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ARTURO ARIAS

It has become common to state that Latin. American cultural studies “entered the
academic scene” in the 1980s, elaborating a critique of the symbolic production and
evervday living experiences of social reality in the continent. I would argue this is not
entirely a new phenomenon in Latin America. On the contrary. the idqologues of Latin
American independence, heavily influenced by French Enlightenment thinking,
worked along these lines by default. In their atfempt to elaborate a nEW epistemology
from the perspective of the new couniries then being configured, they seldom made
distinctions between “philosopby.” “iterature,” “political tracts,” and other forms of
written knowledge; nonetheless, given the heritage of “the lettered city,” they exercised
quasi total intellectual hegemony, and enjoyed enormous political respect, benefiting
from the explicatory power of what Avelar calls “the traditional aura of the Ietrado”
(1999, p. 12). The phrase “lettered city” was originally conceived by Uruguay critic
Angel Rama (19 84), of whom more is said later. Letrados (men of letters) were 1ot com-
peting with ideologues because they were the ideologues themselves, the producers of
symbolic capital. Their autonomy enabled them to feel equally at home in all kinds of
genres, and they covered the terrain presently circumscribed by iraditional disciplines.
Letrados were for the most part criollos, full-blooded Spaniards born in the Latin
American colonies. They were the early protagonists of national public spheres in the
hemisphere. Described by Roman de la Campa as intellectuals whose “Just for power”
cohabited with “isolated acts of literary transgression” {1999, p- 74), they intervened
to legitimize exemplary narratives of national formation and integration in the process
of constructing the nation itself as a symbolic entity, constituting its national imagin-
aries through discourses, symbols, images. and rites. Letrados imagined themselves at
the vanguard of progress, often playing a role integrating those of militars leader, propbet,
priest, judge, and man of letters. All of these were linked to an active political career
and to political considerations. Nineteenth-century literary production, then, established
an ideological hegemony that interpellated individuals and transformed them into sub-
jects who identified with the discursive formation named by the Jetrado.

Following this logic, we can rightfully claim that, since the 1800s, Latin American
thinkers have produced a certain kind of knowledge that articatates the collective imag-
inaries and symbolic codes framed in variously wriiten cultural manifestations with
their political, historical, and social context. This is the generally recognized definjtion
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of cultaral studies as we know them today. They were likewise involved in an intuitive
search for a socio-semiotic reorientation of their understanding of their own selves and
of their national place in the world, while also attempting to define what modernitj;
meant for their young nations. We could argue that this process began with the
struggle for independence from Spain, and cite Mexico's first novelist José Joaguin
Fernindez de Lizardi, Venezuelan poet Andrés Bello and Central American philosopher

José Cecilio del Valle as examples of its earliest exponents. They do not yet serve our

purpose of identifying a Latin American cultural genealogy because, during most of
the nineteenth centary, letrados wrote primarily about national, not hemispheric or Latin

American, issues. Indeed, the name “Latin America” was not even coined until the,

second half of the nineteenth century . . . by the French. Amérigue latine first appeared

in French emperor Napoleon II's Letires sur I’ Amérique du Nord, as a goal for expan--
sion during his reign. Therefore, we often begin with the publications of both Cuban. .

poet José Marti's essay Nuestra América {1891), which appeared first in New York and
then in Mexico City, and with Uruguayan essayist José Enrique Rodd’s Ariel (1900). Tt
is in these texts, both aiming toward political and ethical transformations, that the ques-
tion of what it means to be a modern Latin American subject, qua Latin American sub-

ject, first emerges in a perspective that we could presently define as * interdisciplinary,” |

with the caveat that it made its presence felt before traditional disciplines had been.

configured in the continent. The problematics and methodologies of Latin American

cultural studies thus predate the generally recognized field of cultural studies. Still, they

are centered on issues of colonialism and postcolonialism, although in relation to

T.atin American identity, and they intuitively configure a new thinking, an event, an ’

encounter and a response long before the Birmingham model — traditionally credited ~

with the invention of the concept of “cultural studies” in the 1950s, primarily through
the efforts of Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams — or the French school of cultural

studies that emerged in the 1960s — Barthes, Benjamin, Althusser, Ranciére, Fanon, -
and Bourdieu, whose work emphasized the role of practice and embodiment in social .

dynamics — came into being. Roberto Rivera (2004) has suggested that one of the predica-

ments of neo-colonial intellectuals is to have to borrow theories that were not designed

to address the problems they are most anxious Lo resolve. One of the unexpected con-
sequences is that Latin Americans have often invented cultural products that greatly
resemble those that Europe would only “discover” later. Rivera cites Sor Juana Inés de
Ja Cruz’s conception of Neo-Platonism and Jaan José Arévalo's design of & disciplinary
panopticon.

Latin American intellectuals undoubiedly began to focus on continental issues

rather than national ones in response to the U.S. expansion into the Caribbean basin:

as a result of the Spanish-American War (1898). This crucial event-took place 50 years

after Mexico was forced to cede the present-day states of California, Nevada, Utah, and ‘1

parts of Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, and Wyoming — losing more than 500,000

square miles, or about 40 percent of its territory — in the Mexican—American war (1848},

an event soon followed by the 1857 occupation of Nicaragua by confederate William . '

Walker, who invaded that country and proclaimed himself president. The mere
aggressive entrance of the United States into the Latin American sphere in 1898 ini~
tiated a new era of difficult North—South relations, as the United States attempted to
control the politics and economies of most countries of the Caribbean Basin, and later
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began constructing an inter-oceanic canal. President Theodore Roosevelt justified this
intervention with the “Roosevelt Corollary” to the Monroe Doctring, which implied that
the United States could step into Latin America at will, supposedly to prevent inter-
vention by Burope. When Nicaragua threatened 0 build a competing canal, the
United States occupied the couniry (1909), overthrowing president José Santos Zelaya
and imposing a dictator in his place. The nited States tanded Marines in Nicaragua,
who would stay antil 1933, just as it had previously done in Cuba, the Dominican
Republic, Puerto Rico, and Panama. .

This foreign policy poisoned [1.S.~Latin America relations during most of the twen-
tieth century. If Marti had aniicipated this move in Nuestra América by signaling
the danger of appropriating knowledges not created to solve the problems of Latin
American postcolonial societies as explicatory power for thinking about turn-of-the-
century postcoloniality and about the problematics of postcOlonial nation-states, it was
in the wake of the Spanish American War that Ariel {1900) emerged as an attempt to
explain the cultural and metaphysical differences between North American and Latin
American caltures by associating the former with the materialist and utilitarian ele-
ments embodied in Shakespeare's Prospero, from The Tempest, and the latter with a utopian
ideal of spiritual and intellectual unity of Latin America with Spain and Furope,
figured by Ariel, from the same play, & character capable of sacrificing material gain
for spiritual concerns. Rodd's influence on young intellectnals up to the 1940s was
enormous, and the principle of Latin uniqueness in its struggle with the [Jnited States had
great resonance throughout the twenigieth century. Rod¢'s critique, Haws notwithstanding,
described an articulation of postcoloniality wherein the residues of colonial domina-
tion had seeped into the post—independence state. This also created a reclamation of
anticolonial resistance. which would frame the grand narrative of Latin American
cultural studies’ self-constituting genealogy.

Building on this legacy of signifiers as markers of “meaning,” Alfonso Reyes attempted
in Vision de Andhuac (19 56) to reconfigure & fractured post-revolutionary Mexican iden-
tity by reconciling and blending pre-Columbian and modern-day Mexican cultures. With
the Dominican critic Pedro Henriquez Urena. and felow Mexicans Antonio Caso and
José vasconcelos, he founded the Ateneo de la Juventud. This joint effort would pave
the way both for the emerging notion- of mestizaje (“mixed,” implying mixed Spanish
and indigenous ancestry) and for the elaboration of a cultural sesthetics. The first,
originalty articulated in Vision de Andhuac, would find its highest expression in
Vasconcelos's La raza chsmica (1925), where ihe idealized image of mestizaje as ax end-
oF-history “cosmic race” inaugurates a contentious site-of pation-building and racial
politics. The second, prefigured in Reyes's Cuestiones estéticas (1955a), would be
achieved by Henriquez Ureha's systematizatiqn of cultural production in Seis ensayos
en busca de nuesira gxpresion (1928), Literary Currents in Hispanic America (1945), and
Historia de la culturd en la América Hispdnica (1947). In these works, Henrigaez
Virefia conceives of Latin American literary production. organized for the first time iato
a coherent whole, in terms of what Walter Mignolo (2000) has more recently labeled
the history of the modern/colonial world, in an atternpt 1o anderstand the historical
formation and ethno-racial conformation of the continent. Thus, despite appearances.
Henriquez Urefia’s vast oeuvre is not strictly literary criticism, but & mapping of the
“frame” of Latin American cultural production and a history of how literature becomes
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the primary means for the conformation of an epistemological subjectivity within
the various nations of the continent. Like many contemporary practitioners of cultural
studies, Henriquez Urefia worked, in Julio Ramos’s words, “in the interstitial site of the
essay, with transdisciplinary devices and ways of knowledge” (Ramos, 1998, p. 39).

In Notas sobre la inteligencia Americana (1955b) and Posicidn de América (1982)
Reyes would return to issues of mestizo subjectivity by rearticulating another variable
of cultural fusion of Western and indigenous values. He did pot escape the “ethnocentric
and reverse-ethnocentric benevolent double bind” (Spivak, 1999, p. 118) that effec-
tively denies indigenous peoples their own “worlding,” as Vasconcelos had not either,
though he avoids the latter’s missteps. Vasconcelos ultimately re-wove the threads of
colonialism into his national narrative, whereas Reyes remained critical of Eurcpean
positionality and argued for an American identity constructed in opposition to what
we would presently Jabel as “Burocentrism.”

Fernando Ortiz attempted to grasp the complex transformation of cultures brought
together by the power of colonialism and by tmperial history. He coined the critical cate-
gory of “transculturation” in 1940, in his now classic Contrapunteo cubano del tabaco Y
del azticar. The term also represents a way of going around the problematical concept
of acculturation, which represented an ethnocentric bias, a one-way street for non-
Western cultures, whose only aliernative was the assimilation of the imposed Western
model. Transculturation, in contrast, became a two-way alternative, by which twg
culiures could influence each other despite confrontation and struggle. Tmportant as
this concept is, it did not enter mainstream debate until Angel Rama rearticulated it
in the 1970s. From that time forward, it would prove to be one of the most important,
durable, and most quoted categories in the continent’s cultural debate. ' -

A mention should also be made of Edmundo ¢'Gorman’s historiographic question=
ing in the 1950s. In La invencidn de América (1958), 0’Gorman opposed the traditional
concept of the discovery of the Americas, an innovative reading of the primary sources
from original perspectives. O’Gorman is often singled out as one of the pioneers of pdst-
colonial studies in Latin America. In his best-known work, he argued — predating some
of Said’s latter conclusions about “Orientalism” — that America was “invented.” not
“discovered,” as it was the result of a phantasmatic projection of Western thinking more
than a chance discovery. In 2005, Mignolo would add, in The Idea of Latin America, to
0’Gorman’s conception that America was an “invention” saturated with “coloniality;”
that is, conceived at the intersection of the expansion of Europe over the New World.

According to the narrative memorialized by Stuart Hall, the Birmingham School
emerged in the late 1950s from literature and the humanities. What is traditionally
recognized as Latin American cultural studies, however, emerged primarily from: the
social sciences in the 1960s, when the cultural essays produced by the intellectuals
I have discussed, and others, became fused with sociological and anthropological
research in an attempt to account for the events then taking place in the continent.
These systems of thought included dependency theory, internal colonialism, and theo-
logy of liberation, as well as the pedagogy of the oppressed, and an emerging reﬂecliﬁ?_l
on popular cultures and on the legacy of Western thinking in a heterogeneous and
contradictory continent. All these lines of thought were combined with the inpovative
production of literary and popular culture in the 1960s, including boom literatuire, street
theater, the new cinema, or the nueva cancién movement in popular music, to deliver
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a4 new understanding of both symbolic production and social imaginaries on the con-
tinent, thus sysiematizing an original way of understanding cultural reality that
would continue in the 1990s.

One of the most visible of these approaches was dependency theory in eCcoTLOmicS,
which began in the late 1950s under the guidance of the Director of the United
Nations Economic Comimnission for Latin America (CEPAL, In Spanish), Radl Prebisch.
Prebisch and his colleagnes were troubled by the fact that ecopomic growth in the
advanced industrialized countries did not necessarily lead to growth in the poorer coun-
tries. On the contrary, their research suggested that economic activity in the richer
countries often generated serious economic problems in poorer nations. That possibil-
ity had not been predicted by classical economic theory, which assumed that economic
growth would benefit all countries even if the wealth was not always equally shared.
Thus, dependency was defined by Theotonio Dos Santos as “ g certain structure of
the world economy . . . that. . . favors some countries to the detriment of others and
limits the development possibilities of the subordinate economics . . .7 (Dos Santos, 1970,
p. 226). '

Three common assumptions were associated with most dependency theories. First,
dependency theory characterized the international system as comprised of two sets of
states, variously described as dominant/dependent, center/ periphery, or metropolitan/
satellite. The dominant states were the advanced industrial nations. The dependent
states were those Latin American nations with low per capita gross national products
{GNPs), relying heavily on the export of a single commodity for foreign exchange earn-
ings. Second, they maintained that external forces were of singular importance to the
economic activities within dependent states. These external forces included multi-
national corporations, international commodity markets, foreign assistance, commun-
ications, and any other means by which the advanced industrialized countries could
represent their economic interests abroad. Thirdly, the definitions of dependency
indicated that the relations between dominant and dependent states were dynamic
because their interactions not only reinforced but also intensified the continpual
growth of unequal patterns. By repudiating the central distributive mechanism of the
classical model, discounting aggregate measures of economic growth, and encourag-
ing nation-states to pursue policies of self-reliance, dependency theory represented a
uniquely original approach. The Marxist and post-Marxist view of aternational rela-
tions would constitute the economic, social, and political backbone of interdisciplinary
cultural studies, as they congealed in the late 19 70s and 1980s.

The same could be said for the concept of internal colonialism. Close to dependency
theories, internal colonialism is a concept whose origins can be traced fo the mid-1960s,
in the work of Mexican social scientists Rodolfo Stavenhagen and Pablo Gonzalez
Casanova, who wanted to explore links between class and ethnicity (Stavenbagen, 1965;
Gonzalez Casanova, 1969, p. 33). Internal colonialism took a step away from the idea
of mestizaje and “social integration” as vehicles of social mobility. Instead, it addressed
the political inequalities between regions within a single society. The category added
an indigenous dimension to the description of the upeven effects of state development
on a regional basis, and to the exploitation of subalternized groups, who constituted
a colonized people within the nation-state. An internal colony typicaily produced
wealth for the benefit of those closely associated with the power apparatus of the state,
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usually located in the capital city. Thus, members of the internal colonies were distin-
guished by cultural variables such as ethnicity, language, or religion, and excluded from
prestigious social and political positions, which were hegemonized by members of the
metropolis displaying Eurocentric traits. The main difference between the neocolonialism
implicit in dependency theory and internal colonialism was the source of exploitation.
In the former, the control came from outside the nation-state; in the latter, it came from
within it. This new approach addressed the gradual racialization process with a
significant non-European population.

In 1968, the so-called radical group of anthropologists of Mexico’s National School
of Anthropology and History, nicknamed los siete magnificos (the Magnificent Seven)
developed a more radical take on the concept of internal colonialism that not only exposed
its limits, but also conceptually buried the classical Mexican anthropological notiotg
of mestizaje and indigenismo as originally developed by Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, thiis:
breaking the close relationship between Mexican anthropology and official natior
alism. Led by Arturo Warman and Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, they published De eso quie
Haman antropologia mexicana (Warman et al., 1970; Bondil, 1970). The group also included
Margarita Nolasco, Mercedes Olivera, and Enrique Valencia as its major figures. They
complained that Mexican indigenismo had attempted to incorporate indigenous peoples
into a dominant “national” and “modern” system because Mexican anthropology
had placed itself at the service of the state, thus abandoning the scientific and critical
potential of the discipline. Warman unfortomnately reversed himself in the 1980s. He
became Director of the Procuraduria Agraria (Ministry of Agriculture) in the Sa}més
de Gortari government (1988-94), and provided the rationale {or privatizing the efidos
(communal lands distributed by the Cirdenas government to landless peasants from
1934 to 1940 as a land reform program) in accordance with neoliberal restructining
in 1991. He subsequently published in praise of the North American Free-Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), at a time when the Mexican people, intellectuals, and indigenous
groups opposed it. Indeed, the way NAFTA was approved by the Mexican governnient,
without any public inguiries or popular consent, marked the emergence of the indi-
genous Zapatista movement in Chiapas, and the beginning of the end for the Partido
Institucional Revolucionario (PRI), which ruled Mexico since 1920, and lost:power
in 2000.

Despite Warman’s latter positioning, the debates ensuing from the siete magmﬁcos
in 1968, furthered by other members of the group such as Mercedes Olivera, who lived
with Maya refugees during the 1980s and helped create Maya feminist organizations
in the 1990s, would impact ethnic and indigenous theory in Central Americé in the
1980s, as well as Chiapas and South America a decade later. These political experi-
ences and the scholarship that evolved from them ultimately enabled Mignolo to
develop the concept of post-Occidentalism in the 1990s. The latter concept, originally
named in passing in 1974 by Fernandez Retamar in “Nuestra América y Occidente,”
which will be explained further in this same chapter, questions and critiques. Western
paradigms (including global paradigms} at work in the mterpretatlon of Latin
American societies and cultures, including scholarship. :

Liberation theory embraced the premises of both dependency theory and internal
colonialism, and put a moral spin on them. Liberation theology was a sequel to the
Second Vatican Council (ending in late 1965), which turned the church upside down
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by stating thaf;instead of saving people for the afterlife, the Catholic Church’s role should
o to improve the life of the poor on this earth. This idea led to a questioning of tradi-
~ tional models of pastoral work by many priests and nuns in Latin America. In August
1968 the Second General Conference of CELAM (Latin American Episcopal Council),
‘known as the Medellin Conference, used a structure of reality/reflection/pastoral con-
“$equences to “apply” Vatican II to Latin America (Berryman,41984, chapter two). Cut
“of this meeting emerged the beginnings of liberation theology, with an emphasis on
'\ concientizacion (conscientization, or raising awareness), which impled an acceptance
“of Paulo-Freire’s methodology, as T will explain below. The premises of this movement,
however, Were not systematically theorized until the publication of Gustavo Gutiérrez's
“Theology of Liberation (1971) and Hugo Assmann’s Theology for a Nomad Church
{1 971). The main methodological innovation of liberation theology is to approach theo-
" logy (i.€:, to speak of God) from the viewpoint of the economically poor and oppressed
- becausé hey are a privileged channel of Cod's grace. Its main lines incladed the rejec-
" tion of the notion of a “separation. of planes” (spiritual and temporal) in favor of a
' single-history of humankind; an ideological critique of the orthodox church; the asser-
. tion ikat while the definitive kingdom of God was beyond history, it needed to be built
.. by partial realizations within history; and, finally, that conflict, even class struggle, was
part.of history. What was rmost radical was not the writing of highly educated priests
anif'scholars, but the social organization of church practice through the model of Christian
base communities. Theologian Leonardo Boff and others strove 1o create a bottom-up
movément in practice, with biblical interpretation and liturgical practice desighed
by lay practitioners themselves, rather than by the orthodox church hierarchy.
Léonardo Boff and his brother Clodovis state in their book that “it is only this effective
conriection with liberating practice that can give theologians a ‘new spirit,” a new style,
or i new way of doing theology” (Boff and Boff, 2000, p. 22). Furthermore, with its
eriphasis on the “preferential option for the poor,” the practice (or praxis to use
“Gramsci and Freire's concept) was as important as the belief, if not more so; the move-
“ment was said to emphasize orthopraxis over orthodoxy. Base cornmunities met in
small gatherings where the Bible could be discussed and grassroots political organiza-
~ {ien could take place. Liberation theorists placed a high value on lay participation, an
approach that influenced the Latin American Subaltern Studies Group. formed in
1997 and dissotved in 2000, which defined itself as a “small interdisciplinary academic
‘affinity group’ . ..” (Rodriguez, 2001, pp. 29-30).

Along the same line, Paulo Freire points to what he labeled a “culture of silence” in
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, by which he understands that dominated individuals lose their
ability to critically respond to a culture that is forced upon them by a dominant social
sector. A long-time Brazilian adult educator, Freire worked to help subaltern peoples
find a voice. In 1968, he published Pedagogy of the Oppressed, an English transkation of
which appeared in 1970, i which he claimed that the subject’s ontological vocation
was to act upon and transform his/her world, and in so doing move toward ever new
possibilities of fuller and richer life, individually and collectively. He added that every
human being, no matter how “ignorant” or submerged in the culture of silence he or
she might be, is capable of looking critically at the world in a dialogical encounter with
others. His pedagogy was aimed at providing the proper tools for this encounter,
so that the subaltern individual could gradually percetve his/her personal and social
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reality as well as the contradictions in it, become conscious of his/her own perception
of that reality, and deal critically with it. Freire's pedagogy became closely associated
with the efforts of liberation theology because his emphasis on dialogue struck g
strong chord with Catholic missionaries concerned with popular and informal educa-
tion. His concern with praxis, however contradictory that might be, also led to Latin
American concerns for subaltern subjectivity, and eventually allowed for a reevalu-
ation of testimonio (testimony) as an anti-literary literary genre.

The list of individuals who, emerging in the wake of 1960s upheavals, made funda-
mental contributions to what became cultural studies in the 1980s includes Darcy Ribero.
Ribeiro was a Brazilian anthropologist who brought indigenous peoples to the forefront -
of his country’s history. Of his many books, the one about the mythology and art of
the Kadiweu is considered the most important. However, he enters the genealogy of
Latin American cultural studies mainly through his O processo civilizatorio (1987), whe_re
he analyzes the emergence of sociocultural formations with the goal of understanding
the causes of unequal socioeconomic development and exploring the perspectives for
so-called “backward peoples.” Ribeiro is convinced that theories of history do ot
account for these societies, given modernity’s tendency to homogenize national origiris,
He outlines a massive amount of anthropological data about social, cultural, and ec-
nomic facts regarding the formative period of hemispheric ethnic groups that points
towards a new theory of culture and an alternative gaze on indigenous populetibns
in the Americas. His insights would transform future percepuons of the mdlgenous
subject. C el

The incorporation of popular cultures into cultural analysis was mtroduced by
Mexican Carlos Monsivais. Monsivdis's often satirical writings celebrate the margin-
alized popular cultures of Mexico City that, in his undersianding, unconsciously
decolonize themselves, as a way to criticize Mexico's high-brow cultural space and its
culture/power relations. This counierpoint enables Monsivéis to analyze historical
obstacles contriving to prevent Mexico's passage into modernity along the lives of
high-brow/low-brow cultural tension. The majority of his chronicles were published
between 1970 and 1995, though they are still ongoing, and he is best knowri for Amor
perdido (1977). In themn, he celebrates the beleaguered inhabitants of super-crowded Mexico
City, popular energy and its transmogrification into mass-mediafic iconography, turn-
ing “the negative into sources of a compensatory pride” (Egan, 2001, introduction).
His writing becomes a ritual performance allowing the reader to observe a culture of
poverty that brings forth redemptive signs of emergent change. ,

We see another trend in Cuba, where, writing from that nation’s Marxmt perspec-
tive, Roberto Ferndndez Retamar attempted in Calibin (1971) to refute Rodo's ideal
ization of a Europeanist “Ariel” by presenting the “cannibal” figure in The Tempest as
a “proletarian” alternative. Despite its Cuban-Marxist orientation and its inisistence on
placing Marti at the foundation of an essentialist mestizo identity in Latin. America,
Fernandez Retamar's text paved the way toward opening a discussion on the possibil-
ities of elaborating a post-Western ideology, an issuze mentioned in his subsequent essay
“Nuestra América y Occidente” (1974) in Para el perfil definitivo del hombre (Fernandez
Retamar, 1981). Still, the substitution of Ariel by Caliban seems to underscore the
influence of Europe, since they are both Shakespearean characters; thereby as Spivak
has pointed out, enforcing a “foreclosure” of indigenous presence in the debate on Latin
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' American identity (Spivak, 1999, p. 11 8). What Spivak did not note, as Ofelia Schutte
- has pointed out, is that in Tatin America the indigenous subject is indeed the privileged
' interlocutor of the West, whereas the African descendant is not. Retamar introduced
- a reading that Jinked Caliban primarily to the African presence in the Caribbean, by
way, of Fanon’s deconstruction of former Eurocentric readings of this Shakespearean
. chardcter:
Julio Ramos has been cited for arguing that the difference beiween traditional Latin
- Ameticanist thinking up to around the publication of Fernéndei Retamar's article, and
Latii Arderican cultural studies as it evolved in the 1980s, was rooted in the fact that
the-former evinced a belief in the integrative capacity of national literatures and art,
- whereas the latter criticized the concept of a national culture as an apparatus of power
(Rarnos, 1998; Trigo, 20044, p. 6). Perhaps it would be better to say that earlier essays,
howeéver heterogeneous and irreducible to the autonomous principles they might
have been, were framed by a set of epistemological and metaphysical principles aimed
at nation-building, a phenomenon that presupposed economic modernization, culfural
médernism, and democratization, whereas Latin American cultural studies, as we
know them now, emerged from the fissures, cracks, and fault lines of the failed process
of nation-building and its nadir in the late 1980s. Therefore, {he seminal role of Ribeiro,
Fiéite, Fernandez Retamar, or Monsivais, among others, working on the interstices
of the essay with transdisciplinary methodologies, justifies their recognition in the gene-
alogy of Latin American cultural studies.
During the late 1970s, it was Angel Rama’s reformulation of the category of trans-
' crlfuration in Transculturacion narrativa en América latina that provided the groundwork
foi: Latin American cultural theory as it evolved in the 1980s, even if Rama's theor-
iztion remains within the realm of literature. As Miller states, Rama focused on the
possibilities implied by transculturation as a form of narrative transitivily between
cultures, even when those cultures stood in asymumetrical relations of power (Miller,
3004). However, neither the model devised by Ortiz, nor Rama's modifications,
greated a general theory of transculturation, thus leaving the category open to farther
debate and modifications by cultural studies practitioners of the 1980s and 1990s.
Titimately, the concept of stranscultaration” was either replaced or fused in the
1980s by/with. newer conceptual categories, such as “hybridity” (Garcia Canclini} and
“Ieterogeneity” (Cornejo Polar). ,
. By the end of the 1980s most acadennics agreed that the macro-parratives of the 1960s
were no longer adequate for explaining the fast changes introduced by emergent glob-
alization (Del Sarto, 2004, p. 156). One of its consequences was the idea that litera-
e and all forms of “high culture” had lost their position as the cornerstones of national
ciiltures; that traditional intellectuals had in turn lost their ground as letrados guiding
national communities, and that the very idea of nation-states as the only {(or at least
privileged) political and cultural synthesis faced serious, perhaps insurmountable
challenges. This complex set of ideas led to a revision of the theoretical models of the
1960s. The reformulation of methodologies resulted in the conformation of what
would come to be labeled “Latin American cultaral studies.” Nevertheless, Del Sarto
takes pains to underline that these creative revisions, even when they ventured into
new epistemological paths, were done in dialogue with the continent’s tradition of
critical thinking: in her own words, they were “not the product of epistemological
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ruptures but instead of concrete historical continuities” (2004, p. 157). Needless to say,
what some people consider a new epistemological path, others consider a rupture,

Hybridity was popularized by cultural anthropologist Néstor Garcia Canclini in
Culturas hibridas (1989), shortly before an analogous concept was introduced to the.
English-speaking world by Homi Bhabha. Both conceptualizations were problematized
together in U.S. academic institutions. Mixing anthropological analysis with art criti-
cism and references to Bourdieu's symbolic relations, Garcia Canclini’s book became,
as has been pointed out by many critics, a turning point in the emergence of a field of
Latin American cultural studies. Garcia Canclini argues that tradition and modernity
became articulated through mutually dependent needs. Within his logic, there is
interplay whereby modern symbolic representations are woven in the fabric of tradi-
tional cultural production and vice versa, rendering new identities through cultural
difference. Hybridity thus focuses on the ambivalence of cultural authority. It shifts away
from ontological authenticity — that is, away from the idea that there is a stable, co-
herent, knowable self that is conscious, rational, autonnomous, and universal, so that no
physical conditions or differences substantially affect how this self operates - as a polit-
ical articulation of contradictory identities struggling for hegemony within nation-states
as well as in transnational spaces. We are done here with the Enlightenment notion
that the self knows itself and the world through reason, or rationality, posited as the
highest form of mental fonctioning. Garcia Canclini’s definition. of culture as a field of
production, circulation, and consumption of symbolic goods and signs has framed the
concept of culture as a necessary and inevitable transformational practice that precludes
all essentialisms. As Del Sarto stated, hybridity became a central paradigm during the -
1990s as a descriptive category, forcing most theorizations on the field to allude to it
(2004, p. 181). _

In this same period, Antonio Cornejo Polar’s concepts of heterogeneity and contra-
dictory totality, as framed in Escribir en el aire (1994), also had significant theoretical
impact, relocating theoretical debate within the problematic of ethnic issues. Derived
from his understanding of Peruvian ethnic conflicts and his re-reading of Peruvian polit-
ical philosopher José Carlos Maridtegui's (1894-1930) Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruviar
Reality (1928}, Cornejo’s conceptualization implies the existence of conflictive histor-
ical processes that cannot be solved within a diversity of homogeneous ethnic cultures.
He argues that multiple inter-crossings do not lead toward syncretism, but instead empha-
size “aporetic contlicts” (that is, conflicts that represent a final impasse) and alterities:
His theory of culture thus refuses synthesis and fusion. He urges recognition of the
complexity and difficulties of this process as a colonially-produced space of extreme
ambiguity and contradictory meanings, thus pointing toward the emergence of the notion
of the “coloniality of power,” which entered the lexicon of Latin American theorists
in 1991 through Anibal Quijano's seminal article “Colonialidad y modernidad/
racionalidad” published in Perii Indigena.

In the early 1990s, the recently constituled Latin American Subaltern Studies.
Group called into question the role of the academy in reading and representing the subi-
altern. For these scholars, academic work should have focused on making subaltern
voices heard in academia (Rodriguez, 2001, p. 9). The popularity of Rigoberta Menchd's
testimonio provided them with an anti-literary literary genre with which to make their
case. However, as Trigo has pointed out in “Why do I do cultural studies?” {2000,
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8), they failed to realize the epistemological fetishization of the text as the ground
- urmediated truth and the consequent political fetishization of the poetics of solidarity
hat enabled the critic’s identification with the testimonial subject. The ongoing debate
Lat subalternism generated put into question the very nature of “cultural studies.”
Nevertheless, by understanding the latter category as a mechanism for problematizing
cultural and cross-cultural practices, scholars could work across linguistic, national,
@h’me," arid cultural borders, not to mention differences in social class. In this transi-
ion, thie object of study shifted from the formal aspects of given cultural genres, usu-
]ly within specific national frameworks, to the portrayal of everyday cultural detail,
non-fraditional or alternative knowledge producers, and the conditions and effects
of sedimented linguistic turns. In this sense, Latin American cultural studies atlowed
for the exploration of imaginary, ex-centric representations of otherness, underlining
both the creative energy of subaltern events and their attempts to create more just and
egalitarian societies in the face of globalization.
© After peaking in the first half of the 1990s with subaltern studies and its debates
oft {estimonio, Latin Arnerican cultural stodies seemed to enter an -epistemological
and institutional crisis by the end of the century. Some critics believe that a hyper-
deconstructive dynamic and a theoretical saturation led scholars to lose sight of the
pbject of study. A will on the part of critics to identify with the subject also contributed
. fo a reification of abstract categories. Nonetheless, Walter Mignolo and Anibal
. Quijano’s concept of the “coloniality of power,” conjoined with their corollaries, colo-
. nial semiosis, border gnosis, geopolitics of knowledge, and post-Occidentalism, operat-
- ing sometimes as epistemic metaphors deployed to move thinking beyond Western and
‘Burocentric conceptuaalizations, provided a new way of framing the issues of cultural
production and agency. Mignolo framed these issues, while recognizing Quijano’s
contribution, in his book Local Histories/Global Designs (2000). The popularity of those
¢oticepts can be attributed in part to the reemergence of indigenous issues in the Americas,
as exemplified by the Nobel peace prize awarded to Menchd in 1992, the efnergence
of the Zapatista movement in 1994, and the election of Evo Morales as Bolivia's pres-
ident in 2004 after years of grassroots agitation in the Andes. '
In the first decade of the twenty-fivst century, the effects of globalization have fur-
ther modified the concept of culture. Besides its economic impact, globalization
produces symbolic goods senerated by a libidinal economy, in Trigo’s understanding.
which enables the circulation and consumption of many other material goods (Trigo,
2003/2004, p. 269). Thus, to understand the role of culture, and the role of trans-
culturation, one has to understand the interrelationships between political economy
and libidinal economy, between the exchange value of merchandise and the exchange
vatue of cultural signs, between work and desire, and between producers and consUmMErs.
Along similar lines, George Yudice has theorized how diverse social groups, whether
hegemonic or subaltern, have come o se¢ culiture as a resource to be negotiated within
powerful transpational, globalized contexts, shaping the meaning of coniemporary
cultural phenomena and transforming both identity politics and cultural agency
“relating to the international pacts, interpretive frameworks, and institutionat condi-
tionings of comportment and knowledge production” (Yadice, 2003, p. 43,
The divergent lines chosen by Mignolo and Yadice illustrate the broad, heterogene-
ous space covered by contemporary Latin American cultural studies. Both point to
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alternative paths that lead to a similar end: that of transformation, of changing the
terms of Latin America’s present conundrum. A “Washington consensus” coined in
reference to the neoliberal economic reforms championed by U.S. experts in the 1980s
—reforms that generated a U.S.~centric perspective and style of governance — have recently
been subjected to deepening dissent and outright refusal in Latin America. We could
very well conclude that cultural studies and cultural approaches in general are
presently elaborating a critique of the web of signs that might make it possible to break
away from the subordinate, neocolonial role assigned to the continent under the pre-
sent system. In this sense, we seem to have come full circle, back to the concerns that
launched cultural critigue at the beginning of the twentieth century in the first place.

Related chapters: 12 Marxism; 13 Liberation Philosophy; 20 Mestizaje and Hispanigc
Identity: 21 Liberation in Theology, Philosophy, and Pedagogy; 22 Philosophy,
Postcoloniality, and Postmodernity; 23 Globalization and Latin American Thought.
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