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In a recent work on race and ethnicity in Latin America, Peter Wade alerted 
readers to a “deep-seated divide” in the study of blacks and Indians in the 
region and suggested that bringing both groups under the same theoreti-
cal perspective would highlight valuable contrasts and similarities between 
them (Wade 1997, 25). His recommendation is an important one, espe-
cially considering the foundational role of the idea of race in the theoretical 
and philosophical configurations of modernity, and more specifically, its 
deployment as a mechanism of social control over the formerly colonized 
populations of the Americas,Africa, and Asia (Winant 2001, Quijano 2000). 
To the degree that a recuperation of these similarities in particular might 
be articulated, they might profitably be harnessed in the service of a neces-
sary counterdiscursive politics that would seek to unsettle the racial regi-
men produced by the duo of capitalism and coloniality and vindicate the 
essential humanity of its victims, whether at the level of the individual, the 
local community, or the state. If the region’s racial taxonomy, as a product of 
and complement to the subjugation and enslavement of early colonialism, 
served as a temporal and material platform for naturalizing the inferior-
ity of the two groups in Latin America, inexorably the elite criollo/mestizo 
project of latinidad elaborated in the postindependence, statist phase of the 
continent exacerbated their marginalization (Branche 2006, Mignolo 2005). 
Local assimilationist regimes of coloniality, reified under the stimulus of 
nineteenth-century scientific racism, would subsequently be reflected in 
the globalized racial hierarchy of the twentieth century and the precept of 
(first-, second-, and third-) worlding and north/south division.
 It was Marx who famously pointed out the “untold suffering by Africans 
and American Indians” in the early acceleration of the capitalist engine un-
der the colonialist impulse (quoted in Rodney 1982, 83). The apocalyptic 
moment of rupture, known as the maafa in Swahili and as the pachacuti in 
the Andean vernacular, marked the end of civilization as they knew it for 
the indigenous peoples of the Anahuac, Tawantinsuyu, Abya Yala, and of 
the wider geography of the newly minted “América.”1 The same fate befell 
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the natives of West and East Africa and the interior areas of the continent 
because they could not escape the tentacles of the European slave traders 
and of subsequent colonial penetration and depredation. Part of the emerg-
ing world system of politico-racial dominance, the maafa/pachacuti has 
marked the colonial divide for the African and Amerindian worlds, and the 
unending crisis for its victimized millions simultaneously persuaded and 
coerced into a perspective that held their subordination as victims, to be 
natural and not naturalized, divinely ordained and not manmade. Indeed, 
the racialized regimen of coloniality, while creating a difference between the 
new categories of negro and indio in its variegated taxonomy, simultane-
ously erased that difference to the degree that it identified both groups as 
sources of labor and fodder for colonial production, and as inferior others 
under the white supremacist will to power.
 The theoretical underpinnings of Walter Rodney’s How Europe Underde-
veloped Africa offer a supremely useful appreciation of this point in that they 
stress the idea of the underdeveloped (block, nation-state, individual) not as 
an ontological given, but as the result of a structured and calculated pro-
cess of domination, exploitation, and victimization. Locating the source of 
underdevelopment in fifteenth-century colonialism, slavery, and emergent 
capitalism, Rodney emphasizes the dialectical relationship between the de-
veloped and the underdeveloped, and the interactive process that produced 
the two. Reflecting Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s sense of amazement as the 
Spanish invaders gazed upon Tenochtitlán for the first time, Rodney recalls 
how the Dutch at Benin were also given pause as they first contemplated the 
ordered streets and buildings of the African city-state, indicating, further, 
that the intervening centuries between 1444 and 1884 would see genocidal 
depopulation, economic distortion and technological arrest, disintegration, 
and regression for Africa, even as the West marched onward to industri-
alization, material well-being for its citizenry, and ultimately nuclear su-
perpotency. Rodney’s postcolonial critique, an essay in early dependency 
theory, which stressed the abandonment and/or forced displacement of na-
tive industries and technologies in parts of Africa and India, and the rise of 
internal colonization and a local comprador class, was as pertinent for the 
African societies he cited as they are for other areas of the colonized world, 
Latin America included. With the ever more glaring contradictions arising 
from imperialism’s current phase of globalization, its interventionism and 
the subsequent cost to human life and well being, such a perspective offers 
an invaluable prism for viewing the new peripheralization of the majority of 
the world’s inhabitants (Amin 2004).  



Introduction    /    3

 A recuperation of black and indigenous agency in the historico-cultural 
trajectory of Latin America, and from a transracial standpoint, flies in the 
face of the top down, conquer and divide paradigm upon which Occidental-
ist domination and the criollo/mestizo project of Latin America and Latin 
Americanism are premised. Emphasizing its transcultural, horizontalist 
content would make visible solidarian pathways to a politics of emancipa-
tion and social transformation in a way that still escapes, perhaps, much of 
the thinking that occupies itself with the historically necessary decolonial 
processes in avant-garde Latin Americanism.  In this regard it is fair to say 
that the “Our America” precept, strategically articulated in the late nine-
teenth century by Cuba’s José Martí as a term of difference vis-à-vis the U.S. 
hegemon and as part of a politics of broad national and regional inclusive-
ness, died a premature death, like its progenitor.  Its more radical dimension, 
that which promised to fulfill the older egalitarian Enlightenment premises, 
fell prey to the racial conservatism and indecision of criollo nationalists of 
various stripes in the decades that followed, not least among whom figure 
such icons as Peru’s José Mariátegui, Mexico’s José Vasconcelos, and Brazil’s 
Gilberto Freyre (see Laurence Prescott in this volume). In fact, it would not 
be until almost a century later, at the end of the nineteen hundreds, that new 
national constitutions would emerge, acknowledging the pluricultural and 
multiethnic make up of the region’s populations and holding forth perspec-
tives for the change for which the multiple social agents behind it, primarily 
the racial and social subalterns themselves, had striven.
 To get back to the importance of the historical similarities mentioned by 
Wade above, it is by no means insignificant that some of the more emblem-
atic moments of anticolonial insurgency were marked by black and Indian 
collaboration, even if the colonial racial regime that emerged was based on 
the divide and rule premise,2 or if dominant discourse surrounding “the 
anticolonial” is located in the nineteenth-century independence movement 
and peopled with criollo/mestizo heroes and their deeds. As early as 1503, 
however, in the then colony of Hispaniola, escaped Africans, subsequently 
to be called maroons, supported an indigenous rebellion that shook the 
colonial confidence to the degree that Governor Nicolás Ovando would 
call for a cessation of imports of blacks. Scant decades later, in 1553, the 
insurgent Miguel would establish a short-lived settlement in the mountains 
near Barquisimeto in the Venezuelan Northeast, which sheltered both black 
escapees as well as Indians, confirming thereby an understudied transracial 
dimension to the intrinsic anticoloniality of the maroon initiative, which 
would repeat itself at various times and places in the continent. Similarly, 
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in 1780, the insurgency of the Inca Tupac Amaru II in the Andes counted 
on the important contributions of black strategists and advisors, projecting 
a different sense of liberty, equality, and fraternity than that of the French 
revolution, which would follow shortly thereafter.  An expanded history 
“from below” would therefore vindicate these moments when liberation was 
the common goal of subordinated Indians and blacks working together, and 
the past and present political trajectories instantiated by Afro-indigenous 
(zambo) groups such as Brazil’s mamelucos, the Miskito of Nicaragua, or 
the Garífuna of Central America (see Whitten 2007).  Correspondingly, 
discrete cultural productions of the twentieth century, such as negrismo and 
indigenismo, sanctioned by the criollo/mestizo state, even when not origi-
nated by its agents, might recapture their implied or submerged political 
content and free them of their folkloric and exotic packaging.3
 Afro-indigenous transcultural intercourse in Latin America is clearly not 
limited to its submerged political potentiality or to its most visible dimen-
sion, the biological. It is readily evinced in the cultural, religious, and social 
life of the region, whether in Mesoamerica, Brazil, or the Andes, and in spite 
of the repeated royal edicts that sought to impose separate “republics” or of 
the racial hostilities generated by the colonial order. It was, for example, the 
mixture of African pharmacopoeia and pre-Colombian herbal medicines 
as well as ancestral Indian and African rubrics of divination that marked 
the trajectory of (San) Marín de Porras from healer to saint in seventeenth-
century Lima. Similarly, in the wake of the depopulation of the central and 
southern Peruvian coast in the sixteenth century, and the corresponding 
decline in the cult to Pachacamac, the most important traditional deity of 
the Yunga Indians, the formerly enslaved Africans and their descendants 
took over as the primary preservers of the cult. The Señor de Pachacamilla, 
otherwise known as the Señor de los Milagros, or the Señor Negro, has 
now become a feature of the broader national patrimony and permanent 
evidence of horizontal transcultural movement in Peru.
 The well-known instances of Afro-Creole influence in Andean religious 
dance and ritual are likewise enhanced by the singular phenomenon of 
the Qapaq Negro, performed in the Peruvian city of Chichenro among a 
mainly indigenous population, in which performers in chains and black 
body paint re-enact the drama of enslavement.4 As a relatively unknown 
feature of Afro-diasporic cultural contact, Peruvian versions of “blackface” 
(the Negritos de Huanuco dance is a similar custom), differ diametrically 
from the aestheticized rejection of racial otherness that characterized the 
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incorporation of blacks into the national imaginary of Renaissance Spain 
or the United States.5
 One of the more remarkable episodes of indigenous and Afro-Creole 
symbiosis, however, is to be found in the Afro-Creole populations of the 
Bolivian province of Yungas. These Afro-Creoles speak Aymara and culti-
vate the coca leaf just as the surrounding indigenous populations do, even 
as they seek to preserve and rediscover their African cultural heritage.6 The 
history of enslaved Africans in Bolivia’s Potosí mines during the colonial pe-
riod and their subsequent unpaid input as pongos (again like the Indians) in 
the feudal regimen in Bolivia that persisted into the twentieth century speak 
to an Afro-Indian commonality that reminds us that the extraction of labor 
was coloniality’s primary motive force, and its raciological machinations a 
secondary, if equally turbulent, premise.7 
 The present volume, then, is a contribution to the construction of an 
alternative, emancipatory discursivity, which would probe—whether from 
an Afro-Creole perspective, an indigenous perspective, or an integrationist 
perspective that would combine the two points of view (José Rabasa’s idea of 
plural-world dwelling seems a particularly fertile point of departure for an 
analysis of the Afro-indigenous dynamic)—the multiple registers offered by 
a horizontalist premise for the analysis of the region. It is organized around 
three interrelated concepts. The first part, “Coloniality as Legacy,” explores 
some of colonialism’s complex aftereffects, taking struggles in Uruguay, 
Haiti, Puerto Rico, and Brazil as its points of departure. In the second part, 
“Facets of the Insurgent,” the focus is on the Zapatista rebellion in Mexico 
and the more recent ascendancy of Evo Morales’s Movement towards So-
cialism (MAS) with all its underlying neo-indigenist content, to state power 
in Bolivia. The final part, “Signifying Subalterns,” groups together nonca-
nonical, counterinstitutional voices from Bolivia, the French Antilles, Co-
lombia, and Ecuador, whose common objective is to unsettle the received 
knowledges that buttress(ed) colonial power, and by their use of the Word 
take one step more toward liberation.
 The chapters themselves cover a wide epistemological and disciplinary 
spectrum. They derive from the Cultural Studies Symposium that has been 
held biennially at the University of Pittsburgh and hosted by the Depart-
ment of Hispanic Languages and Literatures since 1998. More specifically, 
they have their origin in presentations at the meeting held in 2004. Ac-
cordingly, their common objective is contestatory vis-à-vis dominant Latin 
American narratives, as they advance new paradigms not only for reading, 


