and never successful cry for repentance, the Puritans launched 

themselves upon the process of Americanization.30 

Miller concludes his essay by describing the Puritans as becoming aware that they occupied a space 

within which language fails to describe the experience of living in it—which is to say, they become 

aware of its heterotopic nature: “They looked in vain to history for an explanation of themselves; 

 
30 In Gordon Hutner, ed., American Literature, American Culture (Oxford UP, 1999), 364-365.  Subsequent passages will be 
cited parenthetically in the text.   

 



more and more it appeared that the meaning was not to be found in theology, even with the help of 

the covenantal dialectic.  Thereupon, these citizens found they had no other place to search but 

within themselves[. . .]  Having failed to rivet the eyes of the world upon their city on the hill, they 

were left alone with America” (370).31 

The estuary, the horizon, the frontier, Miller’s “America” in his closing sentence—all are 

spaces that, as Sarmiento notes in his description of the meeting place of the pampas and the sky, at 

once fascinate and confuse us, make us both contemplative and doubtful, all to some extent 

heterotopic in their respective natures—and all different ways of naming the New World space that, 

as I argued earlier, Columbus and those who either read his accounts or followed him here 

encountered without ever quite comprehending what they found because they insisted that these 

lands be understood by means of Old World assumptions of the world.  Even today, we find this 

space’s inhabitants in the process of becoming, in a cultural and political sense.  As Glissant puts it, 

“It seems that when dealing with the anxiety of time, American writers are prey to a kind of future 

remembering.  By that I mean that it is almost certain that we are writers in an embryonic stage and 

our public is yet to come.  Also, that this exploded, suffered time is linked to ‘transferred’ space.  I 

have in mind African as much as Breton space, the ‘memory’ of which has been stamped on the 

 
31 As something like the inverse of Miler’s conclusion, Henry Nash Smith quotes a memorable couple of sentences from 
Frederick Jackson Turner’s “The West and American Ideals”—“American democracy was born of no theorist’s dream; 
it was not carried in the Susan Constant to Virginia, nor in the Mayflower to Plymouth.  It came stark and strong and full 
of life out of the American forest, and it gained new strength each time it touched a new frontier.”—only to negate it 
almost immediately: “Rebirth and regeneration are categories of myth rather than of economic analysis” (“The Myth of 
the Garden and Turner’s Frontier Myth,” in Hutner, ed., 352-353).  To be sure.  Yet it is equally true that, if one were to 
ask someone, “What does it mean to you to be an American?” it seems unlikely that that person would begin by saying, 
“Well, first and foremost, it means being a capitalist,” no matter how fervently s/he believes in the superiority of lightly-
regulated market economies.  But we have a real and difficult struggle to create an indigenous imagination for 
ourselves—the fact that October 12, 1492 was a Friday means we will never have an ahistorical myth of origins.  We will 
see again and again in this study that being a citizen of the New World means attempting to articulate a sense of self as 
distinct from other peoples while ensnared in a hyperawareness of the historical time of the Americas.  Hence the 
emergence, as we have so far seen in this chapter, of various conceptions of this land and our cultural responses to it as a 
heterotopic space. 
      



spatial reality that we all live” (144-145).32  Here in these images of “’transferred’ space” and 

“memory” stamped onto spatial reality we see what amounts to another way of describing the 

dynamic at work in Glissant’s New World-as-estuary analogy, a dynamic implicit in Alessandra 

Russo’s description of translation as “a passage through” (7): the language, culture—the peoples—of 

every part of the world, passing into and through and from our New World space, leading to the 

appearances of new languages, cultures, and peoples that had not existed before.33  

 

 
32 Compare to this sentence from Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Duke UP, 2016): “In the wake, 
the past that is not past reappears, always, to rupture the present” (9). 

By referring to “American” writers but listing in the last sentence only “African as much as Breton space,” 
which speaks more specifically of the cultural influences of his native Martinique, I do not think that Glissant is being 
intentionally narrow, much less exclusionary, in his conception of this hemisphere’s cultures.  We can easily add the 
names of many, many other cultures to that list and do his argument no injustice. 
      
33 Glissant himself does not mention ships in his discussion of the Caribbean as estuary, but his insistence on the islands’ 
openness rather than insularity—“the Caribbean in fact [is a] multiple series of relationships” (139)—would imply some 
means of exchange between and among them, which, of course, ships would facilitate. The image of the ship thus 
functions as something like a corollary to the image of the estuary as the space of the New World.  We have already seen 
Foucault mention ships in “Of Other Spaces” as functioning as engines of the dissemination of culture as well as of 
conquest and commerce.  Likewise, in The Untranslatable Image, Russo reads a drawing from the early 16th century that 
depicts Cortés’ meeting with his translator and lover Malinche—Cortés, though having just arrived, is shown already 
wearing feather adornments like those the Aztecs would later give him; and Malinche has blonde hair.  Russo also 
includes a drawing by Marten de Vos titled Allegory of America that shows an indigenous woman sitting on a stump with 
beads draped over one arm as if to display them to an approaching sailing ship, and writes, “The ship appears in both 
images as a vehicle of these riches, the turning point that transforms the local gift into an object that traverses seas and 
even worlds” (26).  Paul Gilroy puts the sailing ship to similar use in the opening chapter of The Black Atlantic—in 
particular emphasizing their “motion across the spaces between Europe, America, Africa, and the Caribbean”: “The 
image of the ship—a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion—is especially important for historical and 
theoretical reasons[. . . .]  Ships immediately focus attention on the middle passage, on the various projects for 
redemptive return to an African homeland, on the circulation of ideas and activists as well as the movement of key 
cultural and political artefacts: tracts, books, gramophone records, and choirs” ([Harvard UP, 1993] 4).   

Though Christina Sharpe does not refer to Gilroy’s book in In the Wake, her exploration of the image of “Black 
being in the wake [in all the meanings of that word] as a form of consciousness” (her emphasis) in that book has as its 
starting point the middle passage as well—in particular, the ever-in-motion existential and even physiological space that 
is the wake of the slave ship:  “I want to think and argue for one aspect of Black being in the wake as consciousness and 
to propose that to be in the wake is to occupy and be occupied by the continuous and changing presence of slavery’s as 
yet unresolved unfolding.  To be “in” the wake, to occupy that grammar, the infinitive, might provide another way of 
theorizing, in/for/from what Frank Wilderson refers to as “stay[ing] in the hold of the ship” (13-14, italics and brackets 
are Sharpe’s).  Sharpe’s image of Black people’s occupying a space shaped by “the continuous and changing presence of 
slavery’s as yet unresolved unfolding” also strikes me as analogous to Sarduy’s description of the Baroque as a space 
shaped by an absent center: though the literal ships have long passed on, the turbulence they create—the waves ever 
spreading out even as the waves at the narrowest point of the wake collapse in on themselves—continues to be felt to 
this day. 
  



IV 

 So far, I have discussed an articulation of New World culture that originates not with 

Europeans’ understanding of that term but by the There-ness of this hemisphere’s land and its 

newly-emerging peoples’ varied responses to it.  Thus, we cannot not quite exchange it with what I 

called earlier the historical space of the Americas.  While the history of this hemisphere plays out on 

the continents, islands, and the waters that surround them, New World culture does not merely 

mirror or, for that matter, only critique that history.  Rather, it places itself at a remove from it and 

offers resistance and a rebuttal to it.  Thus, New World writing can seem to occupy, in various ways, 

an oblique position relative to the region’s history, whether through its characters or plotting or its 

authors’ positioning of themselves relative to their audiences.  Just above, I noted Glissant’s 

observation that New World writers find themselves “in an embryonic stage and our public is yet to 

come,” thus making them susceptible to the fate of “a kind of future remembering.”  Here in the 

United States, for several decades in the past century it had long been a critical commonplace that 

many of the protagonists of our canonical literature of the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries, 

whether in a positive or pejorative sense, are at a spiritual or emotional remove from the worlds they 

inhabited.  Think, for example, of R.W.B. Lewis’s 1955 book-length description of such character 

types, which he dubs “the American Adam,” or of Leslie Fiedler’s describing many of those very 

same characters as developmentally-arrested adolescents in his Love and Death in the American Novel 

(1960)—or, for that matter, H. L. Mencken’s anticipating, in 1924, both men’s theses in his 

assessment of then-recent American writing: “What all the younger American writers have in 

common is a sort of new-found elasticity or goatishness, a somewhat exaggerated sense of aliveness, 

a glowing delight in the spectacle before them, a vigorous and naïve self-consciousness.”34  In all of 

 
34 “The American Novel,” in Hutner, ed., 228. 
    



these characterizations of New World writing, these critics locate those works’ attempts to produce 

narratives that present, to an audience who lives in the historical space of the Americas, a vision of 

the Americas as they could have been and may yet become—which is to say, they present New 

World culture’s vision of that same space.  In his study A World Elsewhere, Richard Poirier puts the 

matter directly:  

[H]ow, from the images of a visionary or aesthetic relationship to the world, 

can we extrapolate the actions and dialogues, the involvements and relationships that 

are the inescapable demand made by literature, notably by fiction?  To take 

possession of America in the eye, as an Artist, is a way of preserving imaginatively 

those dreams about the continent that were systematically betrayed by the possession 

of it for economic and political aggrandizement. 35 

New World writers accomplish this imaginative preservation of dreams by deploying the primary 

tool they have available to them: language itself, a rhetorical ax used to clear a space in what they 

regard as the hostile wilderness of American history and society, as Poirier asserts: “The great works 

of American literature are alive with the effort to stabilize certain feelings and attitudes that have, as 

it were, no place in the world, no place at all except where a writer’s style can give them one” (xxi).  

In much the same vein as Poirier, Chilean writer and critic Ariel Dorfman, himself at the time a 

writer-in-exile from the Pinochet regime, sees what he calls the “linguistic violence” of much Latin 

American literature of the post-WWII era, “its fractured levels of appeal and questioning structures,” 

as having come into existence not in spite of that region’s poor literacy rates and, in many nations, 

 
35 A World Elsewhere: The Place of Style in American Literature (1966; U of Wisconsin P, 1985), 51.  All subsequent quotes will 
be cited in the text.  
 



censorious governments but, in large measure and paradoxically, because of those very aspects of 

intellectual life in those countries:  

[T]his very absence of a real reader for the fiction that needs one so desperately, that 

desires so much an answer from reality to its echo of despair, implies a literary 

strategy that demands of that reader an unceasing birth, that calls for him or her to 

go beyond the enclaves of the past, the monoproduction of ideas and emotions[. . . .]  

I have often wondered if the profound ruptures in a great part of our twentieth-

century literature, [. . .] although undoubtedly the result of Western cultural 

modernist influences, do not profoundly owe themselves to the need to reach the 

blockaded readers gnawing at the shores of the text.  Is it not possible that those 

nonreaders are our secret and omitted coeditors, white shadows that, however 

unseen, are always there waiting to materialize?  Is the sheer weight of that 

unexpressed universe, of those millions of mute voices, not always silently present 

and intermingled in every cloistered word that is born in Latin America?36 

Though clearly not described in exactly the same kind of language, these critics’ descriptions of 

literary and cultural space, their characters, and the disruptive rhetorics used within them, reveal that 

they are not only or merely aesthetic spaces.  At least potentially, a politics can also emerge from 

these spaces, one that both opposes the dominant politics that has emerged over the centuries in the 

historical space of the Americas and also truly poses an alternative to them.  We can see that 

 
36 “Introduction,” Some Write to the Future: Essays on Contemporary Latin American Fiction (trans. George Shivers with the 
author; Duke UP, 1991), xiii.   

 



potential most clearly in a 1971 essay by Brazilian critic Silvinio Santiago, “O Entre-Lugar do 

Discurso Latino-Americano” (“Latin American Discourse: The Space In-Between”).37 

 Santiago’s entre-lugar has its origin in Roland Barthes’s theory, as presented in S/Z, of the 

texte scriptible (translated by Richard Miller in the standard English translation as “writerly text”), the 

text that a reader generates when reading.38  As Barthes phrases it, text scriptible results from the 

reader’s becoming “no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text.”39  Because the writerly text is 

“productive (and no longer [. . .] representative),” it also resists criticism: “[T]o rewrite the writerly 

text would consist only in disseminating it; in dispersing it within the field of infinite difference” (5).  

(It might help to clarify Barthes’s meaning here by comparing this description to the one he provides 

for what he calls readerly or “classic” texts.  Readerly texts are “reactive;” that is, they “can be read, 

but not written” (4); thus, the reader does not produce them when reading them but, instead, reads 

them in response to already-received truths regarding that text.)  The writerly text, then, has no 

existence prior to the reader’s encounter with it; it “is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent 

language (which would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the writerly text is ourselves 

writing, before the infinite play of the world (the world as function) is traversed, intersected, stopped, 

plasticized by some singular system (Ideology, Genus, Criticism) which reduces the plurality of 

entrances, the opening of networks, the infinity of languages” (5; emphases are Barthes’s).   

 
37 Trans. by Ana Lúcia Gazzola and Gareth Williams; pp. 25-38 in Silviano Santiago, The Space In-Between: Essays on Latin 
American Culture (ed. by Ana Lúcia Gazzola; Duke UP, 2001).  All quotes are from this translation and will be cited in the 
text.   

 
38 I am indebted to the discussion of Santiago’s essay in Joshua Lund’s book The Impure Imagination: Toward a Critical 
Hybridity in Latin American Writing (U of Minnesota P, 2006), 162-168.  As the reader will see, though, I deviate at points 
from Lund’s claims about Santiago’s intentions, and I hope to answer the questions about Santiago’s work that Lund 
poses but believes he cannot answer. 
   
39 Roland Barthes, S/Z: An Essay (trans. Richard Miller; Hill and Wang, 1974), 4.  All subsequent quotes are from this 
edition and will be cited in the text. 



At first glance, the notion of the writerly text would not appear to help articulate a frame for 

describing New World cultural space.  We can sense a gap here between Barthes’s language and 

some of the various descriptions of New World space and writing that we have been discussing, in 

particular Dorfman’s description of Latin America’s stymied readers as “secret and omitted 

coeditors” and Glissant’s fear of New World writers’ falling “prey to a kind of future remembering” 

as they write for a public unprepared to read that work.  After all, how can a reader produce a 

writerly text if, whether because of illiteracy or government censorship or a simple lack of an 

audience, its readers do not in some sense exist?  However, Joshua Lund, following the lead of an 

essay on Santiago’s thought by Malcolm McNee, argues in The Impure Imagination that in order to 

make more visible the implicit idea of reading-as-politics present in Barthes’s texte scriptible, a more 

literal translation of that phrase—“writable text” (in the Portuguese original, Santiago renders this as 

texto escrevível)—would be a better choice (162).40   If Barthes is indeed correct that the writerly text 

cannot itself be written on—if others cannot critique or censor it, or police it by the established rules 

of genre or theory—reading and interpretation then become political acts, empowering readers 

instead of figuratively making them kneel at the foot of readerly master texts of whatever sort; as 

Santiago succinctly puts it, “To speak, to write, means to speak against, to write against” (31).  

Calling these texts writable thus allows us to see more clearly that reading writes upon the text being 

read—indeed, writes in opposition to the culture or politics or economic system that informs it.  

Lund likens Santiago’s description of this act as “less precisely characterized as play than as 

 
40 I cannot make a final judgement on this matter.  Based on my own reading of the essay, I see the point of Lund’s 
claim that Santiago’s thought regarding the notion of the texte scriptible is ultimately more politically charged than is 
Barthes’s, and that point certainly becomes clearer within the context of Santiago’s discussion of Latin American space.  
Also, as I will go on to say later, I also believe we can think of U.S. writing in this way with regard to received European 
literary and artistic tradition.  On the other hand, the translators of my copy of Santiago’s essay have stayed with 
“writerly text” as the rendering of Barthes’s phrase, doubtless in keeping with Richard Miller’s reading of it in his 
translation of S/Z.  Thus, at least in this instance, Santiago’s understanding of texte scriptible may not be visible here in the 
translation I am following, though I do think Lund’s reading (via McNee) of what he takes to be Santiago’s 
understanding of it is a defensible one.        



vandalism;” such a move transforms, for Latin American writers, the received tradition of European 

and United States culture into a “canvas to be painted upon, or, better, as a monumental wall that 

tempts the graffito” (164).  

Santiago calls this space of cultural play, of vandalism of received texts, of defiance in the 

face of those texts’ already-read status, the entre-lugar (“space-in-between”).  He identifies it as the 

site of Latin American writing, located, as its name suggests, in the gaps between the dominant 

cultures of Europe and the United States.  These cultures predominate in this hemisphere because 

they have produced far more of the commodity called Culture than Latin America produces for 

itself, thus placing Latin America in the less-powerful role of Consumer—consumers, moreover, of 

already-outmoded (because already, in Barthesian terms, “readerly” or “classic”) Culture.  But the 

idea of the texte scriptible, the designation of reading as a productive rather than a consuming activity, 

places Latin Americans in the position of being producers of culture as well via their engagements 

with those same cultural products.  Indeed, Santiago’s rereading of Barthes’s texte scriptible itself 

models the cultural work that occurs in the space of entre-lugar: Santiago has transformed Barthes’s 

theory of aesthetic work into a description of political work and cultural production.  We find 

ourselves, again, in a space precisely like that which we earlier saw José de Jesús Cuevas describe in 

his metaphor of Mexican history as “an Aztec mirror of polished obsidian, which has the strange 

property of converting the rays of light which strike it into dark and confused waves and of turning 

images into shadows.” 

Few would argue against the truth of the United States’ hegemonic presence, in terms of its 

projection of political, military, and economic power, as well as its mass culture, throughout the rest 

of the world throughout the 20th century, as it undeniably has been in this hemisphere for the past 

two centuries.  Thus Santiago, I think most people would agree, justifiably sees the United States as 



being in opposition to Latin America with regard to the entre-lugar.  Even so, I would like to pause 

here for a moment and respectfully make the case that we can also include the U.S. in that same, 

American space along with the other countries of this hemisphere.  I do not claim here that the 

other nations of the hemisphere should not regard the United States with suspicion or fear or anger.  

I do claim, though, that my nation’s literature, in its more-considered moments from the 19th century 

on, has a long history of speaking in opposition to the United States-as-hegemon when we fail to 

live up to our constitutionally-espoused principles or do not see (or simply ignore) our excesses of 

wealth and abuses of power and their effects on the rest of this hemisphere and the world.  (I would 

argue that Thoreau’s Walden, with its unrelenting critique of every aspect of our country’s political, 

economic, and cultural life, may well be the most subversive book ever written by a U.S. writer.)  As 

we earlier saw Richard Poirier say in A World Elsewhere, “To take possession of America in the eye, as 

an Artist, is a way of preserving imaginatively those dreams about the continent that were 

systematically betrayed by the possession of it for economic and political aggrandizement.”  Our 

most highly-regarded U.S. writers, in Poirier’s view, take up the position of advocate for and 

defender of the nation’s Grand Narratives in the face of our own people’s sometimes negligent, 

often violent and brutal disregard of the nobler ideals implicit in those narratives—or, just as often, 

engage in arrogant readings of those ideals so as to privilege the U.S. or certain of its people in its 

dealings with its own citizens or those of other nations.  In this regard, then, U.S. writers, like their 

Latin American counterparts in the entre-lugar, also often regard their own history and mainstream 

culture with suspicion, if not contempt, and, in their best moments, willingly engage in rhetorical 

subterfuge against, even, that loftiest of our ideals, the American Dream.  They recognize, as John T. 

Irwin argues in American Hieroglyphics, that that particular myth did not actually have its origins here 

but in Europe; the first settlers brought to these lands their desire to escape “from the burden of 

history (the Old World’s corruption, its political systems, its fixed social hierarchy),” only to find that 



coming here to live meant “simply to begin history once again [and thus be] committed to an 

endless series of beginnings again, committed to a future that is an endless quest for the oldest 

things in the past, the point where/before history began.”41  Our fate as a culture, many of our 

writers and thinkers have come to realize over the last five centuries, arises from the realization that 

we live on a sphere.  We are doomed never to come to a place that is truly new.  We therefore, to 

rewrite Emerson’s second sentence in “Nature,” must stop building the sepulchers of our fathers 

(whether European, indigenous, or African) and engage this place on our own terms. 

 In our writers’ realization of this fact, we can find another iteration of my earlier suggestion 

that not demographics but an indeterminate geography serves as the point of origin for New World 

writing—the fact of this hemisphere’s lands’ resisting its European arrivals’ failed attempts to 

conceptualize and interpret them through European lenses, and our own people’s understanding the 

land—specifically, the estuary, the horizon, the frontier—as the starting point for beginning to 

conceptualize our own understanding of this place as a New World for ourselves.   So, while the 

American Dream is not indigenous to this hemisphere, New World writing’s critique of it (whether 

produced in the United States or in the entre-lugar of Latin America), and its writers’ awareness of its 

ultimate impossibility, most definitely do have their origins in this hemisphere.  Once the New 

World writer has engaged in this work, Santiago argues, then the reader joins in the work as well, 

“[laboring] to unearth the limitations, weaknesses, and gaps to be found in the original model” and 

in so doing joins with the writer in a “silent, treacherous meditation on” the received text (i.e., 

Barthes’s “readerly text”) (33).  This strikes me as the quintessential New World activity, not one 

confined only to Latin America. 

 
41 American Hieroglyphs: The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphs in the American Renaissance (1980; The Johns Hopkins UP, 
1983), 113. 
   



Given all of this, then, the indeterminate, treacherously-shifting nature of New World space 

dictates that it not be a passive backdrop for the doings of people but, rather, play the roles of full 

characters in the New World’s cultural productions.   Santiago could not make that absence of 

passivity any clearer when he declares that these spaces’ indeterminate nature leads to the 

“systematic destruction of the concepts of unity and purity: these two concepts lose their crushing 

weight, their sign of cultural superiority[. . . . Latin America’s] geography must be one of assimilation 

and aggressiveness, of learning and reaction, of false obedience” (30, author’s emphases).  In other 

words, Santiago’s Latin American space and, as I have been arguing, New World space more 

generally, are hybrid spaces: they are miscegenated or mestizo or Creolized spaces, engaged in 

“actively and destructively diverting the European norm and resignifying preestablished and 

immutable elements that were imported to the New World [of Peter Martyr’s creation] by the 

Europeans” (30). 

 

V 

As for what a reading from the perspective of the entre-lugar might look like, Santiago only 

partly obliges.  He offers up an extended discussion of Borges’s “Pierre Menard, Author of the 

Quixote” and a close reading of a scene from Julio Cortázar’s novel 62: A Model Kit as examples of 

transgressive readings of European texts.  As Joshua Lund notes, though, Santiago does not pursue 

further what the entre-lugar might produce in the way of readings of its own—in particular, 

Brazilian—narratives (168).  Lund wants to know how Santiago would proceed from here because 

his (Lund’s) book examines how 20th-century theories of racial hybridity in Latin America, which 

appear to privilege no one race or culture over another, actually, in various ways, pursue via the 

advocacy of racial admixture yet another sort of racial purification of the nation’s people.  Thus, a 



reading of a national text would more readily reveal whether and the extent to which some sort of 

racial or cultural privileging might occur within that critical space.  Santiago, as we have just seen, 

argues that the critical activity of the entre-lugar is the “systematic destruction of the concepts of unity 

and purity” and thus would appear to reject the kind of hybridity that aspires to achieving such goals, 

the kind that Lund has been critiquing.  Still, because Santiago’s essay only offers up the theory of 

the entre-lugar but not a reading of a Brazilian text from that critical space, Lund (and we) are left to 

wonder. 

However, I would say here (and Lund would not find this a satisfactory answer) that what 

matters to Santiago is not what a given reading from the entre-lugar might look like but, rather, the 

activity of reading from that space.  In the course of unearthing “the limitations, weaknesses, and 

gaps to be found in the original model,” the reader “dismantles and rearticulates it according to 

her/his own devices and ideological leanings, her/his own vision of the material as first presented in 

the original” (33).  While Lund approvingly discusses this dynamic in his work, as we have already 

seen, we can also see in the passage I just quoted that this activity does not yield a certain type of 

reading that might lead us to a description of the mestizo subject.  At least as Santiago phrases the 

matter here, this activity privileges all readings, with no one ideology privileged; it is the activity that is 

privileged in its work of transgression against the readerly text.  However, given that Santiago’s 

starting point is Barthes’s theory of the texte scriptible, which itself privileges the activity of reading 

and not any one result arising from reading, it is hard to see how things could be otherwise.  

This indeterminate space of the activity of reading Santiago describes creates unease in many 

critics about theories of mestizaje and its many variants: either this unstable ground produces an 

ethnic type who becomes privileged at the expense of ethnic minorities and thus results in a de facto 

whitening of both people and culture (what Lund’s work tends to uncover); or it leaves mixed-race 



peoples an ethnic and cultural cipher—in more ways than one, a deracinated people.  At the 

beginning of this chapter, we discussed Rafael Pérez-Torres’ examination of various iterations of the 

Chicano/a homeland of Aztlán and his declaration that it is “an empty signifier,” naming “not that 

which is to be or that has been, but that which is ever absent: nation, unity, liberation” (118).  At the 

root of this indeterminacy, Pérez-Torres seems to argue, we find the clash that results when the 

impulse within Chicanismo that seeks to revalorize “previously devalued lines of descent” 

(specifically, Mexican and indigenous ethnicities) necessarily becomes “enacted through their 

manifestation in a conflicted present.  Aztlán thus becomes a terrain of discontinuity, or disjuncture” 

(113).  Just to be clear, Pérez-Torres does not make the case that the process of mestizaje, per se, 

creates this political and cultural indeterminacy.  However, in The Repeating Island Antonio Benítz-

Rojo makes precisely that argument.  He states first that “mestizaje is not a synthesis, but rather the 

opposite.  It can’t be such a thing because nothing that is ostensibly syncretic constitutes a stable 

point” but instead reveals itself to be “a concentration of differences;” and, moreover, that mestizaje’s 

long, ugly lineage of associations with slavery, colonization, positivism, and even, in 20th-century 

Mexico and Brazil, a cultural if not racial eugenics, renders it intellectually suspect.  The solution to 

the question of where to locate a stable Caribbean identity that Benítez-Rojo proposes, then, “can 

only be made right through the possibility of existing ‘in a certain kind of way’ in the midst of the 

sound and fury of chaos.  To that end, the most viable route, it’s clear, is that of the meta-

archipelago itself, above all the paths that lead to the semipagan hagiography of the Middle Ages and 

to African beliefs” (26-27).   

Lund’s and Benítez-Rojo’s desire to, respectively, uncover and, if possible, avoid or decouple 

notions of hybridity from its uglier associated ideas is not at all a misguided one.  Each, though, still 

in some sense wants to retain a notion of race, Lund through his desire to describe subject-

formation via Santiago’s entre-lugar and Benítez-Rojo via his search for a stable Caribbean identity—



this despite the fact that each rightly notes that retaining notions of race in discussions of subject-

formation puts us in exactly the same binds each argues we should be trying to avoid.  Glissant and 

Santiago would respond that such a tracing-back to origins only reaffirms racial and cultural 

categories at the expense of the peoples and cultures that have emerged in this hemisphere over the 

past five centuries.  If, they argue, we should understand mestizaje not as a racial category but as a 

concept, a process, it thus becomes untethered from that history and becomes a fact of New World 

culture that simply is, no different in its way from the lands that Columbus tried to make sense of 

without realizing that he could not make sense of them.  Speaking of mestizaje’s Afro-Caribbean 

analogue, Glissant writes:  

Creolization as an idea means the negation of creolization as a category, by giving 

priority to the notion of natural creolization, which the human imagination has 

always wished to deny or disguise (in Western tradition).[. . .]  Composite peoples, 

that is, those who could not deny or mask their hybrid composition, nor sublimate it 

in the notion of a mythical pedigree, do not “need” the idea of Genesis, because they 

do not need the myth of pure lineage. (“Cross-Cultural Poetics,” 141) 

Santiago, while describing the scholarly pleasure some feel when locating the influence of Western 

texts on Brazilian writing, puts the matter more pointedly, deploying in the process the rhetoric of 

anthropophagy that frequently appears in critical work on Brazilian culture: 

It is a curious truth that preaches the love of genealogy and a curious profession 

which, with its gaze turned toward the past and to the expense of the present, 

establishes value as dependent on the discovery of a contracted debt, a stolen idea, or 

a borrowed image or word.  The prophetic, cannibalistic voice of Paul Valéry calls 



us: “nothing more original, more intrinsic to itself than feeding on others.  But it is 

necessary to digest them.  The lion is comprised of ingested sheep.” (32) 

Neither writer claims that we will find clearly-defined subjects, or for that matter a clearly-

defined poetics, in New World space.  Better put, we will find these subjects or poetics only with 

difficulty if we persist in employing critical tools developed in response to the need or desire to read 

the literatures and other cultural productions of other cultures—that is, unless we adapt them to the 

needs of this place.  Those critical tools, too, have a genealogy that links them to the cultures that 

produced both them and the cultural productions they are used to interpret.  But speaking of what 

he terms the cross-cultural poetics of Caribbean space, Glissant writes, it “could not constitute a 

science, that is, to be generalized by laws and definitions of distinct processes.  It is not known; only 

recognizable” (142).  As we have seen throughout this chapter, the spaces described here are not 

static but dynamic, not fixed but indeterminate, and created as a response to the legacy of ideologies 

that would seek to define people in terms of racial types from which they have struggled to free 

themselves.  This cultural space, “not known, only recognizable,” is heterotopic in its nature.  

 

VI 

The New World, as I said earlier, is not located in Benítez-Rojo’s repeating island of ever-

receding elsewheres but is its own Elsewhere whose signifier and signified are both still coming into 

being.  Edmundo O’Gorman argues that Europeans had to invent the New World before they could 

talk about it.  Yet, as we have seen, they made this attempt to make sense of this space within the 

context of European culture while, within a very few decades, a newly-emerging people of 

European, indigenous, and African extraction, yet not those people, found themselves inhabiting a 

space that did not correspond to Europeans’ conception of it.  Almost from their first appearance, 



they began to produce cultural products that sought to convey something of their own—not 

Europeans’, not indigenous people’s, not Africans’ or Asians’—experiencing of this hemisphere.  It 

is little wonder, then, that New World writing is always self-conscious.  It is the ongoing re-reading 

and re-writing of itself and, as well, of the Old World’s reading of it.   

These particulars lead me to conclude that New World writing requires a different sort of 

reading from us, one that befits the condition of the region as a space imagined by its new people.  

Questions of tradition and influence tend to privilege the position of those texts that Barthes calls 

readerly texts from Europe and, depending on the writer, from the United States over those held by 

texts from, users of such terms imply, the more culturally-impoverished regions of this hemisphere.  

Moreover, the employment of such terms tends to elide the issue of the contribution of a writer’s 

culture(s) to the text; or, if such issues are raised, they are traditionally passed off as (significantly for 

this study), “local color.” 

 However,  we also run the risk of letting the critical pendulum swinging too far in the other 

direction if, in our zeal to affirm an authenticity of expression in New World writing, we find 

ourselves privileging a kind of historical indigenism over languages that did not originate here, thus 

conflating the terms “Americas” and “New World.”  If it is true that the New World is a heterotopic 

space, a space whose language is not yet known (which is what I take to be the case by implication in 

Santiago’s and Glissant’s discussions of the entre-lugar and American space, respectively), it would 

follow that any known language would, at the very least, fail to describe that space.  Regarding the 

terms “Americas” and “New World” as interchangeable, then, blinds us to the nature of the latter.  

Here is a brief example of what I mean: The indigenous peoples of the Americas did not know they 

lived in a space David E. Johnson designates as the “New World;” yet, in his article “Voice, the New 

Historicism, and the Americas,” Johnson writes, “[A] properly New World writing would be the 



hieroglyphs of the Maya, the pictographs of the Aztecs, the knot system [quipu] of the Inca[.]”42  But 

why privilege these writings and not also, or instead, the Cherokee writing system created by 

Sequoyah?  Or, for that matter, why not the Latin the Indians of New Spain were forced to learn, 

Latin being the language, after all, in which the term “New World” (novus orbis) first made its 

appearance?  Johnson’s proposition seems just as ethnocentric as the alternatives I have suggested.   

 On the contrary: the space of the New World seems to privilege all languages equally, the 

resulting cacophony itself being the language of that space, as when, for example, the Spaniard-Inca 

mestizo Garcilaso de la Vega transcribes an Inca poem from quipu into a phonetic rendering that he 

then translates into Latin and Spanish (the latter having been translated into English in my source).43  

Yet even as de la Vega (who went by the pen name “El Inca” to avoid being confused with the 

contemporaneous Spanish poet of the same name) presents his reader with this heteroglossic text, 

we will also see him, elsewhere in his Commentaries, lament that cacophony, giving rise as it does to 

confusion regarding the truest forms of expression for the experience of his people.  At various 

times over the course of this study, we will see that cacophony create in him and other New World 

writers the desire to have or attempt to create what I will later call “a language.” 

 Somewhere within the space denoted by the oxymoronic term “New World” lies a way of 

articulating a theory of, for lack of a better way to phrase it, New-World-centric discourse, a theory 

which does not merely project Old World frames and assumptions onto the ethnic and cultural 

realities of our hemisphere.  Such a discourse would both produce and comment upon New World 

texts in a manner peculiar to (or, if you like, indigenous to) the region.  It would, like New World 

writing itself, synthesize discourses from throughout the world into a heteroglossic amalgam that 

 
42 Arizona Quarterly vol. 48, no. 2, Summer 1992, 83. 
 
43 Royal Commentaries of the Incas and General History of Peru (U of Texas P, 1966, 1989), 127-128.  I will discuss this poem in 
more detail in this study’s fourth chapter. 



both blends and becomes something distinct from its components.  A flurry of articles and books 

that attempted to engage in this task appeared in the late 1980s and early 1990s, in anticipation of 

the 1992 quincentennial of Columbus’s first voyage; since then, a few university presses have 

established ongoing series of books that continue, in various ways, to broaden our understanding of 

the writing this hemisphere has produced.  I have been pleased to see a shift in these works’ a priori 

assumptions regarding this region, from those early works’ appearing to regard the Encounter as 

creating an impermeable barrier between pre-Hispanic culture and imported European and, later, 

African and U.S. culture, to recognizing and exploring the complex interchanges occurring between 

and among these cultures almost from the very first moments of the Encounter.  This study, I hope, 

contributes to this latter trend: to do otherwise, to read these works only in terms of those larger 

historical forces, effectively effaces much of what has occurred in the intervening half-a-millennium: 

chiefly, the emergence of a culture composed of European, African, and indigenous elements yet is 

something other than a mere sum of its parts.  This culture celebrates itself even as it ponders and 

agonizes over its origins.  This culture, perhaps most importantly, was not “supposed” to happen.  

Not to read and write about New World writing with this culture in mind only repeats Columbus’s 

act of reading this new hemisphere through the gaze of the Old World.  Just as Columbus read these 

new lands as though they were a readerly text, as already having been read before Europeans knew 

of them, which would force him to argue for an absurd, grotesque transformation of the shape of 

the entire planet, to read New World writing only as we are “supposed” to read them is tantamount 

to seeing Asia when one is actually in the Western Hemisphere. 

 I would like to conclude this chapter with a discussion of an example of a less-than-accurate 

reading of a text along with an alternate reading of the sort that I wish to provide in the chapters 

that follow, one that I hope is truer to a New World-centric reading practice.  The example comes 

from the introduction to David Brookshaw’s study of racial stereotypes in Brazilian literary texts, 



Race and Color in Brazilian Literature; it concerns his reading of the following excerpt from a poem by 

the 19th-century poet, Luiz Gama, “Junto à estátua” (“Next to the Statue”).  The translation 

following the poem is Brookshaw’s own: 

Formosa virgem de nevada colo, 

De garços olhos, de cabelos louros, 

Sanguíneos lábios, elegante porte, 

Mimoso rosto de Ericina bela, 

Curvando o seio de albastro fino, 

Mimosa impreme nos meus lábios negros. 

 

[Beautiful virgin with your snowy neck, 

green-eyed and golden-haired, 

blood-red lips, graceful bearing, 

gentle countenance like that of beautiful Erincina, 

upon the curve of your fine alabaster breast, 

my pretty one, I place my black lips.]44 

 

 Brookshaw reads the images in this excerpt as indicating that Gama has become so 

influenced by Brazilian racial stereotypes that even he, an Afro-Brazilian abolitionist, also sees 

“white” as the positive ideal of human beauty: “For the black writer, the extent to which he is 

conditioned to the idea of positive white and negative black is a measure of his dependence on white 

literary and cultural precedents which continue to enslave him” (14).  But I see a problem with such 

a reading.  Brookshaw’s focus on the physical description of the woman as a site of stereotyping 

causes him to ignore the real energy of the excerpt.  This energy does not really appear until we 

 
44 David Brookshaw, Race and Color in Brazilian Literature (Scarecrow Press, 1986), 13-14. 



reach the final line, which, strangely, Brookshaw does not even mention in his explication.  I think 

that energy, if we were to describe it, would lead us toward a reading that more accurately reflects 

the excerpt’s New World-centric rhetoric. 

 Let me suggest the following reading, then:  This excerpt so obviously invokes the 

stereotypes of white beauty that Brookshaw rightly finds present here that the stereotype collapses 

under its own weight in the final line.  If black men truly cannot approach the idealized lily-white 

maiden that is the ideal for white Woman, as Brookshaw contends, then certainly this excerpt’s final 

line undermines that unapproachability. Far from being some sort of subconscious celebration of 

white beauty over and above black beauty by a black writer, this passage in fact spectacularly violates 

a central implication of such a code: that Law and custom have made white women physically 

unavailable to black men.  Brookshaw will argue later that apparently only black writers can write 

about black subjects without resorting to stereotype (168), suggesting by implication that black 

writers should thus write only about black subjects, whites about white subjects.  But this seems no 

happier a dictum than what Brookshaw sees writers of whatever race actually doing (depicting 

people who are not of their own race), which leads inevitably to their falling into the snares of 

stereotypes that he rightly finds so unfortunate.  I think, given his book’s argument, that Brookshaw 

would find my reading of the poem far more positive than he does his own reading; yet my reading 

can occur only if, as in the case of Gama’s poem, writers and their texts’ characters commit certain 

transgressions, certain crossings of boundaries—and only if those texts’ readers and critics notice 

those transgressions.  In New World writing, we can see those transgressions most clearly in texts 

and images depicting scenes of consensual interracial mixing, in spaces within which the dynamic of 

Creolization or mestizaje occurs. 



 I would like to suggest, then, that we consider New World writing not as narratives of the 

Encounter, but as something else: as narratives of the encounter with the Encounter; that is, as 

narratives of the culture arising from the Encounter.  In these narratives, interracial mixing becomes 

a crucial trope, for in the text’s revelation of that act we see created the New World’s heterotopic 

space, wherein we will begin to hear its language.  In the pages to follow, I will try to delineate that 

space. 


