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theories of mixture
modernity and modernismo
racial thinking in the Americas
“The Cosmic Race”



Theories of Mixture

e culture is messy...
e ...and popular culture even more so...

e .. let alone popular culture in Latin America
* should we then try to reduce this messiness?

 or embrace and try to understand it?
* if so, how?



Theories of Mixture

the problem is philosophical, too

the great problem of Latin American identity
who are we?

a feeling that identity is especially problematic
a problem that has not gone away



Modernity and Modernismo

the late C19th and early C20th was a time of
racial(ized) thinking

it was also a time of modernization, not
merely in economics but also art and thought

Vasconcelos’s thought may seem archaic and
unfamiliar, but must be seen in that context
in many ways progressive, especially
considering eugenicist tendencies elsewhere



Modernity and Modernismo

e Vasconcelos among a group of Latin American
modernist writers devoted to the socio-
political problem of regional identity

* José Marti, of Cuba: “Nuestra America” (1891)
argued for switch of attention from Spain to
USA, even as he fought against Spanish

e José Enriqgue Rodo, of Uruguay: Ariel (1900)
argued for Latin American spirituality and
aestheticism against US materialism



Modernity and Modernismo

Vasconcelos should also be seen in context of
the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920)

the first revolution of the twentieth century
and, among other things, against positivism
Vasconcelos was Minister of Education
1921-1924, and sponsor of Mexican muralists

(revolutionary) state patronage of culture,
rethinking its relation to everyday life



Racial Thinking in the Americas

Spaniards depended on indigenous labour...
and to some extent, indigenous culture

Spanish colonialism sought to manage
difference, rather than eliminate it

this makes it no less racist than Anglo
imperialism, simply racist in different ways

equally obsessed with difference, which it
defined and managed differently
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“The Cosmic Race”

a new teleology for civilization

one that accepts, indeed embraces, mixture
envisages progress rather than degeneration
a re-imagining of geopolitics

one that puts Latin America at centre

racial typology plus evolution of thought

key principles: love, aesthetics, intuition

a (pseudo)scientific anti-scientism

a racist anti-racism?



Questions

 Can we—should we—attempt a sympathetic
reading of a text such as this one?

e Can Vasconcelos’s text be “deracialized”?
Should it be?

* What are the cultural/political implications of
his vision of the past, present, and/or future?



