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GENERAL PREFACE

Since The Cambridge Modern History, edited by Lord Acton, appeared in
sixteen volumes between 1902 and 1912 multi-volume Cambridge Histo-
ries, planned and edited by historians of established reputation, with
individual chapters written by leading specialists in their fields, have set
the highest standards of collaborative international scholarship. The Cam-
bridge Modern History was followed by The Cambridge Ancient History, The
Cambridge Medieval History and others. The Modern History has been re-
placed by The New Cambridge Modern History in fourteen volumes. The
Cambridge Economic History of Europe and Cambridge Histories of Iran, of
Southeast Asia and of Africa have been published; in progress are Histories
of China, of Japan, of India and of Latin America.

Cambridge University Press decided the time was ripe to embark on a
Cambridge History of Latin America early in the 1970s. Since the Second
World War and particularly since 1960 research and writing on Latin
American history had been developing, and have continued to develop, at
an unprecedented rate — in the United States (by American historians in
particular, but also by British, European and Latin American historians
resident in the United States), in Britain and continental Europe, and
increasingly in Latin America itself (where a new generation of young
professional historians, many of them trained in the United States, Britain
or continental Europe, had begun to emerge). Perspectives had changed as
political, economic and social realities in Latin America — and Latin Amer-
ica’s role in the world — had changed. Methodological innovations and
new conceptual models drawn from the social sciences (economics, politi-
cal science, historical demography, sociology, anthropology) as well as
from other fields of historical research were increasingly being adopted by
historians of Latin America. The Latin American Studies monograph series
and the Journal of Latin American Studies had already been established by

vii
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viii General Preface

the Press and were beginning to publish the results of this new historical
thinking and research.

Dr. Leslie Bethell, then Reader in Hispanic American and Brazilian
History at University College London, accepted an invitation to edit The
Cambridge History of Latin America. He was given sole responsibility for the
planning, co-ordination and editing of the entire History and began work
on the project in the late 1970s.

The Cambridge History of Latin America, 1o be published in ten volumes,
is the first large-scale, authoritative survey of Latin America’s unique
historical experience during the five centuries since the first contacts
between the native American Indians and Europeans (and the beginnings
of the African slave trade) in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centu-
ries. (The Press will publish separately a three-volume Cambridge History
of the Native Peoples of the Americas — North, Middle and South —
which will give proper consideration to the evolution of the region’s
peoples, societies and civilizations, in isolation from the rest of the world,
during several millennia before the arrival of the Europeans, as well as a
fuller treatment than will be found here of the history of the indigenous
peoples of Latin America under European colonial rule and during the
national period to the present day.) Latin America is taken to comprise the
predominantly Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking areas of continental
America south of the United States — Mexico, Central America and South
America — together with the Spanish-speaking Carribean — Cuba, Puerto
Rico, the Dominican Republic — and, by convention, Haiti. (The vast
territories in North America lost to the United States by treaty and by
war, first by Spain, then by Mexico, during the first half of the nineteenth
century are for the most part excluded. Neither the British, French and
Dutch Caribbean islands nor the Guianas are included, even though Ja-
maica and Trinidad, for example, have early Hispanic antecedents and are
now members of the Organization of American States.) The aim is to
produce a high-level synthesis of existing knowledge which will provide
historians of Latin America with a solid base for future research, which
students of Latin American history will find useful and which will be of
interest to historians of other areas of the world. It is also hoped that the
History will contribute more generally to a deeper understanding of Latin
America through its history in the United States, Europe and elsewhere
and, not least, to a greater awareness of its own history in Latin America.

The volumes of The Cambridge History of Latin America have been
published in chronological order: Volumes I and II (Colonial Latin Amer-
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General Preface ix

ica, with an introductory section on the native American peoples and
civilizations on the eve of the European invasion) were published in
1984; Volume III (From Independence to ¢. 1870) in 1985; Volumes IV
and V (. 1870 to 1930) in 1986. The publication of volumes VI-X
(1930 to the present) began in 1990. Each volume or set of volumes
examines a period in the economic, social, political, intellectual and
cultural history of Latin America.

While recognizing the decisive impact on Latin America of external
forces, of developments within the world system, and the fundamental
importance of its economic, political and cultural ties first with Spain and
Portugal, then with Britain, France and Germany and finally with the
United States, The Cambridge History of Latin America emphasizes the evolu-
tion of internal structures. Furthermore, the emphasis is cleatly on the
modern period, that is to say, the period since the establishment of all but
two (Cuba and Panama) of the independent Latin American states during
the first decades of the nineteenth century. The eight volumes of the
History devoted to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries consist of a
mixture of general, comparative chapters built around major themes in
Latin American history and chapters on the individual histories of the
twenty independent Latin American countries (plus Puerto Rico).

An important feature of the History is the bibliographical essays which
accompany each chapter. These give special emphasis to books and articles
which have appeared since Charles C. Griffin (ed.), Latin America: A Guide
to the Historical Literature (published for the Conference on Latin American
History by the University of Texas Press in 1971). Griffin’s Guide was
prepared between 1962 and 1969 and included few works published after
1966. All the essays from Volumes [-X of The Cambridge History of Latin
America — where necessary revised, expanded and updated (to ¢. 1992) —
are brought together in a single bibliographical volume, Volume XI,
published in 1995.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008
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PREFACE TO VOLUME X

The Cambridge History of Latin America Volumes I and II began with a
survey of native American peoples and civilizations on the eve of the
European ‘discovery’, conquest and settlement of the ‘New World’ in the
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, but were largely devoted to the
economic, social, political, intellectual and cultural history of Latin Amer-
ica under Spanish and (in the case of Brazil) Portuguese colonial rule from
the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Volume IIf examined the break-
down and overthrow of colonial rule throughout Latin America (except
Cuba and Puerto Rico) at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the
economic, social and political history of the independent Spanish Ameri-
can republics and the independent Empire of Brazil during the half cen-
tury from ¢. 1820 to ¢.1870/80. Volumes IV and V concentrated on the
half century from ¢.1870/80 to 1930 — for most of Latin America a
‘Golden Age’ of predominantly export-led economic growth as the region
became more fully incorporated into the expanding international economy
and a period of material prosperity (at least for the dominant classes),
significant social change (both rural and urban), political stability (with
some notable exceptions such as Mexico during the revolution), ideologi-
cal consensus (at least until the 1920s), and notable achievements in
intellectual and cultural life.

Volumes VI-X of The Cambridge History of Latin America are devoted to
Latin America during the six decades from 1930 to r.1990. Volume VI
(published in 1994 — in two Parts) brings together general essays on
major themes in the economic, social and political history of the region
as a whole: the fourfold increase in population (from 110 to 450 million);
the impact of the 1929 Depression and the Second World War on the
Latin American economies; the second ‘Golden Age’ of economic growth
(1950-80), this time largely ISI (import substitution industrialization)-

xi
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xii Preface to Volume X

led, followed, however, by the so-called ‘lost decade’ of the 1980s; rapid
urbanization (less than 20 per cent of Latin America’s population was
classified as urban in 1930, almost 70 per cent in 1990) and urban social
change; the transformation of agrarian structures; the development of
state organization and, in the 1980s, the beginnings of ‘state shrinkage’;
the advance of (as well as the setbacks suffered by) democracy in Latin
America; the (few) successes and (many) failures of the Latin American
left, both democratic and non-democratic; the military in Latin American
‘politics: military interventions and coups, military regimes, and the
problem of transition te civilian rule; the urban working class and urban
labour movements; rural mobilizations and rural violence; changes in the
economic, social and political role of women; and, finally, the persistence
of the Catholic church as a major force in political as well as religious and
social life throughout the region, and the rapidly growing Protestant
churches. Volume VII (published in 1990) is a history of Mexico, the five
Central American republics (Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicara-
gua and Costa Rica), Panama and the Panama Canal Zone, the Hispanic
Caribbean (Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic) and Haiti.
Volume VII (published in 1991) is a history of the nine republics of
Spanish South America (Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Chile, Peru,
Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia and Venezuela). Volume IX (now the only
volume still in progress) will be a history of Brazil and of Latin America’s
international relations — predominantly relations with Britain, continen-
tal Europe (in particular Germany), and above all the United States.
Volume X is devoted to the history of ideas and culture in Latin America
since ¢. 1920 (which is for this volume a more appropriate starting point
than 1930).

The Cambridge History of Latin America Volume X, Latin America since
1930: ldeas, Culture and Society opens with a long chapter — the longest of
any in the entire History — by Richard Morse that explores the ‘multiverse
of identity’ (both national and regional identity) in Latin America from
the 1920s to the 1960s through the writings of novelists, essayists,
philosophers, historians and sociologists. It should be read alongside the
chapters on economic ideas and ideologies in Latin America since 1930
(by Joseph Love) and science and society in twentieth century Latin Amer-
ica (by Thomas Glick) already published in CHLA Volume VI Part 1, as
well as the chapters that immediately follow it in this volume, those by
Gerald Martin on Latin American narrative, by Jaime Concha and by
Jason Wilson on Latin American poetry, and by Gordon Brotherston on
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Preface to Volume X xiii

indigenous literatures and cultures. The volume also includes chapters on
Latin American music (for the most part ‘art music’, but with a note on
popular music) by Gerard Béhague, on Latin American architecture by
Damian Bay6n, and on Latin American art also by Damiin Bayén. It
concludes with chapters on the history of the Latin American cinema by
John King and on the history of radio and television (the mass media) in
Latin America by Elizabeth Fox. The early sections of some of the chap-
ters in this volume to some extent overlap with the later sections of
Gerald Martin’s chapter on the literature, music and art (and early cin-
ema) of Latin America from 1870 to 1930 in CHLA Volume IV.

Like Volume VI, this volume was an unusually long time in the writing
and editing. Some chapters were commissioned more than a decade and a
half ago. Many have been extensively revised and rewritten over the years.
I am grateful to the authors of these chapters for their patience, especially
Richard Morse. His chapter was one of the first ever to be discussed (on
the beach at Leblon in Rio de Janeiro sometime in the late 1970s, as he
cruelly likes to remind me) and is one of the last to be published. Gordon
Brotherston, on the other hand, accepted an invitiation to contribute a
chapter when the rest of the volume was already largely written. John
King generously agreed to write the chapter on cinema when Julianne
Burton was forced to withdraw. Jason Wilson at a late stage agreed not
only to contribute a chapter on poetry after 1950 (to complement Jaime
Concha’s chapter on poetry in the first half of the twentieth century) but
also to supply the bibliographical essay that accompanies both. Sadly,
Damién Bay6n died during the final stages of the editing of the volume.

A conference held at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for
Scholars, Washington, D.C. in May 1986 offered an early opportunity for
a number of contributors to CHLA Volume X to present preliminary
drafts of their chapters to each other and to a group of distinguished non-
contributors. I am grateful to Richard Morse, Director of the Wilson
Center's Latin American Program at the time and himself a contributor to
the volume, for the support he gave in the organization of this conference.
It was, like the conference on CHLA Volume VI held at the University of
California, San Diego earlier in the same year, in part funded by the
Tinker Foundation.

Several contributors to this volume — four British (two resident in the
United States), three North American, one Chilean (resident in the United
States) and one Argentine (resident in France) — commented on the chap-
ters of their colleagues. I am especially grateful in this respect to Richard
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Morse, Gerald Martin and John King. James Dunkerley, who served as an
associate editor on CHLA Volumes VIl and VIII, offered support and encour-
agement in the editing of Volume X as well as Volume VI.

Secretarial assistance was provided by Hazel Aitken at the Institute of
Latin American Studies, University of London (in the period 1987-1992)
and Linnea Cameron at the Department of History, University of Chicago

(in 1992-93).
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1

THE MULTIVERSE OF LATIN
AMERICAN IDENTITY, c.1920-¢.1970

INTRODUCTION: CONTEXTS FOR IDENTITY

In the twentieth century the term ‘identity’ has been heavily worked to
denote linkage between culture and society. Although the word keeps
losing its edge, new generations periodically resharpen it. The term is so
loose that one can apply it to anything from mankind at large® to a single
person seeking self-knowledge via psychotherapy. Artists, poets, histori-
ans, anthropologists, philosophers and politicians entertain versions of
identity even when not consciously in quest of it or not confident of the
term’s utility. This chapter will consider identity primarily with reference
to national societies, to aggregations of national societies (Latin America),
and to sub-national societies or groups. Two distinctions are important.
First, identity, which implies linkage to or manifestation of collective
conscience, is not the same as ‘reality’, 2 word widely used in Latin
America to mean historical, socio-geographic factors that might be recog-
nized as creating a circumambient reality. Both terms fluctuate between a
descriptive, empirical meaning and a prospective or promissory one. ‘Real-
ity’ may signify what ‘really’ exists or else, in a quasi-Hegelian sense, a
‘higher’ reality to be ascertained as a sine gua non for pursuit of the historic
vocation of a people or nation (e.g., essays of interpretation of the ‘Peru-
vian reality’). Identity is not ‘national character’ as diagnosed by detached
socio-psychiatry but collective awareness of historic vocation. Reality
starts with environment, identity with tacit self-recognition.

Identity, a human universal, assumed special accents with the rise of
modern nations. Germany was a strategic case. As its leaders, thinkers,

! See Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man: An Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture (New Haven,
Conn., 1944), Part II, ch. 6.
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2 The Multiverse of Latin American Identity, c.1920—c.1970

musicians and artists began to envision a German ‘nation’, they were
driven to explore wellsprings of identity in ethnicity, folk culture and
philosophic premises of history and religious faith. Germany has been
called the first ‘underdeveloped’ country, implying that its advent on the
world stage required not merely political sagesse, military prowess, and
economic weight but affirmation of collective selfhood. Because England
and France became (somewhat unwittingly) the first ‘developed’ countries
as the industrial age dawned, their intelligentsias were more at home with
political and economic matters than with the portentous metaphysical
interests of Germans. In philosophizing, moreover, the English and
French tended to conflate their national ideals with recipes for mankind at
large. This produced a body of Enlightenment thought which in its more
glib and self-serving aspects encountered head-on challenge from German
romanticism. By the early nineteenth century this German rejoinder was a
powerful solvent on mind and sensibility in England and France.

The lessons that the German analogy holds for Latin America and, more
concretely, the ultimate influences of German ideas upon the region are
examined later in the chapter. For the moment an illustration will show
how present-day thinking on identity still falls under the shadow of the
Enlightenment versus romanticism construction or, as in the case at hand,
empiricism versus holism. In a collective work published in 1987, eight
historians addressed the topic of colonial identity in the Atlantic world
using six case studies (three of which were Brazil, Spanish America and the
British Caribbean) to compare the formation of distinctive patterns in the
period 1500 to 1800.2 This comparative project required divorcing iden-
tity as ‘self-definition and self-image’ from the story of political indepen-
dence and asking why some colonies had more ‘success’ at achieving
psychological as well as political autonomy. The authors pursued their
inquiry in a detached Anglo-empirical spirit rather than the empathic,
holistic tradition of romanticism. The introductory chapter for example
endorsed a quest for positive indicators of the ‘process of identity forma-
tion’ and cited such possible deterrents as the lack of printing presses in
Brazil for three centuries or the absence of universities in the British West
Indies until the 1950s. Identity is thus seen, as it was in the Enlighten-
ment, as manipulable by technological and institutional innovation.

Scholars from the region itself had already addressed two of these cases

2 Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden (eds.), Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World, 1500—-1800
(Princeton, N.J., 1987).
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Introduction: Contexts for Identity 3

with different premises and purposes. Antdnio Cindido, one of Brazil's
foremost literary historians and critics, sees the absence of presses and
gazettes in colonial Brazil not as inhibiting collective identity but as
shaping it. Given an illiterate society, sacred oratory with its spoken word
adapted to baroque arabesques and symbolism, was an ideal genre.3 The
Barbadian poet and historian Edward K. Brathwaite believes the distinc-
tive spoken language of the present-day West Indies to be an emergent
nation language, a form of ‘total expression’ that provides the keystone for
regional identity. His colleagues at the School of Education, University of
the West Indies, Brathwaite finds, have set out the grammar and syntax of
the nation language but cannot connect it to literary expression. The
whole school system, he holds, imposes a Victorian set of literary attitudes
and responses that block creativity. The crux of the matter lies still deeper.
The language issue lies not simply in lexicon, phonetics and subject
matter but is rooted, Brathwaite argues, in the English capitulation since
Chaucer to iambic pentameter. Caribbean life — the African legacy; the
oral, communal expression of the people — is alien to the English language
as parochially practised in England. ‘The hurricane does not roar in pen-
tameter.” Nor do the drums pulse to it. What the storm 4oes roar in and
what people do dance to — the young literati of the 1940s found out from
their traditional calypsos — is a dactylic beat. This discovery provides
academic nomenclature to legitimate everyday facts of life. Until then the
disinherited must use the emergent nation language as a ‘forced poetics’
that perpetuates their culture while disguising self and personality. For
literati and universities, one might venture, identity is not their invention
but their belated recognition of social circumstance. 4
The critical significance of language, or discourse, cannot receive cen-
tral attencion in this chapter.5 Enough has been said, however, to suggest
that the nature of our eight historians’ concern with publication and
universities (a reflection perhaps of modern academic anxiety) may not be
wholly consistent with the understandings of this chapter. More germane
to present purposes is the ‘existential’ commitment expressed as follows by
W. H. Auden: ‘In contrast to those philosophers who begin by consider-
ing the objects of human knowledge, essences and relations, the existential
3 Antéonio Cindido, ‘Oswald viajante’, in Virios escritos (Sio Paulo, 1970), pp. 51-6.
4 Antdnio Candido, Literatura e sociedade (Sio Paulo, 1965), pp. 110—11; Edward Kamau Brathwaite,
‘English in the Caribbean’, in L. A. Fiedler and H. A. Baker, Jr. (eds.), English Literature: Opening
Up the Canon (Baltimore, Md., 1981), pp. 15—53, and Roots (Havana, 1986).

3> For a general treatment, see Richard M. Morse, ‘Language in America’, in New World Soundings
(Baltimore, Md., 1989), pp. 11—60.
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4 The Multiverse of Latin American Identity, ¢.1920—c.1970

philosopher begins with man's immediate experience as a subject, i.e., as a
being in need, an interested being whose existence is at stake.'¢ This ‘existen-
tial’ gambit is inviting, for it treats collective experience as a project or
adventure. This informal inquiry can be launched in such a spirit, by
placing Latin America alongside two other civilizations that confronted
the industrial West in the nineteenth century — namely, Japan and Russia.
This is not done in the empirical vein of meticulous ‘comparative history’
but simply to help sketch out a set of questions more useful for present
purposes than the ones more frequently posed in academic circles.

Japan had for centuties acquired civilizational ways from the Chinese.
Fruitful adaptation brought self-knowledge and, when the time came, an
impressive capacity to select what was needed from the West with few
confusions of purpose. The germ of Tokyo University was an institute of
‘barbarian learning’ designed to translate Western texts that seemed useful
for the Japanese national project. This project was preceded by a scholarly
movement to free Japan from the formalism and pedantry of the Chinese
Confucian tradition (although not at the expense of the tradition itself)
attended by evocations of Japanese spirit and esthetic. Such evocations
have been likened to the quest by German romantics of the same period for
an unbridled release of domestic tradition.?

In the case of Russia there had been longer direct exposure to the West
than in Japan, notably via the construction of St Petersburg in 1703-12.
As in Japan there was awareness of a domestic civilization that required
decisions on what was to be ‘protected’. The Russian generation of
Slavophiles and Westernizers defined the dichotomy, with the former
dreaming of an ideal pre-Petrine Russia and the latter of an ideal West.
Westernizers complicated matters with their ‘Russian rehash’ of Western
ideas, however, while Russian nationalists sent for study to Germany
succumbed to a crypto-Francophilism more fanatical than even the chau-
vinism of the Parisian boulevards.? In any case the dialectic was estab-
lished as clearly in Russia, allowing for clandestine cross-overs, as in
Japan.

How Latin America fits into our summary comparison hinges on how
the notion of an original culture is handled. The Japanese recognized a
domestic culture to which exogenous elements were to be selectively

6 Quoted in Mitzi Berger Hamovitch (ed.), The Hound and Horn Letters (Athens, Ga., 1982), p. xiv.

7 See Marius B. Jansen, Japan and its World, Two Centuries of Change (Princeton, 1980), ch. 1.

8 Nicolas Berdyaev, The Origin of Russian Communism, trans. R. M. French, new ed. (Ann Arbor,
Mich., 1960), ch. 1; Isaiah Berlin, Russian Thinkers (Harmondsworth, 1979), pp. 114—49.
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Introduction: Contexts for Identity 5

assimilated, while Russian nationalists envisioned recovery of pre-Petrine
rural communalism and non-Western Christianity. Nineteenth-century
Latin America, in contrast, was not a single nation, while its fragmented
parts shared the culture and religion of the Iberian peninsula, by then a
‘backward’ region of western Europe. For Russian critics the societies of
England and France may have represented soulless atomism, but for mod-
ernizing elites in Latin America these European leaders were paragons.
And, if such elites regarded their Ibero-Catholic heritage as déclassé, all
the more so were the hundreds of Afro-American and Amerindian commu-
nities that were stigmatized by past or present bondage. Whatever op-
posed the progress of the urban, Europeanized world was to be effaced.
Consider the military campaigns against ‘natives’ and backlanders under
General Roca in Argentina and under the Mexican dictator Porfirio Diaz
in Sonora and Yucatan and the Canudos war in Brazil. Even ‘judicious
sociologists’ like Carlos Octavio Bunge and Alcides Arguedas were agreed
that ‘nothing could be expected of the degraded aboriginal people’.?

Japanese engagement with Western science and culture was controlled
and methodical, as instanced by the institute for ‘barbarian books’, the
‘learning missions’ sent abroad in the 1870s to identify ‘realistic’ national
models for selective emulation, and the temperate enthusiasm for Euro-
pean institutions and manners during the 1880s that led to a permissive if
not uncritical ‘new Japanism’. On the other hand, many Russians,
whether Europeanizers or Slavophiles, felt after 1848 that socialism would
never regenerate bourgeois ‘equilibrium’ in the West and that Russia’s
‘primitive’ collectivism offered possibilities for direct transition to modern
socialism. Latin American elites, in contrast, apart from intransigent
conservative factions or occasional free spirits, were prepared neither to
question the implications of Western technology, rationalization and impe-
rialism nor to promote broad consensus on matters of national culture and
tradition. In his early writings, the Mexican philosopher Leopoldo Zea
held that for Latin America the nineteenth century was in effect a ‘lost
century’.'°

There were of course Latin Americans, individual pensadores and occa-
sionally a national ‘generation’, who made signal contributions toward
devising an agenda for their country or their continent. The point is that
they were often adrift when it came to identifying domestic ingredients to be
9 See José Luis Romero, Lati érica: las ciudades y las ideas (Buenos Aires, 1976), p. 311.

19 See Leopoldo Zea, The Latin-American Mind, trans. J. H. Abbott and L. Dunham (Norman, Okla.,
1963).
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6 The Multiverse of Latin American ldentity, c.1920—C.1970

appropriated and adapted. The classic example is Domingo Faustino
Sarmiento (Argentina, 181 1—88), whose reflections on the life and times of
the Argentine caudillo Facundo in Civilizacidn y barbarie (1845) seemed to
pit liberal Europe as filteted through Buenos Aires against the ‘barbarism’ of
the pampas.** Read searchingly, Sarmiento’s essay goes well beyond this
formula, especially when combined with the notes on his 1846—7 travels to
Europe and the United States when he discovered Europeans themselves to
be barbarous if compared to American frontiersmen. The general point,
however, is that well-to-do classes throughout Latin America, including
their ‘enlightened’ and reformist spokesmen, freely applied the term ‘barbar-
ian’ not, as did the Japanese, to foreigners but to groups within their own
countries who were assignably ‘native’: Indians, mestizos, Afro-Americans,
or dirt farmers of Iberian descent.

The decisive rebuttal to Sarmiento came from José Marti (Cuba, 1853—
95) who, if he did not excel Sarmiento in his gift for social portraiture, was
a more adept analyst of social process and the exigencies of nationhood. In
an incisive passage in ‘Nuestra América’ (1891) he challenged those who
mistook the struggle between ‘false erudition and Nature’ as one between
‘civilization and barbarity’.’> “The native halfbreed has conquered the
exotic Creole . . . The natural man is good, and he respects and rewards
superior intelligence as long as his humility is not turned against him.’
The tyrants of Latin America climb to power by appealing to disdained
native elements and fall by betraying them. ‘Republics have paid with
oppression for their inability to recognize the true elements of their coun-
tries, to derive from them the right kind of government, and to govern
accordingly.” “To govern well, one must see things as they are.’

Martci’s contribution to defining the identity issue was to democratize
it. Nationalism had taken hold in Latin America but without the romanti-
cist implication of rootedness in the people. Until the early twentieth
century, pensadores, essayists and historians seemed agreed that cultural
questions were a province of diagnosis and prescription reserved for intel-
lectuals. The idea that people at large were the bedrock of national
identity was incongruous in default of sustained, pluricentric, multi-
ideological popular movements such as had shaped political awareness

"t Domingo F. Sarmiento, Life in the Argentine Republic in the Days of the Tyrants, trans. Mrs Horace
Mann (New York, 1961); and see Joseph T. Criscenti (ed.), Sarmiento and his Argentina (Boulder,
Co., 1992) and Tulio Halperin Donghi et al. (eds.) Sarmiento, Author of a Nation (Berkeley, 1994).

12 josé Marti, Our America, Philip S. Foner (ed.) (New York, 1977), pp. 86-7.
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and political process in Western Europe, most significantly the Protestant
Reformation and the proletatian revolution. Thinkers, theologians, ideo-
logues and politicians might supply doctrine and tactics for these di-
versely composed movements, but their roots were in widespread feelings
and aspiration. Save for its African population, the United States was
settled by émigrés from the two ‘revolutions’, thus internalizing them.
Latin America, however, resisted them. The mother countries barred
Protestantism at the gates, along with its messages concerning modern
individualism. Europe’s later proletarian ‘revolution’, which took forms
from government paternalism through a gamut of socialisms all the way
to anarchism, syndicalism and terrorism, made only tentative incursions
because of the limited scope of industrialization in Latin America, the
lasting efficacy of elite ‘conciliations’, and a permanent reserve army of
workers. However much the pensadores may have kept abreast of progres-
sive thought in Europe, the people whom they claimed to ‘think for’ were
blocked from forming coherent movements that might have given inspira-
tion, definition and support to the critiques made by the intelligentsia.

The identity question therefore consists not entirely of a consensual act
of portraiture by sensitive observers but also of a popular voice, featuring
the disinherited, that pursues outlet in the generalized discourse of soci-
ety. For two reasons the identity search came later in Latin America than
in Western Europe and the modernizing world, achieving full momentum
only in the twentieth century. First, it was only by the 1910s and 1920s
that there occurred 2 conflation of intellectual and popular outlooks as
exemplified in letters and visual arts in Mexico, modernist manifestoes in
Brazil, socio-political dialogues in Peru, ethno-literary pronouncements in
Haiti and diverse manifestations elsewhere. Secondly, with regard specifi-
cally to the pensadores, we have argued that their assurances of prior
European identity were in the last century too problematic, and their
confidence for sustaining critical exchange with ideologies of the indus-
trial West too insecure, to favour a coming-to-terms with world currents.
They acquiesced in regnant prescriptions for ‘progress’ and ruefully con-
fessed their domestic retardation. Here again the early twentieth century
was a renovative moment. For suddenly the vanguard voices of Europe,
attuned to earlier prophetic cries of the Baudelaires and Nietzsches, were
raised in cacophonous condemnation (or even condemnatory exaltation) of
the rationalist, scientistic and menacingly dehumanizing premises of the
Western enterprise.
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In Europe vanguardism, or modernism*3 had antecedents as an actitude
both critical and celebratory of ‘modernization’. One might call modern-
ism a cognitive assault on the contradictions of modernity. In its golden
age (1910—30) modernism, particularly from its Parisian arena, finally
made its impact on Latin America, but not in a merely tutorial role. For
Europe now experienced the crisis of nerve associated with technification,
commodification, alienation and rampant violence as these found expres-
sion in Marxian contradictions, Spenglerian decadence, Freudian invasions
of the subconscious, and of course, industrialism and the First World War.
This seeming collapse of evolutionary assumptions gave Latin Americans
leverage for dismissing presumed determinisms of their past and for invent-
ing a new ‘reality’ and a new future. Europe now offered pathologies and
not simply models. Disenchantment at the centre gave grounds for reha-
bilitation at the rim. Latin America had to produce its own Rousseaus and
Herders at the same time that it was keeping up with the Picassos and
Joyces.

Opver the years many have claimed that Latin American high culture was
derivative from metropolitan sources in the nineteenth century and sud-
denly responsive to indigenous or indigenista leads after 1920. Almost the
reverse is true. What made the Latin American prise de conscience of the
1920s possible was not the artists’ and intellectuals’ stubborn appropria-
tion of ‘native’ subject matter but their bold acrobatics to retain intellec-
tual footing amid the disintegration of Western rationales and received
understandings. With the centre now unstrung, views from the periphery
earned respect. Alejo Carpentier (1904—80) was to discover the world as
polycentric and Jorge Luis Borges (1899—1986) to find that it has no
centre at all. As the Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes puts it, ‘the Western
writer can be central only in recognizing that today he is ex-centric, and
the Latin American writer only in recognizing that his eccentricity is
today centered in a world without cultural axes.’'4

A newspaper article of 1925 by José Carlos Maridtegui, ‘Is There a
Hispanic American Thought?’, illustrates how his generation had begun
to dissolve the polarities of intellectual life on the ‘periphery’.’s During
three and a half years of exile in Italy (1919-23), Maridtegui directly

3 | use ‘modernism’ in the European, North American (and Brazilian) meaning to designate
twentieth-century vanguardism, not the Spanish American modernismo that was akin to symbolism
and Parnassianism.

14 Carlos Fuentes, La nueva novela hispanocamericana, Gth ed. (Mexico, D.F., 1980), p. 32.

15 José Carlos Maridtegui, ‘¢Existe un pensamiento hispano-americano?’ in Temas de nuestra Amévica,
2nd ed. (Lima, 1970), pp. 22-6.
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experienced both the decadence and the promise of Europe. Here he found
Marxist analysis of social and economic domination an eye-opener and
learned to admire how modernism, especially surrealism, could shatter the
solid bourgeois world into absurd fragments. It was to a degree the
modernist impulse that led him to extract Marxism itself from positivist
armature giving its scientific message mythic force, translating its catego-
ries into praxis and relativizing its pretension to universal evolutionism.

In 1925 Maridtegui sensed that his query about Hispanic American
thought was germinating in the ‘nerve centers of the continent’, although
he felc that the true question was whether there existed a characteristically
Hispanic American thought. He chided the Argentine socialist Alfredo
Palacios, who had proclaimed the hour at hand for ‘radical emancipation’
from European culture. Europe had been the lodestar, wrote Palacios, but
the Great War showed its culture to contain the seeds of its own decay.
Palacios, Maridtegui felt, had led youthful tropical temperaments to exag-
gerate the prospects for Latin American thought. It was a tonic, he said, to
call ‘our America’ the future cradle of civilization or to proclaim, as José
Vasconcelos had in his motto for the National University of Mexico, that:
“Through my race the spirit will speak.’ But it was an error to predict the
imminent demise of European hegemony. The West was in crisis but far
from collapse; Europe was not, ‘as is absurdly said, exhausted and para-
lytic’. ‘Our America’ continued importing ideas, books, machines and
fashions. Capitalist civilization was dying, not Europe. Greco-Roman
civilization had long since perished, but Europe went on. Who could
deny, Maridtegui asked, that the society of the future was being shaped in
Europe or that the finest artists and thinkers of the age were European? He
therefore acknowledged a French or German thought but not yet a His-
panic American one, which instead was a ‘thapsody’ of European motifs.
One might in the countries of the Rio de la Plata speak of a spirit of
‘Latinity’, but it awoke no recognition from autocthonous peoples of the
continent.

The purpose of this chapter is not to provide an inventory of trends and
genres but to review and selectively illustrate various tactics, whether
deliberate or unwitting, for establishing recognition of shared identity.
An impressionistic glance from the 1920s to the 1960s suggests three
distinctive categories of expression or analysis that carry forward the lines
of inquiry set forth by Maridtegui, presented here as modernism, the
‘neo-naturalist’ novel in conjunction with the ‘identity’ essay, and phi-
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10 The Multiverse of Latin American Identity, c.1920—C.1970

losophy plus history of ideas. Cultural history in an academic vein would

assign Latin American modernism to the 1920s, the identity essay to the

1930s and 1940s, and history of ideas to the 1940s and 1950s. Such
pigeon-holing, however, omits the tangled antecedents, both New

World and European, of these expressive forms and forecloses apprecia-

tion of their persistence after the assigned decades.'® The narratives of

the Latin American literary ‘boom’ of the 1960s, for example, clearly
bear the mark of these antecedents. In the twentieth century, cultural
expression in Latin America has acquired a heavier retrospective concern,
and the logic of exposition requires overrunning the designated decades.

The chronological ladders of literary history matter less than the cumula-

tive impact of self-recognition.

First, then, we sketch the career of modernism in three locations during
the 1920s and 1930s. The first two of these locales are not countries — the
usual reference point for literary histories — bue cities. This is because
modernism found its Latin American crucibles in urban settings just as it
did in Europe (Paris, Vienna, Milan, Berlin). Unlike, say, romanticism or
realism, which managed a broad geographic palette, modernism required
the arena where mind and sensibility awoke to specifically modern features
of the Western world view: velocity, simultaneity, collage, inversion, free
association, catachresis, the cult of machines and rationality — but not to
the exclusion of ‘primitive’ evocations. The two cities chosen are Sio
Paulo, the burgeoning financial and industrial capital of South America,
and Buenos Aires, its earlier commercial and cultural capital.'7

In Sao Paulo, founded in 1554, a city whose colonial traces had vanished,
whose population had leaped from 65,000 to 580,000 in thirty years,
whose streets were thronged by Italians, Syrians and Japanese, whose sky
was perforated overnight by smokestacks, the imagination was challenged
not to understand but to see, not explain but apprehend. It was assigned an
act of cognition.'® Buenos Aires in contrast entered the post—First World
War era of national and cultural assertion precisely as its citification and
16 Stabb traces the identity essay from 1890 and could certainly have dropped at least as far back as

Sarmiento's Facunds, while Abelldn traces the history of the American ‘idea’ back to 1492. Martin

S. Stabb, In Quest of Identity: Patterns in the Spanish American Essay of 1deas, 1890—1960 (Chapel Hill,

N.C., 1967); J. L. Abellén, La idea de América, origen y evolucién (Madrid, 1972).

Y7 Jorge Schwartz compares Paulista and Portefio avant-gardism in Vanguarda e cosmpolitismo: Oliverio
Girondo e Oswald de Andrade (Sio Paulo, 1983), while Radl Antelo examines the Paulistas’ reception
of Spanish American vanguardism in Na i/ha de Marapati (Mdrio de Andrade lé o5 hispano-americanos)
(Sio Paulo, 1986).

18 See Nicolau Sevcenko, Orfew extitico na metrépole: Sio Paulo, sociedade e cultura nos frementes anos 20 (Sdo
Paulo, 1992).
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Europeanization had come under question. A note of decadence, of ominous
warning was sounding in both high and popular culture. So accepted was
the cosmopolitan ethos that commonplaces of domestic history and culture
assumed a mythic cast, as in the nostalgic Argentine gauchismo. Brazilians
mighe exalc their bandeirantes, ot colonial path-finders, as did modernist
poet Cassiano Ricardo in a dithyrambic account of their exploits or modern-
ist sculptor Victor Brecheret in a monumental public statue; yet the
bandeirante, historically quite as venerable as the gaucho, had not faded into
a mythic past but was exemplary for pioneers of a dynamic future. He was a
flesh-and-blood hero, unlike Ricardo Giiiraldes’s oneiric, ‘shadowy’ gaucho
in Don Segundo Sombra (1926), who concludes the most renowned work of
Argentine fiction of the 1920s by fading from sight as a man, leaving the
observer’s meditation cut off from its source, his lifeblood flowing away.
Here inquiry probes beyond ‘reality’ to a domain of enigma or paradox. The
challenge is not cognition but decipherment. If the Brazilian ‘anci-hero’ of
Mirio de Andrade’s Macunaima (1928) finally goes off to muse alone as a star
in the vast firmament, it is not because the old life has evanesced but
precisely because it is all too tenacious, too real, in a land ‘sem sadide e com
muita sativa’ — with no health and lots of ants.'®

Mexico, our third instance, is a case of modernism manqué because the
putative modernist moment coincided with a revolution. Although in
retrospect the Mexican Revolution seems not to have been a full-dress
socio-political renversement, it did at least convert Mexico City into a
radiant, innovative centre by what was then interpreted as a collective act
of vision and volition. The revolution itself became a ‘modernist’ event by
working lightning reversals and expansions of sense and sensibility. Under
its inspiration the painterly imagination fused Aztec deities, the late-
medieval danse macabre (rediscovered by José Guadalupe Posada), German
expressionism, and Montparnasse cubism, not to mention Renaissance
muralism and Spanish ecclesial baroque. The revolution, Octavio Paz has
said, had no programme. It was a gigantic subterranean revolt, a revelation
that restored our eyes to see Mexico. Thus Mexicans in the modernist age
such as Paz’s representative list of painters and writers (Rivera, Orozco,
Lépez Velarde, Azuela, Guzmdn and Vasconcelos) were less concerned
with inversion, collage, or geometric reduction than with retrieval. Diego
Rivera, after a dozen years in Paris (where he won stardom as a cubist)

9 Ricardo Giiiraldes, Don Segundo Sombra, trans. Harriet de Onis (New York, 1966); Mirio de
Andrade, Macunaima, trans. E. A. Goodland (New York, 1984).
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recurned to Mexico, adopted a dynamic, even orgiastic fauvist manner,
and, at his best, escaped the clutch of official ideology to capture the
germination and sheer materiality of plants, people and machines. Orozco
and Siqueiros developed a home-grown expressionism, in Siqueiros’s case
with ideological baggage similar to Rivera’s, in Orozco’s with moral and
personal accents. In Mexico, the modernist agenda was not the cognition of
Sao Paulo or the decipherment of Buenos Aires but a task of propaganda in the
original sense of a duty to spread the ‘good tidings’.?°

Historically, the modernists seem a focal point of the 1920s. However,
the interpretation of their early messages (Oswald de Andrade) or the
cumulative influence of their unfolding work (Borges) took time, even
decades. Only the quasi-modernist Mexican muralists won instant fame.
Years later, in 1942, Mério de Andrade, playfully known as the pope of
Brazilian modernism, poignantly recounted the fate of avant-gardism.?!
He recalled the exaltation of the 1920s, the infatuating rediscovery of
Europe and Brazil, the festive impulse to demolition, the dance on the
volcanoes: ‘Doctrinaire, intoxicated by a thousand and one theories, saving
Brazil . . . we consumed everything including ourselves in the bitter,
almost delirious cultivation of pleasure.” Yet looking back from Brazil's
Estado Novo (1937—45) and a second global war he felt that while joy-
ously trying to serve his time and country he had succumbed to a vast
illusion. More was needed than to break windows, joggle the eternal
verities, or quench cultural curiosity: not mere political activism, not
explosive manifestoes, but greater anxiety about the epoch, fiercer revolt
against life as it is.

This statement, while highly personal, betokens a general Latin Ameri-
can transition. For reasons related to the collapse of the international
economy, to authoritarian threats at home and abroad, to ominous mur-
murs of the dispossessed, and to ennui with hermetic or meretricious
features of vanguardism, the modernist flame was wavering, to reassert its
inspiration only a generation or more later. If fiction, poetry and the arts
were exemplary vehicles of modernism, a shift in primacy occurs in the
1930s and 1940s as conspicuous novelists leaned toward a world of com-
monsensical yet menacing phenomena while essayists derived cues from

2 See Dawn Ades, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820—1980 (New Haven, Conn., 1989),
chs. 6-7; Octavio Paz, Sombras de obras (Mexico, D.F., 1983), pp. 163—79; Olivier Debroise, Diego
de Montparnasse (Mexico, D.E, 1979).

2t Mirio de Andrade, ‘O movimento modernista’, in Aspertos da literatura brasileira, 4th ed. (Sio

Paulo, 1972), pp- 231-55-
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philosophy, history, ethnography and psychology to solidify their grounds
for speculation. One might pair them as neo-naturalists (such as Rémulo
Gallegos, José Américo de Almeida or Ciro Alegria) and neo-pensadores
(such as Maridtegui, Price-Mars or Samuel Ramos). The former, however,
moved beyond Zolaesque canons and even, paradoxically, anticipated the
‘marvellous realism’ of the 1960s while the latter laid partial claim to
empirical science, but a science leavened by post-positivist philosophy and
modernist wit.

The late 1940s and 1950s created fresh context for intellectual endeav-
our, now conducted with an eye to such external circumstances as the
aftermath of the Spanish Civil War, the Second World War, and the
incipient Cold War and to such domestic trends as the advent of populist
politics and the developmentalist alliance between the state and new
industrial groups. The mid-1940s saw the appearance of reformist, consti-
tutional regimes, while rapid urbanization, the growth of middle sectors
with a supposed stake in a stable order, and the by now canonical impera-
tive of development ‘from within’ seemed to brighten possibilities for
revolutionary change. Modernist extravagance seemed whimsical and
dated save for monumental products like Mexican murals or Brazilian
architecture, absorbable to the purposes of mushrooming bureaucracies.
Imaginative writers tended private gardens unless they found occasions for
political statement (Pablo Neruda, Miguel Angel Asturias) or enticed the
growing audience for ‘best sellers’ (Manuel Gidlvez, Erico Verissimo, Jorge
Amado) or consolidated their careers around research and institutional
service (Jorge Basadre, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda).

Various circumstances contributed to endow the identity question with
a less nationalistic, more speculative dimension: the effect of the Spanish
Civil War in incorporating the Hispanic world to global politics; the
modernization of Spanish academe and the transatlantic migration of
many of its finest scholars; the effect of the Second World War in assimilat-
ing Latin American countries to a purported democratic partnership and
in subsequently prescribing their global economic role. Just as modernism
had played its part in shaping sensibilities in the 1920s, so in the late
1940s and 1950s philosophy, and particularly the schools of phenomenol-
ogy and existentialism, played a part — inconspicuously for a general
public — in rehabilitating the intellectual image of the American conti-
nents. Latin American philosophers anticipated social scientists by two
decades in professionalizing their discipline with a vocabulary that made
explicit certain promptings of the modernists and raised to higher planes
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of generalization the reconnoitering of indigenists, novelists, and essay-
ists. What is more, the Germanic style that caught on gave cachet to Latin
American philosophizing while slighting the Anglo American analytic
vein in favour of a holism more consonant with Iberian precedents.

The next three sections of this chapter, then, examine modernism, the
novel and essay, and philosophy as moments of a prise de conscience that took
shape in Latin America in the 1920s and, in shifting modes and guises,
still continues. These three moments are not strictly consecutive nor
confined to specific decades, nor are they the sole intellectual beacons of
their periods, nor are they walled off like ‘disciplines’ (some writers are
identified with more than one of them: Vasconcelos, Maridtegui, Martinez
Estrada, Mirio de Andrade). The point is that activity in these areas made
distinctive contributions to the identity quest broadly defined. Moreover,
they have heuristic uses, for if we liken them to Whitehead's three stages
of mental growth they suggest ways of understanding how minds, from
many angles and suppositions, may reach tacit recognition of shared experi-
ence.?> Whitehead’s initial stage of ‘romance’ — here, Latin American
modernism — is a first apprehension when subject matter has the vividness
of novelty, and its possibilities are ‘half-disclosed by glimpses and half-
concealed by the wealth of material’. Knowledge is a4 hoc and piecemeal.
Emotion flares up in the transition from bare facts to awareness of unex-
plored relationships. The stage of ‘precision’ — here the novelists and
essayists — subordinates breadth of relationship to exactness of formula-
tion. It provides grammars of language and science along with a mode of
analysis that digests facts as they accumulate. Finally comes the stage of
generalization — analogous to the philosophic contribution — which rekin-
dles romanticism but now with benefit of orderly ideas and apposite
technique. Whitehead’s stages are familiar in common experience where,
however, they forever spin in cycles and nested minicycles. For present
purposes the three stages are applied not as a grand evolutionary scheme
but to treat cultural history on the ‘periphery’ less as an importation of
models than as domestic gestation.

In what follows certain outcomes of our three ‘stages’ will be traced up
to the 1970s, and the envoi will briefly consider two notable develop-
ments from the late 1950s to the 1970s, namely, the invasion of academic
social science and the literary ‘boom’. The simultaneity of these occur-
rences rescues us from what might have seemed an evolutionary process.
By the 1960s social scientists had recognized the determinative effects of

22 Alfred North Whitehead, The Aims of Education (New York, 1949), pp. 28-52.
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international economic and political forces and were producing a body of
‘dependency’ theory that assimilated Latin American to modern Western
history, assigning it lugubrious prospects. (More ‘radical’ exponents
preached a doctrine of revolutionary voluntarism to upset the logic of
economic domination they had so persuasively set forth.) The literary
imagination, on the other hand, was not so much appalled by forces of
domination as it was captivated by the resistance of local societies to the
dictates of ‘development’, whether of foreign or domestic origin. Hence its
fascination with the colonial or aboriginal past, with mythic recurrence or
‘eternal return’, and with an ethos of ‘marvellous realism’. What Antonio
Gramsci was for the sociologist, Mircea Eliade represented for the novel-
ist. The social science and literary ‘booms’ formed a new generational prise.
But while the scientists distantly echoed nineteenth-century positivism
(though with a self-conscious modernization of language), artists and
writers were captivated by tensions and contradictions of a new baroque
age, often mediated by modernist mentors who were now accorded belated
or posthumous acknowledgement. Without Borges, Fuentes claims, ‘there
simply would have been no modern Hispanic American novel’?3 — and
indeed Borges himself both inspired and helped to shepherd the whole
transition from the 1920s to the 1980s.

This dichotomy arose clearly in the 1960s, when social scientists, what-
ever the provisos and shadings of their analyses, rationally perceived Latin
America as ‘inserted into’ schemes of metropolitan domination, manipula-
tion and desacralization. The writers for their part, however ‘leftist’ their
political sympathies might in some cases be, instinctively ‘marvelled at’ the
intransigence of their societies to the invasion of Western rationalism,
capitalism, and political mandates. How do we bridge these divergent
visions? One might suppose the possibility, the multiple possibilities, for
dialectical engagement if not, in any facile sense, for ‘synthesis’.

MODERNISM
Sao Paulo: Modernism as Cognition

The opening salvo of modernism in Brazil was Modern Art Week, occur-
ring in S3o Paulo city from 11 to 17 February 1922.24 This was in fact the
2 Fuentes, La nueva novela, p. 26.

24 General treatments include Wilson Martins, The Modernist Idea: A Critical Survey of Brazilian

Writing in the Twentieth Century, trans. Jack E. Tomlins (New York, 1970) and John Nist, The
Modernist Movement in Brazil (Austin, Tex., 1967).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



16 The Multiverse of Latin American ldentity, c.1920—c.1970

only self-styled modernist movement in Latin America, the analogue in
Spanish America being vanguardism. Modern Art Week was celebrated by
young writers and artists in the Parisian-style municipal theatre as if
mocking the stale Europhilism for which it stood. The event — eight days
of public exhibits and three days of ‘festivals’ (lectures, readings,
concerts) — was calculated to scandalize the public, and in this it fully
succeeded. Although the participants included a few from Rio de Janeiro —
such as Ronald de Carvalho, Manuel Bandeira, and the elder statesman
Graga Aranha, author of Canag (1902) — most were Paulistas including, to
cite names that have lasted, the sculptor Brecheret, painters Anita Malfarti
and Di Cavalcanti, writers Guilherme de Almeida and Menotti del
Picchia, and the two stars to be discussed shortly, Oswald de Andrade and
Mirio de Andrade.

Because Modern Art Week was taunting, carnivalesque and outra-
geously vanguard, the sessions provoked catcalls, even fistfights. Years
later Miério de Andrade wrote of this moment that: ‘Given its character as
a risky game, its extreme spirit of adventure, its modernist international-
ism, its raging nationalism, its gratuitous antipopulism, its overbearing
dogmatism — it revealed an aristocracy of the spirit.’?> The initial impres-
sion of Paulista modernism as a prank or boutade obscured recognition of
the decade preceding Modern Art Week when modernist notions took
shape, from foreign examples and domestic messages, within a small
cenacle as instanced by Oswald’s tidings from his first Parisian visit of
1912, the 1913 exhibit of the young Lithuanian expressionist Lasar Segall
(destined to be one of Brazil’s finest artists), daily meetings of a coterie in
the bookstore O Livro, and the controversial expressionist show of Anita
Malfatti in 1917. In other words, Paulista modernism did not capitulate
in mimetic fashion to Parisian dada, cubism and the like. Marinetti’s
futurism, originating in industrial, ‘unpoetic’ Milan, did have a vogue on
the eve of Modern Art Week, perhaps because its gospel of automation and
sheer movement was congenial to Sio Paulo. But Paulista cognoscenti
were sceptical, and Marinetti, whom Mirio de Andrade disliked, alienated
Brazilians on a later visit, not the least for his fascist sympathies.

Modern Art Week, then, was not an eye-opener for initiates and in this
differed from the New York Armory Show of 1913. Although two-thirds
of the latter was given to pioneering American trends, the Europeans
received the acclaim, especially cubists and fauvists, who caused shock,

25 Mirio de Andrade, 'O movimento modernista’, p. 236.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Modernism 17

bemusement and awe.?% In Sao Paulo the purpose of the Week was not to
mystify a parochial bourgeoisie with Europe's latest divertissements but to
use these as explosives to demystify the foundations of a class-based system
of literary production and to achieve artistic expression of national scope.
Sao Paulo’s modernists were concerned less with stylistic novelty than
with mastery of the artistic media. The Brazilian musicians, Guiomar
Novais and Villa-Lobos, may have performed European composers, but
the music of Villa-Lobos himself swept all before it. As Mdrio de Andrade
later wrote, beneath the blzgue and raillery lay three central objectives:
permanent freedom for esthetic research, renovation of the Brazilian artis-
tic intelligence and stabilization of a national creative consciousness on a
collective rather than individualist base. To oversimplify: the Armory
Show helped American artists catch up to Europe; Modern Art Week
helped art itself catch up to the idea of Brazil.

One may ask why upstart industrial Sao Paulo hatched this sophisti-
cated movement rather than Rio, Brazil’s cultural and publishing head-
quarters. Madrio’s answer was that while Rio, as seaport and political
capital, had an inborn vocation for internationalism, coffee and industry
had given Sio Paulo a more modern spirit and more vibrant foreign
connection. Rio retained a dose of folkloric ‘exoticism’ with an in-
terfusion of urban and rural cultures. Sio Paulo was a burgeoning me-
tropolis perched on its plateau with a large hinterland that was more
caipira (bumpkin) than exotic. Rio, successively the seat of a viceroyalty,
an empire and a republic, immured by fanciful mountains that left it
facing toward Europe, was an imperial city. Sao Paulo had from the start
turned its back on the sea and followed an inland vocation, first
bandeirismo, then the westward march of coffee, and finally industry in
quest of markets. Sdo Paulo is an imperialist city. Its very modernity
betokened a certain innocence. In ‘malicious’ Rio, wrote Mirio de
Andrade, an exhibit like Anita Malfatti’s ‘might have caused a public
stir but no one would have been carried away. In ingenuous Sao Paulo it
created a religion.’??

Modern Art Week was one of four events in 1922, centennial year of
Brazilian independence, that denounced the status quo from quite differ-
ent angles. The other three, all based in Rio, were: the Copacabana revolt
of the tenentes, young officers claiming national renovation and social
% See Milton W. Brown, The Story of the Armory Show, 2nd ed. (New York, 1988); Eliane Bastos, Entre

0 escandalo e o sucesso: a Semana de 22 ¢ o Armory Show (Campinas, 1991).
1 Mirio de Andrade, O movimento modernista’, p. 236.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



18  The Multiverse of Latin American ldentity, c.1920—c.1970

justice; the creation of the Centro Dom Vital and the review A Ordem to
mobilize the church’s programmes of indoctrination and political action;
and the founding of the Communist Party. Modernism, particularly in its
iconoclastic, heroic years of 1922—30, seems removed from the social and
political engagement of these initiatives unless we abandon the narrowly
avant-gardist meaning of Brazilian modernism, as Lafetd does, and pro-
long the movement to the early 1940s.28 Lafetd divides modetnism into an
aesthetic project, which seeks to renovate the means of expression and
break with traditional language, and an ideological project, which delves
into national consciousness seeking specifically Brazilian expression. These
projects are not mutually exclusive. Single writers might pursue both in
shifting combinations; or single works might bridge the two. As collec-
tive expressions, however, the aesthetic project was foremost at the outset,
began yielding to the ideological in the late 1920s, and lost primacy in the
1930s.

The early phase, with a cast of Paulistas and Cariocas including Antdnio
de Alcintara Machado, Sérgio Milliet, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda and Di
Cavalcanti, was marked by Mario de Andrade’s esthetic orientations, the
irreverence and audacity of the review Klexon (1922), and a pilgrimage to
Minas Gerais as a preamble to a collective discovery of Brazil. Soon Os-
wald de Andrade showed his genius for composing verbal affiches with the
Brazilwood Manifesto of 1924, a charge that Europe had profited long
enough from Brazilian exports of sugar, coffee and rubber and that now
Brazilian poetry must go on the list. His Anthropophagic Manifesto of
1928 along with an anthropophagic review co-edited with Alcintara Ma-
chado and Raul Bopp radicalized and primitivized the Brazil-wood thesis.
To be sure, Oswald took cues from fauvism, futurism, and above all
dadaism. In 1920 Francis Picabia had even published a ‘Manifeste Canni-
bale Dada’ in Paris and co-founded the review Cannibale with Tristan
Tzara. But Oswald’s Anthropophagy was far from imitative. For Brazil-
ians cannibals were a historical reality, not a divertissement. That is, once
one accepts the Tupi as the original Brazilian, his cannibalism is no longer
savage, exotic, or an anthropological curiosity. It now becomes the Indian
ritual 7ngesting of the strength and power of enemies and eventually of
European invaders. The modernists needed precisely this lesson to handle
the cultural relation between Brazil and Europe (hence Oswald's bon mot,
“Tupi or not Tupi’). They could now repudiate the clumsy binomial be-

28 Jodo Luiz Lafetd, 1930: A critica ¢ o modernismo (Sio Paulo, 1974)-
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tween mimicry of Europe and a ‘native’ culture cut from whole cloth.
Cannibalism recognized both the nutritive property of European culture
and a transformative process of appropriation. Brazilians might chuckle at
the boutades of French modernism; but for guidance on ‘primitivism’,
language, and culture they turned to sixteenth-century mentors such as
Montaigne, Rabelais and the Pleiad poets, who had been at a point to
forge French culture rather than cleverly embellish it.29

Brazil-wood and anthropophagy show points of mutual reinforcement
between the esthetic and ideological projects. If Oswald moved toward
‘ideological’ issues in the late 1920s, Mério de Andrade remained true to
his linguistic-literary priority, for he was obsessed by the search for a ‘de-
geographized’ Brazilian language (i.e., not compiled of picturesque region-
alisms) adequate for expressing the cosmos of the Brazilian people.3® He
went beyond ‘aesthetics’ in the narrow usage, however, when he rejected
naturalist technique, which merely ratified a vision of Brazil that was
implicit in cultural preferences of the oligarchy. Although closely atten-
tive to politics, Mario was not an activist, because he accepted as the
precondition for action not a grand design but new grammar and lexicon.
The success of modernism in stripping discourse to its elements therefore
made the arts a testing-ground for reinventing politics.

The early benchmarks for Lafetd’s ‘ideological’ project were almost coin-
cident with those of Oswald’s manifestoes. The two movements that
passed, in Antonio Candido’s terms, from ‘aesthetic to political national-
ism’ were Verdeamarelismo or Green-and-yellowism (the national colours)
in 1925 and Anta, named for the Brazilian tapir, in 1927. Key players in
both groups were Cassiano Ricardo, Guilherme de Almeida, Menotti del
Picchia and the notorious Plinio Salgado. Salgado joined the modernists
from the start bringing with him an addiction to nationalism and a
conservative familial Catholicism refreshed by the Catholic revival in Rio.
He wrote two creditable political novels (O estrangeivo, 1926, and 0
esperado, 1931), but the quality of his literary efforts declined as his
political interests took focus. A trip to the Near East and Europe in 1930
# Erdmute Wenzel White, Les années vingt au Brésil: Le modernisme et I'avant-garde internationale (Paris,

1977); Michael Palencia-Roth, ‘Cannibalism and the New Man of Latin America in the 15th- and
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% Edith Pimentel Pinto assembles the notes Mério gathered chroughout his life for a ‘modest
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1990).
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gave him sympathetic awareness of fascism, and by 1932 he was leading
Brazil's Integralist party.3*

After 1925 modernism spread elsewhere from the S3o Paulo—Rio axis.
In places the Paulistas’ example was overshadowed, as in Recife where
Joaquim Inojosa shepherded a nascent modernist movement that soon
yielded to a northeast school of regionalism inaugurated by a manifesto in
1926. Its members found a sociological expositor in Gilberto Freyre (see
below) and produced a crop of novelists in the 1930s who won renown
immediately in Brazil and more gradually overseas. In later years, specifi-
cally in Regido e tradi¢ao (1941), Freyre perhaps magnified the significance
of regionalism just as in the early years he had been dismissive of Paulista
modernism. In any case the northeast novelists, discussed in the next
section, richly exemplify the ‘ideological’ option of the period, with one of
them, Graciliano Ramos, mastering the ‘rare equilibrium’ needed to im-
bue familiar schemes for representing reality with the conquests of the
avant-garde.3?

Of the mainstream modernists the two who have best stood the test of
time are Oswald de Andrade (1890—1954) and Mirio de Andrade (1893—
1945). Unrelated by family, they were comrades in the heroic years of
modernism, then drew apart but continued respecting and finding suste-
nance in each other’s example.

Oswald’s public self was iconoclastic and Rabelaisian. He was the
dandy, the enfant terrible, the self-styled ‘clown of the bourgeoisie’.33
Save for an excursion to Amazonian Peru, Mario never left Brazil, while
Oswald plunged into modernist Paris as early as 1912. He was impa-
tient with Mirio’s professorial inclinations and his devotion to cultural
intricacies. Oswald rendered his poems and narratives, his perceptions
and prescriptions, in a telegraphic style of explosive vignettes. His life
and works, Anténio Cindido observes, betoken an eternal voyager, ‘the
transitive esthetic of the traveller’ who composed a divinatory vision
from swiftly seized fragments. His conformist bourgeois casing is
stripped off by the search for plenitude through a ceaseless redemptive
journey. Oswald’s Pau-Brasil poems of 1925 open with a series of poetic

31 Hélgio Trindade treats Salgado’s career from modernism to politics in Integralismo (o fascismo
brastleiro na década de 30) (Sdo Paulo, 1974), parts 1, 2.

32 Lafeta, 1930, p. 156; Joaquim Inojosa, ‘O movimento modernista no Norte’, in Os Andrades e outros
aspectos do modernismo (Rio de Janeiro, 1975), pp. 218-39.

33 For interpretations of Oswald, see Anténio Candido, Vdrios escritos (Sao Paulo, 1970), chs. 2—4 and
prefaces by Haroldo de Campos and Benedito Nunes in Vols. 2, 6, and 7 of Oswald's Obras completas
(Rio de Janeiro, 1972).
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abstracts of the colonial chroniclers, retrieving their direct language and
Kodak vision. In one of his telescoped poems, ‘Mistake of the Portu-
guese’, Oswald echoes Montaigne to show the arbitrariness of opposing
roles: A pity it was raining when the Portuguese arrived, making him
clothe the Indian! — On a sunny day the Indian would have disrobed the
Portuguese.

Other poems were quite as synoptic. The recruit who swore to his
sweetheart that even if he died he would return to hear her play the piano,
but he stayed in Paraguay forever. Or the slave who leaped into the
Paraiba river with her daughter so the baby wouldn’t suffer. Or the ‘feudal
lord’: ‘If Pedro 1 / Comes around / With a big story / I'll lock him up.’
The poems and manifestoes address several historical themes: the church—
state apparatus that moulded Brazilian civilization, patriarchal society and
its moral standards, messianic dreams, the rhetoric of Europhile intellec-
tuals, an indianism that camouflaged the outlook of the colonizer and the
frustrations of the colonized. Not only did Oswald posthumously inspire
Brazil’s internationally known Tropicilia movement of the late 1960s, but
he also anticipated the motifs that were, at that same moment, to attract
academic historians. Of Oswald'’s fiction his two most notable books were
Memérias sentimentais de Joao Miramar, published in 1924 (where prose and
poetry merge in a cinematic technique that renders the routines and
vapidities of the coffee bourgeoisie on transatlantic tour) and Serafim Ponte
Grande (1933).34 The latter, an even more radical text, has been called a
non-book, an anti-book, a fragment of a great book, and finally ‘a great
non-book of book fragments’.

Antdnio Cindido observes that Serafim is the counterpart to Mério de
Andrade’s Macunaima (considered below). Each narrative takes the reader
on a ‘mythological’ journey into acute cultural trauma, with the parochial
Paulista bourgeois immersed in sophisticated Europe on one hand and the
Amazonian ‘native’ in industrial Sdo Paulo on the other. Both situations
required grotesque, erotic and obscene language of Rabelaisian gusto to
smash the literary equilibrium of Brazil's fin de siécle, the universe of
Machado de Assis where stylistic excess took the chastened forms of senti-
mentality, pathos and grandiloquence. Facing the asynchronous collision
of what the world took as civilization versus primitivism, Oswald and
Mirio put their anthropophagic principles to the test in an act of

¥ ‘Sentimental Memoirs of John Seaborne’, trans. Ralph Niebuhr and Albert Bork, Texas Quarterly,
15/4 (1972), 112—60; Seraphim Grosse Pointe, trans. Kenneth D. Jackson and Albert Bork (Austin,
Tex., 1979).
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devoration. This meant that the noble savage of Indianist novels must
yield to the bad savage whose need for martow and protein required
expropriation of the enemy’s cultural past.3s> For Oswald, however, Serafim
was another turning-point. Written from 1925 to 1929, it reached print
only in 1933. By then he had discovered that intellectuals had been
playing ring-around-the-rosy. Short of cash, ignorant of Marx, yet anti-
bourgeois, he had become a bohemian. But he was now ready to join the
Proletarian Revolution. Happily he did not succumb. He broke with
Marxism in 1945 and returned to anthropophagy, the base for a new career
in philosophy which might reveal, he hoped, why the recent war had done
lictle to solve the world’s abiding problems.

Mirio de Andrade’s first book of verse in the modernist vein was
Panlicea desvaivada (1922), or ‘hallucinated city’ (Sdo Paulo).3¢ Although
he had abjured his early ‘metrical’ poems, his verse, while now ‘free’, was
suffused with assonance, internal rhymes, and classic metrical effects. He
rejoices in the splintered vision of modernism but is on some counts a
willing hostage to tradition. He is, for example, unabashedly lyrical about
Sdo Paulo; his point of reference is not the inhuman urban dynamism of
the futurists but explicitly his own ‘self’. Mario dedicates the book to his
‘beloved master’, Mirio de Andrade, and his ‘Most Interesting Preface’
insists that he sings in his own way. In the book’s first line Sdo Paulo is the
‘commotion of my life’. Even with its physical identity effaced by business
and industry, Sdo Paulo sweeps the observer into an age-old carnivalesque
secting of grey and gold, ashes and money, repentance and greed. The
poet’s world is not one that be has decomposed as an imagist or surrealist
might; nor is it one that has fallen into pieces o7 its own. It is rather a self-
given mystery that he feels challenged to apprehend through fused vision,
objective and private, and through a harlequin figure symbolizing ancient
myth and lonely self, revelry and sorrow, foolery and wisdom. Hence a
strong hint of romanticism in his verse.

Mirio de Andrade confessed that in the chit-chat of his ‘interesting’
preface one scarcely knew where &/ague left off and sobriety began. He even
parodied his own avant-garde by founding a school of ‘Hallucinism’ at the
start of the preface and disbanding it at the end. He confessed to being

3 Antdnio Cindido, Virios escritos, pp. 84—7; Haroldo de Campos, ‘The Rule of Anthropophagy:
Europe under the Sign of Devoration’, Latin American Literary Review, 14/27 (1986), 42—60.

36 Mario de Andrade, Hallutinated City, bilingual ed., trans. Jack E. Tomlins (Kingsport, Tenn.,
1968). Telé Porto Ancona Lopez traces Mirio’s intellectual development in Mdrio de Andrade:
ramais e caminhbo (S3o Paulo, 1972).
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old-fashioned and scolded those who poked fun at Rodin or Debussy only
to kneel before Bach and African sculpture or even cold squares and cubes.
Being placed in Brazil, ‘outside’ history, offered Mdrio a more serene
vantage point to contemplate the art of all epochs than was enjoyed by
those at the ‘centre’, who felt appointed to dethrone and remake. He felt
no call to denigrate Parnassians and other immediate predecessors, for he
was constructing a past, not merely a future, which helps explain his
refusal of futurism. His challenge was that of the Indian church builders of
colonial Mexico who in the space of a generation had to retrace the logic of
European architectural development since primitive romanesque. We mar-
vel at how far Mirio travelled when we learn that as late as 1916 this
young man of middle-class Catholic upbringing was asking his arch-
bishop’s permission to read the indexed Balzac, Flaubert and the Larousse
dictionary.

Narrowly ideological accounts of Mdrio’s intellectual journey portray a
somewhat artless mind groping among incongruous influences — family
Catholicism, positivism, Jules Romains’s unanimism, liberalism, national-
ism, Freudianism and several strains of Marxism — without finding a pre-
scription for more than political reformism. Gilda de Mello e Souza warns,
however, that Miério’s intellectual positions, taken at face value, do little to
explain his creative power. In his mythopoeic ‘thapsody’ Macunaima (1928)
she discovers two obsessions that permeated and unified his life work: to
understand the nature of music (he was a trained musicologist) and to
analyse the creative process of the common people.37 Musical analogies gave
access to a ‘reality’ that mocked the intellective faculty, while fascination
with the mind, culture and expressive resources of common folk not only
helped stitch together his Catholicism, unanimism, and Marxism but fore-
told the recognition in Brazil, decades later, of ‘conscientization’ as therapy
for a ‘pre-political’ citizenry.

In Macunaima, Mirio created a Brazilian folk hero (without precisely
intending to), a persona of shifting ethnic identity who meanders through-
out Brazil and across the centuries. Morally, he was a representative man,
holding to neither a heroic code nor a diabolic anti-code. A conspicuous
trait was his indolence (preguica), an impediment to economic ‘progress’
but, by affording leisure for creativity, a prerequisite for ‘civilization’. The
text draws on Mirio’s vast knowledge of lore, culture, psychology, lan-
guage and books without becoming a whimsical bricolage. He controlled

37 Gilda de Mello e Souza, O Tup: ¢ 0 alaside (Sio Paulo, 1979).
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his materials by principles of musical composition derived from close
knowledge of the intricate process by which a popular talent without
viable traditions appropriates and ingeniously reworks Iberian, Indian and
African ingredients to find a voice of its own. By Aristotelian ‘imitation of
action’ the author hoped to elucidate the task of the Brazilian artist or
intellectual. Thus Macunaima entwines scholarly and popular sources in
leading the hero through a fanciful geography that ‘corrects’ shifting
historical disparities between penury and affluence, archaism and technol-
ogy, to produce ‘co-existence’.

As founding director of Sdo Paulo’s municipal Department of Culture
(1934—7) Mirio had a brief chance to translate his understanding of
education, Brazilian traditions and the permeations between popular and
highbrow culture into a public programme.3® This experience exemplified
how Mairio navigated the transition from the esthetic to the ideological
years, always keeping his concern with language and art as a context and
source of coherence for his concern with ‘politics’, that is, the polis.
Oswald in contrast had no way to organize his vision, to convert lightning
into a steady glow, to cultivate the delicate filaments between art and
politics. With the advent of the bureaucratic Vargas era he could not, like
Mirio, find a platform, however cramped, from which to pursue tasks pro
bono publico of administration, pedagogy and research. He finally took
refuge by writing two remarkable messianic theses in a vain attempt to
obtain a professorship.

In an interview of 1974 Antdnio Cindido spoke of this genial pair as two
dialectical forces — Mdrio the ‘revolutionary’ and Oswald the ‘terrorist’ —
and as two outstanding sources for contemporary Brazilian literature.3?
Who was the more important? Oswald if one seeks language that breaks
with traditional mimesis, but Mirio if one seeks language for a Brazilian
view of the world. In time of existential trouble as in the late 1960s and
early 1970s Oswald plays a more agglutinative role, finding a climate
wherein to survive culturally. At a moment offering constructive social-
ist possibilities Oswald’s example suffers eclipse because Mério more
clearly embodies the notions of service, collectivity, and search for the
people. The historical moment continues to determine the reputation of
each.

38 See Carlos Sandroni, Mdrio contra ‘Macunaima’ (Sdo Paulo, 1988), pp. 69—128; Joan Dassin, Politica
¢ poesia em Mdrio de Andrade (Sio Paulo, 1978).
3 Antdnio Cindido, ‘Entrevista’, Trans/formlagio, 1 (1974), 20-22.
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Buenos Aires: Modernism as Decipherment

The modernist agenda for Argentina was different from that for Brazil.
Here was a country without the sprawling tropical geography and ‘primi-
tive’ ethnicity of Brazil. It was a flat, traversable territory with nearly a
quarter of its population corralled in an Anglo-French capital city. Even
though industrialism had taken only preliminary hold, Argentina alone in
Latin America — save perhaps for its miniature replica Uruguay and its
western neighbour Chile — seemed to have crossed the threshold of West-
ern modernization. ‘Rich as an Argentine’ was a byword in Paris. There
were tensions and predatory forces in Buenos Aires as in any Western city;
but the south European provenance of much of its proletariat and petty
bourgeoisie did not pose such problems of assimilation as plagued Mexico,
Peru, and even Brazil. Argentina’s formative era seemed to have passed, as
had been acknowledged in the second part of the national epic by José
Hernindez, the Vuelta {'Return’} de Martin Fierro (1879), when the defiant
gaucho resignedly accepts the encroachment of ‘civilization’. In this set-
ting Marxism could take a conciliatory cast in the revisionist version of
Juan B. Justo (1865—1928), the acknowledged Marxist pioneer of Latin
America who translated volume one of Kapitz/ and edited the socialist
daily La Vanguardia. Argentine writers were not more ‘cosmopolitan’ than
their Paulista counterparts, but their sense of a completed phase of history,
their acceptance of Buenos Aires as a sub-equatorial Paris or London, the
lack of challenge from ‘exoticism’ and problems of survival, allowed them
to cast their inquiry in more familiar Western terms.4+° Borges went so far
as to dismiss the passionate identity question in saying that ‘being Argen-
tine is either a fatality, in which case we cannot avoid it, or else a mere
affectation, a mask’.4' His first book of verse (Fervor de Buenos Aires, 1923)
was, like Mério de Andrade’'s Hallucinated City of the previous year, an
urban paean; yet while Mario’s city was the ‘commotion of my life’ — or, a
force not yet appropriated — for Borges the streets of Buenos Aires were in
his opening lines simply ‘mi entrafa’ (my entrails).

40 For Buenos Aires in the 1920s: Christopher Towne Leland, The Last Happy Men: The Generation of
1922, Fiction and the Argentine Reality (Syracuse, 1986); Beatriz Sarlo, Una modernidad periférica:
Buenos Aires, 1920 y 1930 (Buenos Aires, 1988); Francis Korn, Buenos Aires, los hutspedes del 20
(Buenos Aires, 1974).

4t Jorge Luis Borges, ‘El escritor argentino y la tradicién’, in Discusién (Buenos Aires, 1969), pp.
151-62.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



26 The Multiverse of Latin American Identity, c.1920—c.1970

To savour directly the ethos of urban Argentina in the 1920s and
1930s — a haunting sense of creole-immigrant identity fused with assur-
ance of having entered the Western mainstream, yet darkened by hints of
impending débicle — one turns to the tango culture. The tango was not,
save when packaged for export, a ‘ballroom’ dance. Nor was it a samba
that suspended social hierarchy and enguifed onlookers in a shared world,
where ‘schools’ and b/ocos are communal and incorporative, and whose cues
come from social reference points, not the private psyche.4> The musical
origins of tango culture may have been African or creole while its social
origins were along the river and in the outskirts (arrabales) of Buenos
Aires. As a child Borges had known the arrabal poet Evaristo Carriego and
his tango lyrics, and he devoted an early book to this modest bard of the
urban poor. Later he renounced the tango as it entered its international
phase of ‘sentimentality’ with Enrique Discépolo and Carlos Gardel. For
him, vicariously perhaps, the tango was the vivacious, erotic dance of the
harbour’s brothels. Yet despite Borges it found its unique destiny only in
the mid-1920s, not as a dance but as a lyrical, generally male outpouring
of private fantasies that offsets an elusive social reality. This version nei-
ther adjusts to the world nor creates sutrogate communitas but exalts inte-
rior images. As a confessional act it resists collectivization; it is not sung
in chorus nor danced by groups. The singer yeatns for a mythic past, for
childhood, a mother, a barrio, and for a time that was loving and lumi-
nous. Composers from proletarian, anarchist backgrounds strike an occa-
sional note of social protest, but generally an overriding fatalism precludes
coming to grips with society. The singer is moved not by war but by the
bereaved mother, not by the desecration of rural life but by the bird that
sings no more. Instead of seeing vagabonds and delinquents as a social
product, he bemoans a private destiny. Usually unmarried and without
fixed employment, the narrator lacks the elemental ties that yield social
knowledge by involvement. His steteotyped women abandon or betray
him, and the dance itself, which had once exalted carnality, becomes a
mechanical exercise that levels the sexes in dispirited routine.

In Radiografia de la pampa (1933) the poet Ezequiel Martinez Estrada
(see below) analysed the dissociation between private imagination and
public reality that the tango so compellingly rendered as ‘pseudo-
structures’ pervading the whole of city culture and society. The literary

42 Compare Julio Mafud, Sociologia del tango (Buenos Aires, 1966) and Roberto DaMatta, Carnavais,
malandros ¢ berdis (Rio de Janeiro, 1979; Eng. trans., Notre Dame, Ind., 1991).
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world exemplifies his theme in the somewhat mythicized antagonism
between the Florida and Boedo groups. Their differences were couched as a
rarefied debate over pure versus engaged art that did litde to illuminate
the situation of writers struggling for expression in Argentina. If we
believe Borges the whole episode was a sham literary feud cooked up
between the chic downtown set of Calle Florida and the ‘proletarian’ set of
Boedo.43 Disingenuously, Borges claimed he would have preferred Boedo
affiliation, ‘since I was writing about the old Northside and slums, sad-
ness, and sunsets’. But he learned that he was a Florida warrior and it was
too late to change, although a few, like Roberto Arlt, managed dual
alliance. ‘This sham,’ Borges continued, ‘is now taken into serious consid-
eration by “credulous universities”.’

Leénidas Barletta, a loyal Boedista, claims that the split was fundamen-
tal and would serve for decades to distinguish between the ‘asphalt’ writers
and the poetas de gabinete, between those who understood the Russian
Revolution and those who refused to, between those pledged to art for
revolution’s sake and those to revolution for art’s sake. From the other
camp Cérdova Iturburu recalls that many Boedistas, like Barletta himself,
were apolitical in the early years and that what divided the groups was at
first not politics but the commitment of one to Russian and French
naturalist novels and of the other to ‘the task of achieving an expression in
tune with the times’.44 The Florida or Martin Fierro group insisted that a
literary review should no more deal with politics than it does with horse
races and women's fashions, and that if literature is not taken as a profes-
sion, it will remain mired in superannuated naturalism.

The critical point is not the historical importance of the feud but the
disembodied nature of the debate. It lacked the engagement with circum-
stances of the esthetic and ideological projects in Sdo Paulo. Suffice it to
compare the Martin Fierro manifesto (1924) with the Paulista Pau Brasil
manifesto of the same year. The former inveighed against the ‘hippopotamic
impermeability of the honourable public’, the professor’s ‘funereal solem-
nity’, the mimetism of Argentine high culcure, the fear of equivocation that
causes desperate reliance on libraries. New sensibility was needed. The
Hispano-Suizo was finer art than a Louis Quinze chair. One could find a
lesson of synthesis in a marconigram without throwing out the family

43 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘An Autobiographical Essay’, in The Aleph and Other Stories, 1933—1969 (New
York, 1971), pp. 164—5.

“ Lebnidas Barletta, Boedo y Florida, una versién distinta (Buenos Aires, 1967); Cérdova lturburu, La
revolucién martinfierrista (Buenos Aires, 1962).
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album. The emancipation of language begun by Rubén Dario did not
preclude using Swiss toothpaste. ‘Martin Fierro has faith in our phonetics,
our vision, our ways, our hearing, our capacity to digest and assimilate.’4s
In the Pau Brasil manifesto Oswald de Andrade did not state the issue; he
rendered it: ‘Carnival in Rio is the religious event of the race. Brazilwood.
Wagner submerges before the Botafogo samba schools. Barbarous and ours.
Rich ethnic formation. Vegetable wealth . . . Poetry still hidden in the
malicious lianas of knowledge . . . Yet the lessons exploded. Men who
knew everything were deformed like inflated balloons . . . There’d been
inversion of everything, invasion of everything . . . The agile theatre, son
of the mountebank. Agile and illogical. The agile novel, born of invention.
Agile poetry . . . Let's divide: Imported poetry. And Brazilwood poetry.
Exported. 46

The point is not that Argentine writers were blasé or deracinated but
rather that the world, above all the urban world wherein they lived,
instilled a curious set of ambivalences: a sense of irrecoverable or mythic
past and a sense of a present in disarray or decadence; a sense of national
achievement, whether cultural or economic, that was eminently ‘respect-
able’ for South America yet a haunting sense that the success was illusory;
a groping for local identity and destiny that seemed condemned to find
issue in international discourse and imagery. While such tensions did not
lend themselves to public manifestoes, their very indeterminacy might
elicit shafts of vision from the gifted writer. The Spanish surrealist Ram6n
Goémez de la Serna, conspicuous in the tertulia life of Madrid, marveled at
the dedication of literary life in Buenos Aires.47 The writer, he found,
lived in absolute solitude; he might venture out for a testimonial or a new
exhibition but immediately returned to his handsome estancia or his
rented room. As a prime example of such a ‘writerly’ writer he singles out
Macedonio Fernidndez (1874—-1952) ‘who has lived sixty years without
being seen, feigning to be an old man to justify his retirement — which
began when he was sixteen — when he’s the precursor of everyone’. In his
‘Autobiographical Essay’ Borges later claimed that Macedonio impressed
him more deeply than any other man. His philosophic bent, his belief that
our world is a dream world and that truth is incommunicable, his vision

4 Reprinted in Marfa Raquel Llagostera (ed.), Beedo y Florida (Buenos Aires, 1980), pp. 7-9.

46 Oswald de Andrade, ‘Manifesto of Pau-Brasil poetry’, Latin American Literary Review, 14/27 (1986),
184-7.

47 Ramén Goémez de la Serna, Retratos contempordneos escogidos (Buenos Aires, 1968), pp. 59—83,
189—212.
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both splintered and radiographic — such traits made him a home-grown
modernist before his time and an alleged influence on Borges, Bioy
Casares, Marechal, Cortazar, and others. Some wonder, however, whether
he was a true ‘precursor’ or simply a native son, inexplicably attuned to the
wavelength of marconigrams, who never crossed the charmed circle of
irremediably private imagination.

One might select any of several writers as illuminating the Argentine
outlook and mise-en-scéne of the 1920s and 1930s: the mystical dialectic of
redemption that hovers in Giiiraldes’s Don Segundo Sombra (1926); the
poetry of Oliverio Girondo, tracing a sure flight from the absurd domain
of quotidian objects in Veinte poemas para ser leidos en la tranvia (1922) to En
la masmédula (1954), a book said to penetrate the vertigo of interior space;
the obstinate counterpoint of Eduardo Mallea (1903—82) between the
prevarications and philistinism of ‘visible’ Argentina and a subterranean
promise of selfhood and moral commitment in the ‘invisible’ one; or Adin
Buenosayres (published in 1948 but begun in the 1920s) by Leopoldo
Marechal which follows classical and Joycean models to render Buenos
Aires as the arena for an Odyssean spiritual quest starting among the
Martinfierristas of the 1920s and including a Dantean descent to the
infernal Cacodelphia, a probable spoof on Mallea’s ‘invisible’ Argentina.
As with Sdao Paulo we will juxtapose two representative if arbitrarily
chosen figures as a shorthand device: Jorge Luis Borges (1899—1986) and
Roberto Arlt (1900—42). The fact that they are clumsily accorded Florida
and Boedo affiliation respectively spices the contrast; it doubles the coun-
terpoint as it were.

The phasing of Borges’s early travels deeply affected his mental develop-
ment and his influence on the Porteno literary scene of the 1920s.48 At
fifteen he went to Europe with his family; here the war trapped them, and
he returned only at age twenty-one. That is, he was uprooted precisely as
he was asserting intellectual control and experiencing the disenchantment
of late adolescence. Hence the identity of Argentine culture, and above all
Buenos Aires, remained for him an almost mythic premise. He could even
wonder in later years whether he had really left the English books and
walled garden of his early home. What had he ever done but ‘weave and
unweave imaginings derived from them?’ The European sojourn was im-
portant in two ways. First, it placed ‘Georgie’ (his nickname) in Switzer-
land, a wartime sanctuary where he could calmly ponder the harbingers of

48 Emir Rodriguez Monegal, Jorge Luis Borges: A Literary Biography (New York, 1978), parts 2, 3.
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the modern condition: De Quincey, Heine, the French symbolists, Whit-
man, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche. When he came to German expressionism
he was prepared to read its revolutionary messages in context and to
appreciate its advantages over other modernisms like cubism, futurism,
surrealism and dadaism. Second, the family’s move to Spain in 1919
initiated him to an active, inventive literary community via the tertulias
of Goémez de la Serna and Rafael Cansinos-Asséns. ‘Georgie’ began publish-
ing essays and poems and became identified with ultraism, a movement
with international linkage. It drew from Mallarmé and French modernism
but also from creationism, launched in 1914 by the precocious Chilean
Vicente Huidobro (1893—1948) and epitomized in his lines: “Why do you
sing of the rose, oh poets? / Make it bloom in the poem! / The poet is a
little god.” In a Borges pronouncement of 1921, ultraism was to reduce
the lyric to primordial metaphor; suppress connective or redundant lan-
guage; eliminate ornament, confession proof and sermonizing; and fuse
images to enhance their suggestive power.

By the time he returned to Buenos Aires in 1921 Borges had, from
inside the whale, assimilated the unfolding designs of Western literature
and, as a poet, begun to contribute to immediate outcomes. Barely more
than a youth, he had the experience and serenity to assume leadership in
the renovation of Argentine letters. His poems in Fervor de Buenos Aires
(1923) showed, however, that the return to origins was a litmus test for
what might be artificial in the tertulias of Madrid. Borges, said his French
translator, ceased being an ultraist with his firse ultraist poem. So deep are
the personal meanings of Fervor that Borges much later confessed to feeling
that throughout his life he had been rewriting that one book. Emblematic
of such meanings was his poem ‘Fundacién mitol6gica de Buenos Aires’
wherein he ‘discovers’ that the city actually had a beginning, for he had
judged it to be eternal like water and air. The poem suspends history,
leaving space for private mind and collective memory to take hold. The
primeval setting of monsters, mermaids, and magnets that bedevilled
ships’ compasses, where the explorer Solis was devoured by Indians before
his own men, co-exists with the immigrant grinding out a hgbanera on the
first hand-organ and with a political claque for Yrigoyen. A solitary to-
bacco shop perfumes the desert like a rose, and a whole block of Borges's
barrio, Palermo, materialized beneath dawns and rains. This vision is
startlingly akin to Freud’s treatment of Rome when a year later, in Civiliza-
tion and its Discontents (1930), he likened the mind itself to the Eternal
City, conceived as a psychic entity with a copious past where ‘nothing thac
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has come into existence will have passed away and all the earlier phases of
development continue to exist alongside the latest one’. Taking Buenos
Aires as a microcosm and not a fragment, finding it haunted by dark and
timeless omens, Borges was to rise above schools and manifestoes to accept
vocation as a master cryptographer and theoretician of enigma.

If Borges, born in the last year of the old century, linked the strenuous
present to a mythicized past, Roberto Arlt, born the first year of the new
one, epitomized in his life and writings cthe dissolution of both history and
community. Borges traced his forebears to the conquistadors, a lineage
bolstered by the solid Victorian stock of his English grandmother. Arlt’s
home was one of ethnic improvisation. His father came from Prussia,
spoke German, was bohemian, improvident, and authoritarian with his
son. His mother was from Trieste, spoke Italian, read Dante, Tasso,
Nietzsche and romantic novels, and was drawn to occult sciences. From
this household Arlt became the first Argentine to write of the immigrants
and lumpen from within, to render them fit subjects of literature. His
subject-matter and his appeal to a mass public made Arlt an ideal candi-
date for Boedo. His caustic aguafuertes, or chronicles of daily life, in E/
Mundo delighted hundreds of thousands of readers, while Borges’s bi-
weekly book page in the women’s magazine E/ Hogar was squeezed aside
and finally dropped. Yet Arlt was taken up by the patrician Giiiraldes,
who corrected his chaotic Spanish, introduced him to Proust’s work, made
him his secretary, and published chapters of his first novel in Proa.

Arle like Borges entertained fixations that led him into a universe of his
own, possessing its inner logic and not submissive to fads in style or
ideology. For Borges, as he matured as a poet and spinner of tales, a
(perhaps the) central preoccupation shone forth as the philosophic chal-
lenge of distinguishing appearance from reality. To pursue this obsession
required finely honed language and abstractions; yet his very success at
imposing linguistic and conceptual control, at achieving what David Todd
calls ‘semantic ascent’ above commonplace reality, led to a realm of inher-
ent contradiction where the subject-matter of paradox displaces the
subject-matter of consensual ‘experience’. This of course generates a para-
dox regarding the persona of Borges himself. For once he addresses ulti-
mate reality in an epistemological or ontological sense he lies open to
charges of estheticism, elitism, and effete cosmopolitanism launched by
persons whose own grasp of ‘reality’ is, on philosophic grounds, unexam-
ined and sheerly tactical.

Arlt’s reality consisted only of the urban society of his time and place,
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and specifically those reaches wherein he moved. Yet so intense was his
rendering of it that he transcended the premises of naturalist fiction to
arrive, like Borges, at a domain of paradox. Arlt divided his social uni-
verse into three parts — the lumpen, the petty bourgeoisie, and ‘los
ricos’ — with class identification determined not by wealth, power and
prestige but by the disposition for humiliation. An avid reader of Dostoev-
sky, Arlt was captivated by the underground man, overwhelmed and
isolated by a society he cannot understand. Diana Guerrero observes that
to the extent he lives out this abasement as guilt because it keeps him from
being an effective social being he accepts it, but without renouncing the
conviction of his superiority.49 The victim is cynical and derisive; he
flaunts his precious humiliation, precious because it alone yields reference
points in a society from which he is isolated. The petty bourgeoisie suffers
this degradation in its most excruciating form. The lumpen (vendors of
newspapers and Bibles, brothel attendants, thieves, murderers and the
like), caged in a world of boredom and ferocity, head irreversibly down the
path to dehumanization. ‘Los ricos’, like the lumpen, live beyond the pale
of petty-bourgeois legality but also beyond reach of humiliation. Their life
therefore becomes unimaginable, and Arlt’s fiction discloses only the
elegant fagades of their mansions. So remote is this world that the petty
bourgeois has no more hope of reaching it than does the lumpen, which
means that proletarian ennui and terror are in fact the repressed truth of
petty bourgeois existence.

The petty bourgeois situation is therefore defined by an impressive
hypocrisy, that is, the impossibility of being non-hypocritical, of recogniz-
ing, publicizing and suffering the torture of one’s degradation. To ac-
knowledge the contradiction between their situation and their professed
values would mean slipping down the class ladder. Reflecting on his novel
Los siete locos (1929), Arlt described his characters as canaille and as sad, vile
and dreamy. They are interconnected by a desperation sprung not from
poverty but from the bankruptcy of civilization. They move ghostlike in a
world of shadows and cruel moral choices. ‘If they were less cowardly
they’d commit suicide; with a bit more character they'd be saints. In truth
they seek the light but do so wholly immersed in mud. They besmirch
what they touch.’s® Marriage is the classic defeat in the Arltian world
because it sentences one to daily petty-bourgeois routine. Hence such

4 Diana Guerrero, Roberto Arlt, el habitante solitario (Buenos Aires, 1972).
% Roberto Arlt, The Seven Madmen, trans. Naomi Lindstrom (Boston, 1984). See also David
Maldavsky, Las crisis en la narrativa de Roberto Arlt (Buenos Aires, 1968).
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incidents of resistance as the groom who betrays his wife on their wedding
day or the man who resorts to homicide during coitus to forestall violence
by the partner. It is a world pervaded by fearful symmetries. The prosti-
tute who goes home to her man wipes off her make-up; the ‘honest’
housewife who welcomes her man home applies it before he arrives.
Throughout his narratives runs the theme of betrayal, as in the popular
culture of the tango and seinete. The immigrant world reinforces it. Chil-
dren of immigrants pose another symmetry; they not only betray the new
patria by assuming the ideals of their parents but betray those same ideals
in accepting the new patria. Arlt's writing thus throws a bridge from
Portefio tango culture to the Dostoevskyan alienation of urban man in the
West. His paradoxes and labyrinths, sprung from the lives of Buenos
Aires, taken with those of Borges, sprung from frontiers of epistemology,
form a fearful symmetry.

Mexico: Modernism Manqué

Mexico forces us into a more permissive approach to modernism than we
have so far used. Because Brazil and Argentina experienced no ‘revolution’
in the 1920s, and entertained no revolutionary expectations, we have until
now considered writers whose visibility was at the time modest. Only
hindsight shows Borges or Oswald de Andrade to have been framing
messages for future times of trouble. Once revolution occurs, however, it
too becomes a ‘modernist’ event by working lightning reversals and expan-
sions of sense and sensibility. In Mexico, furthermore, revolutionary dis-
course and imagery brought forth indigenous elements that European
modernism prized as ‘exotic’. Yet by chronological accident, Mexico’s
modernist generation was somewhat young to assume culcural leadership.
The immediate seniors who did assume it might experience fresh illumina-
tions (José Vasconcelos, Alfonso Reyes). Or else, like the novelists, they
might seem to innovate by sensitively reporting private versions of the
‘happenings’ which had swept them up. We thus face three considerations:
first, cultural manifestations of the Revolution (notably novels, chroni-
cles, and mural painting); second, the reception of Western modernism in
the 1920s; third, transactions between the revolutionary impulse and the
modernist temper.

To orientate our reflections it may help to contrast the nearly contempora-
neous Mexican and Russian Revolutions. Modernist innovation in the arts
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chronologically bracketed the Russian Revolution, lasting from the 188os
to the Stalinist ‘great change’ after 1928. Marked by such liberative, partly
mystical movements as Prometheanism, sensualism and apocalypticism,
this ‘profound cultural upheaval’ was neither initiated nor immediately
curtailed by Bolshevism.5* It lent an aura of mixed apprehension and spiri-
tual fulfillment to the dream of social transformation that had flickered in
urban circles since the 1860s. Once the political whirlwind struck, apoca-
lyptic spirits sensed the onset of final catastrophe while cubo-futurists
accepted the Revolution without demur. As early as 1920, Zamiatin’s
novel, We, chillingly anatomized the imminent society by demonstrating
the implications of wholly rationalized social life. In concrast, Mexico’s first
generation of ‘revolutionary’ novelists, imbued from youth with liberalism,
positivism and naturalism, spent their mature lifecimes readjusting their
ideological blinders in simply trying to glimpse the facts and ironies of the
case at hand.

Russia had a thirty-year modernist flowering of world importance that
withered after 1928 under a regime obsessively concerned to control
thought and expression. In Mexico, newly hatched modernist impulses of
the 1920s in literature, if not in painting, showed ambivalence to the
Revolution; their fruition still lay ahead. The golden age of the Revolu-
tion under Cirdenas (1934—40) coincided with the Stalinist great purges,
but while the Soviet Union was smothering intellectual inquiry and es-
thetic experiment, Mexico averted relapse into caudillist rule. Writers
exiled in the 1920s returned to publish critical memoirs. Socialist educa-
tion was prescribed for public schools, and the vocabulary of pre-Leninist
Marxism was popularized, in this case expanding rather than shrinking
the realm of public discourse. The rise of a ‘triumphalist’ state in the post-
Cardenas decades did not inhibit arts and letters from steady growth in
maturity, diversity and imagination. The central challenge to Soviet art-
ists was not to create culture for a new society, whose programme was
officially defined, but to find a place for the arts of the past.5? In Mexico,
however much the state has promoted an official culture, the intellectual is
challenged to appropriate a cultural past as the precondition for national
‘identity’.

For post-revolutionary Mexico Enrique Krauze has identified three intel-
lectual generations that overlapped in the 1910s. Two were Porfirian. The

3! James H. Billington, The Icon and the Axe (New York, 1970), pp. 474-532.
2 Boris Thompson, The Premature Revolution: Russian Literature and Society, 1917—1946 (London,

1972), p. 76.
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younger of these centred on the Ateneo group, a motley assortment of
artists, literati and intellectuals who began meeting in 1910. While noted
for humanism, spiritualism, anti-positivism and reverence for the classical
tradition, their intellectual break with the previous century was by no
means decisive. The ateneistas were dispersed in the early revolutionary
period and when they reappeared it was rarely in leadership roles,
Vasconcelos being the outstanding exception. The recipes for institutional
change in the 1917 Constitution are less traceable to the ateneistas than to
political economists of the positivist generation that preceded them.

Krauze's ‘revolutionary’ Generation of 1915 (born 1891~1905) came of
age when the Revolution was a fait accompli.>3 They arrived without men-
tors or bookish vocations, obedient to the call of action and of imposing
order. They included Vicente Lombardo Toledano, labour leader and eclec-
tic socialist; Daniel Cosio Villegas, editor, historian, economist, pub-
lisher; Samuel Ramos, philosopher, essayist, public functionary. In the
1930s this generation found solidarity with exiled intellectuals from Spain
whose professionalism greatly advanced the institutionalization of aca-
demic life. The poet and essayist Ramén Lépez Velarde (1888—1921), who
was navigating con brio the transition from Spanish American Modernism
to Western modernism, was cut off in mid-career and required posthu-
mous resurrection.>4

Instead of dispersing this generation as it had the ateneistas, the Revolu-
tion kneaded it in a common effort to build what the Porfiriato had denied
or the violent years had destroyed. Many who might have been complacent
office holders or ‘pure’ intellectuals or alienated reformers were thrust into
public roles of improvisation and reconstruction. Talent was commandeered
to overhaul legal codes, establish banks, devise economic policy, found
publishing houses and vanguard reviews, rebuild education from rural
cultural missions to the university, create research centres, or excavate
Indian cities. Within this kaleidoscopic endeavour the vanguard message
was muted. Estridentistas led by Manuel Maples Arce introduced the new
esthetics (dadaism, creationism, futurism) but left no monuments. The
agoristas were perhaps more experimental but even less memorable.

Of greater esthetic projection than the groups mentioned were the
contemporéneos. Considered slightly junior to Krauze's ‘revolutionary’ genera-
tion, they included among others Jaime Torres Bodet, Carlos Pellicer, José

33 Enrique Krauze, ‘Cuatro estaciones de la cultura mexicana’, in Caras de la historia (Mexico, D.F.,
1983), pp. 124—68; see also his Caudillos culturales de la Revoluciin Mexicana (Mexico, D.F., 1976).
4 See Guillermo Sheridan, Un corazén adicto: la vida de Ramén Lipez Velarde (Mexico, D.F., 1989).
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Gorostiza, Salvador Novo, Xavier Villaurrutia and the acerbic essayist Jorge
Cuesta.ss As they matured they found bureaucratic or diplomatic niches,
with Torres Bodet eventually becoming Mexican secretary of education and
director general of UNESCO. While still students the future contemporaneos
reinvented the Ateneo de la Juventud under its original name but fell short
of their predecessors’ idealism. Isolated in private worlds, they became a
generation rather than a functional group. They left their mark on the
narrative, essays and theatre, but their special achievement was poetry
drawn from personal realms populated, in Paz’s phrase, ‘by the ghosts of
erotism, sleep and death’. Gorostiza, perhaps the most striking of the poets,
has been likened to Rilke, Valéry and Eliot in the quality of his inspiration.
The contempordneos loosely corresponded to the ‘aesthetic’ current in Sio
Paulo or to Florida in Buenos Aires; but in Mexico the ‘ideological’ or
Boedista position was commandeered by a culturally criumphant state, with
the paradoxical result that the enthusiasm of Europeans and Americans for
Mexican muralism, novels and folk art gave foreigners a hand in defining
Mexican identity (Jo mexicano). ‘One of the greatest tragedies of the Revolu-
tion,” writes Luis Villoro, ‘perhaps lies in the fact that the moment of
greatest revolutionary advance failed to coincide with the moment of genet-
osity and optimism of its intelligentsia.’s¢

The crowning irony, Guillermo Sheridan reminds us, was that because
bureaucratic nationalists regarded the contemporineos as elitist, Europeaniz-
ing and sometimes even ‘effeminate’, one of the latters’ ‘most eloquent
displays of patriotism would be the careful, energetic, and of course futile
battle against these restrictive and anecdotal conventions.” The moment
when the group (or grapo sin grupo) founded their review Contemporaneos
(1928—31) was precisely when they drifted apart. The journal suffered
from indecisive eclecticism, wavering between European avant-gardism
and Mexican nationalism. Its great merit, Sheridan comments, derived
‘more from the quality of its collaborators than from the journal’s abilicy
to amalgamate them’. The nationalists had the universalists at a clear
disadvantage. The latter found it more difficult to ignore being publicly
caricatured by Rivera and Orozco than it was for the Florida clique to
dismiss the taunts of Boedo. In 1932 a published interview with the

35 Oscar Collazos (ed.), Los vanguardismos en la América Latina (Barcelona, 1977), pp. 105—22;
Guillermo Sheridan, Los Contempordneos ayer (Mexico, D.F., 1985); Paz's essays on Pellicer,
Gorostiza and Villaurrutia in Luis Mario Schneider (ed.), México en la obra de Octavio Paz (Mexico,
D.E, 1979), pp. 242-77.

%6 Luis Villoro, ‘La cultura mexicana de 1910 a 1960°, Historia Mexicana 10/2 (1960), 206.
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‘ambiguous and inscrutable’ Gorostiza ignited a polemic by manipulating
his words into a seeming ‘act of contrition’ aimed at ‘rectifying’ his alleged
Europhilism. It took time for the contemporaness to win the recognition that
a protégé, Octavio Paz, accorded in 1966 when he stated that ‘in a strictly
intellectual sense nearly all that’s being done now in Mexico owes some-
thing to the Contemporineos, to their example, their rigor, their zeal for
perfection’.>7

The challenge here was not, for the moment, to parse meanings of
modernity and to surmise their import for a recalcitrant ‘colonial’ ethos. For
in Mexico the dikes of tradition had cracked and rapid change had set in.
The times required not the vatic cries and cryptic images of vanguardism
but keen reportage and diagnosis for which an earlier generation from the
naturalist tradition was trained. The future was to be inferred from leaders
and events, not gleaned from random clues of private imagination. The two
writers to receive special attention here were both born before 189o. The
first, Martin Luis Guzmadn, was plunged into the Revolution from the start,
and its subsequent course yielded his prism on the world. The second,
Alfonso Reyes, by his loyalty to Western humanism and his aloofness from
quotidian events adopted a macrocosmic view that assimilated Mexican to
Western culture rather than a prismatic one that probed particulars of time
and place. Both were sympathetic to modernism. In his travel chronicles of
1916—18 Guzmin wrote of his entrancement by vorticism, imagism and
Rivera’s Parisian cubism, and Reyes, while ambassador to Argentina and
Brazil in 1927—38, was early to recognize Borges’s genius and became an
aficionado of Brazilian Anthropophagy. They learned lessons from modern-
ism without adopting its tactics.

Martin Luis Guzmén (1887—1976) grew up in a rural town near Mexico
City where he occasionally glimpsed Porfirio Diaz moving at the summit
of grearness, resplendent in ceremonial uniform or else mysteriously
garbed in black.s® When he was eleven Guzmién's family moved to
Veracruz, cradle of the Reform laws. There he read Rousseau, Hugo, and
Pérez Galdés and in school succumbed to liberalism and the Mexican civic
ideal personified in Judrez. Later as a student in Mexico City he repudiated
the positivist apologia for the regime and began to frequent the Ateneo. In
May 1911 he demonstrated for Madero, baptizing his political career. By
now the guidelines for Guzmin’s life as a writer and publicist were in
37 Paz cited in Sheridan, Contempordneos, p. 21.

% Guzmin recalled his life in ‘Apunte sobre una personalidad’, in Academia: Tradictn, independentia,
libertad (Mexico, D.F., 1959), pp. 11—-51.
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place: classic liberal principles, a vague but commirtted vision of an emer-
gent Mexico, and fascination with the thoughts and instincts of great
leaders. Since the age of fourteen, moreover, he had shown a journalist’s
vocation. His intellectual shortcomings were offset by his passion, grasp of
human character and reportorial skill.

The diagnosis that would inform his future writings Guzman set forth
from exile in Spain in La querella de México (1915).5° Here he offered no
such pathology of economic institutions as those of Wistano Luis Orozco,
Andrés Molina Enriquez, or Luis Cabrera. The deeper cause of Mexico’s
distress, he assumed, was a ‘penury of spirit’ reflected, first, in the mim-
icry and dilettantism of intellectuals who had never cultivated philosophy
and science, studied national history, or analysed social problems and,
second, in the apathy and moral obtuseness of the Indians, whose spiritual
desperation pre-dated the trauma of Spanish conquest and stemmed from
the superstition, terror and cannibalism of Aztec society. Two impulses to
renovation, national independence and the Reform, were extinguished
under the Porfiriato when the creoles turned away from history and the
work of construction. The country lived in ‘the shadow of the caudillo’, a
phrase that became the title of Guzmin’s novel La sombra del caudillo
(1929). When revolution came the creoles sacrificed their own hero,
Madero, and renewed the chaos of warring factions, each clamouring for
foreign recognition instead of cultivating morality for leadership. How
could one redeem the Indian while the creole was unregenerate? “We seem
to have intelligence in surfeit. What lacks is virtue.’

His journalist’s eye, his friendship with revolutionary leaders, and
above all his moral vision explain Guzmdn'’s fascination with single actors
and lend his writings a Thucydidean accent. La sombra del caudillo is in
part a roman a clef based on events and figures of the mid-1920s. E/ dguila
y la serpiente (1928) is a memoir of Guzmdn's own experience from
Madero’s death in 1913 to his exile in 1915, yet composed with such
dramatic craft and illumination of character that it assumes imaginative
force in the tradition of Sarmiento and da Cunha.% On the sutface the
camera’s eye of authorial narration links the book’s kaleidoscopic episodes.
Deeper unity arises from the tension between Villa and Carranza projected
against the mute, anonymous mass of peasant soldiery. Ideologies, lofty
political aims, the claims of history fade before primordial instinct and
3 La querella was extended in newspaper articles from New York (1916—18): Martin Luis Guzmadn,

La querella de México: A orillas del Hudlson; otras paginas (Mexico, D.F., 1958).
60 The Eagle and the Serpent, trans. Harriet de Onis (Garden City, N.Y., 1965).
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fugitive passion. The collective soul is only dimly sensed. The human
mass moves as one body, swaying, weaving, stumbling, murmuring,
fused by a secret filament — a huge reptile crawling drunk and sluggish
along the cavernous street of an empty city. The observer must jerk free to
escape a crushing sense of physical and moral oppression.

Actors are stripped to psychic essentials. In confronting Carranza, Villa
opposes the amoral instincts of a child to the picayune, selfish scheming of
an old man. Villa is half-tamed and feline. His pistol is an extension of his
hand; bullets spurt from the man, not the gun. He is incapable of eti-
quette, yet tenderness may at times dim his glittering eyes. He marvels at
such simple life processes as the mystery of sleep. When in a paroxysm of
wrath Villa orders 170 prisoners slaughtered, Guzman risks his own life to
argue why it is wrong. As to a child he explains that he who surrenders
renounces the chance of killing others. Villa leaps up, issues the counter-
order, and when it arrives in time, wipes the sweat from his brow. Later he
mumbles thanks ‘for that thing this morning, that business of the prison-
ers’. Carranza, a Porfirian-style figure whom Guzmidn recalls with ambiva-
lence, assumes a benign, patriarchal air. In an ancient tradition he has
mastered the art of village politics, of pitting opponents against followers,
of premeditated corruption, of fanning passions, intrigues and bad faith.
Impervious to noble ideals, bereft of magnanimity, he prizes flattery over
actions, servility over talent in his subordinates. He is in short a stubborn
old man with all the ruses and pettiness of senility.

With Guzméin as with Mariano Azuela, ‘father’ of the revolutionary
novel, the point of interest is not the author’s disenchantment or pessi-
mism but the fact that he painfully sets aside ideology and reduces his
subject to directly experienced elements. While Guzmdn’s prose therefore
has some of the naturalist power of a Zola, his feat of psychic reduction is
akin to the vanguardist pulverization of received forms. To seize the
meanings and possibilities of the Revolution Guzmién gradually ceased
fitting it to his early political categories. Villa became for him emblematic
as an amoral or pre-moral figure, arisen from the disinherited masses and
unshaped by fancy ideological or moral codes. ‘Primitive’ instinct and his
elemental, sometimes contradictory convictions informed his future soci-
ety.%" In search of the essential Villa, Guzmén went on to write the five-
volume Memorias de Pancho Villa (1938~40) using an autobiographical first

6t Larry M. Grimes, The Revolutionary Cycle in the Literary Production of Martin Luis Guzméin
(Cuernavaca, 1969), p. 72.
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person and Villa’s own pungent language in a valiant effort to suspend
judgement and recreate the psyche and self-vindication of the subject
himself. 62

Alfonso Reyes (1889—1959), barely twenty when the Ateneo was
founded, was Guzmidn’s colleague in the group. But while Guzmin
sought to recover an eclipsed liberal tradition and to penetrate a discrete
Mexican ‘reality’, Reyes addressed the general case of a society that had
‘arrived late at the banquet of civilization’. The challenge he took on was
not redemption from the authoritarian uses of positivism but the place-
ment of Mexico within occidental culture. Of the four Ateneo luminaries
it has been said that Vasconcelos was driven to rebuild the world, Antonio
Caso to contemplate it, Henriquez Urefa (the ‘Socrates’ of the group) to
explain it, and Reyes to illuminate it. These missions may at later mo-
ments, particularly during the flight of the ateneistas after the outbreak of
revolution, have seemed diaphanous. Yet in the long run they offer co-
ordinates for the derniers cris of vanguardism. Reyes at an early age began
to trace paths for the ‘moralization’ of Mexican society and culture relying
on classical studies and the Spanish siglo de oro, with reinforcement from
French and English letters, current strains of philosophy and literary
theory, and fresh appreciation of Mexican culture itself. The agenda did
not centre on local ‘problems’ of race, politics and poverty. The issue was
to assimilate thinking in Mexico to the canons and experience of the West.
His generation, his temperament, his upbringing did not seduce Reyes
toward the short-circuits of vanguardism. He addressed not outcomes but
premises of Western civilization, in particular the branch that included
Mexico.

Guzmadn, we saw, entered the political maelstrom as a maderista in
1911. Reyes, however, was the son of General Bernardo Reyes, the entre-
preneurial governor of Nuevo Leén and a loyal, if reformist, Diaz sup-
porter. On 9 February 1913, the general was killed before the National
Palace leading a counter-revolution that soon brought death to Madero.
Refusing the offer of Provisional President Huerta to become his secretary,
Alfonso left Mexico in poverty and remained abroad until 1938. Years
later Alfonso recalled his father as a hero who was amused by tempests and
displayed such sterling virtues as vitality, loyalty, moderation and a pru-
dence matched by bravura. His death, ‘an obscure equivocation in the

82 Memoirs of Pancho Villa, trans. Virginia H. Taylor (Austin, Tex., 196s); see also Christopher
Dominguez, ‘Martin Luis Guzmién: El Teatro de la politica,” Vuelta, Revista Mensual, 11/131
(1987): 22—31.
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moral clockwork of our world’, was a spilling of aging wine.% This
libation gave Alfonso a quarter century of Wanderjahre and with it the life
and outlook of a universal writer. While Guzman looked for nobility in
the cadres of new leadership, Reyes found it in the old. Although he saw
Don Porfirio and his coterie as insulated from the democratic era by a wall
of glass, an abyss of time, filial piety allowed him to discern heroism in
the old order and, by extension, the more distant past.

The treatment of philosophy later in this chapter examines the notion of
‘anabatic recovery’, that is, an ‘upstream’ expedition from local circum-
stances to outlooks of the contemporary West and thence, against the
current of time, to the sources of Western thought. The clench of immedi-
acy impels and shapes the campaign making it, in Ortega’s term, a
‘perspectival’ assault on the citadel of Western culture. Reyes did not
conduct an ‘anabasis’. He began his journey with a genealogy already in
mind; his mission was to illuminate, not assault and reinterpret. As a
penniless expatriate in 1913 his brief stay in the Paris of Picasso and
Gertrude Stein did not yield him, as it had Oswald de Andrade a year
earlier, a foothold within dissolving ideas and images. Reyes soon moved
to Spain where he joined the cenacle of the proto-surrealist Ramén Gémez
de la Serna, as would Borges a few years later. But Ramén’s catachrestic
greguerias (shocking oxymoronic one-liners) were for him less a symptom of
modernism than a reprise of Quevedo, Goya and the history of Spanish
alienation. Spain’s ambivalent relation with the Rest of the West from its
own version of the classical, Christian tradition drew Reyes to Menéndez
Pidal, Unamuno, Ortega, Juan Ramén Jiménez and the Generation of
1898 and its successors, who had revived the eighteenth-century debate
between Hispanism and modernity. Reyes required this context not to
‘invent’ a Mexican identity but to discover Mexico's presumptive place in
the scheme of things. Just as he rejected vanguard reversals of the rules, so
later would he chide the phenomenologists for their claim to have given
philosophy a fresh start.

In Spain, freed of constraints of his homeland, Reyes laid the founda-
tions for his life work. He assembled his impressions of contemporary
Spain in Cartones de Madrid and recreated the Spaniards’ pristine view of
Tenochtitldn in Visién de Anabuac; he secured scholarly command of the
ancient and the Spanish classics; he wrote E/ suicida to develop a diffuse

6 Emmanuel Carballo, ‘Alfonso Reyes a la luz de una fecha’, in Margarita Vera Cuspinera (ed.),
Alfonso Reyes, homenaje de la Faculiad de Filosofia y Letras (Mexico, D.F., 1981), pp. 383—7; Barbara
Bockus Aponte, Alfonso Reyes and Spain (Austin, Tex., 1972), p. 11.
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humanist’s credo from the mystery of the suicidal impulse; he composed a
dramatic poem, Ifigenia cruel, of autobiographical inspiration whose pro-
tagonist rejects the rancour and persecutions of her homeland in favour of
freedom and autonomy. What remained was to round out his American
experience.

After serving the Mexican legation in Paris, Reyes regained a diplo-
matic post in Spain in 1920. Then in 1927 he was named ambassador to
Argentina, serving there until 1930, in Brazil until 1936, and in Argen-
tina again until 1938. Reyes has been scolded for not publicizing these
national literatures throughout Hispanic America. He did, however, pub-
lish penetrating commentary on the Argentine temperament and was
thanked by Borges for having rescued him from being simply the son of
Leonor Azevedo. In the case of unknown Brazil, Ruedas argues that even
so keen a mind as Reyes’s was unprepared to orchestrate the memory of
Machado de Assis, the cacophonic modernism of Sio Paulo, and the
telluric fiction of the northeast. Nor indeed was Brazilian literature ripe
for exportation despite the war whoops of the Brazil-wood manifesto.
What Reyes did do was to reflect on nuances of Brazilian social life, learn
an unaccented Portuguese, and publish a literary newsletter named
Monterrey after his native city (1930—7), which tried neither to introduce
Mexicans to Brazilian literature nor vice versa.%4 As in all his writings
Reyes was concerned with neither expository journalism nor intellectual
formulas but with luminous understandings.

When Reyes finally returned to Mexico in 1938, his connections with the
Spanish intelligentsia and his sympathy with Spanish culture equipped him
ideally — given the Republican sympathy of the Cirdenas government — to
create a mecca for émigré Spanish intellectuals. He became president of the
Casa de Espafia, and when it became the Colegio de México in 1940 he
continued as its director until his death in 1959. However much the
Colegio itself may later have succumbed to bureaucratization and govern-
ment co-optation, here was a moment when, after a long interregnum, the
humanist, Americanist messages of the best Spanish thought could find
transatlantic assimilation.

Reyes was a prolific, multifarious writer like Andrés Bello or Sarmiento
or Marti or Eugenio Maria de Hostos whose life work evades easy synthe-
sis. Others, like Machado de Assis or Maridtegui or Borges or Octavio Paz,

& Jorge Ruedas de la Serna, ‘La misién brasilefia de Alfonso Reyes’, in Cuspinera, Alfonso Reyes, pp.
195—210; Manuel Ulacia, ‘A antropofagia de Alfonso Reyes’, O Estado de Sio Paulo (literary
supplement), 10 June 1989.
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are perhaps more layered and complex than the first group, but their
psychic obsessions flash more clearly; they drop conspicuous, though never
facile, clues to the enigmas that await deciphering. If there is a key to
Reyes, it lies embedded in his passion for Greek culture, traceable from
his early Ateneo years through the classical studies of his last two decades
in Mexico. The Roman example of juridical uniformity and use of urban
centres for spreading ‘civilization’ had been prominent for Spanish colonial
jurists. The ateneistas rejected this outlook of privilege in favour of Greek
sophrosyne: search for an inclusive Mexican culture, thought unfolding
without dogmatisms, freedom for creativity, disciplined love of reason and
beauty, and a dynamic equilibrium of contrasting views.%s Throughout his
life Reyes held true to the Greek precedent, in parc as inspiration for a
Mexican ideal, in part as the source for an outlook transmitted to Mexico
in a version less distorted than it had been in northern Europe by the
religious and scientific revolutions. In a sense Reyes was an arielista, but
one whose classical, Mediterranean understandings delved to origins, not
tinctured as were Rodd’s by the fears and forebodings of fin de siécle Paris.

FICTION AND THE ESSAY
Naturalism and its Pathetic Fallacies

The foregoing treatments of Brazil, Argentina and Mexico in the 1920s
reveal tension between two ways of appropriating experience. Of the
writers discussed, Borges pursues a covert search for epistemological foun-
dations while at the other extreme Martin Luis Guzman conducts a frontal
assault on phenomena as directly presented. The rest flourish in zones of
transaction: Mdrio de Andrade, caught between nostalgia and iconoclasm,
lucid visions and patient research; Oswald de Andrade, who employs
oxymorons of the vanguard esthetic to overturn hallowed verities of Brazil-
ian history; Roberto Arlt, who chronicles petty bourgeois life while alert
to Dostoevskyan reversals; and Alfonso Reyes, who explores the Iberian
and classical past to fix co-ordinates for the here and now of a ‘new world’.
Yet for reasons suggested earlier the aesthetic emphasis of the heroic
modernist years was shifting toward an ideological or broadly explicative
emphasis in the late 1920s. This makes the identity essay an obvious

6 Ernesto Mejia Sénchez, ‘Alfonso Reyes y el mundo clisico’, and Paola Vianello de Cérdova, *Alfonso
Reyes y el estudio de las culturas clisicas’, in Cuspinera, Alfonso Reyes, pp. 105—46.
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attraction, not simply because of its diagnostic uses but because its authors
were more critical of the status quo and more respectful of aspirations of
the disinherited than had been the earlier pensadores.

First, however, let us consider the novelists of the mid-1920s to mid-
1940s. Of these, a significant number became recognized by their stylistic
taste for naturalism or their penchant for the land, regionalism or
indigenism. To call them ‘neo-naturalists’, however, is misleading insofar
as this implies reprise of a literary mode of the 1880s and 1890s that had
in turn reflected European fashion. For while European naturalism was a
step in a logical sequence from romanticism and realism to symbolism and
modernism, in Latin America it offered fresh tools for an ancient inquiry.
French and English authors, that is, were less concerned with local ‘iden-
tity’ than with credible versions of the social universe at a moment when
scientific ratification was a sine gua non. Naturalism was for them a transi-
tory phenomenon. Latin American literature, however, was heralded at
the era of European conquest by an early brand of naturalism (‘natural
history’) or — in that dawning age of science, imperialism, journalism,
censuses and bureaucratic reports — the attempt to decode a strange envi-
ronment from self-given phenomena. By the eighteenth century the broad
question of ‘American’ identity was voiced and, after independence, preoc-
cupation with the attributes of discrete nationhood. In the 1880s these
concerns meshed with the European vogue of naturalism, but as some-
thing more than a mimetic episode or an ephemeral response to the
procession of ‘styles’ at the centre.

The ‘eternal return’ of naturalism is illustrated below for Brazil. But
first, the relation of transatlantic naturalism to realism deserves attention.
In Europe realism avoided ‘romantic’ subjectivity and idealism but
stopped short of the determinism that gave naturalism its reputation for
moral aloofness. Martin Luis Guzmin fits the looser category. If he failed
to adopt the shock methods of modernism or count on historic precepts of
Western humanism, neither did he choose clinical naturalism for organiz-
ing his world. Trusting what he saw and knew, he took his chances along
the frontiers between documentation and fiction, psychological portrai-
ture and moral judgement, the journalistic and the empathic eye. Much
the same could be said of Mariano Azuela, whose Los de abajo (1915),
originally subtitled ‘Views and Scenes from the Present Revolution’, estab-
lished him as the founder of the Mexican revolutionary novel. Although he
admired Zola for books as ‘chaste as any treatise on medicine’, Azuela
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called not him but Balzac the ‘greatest novelist of all times’ for having
raised testimony on popular life to the realm of high art.%6

As the 1930s drew near, a new wave of fiction came into sight: the
Colombian José Eustasio Rivera's La vordgine (1924), the Brazilian José
Américo de Almeida’s A bagaceira (1928), and the Venezuelan Rémulo
Gallegos’s Dofia Barbara (1929) followed by the Ecuadorian Jorge Icaza’s
Huasipongo (1934) and the Peruvian Ciro Alegria’s E/ mundo es ancho y afeno
(1941). While these newer authors remained faithful to the hallowed
domestic tradition of ‘natural history’ they also, in part unwittingly,
encouraged subversion of the original aim of naturalism. Characterized as
novelas de la tierra (novels of the earth or land), their narratives became
criticized for allowing geographic space to cancel interior space. ‘Wild
nature came to the fore’, wrote Emir Rodriguez Monegal, ‘and to such a
degree dominated the human actor, moulding and determining him, that
his individual character nearly disappeared, or was reduced . . . to the
role of an archetype: the sign or symbol of something, but not a person.
Oanly in the 1960s and 1970s, with the acceptance of ‘marvellous realism’
in Latin American fiction, he continued, could we appreciate that ‘these
works establish deep linkage between the marvelled narratives of the first
explorations and discoveries of America and the novel (frankly mythic) of a
Rulfo, a Garcia Marquez, a Vargas Llosa’.57 One example among many is
Don Goyo (1933) by the Ecuadorian novelist Aguilera Malta.%® The folk
hero Don Goyo predicts the ruin of his community of mangrove cutters by
the invasion of whites. In this confrontation the actors are mechanized and
unmotivated, propelled by lust, fear and a quest for idyllic pleasure.
Humans are likened to objects (a woman’s hips become a canoe on the
river) while human behaviour is projected onto an angry, muttering nature
(the mangroves overhear human lovers; trees have intercourse with che
river). Don Goyo is finally killed by a mangrove tree, as though by
intention, and only then does he achieve vitality as his corpse topples from

6 Eliud Martinez, The Art of Mariano Azuela (Pittsburgh, Pa., 1980), pp. 88~9; Stanley L. Robe,
Azuela and the Mexican Underdogs (includes bilingual text) (Berkeley, 1979); Adalbert Dessau offers
ideological analysis in La novela de la Revolucién Mexicana, trans. Juan José Utrilia (Mexico, D.F.,
1972).

87 Emir Rodriguez Monegal, E/ boom de la novela latinoamericana (Caracas, 1972), pp. 49—50. For up-
to-date treatises on ‘regional’ novels, see Carlos ]J. Alonso, The Spanish American Regional Novel
(Cambridge, Eng., 1990) and Doris Sommer, Foundational Fictions: The National Romances of Latin
America (Berkeley, 1991).

% Demecrio Aguilera Malta, ‘Don Goyo', trans. E. E. Perkins, in Angel Flores and Dudley Poore
(eds.), Fiesta in November: Stories from Latin America (Boston, 1942), pp. 120~228.
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a canoe and descends the current, laughing in triumph over the now
submissive river and its sharks. Yet as John Brushwood has pointed out,
the author avoids full surrender to the naturalist ‘pathetic fallacy’ by
stylizing and distilling the course of events and by ‘persistent intercalation
of the nonliteral’ to sustain Don Goyo's movement between man and
legend.%

For the moment, then, we are left with a paradox. The discussion above
of Guzman and Azuela suggests that their personal, open-ended ‘realism’
was an #pso facto renunciation of modernist experimentalism and icono-
clasm.7° Yet it now appears that ‘naturalism’, a clinical and methodical
brand of realism, opens the door to what is inexplicable and mythic. Thus
realism appears pragmatic and commonsensical with naturalism being
prescriptive and mythopoeic. This would mean that Latin American neo-
naturalism of the 1930s deviated from the Zolaesque prototype and be-
came instead an episode on the path from modernism to the complex
narratives of the 1950s during a brief interval when the need for social
description and political protest loomed large. By the beginning of the
1940s naturalist ideological protest loses primacy. Social and political
malfeasance is now traced to an urban point of origin, not to the feudal
periphery, and ascribed to human nature rather than to regional geogra-
phy. ‘For this new line,” wrote Rodriguez Monegal, ‘Manichaeism is a
political charge more than a virtue; protest becomes a burden; true denun-
ciation is presented as a narrative, not in emotionally charged speeches; the
supernatural blends intimately with the quotidian.’?' For him the emble-
matic figure of the post-naturalist transition was Ciro Alegria, who pub-
lished his best book in 1941 and then nothing of note before his death a
quarter century later. A contemporary of Onetti and Lezama Lima, Alegria
felt himself trapped, his critic surmised, between his rich thematic reper-
toire and a solid, two-dimensional technique before a literature about to
move from, as it were, Uncle Tom’s Cabin to The Sound and the Fury.7?

% John S. Brushwood, The Spanish American Novel: A Twentieth-Century Survey (Austin, Tex., 1978),
pp. 96—101. See also Roberto Gonzilez Echevarria’s treatment of Dosia Bdrbara in The Voice of the
Masters: Writing and Authority in Modern Latin American Literature (Austin, Tex., 1988), ch. 2, and
for Brazil José H. Decanal, 0 romance dos 30 (Porto Alegre, 1982).

7 For Azuela’s mannered attempts to adopt a modernist esthetic in his later career see Martinez, Art of
Mariano Azuela.

"t Emir Rodriguez Monegal, Narradores de esta América, Vol. 1 (Buenos Aires, 1976), p. 172; ‘The
New Novelists’, Encounter, 25/3 (1965), 97—109.

72 Rodriguez Monegal, Narradores, pp. 166—74; also Antonio Cornejo Polar, ‘La novela indigenista:
una desgarrada conciencia de la historia’, Revista Lexis, 4/1 (1980). 88; Julio Rodriguez-Luis,

Hermenéutica y praxis del indigenismo: la novela indigenisia de Clorinda Matto a José Maria Arguedas
(Mexico, D.E.,, 1980).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Fiction and the Essay 47

Naturalism as reportage or as ‘scientific’ interpretation clarifies aspects
of the identity question that concern us. Our clues thus far proffered as to
the historical role of naturalism in Latin America, however, are somewhat
disparate. For example: (1) because the Americas have been a ‘new world’
for half a millennium they are of permanent interest as an arena for
‘novelties’ to be meticulously reported; (2) Latin American writers of the
1880s and 1890s were influenced by the rationale and technique of
Zolaesque naturalism; (3) political and ideological pressures of the 1930s
opened a space propitious for neo-naturalist fiction, often in the form of
novels of the land that might retrieve the foundation myths implied in (1)
above; and (4) while naturalism claimed clinical authority more strict than
that of realism, this gave its narratives a transhuman scientific warrant
which paradoxically resembled the deus ex machina of the marvellous real-
ism that won literary cachet in the 1940s.

Various authors wove these strands into patterns; an obvious example is
Alejo Carpentier, who often expatiated on the matter. His key books for
present purposes are his first novel, ;Ecue-Yamba-0/ (written 1928, pub-
lished 1933), and his E/ reino de este mundo (1949).73 The former, featuring
themes of social justice and Afro Cuban culture (the book’s title means
‘Lord, Praised Be Thou’ in fidnigo dialect), was a product of time and place
for its elements of social realism and ‘indigenism’, seasoned however by
modernist hints of cubism, futurism and especially surrealism. Citing
Juan Marinello, Gonzalez Echevarria remarks that in ;Ecue-Yamba-O!
Carpentier portrays Afro Cubans from the inside and outside simulta-
neously, causing a ‘crack’ at the centre of the novel, or cleavage between
the black world and a white perception of it. Carpentier experienced his
curative revelation on a trip to Haiti with Louis Jouvet’s theatre company
in 1943. Here direct contact with Afro-Caribbean religion and with the
monuments erected by Henri Christophe inspired him to break with
cosmopolitan surrezlism in favour of a ‘marvellous realism’ (or magic realism
from the Afro viewpoint) having roots in communal faith, myth and
identity. E/ reino de este mundo, a story immersed in the ordeal of Haitian
independence, was the initial fruit of this conversion. In later novels he
expanded and emancipated his American theatre to develop, wrote Rodri-
guez Monegal, ‘the contrast between the magic of the American topogra-
phy or the “marvellous” quality of its history and the products of a
European superculture that pursues and even oppresses its human actors’.

73 The Kingdom of this World, trans. Harriet de Onis (New York, 1957).
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Carpentier’s successive discussions of his ideas did less to dissolve his
original contradictions than to orchestrate his several realities — socialist
realism, surrealism, magic realism (which discredits causation), and mat-
vellous realism (which celebrates the unwonted, or lo insélite) — to yield a
‘real’ matrix for imaginative reconnaissance.74

Carpentier’s fiction and pronouncements help place realism and natural-
ism in licterary context. It remains, however, to demonstrate that naturalism
tout court has had its own career and that it is known to appear in relatively
unadulterated form. In her T/ Brasil, qual romance? {If such is Brazil, what
is its novel?} Flora Siissekind makes this case for Brazil, which witnessed
three flowerings of naturalism in the 1880s/1890s, the 1930s and the
1970s.75 Her premise is that the naturalist aesthetic flings the cloak of
science across the abiding quest for New World identity. In representing a
national reality it seeks mimesis that admits no doubts or divisions, even to
the point of sacrificing stylistic felicity. Insofar as it grows from a sense of
uprootedness and orphanhood, however, the mimetic fixation may be of
emotive origin. A writer’s goal is therefore not necessarily ‘tal Brasil, qual
romance?’ but may be ‘tal Brasil, tal romance’ (‘as is Brazil so mast be its
novel’). Carried to its logical conclusion, the argument leaves us to assume
that the great nay-sayers of Brazilian identity — who like Machado de Assis
or Oswald de Andrade or Guimaries Rosa accept the fragmentation of Brazil
on the one hand and its universal attunements on the other — become
literary foundlings without progenitors or disciples.

Examining three successive moments of naturalism allows underlying
premises to be distinguished from shifting technique and sensibility. Thus
to explicate the 1930s requires knowledge of the other two moments, for
each shares the photographic imperative. The ‘photographer’ assumes that
he faces a coherent subject and must perform as a mere lens, even though he
himself is part of the subject portrayed. In all three periods writers vow to
report without distortion or preconception and perform a ‘visually’ mimetic
act. Their critical verbs are see, examine, discern and portray. They propose
to cancel the reader’s role as interpreter by connecting the reader directly to
the evidence. Science and literature merge in a linear vision. Comparing the
three moments of naturalism, however, reveals that three disparate political
diagnoses have been smuggled in under the pretense of objectivity. In the

74 Emir Rodriguez Monegal, ‘Lo real y lo maravilloso en E/ reino de este munds', in Klaus Miiller-Bergh
(ed.), Asedios @ Carpentier (Santiago, Chile, 1972), pp. 101-32; Roberto Gonzilez Echevarria, Alejo
Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home (Ithaca, N.Y., 1977), ch. 2.

73 Flora Siissekind, Tal Brasil, qual romance? (Rio de Janeiro, 1984).
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1880s the things that are ‘seen’ yield a deterministic view of biological
heredity and a presumption against socialism as a political remedy. In the
1930s they dismiss heredity, posit social dialectic and predict structural
change or revolution. In the 1970s our informant is no longer the white-
coated physician of the early period nor the decadent patriarchal heir of the
middle one but the heroic, marginalized news reporter with his hopes
pinned to democratic insurgence via denunciation.

While remaining faithful to direct reportage and the quest for national-
ity, the regionalist novels of the 1930s, especially the novels of the northeast
(Jotge Amado, José Lins do Rego, and with qualifications, Graciliano
Ramos), abandon the pathology of individuals in favour of the fortunes of
economic enterprises. Interest rurns from individuals and their genes to the
self-made man and his manipulation of factors of production. Titles that
once identified persons (Bom crioulo, A normalista) now feature crops and
enterprises (Cacao, Usina, Sao Bernardo). Romans-fleuves are favoured for
handling inter-generational socio-economic forces, while ‘cycles’ of novels
echo the economists’ new cyclical version of Brazil’s economic development.
The nostalgic sociologist Gilberto Freyre and the Marxist economic histo-
rian Caio Prado Junior (scion of Paulista entrepreneurs) both published
influential works in the 1930s — Casz Grande ¢ Senzala (Eng. trans. The
Masters and the Slaves) and Formagao do Brasil Contemporéneo, Colénia (Eng.
trans. The Colonial Background of Modern Brazil) respectively — that gave
academic support for the transition from the patriarchal fazenda to the
industrial #sina that the novelists identified (see below).

From the three successive episodes — the 1880s/90s, the 1930s and the
1970s — the limits and confusions of Brazilian naturalism become clear.
“Tal Brasil, tal romance’ contains a fatal ambivalence. Does naturalism
truly enjoin unmediated replication of Brazil? Or does it, unlike open-
ended realism, imply replication and imposition of Zola, European litera-
ture, or Western science? Does it reproduce a recognized foreign model or
an unrecognized Brazil? If we assume that the nacuralist intenction is to
replicate Brazil, we must ask whether Brazil is truly unitary or whether it
is fractured by race, class, power, wealth and group outlooks, as indeed
Euclides da Cunha found it to be. Naturalism admittedly draws energy
from these divisions and is far from the genre of static national-character
portraiture. Where it finds ‘unity’ is in a future condition (aryanization,
economic development, revolution, ot democratic consensus) and in the
patterned forces at work to produce it. Naturalism finds redemption over
the generations in precisely those fractures within its own diagnosis that
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yield spiralling self-correction and fresh openings instead of circularity and
frozen identity. In each period, moreover, an occasional writer, classed as a
naturalist on formal grounds, makes a private breakthrough to broader
currents of sensibility. The obvious case in the 1930s is Graciliano Ramos,
who called his diverse writings an unfolding series rather than a cycle, who
was not driven to anchor his writerly instincts in documentary form, who
refused to taxonomize his fictional characters, and who never sacrificed his
art to political circumstance.

The Search for Causality: Mavidtegui, Price-Mars, Pradp

The term ‘identity essay’ usually implies compact, eclectic, interpretive
texts that characterize aspects of a people’s history and outlook.? It may
further imply a piece of writing that is opinionated, impressionistic,
aphoristic, or simply an exercise in literary charm. From the proper pen,
however, one essay is more persuasive than a treatise. Octavio Paz in-
stances Ortega y Gasset, whom he calls a true essayist, perhaps the best in
Spanish and master of a genre that resists easy synopsis. The example is
apropos because Ortega’s probings into Hispanic identity were a beacon
for New World essayists of the 1920s, 1930s and beyond. The essayist,
writes Paz, needs the art of suspension points. When he becomes categori-
cal, as Ortega often does, he must add a pinch of salt. He does not
systematize but explores. His prose flows fresh, never in a straight chan-
nel, always equidistant from the treatise and the aphorism, two forms of
congealment. The essayist should bring us treasures and trophies but
never a map. He does not colonize, he discovers.?

The essayists to be discussed here, successors in a sense to the
pensadores, were freer than their forerunners to challenge the social out-
look and political convictions of elites and less encumbered in making
overtures to modernized philosophy and social science. Moreover, all were
in various ways responsive to the modernist climate in literature and the
arts, which helped season the new social sciences with expressive concerns.
In fact, it is precisely the blend of instrumental and expressive orientations

76 For the Spanish American essay: Stabb, In Quest of Identity; Peter Earle and Robert Mead, Historia
del essayo hispanoamericano (Mexico, D.F., 1973). In O cardter nacional brasileiro, 4th ed. (Sio Paulo,
1983) Dante Moreira Leite examines national character in Brazilian writings using social-science
rather than literary criteria.

77 Qctavio Paz, ‘José Ortega y Gasset: el c6mo y el para qué’, in Hombres en su siglo (Barcelona, 1984),

pp- 97-110.
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(ot to use José Lezama Lima’s more elegant pairing: the search for causality
versus search for imaginative or mythic form) that guides the three group-
ings offered.

First comes a trio of differing ages though each published his most
famous book in the same year, 1928. They are: José Carlos Mariategui
(Peru, 1894-1930), Jean Price-Mars (Haiti, 1876—1969), and Paulo
Prado (Brazil, 1869—1943). All three started with a view of countries
whose beginnings had been exploitative and sanguinary and whose ‘eman-
cipatory’ nineteenth century had been largely a mirage. Their nations were
not yet nations. They shared an evolutionary view of history but feeling
that their own societies were blocked at inception by the incongruent
forces unleashed by European conquest. They therefore look to problems
and causes, urging more productive, egalitarian societies equipped to
rejoin history. While each writer had comparable diagnostic intentions,
they identified central blockages differently for each country. Maridtegui
found his central target in Peru’s economic exploitation and the land
question, Price-Mars in Haiti’s racial intolerance, and Prado in the abulia
or, in the medieval term, ‘spiritual dryness’ of all classes of Brazilians.

Both Maridtegui and Price-Mars achieved their reputations with books
of seven essays: Siete ensayos de interpretacién de la realidad pernana and Ainsi
parla l'oncle.’® Both helped to launch, or were later invoked by, interna-
tional movements, respectively Third World Marxism and negritude,
although as the latter movement took shape, Price-Mars hoped that Black
people would be absorbed to, not differentiated within, mankind. Thus he
argued the assimilation of Haitians to the human condition while Ma-
ridtegui demonstrated the peculiar historical conditioning of Andean
America. The paradox was that Price-Mars required cultural specificity to
clinch his universalist argument, while Maridtegui invoked universal prin-
ciples to show the uniqueness of his case.

When their books appeared Price-Mars, a generation older than Ma-
ridtegui, was a pillar of the Haitian establishment. A physician, former
inspector general of public instruction, and minister to Paris, he had
published an indictment of the Haitian elite (La vocation de l'élite, 1919)
for having provoked the U.S. occupation of 1915 and for being guilty of

78 José Carlos Maridtegui, Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality, trans. Marjory Urquidi (Austin,
Tex., 1971); see also Jests Chavarria, José Carlos Maridtegui and the Rise of Modern Peru, 1890—1930
(Albuquerque, 1979); José Aricé (ed.), Maridtegui y los origenes del Marxismo latinoamericano, 2nd ed.
(Mexico, D.F., 1980). Jean Price-Mars, So Spoke the Uncle, trans. Magdalin W. Shannon (Washing-
ton, D.C., 1983); see also Jacques C. Antoine, Jean Price-Mars and Haiti (Washington, D.C.,
1981); Témoignages sur la vie et l'oeuvre du Dr. Jean Price Mars 1876~1956 (Port-au-Prince, 1956).
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bovarysme collectif at a time when Maridtegui, at the threshold of his ‘radical-
ization’, had been reporting the doings of Lima’s high society under the
sobriquet ‘Juan Croniqueur’. The latter’s political activity and his Euro-
pean interlude would scon form his socialist explanation of why the Peru-
vian elite had not, in four centuries, assumed its appointed economic
function. Price-Mars had attributed his country’s woes to the ‘puerile
vanity’ of his elitist peers in promoting the ‘rancid’ idea that ‘the Gauls are
our ancestors’. As for his country’s heritage, he wrote, ‘eight-tenths of it is
a gift from Africa’. For Peru, Maridtegui came to see the ‘Indian problem’
as a false issue.

Born to an impoverished family, crippled in childhood and forced to
work at fourteen, Maridtegui knew the belly of the Peruvian monster, and
during his European exile (1919—23) he moved into the larger belly of the
Western one. The secret of his intellectual prise lies in his Italian sojourn.
He had arrived thinking of Marxism as ‘confused, heavy, and cold’; only in
Italy did he have the ‘revelation’. A clue to the fragmentation of his
opinions in Europe is his fascination with modernist art. Surrealism par-
ticularly intrigued him for splintering the solid bourgeois world to expose
its meretricious ideals.

Maridtegui’s changed outlook owed much to the vitalist Marxism that
he absorbed under Croce, whose denial that Marxism had laid bare the
iron laws of history inspired the young Peruvian; for Croce, Marxism was
persuasive as praxis but not as science. Maridtegui then proceeded to
Croce’s own teacher, Labriola; to Sorel and Pareto; and to Marxist sympa-
thizers like Gramsci, Gobetti and the Russian revolutionaries. Post-war
socialist journals and congresses steered Maridtegui toward revolutionary
communism rather than revisionism. His choice was braced by the fascist
march on Rome (1922), which symbolized for him the political bank-
ruptcy of capitalism and recalled the atticudes of South American elites.
The task, he saw, was no longer to ‘catch up’ with Europe but to expose
the crepuscular spirit of bourgeois life and to embrace the cause of e/ hombre
matinal, of peoples receptive to a ‘multitudinous myth’ wherever it could
be found.

Maridtegui thus questioned whether Peru had really experienced a na-
tional history as a sequential transcending of stages. What aggravated the
problem was that ‘progressive’ spokesmen construed the unassimilability
of the vast indigenous population as a challenge for educational policy,
humanitarianism, or ‘human rights’. By suspending the ethnic definition
of the ‘Indian problem’ he linked it directly to the ‘land question’, shifting
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it from a problem of tutelage to a revolutionary agenda. The solution did
not lie, he fele, in a mystical ‘Zionism’ of servile races, Indian or black.
Although Indian militants might win leadership over their fellows, an
autonomous Indian state would not be a classless society but one with all
the contradictions of a bourgeois state. Only the struggle of Indians,
workers and peasants, he wrote, allied with the mestizo and white proletar-
iat against the feudal, capitalist regime could permit the unfolding of
indigenous racial characteristics, and institutions with collective tenden-
cies. This might eventually unite Indians of different countries across
present boundaries that divided ancient racial groups and lead to political
autonomy for their race. Meanwhile, as long as vindication of the Indian is
kept on a philosophical or cultural plane, he felt, or idly discussed in the
pseudo-idealistic verbiage of a liberal bourgeois education, the economic
base of the problem would be disguised.

The starting point of Price-Mars was not the ‘land question’, for impov-
erished though the Haitian masses might be, the country had experienced
its ‘agrarian revolution’ with the expulsion of the French and become a
nation of peasants. The economic issue was not land but fiscal and social
exploitation and cultural oppression. Ainsi parla U'oncle opens with che
question, ‘“What is folklore?’. For Price-Mars the term ‘folklore’ (coined in
1846) had less innocuous connotations than it may for modern readers; for
him it referred to the realm of belief, not to exotic practices and colorful
artifacts. His insistence on folklore reflected his conviction that the root
cause of Haitian stagnation was that its heritage was a broken mirror
yielding a ‘reduced image of human nature’. His argument responded in
part to the cultural nationalism provoked by the U.S. occupation, but in
larger measure to the general Western view, shared by the Haitian elite,
that African and Afro-American culture was primitive and barbarous.
Ainsi parla l'oncle was in part occasioned by Price-Mars’s 1915 encounter in
Paris with Gustave Le Bon, whose books had for years influenced Latin
American intellectuals who deplored race mixing. Price-Mars took him to
task and Le Bon challenged him to write the book. For Maridtegui not
only did the ethnic argument offer no foothold for political diagnosis but,
when it came to the Afro-Peruvian, he felt he had brought fetishistic
sensualism to Catholic worship, ‘exuding from every pore the primitivism
of his African tribe’, while he corrupted the Indians with his ‘false servility
and exhibitionist, morbid psychology’.

For Price-Mars, Haitian rehabilitation must find its ethnic premise.
Because the elite ‘donned the old frock of Western civilization’ after 1804,
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ignoring or suppressing the African transplants and syncretisms of the
people, Price-Mars accused them of denying their country the binding
force of shared symbolism so conspicuous in the Greco-Roman world and
in modern Africa. Hence the importance of Haitian creole, that promised
to be the vehicle for a national literature. Or of voodoo — ridiculed by
sensationalist travellers as fetishism or even cannibalism — which Price-
Mars defended as a religion that reached no less mystical heights than did
Christianity. Language and faith betokened a new social form arising from
confused mores and beliefs. At the moment it was a mere chrysalis, yet to
which ‘philosophers and brave men pay heed’. Price-Mars traced Haitian
culture to the highest African civilizations. If one were to compare Afri-
cans with Europeans and Americans, he wrote, one would not find the
former to be the closest to barbarism or the farthest from a higher social
ideal. Maridtegui, in all the sufferings of his short life, perhaps never
experienced the humiliation of Price-Mars when, as a Black intellectual
heading the Haitian mission to the St Louis World’s Fair of 1904, he
visited the Deep South of the United States. Ainsi paria I'oncle expresses
visceral emotion in closing with the ancient adage: ‘There is nothing ugly
in the house of my father.’

Mariategui and Price-Mars built from reputable contemporary sources:
neo-Marxist thought and racial anthropology respectively. The inspiration
for Paulo Prado’s Retrato do Brasil, ensaio sobre a tristeza brasileira?® (Portrait
of Brazil, Essay on Brazilian Sadness), the third of the 1928 landmarks, is
more diffuse. Scion of a Paulista family of planters, politicians, and entre-
preneurs, Prado was drawn to life in Europe and exhibited, contemporar-
ies remarked, traits of dilettantism and neurasthenia. He won credentials
as a historian, however, under the tutelage of Joio Capistrano de Abreu
and was a discerning patron of Sao Paulo’s vanguardist movement of 1922.
Prado’s Portrait of Brazil reveals little of the modernity of Maridtegui and
Price-Mars and little of the modernism of the Paulista avant-garde. His
text requires two readings, both linking it to less fashionable modes of
enquiry. On the firse, it shows affinity to late-positivist essays that de-
plored the anaemia and languor of mixed-race populations. A closer read-
ing brings to light a more venerable, Catholic frame of reference.

The first chapter, ‘Luxiria’ (lust), describes tropical seductiveness and
scenes of ‘pure animality’. Documents told Prado that one-third or more of
79 Paulo Prado, Retrato do Brasil, sth ed. (S3o Paulo, 1944). Darrell E. Levi gives a family history in

The Prados of Sao Paulo, Brazil: An Elite Family and Social Change, 1840—1930 (Athens, Ga, 1987),
esp. pp. 130—37 for Paulo.
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the cases brought to the Holy Office in Bahia in 1591—2 featured shame-
less sins of ‘sexual hyperesthesia’. The second chapter addresses the more
tyrannical passion of ‘Cobiga’ (covetousness). Here Prado evokes visions of
El Dorado and Potosi that ‘volatilized’ the social instincts and anarchic
individualism of deportees, castaways and mutineers. Emblematic were
the bandeirantes, he felt, whose energy and ambition lacked mental or
moral basis. ‘“What wealth, holy Lotd, is that’ — in Prado’s quote from
Pombal — ‘whose possession brings on the ruin of the State?’

The third chapter, ‘Tristeza’ (sadness), is the hinge of the book and will
detain us again later. It opens with the classic contrast of the morally
hygienic spirit of the New England and Virginia colonists with the des-
potic, demoralized life of the Portuguese in Brazil. Sexual excess (post
coitum animal triste) and the mirage of easy wealth stamped the Brazilian
psyche with abulia and melancholia. A chapter on Romanticism claims
that in the era of independence Brazil's ‘sickness’ was displaced to the new
ruling and intellectual classes as a pathological mal roméntico that found
central loci in the new law schools of Recife and Sao Paulo. In Europe,
Prado felt, romanticism was a passing fashion, while in Brazil it created
tristeza by its ‘concern with human misery, the contingency of events, and
above all . . . the desire for happiness in an imaginary world’. In a ‘Post-
scriptum’ Prado confesses that he disregarded the bovarysme of Sao Paulo (a
key term for Price-Mars as well) and composed his book (in contrast to
Mariitegui) as an impressionist version of the forces of history without
cubic masses of data and chronology. Only mental images were to remain.
His national history was rooted not in the ubiquitous racial conflict of the
Americas but in the intimacy of miscegenation. While denying Gobi-
neau’s presumption of racial inequality, however, he saw the ‘hybrid
vigour’ of race-crossing as limited to the early generations.® The closing
off of social opportunities condemned the population to somatic deficiency
and congenital indolence — qualities that, ironically, preserved the unity
of Brazil’s vast territory. For the four republican decades after 1889, Prado
concludes, politicians had danced on this bloated and atrophied body. The
two solutions he envisioned were war, which might bring a ‘providential
hero’, or revolution, which might banish the chimeras of the colonial past.

Thus far Prado’s argument has been presented ad literam. What follows
is perhaps a reading more adequate to the text and to the author’s subja-
cent intentions. We may start by comparing the first sentence of Prado’s

8 See Georges Raeders, O inimigo cordial do Brasil: o Conde de Gobineau no Brasil (Sio Paulo, 1988).
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book with that of Maridtegui’s Siete ensayos (which affirms that the schism
in Peruvian history is best seen as economic, thus demolishing at a stroke
the specious indigenismo of the elite) and with Price-Mars’s Ainsi parla
Loncle (whose “What is Folklore?’ was to be answered by a critical inventory
of Haitian oral traditions, legends, songs, riddles, customs, ceremonies
and beliefs — thus ripping off the masque blanc from the peau noire long
before the terms were coined). Here is Paulo Prado’s initial sentence: ‘In a
radiant land lives a sad people.’ First, note that he speaks of ‘a sad people’
and not ‘three sad races’, the phrase from the Brazilian poet Olavo Bilac
used as a title of a book on racial identity and national consensus in
Brazilian literature by the U.S. literary historian of Brazil, David
Haberly.8' Prado sees Brazil not as an ethnic mosaic but as a nation that
collectively experiences, as we have noted, a state of spiritual dryness.
Second, Prado's sentence implicitly refers us to the first salvo of Rousseau's
Social Contract: 'Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains.’
Rousseau addressed a state of external oppression, Prado a state of soul.
From these clues we recognize that Prado’s first two chapters, ‘Lust’ and
‘Covetousness’ — two of the deadly sins — point toward theological and
moral issues that transcend the fixation of commentators on genes, race,
heredity, sanitation and scientific determinism.

As the book’s subtitle indicates, Prado’s third chapter, ‘Sadness’, is his
pivot. Sadness does not figure in the modern repertory of the seven capital
sins; its nearest equivalent is sloth. Yet the genealogy of sloth shows that it
merges with medieval acedia, which once counted as a ‘deadly’ sin and
included both mental or spiritual states (listlessness, loathing, slackness of
mind) and qualities of behaviour (torpor, negligence, idleness).82 By the
late Middle Ages, with the spread of moral theology to the common folk,
acedia lost its theological force, yielding primacy in the roster of capital
vices to sloth and to an emphasis on ‘external’ manifestations of indolence.
By the time of the Renaissance, acedia and its theological component of
tristitia were secularized under the atmospheric term ‘melancholy’.

Prado’s attempt to recover the moral premises of Brazil’s Catholic soci-
ety, inspired by his reading of sixteenth-century Inquisition documents,
was part of a project of fellow Paulista modernists who had recognized the
significance for Brazil of Europe’s transition from the late Middle Ages to

8! David T. Haberly, Three Sad Races: Racial ldentity and National Consciousness in Brazilian Literature
(Cambridge, Eng., 1983).

82 See Siegfried Wenzel, The Sin of Sloth: Acedia in Medieval Thought and Literature (Chapel Hill, N.C.,
1967), pp. 60—63, 164—5 for 'spiritual dryness’.
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early modernity. The difference was that while Prado sought, perhaps
subconsciously, the medieval therapy for tristitia, his younger cohorts
Mirio de Andrade and Oswald de Andrade looked ahead to Montaigne,
Rabelais and a Renaissance therapy. Prado, that is, held to tristitia as a
theological, ‘internal’ aspect of acedia while Mério and Oswald addressed
‘external’ or behavioural aspects. Thus Mirio adopted the Portuguese word
preguica (from the Latin pigritia) or ‘indolence’ to designate a Brazilian lack
of firm character or aptitude for modern, disciplined life, but also praised
it as idleness propitious for cultivating the arts and as a tropical antidote
to a technified, consumerized society.83 Oswald gave an even more posi-
tive accent to dcio (‘leisure’, from the Latin otium), stressing its denials in
the forms of negécio (‘business’, from nec-otium or not-leisure) and sacerdécio
(from sacerdotium or ‘priesthood’). Oswald’s ‘way out’ was the transition
from technical to natural life, or from civilization to culture.84

Paulo Prado’s ‘way out’ returns us to historical origins and to the
corrective for acedia. His therapy was perhaps confusedly expressed. But
surely it prefigures the contribution of his compatriot Paulo Freire, whose
conscientization would, a generation later, challenge the passive tristitia of
the people with psychological and even theological empowerment, present-
ing a culturally and sociologically rooted version of ‘education’ in contrast
to the utilitarian and manipulative ‘schooling’ of the industrial West.
Freire’s starting point was surely one sad people, not three sad races.

Balancing Myth and Evidence (1): Martinez Estrada, Paz, Ortiz,
Gonzalez

The next group of four essayists (who have, or had, many other literary
roles) entertain hopes for their homelands comparable to those of the first
group but are driven less to cope or remake than to contemplate the self-
givenness of identity itself. Identity becomes as much a processual struc-
ture as a goal. Two of the writers, Ezequiel Martinez Estrada (Argentina,
1895-1964) and Octavio Paz (Mexico, 1914— ), display rich literary,
philosophic and historical understandings, and a prose that leads them on
voyages of interior discovery and to private acts of communion. No less
83 Mirio de Andrade, ‘A divina preguiga’ (1918), in M. R. Batista et al., Brasil: I° tempo modernista ~

1917/29 (Sio Paulo, 1972), pp. 181—3. Mério’s Macunaima was published in 1928, the year of the

three books under discussion. The first utterance of the hero as a tot appears on the first page as "Ai!

que preguiga!’ — ‘Ay, what laziness!” or ‘Aw, what a drag!’
8 Oswald de Andrade, Do Pau-Brasil & antropofagia e as wtopias (Rio de Janeiro, 1972), pp. 157—64.
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than Paz’s Mexican pilgrimage, Martinez Estrada’s Argentine X-ray draws
him into a labyrinth of solitude. Fernando Ortiz (Cuba, 1881—-1969) and
José Luis Gonzilez (Dominican Republic, b.1926) are more sociable
guides (as befits Antilleans). They welcome us to the tour, point out the
everyday environment of objects, vegetation, crops and people of diverse
colours and professions. But as these objects or persons take on symbolic or
mythic force we see patterned dimensions and movements that had es-
caped us. Here as in the labyrinths lie mysteries. Cuba’s two main export
crops take on the persona of a man and woman; the zjiaco or stew pot
becomes a symbol of Cuba and a four-storeyed house the image of Puerto
Rico: or we suddenly discover that the voices of a very modern Cuba are
implicated in meanings, still audible, of a fourteenth-century Spanish
poet. Problems and causes and certainly ‘solutions’ are more evident on
these sunny isles than in the labyrinths of solitude. But as we squint into
the sunlight we sense a move from linear to recurrent time.

In 1933 the Argentine poet Ezequiel Martinez Estrada published Rea-
diografia de la pampa, claiming new territory for the identity essay.® Here
the Indo- and Afro-American components of society were absorbed or
inconspicuous; they could not, as in Peru or Haiti, dictate agendas for
national therapy, such as agrarian reform or racial tolerance. Indeed, for
several decades Argentina had seemed to be solving the chronic regional
problems of poverty, social oppression and educational neglect. It was
reckoned as prosperous, modern, or in a later term, developed. Yet by the
1920s premonitions were afloat in cosmopolitan Buenos Aires, as seen in
the discussion of Borges and Arlt. For Martinez Estrada, who had pub-
lished six books of poetry by 1929, the calamitous political and economic
events of 1929—32 forced him from evocations to diagnosis. Yet even
though Argentina might be moving toward exclusion from the club of
Western nations, neither was it germinating an exotic identity as an
arrested enclave. Martinez Estrada had come to see Argentine history to be
static and not evolutionary and to feel that the country had never come to
terms with chat history nor even with its prehistory (‘the Pleistocene still
held fully sway’). At the same time he felt that Nietzsche, the voice for a
new civilization in the West, spoke directly to Argentine society with his
notions of collective resentment, will to power, and society’s fear of the
individual.

85 EzequielMartinezEstrada, X-Ray of the Pampa, trans. Alain Swietlicki (Austin, Tex., 1971). See Peter
G. Earle, Prophet in the Wilderness. The Works of Ezequiel Martinez Estrada (Austin, Tex., 1971).
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To translate Nietzschean premonitions for the Argentine secting Marti-
nez Estrada turned to domestic history and to those who could help him read
it.86 Important cues came from the French-born, humanely sceptic director
of the National Library Paul Groussac. For a year and a half the poet browsed
through some 400 books but accumulating them as lived experience, not as
data. Later he would devote strategic volumes to three Argentines whose
lives and writings he found emblematic: Sarmiento, José Hernidndez and W.
H. Hudson. This trio was balanced by three Europeans who taught him to
interpret collective life: Spengler by his symbolic readings, the Freud of
Totem and Tabu as a diagnostician of tumult in the social psyche, and
Simmel, whose Sociology was his ‘control book’ for the configurationist
method. Another European mentor — perhaps even more important than
these three, for Martinez Estrada devoted a 9oo-page book to him — was
Balzac, who saw history as the morphology of the facts and learned, as
Martinez Estrada would later do, from J. K. Lavater (1741—1801), a Swiss
poet, mystic, physiognomist, and influence on Stendhal who claimed to
divine the soul’s imprint on the human face.

In his commemorative interview Martinez Estrada provided ‘exegeses’
of the six parts of his book. The first deals with Trapalanda, the Indians’
promised land that became the Argentines’ illusory, ‘impossible’ country
from the conquest to the present. The deceived intruder invents a false
Arcadia to expunge the traces of his failure. ‘He wants what he has not and
wants it as what was denied.’ Part two is a study in solitude, a term that
harks back to the soledades of classic Spanish poetry. Martinez Estrada feels
solitude to emanate from space and time: from space because here was a
‘ “new” world petrified in its fossils, savagery, panoramas of an astral
scale’, and villages strewn like aerolites; and an emanation from time
because here time worked in reverse in that Spain’s mission was to conquer
a relic, the emblematic sepulchre of Christ, rather than to confer life on a
new world. In 1500 the Spaniards reverted to existence as of the year 700.
The German, Gallic, Italian and Saxon peoples saw them sclerotic and
rupestrine, a true ‘American’ people because no other race was so qualified
for maintaining the primordial barbarism of America.

In 1950 Octavio Paz closed his Labyrinth of Solitude with a ‘dialectic of
solitude’: the ‘nostalgic longing for the body from which we were cast
out’, an evocation of purification rites, spiritual combat and finally grace

8 See Martinez Estrada’s reflections on the silver anniversary of Radiografia in his Leer y escribir
(Mexico, D.F., 1969), pp. 131-6.
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or communion. Martinez Estrada’s ‘solitude’ lacks this theological accent
and refers to dismemberment by isolation and the chimerical boundaries of
empire. America for him was without historicity. Unlike Napoleon on
Saint Helena, its caudillos could not record the history they had made but
wrote only autobiographies. Common to both Argentine and Mexican
solitudes was passivity or disillusionment before history. In Children of the
Mire Paz contrasts the Spanish with a ‘modern’ poet, to remind us that the
aesthetic revolution of Géngora’s Soledades reflected his refusal of com-
merce, industry and the conquest of America. GoOngora reorients poetry
because be cannot change life. Rimbaud’s poetry, on the other hand, spills
over into action. His verbal alchemy urges human nature to ‘multiply the
furure’. He aims to provoke new psychic states (teligions, drugs), liberate
nations (revolutions), transform erotic relations, throw a bridge to utopia.
Rimbaud changes poetry so as to change human nature.8

The third part of X-Ray deals with ‘primitive forces’, divisible into
telluric, mechanical and psychic. To a degree Martinez Estrada sees them
as energies that for Sarmiento produced the face-off between barbarity and
civilization. He admired his mentor’s telluric sense of the scout and trail
guide of the pampas but failed to share his conviction that encroachment
by the state brought tidings of civilization. For Martinez Estrada civiliza-
tion and barbarity were centrifugal and centripetal forces in equilibrium.
Barbarity found refuge in the new regime to await its opportunities during
economic crisis or episodes of ruffianism. Europe’s troops, ships, diplo-
mats and gold were impotent against Rosas but all-powerful against
Sarmiento and the new presidents. The nationality that Rosas achieved
with land the new presidents built with bricks and iron. Gauchos became
day labourers and public life was formally organized; but the nation did
not exist. The telluric provinces of the caudillos became suburbs of the
national capital. As the sum of public powers the state became the arsenal
of violent impulses retired from circulation. It kept huge armies of employ-
ees and soldiers, producing university graduates like paper money —
without control or solvency. The strength of the state lay in its having
weakened all else. The country became a dumping ground for the detritus
of civilization: telephones and journalism, cars and movies, books and
textiles. Man, a passive vegetable, confronts a world of objects that is
born, multiplies and dies.

87 Qctavio Paz, Children of the Mire, trans. Rachel Phillips (Cambridge, Mass., 1974), p. 113. Paz
rehearsed his treatment of solitude in ‘Poesia de soledad y poesia de comunién’ (E/ Hijo Prédigo,
1943) reprinted in his Primeras letras (1931-1943) (Mexico, D.F., 1988), pp. 291-303.
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For its author Buenos Aires, successor to metropolitan Spain, was the
book’s keystone: the enemy in the house who devours, subverts, corrupts.
Here and in La cabeza de Goliat (1940) he portrays Buenos Aires as Argen-
tina’s oneiric fantasy that became the capital not of the nation but only of
itself, like the teratological creature that does not live for the species.
Originally caudillos divided the land around cabildos as points of control
and settlement. Later the railroads divided it into tariff zones, not to
create a circulatory system but to irrigate a phantasmal body. For
Portefios, who felt they lived on Europe’s periphery, to look at their
‘interior’ or heartland meant not the pampas but Europe. Argentine rail-
way cars placed in motion from London were pounds sterling producing
pounds sterling, not vehicles producing wealth.

Such musings led Martinez Estrada to adopt ‘pseudo-structures’ for
diagnosing the national malady. These he saw as false forms not in accord
with environment, life, or national mission. Lacking inborn instincts
Argentines took on a borrowed crust. Thus, religion became a formula and
not a faith, a private belief and not a social force, a public cult and not a
source of freedom. Or, if laws are not inscribed on a people’s soul, a state
based on force of law is a false one. Or, Argentina adopted cars and planes
merely for touring with no constructive function; they became problems,
not solutions. Or, some countries ‘make history, some live it, and others
falsify it; we write it’. Or, Argentine women now appear worldly with
their short hair, exposed thighs and pencilled eyes; yet beyond the aphrodi-
siac shell lies an incorruptible vestal. And finally, the tango could not
escape the author: a narcotic performance bereft of flirtation, resistance
and possession, and emptied of directing will.

The device of pseudo-structures goes beyond familiar explanations of
evolutionary blockage or mimesis on the periphery. It aims toward psychol-
ogy and therapy, that is, toward converting the immediate objects, charac-
ters, and mise-en-scéne dear to historians, essayists and anthropologists into
symbolic markers. Thus while the book appears on the surface to be
steeped in minutiae of national culture, it is indeed an X-ray that lights
up common structures. As the author put it, one consults the radiologist,
not the photographer, when the problem is glandular, not cutaneous.
Instead, then, of treating Argentina as a breakaway success story, he
absorbed it into a common American histoty. There was, he surmised, an
‘ethnic, somatic and mental South American commonality that lends a
similar atmosphere to half a continent’. Nothing binds these nations,
which share no high ideals of confraternity. The supremacy of nature over
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the inhabitants and of environment over will isolates human events, forc-
ing them to float unrelated in a halo of irresponsibility. The southern
countries submit to northern centres of economic energy ruled by the
unknown lender and calibrated to profit, not public need. South America
served as Europe’s suburban real estate: ‘we are all defending the owner’s
possessions while intoxicating ourselves with the clandestine liquors he
sends us: gold, magazines, movies, weapons’. A generation later ‘depen-
dency theory’ would be removed from the cultural armature where Marti-
nez Estrada had placed it, causing appreciable restriction of its cognitive
scope.

X-Ray delivered a powerful message to the next Argentine generation as
instanced in a tribute by H. A. Murena, who in 1954 praised it as the
‘exact and dramatic description of the illness by the patient himself’, who
as a physician relates without concessions the genesis, growth and progno-
sis of a cancer in his own body. Placing Martinez Estrada in the company
of three other prophetic Argentine writers (Borges, Mallea and Leopoldo
Marechal), Murena accords him the extra tribute of heralding the rise of a
new conscience in the Americas at large.®® At the end of his life (he died
embittered in 1964) Martinez Estrada, released from a bleak job in the
post office, tested his hemispheric vocation (1959—62) by giving seminars
on Latin America at the National University of Mexico and spending two
years in Cuba, where he composed a lengthy study of Marti as a revolution-
ary but where, despite his admiration for Fidel Castro, he was never
invited to meet him.

Save perhaps for Maridtegui’s Seven Essays the best known Latin Ameri-
can essay in the twentieth century may well be Octavio Paz’s ‘E/ labirinto
de la soledad , published in 1950 and revised in 1959. The Labyrinth of
Solitude has similarities to X-Ray (for one thing both authors were poets),
although Paz stated in an interview of 1975 that he had not yet read X-
Ray in 1950.89 An explicit link is their Nietzschean inspiration. Martinez
Estrada was influenced by his theory of collective resentment, as discussed
above, while Paz claimed he could not have written The Labyrinth of
Solitude without Nietzsche’s guidance, especially The Genealogy of Morals.
‘Nietzsche taught me to see what was behind words like virtue, goodness,

8 H. A. Murena, ‘La lecci6n a los desposeidos: Martinez Estrada’, in E/ pecado original de América, 20d
ed. (Buenos Aires, 1965), pp. 95—119.

8 The expanded edition of the English translation, The Labyrinth of Solitude (New York, 198s),
contains three complementary writings and one interview by Paz: ‘The Other Mexico’, ‘Return to
the Labyrinth of Solitude’, ‘Mexico and the United States’, and “The Philanthropic Ogre’ (trans. L.
Kemp, Y. Miles and R. P. Belash). The reference to Martinez Estrada is on p. 331.
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evil. He guided me in exploring the Mexican idiom: If words are masks,
what is behind them?'9° More broadly, both authors drew deeply from
history, philosophy, sociology and literature. On the matter of history,
Martinez Estrada felt that Spain at the conquest reverted to an early
medieval phase that gave it no purchase for taming the American environ-
ment, whereas Paz reminded readers that Spain was not simply a caste-
ridden society but had adopted a universalist tradition before the Counter
Reformation, synthesizing the strands at least in the realm of art. As for
literature, the lesson of Balzac was critical for Martinez Estrada while Paz,
who used poets widely, gave a sketch of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz as an
emblematic figure that would eventually inform his masterful Sor Juana or,
The Traps of Faith (1982). Both men were fully cognizant of psychology,
Martinez Estrada as an admirer of Freud's Totem and Tabu and Paz as a
critical reader of the Mexican philosopher Samuel Ramos, who in 1934
had published an influential study of Adlerian derivation to explain the
Mexican ‘inferiority complex’ and the Frenchification of Mexican elite
culture. Ramos, Paz declared, ‘dwells on psychology; in my case psychol-
ogy is but a way of reaching moral and historical criticism’.9’

As discussed earlier, Martinez Estrada and Paz both gave prominence to
the solitude theme with its implications of expulsion and pilgrimage. Paz
develops it with reference to the myth of the Fisher King — as found in Sir
James Frazer and in T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land — and to the search for grace
through jungles, deserts, or underground mazes. While Martinez Estrada
exempts ‘Saxon’ Americans from this ordeal — for they defied and con-
quered environment — Paz finds all Americans to be prisoners of solitude.
‘If the solitude of the Mexican is like a stagnant pool’, he writes, ‘that of
the North American is like a mirror. We have ceased to be living springs
of water.” A dimension available to the Mexican and not to the Argentine
was Aztec civilization. In Mexico Paz feels, ‘the ancient beliefs and cus-
toms are still in existence beneath Western forms’. Modern man, he
observes, was exiled from eternity, where all times are one, to chronomet-
ric time that lacks all parcicularity. The Mexican fiesta, whether Indian or
Catholic, suspends clock and calendar time for a moment so as to repro-
duce an event, not celebrate it. Myth permits man to emerge from soli-
tude and rejoin creation. In Mexico, myth reappears in human acts and

% Earle, Prophes, pp. 106—9; Paz, Labyrinth, p. 351.

9! Samuel Ramos, Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico, trans. Peter G. Earle (New York, 1963); Paz,
Labyrinth, pp. 330~32. For Ramos and his antecedents, see Henry C. Schmidt, The Roots of Lo
Mexicano: Self and Society in Mexican Thought, 1900—1934 (College Station, Tex., 1978).
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intervenes in its history, opening doors of communion. If North Ameri-
cans see the world as something to be perfected, Mexicans see it as
something to be redeemed.

Other parallels might be traced. Martinez Estrada’s pseudo-structures,
meaning a false form over natural environment and declared missions,
correspond to the recurrent masks in Labyrinth that must be torn off if
Mexicans are to live and think in an ‘open’ solitude where transcendence
awaits; they are not simply to reach out to fellows but become ‘contempo-
raries of all mankind’. Or, the two writers shared a similar sense of the
immersion of their lands in the Americas. Martinez Estrada saw Argentina
as still captive of the primitive, telluric forces of the southern Americas
that undermined the futile incursions of civilization from without,
whether Europe or North America. While Paz also feels Mexico to be
symptomatic of Spanish America, his meditation starts by directly compar-
ing Mexico with the United States. He takes the latter not loosely as a
northern industrial country but as a specifically New World country with
a version of solitude that helped him pose questions to ask of Mexico.

These two works move the identity essay from the realm of national
‘problems’, assumed to be curable by enlightened intervention, to a search
for national psyche whose continuous disclosure lies in the inscrutable
realm of historical process.

A book of a style and spitit quite different from the two just examined
is Contrapunteo cubano del tabaco y azdicar published in 1940 by Fernando
Ortiz.9? It contains a general statement of his thesis on the counterpoint of
tobacco and sugar with a lengthy appendix on the ‘ethnography and
transculturation’ of the two crops that expanded with each edition. Again
we have a book that needs two readings. On the first reading, we recog-
nize that the starting point is not Caribbean history conceived as a politi-
cal and cultural invasion of an exotic periphery. Instead, Ortiz features two
crops (one indigenous, one transplanted) that define the native landscape
of every Cuban. He starts with an experienced Cuban ‘reality’ still to be
specified rather than with conflictive impositions upon it. He deduces his
story of Cuba not from ideologies of control and exploitation but from
biotic requirements of two forms of vegetation. Tobacco and sugar are
defined not as the currency of capitalist exchange but as products of Cuban
92 Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint, Tobacco and Sugar (New York, 1970). See Gustavo Pérez

Firmat, The Cuban Condition: Translation and ldentity in Modern Cuban Literature (Cambridge, 1989);

Antonio Benitez-Rojo, The Repeating Island: The Caribbean and the Postmodern Perspective, trans. James
E. Maraniss (Durham, 1992), ch. 4.
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soil that in themselves dictate institutional arrangements and ways of life.
Ortiz builds from the land and its fruits (as did the early Marx and Engels
in the German ldeology), not with human contrivances.

There is, then, a lucid and poetic ingredient in Ortiz’s counterpoint
because it originates in nature and not from maleficent forces. From
germination to human consumption, he observes, tobacco and sugar are
radically opposed. One grows from cuttings, the other from seeds; one is
needed for its stalk, the other for its foliage; sugar is ground for juice,
tobacco is dried out; one is white and odourless, the other dark and
aromatic. This duet rested on a foundation that Maridtegui would have
called economic infrastructure. Ortiz was aware that for tobacco and sugar
the same four factors are present: land, machinery, labour, and money. He
saw the implications of skilled immigrants versus slaves; small holdings
versus plantations; a universal market for tobacco and a single one for
sugar; national sovereignty against colonialism. In short, sugar passed into
distant, corporate, all-powerful hands while tobacco ‘created a middle
class, a free bourgeoisie’ without the extremes of slaves and masters,
proletariat and rich.

Structural-economic determination was not, however, fundamental for
Ortiz. In fact there was perhaps 7o ‘foundation’ to his argument. And here
begins the second reading of Cuban Counterpoint, taking a clue once more
from opening sentences. If Maridtegui dismissed any plane save the eco-
nomic for interpreting the schism caused by the Spanish conquest, Ortiz
drew on a jovial Spanish poet of the Middle Ages, the Archpriest of Hita
(c.1283—c.1350), who personified Carnival and Lent in unforgettable
verses, cleverly imbuing the assertions and rebuttals of their satirical
contest with the ‘ills and benefits that each has conferred on mankind'.
Like Paulo Prado he had recourse to the Iberian tradition. But unlike
Prado, who found clues in persistent ‘sinful’ categories of moral behaviour,
he called to mind the ‘mocking verse’ of the Libro de Buen Amor (1343)
with its Bactle of the Lord Flesh-Season and the Lady Lent serving as his
precedent ‘to personify dark tobacco and “high yellow” sugar.’ Lacking
authority as a poet or priest to conjure up creatures of fantasy, wrote the
disingenuous Ortiz, he had merely set down ‘in drab prose, the amazing
contrasts I have observed in the two agricultural products on which the
economic history of Cuba rests’.93

9 Juan Ruiz (Archpriest of Hita), The Book of True Love, trans. Saralyn R. Daly (bilingual ed.)
(University Park, Pa., 1978).
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In his examination of Ortiz’s thought and sensibility Gustavo Pérez
Firmat attempts to show that his appreciation of Cuban culture and society
depends less on historical ingredients and stages than on the processual
formation of the nation’s vernacular underpinning. His key notion is ‘the
fermentation and turmoil that precedes synthesis’, his two key terms being
‘transculturation’ (translational displacements that generate vernacular cul-
ture) and «jiaco (a metaphor for the outcome of displacements). The word
ajiaco itself — a simmering stew — is onomastic, for it combines the African
name for an Indian condiment (/7 or green pepper) with the Spanish suffix
-aco. The ajiaco is never finished, changes incessantly with fresh ingredients,
has no core of flavour and substance, and changes in taste and consistency
depending on whether one dips from the bottom or the top. It is not the
crisol or ‘melting pot’ of North America, taken from the metaphor of metal
foundries, with its outcome of fusion. Here the image is unending coccidn
(literally concoction), implying indefinite deferral or a ‘no-ser-siempre-
todavia’ (a state of always not yet). The idea is caught in the difference
between the words cubanidad, implying defined civil status, and cubania, an
open-ended spiritual condition of desire which is given even to those who
simply want it. Indeed Ortiz’s own work is a prime example of his meta-
phot, a vast body of texts all falling short of finality and synthesis, creating
doubt whether one is reading about Cuba or experiencing Cuban culture firse
hand. Cuban Counterpoint with its proliferating appendices is an outstanding
case. All this, Pérez Firmat suggests, refers back to Ortiz's original counter-
point between the European contrapunto, or initial ‘point’, furnished by the
debate between Carnival and Lent in the Libro de Buen Amor and the
contrapunteo, or ‘counterpoint’, of Cuba. As he sensed it, history itselfis thusa
constant simmer, not an itinerary, nor even a dialectic.

Ortiz's engaging manner of pictorializing invisible forces at play in a
complex and changing society (national identity in motion we might call
the effect) invites comparative reference to a similar use of technique forty
years later by the Dominican-born Puerto Rican, José Luis Gonzilez in his
essay ‘El pais de cuatro pisos’ (1980).9¢ He in effect arrives at the simmer-
ing ajtaco of Ortiz, but in Puerto Rico the succession of Spanish and varied
forms of U.S. domination since the nineteenth century has been too as-
phyxiating to allow the blossoming of a spirit equivalent to cubania.
Gonzilez therefore addresses prevalent versions of Puerto Rican ‘national

94 José Luis Gonzilez, Puerto Rico: The Four-Storeyed Country, trans. G. Guinness (Princeton, 1993),
ch. 1.
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culture’ in the traditional Hispanic and modernizing American interpreta-
tions as masks for elite ideologies.?> The reason is that in the absence of a
popular independence movement the formation of a nation was left to
political and juridical arrangements that produced a national culture di-
chotomously defined by the dominant class. Popular culture was dispar-
aged as ‘folklore’ while the group Gonzilez sees as culturally most impor-
tant, the Afro-Puerto Ricans, were held to be virtually insignificant.

The stratification of cultural vision leads Gonzilez to the corrective
metaphor of Puerto Rico as a house of four storeys. This device suspends the
search for a static national identity by presenting four socio-culcural ingredi-
ents in historical order, with a popular, mestizo and above all Afro-
Antillean society at the bottom. Above it lies a stratum of expatriates from
the Spanish American independence wars enlarged by Europeans and a
subsequent ‘mezzanine’ of Corsicans, Majorcans and Catalans. Next comes
the U.S. occupation that provides, especially in the 1930s to 1950s, an
alternative to the classic Spanish model for ‘guided identity’. And finally
comes the fourth floor, constructed from late-blooming U.S. capitalism
welded to the opportunist populism of contemporary Puerto Rico. At first
this architectonic structure may seem to elaborate the basic dualism of
oppressors and oppressed. The question however is not who is on top but
what upholds the structure. In addition, these ‘floors’ do not compose 2
fixed portrait but represent forces of living history that have operated, some
in neglected or clandestine fashion, through the centuries. For Gonzilez a
critical point came in recent years when pseudo-industrialization and the
pseudo-autonomous political formula reached a dead end, with marginaliza-
tion of citizens, the demoralizing false beneficence of the colonial power,
the rise of delinquency and criminality and institutionalized demagogy.

Here the structural metaphor of Gonzilez takes on some of the fluidity
of Ortiz’s afiaco. He feels that the dismantled culture of the Puerto Ricans
‘on top’ is replaced not by a somewhat discredited Americanization but by
the rise of and permeation by the ever more visible culture of Puerto
Ricans ‘from below’. Similarly, the elitist myth of the stalwart Hispanic
peasant (jibaro) yields to the reality of the Afro-Antillean populace. Puerto
Rico’s ‘special relationship’ with the United States having lost its mys-
9 The Puerto Rican identity controversy was shaped for a generation by Antonio S. Pedreira’s

Insularismo of 1934 (3rd ed.; San Juan, 1946), who cast the antagonism of Hispanophiles and

Americanizers in Spenglerian and Orteguian terms of culture versus civilization. In lieu of their

insular oscillation between Madrid and Washington he urged his countrymen to set out to fish in

deep waters even though, as in the faraway past, a Dutch pirate might lurk there. Juan Flores offers
a ‘new reading’ in: Insularismo e ideologia burguesa (Rio Piedras, 1979).
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tique, the ‘simmering’ process extends outward to the neighbouring Antil-
les as well as vertically in the island society. French and English can be
seen not simply as imperial languages but as Antillean or creolized ones
that serve the needs of decolonization. Recovery of its popular culture
implies a re-Caribbeanization of Puerto Rico, to give it a custom-made
regional identity rather than a ‘Latin’ or ‘Anglo’ American one that is
ready-made.96

Balancing Myth and Evidence (2): Freyre, Buarque de Holanda

In his preface to the fifth Brazilian edition of Sérgio Buarque de Holanda'’s
Raizes do Brasil the distinguished critic Antdnio Cindido names three
books that awakened his generation to the ‘gust of intellectual radicalism
and social analysis’ created by the 1930 Revolution and not wholly snuffed
out by the Estado Novo (1937—45). They were Casa-Grande ¢ Senzala
(1933) by Gilberto Freyre, Raizes do Brasil (1936), and Formagio do Brasil
contemporéneo (1942) by Caio Prado Janior, appearing successively when
Candido’s group were students in the gindsio, curso complementar and escola
superior.97 The first two books are discussed here as being in the essayist vein
of this section (despite the immense length of Freyre’s major works).98

Gilberto Freyre (1900—87) embeds complex and controversial meanings
in his writings. Some of the intricacy derives from the biographic fact that
he left his ancestral home in Pernambuco at eighteen to enter Baylor
University in Waco, Texas. In 1920 he made a leap nearly as bold to enter
the Master of Arts programme at Columbia University, which removed
him from a stronghold of primitive Baptism, Jim Crowism and lynching
to a sophisticated intellectual environment (with its nearby Harlem, of
course). Recognized as a precocious /itteratenr, Freyre was soon familiariz-
ing Brazilian readers with Mencken, Sandburg, O'Neill, Dreiser, Sinclair
Lewis, Amy Lowell, Charles Beard, and more. It was a post-Whitman,
post-W. D. Howells cast that stopped short of Eliot, Pound and the
modernists. This youngster from a traditional region was thus immersed

% Historical and ideological critiques of ‘El pais de cuatro pisos’ include Juan Flores, ‘The Puerto Rico
that José Luis Gonzélez built’, Latin American Perspectives, 11/3 (1984), 173-84, and Manuel
Maldonado Denis, ‘En torno a “El pais de cuatro pisos”: Aproximaci6n critica a la obra sociolégica
de José Luis Gonzalez', Casa de las Américas, 23, 135 (1982), 151~9.

97 Anténio Cindido’s preface to Raizes is reprinted in his Teresina ete. (Rio de Janeiro, 1980), pp.
135-52.

9 For a collective study of Prado, see Maria Angela d'Incao (ed.), Historia e ideal: ensaios sobre Caio
Pradp Jinior (Sio Paulo, 1989).
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in the non-traditional but racist society of Texas, then exposed to a cosmo-
politan city, a taste of literary life, and a world-class university that
inculcated Deweyan social thought and fine points of bibliography and
documentation. Although in New York his mentor, Franz Boas, assured
him that innate racial differences did not exist, he was perplexed, after a
three-year absence from Brazil, why some mulatto Brazilian sailors he ran
into on Brooklyn Bridge seemed ‘caricatures of men’.9? He completed his
education by reconnoitering Europe. By now, however, his American years
had stamped his mind.%°

José Lins do Rego described Freyre's return to Recife in 1923 after
nearly six years of absence. It seemed a ‘marriage’ with his native land in a
fiesta of light and colour; his fiest chronicles were carnivalesque, reflecting
certain tension between the down-to-earth American culture that had
shaped his mind and the tantalizing Brazilian one that now beckoned him
to his origins. Such ambivalence was to mark his career as he wavered
between intuition and research, between literary and scientific readings of
history. His profuse writings, while usually informed, intelligent and
provocative (even his clichés are in a way his own), do not always fulfill his
intellectual claims. He spends hundreds of pages to demarcate his aca-
demic territory and justify his procedural mannerisms, showing less con-
cern with the searching European debates since the Enlightenment over
art versus science than with the bureaucratization of knowledge in Ameri-
can curricula as he experienced it. His book Como e porque sou e nao sou
socidlogo (How and Why 1 am and am not a Sociologist) (1968) is a self-
justifying autobiography rather than an intellectual voyage, with such
chapters as “Why I'm More Anthropologist than Sociologist’ or “Why I'm
a Writer without Ceasing to be Somewhat Sociological’. !

Ineluctably Freyre deleted his frontier between social science and litera-
ture, which he regarded as curricular categories rather than distinct modes
of sensibility. He produced two novels, or ‘seminovels’, to assure dual
control of his enlarged domain (Dona Sinba e o filho padre, 1964, and O
outro amor do doutor Paulo, 1977) followed by a study of ‘heroes and villains’
in Brazilian novels as ‘socio-anthropological’ types.’** His boosters call

% Gilberto Freyre, The Masters and the Slaves, trans. Samuel Putnam, 2nd Eng. ed. (Berkeley, 1986);
Pp. Xxvi—~xxvii.

100 Gilberto Freyre: sua ciéncia, sua filosofia, sua arte (Rio de Janeiro, 1962).

101 Gilberto Freyre, Como e porque sou e nao sou socidlogo (Brasilia, 1968).

102 Gilberto Freyre, Herdis e viloes no romance brasileiro (Sdo Paulo, 1979). The ‘seminovel’ Dona Sinhd is
translaced as Mother and Son (New York, 1967). See Edilberto Coutinho, A imaginagio do real: uma
leitura da figo de Gilberto Freyre (Rio de Janeiro, 1983).
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Freyre’s oeuvre an histoire-flenve; liken him to Tolstoy, Balzac and Joyce;
call him a poet; and hail him as a founder of meta-literature. Such plaudits
are less explicable by his not inconsiderable literary gifts than by the
remarkable self-invention and projection of his persona. The secret of
Freyre's distinction lies beyond squabbles over his scholarship, his com-
plex politics, his paeans to Brazilian civilization, his insouciant view of
historical process, or his ambiguous portrayal of paternalism, slavery, race,
sex and women. He commits the cardinal academic sin of enjoying his
vocation.

On cognitive grounds an obvious starting point is Freyre's preference
for an empathic ‘Proustian’ sociology of Brazil as against an ‘objective’
Durkheimian one rooted in ‘social facts’.'°3 Freyre adapts the two names to
his own ends. Having little affinity with either writer, he misunderstands
them. Proust’s process of recollection was more sensitive than Freyre’s, for
it brought back experience as a whole rather than cataloguing it. (Proust’s
world of memory was released by a single petite madeleine soaked in tea.
Freyre would have described sixty Pernambucan sweetmeats and a dozen
types of maté.) If Proust penetrates far beyond mere atmospheric musings,
Durkheim casts off gracefully from the realm of data. Freyre confesses that
the latter’s ‘Israelite’ background may add a Cleopatra’s nose to his work
but with no hint of the implicarions. He overlooks Durkheim’s contribu-
tions to morals and the nature of civilizations; or his constructs of mechani-
cal and organic solidarity, critical for elucidating Freyre’s loose notions of
social structure; or his clues to ‘abnormal’ social organization in pre-
industrial societies set forth in his preface to the second edition (1902) of
Division of Labor.'°4

If Freyre has such blind spots, what accounts for his influence and
acclaim? A kindred spirit is perhaps Edmund Burke, whose conservatism,
historical idealism and style give him lasting appeal. Despite Marx’s
charge that Burke was a cant-monger and sycophant in the pay of oli-
garchs, Burke’s message that England is a partnership between the living,
the dead and those to be born still stirs hearts in a manner that Capital
cannot.'% Freyre in his turn was attacked by progressives of the 1960s and
pseudo-progressives of the 1980os. Yet his national vision is one that many
Brazilians endorse in their (increasingly rare) self-conceited moments: ‘The

103 Gilberto Freyre, Sociologia, 4th ed.; 2 vols. (Rio de Janeiro, 1967), Vol. 1, pp. 70~72.

104 See Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, ‘Note on the notion of civilization’, Social Research, 38/4 (1971),
808-13.

105 M. M. Bober, Karl/ Marx's Interpretation of History (New York, 196s), pp. 83—4.
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secret of Brazil's success in building a humane, Christian and modern
civilization in tropical America has been her genius for compromise.’
While the British, as no other people, have had this genius in the political
sphere, Brazilians extend it, Freyre adds for good measure, to the cultural
and social realms.?%6

Freyre touches imaginations in Brazil and elsewhere by eschewing aca-
demic sobriety in favour of long-winded, ingratiatory, often saucy invento-
ries of contraband information. When in 1969 he recalled Freyre’s impact
on his teenage generation of the mid-1930s, Antonio Candido suspended
his later political misgivings to recapture the non-conformist intent that
infused ‘the uninhibited composition of Casa-Grande e Senzala with its
candor in treating the sex life of patriarchalism and the decisive impor-
tance ascribed to the slave in forming our most intimate mode of being’.
Future generations, he imagined, might not understand ‘the revolutionary
force, the liberating shock of this great book’. 107

Later on as a ‘participant observer’ Cindido defined concisely the two
poles between which Freyre’s reputation has swung ever since. As a young
professor and critic in the early 1940s he gave an interview that confessed
distaste for the cultural sociology practiced by ‘our master’, whose recent
works had fallen ‘into the most lamentable social and cultural sentimental-
ism, into conservatism and traditionalism’.'*® This prescient critique took
fifteen or more years to be widely endorsed, although Cindido himself was
never perplexed in reconciling the ‘liberating’ with the ‘patriarchal’ Gil-
berto, while his nuanced appreciation of Gilberto’s work goes well beyond
these two succinct opinions. Now that Gilberto has departed, leaving a
still-charismatic oeuvre, it remains to sift political considerations, which
(justifiably) irritated many contemporaries, from qualities that account for
his esprit and power to captivate and for the predictable longevity of his
major works. The enigma lies in Freyre’s fascination with antagonisms and
transformations that yield no solidary historical pattern. The saudosismo
(nostalgia, longing) he is accused of may not be mere longing for a past
beyond retrieval, but also recognition that the past was not, within its
cultural tradition, what it might have been. Otherwise it would not have
suffered the entropy he describes. Freyre saw the evil of colonial Brazil —
106 Gilberto Freyre, New World in the Tropics (New York, 1963), p. 7. In a lively post-modern essay

Vasconcelos urges that Freyre's readers rise above criticism polarized in the purely ethical terms of

‘well written perverse sociology’ versus ‘badly written subversive sociology’. Gilberto Felisberto

Vasconcelos, O xard de Apipucos (Sdo Paulo, 1987).

107 Candido, Teresina etc., p. 136.
108 Mirio Neme (ed.), Plataforma da nova geragio (Porto Alegre, 1945), p. 39.
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flogging, mutilation, tyranny — conveying it with more force than he did
the putative good. Yet while he calmly documents the planter’s wife
serving her husband the gouged eyeballs of his mulata mistress in a desert
dish of blood, he elsewhere claims that Brazil's secret for building a
humane, Christian civilization had been a genius for compromise. For him
the Brazilian monarchical example corrected excesses of the patriarchal
plantation tradition.'®?

In The Waning of the Middle Ages Huizinga had set himself precisely
Freyre's problem of a culture that was drifting without guideposts toward
modernity, in his case norcheast Europe in the early Renaissance where the
chivalric code still prevailed.’*® Modern scholats, wrote Huizinga, fix on
new forms of political and economic life that emerged in the fifteenth
century. Chroniclers of the time, however, had focused on superannuated
feudal habits with their ‘heroic rules’. Huizinga was more concerned with
this inertial mind-set than with the Renaissance awakening. The contem-
porary actors, he felt, were drawn to a ‘symbolistic attitude’ rather than to
a causal or genetic one. He wrote of course about a European society 500
years before his own and, as a Dutchman, knew what was to happen.
Freyre described a society bearing pre-modern traits that was not five
centuries behind him but only two. Like Huizinga he was a historian, but
vicariously an actor as well. Neither he nor his society had completed the
transition from the symbolist to the causal attitude. He proudly confessed
having used symbolic figures such as the plantation boy or the upwardly
mobile law student.’' The third book of his main trilogy finishes by
mythicizing past, present and future. “The period recalled in this essay’,
he wrote, speaking of the 1860s—1910s, ‘represented in Brazil the supet-
session of the myth of the King by the myth of a Republic founded on an
abstractly Positivist motto: Order and Progress. !

If Gilberto Freyre suggests one of Huizinga's medieval chroniclers, his
contemporary, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda (1902—-82), takes the path of
Huizinga himself. Both pursue the secret of Brazil, but Gilberto evokes its
image while Sérgio inserts the nation into Western historical process and
prescribes for its extrication from traditional politics. One, in an Ameri-
can spirit of anthropological pluralism, celebrates Brazilian patriarchal

199 Freyre, New World, p. 205.

110 Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (Garden City, N.Y., 1954), chs 3, 4, 15.

1 Freyre, Como e porque, pp. 68~9.

112 Gilberto Freyre, Order and Progress: Brazil from Monarchy to Republic, trans. Rod W. Horton
(Berkeley, 1986), p. 405.
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culture; the other uses his European training to explore the tension be-
tween patriarchalism and the encroachment of Western liberalism. In the
categories of art historian Heinrich Wolfflin, Freyre's was a baroque or
painterly mentality that explored variations on a central theme while
Sérgio Buarque followed a classical or linear search for tectonic strength.
Sérgio’s interest in history was kindled in secondary school by his
prolific mentor Afonso d’E. Taunay. Yet his early inclinations were more
cultural than historiographical. In Sdo Paulo and after 1921 in Rio he
joined the modernists’ iconoclastic rediscovery of Brazil. He plunged into
literature and journalism with only perfunctory attention to his law stud-
ies. In 1929 he went to Germany for O _Jornal of Rio where he interviewed
writers, including Mann, and composed Portuguese subtitles for The Blue
Angel and other films. Rio had prepared him well for what he called the
‘worldly bohemian euphoria’ of late Weimar.'3 Now, however, he was
ready to absorb history and sociology from Meinecke (whose lectures he
attended), Kantorowicz, Sombart and particularly the example of the
departed Weber. As it did for Maridtegui in Italy a few years earlier, the
European sojourn orientated his life work. He came home in 1931 with a
400-page manuscript bearing the alternative titles “Teoria da América’ and
‘Corpo e alma do Brasil’ that would yield two chapters for his seminal
Raizes do Brasil (1936). Evincing a shift in priorities from literature to
history, Raizes was the cornerstone for his career as a historian.'*4 In Os
mongoes (1945) and Caminhos e fronteiras (1957) he counterpoises the image
of penurious, expansionist, mameluco Brazil to that of Freyre's coastal,
seigneurial society. His magisterial Visdo do paraiso (1959) examines the
‘baroque’ mind-set of Portuguese explorers and settlers subtly contrasting
it with the Spaniards. His introduction to the Obras of Azeredo Coutinho
(1966) reviews economic antecedents to Brazilian independence. As editor
of the first seven volumes of the Histéria geral da civilizacao brasileira
(1960—72) he assembled a composite history of Brazil from Iberian and
Amerindian origins to the advent of the Republic, writing Volume 7 on
the late Empire himself. Because Raizes so concisely set out theoretical
13 Francisco de Assis Barbosa collected Sérgio Buarque’s European dispatches of 1929—30 in Raizes de
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda (Rio de Janeiro, 19089); see also Assis Barbosa's ‘Formacién de Sérgio
Buarque de Holanda’, prologue to the Spanish version of Sérgio’s Visao do paraiso, trans. Estela dos
Santos (Caracas, 1987).
114 Buarque de Holanda, Tentativas de mitologia (Sio Paulo, 1979), pp. 29-30, and "Corpo e alma do
Brasil’, Espelho (Rio de Janeiro), March 1935 (reprinted in Revista do Brasil, 3/6 (1987): 32—42).
Sérgio’s literary criticism of 1940—41 appears in Cobra ds vidro, 20d ed (1978) and his studies from

the 1950s of colonial literature in Antdnio Cindido (ed.), Capitulos de literatura colonial (Sao Paulo,
1991).
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formulations that anticipate his future interests, it claims attention in
what follows. 115

Sérgio Buarque’s Raizes like the books by Maridtegui and Price-Mars
consists of seven essays. Although Casa-Grande had appeared three years
earlier, Sérgio seldom refers to Freyre in his text. The first two chapters of
Raizes actually fit with many of Gilberto's ideas, although ‘influence’ is
difficule to attribute given the hefty manuscript that Sérgio brought from
Germany in 1931. As for personal relations, Gilberto recalled in 1982
that he and Sérgio had been ‘bohemian’ comrades in Rio of the 1920s and
that as editor of the classic José Olympio series of ‘Brazilian Documents’
his maiden introduction in 1936 to Volume 1, Sérgio’s Raizes, praised the
author’s analytic skill, interpretive flair and glee in shedding intellectual
light.'*¢ It may well be that the two budding intellectuals’ search for
Brazilian identity from afar, in the United States and Germany, led to
certain triangulations.

A few reflections from Raizes may be cited that mesh with, though
come to a finer point than, Gilberto’s diffuse vignettes. Sérgio starts with
hierarchy and social organization. In colonial Brazil both were nebulous.
Hierarchy was imported not as a rigid principle but as a ceaseless calculus
of privileges, which paradoxically made Iberians pioneers of the ‘modern
mentality’. Long before the advent of ‘revolutionary ideas’ they were sensi-
tive to irrationality and social injustice. ‘Everyone knows’, writes Sérgio,
‘that Portuguese nobility was never rigorous and impermeable.” Porous
hierarchies went with a weak capacity for social organization. Solidarity
grew from sentimental bonds, not from calculated interests, while
routinized labour was unacceptable because it prized achievement external
to the person of the worker. Brazilian life accented the affective and
passionate at the expense of discipline, to which African slaves added a
honied, insinuating tone. The senzala morality penetrated administration,
the economy and religious belief. The very creation of the world seemed
understood as an ‘abandonment, a languishing (Janguescimento) of God'.
Such traits were the opposite needed for a people on the path to political
modernization. Lacking discipline and organization on one hand and the
hallowed principle of feudal loyalty on the other, the only recourse was to

15 Maria Odila Leite da Silva Dias presents an introduction to Sérgio’s historiography with representa-
tive texts in Sérgio Buarque de Holanda (Sao Paulo, 1985). Assis Barbosa gathered evocations of his
career, including texts by Sérgio, in a special number of Revista do Brasil, 3/6 (1987).

116 Gilberto Freyre, 'Sérgio, mestre de mestres’, Folba de Sdo Paulo, 11 May 1982 (reprinted in Revista
do Brasil, 316 (1987): 117).
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sheer obedience as notably imposed by Jesuit schooling. ‘Today,” wrote
Sérgio in 1936, ‘simple obedience as a principle of discipline seems an
outworn, ineffective remedy and thence, inevitably, the constant instabil-
ity of our social life.’

The chapter ‘Trabalho e aventura’ treats the Portuguese adoption of
‘adventure’ in preference to ‘work’; yet, implicitly challenging Freyre's
long-term cultural determinism, Sérgio describes Englishmen of the early
modern period as being no less given than Iberians to indolence, prodigal-
ity, and the good life. It was the Dutch occupation of northeast Brazil that
revealed the historic rupture between Brazil and the ‘new’ North Atlantic.
Yet, Sérgio asks, could Dutch Protestants found a society on the dissolvent
principles they encountered? What they lacked in plasticity they had to
excess in entrepreneurial spirit, capacity for work and social cohesion. As
adventurers weary of persecutions, however, they sought impossible for-
tunes without striking roots in the land. The Portuguese achievement had
been to efface, wittingly or not, the distinction between themselves and
their new world. “Their weakness was their strength.’

Sefgio’s analysis is thus far roughly compatible with Gilberto’s save
that he relies on political sociology in a broad European sense and Freyre
on anthropology in the condescending, atheoretical American one. The
former looks for exit from political tradition, the latter for celebration of
culeural tradition. They divide at the nineteenth century, where Gil-
berto’s Mansions and Shanties traces vegetative change from patriarchalism
to semi-patriarchalism while Sérgio treats the mid-century as a missed
opportunity to liquidate the colonial heritage of servile labour and exploi-
tation of the land. The 1850s, Sérgio shows, might have been a bench-
mark with the incursion of corporations, banks, telegraphs and railroads.
Yet two mentalities lingered, traditional versus rational, corporeal versus
abstract, parochial versus cosmopolitan. Patriarchalism formed an indi-
visible whole whose members were linked by sentiments and duties,
never by interests and ideas, whereas in political cheory, Sérgio held, the
birth of the state requires suppressing the family order and producing
citizens responsible to public laws. Here he recalls Antigone representing
the family and Creon the abstract, impersonal polis, noting that in
Brazil Antigone was still alive and obstinate. ‘New’ elites, transplanted
from fazendas to cities, favoured ‘intelligence’ and ‘talent’ — love of sono-
rous phrases and ostentatious erudition — over the concerns of James
Madison (whom Sérgio cites from Charles A. Beard) who disparaged
moral and religious motives in favour of reconciling divergent economic
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interests. The forced improvisation of an urban bourgeoisie meant that
acticudes once peculiar to the rural patriciate now extended to all classes.
Modernization gave fresh impetus, as it were, to patriarchal culture.'"?

To define the human substrate of Brazilian society Sérgio advanced his
disputed notion of the ‘cordial man’. By cordiality he meant neither the
calculated leniency of patrons soothing their workers nor elaborate rituals
of politeness (e.g., English or Japanese) that disguised or repressed private
feelings. Brazilians, Sérgio felt, were averse to ritualism. Social life liber-
ates the cordial man from rationalizing his world and from fearing to live
with his own self. Cordiality, he argues, dictates preferences whereas
democratic benevolence aims to balance off and neutralize egoisms. While
the ‘humanitarian’ ideal of greatest welfare for the greatest number subor-
dinates quality to quantity, cordiality loses force beyond a narrow circle
and fails to cement extended forms of social organization. Nor is cordiality
per se a source of good principles, for ‘social crystallization’ requires an
innate normative element. Thus does Sérgio define Brazil's challenge of
political organization.

Gilberto and Sérgio both started from a loosely defined premise of
patriarchalism. For Freyre this was the subject of his trilogy, ‘History of
Patriarchal Society in Brazil’, that demonstrates the extraordinary assimila-
tive capacity of Brazilian society while tracing the decadence of its once-
vigorous patriarchal substructure. Freyre's entropic treatment of social
change was redeemed in part by his futuristic vision of ‘messianic’ cities
such as Brasilia and Goidnia (cidades-esperanca); or his multi-ethnic image
of modern Brazil (anticipating by decades the U.S. shift from the melting-
pot myth to that of cultural pluralism, ot from e pluribus unum to ex uno
plures); or his ‘tropicology’ theory that shifts ‘development’ calculus from
an industrial-non-industrial binomial to one that juxtaposes Western ratio-
nalism and tropical functionalism.*8 What Gilberto never managed was
to visualize historical process that would connect his account of the past
with his luminous hopes for the future.

If Gilberto was an imagist, Sérgio was an architect. While he too relished
the savour of time and place, his forte was the X-ray that probes from
historicism to history, from empathy to analysis. Thus in carrying Brazil’s

W7 Sérgio’s theory of elite ‘intelligence’ perhaps draws from the medalbdo of Machado de Assis in
‘Education of a Scuffed Shirt’ (The Psychiatrist and Other Stories (Berkeley, 1963), pp. 113—22). Fora
later treatment of Sérgio’s ‘improvised’ bourgeoisie, see Roberto Schwarz, Ao vencedor as batatas
(Sao Paulo, 1977), especially his discussion (pp. 42—43) of the novelist José de Alencar and the
‘fables that owe cheir symbolic force to a world wherein Brazil found no place’.

U8 For example, Freyre's Brasis, Brasil, Brasilia (Lisbon, 1960).
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story to the nineteenth century he stripped the obsolescent casa-grande
image to the category of ‘cordiality’, subsuming patriarchalism to a general
case of interpersonal relations. 9 Similarly with democratic liberalism, he
did not linger over political niceties of the Federalist papers but went
straight to Bentham for a statement of utilitarian individualism.*?° Instead
of leaving him with a moribund culture that faced a modern one powerless
to be born, this strategy allowed Sérgio a dialectic construction. His conclu-
sion fits Spengler’s notion of ‘historical pseudomorphosis’, designating
cases where an old culture blankets the land so heavily that a young culture
cannot achieve expressive form or even self-consciousness.'?! The young
soul is cramped in former moulds; its feelings stifle in senile works and,
lacking creativity, it can only hate the distant power. For Sérgio the old soul
was embedded in the national psyche and the young one was an inevitable
part of the immediace future. Rather than composing a linear transition,
they were both by the nineteenth century fully present and engaged.
Sérgio’s historiography was of a piece with his political commitment. In
his closing essay of Raizes on ‘Our Revolution’, he neither forecast the
tropical utopia of Freyre nor did he, in the cavalier manner of Paulo Prado,
propose War or Revolution as solutions. As a historian he accepted pro-
cesses at work. The options of fascism or domestic Integralism were dubi-
ous. He was attracted to features of Marxism but in the spirit of a Brazilian
‘anarchist mentality’, not of Muscovite discipline. Rapid urbanization was
converting rural Brazil into colonies without the climate for industrial
liberalism. At times, he ventured, political personalism might be more
salutary that the declamatory slogans of liberal democracy. On the other
hand, casa-grande patriarchalism was evaporating to leave behind the cul-
ture of cordialismo as possible articulation between natural sentiment and
dogmatic liberalism. Sérgio refused to discount the positive example of
Brazil’s second empire (1840—89) wherein the mechanism of the state
functioned ‘with a certain harmony and stateliness (garbo)’. This nuanced
analysis — true to history, open to possibility — did not inhibit decisive
political commitment. He formally protested against the Vargas dictator-
ship (1945); was a founder of Esquerda Democritica, soon the Partido
Socialista Brasileira (1946); resigned his professorship at the University of

119 For the ‘'modernization’ of cordiality, see Roberto DaMatta, A casa ¢ a rua (Sio Paulo, 1985), pp.
55~80, and Carnivals, Rogues, and Heroes, ch. 4.

120 Forthepersistent blockage of liberalism in Brazil, see Wanderley G. dos Santos, ‘Liberalism in
Brazil: Ideology and Praxis’, in M. J. Blachmann and R. G. Hellman (eds.), Terms of Conflict:
Ideology in Latin American Politics (Philadelphia, Pa., 1977), pp. 1—38.

12t Oswald Spengler, The Derline of the West, 2 vols. (New York, 1939), Vol. 2, ch. 7.
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Sdo Paulo to protest against the military government's dismissal of faculty
members (1969); was a founder of the Centro Brasileiro Democratico
(1978) and at the end of his life the Partido dos Trabalhadores (1980).
Rarely are creative intellect and coherent political stance so securely
matched.

Lezama Lima: History as image

Although of the essayists so far discussed only three were primarily literary
figures, all were attuned to literature and expressive arts, and all were
adept with metaphor and analogy. At the same time the group were versed
in or conversant with history, philosophy, social thought and theory, and
even social science, the literati no less than the others. Far from being
‘impressionists’ they were deeply informed eclectics, aware of pitfalls in
exploring terrain that was vaguely or unwarrantably mapped and of the
idées regues of presumptive readers schooled under the sign of positivism.
Cognizant of history, they tried to balance the lessons of vanguardism in
the arts against new European cues for the study of society. But neither
arts nor sciences were yet institutionalized or commodified in Latin Amer-
ica. The intellectual enjoyed a private pasture. For the three writers first
examined, the balance of their enquiries tipped toward the challenge of
explaining history, not rendering it, and therefore toward the problem of
causality, not reconstruction through images. For the next six the scales
were closer to equilibrium. And for the one to be considered now the
balance tipped sharply toward an imagistic strategy.

In 1957 the Cuban poet, novelist and essayist José Lezama Lima (1910-
76) gave five lectures in Havana, published as La expresién americana, in
which he suspended the search for causes so as to convey more directly the
historic meanings of hemispheric America.'?? Lezama had founded several
influential literary reviews; he was an established poet who wrote with
hermetic density, reviving without replicating the Spanish baroque; and
he was germinating his masterpiece Paradiso (1966; Eng. trans. 1974)
where in the words of Mario Vargas Llosa, ‘the history of humanity and of
traditional European culture appears summarized, deformed into carica-
ture, but at the same time poetically enriched and assimilated within a

122 The edition used here is that of 1969 published in Santiago, Chile. The only critical edition,
however, is the Portuguese translation by Itlemar Chiampi (A expressgo americana, Sio Paulo,
1988), which contains a valuable introduction and notes that are freely utilized here.
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great American narrative’.??3 Lezama’s literary genius was complemented
by a vast repertoire of history, metaphysics and esoterica, always subordi-
nate, however, to the expressive purpose of his account. La expresion ameri-
cana appeared in 1957 at the critical threshold of Latin America’s (mis-
named) literary boom and its (precipitate) social science boom. A fork in
the path, reconciled or glossed over by previous essayists, was coming into
evidence. Instinctively, Lezama made his choice for imagistic (though not
impressionistic) historiography.

With chis said, the starting point is not the philosophic reach of
Lezama’s miniature New World symphony but, as Julio Cortézar wrote in
a luminous chapter on Lezama, his innocence, an American innocence,
insular in both literal and extended senses. '+ Lezama was integrally Cu-
ban. He found foreign names to be unspellable, while his foreign quota-
tions were ‘orthographic fantasies’. Argentine intellectuals thought he
lacked formal correctness as did Cuban sophisticates with their deodorant
style. Between Lezama and a Europeanized writer, Cortdzar continues, lies
‘the difference between innocence and guilt’. The latter carries a frighten-
ing tradition as a succubus. “Why write, if everything has, in a way,
already been said?’ If a new slice of the invisible appears — symbolism,
surrealism, or the nouvean roman — Europeans put aside their guilt for a
moment. But slowly they feel European again and each writer retains the
albatross around his neck. Meanwhile, Cortizar continues, ‘Lezama wakes
up on his island with a pre-adamite happiness, without a fig leaf, innocent
of any direct tradition. He assumes them all, from the Etruscan interpret-
ing entrails to Leopold Bloom blowing his nose in a dirty handkerchief,
but without historical compromise . . . ; he is a Cuban with only a
handful of his own culture behind him and the rest is knowledge, pure and
free, not a career responsibility.’

Because of his agile command of European ideas one might be tempted
to call Lezama derivative. But that would explode his whole notion of
what America is about and cancel his innocence. From intimate experience
Lezama knew what he wanted when, at the start of L« expresién americana,
he avoided the search for causality to accept the contrapuntal historical
vision offered ‘by the imago, by the image participating in history’. Then

123 Cited in D. W. and V. R. Foster (eds.), Modern Latin American Literature, 2 vols. (New York, 1975)
1, 479.

124 Julio Cortazar, Around the Day in Eighty Worlds (San Francisco, 1986), pp. 82—108. The English
edition reproduces the selection of the French edition (1980) which in turn draws from texts
published in La vuelta del dia en ochenta mundos and Ultimo round (Mexico, D.F. and Madrid, 1967
and 1969).
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came the choice of how to identify his images or myths. One guide might
have been T. S. Eliot, save that he was neo-classic @ outrance, unconcerned
with new myths as a pessimistic critic of what he took to be a crepuscular
era. An alternative was the German literary critic E. R. Curtius, who
surmised that old myths must all be reinvented (if indeed they deserved it)
to offer their enigmas in a new guise. Lezama chose the latter as the
European who liberated him. ‘If a culture cannot create an imaginative
form . . ., he wrote, ‘when it suffers the quantitative burden of the
millennia it will be grossly indecipherable.’

This leads Lezama in his opening chapter ‘Myths and Classic Fatigue’ to
a distinction between two forms of recall: recollection and memory. Recol-
lection is a product of the spirit while memory is plasma of the soul, ever
creative and spermatic; with it we memorize from the roots of the species.
‘Even the plant harbours the memory that allows it to acquire its plenitude
of form.” Citing Ludwig Klages he recalls that the year of Goethe’s death
(1832), whose last words were ‘More light!’, was the year the phosphorous
match was invented. ‘It is difficult,” wrote Lezama, ‘to disregard the wee
chronological tribute of the discovery of the match. Not in vain did
Germans consider routines of memorization {e.g., of dates] as forms of
Witz, of ingenuity.” Faulty memory accounts, he felt, for the terrible
American complex involving belief that expression is not an immanent
form but a problématique to be resolved, forgetting that the plasma of his
own autochthony fills a space equal to Europe’s.

Having set the terms for his evocations, Lezama moves toward three
historic phases of American expression: ‘baroque curiosity’, ‘romanticism
and the fact of America’, and ‘birth of creole expression’. These were
conceived in historical sequence for ease of exposition, with ‘history’
making them interactive. Drawing on scholars of the baroque, Lezama
defined American baroque as ‘counter-conquest’ rather than ‘counter-
Reformation’.*25 Its three components were internal tension, plutonism (an
original fire that breaks fragments to recompose them), and a plenary,
not degenerative, style that acquires new tongues, furnishings, forms of
life and curiosity, a mysticism in new modes of prayer, and taste in food
that all give off a way of life, refined and mysterious, theocratic and self-

123 For the twentieth-century revival and ‘modernization’ of the ‘American’ baroque see: José Lezama
Lima, Esferaimagen | Sierpe de Don Luis de Géngora | Las imdgenes posibles (Barcelona, 1970); Haroldo
de Campos, O sequestro do barroco na formagio da literatura brasileira (Salvador, Bahia, 1989) and
‘Lezama e a plenitud pelo excesso’, O Estado de Sdo Paulp, Caderno 2, 10 July 1988; Severo Sarduy,
Nueva instabilidad (Mexico, D.F., 1987); Alejo Carpentier, Concierto barroco (Havana, 1987).
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absorbed, vagrant yet entrenched in essences. American baroque was not
frustrated or doctrinaire or self-censored but an outlook of the late seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries that became ‘a firm friend of the Enlight-
enment’, even drawing on antecedent Cartesianism. Lezama adduces two
eighteenth-century artists of popular origin as examples of the vitality
and metamorphoses of baroque: First is the Indian or mestizo José
Kondori from the Peruvian lowlands and purported sculptor of the genial
portal of San Lorenzo church (1728-44) in Potosi. Lezama takes his art
to represent a Hispano-Indian synthesis in ‘an occult and hieratic form’
that betokens a ‘pact of equality’. Second is the Brazilian sculptor
Aleijadinho (Anténio Francisco Lisboa, 1738—1814) whose art culmi-
nates ‘the American baroque, uniting in grandiose form the union of
Hispanic and African cultures’.

For his central figure Lezama calls up Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651—
95), who turned her baroque vision toward a quest for universal science
that approximates the Enlightenment. She was the first American poet, he
believed, to achieve primacy in the Hispanophone world, and even though
she apologized that her remarkable poem ‘First Dream’ imitated the
culteranista Spanish poet Géngora, Lezama calls this ‘a charming act of
humility more than a literary truth’. Octavio Paz, whose biography of Sor
Juana appeared a quarter century after Lezama'’s essay, concurs in his praise
of ‘First Dream’ but is less euphoric about the baroque, particularly if seen
as a wellspring of American culture. He feels that its ‘plethoric and
inflated forms . . . faded at their frenetic peak, attracted by the void. The
baroque festival is an ars moriendi.” Sor Juana's ideal of multi-faceted yet
connected knowledge, Paz argues, was unattainable in New Spain, where
she was unaware of the intellectual revolution that was transforming Eu-
rope. Even so, her baroque poem negates the baroque and ‘prefigures the
most modern modernity’.'2¢ Here the two interpretations join. Whether
by her intuition of the vitalities of her immediate culture (Lezama) or by
her prophetic sense of how to leap beyond the constrictions that bound her
(Paz), both poets acclaim Sor Juana as a ‘modern’ poet who anticipated
Rilke, Valéry, Gorostiza, and, Paz insists, Mallarmé.

Because his essays are not a textbook Lezama jumps from baroque to
romanticism, omitting the Enlightenment and classicism. The obvious
messages of liberalism, rationalism, guided education, empiricism, anti-
126 Octavio Paz, Sor_Juana or, The Traps of Faith, trans. Margaret Sayers Peden (Cambridge, 1988), pp.

147, 381, 419; ‘First Dream’ in A Sor Juana Anthology, trans. Alan S. Trueblood (Cambridge,
Eng., 1988), pp. 166~95.
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mysticism, and ‘development’ did not concern him. These would all
float into the Latin American ideological ajieco and receive lip service
and intermittent acquiescence from those in power. What concerned
Lezama was the Americanization of a culture that New World baroque
foreshadowed. This would necessarily happen in the nineteenth century
with romanticism as the mainspring but not the romanticism of literati,
nor even the romantic figure of Bolivar, who ‘is marginalized once he
draws near the promised land and pulls back at naming a reality’.
Lezama’s romantics were not in the mould of Napoleon or Rousseau or
Victor Hugo. He resolved to see the era as decisively formative yet
represented by heroes whose lives were decisive failures, and not as with
Bolivar contingent ones. He needed to encapsulate history as lived out
and of course found romanticism suffused with tensions between individ-
ual and society, private vision and academic ‘reality’, the beauty of
forests and ugliness of trains that invade them. Lezama wished to capture
the grand romantic tradition of ‘the dungeon, of absence, of the image,
and of death’. From this he points to an American reality ‘whose destiny
is composed more of possible absences than of impossible presences’, a
tradition wherein lay ‘the achieved historical fact’ with José Marti as its
grand master.

For the romantic moment Lezama selected three figures: Fray Servando
Teresa de Mier, Simén Rodriguez, and Francisco de Miranda, all of them
‘romantic by frustration’, all of them embittered and one killed by the
events of national independence and all of them actors on the vast transat-
lantic stage. Fray Servando embellished the American political tradition
with: the conjecture that the Virgin of Guadalupe appeared not on the
cape of the humble Indian Juan Diego but on that of Quetzalcatl who was
in fact the apostle St Thomas; a sweeping condemnation of the achieve-
ment in America of a backward and ignorant Spain; an assertion that the
Laws of the Indies contained a Magna Carta for governance in the Ameri-
cas; his shift from the English to the U.S. political model but always
envisioning a constitution derived from norms of behaviour and not
doctrinal law. Fray Servando’s travels and exiles (to Spain, France, Italy,
Portugal, England and the United States) and his detentions, imprison-
ments, and escapes resist enumeration. So fantastic were his perambula-
tions that a parodic novelist was needed to catch the flavour of his life. In
El mundo alucinante (1969) the Cuban writer Reinaldo Arenas alleged that
between prison terms Fray Servando met Simén Rodriguez, Bolivar, Napo-
leon, Humboldt, Lady Hamilton, Chateaubriand and Madame de Stael;
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that he escaped prison off the Veracruz coast by gnawing open his iron
chains; that he reported seeing twenty-nine carloads of black people fed
into a train furnace in the United States (a country where every breath of
air was taxed) as they were ‘the closest thing to coal’. At the end Fray
Servando’s portrait of Mexican president Guadalupe Victoria becomes en-
tangled in a vignette of Fidel Castro.'?7

Lezama likens Fray Servando to Fabrice del Dongo in Stendhal’s The
Charterhouse of Parma who was forever in headlong flight during the Napo-
leonic wars. But the comparison goes deeper. Lezama makes much of
paisaje (landscape) as space wherein a new destiny unfolds and a native
romantic spirit takes root in American soil. Stendhal too, Brombert tells
us, gave landscapes a prime role as concrete figurations of his lyricism,
notably at the unique site of the Dongo castle with its sublime lake and
rolling hills: not a picture-book setting but transfigured into ‘a world of
revery and energy’. As fugitives both heroes needed space to secure free-
dom and vision for enriching themselves and reconstructing their world.
Persecution thus brings liberation.!?® The Mexican baroque world had
deteriorated so slowly, writes Lezama, that few were aware of it. ‘Fray
Servando is the first who decides to be persecuted, for he has sensed that
another emerging landscape is seeking him out, one that no longer relies
on the great arch that united Hispanic baroque and its enrichment in
American baroque.” The new one intuits the opulence of a new destiny, an
image or island, arising from portolanos of the unknown to foster the
freedoms of the native landscape, now liberated from dialogue with a
ghost. In Fray Servando’s transition from baroque to romanticism Lezama
finds occult American surprises. ‘He thinks he breaks with tradition when
he in fact exalts it. Thus when he believes he has departed from what is
Hispanic he rediscovers it within himself, now enhanced. To reform
within the old order, not breaking but retaking the thread, is what is
Hispanic.’

Lezama’s second paragon is Simén Rodriguez (1771-1854) — not, sig-
nificantly, Bolivar, buc his tutor. Bolivar called Rodriguez his ‘only univer-
sal teacher’, who shaped him toward ‘freedom, justice, the great and the

127 Edmundo O’Gorman's prologue and chronology in Fray Servands Teresa de Mier (Mexico, D.E.,
1945), pp- vii—lix; Seymour Menton, Prose Fiction of the Cuban Revolution (Austin, Tex., 1975), pp.
100—4.

'28 The Stendhalian prison restores heroes to their own selves, or allows them to discover and even
create them. ‘The prison thus assumes a protective and dynamic role. It liberates one from the
captivity of social existence.’ See Victor Brombert, Stendbal: Fiction and the Themes of Freedom
(Chicago, Ill., 1976), pp. 152, 173.
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beautiful’. Lezama attributed the influence of Rodriguez on Bolivar not to
historical accident but to what both shared of a ‘demonic and primigenial’
spirit. Rodriguez’s era may have led him to a disguised Rousseauan notion
of pedagogy, ‘but his virus was essentially Socratic’ and carried him from
the daimon of idea or logic to the passionate Eros of understanding. He
contained something of the pedagogic Aleijadinho, being ‘ugly, excessive
and itinerant’; something of Swedenborg without his prophecies and theoc-
racy; and something of Blake without his lyricism. He spent his old age
wandering in poverty amid the Andes founding schools, opening shops for
gunpowder, candles, or groceries, but never rediscovering his one great
dialogue with the adolescent Bolivar. At the end he admitted: ‘I, who
wanted to make of the world a paradise for all, have made it a hell for
myself.’

Of Lezama’s three subjects he calls Francisco de Miranda (1750—1816)
the first great American who constructed in Europe and the United States
a frame appropriate to his life work. Yet his reversals of fortune, and his
eventual demise indirectly caused by Bolivar, accorded him the destiny of
Fray Servando in his dungeon and ‘the fatal flight of Simén Rodriguez to
the centre of the earth toward the lakes of protohistory’. Miranda’s case
was complex, for he became a friend of Washington and Hamilton, moved
as a performer across the Europe of the French Revolution, of Pitt and
Catherine the Great, and whom in 1795 the young Napoleon called ‘a
Don Quixote excepting that he is not crazy. That man has a sacred fire in
his soul.” Then came the encounter with the young Bolivar, who ‘attached
his name to the first great calamity of Venezuelan independence’. More
facile with pen than with sword, Miranda remained what he had always
been, a plotter and conspirator rather than a man of action. ‘Ruckus
(bochinche), ruckus!’ he exclaimed on his arrest by Bolivar, “These people
can only raise a ruckus.” Wherewith he departed for his final imprison-
ment. Like the others of Lezama’s romantic trio, his ambitions exceeded
his gifts — which is why Lezama found them exemplary.

Following his private version of the romantic moment Lezama addresses
the birth of creole expression. Having written of illustrious prisoners,
brave exiles, fugitive misanthropes and untamable heroes, he counterposes
a submerged current that raises verbal altars for fresh lustre and smashes
the gloomy mansion of the metropolis. Here he introduces another trio
composed of Marti, Rubén Dario and César Vallejo, who plunge verbal
shafts into the detritus of inefficacy and dead lexicon. These true Ameri-
cans compose their words to acknowledge the new paisaje and its need for
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expression in vivid molecules (corpisculos coloreados). ‘Every American con-
tains always a quiet Gongorism that explodes his discourse, yet in com-
fort, not tragically like the Spaniard.’ From the literary stars Lezama turns
to the people, whose role as architects of America was finding recognition.
For the birth of America ‘the stoicism of Quevedo and the scintillation of
Gongora find popular roots. They engender a creole culture of superb
resistance in ethical matters and a keen sense for language and for discrimi-
nating the sources of independence.’

The anonymous corride now becomes an exemplary expression of creole
culture. Whereas the European romance celebrated Carolingian or Mozarabic
historical feats, the informal corrido of America limits itself, as in Mexico, to
the defence of the city plaza, the shadow of execution, and most notably the
broadsides and the tears of love in the provinces, or, as in Argentina, reaches
a plenitude of tenderness in the maternal image of the ombu tree on the
boundless pampas. Goya had symbolized weapons as a theology wherein
defeat was accompanied by clouts of a sulfurous broom. To combat that
tragicomic world in collapse, he reached beyond his prancing genius toward
the rays of Enlightenment. The Mexican engraver, who always accompanies
the corrido, has no theological world but only the dictates of circumstance. If
he should say, with Paul Valéry, that events had no interest for him, he
would be lost. In America the reaction to degenerescence was offset by a new
paisaje that resisted concentration on death. José Guadalupe Posada converts
uproar and bare facts into a skeleton that smiles. Finally, Lezama pays his
delicate tribute to Marti, whose versos sencillos acquired tenderness in the
corrido’s designs and spirals that intervened between copla and romance.

Lezama’s final chapter unites his argument in his own allusive way. He
starts off concerned less with American expression than with expression per
se. Modernism, he says, begins with attention to ‘something else’: faire
autre chose, faire le contraire. But after a decade the links to the past emerge.
For Joyce, neo-Thomism was not late scholasticism but it revealed a
creative medieval world. Stravinsky’'s voyage via Rimsky-Korsakov, rag-
time and jazz back to Pergolesi was not a neo-classical discovery but a
thread of tradition leading to the secret of music. The grand exceptions
were Leonardo and Goethe, who are lessons for our age in requiring ‘swift
and intuitive knowledge of past styles, countenances of what remained
creative after so many shipwrecks, and adequate placement in contempo-
rary polemics’. Then came their successor, Picasso: ‘No painter taught so
many occult things, revived so many styles, projected on dead eras so
many possibilities of re-encounters and beginnings.’
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As Chiampi summarizes Lezama’s ‘parabolic’ argument inspired by Pi-
casso, ‘the wealth of a culture depends on its capacity to assimilate, synthe-
size and renovate potential forms of other cultures. The American
“summa”, conceived via the paradigmatic modernity of Picasso, now re-
quires, with the example of the Greeks facing the Egyptians and Persians,
critical vision and precaution for selectivity in starting to incorporate
influences.” This leads to Lezama's emphatic anti-Hegelian argument at-
tacking the European view that nature is reducible to man, omitting
paisaje. Accepting Schelling’s dictum that ‘nature is the visible spirit and
the spirit is invisible nature’, Lezama assumes that the ‘spirit that reveals
nature and man is passaje’. He continues with vignettes from his earlier text
of Havana Bay, the Andean baroque of Cuzco, the pampa of Martin Fierro
(paisafe or nature?, he queries), and the line connecting Miranda’s dungeon
to Marti’s death scene. All are forms of paisaje where the struggle of nature
and man creates a cultural paiszje as man triumphs over nature. Thus Sor
Juana’s dream is night over the valley of Mexico when sleep converts
scholastic dialectic into clues to sectets of paisaje. Lezama adds some reflec-
tions on three North Americans — Melville, Whitman and Gershwin —
who each in his own way won emancipation from Hegelian historicism,
thus placing Anglo America squarely into his hemispheric argument.

From what precedes Lezama extracts his idea of ‘gnostic space’, a space
of and for knowledge. The notion is rooted in post-Kantian Romantic
idealism, interpreted by Lezama as a challenge to Hegel's lectures on The
Philosophy of History and Ortega’s commentary thereon. The question is
whether space passively awaits insemination by a world-historical Idea or
Spirit without collaboration or whether it contributes to the intrusion of
the Spirit. In Lezama’s answer: ‘In the American influence what predomi-
nates is what I dare to call open, gnostic space, where insertion of the
invading spirit is recognized by immediate visual comprehension. The
frozen forms of European baroque and every explicit manifestation of a
damaged body dissolve in America in that gnostic space identified by its
own breadth of paisafe, its surplus of gifts.” He continues: “Why could the
western spirit not penetrate Asia and Africa but did so totally in America?
Because that gnostic space was awaiting a form of vegetative fecunda-
tion . . . the blessing of a temperature adequate to receive the generative
particles.” What Lezama rejected in Hegel were his pronouncements that:
‘Nature, as contrasted with Spirit, is a quantitative mass, whose power
must not be so great as to make its single force omnipotent.” Or that,
‘North America will be comparable with Europe only after the immeasut-
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able space which that country presents to its inhabitants shall have been
occupied, and the members of the political body shall have begun to be
pressed back on each other.’*?9 For Lezama the critical pressure was not
between the spirit and nature or among communities of an imported
civilization, but between people and nature to produce paisajes.

IDENTITY IN THE SHADOW OF PHILOSOPHY

In the 1940s and early 1950s the Latin American prise de conscience of the
twentieth century leads to the realm of philosophy. For the historian this
yields the opportunity not simply to pursue his usual assignment of relat-
ing cultural expression to large trends and events but also to ask how
expressive crafts or academic disciplines come, by internal maturation, to
artistic or intellectual control. With this last question in mind the Peru-
vian philosopher Francisco Miré Quesada traces the origins and fruition of
the Latin American ‘philosophizing project’.*3° He does so, not unmindful
of historical context, but without giving primary focus to the political
enthusiasms or class ‘bias’ of his subjects. His concern is not with philoso-
phy as justificatory response to circumstance but with how, in Whitehead'’s
sense, philosophy gained in precision for generalization as it became im-
mersed in circumstance. He shows the intellectual quest for ‘reality’ or
‘identity’ to be not merely a matter of will-power or chance illumination
but a technical enterprise as well.

The professionalization of philosophy in Latin America preceded that of
the social sciences, which got fully under way only in the 1960s. Ironi-
cally, colonial Spanish America had produced reputable philosophers who
sometimes attained metropolitan standards. The neo-scholasticism of the
universities was an Iberian transplant; it began to yield to Enlightenment
influences after 1760 and was discredited after independence. Overnight
Latin America shifted from colonial status within the Ibero-Atlantic
world, where its thinkers shared intellectual premises, to neo-colonial
status in the modern Western world where they were to adapt maxims and
methods derived from quite different understandings. This produced what
Miré Quesada calls a vivencia del desenfoque, or ‘bifocal coexistence’. The
Ibero-Atlantic world, that is, had not internalized the Western ‘revolution
of values’ that Louis Dumont, stressing its British version, traces from

12 G. W. F. Hegel, Lertures on the Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (London, 1894), pp. 84, 90.
130 Francisco Miré Quesada, Despertar y proyecto del filosofar latinsamericano (Mexico D.F., 1974) and
Proyecto y realizacion del fllosofar latinoamericano (Mexico, D.F., 1981).
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Mandeville to Adam Smith, or from Locke to Bentham.!3! When Latin
Americans finally tried to join this ‘revolution’, its philosophic origins in
the great religious and scientific revolutions had become veiled. By the
early nineteenth century, Anglo-French definitions of individual, state
and nation, of freedom, democracy and economic principles, of science,
rationality and empirical demonstration were serenely argued without
reference to the turbulent social and ideological contexts from which they
had arisen. A new universalism had replaced that of the Roman Catholic
Church. But unlike the Catholic order, the ‘Enlightened’ one failed to
transplant its philosophic assumptions, insofar as these were culturally and
historically rooted, to new host countries.

As we turn toward Latin America’s philosophic renaissance in the
1940s, this background helps to keep three considerations in mind. First,
when we recali the importance of philosophy as the foundation for ideol-
ogy in Europe, we may assume that philosophic speculation would come
to the fore in Latin America once it was recognized that here ideology was
to answer conditions that were swi gemeris. Secondly, the scarcity of in-
formed, systematic philosophic thought in Latin America for a century
after independence is only partly attributable to the inadequacy or narrow
professionalism of its institutions of higher learning. More importantly, it
reflected the pensador’s inability to philosophize without clear, self-
consistent knowledge of his society and without having recovered the logic
of European philosophic thought since its Greek origins. That is, he could
not simply ‘join in’ the flowing current of contemporary European philoso-
phy. What would ultimately be required was, in Miré Quesada’s term, an
‘anabatic recovery’ (recuperacién anabasica) of that philosophy, a heroic up-
stream campaign or anabasis, to its sources. Thirdly, even though Latin
American adaptations of Furopean thought, notably positivism, might
serve the purposes of dominant groups, one cannot conclude that intellec-
tual activity was a reflex response to class interest. Whatever the political
sympathies of a Latin American positivist or céentifico, the imported dis-
course of political or moral philosophy did not effectively serve domestic
purposes of diagnosis and therapy. The multiple formulations in the 1970s
of what is significantly called ‘liberacion philosophy’ has required not so
much a softening of the heart — the human heart is always a bit
obdurate — as rigorous domestication of the philosophic enterprise and a
less blinketred vision of the social facts of the case.

131 Louis Dumont, From Mandeville to Marx (Chicago, Ill., 1977).
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Mir6 Quesada gauges the renaissance of philosophy in Latin America
by the contributions of three generations: the patriarchs, the shapers
(forjadores), and a third wave of technically equipped thinkers who inherit
a ready-made ‘philosophical project’. To these a fourth generation that
matured in the 1940s can be added; it has moved from what Francisco
Romero called a ‘normal’ situation where academic conditions were in
place for true philosophizing to a ‘natural’ one where both the activity
and the conditions for pursuing it could be routinely assumed.

Save for Alejandro Deiistua (Peru, 1849—1945) and Enrique José
Varona (Cuba, 1849—-1933), the patriarchs were born between 1860 and
1883: José Vasconcelos (Mexico, 1882—1959), Alfonso Caso (Mexico,
1883-1948), Alejandro Korn (Argentina, 1860—1930), Carlos Vaz Fer-
teira (Uruguay, 1872—1958), Enrique Molina (Chile, 1871-1964) and
Raimundo de Farias Brito (Brazil, 1862~1917). This generation initiated
the ‘anabatic recovery’ of the Western tradition, although their notions of
how philosophy might be acclimated to the American scene were vague
ot, as with Vasconcelos, more declaratory than analytic. Miré Quesada
ascribes two qualities to the patriarchs: first, they were enamoured of
Western ideas to the extent that they might accept the Bergsonian critique
of positivism without understanding Bergson’s reasoning; second, they
were necessarily confined to spontaneous and isolated expressions of the
philosophic enterprise.

While these features may loosely characterize the generation as a whole,
they lose force when applied to leaders. As early as 1908, for example, Vaz
Ferreira made a searching critique of William James' pragmatism in a
series of six lectures.'3? And while he never brought his thought into a
coherent ‘system’, his richly aphoristic Fermentario (1938) is a self-secure
reconnaissance of many realms — society and psychology, science and meta-
physics, religion and immortality — that holds the analytic, the specula-
tive and the confessional in cateful balance to place him, Alejandro Arias
has said, in the tradition of Marcus Aurelius, Nietzsche and Unamuno. Of
all Latin American thinkers, writes Francisco Larroyo, ‘perhaps Vaz Fer-
reira has attained lesprit de finesse in highest measure’.'33 Vasconcelos was
quite different. In book-length treatises he dashed off a metaphysics

32 Carlos Vaz Ferreira, El pragmatismo, exposicién y eritica (Montevideo, 1909). In Chile, Enrique
Molina produced 2 simultaneous critique of James; see Solomon Lipp, Three Chilean Thinkers
(Waterloo, Ont., 1975), p. 107.

133 Alejandro C. Arias, Vaz Ferreira (Mexico D.F., 1948); Francisco Larroyo, La filosofia iheromericana,
2nd ed. (Mexico, D.F., 1978), p. 124.
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(1929), an ethics (1932), an esthetics (1935) and an organic logic (1945).
As early as 1918 he had laid the basis for his ‘system’ in Monismo estético
(Esthetic Monism). His most famous book was La raza césmica (The Cosmic
Race, 1925) which predicted that a ‘fifth race’ would produce ethnic fusion
of scientific, spiritual, and aesthetic capacities permitting civilization to
teclaim the tropics as its land of promise. Four ‘races’ — black, Indian,
Mongol and white — had thus far forged world history in isolation. Be-
cause the white race had resisted miscegenation while taming nature, it
was left to Ibero-Americans, with all the ‘defects’ of their civilization, to
provide the cradle for a fifth race. ‘The inferior races’, wrote Vasconcelos,
‘would become less prolific with education, and the best specimens will
keep ascending an ethnic scale whose ideal type is not precisely the white
but the new race to which the white himself must aspire so as to dominate
the synthesis.” Aesthetic mating of the ‘black Apollo’ with the ‘blond
Venus’ rather than brutal struggle for survival, Vasconcelos claimed (ignor-
ing Darwin’s attention to sexual selection), would determine a eugenic
outcome, preserving the gifts of mestizos, Indians, and ‘even the Negro',
who ‘surpasses the white in an infinity of spiritual attitudes’.

If this summary suggests a latter-day pensador clumsily navigating from
social Darwinism to Bergsonian idealism, it is only a fragment of the
truth. Vasconcelos by no means merely accompanied European fashions.
His vocation led toward contact with the divine through sensual passion.
Yoga and theosophy captivated him. Nietzschean exaltation took him to
Hinduism, Buddhism to Pythagoras. Plotinus became his lodestar. With-
out being bookish, as he accused the ateneistas of being, Vasconcelos still
felt that encounter with books could be redemptive, not benign or critical
books but revelatory or prophetic ones. As secretary of education in the
early 1920s he distributed Homer, Plato, Dante, Cervantes, Goethe and a
dozen more classics in tens of thousands of copies to Mexican schools. In
his turbulent public life he sought to incarnate his own mystical ideal, not
to project it intellectually. He called himself a Tolstoyan Christian; Krauze
calls him a creole Plotinus. 34

34 Enrique Krauze, ‘Pasién y contemplacién de Vasconcelos’, Vuelta, 78 (1983), 12-19 and 79
(1983), 16-26; see also John H. Haddox, Vasconcelos of Mexico: Philosopher and Prophet (Austin,
Tex., 1967). For other patriarchs, see Jack Himelblau, Alejandro O. Dedstua: Philosophy in Defense of
Man (Gainesville, Fla., 1979); Medardo Vitier on Varona in La filosofta en Cuba (Mexico, D.E.,
1948), ch. 11; Enrique Krauze, ‘Antonio Caso: el filésofo como héroe’, Revista de la Universidad de
Meéxico, 39 (nueva época), 29 (1983), 2—10; Solomon Lipp on Korn in Three Argentine Thinkers
(New York, 1969), ch. 3; Lipp on Molina in Three Chilean Thinkers, pp. 101—41; Sylvio Rabello,
Farias Brito, ou uma aventura do espirito, 2nd ed. (Rio de Janeiro, 1967).
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The transition from the patriarchs, who devised personal versions of the
philosophic enterprise, to the shapers, who erected consciously American
foundations for it, was orientated by trends of largely Germanic origin,
particularly phenomenology and existentialism, often filtered via France or
via Ortega y Gasset and the Spaniards. German thought might from the
start have been a source of creative energy for Latin America when we recall
that Germany was in a sense, as we have said, the world’s first ‘underdevel-
oped’ country, that its intelligentsia rejected the brittle pansophism of the
Enlightenment, and that German thought was, by the dawn of the nine-
teenth century, probing more deeply than French and English into nation-
hood, ethnicity, culture, religion and historical process. 35 Latin America,
however, received only echoes of this tradition through the eclecticism of
Cousin, the anti-positivism of Krausism that caught hold in Spain, the
Hegelian precepts that appealed to Cubans for justifying self-rule, the
‘Germanist’ school of Recife and Sergipe in Brazil, or finally, by the cen-
tury’s end, retailed versions of revisionist Marxism.!36

The reception of Spengler’s Decline of the West (1918—22) signalized the
Germanizing of Latin American thought. Proof of European ‘decadence’
was precisely what Latin Americans needed to break loose from intellec-
tual mimicry and to explore what cultural assertion at the periphery might
now involve. By treating Europe as a world culture in decline, Spengler
legitimized newly emergent cultures. Yet while his historical pronounce-
ments might illuminate discrete New World situations, such as the Argen-
tina of Martinez Estrada or the Andean realm of Victor Ratl Haya de la
Torre, they failed to yield foundations for comprehensive, self-consistent
philosophy. These larger guideposts atrived in two stages. First came the
neo-Kantian, idealist reaction to positivism of the Marburg school, which
began in Germany in the 1870s and reached Latin America in the early
twentieth century. The second, decisive influence made swifter transit,
arriving by the end of the First World War. This was a return to metaphys-
ics featuring the philosophy of culture, the theory of values, and existen-
tialism, all grouped around phenomenology, taken less as a philosophy
than a movement.

Phenomenology poses large challenges to the historian of ideas in Latin
America. On one hand, it was a shaping influence on existentialism and
133 Cf. Marshall Berman, A/l That is Solid Melts into Air (New York, 1982), part 1.

136 See Leopoldo Zea, ‘Alemania en la cultura hispancamericana’, in Esquema para una historia de las

ideas en lberoamérica (Mexico, D.F., 1956), pp. 59—89; Jodo Cruz Costa, Contribuigio 4 histéria das
idéias no Brasil (Rio de Janeiro, 1956), pp. 296—330.
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on the perspectivism of Ortega y Gasset which by the 1940s were in wide
ascendency in Latin America. On the other hand, phenomenology, both in
the seminal writings of Edmund Husserl (1859—1938) and in extensive
commentaries, is abstract, technical and almost bereft of illustration and
analogies. Yet despite its eclipse by Marxism by the 1960s there were
signs that phenomenology had influenced the case of Latin American
thought. What follows is an attempt to suggest how the phenomenologi-
cal outlook met ingrained habits of thought and conjunctural needs of the
moment. *37

First of all, phenomenology does not deal with concrete ‘phenomena’ or
sheer facts but with the essence of things conceived apart from their
existence. For the phenomenologist empiricism is not a philosophical
pursuit, nor does he draw on the special sciences. He is no more concerned
to marshall evidence for his findings than is the geometer to demonstrate
the reality of a triangle. To non-philosophical sciences phenomenology
ascribes a ‘natural’ or naive attitude that assumes an explainable world
existing outside the consciousness of the subject. The mind roams at will
through the world, dividing it into fields of inquiry, extracting laws or
regularities. This naive attitude rests on canonical postulates while philoso-
phy, Husserl insisted, requires a ‘radical’ attitude that dismisses al! presup-
positions. Philosophy is, in this sense, more rigorous than science. Des-
cartes was a persuasive mentor becuase he had deduced scientific method
from the single postulate of the cogito. Husserl eliminated even this postu-
late by assimilating the mind to its cogitata from the start (his Cartesian
Meditations appeated in 1931). Husserl demanded special intuition: not
the emotional intuitionism of Bergson but a disciplined, ‘eidetic’ intuition
that ‘brackets’ the world as naively seen, reduces it to essences (eidos —
essence), and culminates in the epoché, or suspension of judgement.

Thus phenomenology fights on several fronts: against empiricism and
scientism, against scepticism and relativism, against mysticism and tradi-
tional metaphysics. What it proposes is apptopriation of pure conscious-
ness, the living stream of experiences: a primal apperception that suspends

137 A concise introduction to phenomenology is the article, ‘Phenomenology’, by Husserl himself in the
fourteenth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1929). A good anthology is Joseph J. Kockelmans
(ed.), Ph logy: The Philosophy of Edmund Husserl and its Interpretation (Garden City, N.Y., 1967);
it provides keys to Husserl's thought, shows implications for human sciences, and traces the
transition to existential phenomenology in writings by and about Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-
Ponty. For phenomenology in Latin American legal chought, see Josef L. Kunz, La filosofia del derecho
latinoamericano en el siglo XX (Buenos Aires, 1951), ch. 8 and Luis Recaséns Siches et al., Latin
American Legal Philosophy (Cambridge, Eng., 1948).
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the categories of subjective and objective and must undergird common
sense and scientific inquiry. Four aspects of this ‘radical’ attitude concern
the cultural historian. First, fusion of mind and object means that con-
sciousness is consciousness-of-something: not a relation between mind and
object but an act that confers meaning. In other words, consciousness is
governed by intentionality, a neo-scholastic term that Husserl took from
his mentor, Franz Brentano. The conscious process already harbours an
intentional correspondence to objects. A second corollary is intersubjec-
tivity. Because the world is available to everyone, the possibility of solip-
sism vanishes. Cultural objects, for example, refer back to the intentions
that comprise them. Representations of the world cohere in mutual partici-
pation; the world coalesces where experiences intersect. Minds are thus
unified, making subjectivity inseparable from inter-subjectivity.

In the third place, phenomenology neither pursues preexisting truchs
nor aspires to construct a system. Rather, the epoché immerses the con-
scious ego in the flux of experience. That is to say, it suspends awareness of
what does or does not exist to reveal the world as a correlate of conscious-
ness. Like art, philosophy thus conceived brings truth into being through
attentiveness and wonder. Its task is not progressive construction but ever-
renewed parturition or experiment, given that complete ‘reduction’ or
epoché is unattainable. Finally, there are implications for history. There is,
for phenomenology, no Hegelian Idea or evolutionary law to be unveiled.
Instead, an ego renders the social world as a circumference of alter egos —
past, present, and future — for whom living space is not a geographical
notion but a home, and language not a grammatical system but a vehicle
of intentions. Human situations are not resultants of ideological or eco-
nomic forces but constellations of shared, intentional behaviour toward
nature, time and death. If Marx said that history does not walk on its
head, neither, Merleau-Ponty reminds us, does it think with its feet.
Phenomenology addressed the body i toto, not its extremities. From this
follows a concern with historicity, or the ceaseless interplay between cul-
tural tradition and the activity of participants that yields its sediment.

We may assess the significance of phenomenological thought for Latin
America on two planes. First, it is in some respects consistent with the
venerable neo-scholastic heritage of the Iberian world. The notion of
intentionality, derived from Aristotle, softens the hard, self-sufficient
world of science, while the comprehensive reach of phenomenology, from
a self-given or presuppositionless foundation, echoes the claim of Catholic
thought to universalism and self-legitimation. Positivism too had ap-
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pealed as an inclusive system: yet phenomenology, while claiming even
greater procedural rigour, lacks the evolutionary implication that classed
Latin America at an inferior stage of ‘development’. In the second place,
phenomenology met conjunctural needs. Its historicism legitimized the
pensadores’ search for identity and supported the vague but persistent no-
tion of a Latin American civilization. Moreover, its ‘aestheticism’ struck a
chord with an important domestic concern (cf. José Vasconcelos, Monismo
estético, 1918; Brazil's J. P. da Graca Aranha, A estética da vida, 1921,
Alejandro Deustua, Estética general, 1923, Antonic Caso, Principios de
estética, 1925; Samuel Ramos, Filosofta de la vida artistica,1950). The
conception of art or constant parturition relieved the sense of unilateral
dependence on metropolitan intellectual authority.

The brand of existentialism that spread in Latin America derived from
phenomenology through the early Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty.
Although there are affinities between the two, distinctions are possible.
Existentialism has no pretension to systematic rigour; its subject matter is
human existence, not consciousness; it rejects Husserl’s eidetic reduction
that suspends the naive attitudes of the special sciences; and, instead of
justifying beliefs by intuitive perception, it aspires to awaken adherents to
a special way of life or ‘authentic existence’.'38 For the cultural historian,
however, the significance of both modes of thought for Latin America
bears strong similarities.

For understanding how and why existential phenomenology was internal-
ized in the Ibero Atlantic world and not simply received as an ‘influence’,
the pivotal figure is José Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955).'39 His importance
has little to do with his pronouncements on Latin America, which were
relatively few, nor with the controversial question of his originality as a
philosopher. Partisans of Unamuno scored their point in likening him to
Charles, the Spanish ruler who was First of Spain and Fifth of Germany.
Our interest in Ortega here is that at the outset of his career he saw Spain’s
ambivalence toward European modernization to require philosophic expli-
cation, not economic or political recipes. His use of German thought was
crafted to this end. His sources and findings were diffused in his
Meditaciones del Quijote (1914) and later via the Revista de Occidente (1923~
138 Herbert Spiegelberg, ‘Husserl's Phenomenology and Sartre’s Existentialism’, in Kockelmans,

Phenomenology, pp. 252—66.

139 For the formation of Ortega's thought: Julian Marids, José Ortega y Gasset: Circumstance and Vocation,
trans. Frances M. Lépez-Morillas (Norman, Okla. 1979); Philip W. Silver, Ortega as Phenomenolo-

gist: The Genesis of ‘Meditations on Quixote’ (New York, 1978); Fernando Salmer6n, Las mocedades de
Ortega y Gasset, 3rd ed. (Mexico, D.F., 1983).
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36) and his disciples who emigrated to Latin America after 1936. For Latin
Americans who recognized their situation as analogous to that of the Ibe-
rian peninsula, Ortega demonstrated uses of philosophic thought which, at
face value, seemed amorphous and unanchorable. What he attempted was,
in effect, to link the psycho-historical specificity of a Martin Luis Guzmdn
to the inclusive Western humanism of an Alfonso Reyes.

It is loosely said that while Miguel de Unamuno (1864—1936) urged
the Hispanization of Europe, Ortega preached the Europeanization of
Spain. The simplification is considerable. Ortega felt that to become truly
a Spaniard, to understand Spain, meant becoming a technical philosopher.
This would produce a fresh European philosophy with unexpected Spanish
accents. To shut the windows, to resort to Spanish mysticism, could only
prolong the ‘Tibetanization’ of Spain. The country would remain a cistern,
a repository of European flotsam, and not become a spring, or source of
interpretation. Assimilating European ciencia (science) was not to ‘catch
up’ but to overcome inconsciencia, or unconsciousness of one’s own history.

Ortega was aware of the implications of his thought for Latin America
and once told Alfonso Reyes that he would enjoy being known as Ortega
‘the American’ in the style of Scipio ‘Africanus’. Ortega visited only
Argentina, however, and tesisted involvement with the rest of America.
His essays on that country assimilated it to the hemispheric case and to the
Hegelian notion that the Americas as a whole, Argentina and the United
States alike, were primitive and immature.'4® When it came to the New
World he spoke not as a Spaniard but also as a European. He was Ortega
Americanus malgré lui, not because of his American writings (which were
not without insight) but in spite of them. Ortega’s lesson for America lay
in his ‘perspectivism’ or ‘circumstantial thinking’ which bore traces of
phenomenology but was far from a replica. Indeed, Ortega’s German
education had been at Marburg under the influence of Hermann Cohen,
Paul Natotp, and pre-Husserlian neo-Kantianism. It was only in 1913,
three years after his return to Madrid, that two disparate books were
published to wrench him into intellectual maturity. One was Husserl’s
Ideas, which struck him by its innovative method but straightaway im-
pelled him to go farther. He later wrote that he emerged from phenomenol-
ogy without having entered it and that ‘phenomenology was not a philoso-

M0 Zea, ‘Ortega el americano’ in Esquema, pp. 93—120. See Ortega’s essays, ‘Hégel y América’, ‘La
pampa . . . promesas’, and 'El hombre a la defensiva’ in Vol. 7 of E/ espectador (Madrid, 1929), pp.
11-21, 193~264. Also Peter G. Earle, ‘Ortega y Gasset in Argentina: The exasperating colony’,
Hispania, 70, 3 (1987), 475—86.
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phy for us’ but ‘a piece of good luck’. The other book was Unamuno’s
Tragic Sense of Life, whose shocking imagery and ‘palpable hits’ in demon-
strating the opposition between reason and life disclosed still vital main-
springs of Spanish thought. Ortega now accepted to strike out alone
without support from his own generation.

Discussion of Ortega’s perspectivism commences with his pronounce-
ment that ‘I am [ and my circumstance, and if [ do not save it, I do not save
myself.” The two initial I's are the clue. The first designates a personal,
internal reality that is not of the senses. The second ‘I’ is a dynamic part of
circumstance. In contrast to Husserl's ‘surrounding world” (Unwelr), Ot-
tega’s ‘circumstance’ contains the human organism as an ingredient. He
thus disallows both subjectivism, which leads to the sceptical position that
truth cannot exist if the only viewpoint is individual, and rationalism,
which holds that because truth exists it requires a supra-individual view-
point. Nor does Ortegaaccept Husserl’s reduction, for by bracketing reality
it suspends the ‘natural accicude’, or /iving perception, and turns to contem-
plate perception itself. Ortega asks that each person contribute his own
irreplaceable truth, that he not adopt an imaginary retina. There is a reality,
but a profound one from which appearances spring, not the ‘laminated’
reality of positivism that reflects surfaces. The latent, true reality is offered
only in perspectives. The issue, then, is not the ‘destiny of man’ but
concrete destinies requiring reabsorption of circumstance, humanization of
life and conversion of the world ‘out there’ into a true, personal world. Later
Ortega was to deride the existentialism of Parisian boulevards for the ‘gratu-
itous’ choice it imposed. One's fate, one’s tragic fate — he believed — was
proposed, not imposed. One cannot choose one’s fate; one chooses whether
to be faithful to it.

While the generation of the patriarchs might acknowledge the new
Husserlian and Orteguian currents, they were not positioned to give them
understanding reception. In 1934 Alfonso Caso bravely produced a book
on the philosophy of Husserl, whom he praised for vindicating the role of
intuition in apprehending essences. The book was perhaps his weakest
effore, for ‘it is really Bergson whom he understands, not Husserl’.?4* In
1939 Alfonso Reyes, who bore something of the relation to contemporary
Europe that a Renaissance humanist bore to seventeenth-century philoso-
phy, wrote an appreciative essay on Alejandro Korn and his disciple,
Francisco Romero, yet disparaged the German sources that shaped the

41 Pacrick Romanell, Making of the Mexican Mind (Lincoln, Nebr., 1952), p. 83.
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passage between the two. From his humanist outlook he dismissed Scheler
and Heidegger and regarded Husserl's phenomenology as a flickering
spark that cast no light.'42 What follows starts with the transition from
Korn (an exemplary patriarch) to Romero (an exemplary forjador), then
examines the pedagogic and philosophic contributions of the Spanish trans-
terrado, José Gaos, and his Mexican disciple Leopoldo Zea. These represen-
tative cases illustrate ~ far from exhaustively — the disciplinary ripening
and mutual engagement of intellectual abstraction and self-given reslidad.

Alejandro Korn (1860—1936) was a ‘patriarch’ not so much for his
writings, which never reached achieved form, as for his public life, teach-
ing and example of a mind at work.'43 His gift was wholeness of under-
standing. He saw no split between technical philosophy and social con-
science or between foreign influence and domestic intelligence. For him
philosophy was not airy speculation nor assimilation of exotic theories but
congruent expression of mental attitude. Korn is often lumped with Latin
American anti-positivists, but as Francisco Romero has said, he experi-
enced on his own the European philosophic renovation: ‘not an echo but a
correspondence’. Nor did he accept conventional charts of periods and
influences. The Bases (1852) of Juan Bautista Alberdi, if they came with
English utilitarianism and economic determinism, he affirmed to provide
a sturdy positivist foundation that anticipated Comte, Spencer and even
elements of Marx while being consonant with the needs of Argentina.
Alberdi’s synthesis served three generations. The task at hand, Korn fele,
was not to discredit Alberdi’s argument but to imitate his genius in
identifying durable bases for synthesis under changed conditions. If, for
example, creation of wealth had preoccupied Alberdi, the current chal-
lenge was distribution. But unlike the facile interpreters of ‘national
character’, he did not mechanically apply world thinkers to the national
case. He conflated the particular and the general. The chairs he held were
ethics, metaphysics, gnosiology and history of philosophy, while his cen-
tre, founded in 1929, was not a ‘centre for studying Argentine Reality’
but the Kantian Society of Buenos Aires. Faithful to Miré Quesada’s
‘recuperacién anabdsica’, he recapitulated European philosophy since the
Greeks.

12 Alfonso Reyes, ‘Korn y la filosofia argentina’, in Obras completas, Vol. 9 (Mexico, D.F., 1959), pp-
166-71.

43 Alejandro Korn, E/ pensamiento argentino (Buenos Aires, 1961), pp. 233—60. (The 1983 edition
bears the original 1936 title, Influencias filostficas en la evolucién nacional.) See also Francisco Romero
et al., Alejandro Korn (Buenos Aires, 1940); Lipp, Argentine Thinkers, ch. 3.
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Korn's concern was that the scientific pretension of positivism was too
restrictive for current needs. He thought science to be an ordering of
partial and abstract features of reality. Philosophy on the other hand
should address how values are distilled, in biological, social and culcural
clusters, from the promptings of single persons. The cornerstone of phi-
losophy is axiology, opposing subjectivity to the objectivity of science.
Because universal values are illusory, they must be rooted in the autonomy
of human personality which, unlike science, can assess the circumstantial
value of real objects; they must bend before the normative conscience.
Metaphysics, traditionally linked to philosophy, becomes an independent
exploration of the unknown, a necessary but impossible venture that is
never satisfied but can reveal contradictory aspects of reality and make us
conscious of our power and impotence. Korn, in sum, orchestrates science
and metaphysics to axiology, freedom, and ultimate arbitration by human
beings.

These premises, rooted both in Argentine needs and in the course of
Western philosophy, gave Korn his Ockham’s razor for testing winds of
change from wherever they might blow. As for his compatriots, José
Ingenieros (1877—1925), he felt, fought to rescue positivism by intellec-
tual fireworks without abandoning scientistic dogmatism, while Ricardo
Rojas (1882—1957) urged a ‘nationalist restoration’ considered not as
nostalgia for past glories but as palingenesis of peoples’ inborn energies.
For him, a more coherent contribution was that of Juan B. Justo (1865—
1928), who translated Marx and founded the Socialist Party. Argentine
socialists recognized, Korn believed, that the social problem was less
economic than ethical, while beneath their profession of Marxism lay the
influence of Le Play, Schmoller and Leo XIII. This outlook was therapy for
the pragmatic persuasion that converted conscience to a biological func-
tion, excluded telos from the cosmic process, and gave ethics a utilitarian
cast.

Korn’s Argentine concerns shaped his views on Western philosophic
currents and made him impatient with mere fads. He deplored Spengler’s
payasadas (clowning) that allowed positivists to give a mystical cast to
scientific determinism. Without denigrating the psychiatric research of
Freud, he charged him with having reinvented the wheel of sexuality,
constructed long ago by Plato, Pascal and Darwin. He mistrusted
Keyserling’s introduction of the oriental comparison with its ‘esoteric
penumbra’. ‘The voyage to the Orient is fruitful providing one returns.’
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He was more dismissive of Jamesian pragmatism than were his contempo-
raries Enrique Molina (Chile) and Carlos Vaz Ferreira (Uruguay). Yet the
country of Emerson, Josiah Royce and Dewey was certain to chart a lofty
path: ‘For now it’s imperative to find philosophic inspiration there.” Berg-
son was a decisive influence for having opened free space within determin-
ism; yet Korn was disappointed that he had neither implanted a theoreti-
cal base nor produced an ethics. Croce was appealing mainly for his
spirited attacks on scientism and rationalism.

The German tradition Korn spoke of with more deference and less assur-
ance. His contemporaries, he wrote, paid homage to Kant, still regarded as
‘influential’, supposing him to be a nebulous metaphysician (even though
Kant had demolished rational metaphysics) and unaware that German phi-
losophy was a string of revolts against Kant. We have not heard, Korn
remonstrated, that the up-to-date philosophy in Germany is the latest
attack against the great thinker; we do not know what, after all this, is left
standing. As of 1927 it was hard to detect a dominant German trend or
genial figure. Dilthey appealed most to Korn but was still ‘an unknown
savant.” He liked Rickert’s work on the limits of science but not his theory
of values. He was attracted to the German Catholic tradition that chal-
lenged the dominant Protestant culture but felt unprepared to navigate the
waters of modern German philosophy: ‘only my friend Francisco Romero I
feel can move with ease in this labyrinth.” As for himself, he found academic
philosophy insipid. To commune with high German culture still meant
turning to Kant and Goethe. ‘The last German philosopher is Nietzsche’,
wrote Korn. ‘He gave philosophy its axiological orientation. 44

Francisco Romero (1891-1962), who met Korn in 1923 and became an
informal disciple, fulfilled the mentor’s expectation that he would master
the abstruse German contribution. Like Korn he addressed the state of
philosophy in Latin America, the task of recuperacion anabdsica, and his
duties as teacher and intellectual publicist but also managed to make
contributions, notably his Teoria del hombre (1952), that were fully rip-
ened. If Korn won continental recognition as an exemplary foe of positiv-
ism, Romero won acclaim as the dean of Latin American philosophers or,
in Miré Quesada’s view, the leader of the generacion forjadora. His reputa-
tion rests on his having advanced and unified the explorations of Korn,

"4 Risieri Frondizi, Korn's compatriot, reexamined axiology in What is Value?, An Introduction to
Axiology, trans. Solomon Lipp (Lasalle, Il1., 1963).
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with firmer grounding in contemporary, especially German, thought and
greater aptitude for synthesis. 45

Romero assumes from the start that a Latin American contemplates
European philosophy from a vast amphitheatre; whatever his intellectual
limitations, they do not include the blinkers of regionalism and dogma-
tism. Here time lies open no less than space. The certainties of the
positivist, Darwinist, nationalist age had crumbled. The modern age was
one of psychological insecurity at both the centre and the rim of ‘civiliza-
tion’. For all alike, the future stretches indiscernibly ahead. To penetrate
that future takes us to history, not as deterministic schema nor as blind
flux nor as haphazard relativism but via ‘ontological historicism’ that
assumes consciousness of the past for reconceiving the present. To demon-
strate historicity Romero offers the metaphor of a river whose waters may
flow peaceably along its bed or nearly dry up or overflow into adjacent
canals or flood to convert the whole valley into its bed; or finally its surface
may freeze leaving the liquid mass to flow silently beneath. Similarly
history, although channelled by the inner nature of man, may at times
seem to flow of its own accord. Microvisions supplement the panoramic
one. ‘Man seems wrapped in a subtle medium that is his conception of the
world’, not as conscious knowledge but as something lived, immediate, or
almost unconscious. 46 A race, an epoch, a people each has a world view, as
do social classes, human types, single persons; and these are often juxta-
posed and blended. From this premise Latin Americans can claim partner-
ship in the work of philosophic reconstruction.

A key to Romero’s thinking, as for Husserl's, is intentionality. In its
modern use this scholastic term has two general meanings: first, it desig-
nates ascent from the animal level, where the world is experienced passively
as engulfing the subject, to an intentional level where man converts his
amorphous milieu into defined objects that provoke reaction. Secondly, it
designates the transition from associationist psychology, which explains
mental life as a mix of impressions derived from sense experience, to con-
sciousness of a subject-object relationship that involves the ego with the
world as participant. To this Romero adds a further division. First is the
self-centred intentionality of the psyche prevailing over the individual; sec-
145 Born in Spain, Romero came to Argentina in 1904. Important here are his Filosofia contempordnea,

3rd ed. (Buenos Aires, 1953), Papeles para una filosofia (Buenos Aires, 1945), El hombre y la cultura

(Buenos Aires, 1950), Sobre la filosofia en América (Buenos Aires, 1952), and Teoria del hombre, 2nd

ed. (Buenos Aires, 1958) (Theory of Man, trans. William F. Cooper (Berkeley, 1964)). For discus-

sions see Lipp, Argentine Thinkers, ch. 4, and Mir6 Quesada, Despertar, chs. 5, 6.
146 Romero, Filosofia contemporinea, pp. 130—31.
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ond is the ‘disinterested’ interest (or spirit) that seeks correspondence be-
tween human energy (the person) and value itself, thus projecting inten-
tionality toward the objective and universal. This signifies a distinction
between immanence, or enclosure in a particular reality, and transcendence,
a spilling over of the self yet without abandoning the original centre. For
Romero, the early modern religio-philosophic revolution (Luther, Des-
cartes, Hobbes) implanted immanentism by making the individual the sole
- depository of knowledge, belief, and sovereignty. This atomizing of the
medieval heritage was arrested by the romanticist inspiration of the nine-
teenth century, a corrective renewal for philosophy in the early decades of
the twentieth. In the socio-political realm, however, Romero felt the crisis
still to be acute, as evidenced by his pathology of the leading traits of
Western culture: intellectualism, activism and individualism. 47
Romero closed Teoria del hombre by applying intentionality and transcen-
dence to what he considered the three major world cultures which above
all others possess dignity and universality and confer on man a sense of
destiny: India, China and the West. (Jewish culture he regarded as insepa-
rable from Western.) The substrate of Indian culture he took as the
undivided whole from which all beings arise, making private existence a
passing instance that finds meaning only as it merges with the universal.
Indian culture is non-temporal, disvaluing time. Central to classical Chi-
nese culture is the social complex, a family with infinite predecessors,
governed by ancestors and sanctified as the nexus with the supernatural.
This culcure is ‘eternalist’, paralysing time in the shadow of an ancestral
past. Alone of the three, Western culture possesses historicity and allies
with time in its ‘throbbing consecutiveness’ to achieve demands of the
spirit. Whatever it may learn from others, it alone rescues the individual
from realities that surpass him and seem to overflow with meaning. If
citizens of other cultures abandon theirs to join ours, it is because the
West, whatever its stains and crimes, alone acknowledges what is genuine
in single beings. The others deny the historicity of man as a self that is
strengthened and purified in the spiritual quest for universality. Man is
born when he confers objectivity on the world through judgement; other
culcures disparage and even annul the privilege of judging.4®
One of Romero’s uses for philosophy, then, particularly its modern

147 Romero, Teoria del hombre, chs. 6, 7; Lipp, Argentine Thinkers, pp. 114—16, 122-25, 138—45;
Miré Quesada, Despertar, pp. 147-53.

18 Romero, Teoria del hombre, ch. 12; also his chapter ‘Temporalismo’, in Filosofia contemporanea, pp.
25-49.
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German variants, was to map the broad lineaments of world cultures. In so
doing he smoothly assimilated the Latin American tradition (as he had the
Jewish) to Western culture, and although he kept abreast of Latin Ameri-
can currents, he made no heroic attempt to develop a cultural category for
them. Or perhaps he did so by implication when, as discussed above, he
praised the philosophic achievement of contemporary Europe but detected
crisis in the socio-political realm, where he found intellect unsupportive of
values, activism lacking a mission, and individualism frustrated by inade-
quate political organization. In addressing Latin America one surmises
that instead of enquiring into local ‘identity’ he was asking how a subcul-
ture might, from unique resources, contribute to therapy for the whole.

There were literati of Romero’s approximate generation who addressed
directly the question of Argentine ‘identity’, sometimes in the context of a
larger America, such as Ricardo Rojas or Eduardo Mallea, and sometimes
taking cues from contemporary philosophy, such as Martinez Estrada,
Carlos Alberto Erro, or the Spanish maestro himself, Ortega y Gasset, ina
few casual sketches. Yet conditions were not propitious for assimilating
identity to a canon of philosophic interpretation. First, Argentine identity
swung within a multi-ideological political arena among the disparate
poles of Amerindian origins, the Hispanic heritage and the diluvial immi-
gration of modern times. Second, although there was no local dearth of
philosophic talent, it lacked a roof under which to assemble for common
endeavour (Romero in fact resigned all his academic positions in the
Peronist years, 1946—55).

In Mexico circumstances were more favourable for Miré Quesada’s awak-
ening of the Latin American philosophic ‘project’. Here the Revolution had
struck roots, matured and seemingly translated the disparate hopes of the
1920s into a domestic cultural agenda. The muralists had apotheosized the
Indian substrate of national culture, whose architectural monuments and
ethnic descent were everywhere visible, while the influx of Italians, Central
Europeans and Japanese to the South Atlantic zone had no parallel here.
Doubts as to whether a ‘revolution’ had indeed occurred lay ahead. Two
further facrors enhanced philosophic receptivity in Mexico. The first was
that the Revolution was premature to have absorbed the modernist élan.
Older hands retained intellectual mentorship (Reyes, Caso, Vasconcelos and
the slightly younger Samuel Ramos) and could adapt to new situations
within the large philosophic vistas of an earlier period. The second was the
exodus of Spanish intellectuals to Mexico in the Jate 1930s. They came with
professional competence in arts, letters and sciences as well as sports and the
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mass media. Of the 20,000, of perhaps many more, exiles who arrived in
Mexico, 650 appear in a roster of those with high professional accomplish-
ment."9 The anti-dictatorial politics of humanists and social scientists
placed them to relegitimize the central Iberian component of Spanish Ameri-
can culture that had been so problematical, above all in Mexico, since
independence. As Europeans, moreover, they could expand the question of
transatlantic identity to its hemispheric dimension.

Although Spanish intellectuals and professionals were received through-
out Spanish America, a critical mass came to Mexico, generally because of
President Lazaro Cardenas’s policy of offering asylum to Spanish republi-
cans and specifically through the efforts of Mexican scholars, conspicu-
ously Alfonso Reyes arnd Daniel Cosio Villegas (1898--1976), to arrange
accommodation for their Spanish colleagues. The Casa de Espafia, founded
in 1938, provided a base, transformed two years later into El Colegio de
México. Here we limit ourselves to the consequences for philosophy in
Mexico of the Spanish hegira, and, of the fifteen or twenty philosophers
among the 650 professionals, we will focus on José Gaos, whose pedagogi-
cal genius and mentorship of the Hiperién group made him responsible,
or at least a catalyst, for opening a new chapter in the exploration of
‘identity’.

José Gaos y Gonzélez Pola (1900—69) was born in Gijon, Spain. Unlike
Francisco Romero, who came to Argentina as a youth and absorbed New
World flexibilities, Gaos arrived in Mexico in 1938 with the full baggage
of his European career. A disciple of Ortega and a militant in the Socialist
Party, he became professor of philosophy at the Central University of
Madrid in 1932 and rector in 1936. Memoirs by Mexican disciples and his
own ‘confesiones’ convey something of his enigmatic character.'s° To start
with an outrageous epithet, Uranga calls him, in the slang term from
North American English, a ‘jerk’. Far from a slur on Gaos’s mental
acuteness, this is an affectionate judgement by a salacious creole of his
gachupin professor who had assumed the full weight of tradition and
ancestral formal structures and had accepted his lot as condemnation.
Gaos’s father, he once told Uranga, had wished him to be a notary. ‘And
now you see me here as a professor. Am [ in any way better off?’ Resigned

149 Salvador Reyes Nevares (ed.), E/ exilio espariol en México, 1939—1982 (Mexico, D.F., 1982); José
Luis Abellin, Filosofta espariola en América (1936-1966) (Madrid, 1967).

130 José Gaos, Confesiones personales (Mexico, D.F., 1959); Emilio Uranga, ;De quién es la filosofia?
(Mexico, D.E,, 1977), pp. 177—223; Oswaldo Diaz Ruanova, Los existencialistas mexicanos (Mexico,
D.F.,, 1982), pp. 103—54.
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and sceptical, he seemed like a cameraman in the historical morgue of
philosophers, empathizing with the specimens. He enviously congratu-
lated anyone who abandoned philosophy, as when Marx boxed up Hegel's
books and forgot them forever. A victim of congenital nihilism, his life
was governed by regimen in his teaching, his voluminous writing and
translating, his exercise (swimming), eating, loving and drinking. He
much preferred Heidegger to Husserl but studied the latter assiduously to
master the secrets of phenomenology. He had neither the spark of an
original philosopher nor the literary fluency of a master essayist. He died
as he had lived, in harness, presiding over a doctoral examination.
Wherein then lay the genius of Gaos? First, he was a magisterial
lecturer. Second, he commanded every important philosopher and philo-
sophic system since the Greeks. Third, he was implacable in his exegesis
of philosophic texts. Fourth, his easy familiarity with Western philosophy,
including contemporary versions, and his having wrestled with the
Orteguian circumstances of a marginalized, ‘retarded’ Spain equipped him
to fathom Mexican and American dilemmas at first glance. It was he who
called the Spanish newcomers transterrados instead of refugees or exiles
(desterrados) — i.e., transplaced, not displaced — for this ‘morphological
extension, this transcendence of Spain in America made him think that he
had not been exiled but simply transported to another place in the same
land that had watched him suffer’.*s* Finally, his scepticism and avoidance
of systemic philosophizing left his disciples space for free speculation.
They did not form a school (some rejected their mentor’s German existen-
tialism in favour of the French brand), but they were a group, who might
consort with neo-Kantians but raised the hackles of neo-Thomists and
neo-Marxists. Gaos’s proselytes included such soon-to-be recognized Mexi-
can philosophers and intellectual historians as Luis Villoro, Rafael Mo-
reno, Pablo Gonzilez Casanova, Francisco Lopez Camara, Edmundo
O’Gorman, Bernabé Navarro and José Luis Martinez; the Peruvian philoso-
pher Augusto Salazar Bondy and the Puerto Rican historian Monelisa Lina
Pérez-Marchand. In striving to meet the interests of his students Gaos
desisted in seminars from directly addressing Mexican autognosis or iden-
tity but dropped back to the eighteenth century, to the critical moment of
the Enlightenment impingement, when foreign ideas no longer came from
without in the heads of immigrants or visitors but from within in the

151 Uranga, ¢/ De quién?, p. 190;also José Gaos, ‘Los “transterrados” espaiioles de la filosofia en México’,
in his Filosofia mexicana de nuestros dias (Mexico, D.F., 1954), pp. 287-323.
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heads of native importers. One case favoured a colonial outlook, the other
an impulse of independence and national personality.'s? Some years later
economists would propose an analogous contrast, for a subsequent period,
between development from without and development from within.

The purpose of this section has not been to review the discipline of
philosophy as practised in Latin America but to highlight practitioners
whose training assisted them to lay foundations and shape an agenda for
the ‘identity’ question, whether in national or in continental terms. At
this point the achievement of Leopoldo Zea (1912— ) deserves special
actention as the favoured disciple of Gaos, who remarked that if Zea had
not existed Gaos would have had to invent him to justify himself as a
professor.*53 Others of Zea’s peers may have made more ingenious specula-
tive flights, but it is Zea who devoted his life to developing underpinnings
for the ideological and political quest for Latin American self-awareness
and autonomy. Because of his unpretentious, often didactic language, his
largely tactical use of philosophic luminaries, and his concern with histori-
cal matrix, philosophers on the ‘cutting edge’ tend to belittle his concep-
tual acumen. On the other hand, North American historians, as soi-disant
empiricists, chide him for not being exhaustive and even-handed in trac-
ing intellectual trends of the last century and for allowing his vision of the
future to skew his account of the past. Finally, activists who commend his
argument for ‘liberation’ (mental, political, economic) fault him for lack-
ing engagement and specificity. Zea can be accused, that is, of failing to
see the forest for the trees, of failing to see the trees for the forest, and of
failing to convert the forest into ridgepoles and rafters. To the purists he
would respond that he uses Hegel as a source of ideas, not a text for
exegesis. He reminds the historians that empirical dismemberment of
history impedes (sometimes purposely) ideological reconstruction. To ac-
tivists the answer is that the task of recovering half a millennium of
hemispheric history differs from crafting instrumental prescriptions for
time and place.

Zea staked his claims with his influential books on Mexican positivism
(1943—4), which provided scaffolding for his subsequent study (1949) of
the ‘two stages’ of nineteenth-century Spanish American thought. In them
he formulated premises for extending his analysis to the Americas, to the
32 ‘Lo mexicano en filosofia’, in Gaos, ‘Los “transterrados” *, pp. 325-57.

133 See Miré Quesada, Proyecto y realizacién del filosofar latino-americano, pp. 141-83; Tzvi Medin,

Leopoldo Zea: ideologia, historia y filosofia de América Latina (Mexico, D.F., 1983); Solomon Lipp,
Leopoldo Zea: From Mexicanidad to a Philosophy of Histery (Waterloo, Ont., 1980).
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West, and finally to the world. Despite later shifts in perspective and
intellectual sources, Zea has been in Isaiah Berlin’s terms a hedgehog, not
a fox. The two points of departure for his unified mission are interlocked.
First was his general attraction to the themes of historicism and liberation,
for which he found elements in his highly selective use of Hegel, Ortega,
Scheler, and Mannheim as well as Vico and Croce, with an early, some-
what fortuitous existentialist (largely Sartrian) parenthesis. Hegel and his
notion of a reality to be realized remained important although with Zea’s
proviso that ‘I back off from Hegel the moment he deifies the spirit’. The
ancillary point was his division of Latin American thought into the two
stages of romanticism and positivism. For Europeans this was a nacural
split, but it had not yet been applied systematically to Latin America.
Moreover, the point of Zea’s transplacement of the ‘two stages’ from
Europe to America was not to certify the ‘mental emancipation’ of Latin
America (a term he used somewhat ironically) from the scholastic and
authoritarian proclivities of the colonial centuries but to demonstrate that
Latin Americans could not, by faddish importations, deny their unassimi-
lated past. Here was his Hegelian inspiration: a dialectical capacity to
assimilate and not deny or eliminate the past, without which history
becomes serial repetition. These two points — historicism, or recognition
of a given people’s inescapable immersion in history, and liberation, or the
assimilation or ‘digestion’ of history — laid a foundation for his global
adventures in ideology.

Because Zea's ideas had structure, breadth and flexibility, and re-
flected the temper of the times, he was able to mount a series of
undertakings in the late 1940s and early 1950s having hemispheric
projection. He founded the Hiperién group dedicated to identifying the
logic of Mexican history from the premises of existential phenomenology
and including such promising figures as Emilio Uranga, Jorge Portilla,
Joaquin Sdnchez MacGregor and Luis Villoro. This initiative led Zea to
organize a series of short, widely read books on México y lo mexicano
whose authors included mentors such as Alfonso Reyes, José Gaos, Silvio
Zavala and Samuel Ramos and other Spanish Americans such as Mariano
Picén Salas (1901—65) and Rafael Heliodoro Valle (1891-1959). Beyond
this Zea began identifying intellectual historians throughout Latin Amer-
ica whose contributions would expand the search for authentic history to
continental scope. Published in the Tierra Firme collection of the Fondo
de Cultura Econdmica, the volumes he solicited created a lasting bench-
mark for the history of ideas in America. Later came the founding of the
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Co-ordinating Centre at the National University of Mexico for intercon-
necting Latin American studies programmes throughoutr the region.
Such programmes, Zea recognized, were routine in metropolitan curric-
ula but not in the region itself, thus denying it elements for a compre-
hensive view of the subject.

In the 1960s the configuration of Zea’s ideas shifted somewhat. On the
surface it seemed that he was accepting a “Third World’ diagnosis lifting
the notions of dependency and liberation from a rejuvenated Marxism and
from writings of Marcuse, Fanon and even Che Guevara. He was not,
however, echoing the dernier cri. The two now consecrated watchwords he
had already treated explicitly in the introduction (‘Sentimiento de de-
pendencia’) and first section (‘La emancipacién mental’) of Dos etapas del
pensamiento en Hispanoamérica (1949). He in fact held close to his original
course, although conflating his search for Latin American identity with
that for a philosophy pure and simple of man wherever he exists. In this
his trajectory was close to that of Brazil’s Mirio de Andrade who, from
grounding in folklore, popular music, ethnology, psychology and litera-
ture, had worked toward the universal from knowledge of Brazil and its
regional fragments. Zea's base, in contrast, was philosophical, extending
far beyond the purview of technical concerns but with little attention to
the gambits of the burgeoning social sciences, to the visions of ‘boom’
novelists, or — as his critics insist — to details of microhistory.

Politically, Zea has held to a loose, relatively non-combative position
that Medin calls ‘nationalist, social, anti-imperialist neo-liberalism’ in the
most idealistic tradition of the Mexican Revolution. Any radicalism he
may seem to endorse is tempered by humanism. His socialism means
social justice, not abolition of private property. His liberty implies solidar-
ity, a balance of sacrifice and benefit, radicalism within reformism. On
one hand, he adheres to the finest flowering of Mexico’s revolution. On
the other hand, he remains alert to the grand dialectics of Hegel and
Marx. If Hegel's history as dialectical liberation informs his analysis,
however, he criticizes Hegel’s Eurocentrism in defining the trajectory and
beneficiaries of the Spirit. Similarly, in discussing Marxism he distin-
guishes between liberation of workers by their own promptings and effort,
as a subject of history, and their external liberation by leaders and parties,
as an object of history. This subject-object split applies also to his analysis
of relations between the United States and Latin America or between the
industrial world and the Third World. By Western calculus Latin America
is still, as Hegel long ago declared it to be, prehistoric. For Zea, its only
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entry into history is by its own toma de conciencia a moral ideal and not a
convergence of ‘objective’ interests. To be prisoner of the facts means to
accept them. Because the will to change them is subjective, objectivity
means for Zea the identification of subjective projects that converted
history into ‘reality’. Thus, paradoxically, objectivity creates a metahistory
to supersede a ‘real’ history that can no longer continue and is therefore
‘unreal’.

Why Zea runs afoul of orthodox historians is obvious. With fellow
philosophers there are also problems, although again related to norms of a
discipline. He has been charged, for example, with being a preacher and
not a philosopher, with accepting the technically impoverished tradition
of Caso, Vasconcelos and Ramos, and for not seeing that the force of
philosophy lies in a neutrality that allows it to exercise the fierce weapon
of Socratic criticism to unmask mystification. This professional critique
focuses, however, on methods rather than on objectives. It seems excessive
to demand that Zea practice Socratic deconstruction when his aim is to
identify bases for nationhood in the tradition of Vico, Rousseau, Herder
and Michelet.

In 1968—9 Zea began an exchange with the Peruvian philosopher Au-
gusto Salazar Bondy (1927—74) that Cerutti calls ‘one of the central links
of current philosophic thought in Latin America’. 54 Both paid homage to
their common mentor, José Gaos, and to his agenda for philosophy in
Latin America.*ss Their arguments even overlap: both agreed that underde-
velopment and external oppression had inhibited the flowering of philoso-
phy in America. Both agreed on the derivative nature of domestic philoso-
phizing, with Salazar Bondy however claiming that political and economic
conditions were not suitable for ‘originality’ (fresh ideas and formulations)
or for ‘authenticity’ (fidelity to circumstances at hand) — although he
wavered on the second point. Zea replied that authentic philosophy is not
a function of development. Developed and ‘over-developed’ countries, he
argued, produce unauthentic philosophy in abundance when they univer-
salize a vision of men who cannot recognize humanity in others, of liberty
understood to apply only to a minority, and of a licence for violence
justified by security and self-protection. ‘Authenticity’ can appear in any

134 Augusto Salazar Bondy, Existe una filosofia de nuestra América?, 1968; 6th ed. (Mexico, D.F.,
1979); Leopoldo Zea, La filvsofia americana como filosofia sin mds, 1969; 8th ed. (Mexico, D.F.,
1980). Horacio Cerutti Guldberg traces the subsequent course of the debate in Filosofia de la
liberacién latinoamericana (Mexico, D.F., 1983), pp. 161-8.

153 Cf. Gaos, Pensamiento de lengua espasiola and En torno a la filosofia mexicana, 2 vols. (Mexico, D.F.,

1952—3).
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setting. As for ‘originality’, Zea insists that his previous explorations into
lo mexicano and lo americano were not attempts to regionalize the philo-
sophic enterprise but to use a favourable vantage point, given the narcis-
sism of ‘developed’ countries, for constructing a philosophy ‘for man
wherever he be found.” He now advocated a philosophy of liberation that
approached the universal via the Third World rather than in direct confron-
tation of Jo americano with Europe.

In 1978 Zea gave his more recent formulations context by calling to
mind three discredited historical projecs: the autochthonous proyecto liber-
tario of Bolivar for a free union of American peoples, which soon collapsed
with the unleashing of local power struggles; the conservative preject,
which sought to remedy chaos by restoring the colonial regime of order and
social hierarchy; and the civilizing project, endorsed by Mora, Lastarria,
Bilbao, Montalvo, Sarmiento and Alberdi, which pinned its hopes to posi-
tivist education, immigration and foreign investment, creating a pseudo-
bourgeoisie subordinate to the West and rejecting historical roots and
culture. Drawing on his personal brand of Hegelianism, Zea now asserts
that the time has come for a new proyecto asuntivo, recognizing that the past
can no longer be rejected but must be taken up or assumed.*s¢ Once as-
sumed, or absorbed, it is then transcended and can be selectively negated in
dialectical fashion, or affirmative negation. For this project Zea's disparate
precursors include Bello, Simén Rodriguez, Bilbao, Rodé, Vasconcelos,
Gonzilez Prada, Reyes and Ugarte, but above all Marti, who most clearly
defines a project of liberation to reinvigorate the Bolivarian ideal.

Throughout the period of the Cold War, Zea strongly resisted accepting
the ideological dichotomization of the world. Whatever the perils and
perplexities of the post-Cold War era that has dawned, it at least strength-
ens the basis for the ecumenical outlook that he has so fervently advocated
across the decades. Moreover, the less structured, less predictable char-
acter of the current world scene may offer richer possibilities for intellec-
tual transactions between the realms of speculative philosophy and politi-
cal engagement.

TWO REALITIES: SOCIOLOGICAL AND MARVELLOUS

The deceptively sequential treatment of modernism —> naturalism/
essayism —> philosophy now leads to the apotheosis of social science in

136 Leopoldo Zea, Filosofia de la bistoria americana (Mexico, D.F., 1978), pp. 269—94. Also Zea, The
Role of the Americas in History, trans. Sonja Karsen (Lanham, MD, 1991).
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university curricula and of the Latin American novel (or more cautiously,
narrative) for international readership. These coincident phenomena of the
late 1950s and 1960s objectified a tension detectable in writings of an
earlier period. Mariategui, for example, was, in his own way, a Marxist
and economic determinist yet took inspiration from surrealism and even
the young Borges; Price-Mars, schooled in Paris in medicine and social
science, became the apostle of myth and voodoo as the substrate of Haitian
culture; the poet Martinez Estrada was deeply versed in historiography;
Fernando Ortiz, a painstaking ethnographer, found his mentor in a medi-
eval Spanish poet-priest. What follows investigates the branching apart of
scientific and literary endeavour that was in some respects loosely joined.

The social science story centres on the career of sociology, social anthropol-
ogy and aspects of history. (In the 1950s and 1960s Sdo Paulo’s so-called
‘school of sociology’ pioneered or rewrote whole sectors of the socio-
economic and political history of Brazil.) Just as philosophy had its ‘patri-
archs’ so sociology had exemplary pioneers, such as Andrés Molina Enriquez
(Mexico, 1866—1940), Juan Agustin Garcia (Argentina, 1862—1923), or
Alberto Torres (Brazil, 1865—1917). They were succeeded by a generation
of ‘shapers’ who as institution- and curriculum-builders tackled the chal-
lenges of theory and empiricism, pure and applied science, value-free sci-
ence and ideology, European derivation and Latin American innovation.!5?
The three names often identified as outstanding shapers are José Medina
Echavarria (1903—77), Gino Germani (191 1—79), and Florestan Fernandes
(Brazil, b. 1920).58 Two were, like Gaos, acculturated foreigners: Medina
Echavarria, who came from Spain to Mexico (1939—46), then went to
Puerto Rico (1946—52), and thereafter crowned his career in Chile; and
Germani from Italy who became head of the Institute of Sociology at the
University of Buenos Aires in 1955 and proceeded to put his stamp on the
modernization of sociology in Argentina with influence throughout the
Americas before capping his career at Harvard. Florestan Fernandes is ac-

157 For case studies of the intellectual and institutional development of sociology since the mid-
nineteenth century, see José Joaquin Brunner, E/ caso de la sociologia en Chile: formacién de una
disciplina (Santiago, 1988); Juan Francisco Marsal, La sociologia en la Argemtina (Buenos Aires,
1963), and El Colegio de México, Ciencias sociales en México (Mexico, D.F., 1979). A special
number of Revista Paraguaya de Sociologia, 11/30 (1974) includes four critical studies of sociology
in Latin America from ¢.1950 to the mid-1970s: Rolando Franco, ‘Veinticinco afios de sociologia
latinoamericana’, (pp. $7—92) and country studies by Manuel Villa Aguilera (Mexico), Eliseo
Verén (Argentina), and Carlos H. Filgueira (Uruguay).

138 Joseph A. Kahl's study of Latin America’s ‘new sociology’ focuses on Germani, Pablo Gonzilez
Casanova (Mexico), and Fernando Henrique Cardoso (Brazil): Modernization, Exploitation and Depen-
dency in Latin America (New Brunswick, N.J., 1976).
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claimed as the founder of the ‘Paulista school of sociology’ (a term he
disowns) which produced a loosely Marxist counter-statement (with func-
tionalist accents) to the previously conservative tenor of Brazilian social
analysis and opened the way to a fresh historiography. Fernandes’s disciple,
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, was important in linking the work of the
Paulistas to the continent-wide enquiries sponsored under Medina
Echavarria at the UN Latin American Institute of Economic and Social
Planning (ILPES) in Santiago, a collaboration notably realized in De-
pendencia y desarvollo en América Latina (1968) by Cardoso and Chilean sociolo-
gist Enzo Faletto.*s9

Among Medina’s abundant contributions, not so much to modernizing
as to intellectualizing sociology in Latin America, are his two broad but
concise synopses of the foundations of sociology and its role in Latin
America: one on the theory and technique of sociology (1941) at the
threshold of his Latin American career and the other on the sociology of
Latin America economic development (1964) after he had edited the path-
breaking sociology collection of the Fondo de Cultura Econémica, directed
the Centro de Estudios Sociales at the Colegio de México in the 1940s, and
thereafter, in Chile, acquired a comprehensive vision of Latin America,
thanks to his leadership role in the UN programme (CEPAL and ILPES)
and the Latin American Social Sciences Faculty (FLACSQO).!% Grounded in
wide knowledge of European, American and Latin American social
thought and science against a mature philosophic background, Medina
wrote in a spirit of critical sympathy without sectarian rancour, with
respect for adjoining fields of inquiry, affirming sociology as an autono-
mous yet interdependent domain. However divergent the starting-points
of Comte and Weber in physical science and in neo-Kantian historicism,
they coincided, Medina held, in endorsing empirical science and method
as applied to social data. A philosopher’s destiny, Medina believed, was
concentration, or addressing the integral social realm ({0 social); the sociolo-
gist's was to handle dispersion, or the ‘most fiercely concrete phenomena’.
Yet if division of labour was proper for the sciences, any given problem
should be examined as a whole. He even felt that subtle and complex
‘secrets of the age’ were best fathomed by Picasso, Miré or Klee.

Gino Germani sharply tilted the balance of influences and intellectual
commitments that composed Medina’s hopes for a scientific sociology.
9 Dependency and Development in Latin America, trans. Marjory M. Urquidi (Berkeley, 1979).

160 José Medina Echavarria, Sociologia: teoria y téhnica, 1941; 3rd ed. (Mexico, D.F., 1982); Con-
sideraciones sobre el desarrollo econémico en Amérita Latina (Montevideo, 1964).
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Although versed in German philosophy, he found its ‘culturalist’ or
‘spiritualist’ character that had flourished in Latin America earlier in the
century to be quite indefensible. Former controversies over the discipline
he dismissed as obsolete. By now, he argued, sociology was accepted as a
‘positive’ discipline, with empirical research conjoined with theory in a
relationship expressible in concrete, operational terms. The social scien-
tist no longer need rely on pre-existent data but could for certain put-
poses use experimental methods, given the technification, standardiza-
tion, routinization and specialization of his profession. As befitted an
industrial world, social research had graduated from artisanal to indus-
trial methods, while schools of sociology were replacing occasional chairs
of cdtedras isolated in law faculties. 6!

Like Medina, Germani was actracted to U.S. contributions that had
raised sociology to ‘the highest level in the field of methodology and
research techniques’ and had infused Durkheim, Weber and Simmel with
‘the vigorous Saxon empirical tradition’. Medina, however, (whom Ger-
mani admired) had seen the United States as a unique case marked by a
fluid social structure, a frontier tradition, a prosperous economy, and
massive immigration. He saw it not so much as a comprehensive model
but as a source of discrete instruments such as the social survey, commu-
nity study, case method, interview and life history, and he cautioned
against the fetichism of quantification. Germani, unlike Medina, spoke
for a ‘scientific sociology’ of judgemental neutrality that might have roots
in discrepant ideologies but would be self-corrective given the renovative
action of a scientific community. It was not the ‘scientism’ per se of Latin
America that explained current weaknesses, he felt, but the incomplete
institutionalization of science itself. Germani, who from his youth in Iraly
had opposed fascism (in both its left and right forms) and professed a
strong political liberalism, was charged by the right for challenging their
mystique of social solidarity and by the left for advocating an ‘American’
sociology without exploring the ‘imperialist’ messages it concealed. His
‘second exile’ to Harvard in 1966 coincided with the appearance of a re-
Europeanized ‘critical sociology’ under diverse neo- and post-Marxian in-
fluences carried forward by Pablo Gonzalez Casanova, Orlando Fals Borda,
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Anibal Quijano, John Saxe-Fernindez and
others.

61 Gino Germani, La sociologia en la América Latina, 2nd ed. (Buenos Aires, 1965); La sociologia
cientifica, 2nd ed. (Mexico, D.F., 1962); Argentina: sociedad de masas, 2nd ed. (Buenos Atres,
1966).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Two Realities: Sociological and Marvellous I13

Although his direct and innovative influence on the profession was
largely limited to Brazil until the 1960s, Florestan Fernandes was,
through his reputation, writings, or disciples, possibly the foremost pre-
ceptor of ‘critical sociology’ on a continental scale. If Medina was the
problematizador of the new sociology and Germani the pilot from scientism
to functionalist science, Fernandes — the only Latin American of the
three — aimed to re-theorize the field from grass roots rather than from
foreign paradigms wherein he too was thoroughly schooled. In his autobi-
ography Fernandes attributes the shaping of his sociological vocation to an
‘apprenticeship’ when, at age six, he was forced to find employment at the
lumpen fringe of an urban society composed of sharks and sardines.'62
When eventually he found his way to the Faculty of Philosophy of the
University of Sio Paulo, he found no secure foothold, as Medina and
Germani had, in the received wisdom of international social science.
Occasional foreign professors were true mentors, such as Jean Maugiié who
deepened his understanding of Hegel and Marx, or Roger Bastide who
guided his early research on race relations, or Herbert Baldus who intro-
duced him to ethnology and became a lifelong friend, or Donald Pierson
who encouraged him to take Sdo Paulo as a sociological laboratory. But for
the most part foreign professors made unfulfillable cultural demands and
presented an eclectic panorama of ideas that seemed unrelated to Brazil, a
training that required random ingestion and tended to substitute ‘intellec-
tual artificiality’ for ‘cultural parochialism’. To Fernandes they seemed
‘less concerned with the organism of the patient than with the brilliance of
the operation’.*%3 Still, there were advantages to an academic bill of fare
that was too heterogeneous to be copied and forced consumers to make
their own syntheses. It became apparent to Fernandes that while the
Faculty could not offer the ‘right’ system one might at least learn archi-
tectonic principles for building one and recognize that Marx, Durkheim,
and Weber were not reconcilable in simple additive fashion.

Fernandes formulated his politico-scientific position carefully during
his formative years and asks those who read his writings of the 1940s and
1950s to see behind his apparent empirical critique or ‘experimentalist’
sociologism a firm, gradual intention to dissolve the inhibitions of ‘a

162 Florestan Fernandes, ‘Em busca de uma sociologia critica e militante’, in A saciologia no Brasil
(Petrépolis, 1977), pp. 140—212. Many facets of Fernandes’s personal, academic and intellectual
career are examined in Maria Angela D'Incao (ed.), O saber militante: ensaios sobre Florestan
Fernandes (Rio de Janeiro and Sio Paulo, 1987).

163 For a complementary reminiscence by Claude Lévi-Strauss of his period as a young visiting
professor at the University of Sio Paulo, see his Tristes Tropiques (New York, 1964), pp. 106~8.
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society as oppressive and repressive as the Brazilian’. To have linked his
socialist tenets to his position as a sociologist at this time would have
exceeded the bounds of the ‘scientific sociology’ that was accepted by the
power elite as a misunderstood positivist sociologism. Meanwhile he culti-
vated his private determination to bind Engelsian materialist sociology to
a pathology of present society and to the collapse of capitalism as foretold
by Rosa Luxemburg. Instead of devoting his initial research to this
agenda, however, he selected two themes that led to the human bedrock of
Brazil: the Tupinambé Indians on the eve of European conquest and
black—white relations since slavery. The Tupinambi taught him the ‘folk
philosophy’ of their society where those who had nothing to divide shared
their own persons with others. Here Fernandez acquired his primary ‘wis-
dom about man, life, and the world’. His second understanding arose
from his work with Bastide on blacks and whites in Sio Paulo. In the early
1950 few would have selected racism to spearhead an inquiry into industri-
alizing Sdo Paulo, where blacks were a small fraction of the population and
race a subsidiary issue. Yet Fernandes’s project forced him to reconstruct
the region’s economic history and its transition to capitalism; to interpret
abolition as a revolution of ‘whites for whites’ that hastened consolidation
of the urban, industrial economy; to juxtapose racial and social stratifica-
tion, yielding the hypothesis of a transition from a society of ‘estates’
(sociedade estamental) to one of classes that created a 'bourgeois revolution’;
and to identify mechanisms of control applied to all disinherited groups
irrespective of race.'%4 If his studies of the Tupinambi celebrated the
sardines, his analysis of estates and classes indicted the sharks.

As substitute in 1952 for Roger Bastide in his sociology chair at the
University of Sdo Paulo and its occupant in 1955, Fernandes resolved to
create a ‘greenhouse’ as a counter-institution within the establishment.
The intent was to nurture a sociology ‘made in Brazil’ (as distinct from a
‘Brazilian sociology’) and to open ‘political space’ from which to influence
the seat of academic power. While Fernandes's co-workers over the years
were not united on doctrinal grounds, they shared a commitment to
construct a sociology for developing lands from ‘a descriptive, compara-
tive, or historico-differential perspective’. They would not compete with
164 See Roger Bastide and Florestan Fernandes (eds.), Relagées raciais entre negros e brancos em Sao Paulo

(Sao Paulo, 1955) and Florestan Fernandes, The Negro in Brazilian Society, trans. J. D. Skiles et al.

(New York, 1969). Fernandes's disciples, Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Otévio Ianni, extended

the research on Sao Paulo to the southern states of Parand, Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul.

See also Florestan Fernandes, A revolugio burguesa no Brasil: ensato de interpretagao sociolégica (Rio de
Janeiro, 1975).
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sociologists from metropolitan nations, yet would break with the eclecti-
cism of foreign mentors. Although he enjoyed theoretical sociology and
never abjured his faith in science, Fernandes felt obliged to descend from
the Olympian heights of ‘scholarship’ and face the blind alley of dependent
capitalism in a society that with no militant socialist movement could
never duplicate the classic bourgeois revolution of Europe. The task was to
revisit old questions but isolating Marxian ‘specific differences’ and demys-
tifying a ‘bourgeois conscience’ that was ‘dependent, ultraconservative,
and profoundly pro-imperialist’. With a strong foundation in his earlier
work he turned directly toward research themes that were at the crux of
Brazil’s impending crisis: entrepreneurship, labour, education, the state,
political participation and internal relations.'65

To trace Latin American sociology since the 1940s wholly through the
careers and writings of eminent scholars would be to highlight theoretical
concerns and to neglect the pragmatic, reductionist uses of their specula-
tions by university communities. In the late 1950s universities began to
expand at a dizzying rate. The professional curricula that for generations
had validated the status and careers of upper-class sons as lawyers, doctors
and engineers (or dentists and veterinarians for the less fortunate) were
hopelessly inadequate for training the leadership and middle-management
cadres needed to inflate and modernize public and private-sector bureaucra-
cies at a time when ‘development’ was the order of the day. The academic
solution was to create departments and faculties of social science on an
emergency schedule. In the 1930s a few insticutions, such as El Colegio de
México and, despite the reservations of Fernandes, the University of Sdo
Paulo, had been well placed to adapt curricula to domestic society and
culture. But the perceived need to apply ‘science’ to human affairs was
now so urgent, and funding for academic staff and infrastructure so abun-
dant after 1960s, that there was lictle time for judicious redesigning of
foreign (notably U.S.) curricular models, much less for creative innovation
in situ.'%6 During the 1970s, the poet-economist Gabriel Zaid tells us, the
caloric intake of Mexicans declined by 5 per cent; yet the budget for the
National University increased by 600 per cent and that for regional univer-
sities by 1,400 per cent. For Zaid the implication was that the mere
presence of a marginal population feeds the growth of bureaucratic pyra-

163 Along with many colleagues Fernandes was removed from his university position by the military
government in 1969, and regained it only in 1986. That same year he was elected to Brazil's
congress/constituent assembly as a candidate of the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT).

1% See Florestan Fernandes, Universidade brasileira: reforma ou revolugio? (Sio Paulo, 1975).
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mids at the centre; simply by existing, destitute villages create a ‘need’ for
contractors, tax collectors, amiable and well-informed tour guides, to say
nothing of Mexican anthropologists holding foreign doctorates and expen-
sively trained to document at grass roots level the nation’s grievous socio-
economic asymmetries. '67

Funding for academic expansion came largely from Latin American
governments, often externally financed, that saw universities as a source of
planners and technocrats and as a means of co-opting the allegiance of the
new middle classes. Secondarily, support came directly from foreign gov-
ernments and private foundations anxious to assist the ‘evolutionary’ prog-
ress of the region. Whereas previously the Kellogg and Rockefeller Foun-
dations had tackled the generally non-controversial fields of medicine and
agriculture, the younger Ford Foundation now moved into the social
sciences while attempting to maintain the applied or practical intentions
of its predecessors. Mounting campaigns against malaria or infertile soil,
however, was not the same as devising remedies for school desertion,
income concentration, and authoritarianism. Issues of culture and ideol-
ogy caused the grantors to loosen their criterion of direct empirical rele-
vance. The Ford Foundation won distinction by its strategic, hand-crafted
programme of fellowships, research support, curriculum development and
concern for human rights and its success at selling a pluralistic, or at least
permissive, but essentially U.S. version of the social science enterprise to
intellectual elites in Latin America.

The apparent paradox was that the North Americanization of the new
social science establishments (with generous European and domestic ac-
cents to be sure) occurred precisely when large sectors of them were drawn
to one or another brand of activist or intellectual Marxism, or else simply
to the idea of Marxism. After its transplantation in the revisionist version
of Juan B. Justo and the ‘indigenous’ version of Maridtegui, Marxism had
fallen into disrepute as a result of disenchantment with Stalinism in the
1930s, the Allied war against fascism in the 1940s, and developmentalist
hopes of the 1950s. Apart from the party apparatus, only such intellectual
stalwarts as Caio Prado Junior and Anibal Ponce, along with the Cuban
journal Dialéctica, kept alive its intellectual promise. Suddenly, with the
economic polarization of national societies, the loss of faith in developmen-
talism and in the ‘benevolence’ of international capitalism and the stirring
example of a ‘fresh start’ in Cuba, Marxism regained its initiative.

167 Gabriel Zaid, E/ progreso improductivo (Mexico, D.F., 1979).
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The joint hegemony of U.S. methods and Marxist interpretations in the
social sciences was paradoxical but not illogical. According to Rolando
Franco, ‘Latin America had national schools for teaching sociology directed
by Marxist socialists that, before the second half of the 1960s, differed in
no way from the “functionalist” orientation professed at similar places with
other objectives.’'®® As Dumont and Foucault have both held, Marxism
did not represent an ‘epistemic break’ with Ricardian economics but was
its logical culmination. Economics took priority for Smith and Ricardo,
then assumed hegemony for Marx and Engels. % Both liberal empiricism
and Marxian ‘science’ strove to unmask a social reality more concrete and
definitive than the quasi-Hegelian Latin American ‘reality’ evoked by
essayists and philosophers. Empiricists and Marxists alike arrayed the
branches of inquiry in a hierarchy — whether a ‘priapic’ scale from hard to
soft disciplines (i.e., economics to literacture) or a Marxian ladder from
infrastructure to superstructure. Because the essayists disregarded this
scalar construction — or else like Lezama reversed it to favour an ‘imagistic’
strategy; or like Gabriel Zaid contrasted the voracity of economics with the
veracity of poetry — Latin American and particularly U.S. social scientists
found them ‘soft’ and ‘subjective’. It is no surprise, then, to find fluent
traffic between liberal empiricists and Marxists, for while their politics were
poles apart their ideologies, in Dumont’s sense of the term, were similar.'7°
However much their therapies differed, both outlooks fixed on instrumen-
tal goals and both accepted a vision of Latin America as penetrated from
above, for better or for worse, by a structure of capitalist domination that
was reaching the taproots of society. A vision of the region as a family of
nations created during centuries and even millennia by those at its taproots
was more difficult to come by. Such a picture has begun to emerge since
1970, although more often as a jigsaw puzzle, given academic specializa-
tion and tribal narcissism, than as a vision.

This account of the professionalization of social science is selective and
designed to assist contrast with the simultaneous literary ‘boom’ of the

168 Franco, ‘Veinticinco afios de sociologia latinoamericana’, p. 83.

1 Louis Dumont, From Mandeville to Marx (Chicago, I1l., 1983), pp. 147-8; Michel Foucaulr,
Power/Knowledge, trans. C. Gordon et al. (New York, 1980), p. 76; Alan Sheridan, Michel Foucault:
The Will to Truth (London, 1980), pp. 70-3.

170 In his chapter, ‘A Comparative Approach to Modern Ideology and to the Place within it of
Economic Thought’ (in From Mandeville to Marx, pp. 3—30), Dumont defines ideology not in the
derogatory sense but as ‘the totality of ideas and values — or “representations” — common to a
society or current in a given group’. In this, he means that England, France and Germany have
held a common ideology since the seventeenth century in comparison to India, China or Japan.
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late 1950s and 196os. The pairing is devised not so as to characterize
academic and literary phenomena as such but to probe their respective
premises, or ideologies in Dumont’s sense, and suggest their relation to
broader Western context. The social scientists, for all their internal quar-
rels, drew energies from new or newly modernized universities; from
unprecedented salaries, fellowships abroad and research grants; and from a
common project of demystifying the colonial past, the pseudo-science of
positivism and the slackness of belletrism and of blazing the paths for
national development. Although the social sciences created a more sudden
and compact explosion than did the literature of the period, it was not
seen as a ‘boom’, given its rationality of purpose and its martter-of-fact
management by governmental and philanthropic agencies.

The literary ‘boom’ was so called because of factors external to literature
itself, such as the availability of expert translators for an international
audience and campaigns by publishers to enrich the often lacklustre metro-
politan literary menu of the period with exotic narratives. Rodriguez
Monegal decorated his incisive account of the ‘boom’ with wittily chosen
epigraphs to document ancient uses of the term and to trace the origins of
the ‘boom’ itself to the late nineteenth century.'7* Auchors like Borges and
Asturias who began writing in the 1920s were now swept into visibility
along with Mario Vargas Llosa, born in 1936. Although by now there
exist elegant treatments of the literary generation born in the 1920s and
1930s, they often deal with ‘influences’ and ‘idiosyncrasies’. Actually, to
categorize a ‘group project’ is more difficult with novelists than with social
scientists. ‘Boom’ yields no such generational handle as romanticism or
naturalism. This becomes clear from leafing through any collection of
mutually critical interviews with writers — for example, that of Rita
Guibert. 172

Since interviews offer few solid clues, two handles will be used in what
follows but with no pretense of literary exegesis: marvellous realism and,
in a non-technical sense, deconstruction. Magic realism and marvellous
realism, which acquired currency during the boom, should be distin-
guished from each other, and both of them from surrealism and the
fantastic, which date from modernism. Although surrealism might be
called a modern invention, all have antecedents in past centuries of Euro-
pean arts and literature. At a still earlier period, when people ‘believed in’

71 Emir Rodriguez Monegal, E/ Boom de la novela latinoamericana (Caracas, 1972).
172 Rita Guibert, Seven Voices (New York, 1973).
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God and the devil, the supernatural and magic, such ‘realisms’ would not
have had today’s oxymoronic connotations. To define them loosely: magic
realism refers to causality that is contrary to ‘natural laws’. Marvellous
realism refers to the extraordinary or unaccustomed (Jo insélito) but is
consonant with ‘reality’ and induces enchantment without the dread or
presentiments of the fantastic. The fantastic evokes anxiety (fear) through
intellectual anxiety (doubt). Surrealism projects spontaneous thought or
images from the subconscious, free of convention and rational control.!73
None, not even magic or marvellous realism, was a Latin American cre-
ation. In its modernist guise the ‘marvellous’ appeared as an aesthetic
category in André Breton's Manifesto of 1924, while in 1925 magic real-
ism was the subject of a book by Franz Roh, a German; Pierre Mabille
published Le miroir du merveilleux in 1940. In Latin America meanwhile
Borges wrote a graceful landmark essay, ‘Narrative Art and Magic'
(1932),'74 and a few years later explored the fantastic vein. Preliminary
but somewhat inconsistent formulations of magic realism were offered by
Arturo Uslar Pietri in 1948 and Angel Flores in 1954. But the Latin
American ‘authority’ became Alejo Carpentier (1904—80), starting with
his 1948 statement and continuing to his collected interpretations in the
early 1960s.775 In retrospect it turned out that earlier fiction by Borges,
Asturias and Arguedas or subsequent works by Rulfo, Roa Bastos, Vargas
Llosa, Onetti and above all Garcia Marquez had broken with the discourse
of realism, infusing it in various manners with /o maravilloso, but it was
Carpentier, with his highly readable texts, analytic essays and explicit
concern with Caribbean or Latin American ‘identity’ who championed the
cause.

Carpentier’s trip to Haiti in 1943 led to the pivotal prologue to his novel
The Kingdom of this World (1049) where he announced his discovery that ‘the
history of all America is but a chronicle of marvellous realism’.'7¢ After
leaving Paris, where he had lived from 1927 to 1939, he lived till 1945 in

Aoni,

gia 1o r e hisp icano (Sao Paulo,

173 See Irtemar Chiampi, O realismo maravilhoso: forma ¢ i
1980).

174 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘El arte narrativo y la magia’, Obras completas (Buenos Aires, 1974). pp. 226—32.

175 For Mabille’s influence on Carpentier, see Irlemar Chiampi. ‘Carpentier y el surrealismo’, Revista
Lingua e Literatura, 9 (1980), 155—74.

176 The prologue appeared separately in 1948 and then only in the novel's first edition; it was
reprinted in Carpentier’s Tientos y diferencias (Havana, 1966), pp. 95—9. See Emma Susana
Speratti-Pifiero, Pasos hallados en El reino de este mundo (Mexico, D.F., 1981); Alejo Carpentier,
Entrevistas, ed. Virgilio Lopez Lemus (Havana, 1985); Gonzilez Echevarria, Alejo Carpentier, pp.
107-29; Alexis Marquez Rodriguez, Lo barroco y lo real-maravilloso en la obra de Alejo Carpentier
(Mexico, D.E., 1982); Rodriguez Monegal, ‘Lo Real y lo maravilloso’.
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Cuba, then moved to Venezuela as a voluntary exile. On coming home to
America he had plunged into colonial texts spending eight years in a
passionate search to fathom the American world. In 1964 he observed that
‘America seemed to me an enormous nebula that I tried to understand
because I had the obscure intention that my work would unfold here, would
become deeply American.’ In what some call Carpentier’s fullest definition
of the ‘marvellous’ he relates how ‘it arises from an unexpected alteration of
reality (the miracle), from a privileged revelation of reality, . . . from a
widening of the scales and categories of reality, as perceived with particular
intensity by an exaltation of the spirit that leads it to an “ultimate state”
(estado limitey . Chiampi, who cites this interview, notes that Carpentier uses
two sets of verbs: those like ‘alter’ and ‘widen’ denoting a modification of
reality, and those like ‘reveal’ and ‘perceive’ that imply a mimetic function.
This oscillation appears to be intentional, rendering the marvellous as both
a perception that deforms the object and as a component of reality. Phenome-
nological and ontological positions are thus joined to resolve the apparent
contradiction of ‘deform’ and ‘exhibit’.177

Carpentier’s famous ‘prologue’ criticized the emptiness of European
modernism (although it had put him on his track). And if Europeans were
also searching for alternatives to the formulae of ‘Western’ culture in
primitivism, realm of the unconscious, Nietzsche or Bergsonian vitalism,
for Carpentier these led only to general abstractions. The notable case was
surrealism, which was for him never more than an artifice like certain
oneiric writings or praises of folly of which he had tired. He felt the
marvellous presupposed a faith. Those who are not Quixotes, he wrote,
cannot throw themselves into the world of Amadis de Gaula. Unlike
collective dance in America, that in Western Europe had lost magic or
invocatory power. In Haiti thousands of men yearning for freedom had
believed in the lycanthropic powers of Mackandal, a collective faith that
produced a miracle at his execution. What Carpentier yearned for was to
connect the realities of America to marvellous elements of the culture and
not, as he felt surrealism did, to a universal logic. On all this he differs
greatly from Borges, who dismissed Argentine identity as an unavoidable
fatality or else mere affectation, and for whom magic and the fantastic
were universals (as in his 1932 essay on magic). Indeed Borges could write
a story of eleven lines, ‘La trama’, which is universal, Argentine, realistic,
magic, marvellous, fantastic, and — why not? — surrealist all at once. In

177 Chiampi, Realismo maravilhoso, pp. 32—4.
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the first paragraph Caesar, surrounded by assassins, sees Brutus among
them and exclaims, ‘T4 también, hijo mio!’ Nineteen centuries later a
gaucho in southern Buenos Aires, attacked by other gauchos, sees his
godchild among them and says quietly, ‘;Pero, che!" “They kill him and he
doesn’t know that he dies so that a scene may reoccur.’

Carpentier's commentaries are useful because he wrote from his French
experience and with Gallic clarity (though not without contradiction and
ambivalence) in reappropriating his Latin American origins. He created
sophisticated publicity for the ‘boom’ of the sixties and the vitality of
Latin American culture, much as writers and artists had done for Mexico
half a century earlier. His pronouncements, however, do not yield direct
access to such diverse texts, even if ‘marvellous’, as those of Rulfo,
Guimaraes Rosa and Garcia Marquez. Indeed, his personal ‘truth’ lies in
his novels, not his essays. Looking beyond technical literary analysis,
however, Carpentier and others who joined him deserve their role in the
arena of cultural history. For one thing, his case for marvellous realism
lends vivid, non-intellectualized vocabulary and imagery to the abstracted
identity quest and the balancing of localism and universalism discussed
above for philosophers and sociologists. We can now relate Borges and
Carpentier to the philosophic part of the inquiry by classifying the former
as one who posits the ‘defining qualities of man and history in a universal
sense’ and identifies magic, hallucination, and narrative not as embedded
in specific cultures but as ‘superficially dissimilar although homologous
manifestations of being’. Carpentier on the other hand, like most Latin
American artists and intellectuals, Gonzilez Echevarria holds, adopted a
polycentric Spenglerian and Orteguian view of world history that accom-
modates magic and the marvellous to cultural specificity.!78

A further point is that marvellous realism translates into the sociologi-
cal terms of enchantment and disenchantment. As originally proposed this
Weberian polarity implied gradual intrusion, with modernization and
industrialism, of an ethos of rationalization affecting all realms of personal
and institutional behaviour. This is what Carpentier deplored in Europe
and found therapy for in America. Here, despite poverty and caudillism,
one still found cultural plurality, myth, eternal return, spontaneity and
human rapport. In societies that had not since independence managed to
universalize rationalization, where large countries seemed permanent Bel-
giums inserted into Indias, human communities that evinced aptitude for

178 Gonzélez Echevarria, Alejo Carpentier, p. 122.
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the marvellous seemed fated to be permanent fixtures. They would not
turn into the vanishing gypsy dancers of romantic Europe. When young
Haitian modernists published a literary Revwe Indigéne in 1927, the title
‘indigenous’ did not mean ‘native’ American but referred to an alternative,
non-rationalized culture, once called ‘barbaric’ or primitive. Moreover,
because nations so constructed are anomalies in the West, they at times fall
under the sway of homebred caudillos who confront the invasion of ‘ra-
tional’ commercialism and imperialism in ‘marvellous’ ways. Their careers
became special narrative projects for Asturias, Carpentier, Roa Bastos,
Garcia Marquez, Fuentes and others.!79 If novelists accepted a permanent
indigenous presence, developmental or Marxian social scientists found this
premise difficule to reconcile with their evolutionary faith. But since the
1960s — while economics, political science and sociology remain en-
sconced for their instrumental importance (despite their grievous errors of
diagnosis) — it would seem that social anthropology, ethnohistory, literary
criticism, psychology, sociology of ideas and kindred fields have moved to
the cutting edge of social studies. It seems also that the profession of the
essayist, who knows how to synthesize gracefully without perspiring, has
not fallen from fashion. Meanwhile, who knows what the poets and novel-
ists have in store?

An important strategy that literary criticism offers for the study of Latin
America remains to be mentioned. Marvellous realism, one must grant,
has become shopworn and acquired too many connotations, from the
empirical to the imaginative, for it to do much more than call actention or
set a mood or inspire private visions. Like social science, however, literary
study may offer schemas rather than themes, whose purpose is not to
describe or savour phenomena but to demonstrate fresh ways of arranging
them. The goal is not investigation or evocation but reconceptualization.
As we saw, social scientists were bent on reconceiving society or, in a
significant term used by some, demystifying it. Yet, irrespective of their
political ideologies, they accepted (or at least pledged fealty to) the
ground rules of science and empiricism. Their diagnoses, built on Western
maxims and ideas, were certainly in commonsensical ways critical, but
their prescriptions seemed drawn from a familiar Western armory, with
whatever seasoning from local historical and cultural accents.

For all its looseness and heterogeneity, what marvellous realism sug-
gested was that here were different societies, even though nestled in the

"9 Angel Rama, La novela latinoamericana. 1920—80 (Bogota, 1982), pp. 361—419.
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bosom of the West. Once a novelist suspects that his job may not be
primarily to demystify, which most serious writers can manage, but to
deconstruct vocabulary and categories, then the game becomes a free-for-all.
When available discourse fails to capture circumstances, artists sometimes
excel at opening paths to recognition. To demystify is to draw aside a veil
from a scene known to exist. To deconstruct is to examine elements of a
bogus scene so as to recombine them in a cognitively more satisfying
pattern. Although lacking the instrumental imperative of demystification,
deconstruction enjoys more imaginative scope.

Here we may borrow five cases offered by the Peruvian critic Julio
Ortega that illustrates ways in which talented authors, with different
aims and tactics, succeed in dissolving familiar worlds. 8 He starts with
the ‘critical writing’ of Borges whereby literature examines the functions
of language so as to question its own function. Borges, in Ortega’s view,
approaches culture not as a monument but as a text. As did Joyce and
Picasso he deconstructs the idea of a stable culture, ‘the idea of informa-
tion as a museum, as a hierarchical, exemplary, hegemonic monumen-
tality . . . Within culture, the notion of “truth” thus becomes a formal
operation that is no less fantastic than the literary act itself.” To abbrevi-
ate Ortega's other cases: The ‘mythical writing’ of Rulfo deconstructs a
social life while constructing the ideological space of a social hell; in his
‘colloquial writing’ Cortdzar deconstructs the genre of the novel itself
and establishes a code for fresh dialogue; Lezama Lima uses ‘poetic
writing’ to deconstruct the notion of referentiality in favour of the text as
‘abundance of meaning’; and finally Garcia Mérquez using ‘fictional
writing’ deconstructs history by shifting it to the ‘critical consensus of
popular culture’.

Examples now crop up to show that even the iron laws of liberal/Marxist
economics are vulnerable to deconstruction which, if practised with high
critical skills, is more persuasive and constructive than blunt academic
refutation. Poet-economist Zaid relegates statistics to a bristling appendix
and deconstructs them in the text with a ‘biblical’ parable that compares
the indigent potter’s six sons, who work hard from childhood and marry
only when they can afford it, with the economist’s six sons, who acquire
tuition bills and mortgaged houses long before parasitic jobs are created
for them in the ‘pyramids’. Anthropologist Stephen Gudeman shows that

80 Julio Ortega, Poetics of Change: The New Spanish-American Narrative (Austin, Tex., 1984), pp.
3-119.
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the language of Colombian peasants is serviceable for their economic life,
even though it contains no liberal/Marxist vocabulary (which would re-
quire deconstruction for them) to designate ‘profit’, ‘capital’, ‘interest’, or
‘investment’. Anthropologist Michael Taussig shows how Andean peasants
and tin miners instead of surrendering to commodity fetishism resist
economic ‘laws’ by anthropomorphizing (or reconstructing) their domina-
tion in the form of contracts with the devil, thus re-enacting the first
historical moment of subjection. Finally, the Brazilian anthropologist
Muniz Sodré confronts the premises of Western economics with a ‘seduced
truth’ of African inspiration that, being symbolic, is also reversible. Once
ritualized, truth is purged of univocal doctrinal meaning. Afro-Brazilian
ritual arenas therefore expose reversibilities of the global society to replace,
for example, the Western axiom ‘exchange creates surplus’ with the more
venerable axiom that ‘exchange is reciprocal’ and requires restitution.!®!

CONCLUSION

We now come to a point where, in framing a conclusion, it is possible to
suggest how the half century treated in these pages bears a relationship to
developments in Europe since the Enlightenment, specifically the co-
existence of literary and scientific establishments. While Latin America
has accompanied these developments for two centuries thanks to individ-
ual pensadores or generational coteries or bookstores and newspapers or
foreign travel by the privileged or somewhat problematic academic institu-
tions (Mexico and Brazil even lacked universities in the nineteenth cen-
tury), it has only since the 1920s boasted literary establishments of interna-
tional calibre and linkage, and only since the 1950s has it groomed its
cadres of social scientists. In Between Literature and Science: the Rise of
Sociology Wolf Lepenies uses France, England and Germany to show that in
the late eighteenth century no sharp division of literary and scientific
works had yet occurred.'82 He identifies Buffon, whose Histoire naturelle
attained 250 popular editions, as the last scholar whose reputation rested
on stylistic presentation and the first to lose it because his research was

181 Zaid, Progreso improductivo; Stephen F. Gudeman, Eromomics as Culture: Models and Metaphors of
Livelihood (London, 1986); Michael T. Taussig, The Devi/ and Commodity Fetishism in South America
(Chapel Hill, 1980); Muniz Sodré, A verdade seduzida: por um conceito de cultura no Brasil (Rio de
Janeiro, 1983).

182 Wolf Lapenies, Between Literature and Science: The Rise of Sociology, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cam-
bridge, Eng., 1988).
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erratic.'® He was a prototype for Latin American pensadores of a century
later whose world had not yet split into the ‘two cultures’.

The encroachment of science, such as encyclopaedism or English econom-
ics, was countered by the romantic reaction, emphasizing the sanctity of the
self and Wordsworthian lyricism in England, and in Germany historicity,
community and the spirit. The tension between literature and science has
lasted for generations, in England through such notable paired champions
as Coleridge and Bentham, then Matthew Arnold and T. H. Huxley, then F.
R. Leavis and C. P. Snow. '8¢ The German case is of special interest for Latin
America. Dumont contrasts post-Enlightenment individualist or ‘nomi-
nalist’ England and France with the ‘holistic’ countries in the rest of the
world.™® His critical case is Germany, which offered the example of a
peripheral culture making ideological adjustment to modernity as ‘the first
underdeveloped country’. Yet if German culture was ‘holistic’, it was early
to accept Lutheran individualism, a pietist or internal individualism, how-
ever, that left intact the sentiment of global community unlike the modern
nominalist brand. German culture was therefore favourable for mediation.
Without referring to Latin America, Dumont opens conceptual space
wherein to treat it alongside other world regions. His categories of nomi-
nalism and holism remind us, on one hand, of the shift in affiliation of Latin
American elites after 1760 from Iberian to Anglo-French intellectual out-
looks and, on the other, to the increasing ‘visibility’ of indigenous and
African elements in the twentieth century. The ‘premature’ Latin American
embrace of nominalism postponed a coming to terms with issues raised by
the German critique of Enlightenment universalism until the reception of
early twentieth-century German philosophy.

Octavio Paz has his own controversial interpretation of why the
literature-science split failed to occur in Latin America after indepen-
dence. 86 (In Europe the ‘two cultures’ were of course permeated by cross-
overs. The ‘artist’ Balzac took Buffon at face value as a ‘scientist’ and tried
to do for human society what Buffon had done for zoology. Later, the
‘scientists’ Marx and Engels claimed to have learned more from Balzac
183 Buffon, a man of imposing size, thought large mammals far more admirable than insects, a

prejudice reinforced by his inability to use a microscope because he was short-sighted. Antonello

Gerbi, The Dispute of the New World, trans. Jeremy Moyle, rev. ed. (Pittsburgh, Pa., 1973), pp.
184 }(?hnz(SJ;uart Mill, On Bentham and Coleridge, ed. F. R. Leavis (New York, 1962); Lionel Trilling,

‘The Leavis-Snow Controversy’, in Beyond Culture (New York, 1979), pp. 126—54.
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186 Octavio Paz, Children of the Mire, chs. 5, 6.
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than from economists and historians.) Paz’s point, however, is that the
Iberian world could not incubate modern literature because it had no
modern age, ‘neither critical reason nor boutgeois revolution’, to provoke
the process. Spanish romanticism was therefore superficial and sentimen-
tal, and Spanish America could only imitate Spain. The romantic ‘urge to
change reality’ or ‘unite life and art’, Paz argues, was postponed in Latin
America until the modernist age whose branching impulses were much
the same as romanctic ones: into magic or politics, into religious or revolu-
tionary temptation. Because Paz feels that positivism in nineteenth-
century Latin America was not the outlook of a liberal bourgeoisie inter-
ested in industrial and social progress, it was therefore ‘an ideology and a
belief’, not a culture of science. He concludes that Europe’s science-
romantic binomial was postponed there for a century: ‘Positivism is the
Spanish American equivalent of the European Enlightenment, and mod-
ernism was our Romantic reaction.’

Antdnio Cindido criticized Paz’s argument avant la lettre when in his
magisterial Formation of Brazilian Literature he pointed out the impor-
tance of the individual and of history in Brazilian romanticism, not
wholly as a European imposition but as part of a domestic ‘invention’ of
nationhood, identity and literature. Cindido confirms Paz, however, in
noting that the possibilities opened by Brazilian romanticism were later
‘carried to the extreme, as in Symbolism and various modernist currents’.
Gonzilez Echevarria explicitly criticizes Paz in holding that, while Latin
America may not have produced romantics of German or English stature,
the issues of modernity were vital dilemmas there too, and one must
study their spokesmen in thought no less than in action. Through an
analysis of Carpentier’s Explosion in the Cathedral he shows how a modern-
(ist) writet may project an analogy between the modernism of the eigh-
teenth century and that of his own time, or ‘a counterpoint between self-
conscious modernities’. %7

The two positions on romanticism just examined are not wholly antitheti-
cal, for both recognize affinities between romanticism and modernism; but
for Paz the romantic impulse of Latin American modernists is a discovery
187 Antonio Candido, Formagio da literatura brasileira (momentos decisivos), 2nd ed.; 2 vols. (Sdo Paulo,

1964), Vol. 11, pp. 23—34; Gonzilez Echevarria, Voice of the Masters, pp. 33—6, 171—72n. and

Alejo Carpentier, pp. 226, 234. In Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge,

Mass., 1989), chs. 21—4, Charles Taylor emphasizes the persistent engagement, far into the

modernist age, of Enlightenment and romanticism: not as two ‘styles’ of sensibility but as an

evolving contention between instrumental reason and the emergent freedom of the self-
determining subject.
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while for Cindido and Gonzilez Echevarria it is a recovery. The critical
point is that irrespective of the judgement on romanticism, the culture of
science, which fuelled European romanticism in positive as well as hostile
ways, was not yet available in Latin America to energize the dialectic. The
Olympian Machado de Assis turned his back on the whole romantic-
scientistic-naturalist farrago and went his way with Dante and Menippean
satire. What this chapter has attempted is to characterize the (re)birth of
romanticism in modernism, then the provisional rapprochement, in
Charles Taylor's terms, between the ‘emergent freedom of the self-
determining subject’ and ‘instrumental reason’, culminating in the Latin
American version of the literature-science split that Lapenies documents for
Europe. This is not a case of delayed replication of the metropolis. The Latin
American setting makes a world of difference. What matters are analogies,
which illuminate and assist interpretation of both arenas of the phenome-
non. Earlier it was suggested that the instrumental guideposts of Latin
American social science in the 1960s are no longer seen as determinative and
are slowly yielding to recognition that peoples, not policies, determine
outcomes. As for literature, Antdnio Cindido speculates that the romantic
agenda of regionalism, still a heavy influence on modernism (as evinced
above by the three discrete utban locales of Sao Paulo, Buenos Aires and
Mexico City) and on the novels of the 1930s and 1940s, has now given way
toa ‘super-regionalism’ that absorbs cultural specificity into the discourse of
universalism. Guimaries Rosa was the pioneer, followed by Rulfo, Garcia
Mairquez, Vargas Llosa and many others.*®8 The intellectual hegemony of
scientism and romanticism may have drawn to a close — to create, (@ va sans
dire, new challenges.

88 Antonio Cindido, ‘Literatura, espelho da América?’, paper for the conference ‘Reflections on
Culture and Ideology in the Americas’, Oliveira Lima Library, Washington, D.C., 19—21 March

1993.
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LATIN AMERICAN NARRATIVE
SINCE ¢.1920

INTRODUCTION

There are many ways in which one can try to encapsulate the process of Latin
American fiction, but no point of departure is ultimately more persuasive,
given the material conditions of Latin America’s historical experience, than
the distinction between an Americanist and a ‘universalist’, or ‘cosmopoli-
tan’, orientation. The Americanist impulse can be traced from the earliest
days of Latin American independence, when it took on both a nationalist
and an anti-colonial ideology and rhetoric. The cosmopolitan impulse,
equally strong, corresponds to a permanent desire to know and understand
the global culture within which and against which the Latin American
nations have had to define themselves. At the present time, in an era of
‘pluralism’, when even the existence of a recognizable and reasonably homo-
geneous ‘Latin American’ entity is questioned, such generalizations are not
infrequently challenged, but this distinction remains profoundly persuasive
as a conceptual tool. It applies within and between periods, and it applies
within and between the forms and contents of literary works. To explain
why one tendency or the other predominates at any particular time is not
easy, but the phenomena themselves are not difficule to identify.
Similarly, although there is little agreement among critics and histori-
ans as to the detailed periodization of Latin American narrative in the
twentieth century, the task inevitably becomes easier the more broadly the
picture is focused. For the purposes of this history within a history,
therefore, it seems appropriate to identify two literary eras, separated by
the Second World War.* The first, from approximately 1915 to 1945, the

! This chapter continues the review of Latin American fiction by Gerald Martin in CHLA Volumes HI
and 1V, where it appeared as part of a wider treatment of Latin American artistic culture berween
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period between the two world wars, is that of the Latin American social
novel (extending the earlier traditions of costumbrismo, realismo and natural-
ismo, and embracing regionalismo, the novela de la tierra, indigenismo and
other similar trends). Wichin this period, 1930 sees a transitional mo-
ment, when patterns and options established in the 1920s become tempo-
rarily hardened as the social congeals into the political and the merely
playful slides into the fantastic and the metaphysical. The second era,
from the late 1940s to the present, is the age of the Latin American ‘New
Novel’ (extending the discoveries of the international avant-garde, includ-
ing Anglo-American ‘Modernism’, and incorporating reazlismo magico, liter-
atura fantdstica and other experimental currents). Unmistakable signs of
the ‘New Novel’ can be detected as early as the 1920s (Méario de Andrade,
Asturias, Carpentier, Borges), whilst respectable versions of the social
realist novel continue to be written to the present day. Fusions and hybrid-
izations are equally frequent. In general, however, the historical dividing
line — the mid-forties — is quite clear both in Spanish America and in
Brazil.

The realist mode had been manifested in historical novels and in what
critics call costumbrista fiction during the romantic period (the early and
middle decades of the nineteenth century) and in naturalism 2 la Zola after
the 1880s. In neither case was there any great sense of a continental
dimension in the works produced. On the contrary, in the first period —
after a brief Americanist moment following independence — the essential
thrust in most countries was national, if not narionalist, and from the
1870s the rather scientistic and positivistic naturalist movement viewed
national problems from an essentially objective, although progressive uni-
versal perspective — an internationalism without politics, so to speak.
Paradoxically, it was Dario's modernista movement, usually accused of
‘cosmopolitanism’ and of psychological enslavement to France, which
transformed the linguistic culture of Spanish America (the Brazilian case
was somewhat different) and gave it a unifying cultural identity which has

1800 and 1930. Since the chapter on “The literature, music and arc of Latin America, 1870—1930'
in CHLA 1V could offer only an outline of developments in narrative in the first three decades of this
century, and given that the 1920s is by common assent the first important moment of Latin
American narrative on a continental plane, this chapter begins with a brief re-assessment of the early
decades of the century, and especially the 1920s. Given its editorial context in a global history of
Latin America, it seemed appropriate to emphasize particularly the theme of the relation of texts to
contexts, of literature to history. For a much fuller treatment of the subject, see Gerald Martin,
Journeys through the Labyrinth: Latin American Fiction in the Twentieth Century (London, 1989). All
translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted. For this reason it has not been thought
appropriate or necessary to reference the — very brief — quotations from the texts themselves.
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persisted until the present time. It was this sense of identity which, after
the humiliation of Spain in 1898 and the affirmation of Mexican national-
ism after 1917, allowed the social realists of the 1920s to produce works
which may not have attained ‘universality’ but which unmistakably of-
fered versions of the national and the continental combined in unified
literary discourses and images. (The same phenomenon would be seen in
Brazil in the 1930s.) This achievement, evidently the product of impor-
tant philosophical and ideological shifts, could not of course have come
about without equally important shifts in the class character of those who
wrote and those who read fiction, not to mention their respective attitudes
to those of their compatriots who could do neither but who were increas-
ingly the subject matter of those works.

Much of the momentum was external. Latin America’s integration into
the world economic system after 1870 had not only brought about signifi-
cant alterations in the continent’s economic, social and political condition
but had also brought the region closer to the attention of Europe and
North America than at any time since the independence era; and outsiders
invariably saw Latin Americans, as they do to this day, as one large
international group of cultures rather than as the separate cluster of nation-
alities which Latin Americans tend cthemselves to perceive. The very con-
cept of ‘Latin’ America — a French invention, for reasons which are
obvious — was only fully asserted in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury, at a time when so many members of the Latin American ruling class
were spending long sojourns in the French capital, with occasional sorties
to Madrid. Once Spain’s gender had changed after 1898 — from patriar-
chal conqueror and oppressor to defeated mother country — it became
possible to view cultural questions rather more coolly and the occasional
upsurges of ‘Hispanidad’ were usually temporary symptoms of resistance
to French culture rather than the conservative enthusiasms they seemed at
first sight to signify.

Spain’s historic surrender and expulsion had liberated Cuba and Puerto
Rico, and to that extent was welcomed in the sub-continent. Certainly it
removed a heavy emotional burden from the Spanish American psychol-
ogy, and matters were in a rather brutal way simplified when the United
States moved to fill Spain’s traditional role as imperialist oppressor. The
‘Hispanic’ became accessible again as Spain (and, for Brazil, Portugal) now
represented Latin America’s European source of tradition and history (Ibe-
rian America), whilst France continued to act as a more modern and plural
version (Latin America) and the United States stepped in to provide a
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much more genuinely alien, genuinely external enemy, both objectively
and subjectively (the Other America rather than Pan-America). The way
was clear for Spanish Americans to search anew for their cultural identity,
as they had between about 1780 and 1830, and as the Spaniards were
already doing through the introspective meditations of the Generation of
1898. The greatest precursor of this quest was undoubtedly the Cuban
revolutionary poet José Marti (1853—1895), the ‘Apostle’ (of Cuban inde-
pendence, obviously, but also of cultural nationalism and, above all, of the
cultural unity of ‘Our America’).

The most influential expression of such a quest, however, was that of José
Enrique Rodé (1871—1917), whose essay Arze/ (1900), elitist and Hellenis-
tic as it was, nevertheless questioned the cultural value of North American
civilization almost at the very moment that the United States began its
irresistible rise, first to hemispheric, then global supremacy. Rodé’s rheto-
ric influenced a whole generation of Spanish American students and intellec-
tuals and acted as a unifying force which put an end to Positivism and
ranged the whole of Latin America as one cultural and spiritual entity
against the Anglo-Saxon colossus of the north. Over the next two decades
numerous other thinkers developed these themes in an increasingly less
abstract way than had Rodé, and although it would be many years before the
force of nineteenth-century positivism and biologism — with their racial
interpretations of Latin American identity — were finally swept aside, the
ideological impact of the social sciences and the political impact of the
embryonic workers’ movements exerted an increasing influence on the
democratic tenor of narrative itself.

The Spanish American independence centenaries clustered around
1910, coinciding in Mexico with the start of the Revolution, provided the
clearest possible focus for such debates, and it became apparent as each
new anniversary was celebrated that nationalist affirmation was being
asserted against a continental dimension, each national identity viewed
within a family context (Brazil, which had declared its independence in
1822, of course being the most problematical member of such a family
group). Especially noteworthy was the work by the great Argentine litet-
ary historian Ricardo Rojas, La restauracién nacionalista (1910), but there
were numerous other works in the same vein such as Manuel Ugarte’s E/
porvenir de América Latina (1910) and Francisco Garcia Calderdn’s Les Démo-
craties latines de ' Amérique (1912). More negative positivist-inspired works
such as Alcides Arguedas’s Pueblo enfermo (1909), whilst also influential,
were gradually losing their conviction, and Spengler’s Decline of the West
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(1918), coinciding with the end of a futile war in Europe, effectively
liquidated the problem of Latin America’s racial inferiority and cultural
backwardness almost at a stroke — at least in theory. Henceforth, the
principal problems to be confronted by Latin American fiction, which had
never had to consider the historically specific moral dilemmas which
consumed the nineteenth-century European ‘realist’ novel, were social,
economic and political in character, not biological and psychological.
Thus within the general perspectives of nationalism and Americanism, the
avenues of anti-imperialism, socialism and even communism began to
open up, though communist ideology and politics would only become
both widely attractive and apparently feasible after 1945 when Latin
American writers became capable of also attaining ‘universality’.

REGIONALISM: LATIN AMERICAN NARRATIVE BETWEEN
THE WARS

The story of the Latin American novel in the early decades of the
twentieth century appears, in retrospect, as the story of a mapping, a
narrative of fields, paths and horizons, in which knowledge, progress
and development were seemingly no longer problematical, the only fron-
tier the line between present and future, the known and the knowable,
the developed and the as yet undeveloped. They were often written by
men and women who originated in the provinces and moved to their
national capital. And if, as frequently occurred, such novels and stories
were records of failures, they tended to be confirmed only on the last
page as if to emphasize their imminent resolution. They abound with
images of open doors and open books, deeds waiting to be done and
histories waiting to be written.

The classic expression of a savage, untamed America is to be found in
the works of the Uruguayan Horacio Quiroga (1878-1937). His short
stories, bridging the gulf between modernismo and telurismo, between Poe,
Kipling and Conrad, provided an image of the struggle of man against
nature and — though to a lesser extent — against his fellow man which
fused the gothic and the epic, fantasy and realism, in a mix which foreshad-
owed not only his more direct successors in the 1920s and 1930s but also
the so-called ‘magical realists’ of later generations. Quiroga, whose own
life was marked by a succession of tragedies, had visited Paris at the height
of modernismo at the turn of the century, but had been unable to ‘triumph’
there, felt out of place and exiled himself to Misiones, the wild frontier
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area in northern Argentina. His tales of horror and savagery, in such
collections as Cuentos de amor, de locura y de muerte (1917), Cuentos de la selva
(1918), E! salvafe (1920), Anaconda (1921), El desierto (1924) and Los
desterrados (1926), are more natural than social, more individual than
collective, but provide the earliest and most authoritative example of a
modernization of the genre which opened up entirely new paths in the
Latin American short story and in fiction as a whole.

The best known of all Latin American novels about the jungle is La
vordgine (1924) by the Colombian writer José Eustasio Rivera (1888—
1928), whose only other major work was a collection of modernista poems
entitled — somewhat ironically in view of the tenor of his later novel —
Tierra de promisién (1921). La wvordgine is a complex and heterogeneous
work, which critics have traditionally called contradictory, though the
passage of time has shown that its contradictions were only too well
understood by the author and are those of Latin America itself (or, rather,
its intellectuals), torn between the ‘backward’, autochthonous world of
primitive nature and the apparently unactainable models of metropolitan
development. Rivera’s hero Arturo Cova is an anachronistic romantic
idealist (‘Ah, jungle, mistress of silence, mother of solitude and mist!
What evil spirit left me a prisoner in your green dungeons?’), who feels
the call of a wild nature of which he has no knowledge or understanding,
in an age of capitalist development. His absurd, overblown rhetoric, like a
Latin popular song of betrayal and despair, pervades the entire narrative
(‘Before I fell in love with any woman, I gambled my heart with Destiny
and it was won by Violence’); but it soon becomes clear that the desired
space of Cova's imagination has already been occupied by the most brutal
realities, to which he is fatally slow to adapt. The vortex of the title,
which represents the heart of darkness, the vast Amazon forest, is itself a
partly romantic concept (the wilds of nature), but one negated by the
realities of the Darwinian struggle for survival in a jungle conceived as a
barbarous world of free competition in the age of primitive accumulation.
Rivera put his experience as a boundary commissioner for the Colombian
government to good effect and produced a novel whose denunciation of the
brutal labour practices on the rubber plantations caused a national outcry
after the book’s publication. His insights showed the land as not merely a
remote and mysterious natural landscape but as an economic and political
arena, the workers as real people rather than biological impulses, and
woman as a creature potentially equal to the males who made the grand
gestures of history and wrote the idealized novels. The lasc line of La
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vordgine is possibly the most quoted in Latin American literature: ‘Los
devord la selva!’ (‘The jungle devoured them.’)

There is a traditional (primordial?) kind of logic in beginning with those
writers who evoked the mystery and romance — or horror — of the Ameri-
can forests. But few critics would dispute that the true point of departure of
twentieth-century narrative is the so-called ‘Novel of the Mexican Revolu-
tion’, a fictional sub-genre which inaugurates the new wave of social and
regionalist fiction of the 1920s, just as the Mexican Revolution itself set the
political agenda for much of Latin America after 1917. Los de abajo by
Mariano Azuela (1872—1952) was the first important novel of the Mexican
Revolution and, indeed, the greatest of them all. Its implicit project —
political liberation opening the path to modernity — although frustrated,
dominated the entire ‘regionalist’ wave of the 1920s and the 1930s. (Azuela
had in fact also composed the very first narrative of the Revolution itself in
1911, with Andrés Pérez, maderista, an embittered fictional account of his
own early experiences in the conflict.) Although written and serialized in
1915 while the Revolution was still under way, Los de abajo was not widely
read or acknowledged until 1925, at precisely the moment where other
major social novels were coming to critical attention across the Latin Ameri-
can continent.

Ironically enough, Azuela never truly understood the real political is-
sues at stake in the Revolution but he viewed it with a sincere and critical
eye. He did not pretend to narrate from the peasant point of view and was
careful only to enter the consciousness of middle-class characters like
himself; still his title emphasized that the peasant was the principal
protagonist of the novel as he was of a historical rebellion expropriated by
the rising agrarian and industrial middle sectors. The narrative shows the
brief triumph of the primitive revolutionaries — ‘A whirlwind of dust,
swirling along the highway, suddenly broke into violent hazy masses,
swelling chests, tangled manes, dilated nostrils, wild eyes, flying legs and
pounding hoofs. Bronze-faced men, with ivory teeth and flashing eyes,
brandished rifles or held them across their saddles’ — and their tragic
defeat — ‘At the foot of the carved rock face, huge and sumptuous as the
portico of an old cathedral, Demetrio Macias, his eyes fixed in an eternal
gaze, keeps on pointing with the barrel of his gun.” Through the intense,
almost cinematographic dynamism of its prose, the candid acknowledg-
ment of the gulf between city and country, mental and manual labour,
intellectuals and peasants, Los de abajo was in many respects more ‘modern’
than many of the regionalist narratives which followed it in subsequent
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decades. However, in later life Azuela himself, although a prolific novel-
ist, never came close to matching, at leisure, what he had achieved in the
heat of battle.

Azuela’s principal literary competitor was Martin Luis Guzman (1887—
1976), a general’s son who joined the revolution and sided, like Azuela,
with Pancho Villa. E/ dguila y la serpiente (1926) is a compelling documen-
tary narrative inspired by Guzmaén’s personal experience of the leading
protagonists of the insurrection. His unforgettable portraits have given
permanent shape to the historical image of the conflict. Villa approxi-
mated most closely to the Mexican national self-conception at the time,
and his legendary exploits dominate the fiction of the Revolution. Za-
pata’s more mythical, Indian presence was slower to evolve, and the only
major novel to convey his story was Tierra (1932) by Gregorio Lépez y
Fuentes (1891—-1966), which thereby helped to mould the tragic persona
of another national hero (“The news, like a hungry dog, goes diligently
from door to door. It is passed on in whispers, in huddled groups, by men
at the plough and women at the well. He has been seen. So it’s true, he’s
not dead . . . ).

If the jungle provides the most dramatic and intense version of the
natural world which is the context of American social and economic reality,
the Indian is America’s original autochthonous inhabitant. Azuela’s pro-
tagonist, Demetrio Macias, is himself a ‘full-blooded Indian’ whose endeav-
our is, however, precisely to become something more than a mere extension
of the landscape. Nineteenth-century literature had seen numerous noble
but exotic savages safely consigned to the forests of the past, most notably
Alencar’s O Guarani (Brazil, 1857), Mera’s Cumanda (Ecuador, 1879) and
Zorilla’s Tabaré (Uruguay, 1879). These were romantic, ‘Indianist’ works.
Even the best known novel about the Indians of the Andean sierras and the
acknowledged precursor of twentieth-century ‘Indigenism’, Clorinda
Matto de Turner’'s Aves sin nido (Peru, 1889), betrays through its cloying
title the fact that the work remained profoundly romantic despite its mili-
tant intentions.

The most important work of early twentieth-century indigenismo is Raza
de bronce (1919), by the Bolivian Alcides Arguedas (1879—1946), whose
pathbreaking status seems all the more extraordinary when it is recalled
that an early version entitled Watz Wara appeared in 1904, five years
before his apocalyptic socio-historical essay Pueblo enfermo. As a member of
a powerful landowning family from the Bolivian #/tip/ano who was also an
assiduous traveller to Paris, Arguedas registered in his novel the horrifying
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brutality on Bolivian haciéndas, which nevertheless continued up to the
Revolution of 1952 (and even longer in Peru). Like Quiroga and Rivera,
Arguedas had taken part in the modernista movement and was now recant-
ing the errors of his own escapist past. Thus Raza de bronce not only
conveyed the plight of the ponges but also satirised the merely self-
indulgent efforts by so many ‘modernist’ writers to exalt Latin American
landscapes. His own striking descriptions of the unforgettable panoramas
of the Bolivian Andes were based on extensive personal experience. The
combination provided one of the earliest examples of the portrayal of the
Indians as ‘beggars on golden stools’.

This historical moment also saw the golden age of Latin American
equivalents of the ‘western’: tales of Mexican vagueros, Venezuelan /laneros,
Chilean huasos, Argentine, Uruguayan and Brazilian gauchos. The man on
horseback is an ambivalent but uniquely potent figure in Hispanic cul-
ture, given the long tradition of knight errantry and aristocracy, crusades
and conquests, hunting and cattle herding, not to mention more elemen-
tal associations between taming and mounting horses and the physical
domination of nature and even of women. The horse, in other words,
focuses a complex network of symbols — power over the land, social status
and privileged mobility — whose force is far from spent.

In 1926 yet another former modernista, the Argentine landowner Ri-
cardo Giiiraldes (1885—-1927), who, like Arguedas, had spent much of his
life in Paris, published what for many critics is the greatest regionalist
work of the century, Don Segundo Sombra. Alone among the exalted works
of the period, this bittersweet novel about the gaucho spirit of the pampas
looks back unashamedly to the golden past rather than the beckoning
future, to a time when there was no immigration and little urbanizacion,
when the pampa was unfenced and the gauchos rode free like knights of
the purple plain (to interphrase W. H. Hudson and Zane Grey). Since the
novel’s nostalgic vision communicates the essential structure of feeling of
Giiiraldes’s entire oligarchical generation, it is not surprising that this
great land of the future should have become the land that never was. The
novel is narrated through a screen of nostalgia, artfully combining the
Parisian forms of symbolism and impressionism with the epic spontaneity
of life on the endless pampas. The story is told by Fabio Ciceres, a once
poor and illegitimate country boy who through the whim of fate is edu-
cated by a legendary gaucho figure, the eponymous Don Segundo, from
the age of fourteen to twenty-one, until he discovers, like Argentina, that
he is, after all, heir to great wealth and responsibility (and, accordingly,
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not really illegitimate at all). He resigns himself to his new station but
longs for the life he has lost with Don Segundo, one of the first heroes in
the Americas to ride off into a cosmic twilight in the last scene of the text.
The novel gazes back on spontaneity from reluctant immobility, innocence
from knowingness, beginnings from a premonition of the end (Giiiraldes
died soon after its publication), and its conclusion is suitably elegiac:
‘Concentrating my will on carrying out the smallest acts, I turned my
horse and, slowly, rode back to the houses. I went as one whose life-blood
was ebbing away.” The work became an instant classic, fit for every school-
boy, and far less discouraging ideologically than José Hernindez’s more
sober epic poem Martin Fierro (1872) a half century before. To that extent
it may be considered one of the most troubling art works in Latin Ameri-
can history.

In 1929 the Venezuelan Rémulo Gallegos (1884~1969) produced what
seemed to be exactly the novel Latin American fiction had been crying out
for in that new era of progress and enterprise after the First World War:
Do#ta Barbara. Giiiraldes had exalted stoicism and fatalism in the face of
Life, since History was no more than illusion. The trail was for riding, life
being a river that flows inexorably into the sea of death, but the horizon
for Don Segundo and Fabio, rather like Fitzgeralds's The Great Gatshy
from the same era, is a mere pampa mirage. Not so for the Venezuelan,
who wrote about his own country’s plains, the /anos or savannahs. Al-
though not remotely as sophisticated as Giiiraldes, with his Paris-
constructed aesthetic consciousness, Gallegos must still be counted the
greatest regionalist novelist in Spanish America taking his oeuvre as a
whole. Giiiraldes longed for the past, so he mendaciously idealized one of
the working classes, Don Segundo Sombra (whose description was based
on one of the family’s hired hands). Gallegos, from the aspiring middle
classes, looked to the future, so the hero of Dofia Barbara is a compromise
figure, a member of the ruling landowning class but invested with the
characteristics of the rising professional and industrial bourgeoisie and also
capable of inspiring the masses through his personal charisma and educat-
ing them through his enlightened knowledge and passion for ‘cultivation’.

Dofia Bérbara’s characterization was wooden and its action somewhat
stiffly narrated, but the novel’s importance lies in its breadth of vision and
the infinitely layered symbolism inspired by Sarmiento’s earlier epoch-
making Facundo: civilizacién y barbarie (Argentina, 1845). Although short
on psychological realism (he had almost no personal experience of the
Llanos or their inhabitants), Gallegos updated Sarmiento’s problematic to
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see it in terms of development, one of the grand themes of Latin American
history. Moreover, he set it in the context of a Latin American culcural
process viewed in terms of the great debates of Western history (spirit,
matter), Latin American history (Spaniards, Indians) and universal history
(male, female). He was undoubtedly the first novelist in the continent to
perceive the full importance of this — now standard — Americanist concep-
tual framework, however simplistically dramatized in the struggle be-
tween the progressive landowner Santos Luzardo and his ruthless adversary
the female caudillo Dofa Birbara (a covert symbol for the regime of Juan
Vicente Gémez, effective dictator of Venezuela from 1908 to 1935 and
himself the heir to a whole century of ‘barbarous’ caudillo figures). Interest-
ingly enough, Santos discovers that what is needed is not so much an
enlightened democracy as a somewhat steelier ‘good caudillismo’; but
Gallegos himself did not pur this into practice when he became President
in the last months of the post-war democratic trienio (1945~8).

For Gallegos, at any rate, as for Santos Luzardo, the //ans, symbol of
Venezuela’s future, is a field for action, not for aesthetic or nostalgic contem-
plation, and his image of it stands as a symbol of the perspective of an entire
generation of optimistic, democratic Americanist politicians: ‘Plains of the
llano, one and a thousand trails . . . Great land lying open and out-
stretched, made for work and grand deeds: all horizons, like hope; all paths,
like will.” Fifty years ago this was the most admired novel in Latin American
history. Then, twenty-five years ago, as the flood-tide of the 1960s ‘Boom’
washed all else away, it fell into disrepute and Gallegos was deemed to be
less the novelist of underdevelopment than an embarrassingly underdevel-
oped novelist, whose work was as devoid of real people as the vast empty
savannahs he depicted. Yet the visionary Gallegos was always more subtle
than his detractors would allow. Few of the other novelists shared so confi-
dently in his belief in capitalist development and incorporatist politics, but
it is this, precisely, which makes him the most significant representative in
literature of the dominant economic and political ideologies of the coming
era: developmentalism and populism. Yet Gallegos also learned and
changed. Mister Danger, the North American who longs to rape nubile
Venezuela (Marisela) in Dofie Bdrbara, simply makes a run for it when
confronted by Santos Luzardo’s heroic resolution. Such later works as Sobre
la misma tierra (1943) would take imperialism more seriously. And whereas
in Do#ia Bérbara a repressed and repressive Santos prohibits the erotic antics
of Venezuelan folklore when his peons dance around the camp fire, the
almost Homeric Cantaclaro (1934) is notable for its tolerant and indeed
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exultant response to Llano traditions. Similarly, whereas Dofia Barbara’s
original sin was her Mestizo origin, the protagonist of Canaima (1935),
Marcos Vargas, is a young man of great promise who immerses himself in an
Indian jungle community in order to create a new, mixed culture. By this
means Marcos, and his creator, were pointing the way beyond the re-
gionalist novel to the more complex — indeed, labyrinthine — fiction
which was to give Latin American narrative its worldwide reputation and
focus.

It should be repeated that these ‘novels of the tand’, as they came to be
called, at first approvingly and later deprecatingly, were by no means the
only fiction written in Latin America in the period from 1915 to 1945.
There was a good deal of urban fiction, both within and outside the social
realist genre, and there were avant-garde works by writers like Macedonio
Fernandez, Borges, Onetti and others, along with numerous other trends.
But ‘Americanism’ was the banner of the era and the novel of the land gave
the image of the continent — still undiscovered, uncompleted, largely
unknown, but now aggressively emergent — that most foreign readers and
indeed most Latin Americans wished to see. Like the earlier costumbrista
fiction, it was a special form of knowledge, but also now a form of political
assertion as incipient industrial capitalism brought new classes to the
scene and the problem of the land and agrarian reform signalled vast social
transformations and forms of class conflict previously unknown in the
continent. In poetry also, Pablo Neruda, by far the best known poet of the
era, took this politically motivated Americanist theme to its highest and
literally its most monumental point with his epic Canto General (1950),
whose best known section, ‘Alturas de Macchu Picchu’, was composed in

1045.

The 19305

By the early 1930s a new wave of disillusionment was sweeping the sub-
continent, against an international background as sombre as the modern
world would ever know. Writers now gave less attention to grand historical
symbols and focused more closely on their characters, albeit from a sociologi-
cal and economic rather than a psychological standpoint. In every Latin
American republic the triumphalist faith in development and moderniza-
tion typical of the years after 1918 had evaporated, and political ideologies
now began to separate intellectuals and artists in new and painful ways.
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Under the influence of international movements like communism and fas-
cism, literature, like politics and economics, became more programmatic.
The pseudo-scientific, objectivist realism of late nineteenth-century natural-
ist writing now became transmuted into a more sociologically critical form
of realism, as writers incorporated the perspectives of socialism and, though
much more gradually, of psychoanalysis. The somewhat vague and idealis-
tic humanist slogans of the 1920s, typical of the great symbolic narratives
discussed above, were transformed with revolutionary force into the more
ideologically explicit forms of commitment characteristic of the 1930s. In
sharp contrast to this politically overdetermined ‘realism’, non-socialist
writers withdrew into ‘philosophy’, fantasy or the new Catholic existential-
ism, as the aftermath of 1929 and the collapse of international trade turned
the 1930s into another moment of relative isolation in Latin America.

Both in politics and literature, then, the main story of the 1930s was one
of radical assaults on a conservative status quo whose response was authoritar-
ian retaliation; and the outward-looking Americanist works of the 1920s
were succeeded in each republic — paradoxically, given the growing interna-
tionalist influence of world communism — by another period of national
introspection. At the same time the committed, ideologically explicit
works which now appeared in most countries were matched by a growing
tendency towards essays written by pensadores consumed, in the wake of
Spengler and visits by other foreign luminaries like Keyserling, Waldo
Frank and Ortega y Gasset, with national character and the metaphysics of
the Mexican, Argentinian or Brazilian ‘mode of being in the world’. The
early phases of this process were marked by the influential Argentine maga-
zine Sur (1931—76), many of whose pages were devoted to such continental
self-analysis. These metaphysical tendencies were prolonged well into the
mid-1950s, by which time the rising middle sectors had begun to forge
their own more specific cultural identity, with new university systems, the
growth and influence of the social sciences, and a redefined insertion of the
professions into the life of the continent.

In tracing these conflicting trends, it is important to keep in mind that
regionalism is in essence merely the other face of literary nationalism.
During this specific period, in fact, it signalled the need for national
integration. Nowhere was this more true than in Brazil, the huge
Portuguese-speaking republic, almost a continent in itself, which is sepa-
rated from Spanish America by language, a distinct historical experience,
and the special influence of African culture. The regionalist impulse was
uniquely important in Brazil for the very reason that national synthesis
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was still so far from being achieved. Rio de Janeiro’s elegantly classical
nineteenth-century movements had been predictably superseded in the
early decades of the twentieth century by Sdo Paulo’s various forms of
modernism, but it was much more of a shock to the literary system when,
in the 1930s and 1940s, the centre of gravity was once more displaced to
the apparently decaying Northeastern periphery to produce one of the
golden eras of Brazilian narrative.

The great precursor of this historic shift was A bagaceira (1928) by José
Américo de Almeida (1887—1980). Like Dona Bérbara, Almeida’s novel
portrays the modernization of the hacienda (fzzenda) system, in this case
that of the Brazilian sugar plantation or engenbo. Almeida, who had trained
as a lawyer, shared other attributes with the Venezuelan writer, including
a lifelong commitment to represent the image of the people and to cam-
paign on their behalf. He was closely associated with the fenentes move-
ment of the 1920s, a leader of the 1930 Revolution and a minister of
public works under Getilio Vargas between 1930 and 1934. Later writers
would have less comfortable relations with state power. A bagaceira was set
in the sugar belt between the droughts of 1898 and 1915, depicting not
only the permanent menace of nature but also the transition from labour-
intensive to machine-based cultivation. It was characteristic of an entire
sociological line in Brazilian fiction — still heavily influenced by Comtian
Positivism and Zola’s Naturalism — and its very title recalls those of other
famous narrative works of the late nineteenth century. The somewhat
melodramatic story follows the relationship between a beautiful refugee
from the drought, Soledade, and an idealistic young student, Licio; and
between Licio and his father the sugar baron, who eventually robs him of
both his woman and his dreams of social progress. For all its self-evident
imperfections, A bagaceira undeniably inaugurated a new complex of sub-
jects such as the sugar mill, the drought, the retirante (migrant refugee)
and the bandit. After 1930 these became stock themes to which a whole
generation of younger Brazilian writers would turn.

A redoubtable woman, Raquel de Queirés (b.1910), was the first writer
to profit from Almeida’s pioneering example. She was a judge’s daughter,
and a qualified teacher by the age of fifteen. Her first novel O guinze (1930)
began precisely where A bagaceira had ended, with the horrific séa
(drought) of 1915 which had devastated the entire Northeastern territory
and had thrown countless desperate refugees into a hopeless search for
food, water and work. Queirds’s novel was strikingly sober, almost neo-
realist (like many novels written by Latin American women), made effec-
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tive use of everyday language and gave sympathetic insight into the indi-
vidual aspects of social situations, above all the condition of women. O
quinze was followed by three further novels before the young writer was
twenty-eight, after which she turned her back on narrative fiction and
opted for the theatre and for documentary endeavours of various kinds. It
was at this time that she became, first, a Communist Party activist, and
then, in 1937, a Trotskyist, for which she was rewarded with three
months in prison around the time her third novel, Caminho de pedras,
appeared. In later years she became something of a national institution
and, like her mentor Gilberto Freyre, a much more conservative figure
preoccupied with semi-eternal folkloric and popular traditions rather than
with more immediate social concerns.

Another prodigy, similar to Queir6s both in his equally precocious liter-
ary career and in his political militancy, was Jorge Amado (b.1912), the son
of a merchant turned coffee planter, who was educated in Salvador and Rio.
Amado was to become Brazil’s best known twentieth-century novelist, and
in 1931, at the age of nineteen, produced his first novel O pais do carnaval,
the expression of a lost generation looking for some nationalist ideal in the
midst of stagnation and moral despair. After this polemical start he pro-
duced a series of more overtly committed novels, with a carefully calculated
combination of socialist and populist ingredients. The first of them, Cacax
(1933}, exposed the inhuman condition of workers on the cocoa plantations
of Ilhéus, and was followed by a sequence of urban novels set in Salvador,
including Swor (1934) and Jubiabi (1935). Amado’s political odyssey dur-
ing these years obeyed a complicated and sometimes contradictory itiner-
ary, and he was jailed on several occasions between 1937 and 1942. He had
used the 1930s to travel the length and breadth of his own vast country and
much of Latin America besides, and he soon began to win an international
reputation. Perhaps his greatest novel, Terras do sem-fim, appeared in 1943 a
work of great conviction and uncharacteristic sobriety which develops
themes and characters first outlined in Cacax and paints the decline of the
old rural coronéis on a vast temporal and geographical canvas. It is the most
profoundly historical of all the Brazilian novels of this most notable era, to
which, in a sense, it puts an end. Amado subsequently joined the Brazilian
Communist Party and went into exile when the party was banned in 1947.
He travelled extensively through Eastern Europe and elsewhere and pro-
duced books which rather crudely followed the party line with titles like O
mundo da paz (1950) and Os subtervaneos da liberdade (1954). After the 1956
Soviet thaw he turned to a different kind of writing, composing a series of
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works calculated to appeal to a much wider popular audience in the capital-
ist West, the first of which was Gabriela, cravo e canela (1958), a worldwide
bestseller. It would be difficult to deny that his almost embarrassingly
sexual female protagonists have offered a more independent image of Latin
American women than most traditional novels, though it could be argued
that they merely substitute one form of exploitation for another. This later
phase, which for some readers shows the real Amado — more sentimental
than ideological, more voluptuous than passionate, and inherently col-
ourful and picturesque — has made him as successful in the capitalist world
since the 1960s as he was in the Communist world in the 1950s, and by far
the most marketable Brazilian novelist of all time.

A rather different case was José Lins do Rego (1901—57). He had spent
his childhood in the big house of one of his maternal grandfather’s sugar
plantations in the state of Paraiba, and he built a narrative world around
this early experience. He studied law in Recife, where he was part of a
literary circle including Gilberto Freyre and José Américo de Almeida. He
remains identified above all with his Sugar-Cane Cycle of 1932—36, which
effectively provided a literary illustration of Freyre’s influential historical
essay Casa-grande e senzala (1933). Menino de engenbo (1932), Doidinbo
(1933), Bangii¢ (1934), O moleque Ricardo (1935) and Usina (1930), in-
spired by the plantation of his legendary grandfather Coronel Zé Paulino,
mark out the successive phases in a Brazilian quest for lost time as the
young central character, Carlos, is educated and socialized during a period
in which slavery and plantation life are giving way to the mechanized
practices of the sugar mill. In these works Lins do Rego effects an unforget-
table fusion of emotional memoir and historical document, at one and the
same time tragic and dispassionate, bearing witness to an era and a cul-
ture, albeit from the standpoint of the declining ruling class. Some years
later Fogo morto appeared (1943) and provided a still more historically
distanced appraisal of the decadent old order. It proved not only a delayed
culmination of the literary sugar cycle but also Lins do Rego’s greatest
novel.

Another writer from the region was to achieve even greater acclaim than
Lins do Rego: indeed Graciliano Ramos (1892—1953) was to be recog-
nized, in due course, as Brazil’s most outstanding literary stylist since
Machado de Assis half a century before him. Ramos’s father, a storekeeper,
took the family to live in Palmeira dos Indios, Alagoas in 1910 and much
later became its prefect from 1928—30. Graciliano, the eldest of fifteen
children, began writing his first novel, Caetés, in 1925, but did not
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complete it for publication until 1933, by which time he was living in
Macei6 (Alagoas) and meeting other writers such as Queirés, Amado and
Lins do Rego. He published a second novel, Sao Bernardo, in 1934. Its
outstanding technical achievement made it one of the first novels from
Latin America to convey through a first-person narrative the world view of
an uneducated anti-heroic protagonist. A self-made landowner, Paulo
Honério, narrates with economic starkness the violent story of his disas-
trous marriage to a schoolteacher. Ramos was imprisoned in 1936 for
alleged subversion, was subjected to brutal maltreatment, and spent a year
inside, adding to his inherently pessimistic cast of mind. (Memdrias do
cdrcere, a bitter and unforgiving memoir of his stay in prison, was pub-
lished in 1953.) His masterpiece Vidas sécas appeared in 1938, conveying
the bitter experience of a family of illicerate refugees fighting to survive
almost impossible odds in the natural and social desert of the Northeast.
With its almost matchless linguistic and conceptual austerity reflecting
the barren lives of its repeatedly humiliated sertanefo protagonists, this
novel remains one of the most affecting literary works to have come out of
Latin America. Vidas sécas is an early Third World classic, one of only a few
works to have found original solutions to the challenge of communicating
illiteracy and inarticulateness with sensitivity, tact and precision. Eventu-
ally the desperate trekkers decide to abandon the hopeless conditions of
the countryside and migrate to a new — though possibly equally
hopeless — life in the city (‘They would come to an unknown and civilized
land, and there they’d be imprisoned . . . The Sertio would keep on
sending strong, ignorant people, like Fabiano, Missy Vitéria and the two
boys’). (Many years later, in his depressing novel Ess terra, 1976, Antdnio
Torres would show that things had not changed much.)

After the novel of the Mexican Revolution, the novel of the Brazilian
Northeast is one of the most important regional sub-genres in Latin Amer-
ica. More surprisingly, perhaps, a similar wave of socially and politically
committed works appeared in Ecuador during the same period. After
Alcides Arguedas’s Raza de bronce in 1919, Indian-orientated social realist
works appeared in many Spanish American republics in the 1920s; yet
most writers, like the rural judge Enrique Lopez Albujar (1872—1965) in
Peru, for example, despite the vehemence of his portrayals, still saw the
Indians as inherently inferior, irrational and superstitious (Cuentos andinos,
1920). In that sense his work may be compared directly with that of his
Bolivian contemporary. Indian integration seemed unlikely, if not impossi-
ble, to such people, then as now. In Ecuador, however, a generation of

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



146 Latin American Narrative since C.1920

young writers with different perceptions, known as the Grupo de
Guayaquil, appeared. They included Joaquin Gallegos Lara (1911—47), in
whose garret they assembled, Enrique Gil Gilbert (1912—74), Demetrio
Aguilera Malta (1909-81), whose work would later take on a ‘magical
realist’ orientation, José de la Cuadra (1903—41), a short story writer of a
power to match Horacio Quiroga, and Alfredo Pareja Diezcanseco (b.
1908): ‘five in one fist’, as Gil Gilbert would later say at Cuadra’s funeral.
In 1930 the first three published an epoch-making joint work, Los gue se
van, subtitled ‘Cuentos del cholo y del montuvio’. It caused a sensation
because of its violent subject matter and shocking, popular language.

In 1934, inspired in part by his colleagues from the tropical coast, the
highlander Jorge Icaza (1906—76) launched a literary missile entitled
Huasipungo, one of the most hotly debated works in the history of Latin
American narrative. He had worked as an actor and playwright in a theatre
company during the 1920s and published his first narrative work, Cuentos
de barro, in 1933. His definitive claim to fame, however, was established
in the following year and coincided, fittingly, with Zdhanov’s interven-
tion in the writers’ congress in the USSR and the subsequent imposition of
‘socialist realism’ in the Communist world. The novel’s title refers to the
buasipungos or plots of land farmed by the Indians on feudal estates until
the Liberal reforms of 1918. It is perhaps the most brutally laconic and
deliberately offensive novel ever published about the condition of the
Latin American Indians and the shameful realities of the hacienda system
which prevailed from the colonial period to the present century. The
question it raises perennially in the mind and conscience of each reader is:
what exactly are we offended by as we read it? Icaza interprets everything
according to the base-superstructure distinction of vulgar Marxism and
traces the implacable logic of the semi-feudal socio-economic system on
the basis of one case study, the building of a road through the hacienda by
a North American lumber company. Icaza’s position is that it is difficult to
be human when subjected to inhuman treatment. The higher one’s social
class, the more ‘worlds’ one has available. His Indians have only one
available world, as the Ecuadorean novelist is at pains to show us (‘He
searched for some mental support but found everything around him elu-
sive and alien. For the others — mestizos, gentlemen and bosses — an
Indian’s woes are a matter for scorn, contempt and disgust. What could
his anguish over the illness of his wife possibly signify in the face of the
complex and delicate tragedies of the whites? Nothing!’).

Viewed across the decades, it may seem almost incredible that at the

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Regionalism: Narrative between the Wars 147

same time that Icaza and his contemporaries were writing such works in
Ecuador and elsewhere, Jorge Luis Borges and his circle in Argentina
were, as we shall see, writing their complex and labyrinthine literary
inquisitions. There could hardly be a clearer example of what the concept
of uneven development might mean as applied to cultural expression. Of
course there is nowhere in Latin America where the relation between
literature and society has been more direct, or more turbulent, than in the
Andean republics of Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador, mainly due to the unavoid-
able connection between three great historical problematics: the national
question, the agrarian question and the ethnic question. Peruvian cultural
expression, in particular, often has a raw and unmistakably bitter flavour
unlike that of any other country. There in the 1920s Victor Rail Haya de
la Torre and José Carlos Maridtegui elaborated the two ideological alterna-
tives to conservative or liberal rule in the continent: populism (Aprismo)
and communism.

Aprismo was the creed of Ciro Alegria (1909—67), the most important
Peruvian indigenist novelist of the entire regionalist era. He had spent
much of his childhood on his grandfather’s hacienda close to the River
Marafién in Huanachuco. Living in Lima, years later, Alegria reneged on
his background, joined Apra and was imprisoned during the events of
1932. After escaping from jail and being rearrested, he went into exile in
Chile in 1934, where he fell ill with tuberculosis, became paralysed and
lost the faculty of speech, before writing two episodic novels La serpiente de
oro (1935), about the boatmen of the Marafién, and Los perros hambrientos
(1938), about the Indian and Cholo peasants of the high cordilleras and
their struggle against both nature in all its cruel indifference and Peruvian
society in all its brutal hostility. However it was his next novel, E/ mundo
es ancho y afeno, which gave him his continental reputation. It was written
in four months in 1940 for a Pan-American competition announced by the
New York publishers Farrar and Rinehart. Like Los perros hambrientos it has
a tone of classical authority and a simple grandeur reminiscent of
Gallegos’s best work and with a similar nineteenth-century conception.
Using a vast historical, geographical and social canvas, this later work
portrays a free community of Indians in northern Peru between 1912 and
the 1930s, focusing on their mayor, Rosendo Maqui, once considered one
of the great character creations of Latin American ficcion (‘The Indian
Rosendo Maqui crouched there like some ancient idol, his body dark and
gnarled like the /loque with its knotted, iron-hard trunk, for he was part
plant, part man, and part rock. It was as if Rosendo Maqui were cast in
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the image of his geography; as if the turbulent forces of the earth had
fashioned him and his people in the likeness of their mountains’). The
novel ends like almost all indigenist novels: the Indians are robbed of their
land by a cruel and unscrupulous landowner and obliged to wander the
earth, only to discover with increasing desperation that although Peru is
broad it has become alien, and that neither pacificism, banditry nor
socialist insurrection seem likely to modify their historical destiny.
Alegria won the New York competition, and was warmly lauded by John
Dos Passos, a member of the jury, making the Peruvian novelist one of the
two or three best-known Latin American writers of this period.

E! mundo es ancho y afeno is ambitious, panoramic and the only one of the
great regionalist works to have a genuine historical framework, as we
follow the epic quest for land and justice to the jungles and the rivers, the
mines and the cities, among the bandits and the trade unionists. The book
will endure as a great, if sometimes clumsy monument to the indigenist
doctrine of an entire epoch. It is majestic despite its unevenness and
moving despite its sentimentality, and it does provide the reader with a
means by which to imagine the experience of the Andean Indians.

Urban Themes

No simple formula can illuminate the relation between country and city in
Western history. Whatever our desires, no society has ever been free to
choose between these two political and economic alternative realities nor
between the different lifestyles which they have conditioned — although
artists and intellectuals have often liked to imagine that they could —
because it is precisely in the historical dynamic between the two milieux
that social meaning has existed. From the very beginning writers from
Latin American city environments were acutely conscious of the provincial
and possibly caricatural status of their own neo-colonial and dependent
cities compared to the world’s great metropoli of past and present: theirs
were parasitic enclaves, comprador corridors between city and country.
Life in those increasingly ugly conurbations seemed somehow even more
absurd than in European cities, whose existence was justified by the whole
weight and authority of European history, however alienating the urban
experience as such might seem to any given inhabitant of those places.

It was the Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier who in a memorable essay
asserted that it was the mission of Latin American artists to do for their
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cities what Balzac had done for Paris, Dickens for London and Joyce for
Dublin. He acknowledged that he and his contemporaries had an espe-
cially difficult problem, since not only were their readers ignorant of the
context of their literary recreations but these were in any case cities ‘with-
out style’ or, perhaps, with ‘a third style, the style of things that have no
style’.? Ironically enough, at the very time thar Carpentier was writing,
around 1960, the urban novel was finally beginning to prevail. However,
given the subcontinent’s involuntary role in Western mythologies, it
seems likely that Latin America’s fate may be always to represent the
‘country’ to Europe’s ‘city’, and that, given its landscapes and state of
development, novels of the land may continue to be important for longer
than we think — or, perhaps, for as long as we can imagine.

In fact urban novels like those which had been written by Balzac and
Dickens did not appear in Latin America until late in the nineteenth
century, by which time Zola was the dominant influence, though few of
his imitators at that time had his grasp of detail or social motivation. Latin
American capitals were very small and largely provincial in character until
well into the present century. The most notable exception to the general
picture was Brazil, where the mulatto writer Joaquim Maria Machado de
Assis (1839—1908) became Latin America’s only truly great novelist in the
century after independence and one of the undoubted masters of the genre
in the Western world. The key to his achievement lay in finding a humor-
ous, parodic, iconoclastic form with which to negotiate the difficulties of
living in an intranscendent semi-colonial city, long before the similar
twentieth-century solutions improvised by such ‘post-colonial’ writers as
Borges or Naipaul.

Between the two world wars, however, there were few such humorous
responses to the experience of Latin American cities. An early protest novel
about the woes and injustices of urban existence was Triste fim de Policarpo
Quaresma (1915) by Alfonso Henriques de Lima Barreto (1881-1922),
another Brazilian mulatto who was in many respects the successor to Ma-
chado de Assis. In 1917 the Chilean Eduardo Barrios (1884—1963) followed
this example with another novel of urban alienation and despair, Ur perdido,
in which the hopeless loser of the title is unable to discover meaning or
satisfaction in life in twentieth-century Santiago. In the 1920s the Argentin-
ian novelist Roberto Arlt (1900~42), now belatedly considered one of the
most significant writers of the continent, gave an early indication of the

2 Alejo Carpentier, ‘Problemitica de la actual novela latinoamericana’, in Tientos y diferencias (Havana,
1966), p. 15.
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extent to which Latin American fiction, particularly in Buenos Aires and
Montevideo, would be able to echo or even anticipate European currents of
nihilism and absurdism. This was because for writers or protagonists with a
European mentality and European nostalgias, Latin America was either a
nowhere land or a caricature. Arlt produced a remarkable sequence of urban
horror tales, E/ juguete rabioso (1926), Los siete locos (1929) and Los lanzallamas
(1931). Like the rural Quiroga before him, Arlt constructed his reality
somewhere between alienation, madness, depravity and criminality, with
neither the author nor the characters able to distinguish satisfactorily be-
tween these elements of the existential analysis. His is a world without
transcendence, in which the bourgeoisie’s official ideology of honour, hard
work and decency is contradicted everywhere by reality and the only means
of self-affirmation are crime or madness. The tradition is that of Dostoyev-
sky and originates in Argentina with Eugenio Cambaceres (1843—88), and
goes on through Onetti, Marechal, Sdbato and many others. It was some-
how fitting though also ironic that Arle was for a time Ricardo Giiiraldes’s
secretary, for it was Giiiraldes whose Don Segunds Sombra bade a sorrowful
farewell to the gaucho era and indeed to literary concentration on the rural
sector as a whole, whilst the clearest sign that in Argentina at least the age of
urban fiction had definitely arrived was the appearance of Arlt’s literary
provocations.

It has become a commonplace of Latin American historical criticism to
say that the New York prize awarded to E/ mundo es ancho y afeno in 1941
should have gone to another competitor, the Uruguayan Juan Carlos
Onetti (1909—94). Ciro Alegria was the last of the old-style ‘regionalist’
authors, rooted in the land, whilst Onetti was the first and perhaps the
most important of a quite new generation of novelists routed through the
cities. His first novel, El pozo, appeared in 1939, and shows that writers in
Montevideo or Buenos Aires had no need to read Céline, Sartre or Camus
to know that they were alienated or anguished. Onetti’s fiction begins
where Arlt left off, though Onetti always achieves the necessary distance
from his materials to be able to impose the delicacy and coherence of art on
even the most sordid and contradictory reality. E/ pozo tells the story of
Eladio Linacero, a university-educated journalist frustrated but also medio-
cre, who shares a room like a prison cell with an ignorant Communist
militant ironically called Lazarus, and vainly longs to become a writer.
Qutside the drab and depressing city which Montevideo has become lies a
Uruguay without history: ‘Behind us, there is nothing: one gaucho, two
gauchos, thirty-three gauchos.” This is sacrilege: these ‘thirty-three gau-
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chos’ were the symbolic heroes of Uruguay’s liberation struggle. Clearly
we have travelled very far from Gallegos and the other Americanists by
this point. Latin America is a continent with nothing worth writing about
beyond the writer’s own anguish, and Onetti ends his work with a state-
ment of existential bankruptcy: ‘This is the night. I am a solitary man
smoking somewhere in the city; the night surrounds me, as in a ritual,
gradually, and I have no part in it.” Despite the gloom, Onetti is always
more concerned to communicate a vision than to make a point, elaborat-
ing a picture not only of city life (Montevideo, Buenos Aires and his
invented community of ‘Santa Maria’) but also of reality and consciousness
themselves as labyrinthine, a tissue of perceptions and motives impossible
to disentangle and clarify, with the effort to do so ending always in
weariness, boredom, frustration and defeat. Later works by Onetti include
Tierra de nadie (1941), La vida breve (1950), Los adioses (1954), El astillero
(1961), generally considered his masterpiece, Juntacadiveres (1964), Deje-
mos bablar al viento (1979) and Cuando entonces (1987).

Undoubtedly, Onetti inaugurates the mature phase of Latin American
urban fiction with his disturbing, world-weary narratives. As mentioned,
this is a line of fiction particularly common in the River Plate, where the
Argentine Eduardo Mallea (1903—82) gave it a somewhat portentous
philosophical orientation from the 1930s to the 1950s (see especially Todo
verdor perecerd, 1941), whilst the Uruguayan Mario Benedetti (b. 1920)
concentrated more closely on the social and historical determinants of that
same grey, heavy despair during the 1960s and 1970s. His best known
works include Quién de nosotros (1953), Montevideanos (stories, 1959), La
tregua (1960), Gracias por el fuego (1965) and Primavera con una esquina rota
(1982). One of the most apocalyptic of such writers was Ernesto Sibato
(Argentina, b. 1911), author of Sobre héroes y tumbas (1961). Even Onetti
lacks the nightmarish note characteristic of Sabato’s fiction, which also
includes E! tinel (1948) and Abaddin el exterminador (1977). Sabato’s al-
most Dostoyevskyan work is at once a meditation on the condition of
mankind in the twentieth century and on the development of Argentina
from the time of Rosas to the time of Per6n, viewed as a family history of
criminal depravity. For him Buenos Aires is a home to nightmares, built
on a vast sewer: ‘Everything floated towards the Nothingness of the ocean
through secret underground tunnels, as if those above were trying to
forget, affecting to know nothing of this part of their truth. As if heroes in
reverse, like me, were destined to the infernal and accursed task of bearing
witness to that reality.’
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Thus from the time of Roberto Arlt fiction was gradually moving to the
metropolitan realm and away from the rural, though the latter continued
to dominate until the late 1950s. In the cities, symbolic prisons, writers
often found themselves in trouble with the authorities and much narrative
fiction was devoted to prison themes in the 1930s and 1940s (whereas in
the 1970s and 1980s themes of exile or ‘disappearance’ tended to be more
frequent). There is indeed a sense in which for all Latin American writers,
regardless of ideology, the literary act is always also a political one.

This traditionally strong emphasis on social and political themes only
added to the difficulty which women writers, already condemned as
second-class citizens to confrontation with a virulently patriarchal society,
experienced in the early decades of the century. Interestingly enough,
most of the women writers well known to the twentieth century, like Sor
Juana Inés de la Cruz (Mexico, 1648-95), Gertrudis Gémez de Avellaneda
(Cuba, 1814—73), or Clorinda Matto de Turner (Peru, 1854—1909), were
involved in some form of literature of protest. Buc in the early twentieth
century conditions were not favourable to this kind of activity by women,
though there were notable exceptions such as Raquel de Queirés, dis-
cussed above, or Chile’s valiant regionalist novelist Marta Brunet (1897—
1967), whose career began as early as 1923 with Montaia adentro. Not-
mally, however, women novelists were limited both by experience and by
expectation to more domestic varieties of writing (and, of course, to the
short story, a form particularly accessible to minority and disadvantaged
writers of all kinds). Thus, for example, even though the delightful Las
memorias de Mamd Blanca (1929) by Teresa de la Parra (Venezuela, 1891—
1936), is set on an hacienda in the countryside, it has a light and intimate
tone quite different from the kinds of regionalist writing then in vogue.
(Her Ifigenia. Diario de una sefiorita que escribié porque se fastidiaba, 1924, is
an excellent example of the nascent feminist consciousness emerging in
those years.)

The gradual shift of emphasis to the cities, which has marked the whole
of the twentieth century, has undoubtedly favoured the equally gradual
emergence of women writers, above all perhaps in the River Plate area. In
Argentina the wealthy Victoria Ocampo (1890—1979), through her liter-
ary salon, her patronage and her magazine Sur, brought together and
encouraged a whole generation of Argentine literati, as well as putting
them in touch with writers and developments from abroad. Her series of
ten volumes of Testimonios (1935—77) are her most widely read works.
Silvina Ocampo (1906-93), Victoria’s sister, was married to the writer
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Adolfo Bioy Casares but was also one of Argentina’s best known short
story writers in her own right, with collections including Viaje olvidado
(1937), Autobiografia de Irene (1948), La furia (1959) and several others.
All were marked by a delicate but insistent sense of the perverse and the
fantastic. Meanwhile in Chile Maria Luisa Bombal (1910—80) wrote two
novels not much noticed at the time but which have since been recognized
as milestones in the development of women’s writing in Latin America, La
#ltima niebla (1934) and La amortajada (1938), both suffused by an in-
tensely subjective mode of perception, a tormented vision from within.
For women, too, the theme of imprisonment was a constant teferent,
though not at the hands of the state but by courtesy of their own fathers
and husbands.

MODERNISM: FROM THE NEW NOVEL TO THE ‘BOOM’

El mundo es ancho y ajeno (1940) was the last great regionalist work, though
similar novels continued to be written and the social realist mode has
persisted through a whole series of formal and ideological transformations
up to the present day. Our task now is to travel back again in time to the
1920s to search for the origins of the ‘Latin American New Novel’, usually
associated with the 1950s ot even considered synonymous with the ‘Boom’
of the 1960s. Closer analysis will reveal that Latin America has taken a far
more important part in twentieth-century Modernism (and Postmodern-
ism) than even the most nationalistic Latin American critics tend to assert.
The truth is that the only really persuasive description for Latin America’s
most distinctive line of fiction since the 1920s is, precisely, ‘Modernism’ in
the European and North American sense, and it is important to ask why it
has been more persistent in the new continent than in either Europe or the
United States. Clearly, despite the technical fertility of Joyce, Proust, Woolf
or Faulkner, European and North American Modernism has no system, no
theory, except as a ‘sign of the times’. Latin American writers, however,
regardless of their politics, were always pulled in two directions and learned
to balance different realities and different orders of experience and thereby
to find their way into history as well as myth. Indeed, the essence of what
has been called ‘magical realism’ (itself a form of Modernist discourse), is the
juxtaposition and fusion, on equal terms, of the literate and pre-literate
world, future and past, modern and traditional, the city and the country:
or, to put it another way, the fusion of modernista and naturalista elements,
radically updated, in one unifying discourse. This requires the application
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of indirect narration and the treatment of folk beliefs, superstitions and
myths with absolute literalness. Joyce and Faulkner showed the way, and
both were from marginal regions with something of the bi-culturalism
required, but neither of them needed to formulate this as an explicit part of
their system or project; whereas in Latin America all narratives, inevitably,
bear the imprint of their origins in their structure, because all Latin Ameri-
can writers are from the ‘periphery’.

As we have seen, most novels about Latin American cities concentrate
on the negative, repressive aspects of the urban experience and rather few
celebrate it as any kind of liberation from nature. In that sense the roman-
tic impulse remains very strong in the subcontinent. The city is a world of
alienation, reification, exchange values, consumption and exhaustion, con-
trasted negatively with the cosmic fertilization and global significance of
the indigenous world which preceded it. Yet the great regionalist novels of
the 1920s and 1930s also go well beyond the romantic obsession with
mere landscape or mere spirituality, and so terms like 'novel of the land’ or
‘regionalist novel’ are unsatisfactory and perhaps even misleading. These
works were ‘regional’ not in the sense that they were ‘sub-national’ but
precisely because, from this moment, Latin America was conceived as one
large though not yet integrated nation made up of numerous ‘regions’ (the
twenty republics). Put another way, it is not so much a regionalist spirit as
a nationalist and Americanist ideology which conditions and structures
the novels of Latin America’s first important narrative moment, integrat-
ing the country and the city within one nationhood and connecting each of
these within an Americanist supra-nationhood or continental vision. (Of
course this is not the same as identifying Latin America’s place within
world culture, a process which the modernistas had tentatively initiated,
albeit on unequal and semi-colonial terms: that more global literary-
historical achievement — one which ended an entire cultural era — began
at the same time as the novels studied thus far were being written, but was
undertaken by a different kind of writer and, although likewise initiated
in the 1920s, was only completed in the 1960s and early 1970s.) Regional-
ism and Americanism, then, are two sides of the same impulse and the
concept ‘novel of the land’ was actually a symbolic designation: the ‘land’
is not so much the telluric earth as the American continent itself as a field
of endeavour and object of meditation, with individual works alternating
within the semantic field marked out by these two poles: region and
continent.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Modernism: From the New Novel to the ‘Boom’ 155

Seeing this, we can understand why the capital cities depicted in the
novels mentioned above are not usually imagined as capitals of that re-
gional, American interior. Instead, they are European enclaves, treacher-
ously conspiring or weakly collaborating in the exploitation of natural raw
materials, or — like Lima, Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires — with their
backs turned on the regions and gazing out longingly over the ocean that
leads back to Europe. Naturally some writers have always argued that
cosmopolitanism is an unavoidable and in any case desirable reaching out
to the world, a wish to integrate Latin America into the universal order of
things, to take its place among the cultures, recognizing and being recog-
nized. This is a process of discussion whose end is not in sight.

Thus each of the regionalist works takes up the debate initiated by
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and Euclides da Cunha on the national
question. Are these territorial entities really nations? What sort of commu-
nity is a nation? How do regions smaller and larger than the nations relate
to them? If these countries are not yet nations but nationhood is the
project, how is it to be achieved? And to what extent might Latin America
be conceived as a unified plurality which only makes sense at the level of
the continent and therefore only makes unified writing possible from a
continental perspective? The narrative fiction of the nineteenth century
had symbolically founded nations and established the identity of the gov-
erning classes. Naturalist novels had examined the pathology of the lower
classes and been disappointed by what they saw. In the 1920s ‘regionalist’
fiction looked again and took a more positive view, not only of the lower
classes, but of the possibilities for a constructive relationship between the
rulers and the ruled. The interior now was not only a field for imagination
and romance, but for epic and social exploration, for knowledge and
definition. Thus writers embarked on the journey from capital to interior,
only to realize that the future was not after all clear: first, because every-
thing was more complicated than had been thought, not least because
alliances with the workers involved commitments which might not always
suit the interests of the volatile petty bourgeoisie; and secondly, because
the road still appeared to lie through Europe, whether capitalist or social-
ist. Thus to the chain from capital to village is added the journey from
there back again to the capital and across the seas to Europe — and then
back again to the village, with all those newly assimilated experiences
within the writer’s consciousness. This indeed is the fundamental explana-
tion of what I have called elsewhere the ‘Ulyssean’ writer and the growth
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of the ‘Ulyssean’ novel,3 inaugurated and given definitive form by perhaps
the greatest of all twentieth century Modernist writers, James Joyce. He
was not, at first sight, what young Latin American artists ought to have
been looking for in the 1920s, and yet, avant-garde seductions aside, the
Irishman and his Latin American admirers had a number of things in
common which facilitated his influence: for example migrations and exile;
Catholicism, its traditions and repressions; and the counter-conquest of an
alien, imperial language.

None of these factors apply in the same way to the other great model,
William Faulkner. Of course there would have been no Faulkner without
Joyce, and we will recall that Faulkner learned from the Joyce who had
written Ulysses and not from the one who went on to write Finnegans Wake.
Still, Faulkner and his compatriot John Dos Passos were more accessible
models in the Latin America of the thirties, forties, and fifties, whilst
Joyce would finally exert his full impact only in the 1960s and 1970s.
This is not really so surprising: what Faulkner, and to a lesser extent, Dos
Passos, actually permitted, was the renovation and restructuring of the
Latin American social novel through the next thirty years, whereas, de-
spite the admiration he inspired in a generation of young Americans in
Paris, Joyce’s impact on most authors — if not, crucially, on the most
important of them — remained largely fragmentary or superficial except in
poetry and was only generally assimilable in the 1960s, the age, indeed, of
the final flowering of Latin American Modernism in the form of the
‘Boom’ novel.

The bridge to Modernist developments in narrative was, indeed, avant-
garde poetry. In that, at least, the continent was already fully modern, in
the sense that many poets — Vicente Huidobro, Jorge Luis Borges, Oswald
de Andrade, Manuel Bandeira, César Vallejo and Pablo Neruda — were
writing poetry as ‘up to date’, innovative and recognizably twentieth-
century as anything being produced in Europe, the Soviet Union or the
United States.

The novel, however, is always slower to mature (in the end it is always a
historical, retrospective genre, which needs time to focus) and in the
1920s there emerged in literature, broadly speaking, a contrast between a
poetic expression whose dominant mode was cosmopolitan, produced by
international experience and orientated in the same direction, and the
various forms of ‘nativist’ fiction — regionalist, Creolist, telluric, indi-

3 See Martin, Journeys through the Labyrinth, passim.
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genist, etc. — examined above, which, because they lay somewhere be-
tween realism and naturalism, we are calling social realism. Its impetus
had been both shaped and accelerated by the Mexican Revolution, and at
that time was thought, not entirely paradoxically, to be the most innova-
tive as well as the most typical current in Latin American literature, at a
moment when few would have imagined that Latin Americans might
participate in cultural discoveries and developments on equal terms.
Equally strikingly, the novelists who were closest to the poets were young
avant-garde writers like the Brazilian Mdrio de Andrade with his path-
breaking novel about the Brazilian culture hero Macunaima (1928), the
Guatemalan Miguel Angel Asturias, author of the quasi-ethnological
Leyendas de Guatemala (1930), the Argentine Jorge Luis Borges, who was
already intermingling literature with criticism in quite new ways, and the
Cuban Alejo Carpentier, with his Afro-American Ecué-Yamba-0 (1933). It
was these writers who would lead the way into the future. Joyce had
mapped the route to the great labyrinth of modernity and had effectively
ordained the literary systematization of Modernism. Once seen, this laby-
rinth could not be ignored and had to be traversed. In the case of the
Spanish American trio just cited, the full dimensions of their talents
would not become apparent until the 1930s and — due to the nature of the
1930s and the intervention of the Second World War — would only be-
come visible after 1945; and even then, only relatively so, because it was
not until the 1960s that the complex interaction between Latin American
and international conditions of education, readership and publishing com-
bined to produce a situation in which the achievements of Latin American
art could be relatively quickly and generally recognized.

In the 1920s, many young Latin American intellectuals and artists were
in Paris at the same time as Joyce (and Picasso and Stravinsky). At the
moment when the pre-war modernista movement, already fading autum-
nally in the last years of the belle époque, was giving way to the avant-garde
of the années folles, these young writers, who had made the pilgrimage to
Paris aided by the plunge of the franc, began to found and participate in a
succession of new and exciting magazines with futuristic titles — Proa
(‘Prow’: in his 1925 review of Ulysses in that same magazine Borges said
that Joyce himself was ‘audacious as a prow’, in other words, an avant-
garde explorer and adventurer) in Buenos Aires; Revista de Avance in Ha-
vana; Contemporéneos in Mexico; Imdn in Paris itself — in all of which the
name of Joyce would appear, usually as a rather distant, almost mythologi-
cal referent.
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Astonishingly, in view of his later trajectory, it was Borges who first
appreciated the true significance of Joyce, and who became not only the
pioneer translator of the famous last page of Ulysses but also saw that work
as a ‘wild and entangled land’ into which only the most foolhardy would
venture.4 Borges’s initial enthusiasm was soon renounced, just as he would
in due course also dismiss his own avant-garde moment — #ltraismo — , his
localist Fervor de Buenos Aires, his ‘too vulgar’ story ‘El hombre de la
esquina rosada’, all plots requiring social or psychological realism, all
wilful obscurity and linguistic experimentalism. He would later describe
Ulysses itself as ‘a failure’, a work of microscopic naturalism with, paradoxi-
cally, ‘no real characters’. Yet whenever Borges wished to explore the
nature of literary language, he turned to Joyce’s example, just as he did
whenever he wished to discuss translation, comparativism, literary purity,
artistic devotion, or totality. Moreover Borges, one of the writers who
made possible the concept of ‘intertextuality’, frequently named Joyce as a
key innovator of the phenomenon.

Many young Latin American poets sought to make use of Joyce’s exam-
ple in the 1920s, but were mostly unprepared for the task. It has not been
much noticed that the reason for this is that Joyce was on his way past
Modernism to what is now called Postmodernism. Thus in the 1930s it
was Faulkner and Dos Passos who more clearly showed how to apply the
new Modernist techniques to narrative fiction and thereby provided the
means for updating the social or regionalist novel. The point, however, is
that Joyce’s influence began before either, was more widespread if not
more powerful, and grew slowly but surely to a crescendo in the 1960s and
1970s. Moreover, in a few literary milestones of the following era —
Asturias’ E/ sefior Presidente (1946) (see below), Al filo del agua (1947) by
Agustin Yéiez (1904—80), considered by critics one of the great transi-
tional works of Latin American fiction and a precursor of the ‘New Novel’,
and Leopoldo Marechal’'s Addn Buenosayres (1948) (see below), the particu-
lar combination of interior monologue and stream-of-consciousness tech-
niques with other devices, especially wordplay and myth, made critics
correctly conclude that these historically fundamental works were more
Joycean than Faulknerian. Not until 1945, four years after Joyce's death,
was Ulysses available at last to those who could read neither French or
English, when the first translation appeared in Buenos Aires.

Many years later the great ‘Boom’ of Latin American fiction — itself

4 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘El Ulises de Joyce’, in Proa (Buenos Aires), 6 (January 1925), 3.
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now mythologized, its writers living legends — produced an emphatic
shift of gravity to the urban realm, with the emergence and consolidation
of its ‘big four’ — Cortédzar, Fuentes, Garcia Marquez and Vargas Llosa —
followed by others like Lezama Lima, Cabreta Infante and Donoso. In an
article on these new Latin American novelists in 1977, Emir Rodriguez
Monegal, the influential Uruguayan critic, made a striking retrospective
assessment of the Irish writer’s influence: ‘Joyce's achievement was to be
imitated in many languages. Slowly, and through many successful
works . . . Ulysses became the invisible bat central model of the new Latin
American narrative. From this point of view, Cortdzar’s Hopscotch, Lezama
Lima’s Paradiso, Fuentes’s Change of Skin and Cabrera Infante’s Three
Trapped Tigers, are Joycean books. Whether or not they are obviously
Joycean, they do share the same secret code. That is, they agree in conceiv-
ing of the novel as both a parody and a myth, a struceure which in its
topoi, as much as in its private symbols, reveals the unity of a complete
system of signification.”> An equally decisive accolade was later paid to
Joyce by the Mexican novelist Fernando del Paso, author of the Ulyssean
novel Palinuro de México (1977): ‘I consider that Ulysses is a sort of sun
installed at the centre of the Gutenberg Galaxy, which illuminates not
only all the works which followed it but all of universal literature that
preceded it. Its influence is definitive and unique in modern Western
literature . . . Finnegans Wake is a comet of great magnitude moving away
from us at the speed of light, in danger of becoming lost for ever. But
there is also the possibility that it will recurn one day and be better
understood.’é This explains convincingly why the Joycean paradigm has
been so attractive in Latin America. Viewed from this long perspective,
however, it becomes obvious that Latin America as a whole, despite its
post-colonial status, took less time to assimilate Joycean writing than a
number of the English-speaking literatures for which such assimilation
was easier and, moreover, assimilated it more completely. The same cul-
tural factors which have made Latin America a hospitable environment for
Joycean or ‘Ulyssean’ novels to flower are factors which, in turn, have
allowed Latin American narrative to return the favour and influence a
whole succession of European and North American works in the postmod-
ern period since the 1960s.

3 Emir Rodriguez Monegal, *The New Latin American novelists’, Partisan Review, 44 1 (1977), 41.
6 Quoted by R. Fiddian in his ‘James Joyce y Fernando del Paso’, Insula (Madrid), 455 (October
1984), p. 10.
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Myth and Magic: The Origins of the Latin American New Novel

After the social realism of the 1920s and 1930s, much of the narrative
fiction of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s has been given a more seductive
name: ‘Magical Realism’. When the label was given above all to Miguel
Angel Asturias and Alejo Carpentier, as it used to be, together with one or
two like-minded writers like Venezuela’s Arturo Uslar Pietri and Ecua-
dor’s Demetrio Aguilera Malta, the term, although problematical, was in
some ways attractive and acceptable. Now that, like the concept ‘baroque’,
it has become an almost universal description of the ‘Latin American
style’ —exotic and tropical, overblown and unrestrained, phantasmagorical
and hallucinatory — it may seem so ideologically dangerous that it should
really be rejected. And yet writers as influential and prestigious as Italo
Calvino, Salman Rushdie, Umberto Eco and even John Updike have
acknowledged its influence and allure, and so it seems possible that it has
been at least partly ‘decolonized’.

It has not been sufficiently understood that its origins lie in the surreal-
ist movement of the 1920s, the most important avant-garde system coin-
ciding historically with Modernism. Surrealism was never a significant
influence in either Britain or the United States, both of which were far too
empirical for such schemas at that time. Its emphasis upon the uncon-
scious, and therefore the primitive, its insistence that there was a world
more real than the visible ‘reality’ of commonsense and positivism, the
idea that art is a journey of discovery involving free association and the
liberation of the repressed, were all tailor-made for Third World interpreta-
tions and applications, and therefore for cementing the growing cultural
relationship between France and Latin America following independence
and the declaration that what the British persist in calling ‘South’ America
was actually ‘Latin’. Moreover, this relationship in which, instead of
superordinate to subordinate, imperialist to colonial, France exchanged
her rational civilization on equal terms (she had no large colonial axe to
grind in Latin America) with the New World’s supposed instinctual barba-
rism, was ideally suited to the interests of both sides.

The more convincing and less ideological justification for this most
controversial of literary terms — magical realism — is that the ‘magic’ de-
rives from the cultural sparks which fly from the juxtaposition and clash of
different cultures at different levels of development, but this seems not to
be the explanation for its attraction. In the era of Hollywood stars, Coca
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Cola and the intensifying fetishism of commodity exchange, it ought not
to be too difficult to understand why ‘magic’ realism would give us
pleasure and conciliate a number of painful contradictions. However in the
end it is myth, the universal currency of communication through transla-
tion and transformation, which is the only unifying factor between, say,
Andrade, Asturias, Borges, Carpentier and Garcia Marquez, who, in other
terms, are quite different kinds of novelist. To that extent, it would have
been more logical to go for the concept of ‘mythical realism’. Either way,
one of the crucial features insufficiently stressed in most discussions is the
question of the collective dimension characteristic of all magical realist
writers, in contrast to the almost inveterate individualism of most kinds of
fantastic writing.

Although rarely acknowledged as such, it is almost certainly the case that
Mirio de Andrade (1893—1945) was the first example, together with Mi-
guel Angel Asturias, of this phenomenon in Latin American literature —
thanks largely to his fertile relationship with Brazil’s own 1920s Modernista
movement. Interestingly enough, Andrade had never been abroad when he
wrote Macunaima (1928), a key text of the famous ‘anthropophagous’ move-
ment, and most of what he knew about Brazil had come from books.
Certainly what followers of Bakhtin would now call the ‘carnivalization’ of
Latin American literature and the development of the ‘polyphonic novel’
began with Macunaima, as is indicated by Mario’s humorous explanation of
his work: “The Brazilian has no character because he has neither a civiliza-
tion of his own nor a traditional consciousness . . . He is just like a twenty
year old boy.” The eponymous hero travels around Brazil, from the primitive
to the modern and back again, as Andrade whimsically confronts such
previously unexplored themes as tribalism, totemism, sacrifice, cannibal-
ism and — of course — magic. Oswald de Andrade, challenging the incom-
prehension with which the novel was greeted, said: ‘Mério has written our
Odlyssey and with one blow with his club has created the cyclical hero and the
national poetic style for the next fifty years.’? Towards the end of the novel
there is an intriguing incident as the hero loses consciousness in a battle
with a giant, and the narrator announces: ‘Macunaima got into the canoe,
took a trip to the mouth of the Rio Negro to look for his consciousness, left
behind on the island of Marapatd. And do you think he found it? Not a
hope! So then our hero grabbed the consciousness of a Spanish American,

7 Quoted by Haroldo de Campos, ‘Macunaima: la fantasiz estructural’, in Mério de Andrade,
Macunaima (Barcelona, 1976), p. 11.
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stuffed it in his head, and got on just as well.” Perhaps this was the moment
when Brazil began to become part of Latin America. At any rate, Mdrio de
Andrade was one of the first writers in the Third World to dare to take not
only myth but also magic seriously and unapologetically, as a system of
ideas and practices for working on the natural world as an alternative to
Western science and technology.

The young Alejo Carpentier’s brief novel Ecue-Yamba-O (‘Praise be to
Ecue’) was published in 1933, though its first version was signed ‘Havana
Prison, 1—9 August 1927’. He was later reluctant to see the work repub-
lished. He felt that although it was based partly on people he had known
as a child, he had failed to grasp either the essence of their psychology and
way of life or the linguistic medium needed to convey it. He only relented
at the very end of his life, when a clumsily produced pirate edition
appeared. While it is undoubtedly true that Carpentier’s novel on the
culture of Cuba’s Black population was more interesting for what it prom-
ised than for what it achieved, its project was similar to Macunaima and to
Asturias’s Leyendas de Guatemala. Of course he and Asturias were both
from small countries with large ethnic populations which made the ques-
tion of a unified national identity more than usually problematical. Both
were closely associated with the Surrealists in Paris in the 1920s; both
knew of Joyce, both believed in the power of myth, metaphor, language
and symbol, both were Freudian in orientation, Marxisant and revolution-
ary by instinct. They would each, from that moment, through the dark
hibernatory age of the 1930s and 1940s — a fertile, global unconscious for
both of them — gestate these ideas and in due course, around 1948, each
would start to talk of ‘magical realism’ (Asturias) or ‘the marvellous real’
(Carpentier).

As an active member of Cuba’s 1923 Generation, Alejo Carpentier
(1904—80) was involved in efforts to revolutionize national culture and to
confront the dictatorship of Gerardo Machado. The guiding thread of the
search for identity was Afro-Cubanism, the quest to integrate the Black
experience into Cuba’s national self-expression, underpinned by the path-
breaking folkloric and ethnological work of Fernando Ortiz (1881—1969),
one of Latin America’s most original thinkers. Stories by Carpentier in-
spired compositions by the Mulatto composer Amadeo Rolddn, and
Carpentier subsequently became a leading authority on Cuban music in
his own right. Ecwe-Yamba-O includes several attempts to recreate the
intense experience of Afro-Cuban music; and although it would be effort-
lessly surpassed by Carpentier’s own E/ reino de este mundo (1949) almost
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two decades later, it was undoubtedly one of the first important attempts
to characterize the Black presence in narrative.

By 1928 Miguel Angel Asturias (1899—1974) had almost completed
his first major book in Paris, where he was studying ethnology at the
Sorbonne. Early public readings took place in the year that Macunaima was
published. These Leyendas de Guatemala (1930), still virtually unstudied to
the present day, are one of the first anthropological contributions to
Spanish American literature. Like Andrade, who called for an American
‘cannibalization’ of European culture, Asturias thought attack the best
form of defence and communicated a radically different vision, revealing a
Latin American world as yet unimagined. Asturias’s small country had
behind it what Andrade’s huge one lacked: a great native civilization.
Thus the second part of his integrative strategy was to relate the ‘primi-
tive’ (we were all ‘Indians’ once upon a time, in the tribal era) to the
classical maize-based civilizations of the Pre-Columbian era: Mayas, Az-
tecs, Incas. All were earth, maize, sun and star worshippers, space men. In
Asturias’s fiction the pre-human forces and creatures of native myth are
given new life, and the Indians themselves are inserted into that land-
scape: the Spaniards here are very late arrivals.

Asturias’s next major work was one of the landmarks of Latin American
narrative, which, in the post-Second World War period, confirmed the
rise of urban fiction which had already been signalled in Argentina and
Uruguay. Ironically enough, the novel in question, E/ seiior Presidente
(19406), was about a very small capital city, that of his native Guatemala,
and it was set in the period of the First World War, before the process of
Latin American modernization had become generally visible. Asturias’s
entire life until the age of twenty-one had been overshadowed by the
fearsome dictatorship of Manuel Estrada Cabrera (1898—1920), and his
own father’s legal career was ruined by the tyrant. This novel, in which
every action and every thought is in some way conditioned by the real
dictator and his mythological aura, reflects the horizons of Asturias’s own
childhood and adolescence (‘A monstrous forest separated the President
from his enemies, a forest of trees with ears which at the slightest sound
began to turn as though whipped up by the hurricane wind . . . A web of
invisible threads, more invisible than the telegraph wires, linked each leaf
to the President, alert to all that went on in the most secret fibres of his
citizens.’). From that darkness, that imprisonment (not only the dictator-
ship, but also Hispanic traditionalism, semi-colonial provincialism, Ca-
tholicism and the Family), Asturias travelled to Paris, ‘City of Light’, to
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undertake his cultural apprenticeship to the twentieth century, in a capital
which offered perhaps the most remarkable array of ideas, schools and
personalities gathered in one Western city since the Renaissance. The
contrast between that light and the earlier darkness, perceived retrospec-
tively and at first unconsciously, gives the novel its peculiar dramatic
dynamism. Many readers have also found something characteristically
Latin American in its contrast between imprisonment and freedom, reality
and utopia. It was in the 1920s and 1930s, then, in the transition between
the ‘novels of the land’ and the new ‘labyrinthine’ fiction, between ‘social
realism’ and ‘magical realism’, that the liberation of Latin American fic-
tion began.

In 1967 Asturias would become the first Latin American novelist to win
the Nobel Prize. Yet even he was not to be the most influential narrator from
the continent. That honour goes, undoubtedly, to Jorge Luis Borges (1899~
1986), one of those rare literary phenomena, a writer who literally changed
the way in which people see literature and, accordingly, the world. An
almost indispensable point of reference in the era of Postmodernism,
Borges — whose mature work is, effectively, a critique of Modernism — has
influenced even the most influential of contemporary thinkers, like Michel
Foucault and Jacques Derrida, as well as almost all his literary successors in
Latin America. Yet although he had been a leading avant-garde poet in the
1920s, Borges was never any kind of revolutionary in the usual meaning of
the word. He was never interested in magic, nor in the primitive, nor in
Freud, and certainly not in Marx. Joyce was an early fascination, but not a
model to be imitated. Yet if Andrade, Asturias and Carpentier brought
about the opening to myth, oral expression and popular experience which
was to allow the exploration of Latin American culture from the 1920s and
thus to provide the essential basis for the ‘New Novel’, it is Borges, unmis-
takably, who supplied the sense of precision and structure which permitted
the inter-textual systematization of that culture and the creation of the Latin
American literature in which, ironically, he never believed. He was, in-
deed, universal, but in a uniquely Latin American way.

Borges had been a leading participant in the youthful Hispanic avant-
garde, prominent in the ‘Ultraist’ movement in the 1920s and a tireless
cultural animator and contributor to little magazines. At the same time
his early poems entitled Fervor de Buenos Aires (1923) demonstrate that he
too was at that time torn between the cosmopolitan lure of Europe and
travel, on the one hand, and nostalgia for the local and the picturesque on
the other. Needless to say, the pleasures and pains of both are heightened,
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for the ‘Ulyssean’ writer, by the contrast berween them, which can only be
fully experienced in the labyrinth of time, space and memory. But in the
1930s the still young writer renounced both nativism and the avant-garde
as infantile disorders and began to effect a long, slow revolution, first in
Latin American fiction and eventually in Western literature as a whole.
For some critics the publication of his Historia universal de la infamia in
1935 marks the birth of ‘magical realism’ in Latin America. But this
honour, as we have seen, must go to Andrade, Asturias and Carpentier, all
writers with more convincingly ‘native’ cultures than that of Borges’s
disappearing gauchos. Indeed, the attraction of the gaucho for Borges was
that of the Western gunslinger for certain North American ideologies: his
insistent individualism. Nevertheless Borges’s Historia universal, a distant
relative of Kafka’s work, does mark the birth of Latin America’s distinc-
tive tradition of ‘fantastic literature’, a tradition most firmly rooted pre-
cisely in Argentina and Uruguay. For example, Museo de la novela de la
eternz by Argentine Macedonio Ferndndez (1874—1952), an influence on
the artistically dehumanized writings of both Borges and Cortazar, though
not published until 1967, was conceived in the 1920s and written in the
1930s. And Adolfo Bioy Casares (b. 1914), Borges’s close friend and
collaborator, was himself an outstanding narrator of both short stories and
novels such as La invencion de Morel (1940) or El suefio de los héroes (1954).

The two styles — ‘magical realism’ and ‘fantastic literature’ — were by
no means the same, but certainly overlapped and both took on characteris-
tically Latin American features, not least in their obsessive dualism. The
tropical magical realism, centered on the Caribbean and Brazil, specifi-
cally set out to fuse an elemental but ‘fertile’ native culture with the
more — but also less — knowing gaze of European consciousness; whereas
the labyrinthine metaphysic of fantasy emanating from the River Plate, in
the absence of such an alternative culture, fused the local reality, perceived
as drab and second-rate, with a fantastic dimension which was really,
perhaps, a sign for the superior ‘meta-consciousness’ of the Europe by
which Argentinians and Uruguayans felt they were inevitably defined and
to which they hopelessly aspired. Borges’s whole endeavour would be to
resolve this tension through a strategy of relativization and redefinition.
Through this endeavour he quite literally changed the world.

At the end of the 1930s Borges prepared a landmark collection, the
Antologia de la literatura fantdstica (1940), in collaboration with Bioy
Casares and Silvina Ocampo; and then came his two incomparable collec-
tions of stories Ficciones (1944) and E/ Aleph (1949). After that, and once
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he had collected his essays in Otras inquisiciones (1952), rather like some
precocious scientific experimenter, Borges's work was effectively at an
end. He continued of course to write poems, stories and essays, despite
increasing blindness, but never again with the revolutionary force of his
work in the 1940s. Later writers like Carlos Fuentes came to suggest that
without Borges there would not even have been a ‘modern’ Latin American
novel, which is clearly untrue but nevertheless a remarkable claim given
his years as a political outcast and the fact that he never felt remotely
tempted to write anything as vulgar as a full-length novel. He did,
however, compile his own eccentric catalogue of books, writers and ideas
in order to chart his own course through Western literature, demonstrate
that its central themes are really no different from those of the Orient, and
thereby justify his fundamental belief that ‘universal history is the history
of a few metaphors.’® For this purpose he invoked the spirits of Poe,
Croce, Shelley, Schopenhauer, Kafka and Hawthorne, among others, to
support Carlyle’s belief that ‘history is an infinite sacred book that all men
write and read and try to understand and in which they too are written’.?
Borges then deduced what may be the key to an appreciation of his
influence, namely the idea that all writers are many writers and that ‘each
writer creates his precursors’ — that is, ‘each writer's work modifies our
conception of the past as it will modify the future’.'® This approach in the
brilliantly inventive essays of Otras inquisiciones allowed him to make such
provoking statements as that Chesterton ‘restrained himself from being
Edgar Allen Poe or Franz Kafka’', or that, regarding two versions of a
certain tragic history, ‘the original is unfaithful to the translation’.!!
Borges has, almost single-handed, revolutionized our ability to think
about reading and writing. In real respects he has demystified these pro-
cesses and even more profoundly the concepts of authorship and originality
by emphasizing the artifice of art. This is the more extraordinary when one
considers that reading and writing is what writers and critics are supposed
to be meditating on all the time, yet it took a sceptic like Borges to see
through the myths which have prevailed since romanticism. Almost
equally as important is his approach to influences and his demonstration —

8 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘Pascal’s Sphere’, in Other Inquisitions, 1937-52 (London, 1973), pp. 73—4.

9 Borges, ‘Partial Enchantments of the Quéjote’, in Other Inquisitions, p. 46.

10 Borges, ‘Kafka and his Precursors’, in Other Inquisitions, p. 108.

't Borges, ‘On Chesterton’, in Other Inquisitions, p. 84; ‘About William Beckford's Viathek', in Other
Inquisitions, p. 140.
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despite himself — of the materiality of thought, language, literature and
culture. The implications for a post-colonial literature are far-reaching.
Moreover, since he was, despite everything, a Latin American, his revolu-
tionary effect on literature and criticism has enormously advanced the
international image and reputation of Latin America and its participation
in Western culture. A whole swathe of twentieth-century writing from
Kafka, Pirandello and Unamuno to Calvino, Kundera and Eco (not to
mention Cortdzar and Garcia Mirquez) only makes the kind of unified
sense it currently does thanks to the meaning which Borges’s way of seeing
retrospectively confers on these writers whilst also linking them back-
wards to their great distant ‘precursors’, as mentioned above. In Latin
America itself this gives confirmatory legitimacy to a certain form of
cosmopolitanism, which has been necessary for cultural communication
and even survival, a certain way of being in and out of, part of and separate
from Western civilization, and at the same time a global approach to
culture, knowledge and other people and other nations which is somehow
wholly appropriate to the continent which completed humanity’s knowl-
edge of the world.

Andrade, Asturias, Borges and Carpentier made these decisive contribu-
tions to Latin American culcure in this century, in the transition between
a traditional and a2 modern world, and between Europe and Latin Amer-
ica. They were the great cultural bridges, effective intermediaries between
two worlds, and thus the first ‘Ulyssean’ narrators, travellers through
both time and space. When Andrade, Asturias, Borges and Carpentier
began to write, in the mid-1920s, Latin America had barely begun to
experience modernity, whereas the writers who attained celebrity and
wrote their greatest works in the mid-1960s had grown up with it all
their lives and absorbed the new pace and variety of contemporary urban
experience without even thinking about it. For them, indeed, the city
and its inhabitants were the primary reality and it was the countryside
which was abnormal. For the earlier generation the motor car, airplane,
gramophone, cinema and radio were all new experiences to be absorbed
after childhood, but modernity as a whole and life in a great modern
conurbation were recent enough in origin to be perceived as essentially
non-American experiences. In that sense, indeed, 1920 was really the last
moment where the divorce between modernity and underdevelopment
could ever be quite so visible and quite so culturally shocking in the Latin
American environment.
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The New Novel

The ‘New Novel’, which in retrospect began its trajectory at the end of the
Second World War, followed the different paths marked out by the writers
who had undergone the ‘Ulyssean’ experience in the 1920s, above all
Asturias, Borges and Carpentier. It is perhaps surprising, at first sight,
that the most important novels to emerge during this period, following
another great war, should again have been ‘regional’ or even ‘telluric’ in
orientation. Not until the ‘Boom’ itself in the 1960s were Latin American
writers able regularly to produce great works of urban fiction in response
to the growth of a well-educated, middle-class audience and the increasing
concentration of the population in large cities. One might say, oversimpli-
fying inevitably, that the post-war era was the moment in which the
Faulknerian impulse predominated in Latin American fiction and that the
Joycean mode would only fully crystallize in the 1960s, after the publica-
tion of Cortédzar's Rayuelz in 1963,

Of course even William Faulkner was a “Ulyssean’ writer in both senses of
the word. Longing for adventure he had travelled the world — first in his
imagination and then, briefly, in reality — and had returned, ‘weary of
wonders’, as Borges would put it (in his poem ‘Ars Poetica’), to perceive that
‘Art is that Ithaca, of green eternity, not of wonders’, and thus to make a
new world, Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi, out of his original world.
And he was also a Modernist, Joycean writer, who was inspired by the
Irishman’s unrivalled exercise of formal freedom and adapted the interior
monologue and stream-of-consciousness to his own historical purpose.

Yet again it was Borges, never a lover of long fiction, who made the
most ironic but also the most significant contribution to Spanish Ameri-
can consciousness of Faulkner by translating The Wild Palms in 1940, the
year after its first publication, just as he had translated the last page of
Ulysses in 1925. The Wild Palms, with its juxtaposition of distinct realities,
is the precursor of a narrative line which would culminate in Vargas Llosa’s
La Casa Verde in 1966. Faulkner's domain is the unfinished, traumatized
rural environment of the American South, an accursed land like the lands
of Juan Rulfo, Jodo Guimaraes Rosa and Gabriel Garcia Méarquez. Faulk-
ner’s characters are Black, Red and White, rich and poor (though usually
the former declining into the latter), portrayed over 300 years but particu-
larly since the early nineteenth century, all struggling to discover a destiny
and assert an identity which can never be forged collectively against a
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bitter and tragic history of violation, extermination, slavery and civil war,
and a legacy of guilt, despair and solitude. It is this nexus of themes and
techniques — miscegenation and its contrasts and juxtapositions foremost
among them — which makes Faulkner such a formidable influence on the
Latin American New Novel. Like Faulkner, then, the leading Latin Ameri-
can writers were by the 1940s citizens not only of their own lands but of
the world, and they looked on their continent and its culture with a
radically transformed gaze, mapping the cultural landscape through their
geographical, social and historical explorations. It was, in short, a process
of internalization of Latin American history.

Many critics would agree that the first page of the New Novel —
indeed, for one critic the first page of the ‘Boom’,’> was the magical,
incantatory opening of Asturias’s E/ sefior Presidente: ‘Boom, bloom, alum-
bright, Lucifer of alunite! The sound of the prayer bells droned on, hum-
ming in the ears, uneasily tolling from light to gloom, gloom rto light'.
And the first work which decisively united the concept of the New Novel
with that of magical realism was the same author’s Hombres de maiz (1949).
Ariel Dorfman perceived its importance as early as 1968: ‘Although its
origins fade into remote regions and its socio-cultural coordinates are still
disputed, the contemporary Spanish American novel has a quite precise
date of birth. It is the year 1949, when Alejo Carpentiet’s E/ reino de este
mundo and Miguel Angel Asturias’s Hombres de maiz saw the light of day.
The latter, both the fountainhead and the backbone of all that is being
written in our continent today, has met with a strange destiny, like so
many works that open an era and close off the past.’'3

The opening of the later novel was as strange and dramatic as that of E/
sefior Presidente. Asturias was trying to imagine the world of Maya culture
through his sleeping indigenous protagonist, Gaspar 116m, ‘buried with his
dead ones and his umbilicus, unable to free himself from a serpent of six
hundred thousand coils of mud, moon, forests, rainstorms, mountains,
birds and echoes he could feel around his body’. No novel has more pro-
foundly explored the hidden labyrinths of Latin American cultural history.
Asturias even has an unconcealed affection for — and much more direct
knowledge of — the peasant, Mestizo culture which helped create him but
which, as part of the Western heritage, he questions and even deplores, so

2 William Gass, ‘The First Seven Pages of the Boom', Latin American Literary Review, 29 (Pittsburgh,
PA., 1987), 33—56.

13 See Ariel Dorfman, ‘Hombres de maiz: el mito como tiempo y palabra’, in his Imaginacién y violencia en
Anmérica (Santiago, Chile, 1970), p. 71.
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that folk culture from the European side is as well represented as the myths
and legends of the contemporary Indians and their pre-Alvaradian ances-
tors. The narrative’s point of departure, the resistance of Gaspar Ilém at the
beginning of the century, is based on a real historical incident. This was
itself representative of a historical process which still continues both in
Guatemala and Latin America generally — a process whose chain-like struc-
ture is also visible in Raza de bronce, Huasipungo, El mundo es ancho y ajeno,
José Maria Arguedas’s Todas las sangres (see below) and Vargas Llosa’s L«
Casa Verde (see below), namely that of the native Indian, uprooted from his
culture and ejected from his homeland by the typical processes of Western
capitalism and culture, who either rebels or sets out defeated on the road to
loneliness and alienation. Clearly, in that sense this is a retrospective,
assimilative work, a panoramic examination of a historical landscape, a
meditation by a city man on the origins of a national and continental
culture and on the theme of culcural loss (‘Who has never called, never
shouted the name of that woman lost in his yesterdays? Who has not
pursued like a blind man that being who went away from his being, when
he came to himself . . . ?’). Other authors who have written about the
contemporary Maya Indians are the Guatemalan Mario Monteforte Toledo
(b.1911), with Anaité(1940) and Entre la piedra y la cruz (1948), and, above
all, the outstanding Mexican writer Rosario Castellanos (1925-74), with
Baliin Candn (1957) and Oficio de tinieblas (1962). Balin Candn is indeed the
most important novel from the Maya region after Asturias’'s Hombres de
maiz, though it is only one of a number of varied works by Castellanos,
whose pioneering feminist approach to Latin American social relations
gives all her work, fiction, poetry and theatre, a truly radical cutting edge.

The year of Hombres de maiz, 19049, was also the year when Alejo
Carpentier, in the prologue to E/ reino de este mundo, wrote what is effec-
tively the great magical realist manifesto, his essay on ‘Lo real maravil-
loso’. This novel, a small literary jewel, deals with the slave revolts in
eighteenth-century Haiti and ends with a classic meditation: ‘In the King-
dom of Heaven there is no grandeur to be won, inasmuch as there all is an
established hierarchy, the unknown is revealed, existence is infinite, there
is no possibility or sacrifice, all is rest and joy. For this reason, bowed
down by suffering and duties, beautiful in the midst of his misery, capable
of loving in the face of afflictions and trials, man finds his greatness, his
fullest measure, only in the Kingdom of this World.’*4 French-speaking

4 Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of this World, trans. Harriet de Onis (London, 1967), p. 149.
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Haiti itself has produced a number of novels which might conveniently be
placed within a broadly magical realist definition. They would include
Gonverneurs de la Rosée (1944) by Jacques Roumain (1907—44), La Béte de
mussean (1946) and Le Crayon de Diex (1952), both written jointly by the
brothers Philippe-Thoby and Pierre Marcelin, and Compére Général Soleil
(1955) and Les Arbres musiciens by Jacques Stephen Alexis (1922—61).
Other Spanish American writers often considered magical realist are the
Venezuelan Arturo Uslar Pietri (b.1905), a close friend of both Asturias
and Carpentier in Paris in the 1920s and one of the theoreticians of the
movement, author of E/ camino del Dorado (1947) and Oficio de difuntos
(1976); and the Ecuadorean Demetrio Aguilera Malta (1909-81), author
of Don Goyo (1933) and Siete lunas y siete serpientes (1970). In the 19508
there were a number of variations on these magical realist models. By far
the most successful was Pedro Pdramo (1955) by the Mexican Juan Rulfo
(1918-86). Rulfo has the extraordinary distinction of having written not
only this, the most widely admired Mexican novel of the century, but also
El llano en llamas (1953), some of the continent’s most compelling short
stories. His work gives him a close literary kinship with the Brazilian
Graciliano Ramos. Pedro Pdramo is a novel in which recognizable European
motifs like the Oedipal, Thesean and Dantean quests are perfectly subordi-
nated to the requirements of a metaphorical presentation of the colonized,
feudal heritage of a whole country, a whole continent, unified by the
power of myth (I came to Comala because they told me my father lived
here, one Pedro Paramo. My mother said so. And I promised her I'd come
to see him as soon as she died. I squeezed her hands as a sign that I would
do it; because she was about to die and I was in a mood to promise
anything’). Rulfo's novel operates on both the national (Mexican/Latin
American) and individual (universal) planes, and once again a critical
vision compatible with the new Marx and the new Freud underpins the
entire narrative. Without such a framework it becomes indecipherable and
spirals away into labyrinths of ‘magic’ and ‘mystery’ (‘This town is full of
echoes. You would think they were trapped in the hollow walls or beneath
the stones’). As the design for his novel, Rulfo — who, mysteriously, never
managed to write another — dreamed up a brilliantly simple conception,
worthy of Kafka: all the characters in the novel are dead when it begins
and the town they inhabit, Comala, is a dead town where the air is full of
tormented souls wandering in search of a redemption which, to judge
from their terrestrial experience, is unlikely ever to come. Yet, as in all
true magical realist works, it is social relationships which govern this
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apparently most ethereal of novels. This is of great importance, since Pedro
Pgaramo, perhaps even more than Garcia Méarquez's Cien afios de soledad, has
been used time and again to justify the belief that Latin America is
magical, mysterious and irrational — this is precisely what magical realism
is not about — and that its literature celebrates this strange ‘reality’;
whereas for half a century most important writers have been attempting to
carry out deconstruction of the myths elaborated over the previous 450
years. It has been said that this novel is pessimistic. Certainly Rulfo
himself was, and it is difficult to see any other conclusion for a book
reflecting the experience of the Mexican peasants in the past century. Yet
Pedro himself is finally murdered: the Revolution may be shown — as in
Azuela — to be confused, cynical or opportunistic, but in however indirect
a way one of the landowner’s illegitimate sons does take his revenge and
the pile of barren rocks which is Pedro’s regime does finally come crashing
down: ‘Pedro . . . leaned on Damiana Cisneros’s arms and tried to walk.
After a few paces he fell, pleading inside. He hit the earth and began to
crumble like a pile of stones.” Two other writers who have examined the
rural landscapes of post-revolutionary Mexico are his fellow Jaliscan Juan
José Arreola (b. 1918), author of Lz feria (1963) and Elena Garro
(b.1920), author of the novel Los recuerdos del porvenir (1963), a startlingly
otiginal revisionary work about the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution.

At this moment in literary history Brazil was, for once, quite closely in
step with events in Spanish America. In 1956 the Brazilian Jodo
Guimaries Rosa (1908-67) produced Grande sertdo: veredas (The Devil to
Pay in the Backlands), one of Brazil's most important novels, again set in
the unyielding, mysterious, exasperating and apparently eternal barren
wastes of the Sertdo, in this case that of Minas Gerais. The work has been
compared with Gargantua and Pantagruel, Don Quijote, Ulysses and Cien
afios de soledad. Rosa was the writer who in 1946 turned Brazilian fiction
away from social realism (as Asturias and Carpentier were doing in Spanish
America), with his first collection of stories, Sagarana. In 1956, the same
year as Grande sertdo, the even more challenging narratives of Corpo de baile
appeared. Later collections were Primeiras estérias (1962), Trifle (Terceiras
estorias) (1967), and Estas estérias (1969). The Portuguese title of Grande
sertdo suggests the same concept of the field and the paths as in Gallegos’s
Dosna Barbara, that great telluric labyrinth in which the plain may repre-
sent both life itself (individual and universal) and the book which recreates
it. In conception, however, it is much closer to another novel by Gallegos
Cantaclaro (1934) ~ though the difference in sheer erudition and literary
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panache is evident — or to the Argentine Leopoldo Lugones’s E/ payador
(1916), a treatise on the gaucho ‘minstrels’. Rosa makes no allowances for
the reader in terms of the novel’s hermeticism and reliance upon dense
layerings of imagery, symbolism and regional vocabulary. The story is
narrated by one Riobaldo (‘dry river’), a former cowboy and bandit from
the Sertdo, now a landowner, who addresses some unknown interlocutor —
the writer? the reader? the devil? — as he recalls his adventures and per-
plexities over a long and passionate life riding the great plains at the end of
the last century: “You, sir, knew nothing about me. Do you now know
much or little? A person’s life, all the paths into its past: is it a story that
touches upon your own life at all, sir?’'s If the novel is about Brazil, then
it underscores the impossibility, recognized by so many Brazilian writers,
of ever going beyond the concept of the nation as an irreconcilable plural-
ity; if about man’s condition in the world, then it underlines that Western
man’s destiny is to arrive forever at a crossroads, torn always between
impossible choices and dualities, good and evil, male and female, objec-
tive and subjective, history and myth, in a world which, like fictional
stories, is ultimately impossible to interpret. More clearly than other
writers, Rosa shows just how much the Latin American novel of its era was
forced to reconcile the requirements of the twentieth-century Modernist
text with the impulse of romance, a medieval genre which is still surpris-
ingly relevant in a world of loose ends, a still unwoven social and historical
reality where more things are unresolved than identified, and where messi-
anic movements promising transcendent meaning, the triumph of good
over evil and imminent or eventual salvation are still invested with im-
mense force.

A reading of this remarkable Brazilian novel prompts the reader to
reflect again that this vast country — Lévi-Strauss’s ‘sad tropics’ — remains
dominated in its own consciousness by the ‘three sad races’ — the Portu-
guese, with their saudade, still missing Europe; the Africans, liberated
from slavery only a century ago, longing for their magical past; and the
Indians, staring into space, pining for their long-lost cultural universe.
Thus far the combination has failed to produce a successful democratic
society, but capitalism has taken firm root through the efforts of outsiders,
including optimistic immigrants from all over the world. Little wonder
that the largest republic in the region offers the perplexing image of a

Y J. Guimaries Rosa, The Devil to Pay in the Backlands, trans. J.L. Taylor and H. de Onis (New York,
1971), p. 482.
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country with a national identity that strikes outsiders as unusually distinc-
tive, whilst Brazilian artists and intellectuals themselves continue to insist
that this most extraordinary of nations somehow remains a mystery unto
itself.

An equally unique literary phenomenon was Peru’s José Maria Arguedas
(1913—69) whose early indigenist works, Agua (1935, stories) and Yawar
Fiesta (1941), were contemporaneous with the works of Ciro Alegria. He
is now considered perhaps the greatest indigenist novelist of the conti-
nent, mainly due to Los réos profundos (1958) and Todas las sangres (1964).
Although the interest of his works is in some respects circumscribed by
their strictly Americanist orientation and, it must be said, by some limita-
tions of technique, Arguedas is today counted among the most important
Latin American novelists this century. Los réos profundos is largely autobio-
graphical. Arguedas lost his mother early and suffered rejection from his
own family, living for much of his childhood among Quechua Indians.
Quechua, indeed, was his first language and one of the fascinations of his
writing is the relationship between the Spanish in which it is mainly
written and the Quechua thought patterns and structures which lie be-
neath. Arguedas’s classic explanation of his literary endeavour was as
follows: ‘I tried to convert into written language what I was as an individ-
ual: a link, strong and capable of universalizing itself, between the great
imprisoned nation and the generous, human section of the oppressors.
Angel Rama concluded that Arguedas’s paradoxical solution was to make
himself ‘a white acculturated by the Indians’,'? and this is the problematic
worked through by Los rios profundos (‘Fleeing from cruel relatives I threw
myself upon the mercy of an ay/lu where they grew maize in the smallest
and most delightful valley I have known. Thorn bushes with blazing
flowers and the song of doves lit up the maizefields. The family heads and
the ladies, mamakunas of the community, looked after me and imbued me
with the priceless tenderness which fills my life.”). The strength of Los rios
profundos lies in its juxtaposition of two worlds, its uniquely poetic ap-
proach to the realm of nature, and its innovative conception of language
and myth in a narrative tradition previously dominated by the conventions
of the European bourgeois novel.

Arguedas’s longest work, Todas las sangres, is probably the last of the
great indigenist narratives (though the novels of another Peruvian, Manuel

16 J.M. Arguedas, ‘No soy un aculturado’ (1968), from the appendix to his posthumous novel E/ zorvo
de arriba y el zorro de abajo.
7 Angel Rama, Transculturacién narrativa en América Latina (Mexico, D.F., 1982), p. 207.
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Scorza, are also remarkable — see below). It is an appropriate sequel to E/
munds es ancho y afeno (though published, ironically enough, in the midst of
the ‘Boom’). If Huasipungo is the classic of vulgar Marxism, Todas las sangres
is the classic of dialectical materialism. It would appear to be set in the
1950s, in the period shortly before the Cuban Revolution and, in Peru, the
foundation of the Apra Rebelde led by Luis de la Puente Uceda and the
peasant upheavals in the valley of La Convencién and Lares led by Hugo
Blanco. It presents a kind of microcosm of Peruvian history by detailing
the social transformations taking place around the small town of San Pedro
when the old patriarchal landowner Don Andrés dies and curses his two
sons, Bruno, a reactionary religious fanatic who wishes to maintain the
feudal system yet eventually assists the Indians in their uprising, and
Fermin, a ruthless modernizing capitalist, a member of the new nationalist
bourgeoisie, who owns the local wolfram mine and is involved in a desper-
ate struggle with a foreign multinational company. Bruno’s hacienda and
Fermin’s mine dominate the otherwise decaying local economy, where the
gentry are in decline and the Cholos scrape to make a living. Nearby are
two free Indian communities, the prosperous Lahuaymarca and the poor
Paraybamba. Within these social sectors the widest possible range of eth-
nic groups, classes and fractions of Peru is represented. This is a story
which has been told many times in Latin American social realist literature,
but never with such a sense of contradiction, mastery of detail and dynamic
movement. The principal protagonist is Rendén Willka, an Indian who
was exiled from the community as an adolescent for standing up for his
rights at school. On his return eight years later Willka is an indigenist
militant, a kind of Christ figure, one of the most complex and attractive
character creations in Latin American fiction, a man who knows both of
Peru’s component social parts and thus has insight beyond that of the other
characters. When Willka cries out shortly before the end of the novel that
the Indians have ‘found their country at last’, he is not talking about the
neo-colonial, capitalist state which has been developed — or, rather,
underdeveloped — since Peru gained its formal independence in the eatly
nineteenth century. Rather he looks forward to a new, genuinely plural
society when ‘the Peruvian’ has finally managed to emerge from the ethnic
labyrinth of blood and cultural conflict.

All the novels discussed thus far have left the novelist himself, and his
natural habitat — the city — out of the frame. That is why consideration of
another novel by Alejo Carpentier, Los pasos perdidos, has been delayed
until now, although it was published in 1953. It remains his most impor-
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tant work despite the attractions of the even more ambitious E/ siglo de las
luces (1962), a great historical novel about the independence movements of
the Caribbean in the eighteenth century, E/ recurso del método (1975) and
Consagracién de la primavera, his celebration of the Cuban Revolution
(1978). Los pasos perdidos is the most programmatic of all novels about the
relationship between Latin America (above all the Caribbean and Venezu-
ela) and ‘Europe’ (above all Spain and France), and between Latin America
and ‘modernity’ as represented by the United States. In that sense it is an
indispensable cultural document of Latin America’s twentieth century.
The title echoes Breton's Surrealist project, though the search for lost time
and primitive roots actually takes place against a later Gallic background,
that of post-war existentialism, in which a sometime Latin American,
living in self-inflicted exile in New York, is nevertheless imbued with the
absurdist ideas of Camus, though with none of the rebellious voluntarism
of Sartre. The anonymous protagonist is 2 musician, a scholar and artist
living an existence of utter alienation from both true values and from his
Latin American cultural origins, selling his art in the capitalist market
place by writing the music for advertising films. Once the narrator arrives
in the jungle he falls in love with a Latin American Mestizo woman, a
mixture of the continent’s three great ethnic groupings, and forgets his
North American wife and French mistress, giving himself over to a sponta-
neous eroticism which is also a cosmic ritual. This return to the maternal
realm of nature stimulates him to write a long-cherished symphony based
on Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, only to find that in order to obtain the
materials to complete it — not to mention seeing it performed — he must
return to the alienating civilization from which he has so recently escaped
(“Today Sisyphus’s vacation came to an end’). When, after a frustrating
time in New York, he tries to journey back once more to the little jungle
community, he finds that the waters of the river have symbolically risen
and he cannot find the way through the labyrinth of trees and water. The
conclusion is that there is no turning back because artists and intellectuals
are, first and last, the antennae of the race: their realm is the present and
the future.

The ‘Boom’

Between the Second World War and the 1960s, as we now see, the ‘New
Novel’ was beginning its remarkable rise to world attention, virtually
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unnoticed at first, with each new achievement in some part of Latin
America remaining unrelated by either writers or critics to what was going
on elsewhere. Economically and politically a different age seemed to be
dawning and in the post-war years and again in the late 1950s there was
much optimism that the Latin American middle classes, with liberal
democratic regimes to represent them, might be on the verge of some new
era of political stability as well as real economic expansion. The book
which first reflected this changing and essentially urban reality was La
regién mds transparente (1958) by Carlos Fuentes (b.1928), a novel about
Mexico City and Mexican identity which now, with the benefit of history,
appears clearly as the first novel of the ‘Boom’ and thus the signal of the
developments that were shortly to occur in Latin American narrative.
Paradoxically, of course, these developments became visible at the very
moment that the Cuban Revolution was abour to transform the whole
perspective of Latin American history by proclaiming a Third World, anti-
urban and anti-bourgeois ideology.

La region mds transparente may have provided the early signs, but no one
doubts which work effectively inaugurated the new movement by continu-
ing the interrogation of Latin American identity which Carpentier had
pursued in Los pasos perdidos. That novel was Rayuela (1963) by the Argen-
tine Julio Cortdzar (1914—83). Cortdzar’s achievement lies, first, in having
updated and synthesized the twin traditions or ‘Joycism’ and Surrealism
which were the legacy bequeathed by Andrade, Asturias and Carpentier
from the 1920s; and second, in having fused them through an intense
reading of the ideas and forms explored before him by his compatriot
Borges. No other novelist and no other work so comprehensively embody
this triple heritage. Cortdzar's first novel, Los premios (1960), about an
allegorical journey on a European cruise liner — tickets won by lottery and
going nowhere — was already a rather timid fusion of Joyce (in structure and
linguistic texture), Katka (in theme and symbolic design), Borges and other
Modernist cutrents. Its culminating moment, when the passengers capture
the bridge, only to discover that no one is navigating the ship, is one of the
great defining moments of Latin American literature, anticipating not only
the vision of Postmodernism as a whole — of which the Argentine writer’s
own story ‘Blow-Up’ (‘Las babas del diablo’) was an early path-finder — but
also the ‘Boom’ writers’ overwhelming sense of cultural emancipation from
‘Europe’ (It was true, now he came to think about it: the bridge was entirely
empty but . . . it didn’t matter, it hadn’c the slightest importance because
what mattered was something else, something that couldn’t be grasped but
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was trying to show itself and define itself in the sensation that was exciting
him more and more."). Cortdzar’s emphasis upon sensation, spontaneity,
imminence and the primacy of experience over conceptualization is one
which characterizes Latin American fiction from its romantic origins in the
early nineteenth century to its Surrealist designs in the early twentieth
century.

It has been argued that Rayxela was to Spanish American fiction in 1963
what Ulysses had been for European and North American literature as a
whole in 1922. Certainly it was a major point of crystallization and particu-
larly significant for its timing — published early in the sixties. Moreover,
its very structure is a comparison of two cities, moving from an exploration
of art and its media and instictutions in the first part, ‘Over There’, to an
analysis of consciousness and language themselves in the second ‘Over
Here’. There are many quite tangible Joycean influences, but Cortdzar’s
work also invokes Surrealist concepts not present in Joyce and existentialist
considerations which post-dated him. Much of Raynela also explores, tragi-
comically, the obscure and often sinister motives which lie behind the most
frivolous or inconsequential behaviour, in a way reminiscent of Borges in
stories like ‘El Aleph’. Most of all, though, Cortazar’s unique place in
contemporary narrative is due to his simultaneous exploration and incarna-
tion of the international avant-garde and its special concerns.

Rayuela, unmistakably, was the novel most admired by the other writ-
ers of the ‘Boom’, the one which made it visible and recognizable, the
work situated at the other pole from Cien afios de soledad, with which the
literary firework show reached its grand crescendo in 1967. Yet despite
first impressions to the contrary, Rayxela is really a variant of the concep-
tual model underpinning Hombres de maiz, Pedro Péramo, the later La Casa
Verde and, indeed, Cien anos de soledad itself, a work which rejects the
rationalistic logocentrism of European civilization and posits a return to
the natural, authentic world of America. Whether America — least of all
Argentina, least of all Buenos Aires — can convincingly be considered in
any sense spontaneous or natural is a questionable point, but the essential
thrust of this position is that it is by definition newer, younger and more
spontaneous than Europe or North America (which has on the whole —
jazz apart — sacrificed spontaneity for mechanization), no matter how
unspontaneous it may actually be on its own terms. This posture turns
Europe’s constant use of Latin America for catharsis to America’s advan-
tage, inverting the Surrealism which so influenced Asturias, Carpentier,
Neruda, Paz and Cortdzar himself, as if to suggest that Europeans
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irremediably approach Surrealism from the wrong side, whereas the Latin
Americans can always come from the fertile maternal darkness of autoch-
thonous America into the dazzling light of rational knowledge, and then,
with their new knowledge aboard, can plunge back into the night and the
underworld once more, as the earth itself does, growing, changing, ad-
vancing dialectically to the rhythm of the whole universe.

Cortazar, despite his age and his subsequent decision to take French
citizenship, was the key writer of the youthful 196os, though, in the
climax to the ‘Boom’, what actually happened was something quite compli-
cated. The Argentinian writer marks the moment where Joyce rules, but
the other major novelists who seized that particular historic opportunity —
Fuentes, Vargas Llosa and Garcia Mirquez — were all already Faulknerian
writers, and their greatest works, written during the ‘Boom’, are recog-
nizably in Faulknerian vein. Nevertheless, each of them also has an unmis-
takable additional element, and this is the labyrinthine, historical-
mythological national quest motif which Joyce initiated in the 1920s and
which Asturias, Carpentier, Guimaries Rosa and Cortazar had been elabo-
rating progressively since the 1920s. Nothing written since has yet super-
seded those great works, the culmination — for the time being — of 400
years of Latin American cultural development and — possibly false —
consciousness. Like Joyce in the First World, they seem for the moment to
have put an end to the possibility of further developing the novel as we
know it. The current moment seems to be one of assimilation at best,
exhaustion at worst.

At any rate, the overtly Modernist works of the 1960s were swiftly
perceived as a ‘Boom’, which moved rapidly towards a climax with Cien
afios de soledad and then shattered into the twinkling fragments of the
‘Post-Boom’ — or perhaps Postmodernist — novels of the 1970s. It was a
confused and contradictory moment, marked deeply by the Cuban Revolu-
tion, which at first was itself so pluralist that writers like Cabrera Infante
were able to publish extracts from Joyce as well as Trotsky — both were
later effectively proscribed — in revolutionary arts journals like Lunes de
Revolucién. The sense of diverse ideological alternatives offered by Cuba
and the various social democratic experiments of the day, combined with
the new cosmopolitanism bred by a consumption-orientated capitalist
boom and an expansion of the Latin American middle classes — buyers and
consumers of novels — created a period of intense artistic activity through-
out the sub-continent. If there was an overall shape to it in literature,
however, that shape was for several years to come a Joycean and ‘Ulyssean’
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one, but a Joycean one which wished not only to superimpose history over
myth as abstract categories, but a specifically Latin American history
involving the quest for identity and cultural liberation.

Speaking in the 1980s of the 1960s, which he compared explicitly with
the 1920s, Perry Anderson identified the perspective for artists and intel-
lectuals as an ‘ambiguity — an openness of horizon, where the shapes of the
future could alternatively assume the shifting forms of either a new type of
capital or of the eruption of socialism — which was constitutive of so much
of the original sensibility of what had come to be called Modernism’. After
asserting that Modernism lost its creative thrust after 1930, Anderson
continued: ‘This is not true, manifestly, of the Third World. It is signifi-
cant that so many of . . . the great Modernist achievements of our time
should be taken from Latin American literature. For in the Third World
generally, a kind of shadow configuration of what once prevailed in the
First World does exist today. '8 Ulysses was the supreme literary product of
a peculiarly fertile, highly charged conjuncture, at the moment where the
old European regime really was — or so it seemed — finally about to be laid
to rest, and where some new modern world — which might be eicher
communist or capitalist — was imposing itself with a speed and vigour the
mind could barely encompass, due to a confluence of forms which Ander-
son summarizes as follows: ‘European Modernism in the first [thirty] years
of this century thus flowered in the space between a still usable classical
past, a still indeterminate technical present, and a still unpredictable
political future. Or, put another way, it arose at the intersection between a
semi-aristocratic ruling order, a semi-industrialized capitalist economy,
and a semi-emergent or insurgent, labour movement.’*® Suddenly, Latin
American writers of the period, above all in the 1920s, were able to take a
step back, gain perspective and write works which were no longer, in their
one-dimensional ‘realist’ historicity, secret metaphors for their own termi-
nal lifespan, but metaphors for the whole of human experience since the
earliest times. It was of course the development of the social sciences,
especially ethnology, which had made such a development possible,
viewed from the standpoint of a Western civilization whose own belief
systems were in a state of disarray, at once underlining the relativity of
culture and making mythology and mystification ever more alluring to
the — reluctantly — profane mind of capitalist consciousness. Only in La-

18 Perry Anderson, ‘Modernity and Revolution’, New Left Review, 144 (1984), p.109.
Y 1bid.
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tin America, however, due to its specific bi-cultural circumstance, was the
magical reconciliation of myth and history regularly performed.

La regién mds transparente remains perhaps the single most evocative
novel about twentieth-century Mexico City. For many people, however,
La muerte de Artemio Cruz (1962), written partly in Havana at the very
beginning of the ‘Boom’, is probably Carlos Fuentes’s outstanding literary
achievement. It is also, appropriately enough, seen as the work which
effectively puts an end to the cycle of novels of the Revolution (for some
critics they ended in 1917, when the Revolution itself ended; for others in
1940, when Cérdenas left office; for others after the Tlatelolco massacre of
1968; whilst for others, ironically enough, they will only come to an end
when the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) ceases to hold
power). It is, intriguingly, a vision of the legacy of the Mexican Revolu-
tion seen from the standpoint of the then still youthful Cuban Revolution,
at a moment when writers like Fuentes and even Vargas Llosa supported it
more or less unequivocally. Possibly more than any other Latin American
novelist, Fuentes has pursued the theme of identity, which in Mexico since
the Revolution has at times taken on the proportions, among intellectuals
at least, of a national obsession. (The paradigm is Octavio Paz’s E/ laberinto
de la soledad, first published in 1950.) La muerte de Artemio Cruz, like most
of the novels of this era, is retrospective (the character, on his death bed,
looks back over his own life and over the history of Mexico and its
Revolution: these are the same and the book is their story), and of course
labyrinthine. Men quest into the future and then into the past, and novels
shadow those quests in ways which, in the twentieth century, are increas-
ingly complex. Fuentes’s novel is the most straightforwardly labyrinthine
of all (‘Chaos: it has no plural.’). We see this most clearly when the author
confronts his character overtly half-way through the novel: ‘you will de-
cide, you will choose one of those paths, you will sacrifice the rest; you
will sacrifice yourself as you choose, ceasing to be all the other men you
might have been’. Artemio Cruz, to the extent that can be imagined
outside of the novel, is, like Rulfo’s Pedro Piramo, a cynical and callous
man, though in his heart of hearts he has the same sentimentality and even
the same beautiful dreams as his predecessor. As Cruz is finally wheeled
into the operating theatre for heart surgery, the novel seems to exonerate
him, rather surprisingly, by beginning its ending on a note of absolute
fatalism: ‘On your head will fall, as if returning from a long journey
through time, without beginning or end, all the promises of love and
solitude, of hatred and endeavour, violence and tenderness, love and disen-
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chantment, time and oblivion, innocence and surprise . . . In your heart,
open to life, tonight.” It is important nevertheless to do justice to the
audacity and complexity of this novel, its often brilliant writing, its
superb evocation — precisely in and because of its contradictions — of con-
temporary Mexico, and its ability to give the reader the opportunity to
meditate on the Revolution, the meaning of power and the difficulty of
making choices in the actually existing world. Like Azuela’s, Fuentes's
negative judgement on Mexican history merges with a hymn to his turbu-
lent and contradictory country, creating a curious bitter-sweet tension all
its own: ‘your land . . . you will think there is a second discovery of the
land in that warrior quest, that first step upon mountains and gorges
which are like a defiant fist raised against the painfully slow advance of
road, dam, rail and telegraph pole . . . you will inherit the earth’.

Fuentes, it is worth remarking, was the most clubbable of the ‘Boom’
writers. Not only did he launch the entire bandwagon and then do every-
thing possible to publicize it; he also associated the Spaniard Juan
Goytisolo with the movement and effectively invited in the novelist gener-
ally agreed to be the fifth member of the ‘Boom’, the Chilean Jose Donoso
(b. 1924). Donoso’s first novel, Coronacidn (1955), had been social realist,
but the ‘Boom’ encouraged him to branch out and he produced a series of
works like Este domingo (1966), El lugar sin limites (1967), and then, in
1970, his E/ obsceno pdjaro del noche, at once gothic and surreal, one of the
outstanding literary creations of the era. Subsequent works by Donoso
include Casa de campo (1978), La misteriosa desaparicion de la marquesita de
Lovia (1980), El jardin de al lado (1981) and La desesperanza (1986), which
takes a critical look at the Pinochet period.

Despite the critical success of E/ obsceno pdjaro, Donoso never quite
managed to turn the Boom's big four into a big five. Mario Vargas Llosa
(b. 1936) was a member from the very beginning and has remained one of
Latin America’s most widely admired and controversial novelists up to the
present. With the passage of time Lz Casa Verde (1966) seems to become
an ever more compelling representation of the lives, dreams and illusions
of ordinary Latin Americans, and the fact that its author wrote it at the age
of thirty, and — following the success of the also admirable La ciudad y los
pervos (1963) — under pressure of immense audience expectation, makes
the achievement all the more remarkable. Nevertheless, despite the ac-
claim with which it was greeted, it has not been as popular with readers
and critics as other novels by Vargas Llosa. The book is effectively in two
halves, the once corresponding to events which take place in the jungle,
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around the mission and garrison of Santa Maria de Nieva, and the other to
the city of Piura on the edge of the northern desert, near the coast, which
happens to be the first city founded by the Spaniards on their arrival.
Vargas Llosa's achievement is all the more astonishing since the Ama-
zon, apart from its sensationalist possibilities — so difficult to realize in
fiction — does not at first sight appear to be ideal material for his complex
Faulknerian techniques. The world he depicts is a male one, and the most
cherished fantasies are masculine: the realm of nature is seen only too
clearly as an ideological construction which provides both a justification of
masculine domination and an ever available means of escape from the class
hierarchies of an unjust social order. Bonifacia, the Indian teenager, is
known as ‘Jungle Girl’; Lalita the jungle sex slave is obviously related to
Nabokov’s Lolita; and the theme reaches its climactic moment with the
musician Anselmo’s passion for Toiita, the Latin American dream girl,
beautiful, adolescent, blind and mute, but capable of feeling and hearing,
and therefore a receptive instrument — like a harp — in the hands of the
male, who can use her for any kind of fantasy and therefore as an effective
aid to his own masturbatory desires. The vision of Anselmo in his tower —
explorer, conquerer, exploiter, creator of fantasies and fountainhead of
myth (from epic hero to popular street singer) — is one of the most com-
plete and radical presentations of the patriarchal complex, presented by
Vargas Llosa with an almost perfect blend of ambiguities which at once
holds, recreates, exposes and subverts. This is an unusual achievement in
Latin America where, on the whole, the partisan character of narrative
psychology — based on a largely unmediated and none too subtle real
history of violence and repression — leads most novelists into presenting
villains as villains even unto themselves. Like Rulfo, Vargas Llosa shows
us a far more human and thus tenacious social and psychological reality,
without in any way underplaying its lamentable and despicable aspects.
After La Casa Verde Vargas Llosa brought us, in Conversacién en la
Catedral (1969), Latin America’s most complete and desolate picture of
one of its great cities, with their penthouses and shanty towns, beggars
and plutocrats, and the injustices, squalor and almost incredible contradic-
tions which link them together: ‘from the doorway of the Crdnica Santiago
looks down Avenida Tacna, without love: cars, uneven and faded build-
ings, the skeletons of neon signs floating in the mist of a grey noon. At
what precise moment had Peru fucked up? . . . Peru fucked up, Carlitos
fucked up, everyone fucked up. He thinks: there is no solution’. Six
hundred pages later, as the novel ends after an unceasing stream of sordid
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and violent events, passing frequently through brothels and prisons, the
reader realises that the author agrees with his character about ‘Lima the
horrible’: there is no solution. By now, however, for all this novel’s
mesmeric brilliance, it was becoming clear that Vargas Llosa was really
lamenting the human and social condition rather than specific societies,
and that like Borges and so many others before them he was saying that
society was everywhere corrupt, but even worse — hopeless —
in the place he had been cursed to be born in. For this reason, ironically,
his most successful works in the future would not be his ideologically
overwritten political fiction but his humorous and satirical works like
Pantalein y las visitadoras (1973), about a military operation to organize a
brothel in the Amazon, and the uproarious La tiz Julia y el escribidor
(1977), about the writer's own early marriage to his aunt, conceived as one
among many Latin American soap operas.

The ‘Boom’ reached its climax in 1967 with the publication of its most
famous literary manifestation, Cien afios de soledad by the Colombian novel-
ist Gabriel Garcia Marquez (b.1927). If the opening to Asturias’ E/ sefior
Presidente is the boom-blooming first page of the ‘New Novel’, it is argu-
able that Garcia Marquez’s first sentence retrospectively provides the first
page of Latin American narrative as a whole: ‘Many years later, as he faced
the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendia was to remember that distant
afternoon when his father took him to discover ice. Macondo at that time
was a village of twenty adobe houses, built on the banks of a river of
transparent water that ran along a bed of polished stones, which were
white and enormous like prehistoric eggs. The world was so recent that
many things lacked names, and in order to mention them it was necessary
to point one’s finger’. This innocent, fairy-tale beginning has the transpar-
ency of the great works of childhood, like Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver's Travels
or Treasure Island. Almost anyone can understand it and yet this remark-
able book, despite its limpidity, is also one of the most deceptive and
impenetrable works of contemporary literature, a worthy successor to
those other children’s works for adults, Don Quixote, Gargantua and
Pantagruel, Tristram Shandy and Alice through the Looking Glass. It is of
course the novel which, more than any other, was taken to confirm the
historical demise, not only of social realism, but of the kinds of Modernist
works which, despite their experimental aspects, nevertheless sought to
produce what sceptical post-structuralist critics sometimes call ‘culcural
knowledge’, and therefore to herald the arrival of the linguistically in-
clined, experimental or Postmodernist novel. Yet Cien afios de soledad
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contains a greater variety of carefully encoded material relating to the
positivistic orders of social psychology, political economy and the history
of ideas than almost any other Latin American novel that comes to mind.
Thus Angel Rama’s verdict on Garcia Médrquez’s early works is equally
applicable to Cien afios de soledad: ‘1 do not believe any other novelist has so
acutely, so truthfully seen the intimate relationship between the socio-
political structure of a given country and the behaviour of his characters.'?°

This crucial question — how magical and how realist is Garcia Mar-
quez’s writing? — is relevant to all his fictional production. In La bojarasca
(1955), La mala hora (1962), most of the stories of Los funerales de la Mamd
Grande (1962) or, quintessentially, E/ coronel no tiene quien le escriba (1958),
the basic narrative conventions are those of critical realism, with implicit
but perfectly straightforward economic, social and political — that is,
historical — explanations for the psychological motivations of each of the
characters (Angel Rama speaks of ‘a pronounced social determinism’). By
contrast the later E/ otofio del patriarca (1975), an extraordinary linguistic
achievement, is nevertheless characterized by a weakness for hyperbole and
the grotesque (though one should add, in justice, that for a number of
critics — and for Garcia Mérquez himself — this is the Colombian’s su-
preme achievement).

In Cien afios de soledad, as in most of Garcia Marquez's work, Latin
America is a home of futility and lost illusions. Nothing ever turns out as
its characters expect; almost everything surprises them; almost all of them
fail; few achieve communion with others for more than a fleeting moment,
and most not at all. The majority of their actions, like the structure of the
novel as a whole (and of course its first chapter), are circular. Ploughers of
the sea, they are unable to make their lives purposive, achieve productive-
ness, break out of the vicious citcle of fate. In short, they fail to become
agents of history for themselves; rather, they are the echoes of someone
else’s history, the last link in the centre—periphery chain. The only explana-
tion possible is that these characters are living out their lives in the name
of someone else’s values or someone else’s dreams. Hence the solitude and
distance, those recurrent themes of Latin American history: it is their
abandonment in an empty continent, a vast cultural vacuum, marooned
thousands of miles away from their true home. Conceived by Spain in the
sixteenth century (the stranded galleon, the buried suit of armour), the

20 A. Rama, ‘Un novelista de la violencia americana’, in P.S. Martinez (ed.), Recopilacion de rextos sobre
Garcia Mdrquez (Havana, 19069), pp. $8—71 (p. 64).
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characters awaken in the late eighteenth-century Enlightenment (magnet
and telescope are symbols of the two pillars of Newtonian physics), but are
entirely unable to bring themselves into focus in a world they have not
made.

A number of critics have recognized the strike against the Banana
Company and the ensuing massacre as the central shaping episode of the
entire novel. The memory of this event is the secret thread which leads
the reader, if not the characters, out into the light at che end of the
labyrinth. Garcia Marquez was born in 1927, eighteen months before the
historic massacre took place. In the novel the Banana Company has
brought temporary prosperity around the time of the First World War,
but as profits are threatened in the mid-1920s the workers begin strike
action, and the authorities respond with brutal violence, which they then
deny: ‘In Macondo nothing has happened, nor is anything happening
now, nor will it ever.” All history and all memory are comprehensively
blotted out by the rain which lasts four years, eleven months and two
days, and which recalls the previous ‘plague of insomnia’ in chapter 3,
significantly provoked on that occasion by the suppression of Colombian
Indian history. Now proletarian history was to be erased. In this instance,
however, despite assiduous efforts by Colombia’s official historians to
make even the memory of the murdered strikers ‘disappear’, it was not to
be so easy. The massacre was perpetrated by troops under General Carlos
Cortés Vargas at the Ciénaga (Magdalena) railway station on 5 December
1928, in direct connivance with the United Fruit Company. The conserva-
tive government of Miguel Abadia Méndez (1926—30) reported that a
mere nine strikers were killed and, like all succeeding regimes, set about
suppressing the true story. After some tempestuous parliamentary debates
in September 1929, almost nothing of importance concerning these
events appeared in Colombia in the forty years up to the publication of
Cien afios de soledad.

Garcia Mirquez shows us that the true history of Colombia and of Latin
America is to be established not by the great patriarchs but by members of
the younger generation, that of the writer himself (through the two charac-
ters called Aureliano Babilonia and Gabriel), who finally come to read and
write the real history of the continent. They do so by deciphering the
magical reality and labyrinthine fantasies of the previous one hundred years
of solitude, this very novel, which is their world, and in which so many
other characters have been bewitched and bewildered. Hence the mirror/
mirage ambiguity on the last page. There we find the apocalyptically named
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Aureliano Babilonia ‘deciphering the instant he was living, deciphering it
as he lived it’, or, as the Mexican philosopher Leopoldo Zea would no doubt
argue, negating the past dialectically in order to become, in Octavio Paz’s
phrase, ‘contemporary with all men’. Thus Aureliano breaks out of false
circularities, meaningless repetitions, the prehistory before the dawn of true
historical consciousness. His reading literally puts an end to one hundred
years of solitude, to Cien afios de soledad, and turns the reader who is reading
about him back into the history outside the book. How, one wonders, can
critics argue that the ‘Boom’ writers wilfully detached themselves and their
works from Latin American history?

Thus the ‘Boom’ of the Latin American novel that was heralded by La
regiém mds transparente in 1958 and announced by Rayxela in 1963 climaxed
with Cien afios de soledad in 1967; and the lacter, as text, is perfectly aware
of its own literary-historical significance, one whose implicit claim is that
the ‘Boom’ itself is proof of the impending transformation of Latin Amer-
ica, of the end of neo-colonialism and the beginning of true liberation.
The inter-textual references to Alejo Carpentier’s E/ siglo de las luces, La
mauerte de Artemio Cruz, Rayuela itself and La Casa Verde are clear signs of
this, in contrast with the work of a writer like Borges, whose textual
references are either to Argentina itself, or, much more often, to litera-
tures outside Latin America. The sense of euphotia in the novel, and
particularly in its final pages, is palpable. Garcia Mérquez had even,
momentarily, found a means of reconciling his underlying intellectual
pessimism about the human condition with his wilfully optimistic concep-
tion of the march of history. Truly he appeared to have liberated the Latin
American literary labyrinth. And this, surely, is one of the grandest of
historical illusions.

POSTMODERNISM: FROM ‘BOOM’ TO ‘POST-BOOM’

Each of the great ‘Boom’ novels of the 1960s was about some kind of quest
and about the nature of Latin American identity; each also provided a
metaphor for the course of Latin American history; they were also linguisti-
cally exploratory and structurally mythological: labyrinthine, preoccupied
with consciousness, obsessed with the woman both as muse and mate-
riality. In short, they were Joycean, Ulyssean works, products of patriar-
chal idealism inspired by and dedicated (though only rarely addressed) to
Penelope, the Other, the world of matter, the female, the people, the
nation, Mother America. The true story of the ‘New Novel’, then, is of a
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moment in Latin American history when the Joycean narrative became
both generally writable and also unavoidable.

Then politics took a decisive role in developments. In Europe in the
1920s the key contradiction had been that which existed between the
bourgeois liberal democratic systems of the advanced capitalist world and
the communist ideology made feasible as a historical threat or promise by
the October Revolution. These movements seemed to many writers at first
to be going in roughly the same direction but at different speeds and with
different priorities, and between them they allowed for the extraordinary
explosion of the avant-garde in the period after the First World War. At
the same time the spectre of the dictatorship of the proletariat produced a
rapid tactical extension of the franchise, especially to women, in the more
advanced and stable capitalist states, such as Britain, the United States
and France, and the rise and triumph of fascism in Italy, Germany and
Spain. As the 1929 Depression began to bite and with Soviet attitudes
hardening, choices came to seem less free and literature was forced to
divide into two camps, to the artistic detriment of both. In Latin America
the economic expansion of the 1950s and 1960s, combined with the threat
and lure of the Cuban Revolution — at first hastily matched, just as in
Europe in the 1920s, with a promised extension of bourgeois democracy
(the Alliance for Progress, Frei and Belainde et al.) — created for bour-
geois liberal writers, in a new cosmopolitan era of consumer capitalism, a
perspective of change, progress and apparently infinite choice — a benevo-
lent labyrinth — which dazzled them and produced the fertile contradic-
tions so characteristic of Latin American novels of the 1960s. Then, as the
true intentions of Cuban socialism gradually took shape out of the mists of
ideology and propaganda (Castro’s declaration that he was a Communist,
the USSR connection, the guerrilla struggles on the mainland, the
Cabrera Infante and Padilla affairs), conflicts began to emerge and the
stream of protest letters from Latin American writers on the subject of
intellectual conscience were merely the outward sign of the fact that
writers were no longer ‘free’ to imagine and to create whatever they liked,
because reality was closing in on them once again. And once again they
were forced, as writers had been in the 1930s, to choose, like Fuentes’s
Artemio Cruz. After the death of Che Guevara in the mountains of Bolivia
in 1967 and other setbacks for guerrilla struggle in Latin America, Cuba
began to batten down the revolutionary hatches and the — probably
inevitable — trajectory between Castro’s Words to the Intellectuals (1961) and
the ‘Padilla Affair’ (1971) was completed. Elsewhere, a more overtly

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Postmodernism: from ‘Boom’ to ‘Post-Boom’ 189

violent repression swept a continent in which film was able to record much
more immediately than literature the horror of all that was going on,
particularly in Argentina, Chile and Bolivia. In the face of this situation,
some writers spoke left and wrote right, sustaining the contradictions of
their situation ever more acutely, well into the new era. That era itself,
however, belongs to yet another ‘new novel’ (2 la frangaise), none other
than the ‘Post-Boom’ novel, which we should probably call late-Modernist
or even Postmodernist. In the transition between the representative works
of the ‘Boom’, and the developments of the 1970s, lies the moment where
Latin America (meaning of course its novel-writing middle sectors)
‘caught up’ with Europe and finally produced equivalent, if still specifi-
cally Latin American, narrative forms to those being produced contempora-
neously in Europe and the United States.

Paradoxically enough, it was in Cuba, always open to the lure of the
baroque, broadly conceived — it was in Havana that the 1920s Géngora
revival was most enthusiastically celebrated — and at the same time espe-
cially vulnerable to North American popular culture, that Joyce’s specifi-
cally linguistic lessons seem to have been easiest to learn. The Origenes
group, organized around the large figure of José Lezama Lima and younger
men like Cabrera Infante, had been experimenting long before the 1960s
with language, parody, satire and other forms of humour. Thus Lezama
Lima's Paradiso (1966) and Cabrera Infante’s Tres tristes tigres (1967) were by
no means surprising products of the Caribbean island, and both were specifi-
cally applauded by Cortazar himself. Other important Cuban proponents of
the new vogue were Severo Sarduy, later a member of the Te/ Que/ circle, and
Reinaldo Arenas. It must be said at this point, however, as the Cuban
cultural commissars were soon to say from their own more dogmatic stand-
point, that while the technical focus of the new fiction appeared immeasur-
ably widened, its social relevance, with some notable exceptions, was be-
coming inexorably narrower. The Joyce of Dubliners and Ulysses was, when
all is said and done, a/so a social observer applying new techniques to
traditional everyday materials and by that means revolutionizing the realist
novel. Many of the younger Spanish American writers of the sixties and
seventies were interested only in selected aspects of the Joycean ‘package’, or
in the somewhat whimsical works published by Cortazar after 1963, suchas
Vuelta al dia en ochenta mundos (1967), 62/Modelo para armar (1968) and
Ultimo round (1969). Libro de Manuel (1973), which decisively marks Corta-
zar’s turn to commitment, was far less influential.

Typical of the new mood were the young Mexicans of the Onda, or ‘new
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wave’, for whom Joyce was the great experimentalist of the twentieth
century, not its exemplary craftsman. Some of them tended to use him and
Cortazar less as an influence or an inspiration than as a pretext for engag-
ing in ‘semi-automatic’ experiments that in reality had more to do with
Surrealism or psychedelia. A reluctant precursor of such young writers is
Salvador Elizondo (b.1932), author of the pathbreaking French-style
Farabeuf (1965), similar in conception to Cortdzar's ‘Blow-up’. Elizondo
has written a number of articles on and around both Joyce and Borges, in
addition to his pioneering translation and commentary of the first page of
Finnegans Wake. La Princesa del Palacio de Hierro (1974) by Gustavo Sainz
(b.1940) may be construed as one long homage to the Molly Bloom
soliloquy, whilst in his Obsesivos dias circulares (1969 and 1978) the narrator
is trying to read Ulysses itself throughout his narrative, failing ever actu-
ally to achieve this objective because life — in its most incoherent and
absurd contemporary forms — keeps getting in the way. What such works
implicitly question, in the age of pop and television advertising, is
whether ‘Literature’ can have any meaning or function for us now: Joyce
brought the novel to an end, perhaps, but this was only the sign of a wider
cultural and social malaise — we would like to be his equals, but civiliza-
tion itself appears to be saying that the gesture would be futile. This
dilemma is at the heart of the postmodern conundrum.

The potential confusion, complexity and bitterness of these conflicts in
the Latin American situation was exemplified by the lamentable debate in
1969 between two emblematic figures, Julio Cortdzar himself, the cosmo-
politan icon, and José Maria Arguedas, perhaps the greacest nativist novel-
ist this century and the last of the great regionalist writers. Cortdzar was at
that time in self-imposed exile from Latin America, working in Paris as a
translator for international organizations, whereas Arguedas, as we have
seen, was a Quechua-speaking novelist, brought up among and for a time
by the Indians of the Peruvian sierras. He never resolved his traumas and
inner conflicts, which were those of Peru as a whole, but in 1964 had
produced his own supreme achievement, Todas las sangres, at the very
moment when such writing appeared to have been definitively superseded
by the new novel. Cortdzar’s reply to Arguedas’s critique of the ‘Boom’ as
a cosmopolitan betrayal of the real Latin America was published in Life
magazine. Arguedas reprinted his views in the ‘First Diary’, correspond-
ing to May 1968, of his posthumously published novel, E/ zorro de arviba y
el zorro de abajo (1971) — generally considered, ironically enough, Ar-
guedas’s first effort at self-referential fiction. Arguedas, genuinely shocked
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by Cortazar's self-conscious sophistication and pretensions to professional-
ism, exclaimed that ‘writing novels and poems is not a profession’. At-
guedas presented himself as indigenist, provincial, Peruvian and Ameri-
can, deriding Cortdzar’s ‘brilliance, his solemn conviction that one can
understand the essence of one’s own nation from the exalted spheres of
some supranational perspective’. As his erratic diatribe developed, Ar-
guedas linked Joyce, Cortdzar and Lezama Lima together as purveyors of
an elitist literature born of the corrupt cities, and declared himself proud
to be among those ‘marginalized’ by the new writing. Cortdzar’s reply to
his adversary’s comments was typically dazzling, and he made some tell-
ing points; but to accuse a writer from Arguedas’s background of a bad
case of inferiority complex was not one of the better ones.?' It has to be
said also that Cortazar, like other defenders of the ‘New Novel’, offered no
strategy for reconciling the demands of the regional and the national, still
less of the regional and the supranational, while the concept of class was
not mentioned once in twenty pages of discourse. In the most brutal of
ironies, Cortdzar later managed to maintain his support for the Cuban
Revolution (sorely tested but decisively reasserted in May 1971), wrote
Libro de Manuel in the early 1970s, and became one of the most active and
effective campaigners for the Allende regime in Chile after 1970 and for
the Nicaraguan Revolution after 1979; whilst Arguedas, for his part,
committed suicide in November 1969, shortly after their bitter polemic.

After Arguedas’s death, the other great representative of the regionalist
current still alive ac the time was Augusto Roas Bastos (Paraguay,
b.1918), with whom he had much else in common. Roa had written one
of the most interesting novels of the late 1950s, Hijo de Hombre (1959),
which was almost a premonition of the literary and political future. The
work is all the more interesting in retrospect, since it was one of the very
last of the recognizably pre-'‘Boom’ novels by an author who was in due
course to write one of the most remarkable ‘Post-Boom’ works, Yo e/
Supremo (1974). His first novel, like that of Arguedas, dealt with a bi-
cultural and indeed bi-lingual society; and also, like Arguedas’s, it
painted a moving picture of opptession and suffering, matched by heroic
powers of resistance on the part of the usually anonymous poor, and raised
the question of commitment in a form which pointedly confronted the
reader himself with inescapable dilemmas. Whilst never committing abso-

2! J. Cortdzar, ‘Un gran escritor y su soledad: Julio Cortdzar’, Life en Espariol, 33/7 (Mexico, D.F.,
1969), 43-55.
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lutely to any specific ideology, Roa’s concerns are uniquely those of the
Latin American Left as a whole during the period from the 1950s to the
1980s. A long-time supporter of the Cuban Revolution, Roa took his
novels closer than those of any other major writer to the debates of Fanon,
Mao, Castro, Guevara and Liberation Theology. Hijo de hombre tells the
dramatic story of two Paraguayan communities, lost in the outback, overa
period of three decades from the early 1900s to the time of the Chaco War
with Bolivia and its aftermath in the 1930s. The novel juxtaposes two
views of Christianity, that of the official Church and that of the Indian
peasants who interpret Christ’s torment as a reflection of their own agony:
‘This was the ceremony which gave us villagers of Itapé the name of
fanatics and heretics. The people of those times came year after year to
unnail Christ and carry him through the town like a victim they wished to
avenge rather than a God who had wanted to die for men’s sakes.’

Roa has often said that the people have a capacity for heroism and self-
sacrifice which is in itself utopian and carries the seeds of the fucure. Their
concrete experience and beliefs should be the first, if not the last, concern
of the Latin American novelist. Thus although he does not share the
messianic Christianity of his desperate peasant characters, he presents it
with respect and indeed underlines its socio-economic content. In this
regard, as Roa himself modestly pointed out, he anticipated the develop-
ment of the Church militant which was to be such a force in Latin America
in the coming years. His insistence in Hijo de hombre on his old kind of
‘zero degree writing’ — the writing of hunger — makes his work the logi-
cal culmination of a Marxist, and hence internationalist focus, which had
been developing from Icaza’s vulgar and Arguedas’s dialectical ‘Old Left’
perspectives to the kind of Third-Worldist ‘New Left’ vision we glimpse in
Hijo de hombre itself. At the same time, however, Roa recognized the
inevitability of taking up the challenge of the new whilst resisting its
temptations, and the resule was Yo ¢/ Supremo (1974, see below), as fear-
somely complex, self-referential and meta-textual as anyone could require
whilst reaffirming the previous collective tradition in new ways in the face
of a much more complex world.

After Cien afios de soledad and the high-point of the ‘Boom’, the hardening
of the Cuban Revolution, the Chilean coup of 1973 and other such revolu-
tionary reverses coincided with a sense of voluntarism and surfeit on the
part of authors who were now in many cases wanting to write big novels
rather than proving able to write great ones. Needless to say, Latin Ameri-
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can fiction has continued to produce large numbers of outstanding works,
and remains perhaps the most fertile body of narrative in the world today,
whilst publicity and sales have continued on an ever upward trend. Never-
theless, most readers would agree that the works of the past two decades
do not quite match the old ones in scale and perspective, and the genre has
not developed very far beyond its state in the mid-seventies. What we
have seen has been more of a repositioning than an advance.

Curiously, most of the novels to be examined in this section are exclu-
sively urban, with cities viewed as Dantean infernos (this was Asturias’s
original conception for E/ sefior Presidente). The more usual approach is
parody, though mixed often enough with a tragic vein; when this becomes
extreme, as it has towards the century’s end, then an apocalyptic note
becomes increasingly apparent. The first, and in some ways the most
impressive, of Latin America’s wilfully wayward blockbusters, was pub-
lished at the end of the 1940s, when Asturias, Carpentier and Borges
were at the peak of their creativity. Addn Buenosayres (1948) by the Argen-
tine Leopoldo Marechal (1900—70), was a monstrous construction of al-
most 800 pages set, significantly enough, in the 1920s, and specifically
addressed to readers in the Argentine capital itself. It is undoubtedly one
of the great neglected works of Latin American Modernism, partly due
to its Catholic framework and partly due to Marechal’s fervent support
for Peronism at a time when most other artists and intellectuals — such
as his close associate of the 1920s, Borges — were in opposition. It is also
the most obviously Dantesque of all Latin American novels, since the
Inferno itself appears to be situated not far below the streets of Buenos
Aires, and it was the first Latin American novel to attempt a close
approximation to what Joyce had done for Dublin. Such a project,
however, did not emerge naturally from Latin America’s historical experi-
ence and Marechal lacked the lightness of touch to compensate for the
novel’s structural weaknesses.

In Brazil, Erico Verissimo (1951—75) also set out to produce grand
novels on the scale, and with some of the characteristics, of Tolstoy, Joyce
and Proust, though legibility was always a primordial objective of his
work. Nevertheless, he was also concerned with self-referentiality, the role
of the writer and the function of fiction. His best known works are O resto é
silencio (1942) and his largest project, the three-volume O tempo ¢ o vento
(1949, 1951, 1962), a historical epic about the people of his home state of
Rio Grande do Sul. In this novel also the city predominates, both in
subject matter and in structural presentation, and Verissimo has little
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interest in the world which lies outside. Nevertheless, his experiments
with simultaneity and multiplicity on the lines of Dos Passos, Huxley and
Woolf — so well suited to Latin America’s pluralist realities — predate
those of Fuentes and Vargas Llosa by many years.

In 1966, at the height of the ‘Boom’, José Lezama Lima (1910—76)
produced his astonishing novel with the Dantean title of Paradiso (1966),
mixing both classical and Catholic imagery and achieving the remarkable
double coup of offending both the Catholic Church and the Cuban Revolu-
tion through its approach to eroticism in general and homosexuality in
particular. Lezama had been writing the work since 1949, just as Marechal
had been composing his novel since the 1920s (indeed, both are set mainly
in that decisive decade). Where Dante’s patriarchal vision implies that the
ideal woman can never be found on earth, and not finding her will always
cause torment, Lezama's very title opts for unambiguous fulfilment, and it
may be that sexual inversion and its consequent democratization of gender
relations is here proposed as one key to future social transformation. The
initials of the undoubtedly autobiographical protagonist José Cemi give
the clue to the novel’s conception of the child as holy infant constituted
through sensuality and language within the trinity completed by his
mother and father. For a Cuba undergoing the seemingly unavoidable
puritanical backlash consequent on revolutionary consolidation, with its
historically masculine gestures, Lezama’s book appeared a somewhat pro-
vocative way of celebrating the city of Havana, whose traditions of sinful-
ness the authorities were keen to put behind them. The book has now been
thoroughly rehabilitated, but its hermeticism, allusiveness and complex-
ity have ensured that it will never be read by more than a few highly
educated readers and scholars.

Guillermo Cabrera Infante (b. 1929) is, by general consent, with Tres
tristes tigres (first version 1964, definitive 1967), author of the first Latin
American comic classic with its hilarious vision of three hangers on and
around in pre-revolutionary Havana. The novel has a similar theme to
that of Edmundo Desnoes’s Memorias del subdesarrollo (1967), which criti-
cizes the posture of the petty-bourgeois intellectual, but when it tran-
spired that Cabrera, like his characters, preferred unrepentantly to go on
being a ‘sad tiger’ even after the Revolution, the Cuban authorities
rapidly lost patience with this born iconoclast and in due course he went
into exile. This was a pity, though perhaps an inevitable one, since at
that time Cabrera was one of the most talented writers of the new wave.
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His linguistic exuberance makes comparison with Lezama (as well as
Carpentier and Sarduy) inevitable, but there is one major difference:
where Lezama’s work relies heavily on a Greek and Roman Catholic
philosophical background, Cabrera Infante turns to popular — indeed,
Pop — culture, and was the first to introduce the mass media into his
fiction as a solid proposition and without parody or apology. On the
contrary, it was educated or official culture which seemed to him to be
risible. Cabrera’s most ambitious work, La Habana para un infante difunto
(1979), appropriately translated as Infante’s Inferno, is also a major novel
by any standards, not least in length, and an important biographical
document. It is in effect an almost interminable sexual odyssey, with
Cabrera, writing from London, recalling his early erotic experiences as an
adolescent and as a young man in the tropical fleshpots of old Havana.
Here too, as in Tves tristes tigres, nostalgia is a pervasive and ultimately
perverse shaping emotion.

Fernando del Paso (b. 1935) is a Mexican writer who has tried harder
than most to reconcile avant-garde literature with political writing, begin-
ning with José Trigo (1965), which is based in part on the critical railway
workers’ strike in the late 1950s. In 1977 however he produced a huge
novel, inspired directly by James Joyce’s Ulysses and Rabelais’s Gargantua
and Pantagruel, as well as by chivalresque and picaresque fiction, entitled
Palinuro de México. The echo of Addn Buenosayres is obvious in the title, as
well as the fact that Palinuro, like Ad4n, is dead before the work starts.
(The last chapter of Paradiso likewise relates the death of Cemf’s alter ego,
Oppiano Licario, and Cabrera’s title, ‘Havana for a Dead Infante’ suggests
an equally apocalyptic conception of the meaning of these colossal literary
self-projections). Ironically enough, the weakness of Del Paso’s work is the
opposite of Lezama’s, namely that the linguistic texture itself is perhaps
insufficiently demanding to stretch the reader’s consciousness to the di-
mensions required by Del Paso’s ‘Ulyssean’ perspective. Thus although
Del Paso is an entertaining and knowledgeable writer, and although the
novel’s fictionality fuses with Mexico's recent reality when Palinuro dies at
the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre (in a section entitled ‘Acta est Fabula: The
Comedy is Over’), the narrative ultimately fails to achieve historical tran-
scendence and is more of a Joycean improvization than a successful
‘Ulyssean’ novel. Del Paso’s latest work is another monster production,
Noticias del imperio (1987), about the episode involving the imposition of
Emperor Maximilian and Queen Carlota of Mexico in the nineteenth
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century. It is considered by a number of critics to be one of Latin Amer-
ica’s most accomplished historical novels.

The biggest of all Latin American novels thus far is Carlos Fuentes’s
Terra Nostra (1975), gargantuan both in length (almost 9oo pages) and
ambition. Its title makes plain an intention which we see, in retrospect,
was also that of Marechal, Lezama, Cabrera and Del Paso, namely to lay
claim to a territory and its history through a literary reconstruction which
identiftes that tempora! space with the life of its author. Fuentes’s ambi-
tion is the greatest of all, since his work is not only nor confined to a
capital city, or even a capital and its country, but lays claim to the whole of
Latin America and Spain, that is to the whole Hispanic region over the
whole of its history; indeed, it is really more ambitious even than this
because it also whimsically modifies that vast history and invents its own
variants. This is magical realism with a vengeance: the vengeance of Latin
American culture against its Spanish paternity, the culmination of almost
a century of literary parricide.

Fuentes, perhaps the most inherently talented writer of the past thirty
years in Latin America, has consistently changed his literary style, and the
title of his 1966 novel Cambio de piel is suggestive in this regard. Other
novels include Las buenas conciencias (1959), the brief gothic classic Aura
(1962), Zona sagrada (1967), La cabeza de la hidra (1978), Gringo viejo
(1988) and La camparia (1992), the first of a trilogy of historical novels
about the nineteenth century independence struggles. Cristébal Nonato
(1987) was one of a series of activities the endlessly self-circulating Fuentes
undertook in honour of the forthcoming 1992 celebrations. Long before
this, however, Terra Nostra was clearly intended as the Latin American
novel to end all Latin American novels, a blockbusting total novel at the
end of fiction, of the century, and, symbolically — given its apocalyptic
overtones — of the world. In the process Fuentes playfully rearranges half a
millennium in the history of Spanish and Latin American history, and
begins by marrying Elizabeth Tudor of England to Philip II of Spain.
Then Spain’s historical figures, from Philip and Cortés to Franco, inter-
mingle with such Spanish literary figures as Celestina, Don Quixote and
Don Juan, plus a host of Latin Americans — not to mention other literary
and historical characters drafted in as required from the whole of Western
culture, including most of the writers of the ‘Boom’. Sadly many critics
have considered this work a failure, bur it is certainly a grandiose one by a
writer with more creative energy than most others could even dream of
marshalling.
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At this point our historical narrative runs into a problem. Despite its
heading, ‘Postmodernity’, this third section has taken a quite orthodox
course up to now. Granted, other writers would not necessarily agree in
detail with either its preconceptions or its conclusions, but this has been a
narrative with a central thematic and a developing plot, and one which
incorporates a large number of authors and works which are, for the most
part, ‘canonical’: that is to say, they would have been included by almost
any other literary historian in the field. Thus although no other writer
would have told the story in quite the same way, few traditional critics
would strongly disagree with the fact that Mério de Andrade, Asturias,
Borges and Carpentier were names to reckon with, if not the major precur-
sors of the 1960s ‘Boom’, followed by Rulfo, Guimaries Rosa, Arguedas
and Roa Bastos (this group is slightly less immovable); and probably no
one in the entire critical world would disagree that the four great leaders of
the ‘Boom’ itself were Julio Cortézar, Carlos Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa
and Gabriel Garcia Mérquez.

But for the period 1975 to the present there would be no such agree-
ment, a