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Preface: Uncoupling the Name 
and the Reference

An excess of confidence has spread all over the world regarding the 
ontology of continental divides.1 While it could be debated whether 
there are four, six, or seven continents, it is unquestionable that the 
count of six or seven includes the basic four-way subdivision of 
Asia, Africa, America, and Europe. That undisputed division under-
lies not only debates over continental divides but also ideas of East 
and West, North and South, and explicitly hierarchical categories 
such as first, Second, Third, and Fourth Worlds (the last a term 
invented to accommodate Indigenous people in the Americas, New 
Zealand, and Australia). It may be common practice to buy a plane 
ticket to “Australia” or “sub-Saharan Africa” as opposed to “north 
Africa,” but the wide acceptance of those geographical designations 
hides the fact that the division of continents and the geo-political 
structures imposed upon them are all imperial constructions of the 
past five hundred years. A god did not create the planet earth and 
divide it, from the very beginning, into four continents. “America,” 
the fourth, was appended to the three that had been imagined in 
Christianity, which St Augustine articulated in The City of God, as 
we will see in chapter 1.

The narrative and argument of this book, then, will not be about 
an entity called “Latin America,” but on how the “idea” of Latin 
America came about. One of the main goals is to uncouple the 
name of the subcontinent from the cartographic image we all have 
of it. It is an excavation of the imperial/colonial foundation of the 



xi

“idea” of Latin America that will help us unravel the geo-politics 
of knowledge from the perspective of coloniality, the untold and 
unrecognized historical counterpart of modernity. By “perspective 
of coloniality” in this case, I mean that the center of observation 
will be grounded in the colonial history that shaped the idea of the 
Americas. I refer to the process as an excavation rather than an 
archeology because it is impossible to simply uncover coloniality, 
insofar as it shapes and is shaped by the processes of modernity. 
After all, the Americas exist today only as a consequence of European 
colonial expansion and the narrative of that expansion from the 
European perspective, the perspective of modernity.

You can tell the story of the world in as many ways as you wish, 
from the perspective of modernity, and never pay any attention to 
the perspective from coloniality. I am here referring to something 
important and much more than a mere “conflict” of interpretations. 
To illustrate, consider that a Christian and a Marxist analysis of a 
given event, say the “discovery of America,” would offer us different 
interpretations; but both would be from the perspective of modernity. That 
is, the “discovery of America” would be seen in both cases from the 
perspective of Europe. A Fanonian perspective on “the discovery of 
America,” however, would introduce a non-European perspective, 
the perspective grounded on the memory of slave-trade and slave-
labor exploitation, and its psychological, historical, ethical, and theo-
retical consequences. In this case, it would be a perspective from 
coloniality and from the Afro-Caribbean rather than from Europe. Readers 
will be more familiar with Christianity and Marxism than with 
Fanonism – a critical current of thought (parallel with and comple-
mentary to, but not reducible to, “Marxism”) that is producing a 
decolonial shift in the domain of knowledge and action, inspired by 
the twentieth-century Martinican intellectual and activist Frantz 
Fanon, discussed in the following chapters – which should already 
point to an important aspect of the issue that structures my entire 
argument. Of course, I could have organized my argument from a 
European perspective, even if I was born and educated in South 
America. All I would need to do would be to embrace the philo-
sophical frame of reference that is already in place and locate myself 
within a paradigm of knowledge that, in spite of conflicting inter-
pretations within it, is based on the geo-historical location of Europe. 
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Instead, I situate my argument within the decolonial paradigm of 
knowledge and understanding enacted by Waman Puma de Ayala 
(see chapter 3), as well as other intellectuals after him belonging to 
the sphere of society that anthropologist Eric Wolf identified as 
“people without history.”

From the sixteenth-century Spanish missionary Bartolomé de Las 
Casas to G. W. F. Hegel in the nineteenth century, and from Karl 
Marx to the twentieth-century British historian A. J. Toynbee, all 
we can read (or see in maps) about the place of the Americas in 
the world order is historically located from a European perspective 
that passes as universal. Certainly, every one of these authors acknowl-
edged that there was a world, and people, outside Europe. Indeed, 
both people and continents outside of Europe were overly present 
as “objects,” but they were absent as subjects and, in a way, out of 
history. They were, in other words, subjects whose perspectives did 
not count. Eric Wolf ’s famous book title, People without History, 
became a metaphor to describe this epistemic power differential. By 
“people without history,” Wolf did not mean that there were people 
in the world who did not have memories and records of their past, 
which would be an absolutely absurd claim. He meant that, accord-
ing to the regional concept of history as defined in the Western 
world from ancient Greece to twentieth-century France, every 
society that did not have alphabetic writing or wrote in a language 
other than the six imperial languages of modern Europe did not 
have History. In this view, History is a privilege of European moder-
nity and in order to have History you have to let yourself be  
colonized, which means allowing yourself, willingly or not, to  
be subsumed by a perspective of history, life, knowledge, economy, 
subjectivity, family, religion, etc. that is modeled on the history of 
modern Europe, and that has now been adopted, with little differ-
ence, as the official model of the US. Perspectives from coloniality, 
however, emerge out of the conditions of the “colonial wound,” the 
feeling of inferiority imposed on human beings who do not fit the 
predetermined model in Euro-American narratives.

To excavate coloniality, then, one must always include and analyze 
the project of modernity, although the reverse is not true, because 
coloniality points to the absences that the narrative of modernity 
produces. Thus, I choose to describe the modern world order that 
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has emerged in the five hundred years since the “discovery of 
America” as the modern/colonial world, to indicate that coloniality 
is constitutive of modernity and cannot exist without it. Indeed, the 
“idea” of Latin America cannot be dealt with in isolation without 
producing turmoil in the world system. It cannot be separated from 
the “ideas” of Europe and of the US as America that dominate even 
today. The “Americas” are the consequence of early European com-
mercial expansion and the motor of capitalism, as we know it today. 
The “discovery” of America and the genocide of Indians and African 
slaves are the very foundation of “modernity,” more so than the 
French or Industrial Revolutions. Better yet, they constitute the 
darker and hidden face of modernity, “coloniality.” Thus, to excavate 
the “idea of Latin America” is, really, to understand how the West 
was born and how the modern world order was founded.

The following discussion is, thus, written within the frame of 
what Arturo Escobar has called the modernity/coloniality research 
project.2 Some of the premises are the following:

1 There is no modernity without coloniality, because coloniality 
is constitutive of modernity.

2 The modern/colonial world (and the colonial matrix of power) 
originates in the sixteenth century, and the discovery/invention 
of America is the colonial component of modernity whose 
visible face is the European Renaissance.

3 The Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution are derivative 
historical moments consisting in the transformation of the colo-
nial matrix of power.

4 Modernity is the name for the historical process in which 
Europe began its progress toward world hegemony. It carries a 
darker side, coloniality.

5 Capitalism, as we know it today, is of the essence for both the 
conception of modernity and its darker side, coloniality.

6 Capitalism and modernity/coloniality had a second historical 
moment of transformation after World War II when the US took 
the imperial leadership previously enjoyed at different times by 
both Spain and England.

Following these presuppositions, I organize the narrative and the 
argument of this book around three heterogeneous historico- 
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structural moments that link the empires and the colonies. The first 
is the entry of America into the European consciousness (the 
Renaissance). The second (the Enlightenment) is the entry of 
“Latinidad” – “Latinity,” “Latinitée”: see chapter 2 – as a double 
identity, imperial and colonial. In the third moment (after the Cold 
War), I change gears to focus on radical shifts in the geography of 
knowledge that we are witnessing now around the world and that, 
in the Americas, are questioning the ontology and the ideology of 
a continental divide between “Latin” and “Anglo” Americas.

Chapters 1 and 2 tell the story of the silences created by the 
entangled narratives that begin in the sixteenth century and cross 
the five hundred years since then to make modernity appear as the 
innocent point of arrival (the secular translation of Paradise in 
Christian cosmology) toward which History flows. Given this, I 
attempt a decolonial shift in the domain of history. Chapter 1 
describes the building of the colonial framework and the invention 
of the idea of “America,” while Chapter 2 follows the emergence 
of the specific idea of “Latin” America.

Chapter 1 examines the consequences of the various narratives 
that underlie the “idea of America,” which subsumed the histories 
and cosmologies of the people living in Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac, 
the territories of the Aztecs and Incas, when Europeans arrived. 
Christian Europeans could imagine the “discovery and conquest” of 
America as the most outstanding event since God created the world 
(a widely accepted view that even free-trade theorist Adam Smith 
and radical critic of capitalism Marx could agree on), but the 
Aymara of what is now Bolivia and Peru saw it as a Pachakuti, a 
total disruption of space and time – a revolution in reverse, so to 
speak, that did not yield the “progressive” consequences of the 
American, French, and Industrial Revolutions. We could say, meta-
phorically, that a Pachakuti has been taking place in Iraq since March 
of 2003. Christian cosmology, as we will discuss, organized the world 
into continents revolving around Europe. The fact that those in 
Cuzco or Tenochtitlan, capitals of the Inca and Aztec Empires, con-
ceived of themselves as living in the center of space would have no 
bearing on the maps that were drawn.

The geo-politics of continental division are also of key impor-
tance for understanding the way that “Latin” America could  
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subsequently be imagined as part of the West and yet peripheral to 
it. America, as a continent and people, was considered inferior in 
European narratives from the sixteenth century until the idea was 
refashioned in the US after the Spanish-American War in 1898, 
when “Latin” America took on the inferior role. Chapter 2, there-
fore, goes on to explore the divisions within “America” after the 
revolutions of independence (North/South, Anglo/Latin), in which 
“Latin” America would come to be seen as dependent on and infe-
rior to the United States. The concept of “Latinidad,” an identity 
asserted by the French and adopted by Creole elites to define them-
selves, would ultimately function both to rank them below Anglo 
Americans and, yet, to erase and demote the identities of Indians 
and Afro-South Americans. These are, in a nutshell, the history, 
meaning, and consequences of the “idea of Latin” America that I 
explore in more detail in the next two chapters.

Many secular scholars, intellectuals, World Bank officers, state 
functionaries, and journalists believe that “modernity is an incom-
plete project.” In my view, coming from the perspective of colonial-
ity, to complete the incomplete project of modernity means to keep 
on reproducing coloniality, which is our current reality at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. While we no longer have the overt 
colonial domination of the Spanish or British models, the logic of 
coloniality remains in force in the “idea” of the world that has been 
constructed through modernity/coloniality. Examining the evolu-
tion of the “idea of Latin America” should show that while  
its materialization belongs precisely to the manifestation of that logic 
in particular moments of imperial/colonial restructuring, the  
perspective of those who have been silenced by it can open up 
possibilities for radical change. Chapter 3, then, will focus on move-
ments among Indigenous people and Afro descendants in “Latin” 
America, as well as among Latinos/as3 in the US who are unfolding 
new knowledge projects and making the “idea of Latin America” 
obsolete.

I did not write chapter 4 because of the limited length of the 
books in the “Manifesto” series. If I had had the chance to write 
another chapter, it would have dealt in more depth with the tense 
opposition between the idea of “Latin” America and the ideas of 
“nature” and “culture.” To look briefly at their evolution now, 
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however, should provide a good overview of the ways such European 
categories shape the “idea” of Latin America both from inside (the 
Europeanized component of its population) and from outside  
(the “othering” to which Latin America has been subjected by the 
Western European and US gaze), and of how they are being changed 
today by emerging perspectives. In the sixteenth century, there was 
a sense of admiration for the novelty and the exuberance of “nature.” 
Spanish Jesuit José de Acosta, who spent several decades in the 
Andes, wrote in 1590 that to know and understand “nature” was to 
understand its creator. However, a few decades after Acosta, Frances 
Bacon changed gears and conceived “nature” as something men 
have to conquer and dominate. The opposition was settled between 
nature and humanity. “Latin” America has been conceived on both 
sides of that opposition. Thus, Creole intellectuals in the nineteenth 
century, like Domingo Faustino Sarmiento in Argentina and Euclides 
Da Cunha in Brazil, used the “nature” versus “civilization” paradigm 
to define the Creole elite against the “barbarian” indigenous inhab-
itants of South America. As we will see in chapter 2, however, the 
Creole elites were simultaneously self-colonizing by taking on a 
French idea of themselves as “Latin,” which opposed them to the 
Anglo, who represented civilization, and located them more on the 
side of “nature.” At the same time, intellectuals from the French 
naturalist Georges comte de Buffon to the German philosopher 
Hegel, and including the US president Thomas Jefferson, were 
articulating an opposition between “nature” and civilized man that 
put all of America on the “nature” side of the opposition. These 
debates saw the New World as younger and immature; therefore, 
the American population was expected to evolve accordingly to a 
state of civilization.4

Toward the end of the eighteenth century and through the nine-
teenth, nature, as God’s creation, was opposed to culture as man’s 
creation. Consequently, the opposition between nature and human-
ity was not abandoned but simply redrawn. “Culture” (from Latin 
colere, “to cultivate or to inhabit”) surfaced as a necessary concept 
during the process of secularization because “culture” meant “to 
cultivate” in the sense of human production and creation. In the 
sense of inhabiting, “culture” is the dwelling place, the inhabitation 
of what is created. “Culture” was needed to replace “religion” as a 
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community bond. Religio comes from the Latin re-ligare, “to unite.” 
In ancient Rome, re-ligare was conceived as both temporal, insofar 
as religio also meant traditio (“tradition”), and spatial, as religio united 
those with common beliefs in a given area. When a term was 
needed to designate a new type of community not based on faith, 
it was necessary to conceive and put into practice a new institution, 
“the community of birth” or the nation-state, which was defined 
in conjunction with “national culture” in order to create subjects 
with “national identity.” Imperial national identities, in their turn, 
established a measuring stick to rank and (de)value the national 
identities of the “independent states” from the nineteenth century 
until today. Imperial national identities managed by the state have 
served to redraw, since the nineteenth century, the colonial differ-
ence, and the “idea” of Latin America was part of such imperial 
redrawing.

“Culture,” in other words, created national unity: national lan-
guages, national literature, national flag and anthem, etc. were all 
singular manifestations of a “national culture.” It served to name and 
institute the homogeneity of the nation-state. However, insofar as 
the term emerged in the nineteenth century when England and 
France were embarking on the second wave of colonial expansion, 
“culture” also served the colonial purpose of naming and describing 
those alien and inferior “cultures” that would be under European 
“civilization.” While European civilization was divided into national 
cultures, most of the rest of the population of the world would be 
conceived as having “culture” but not civilization. “Latin” Americans 
had a culture, created in part in complicity with the French ideo-
logues of “Latinidad,” but not a civilization, since the ancient Aztec, 
Inca, and Maya civilizations were already consigned to a forgotten 
past. Consequently, “Latin” Americans were considered second-class 
Europeans who lacked the science and sophisticated history of 
Europe. During the Cold War that image was still in place and it 
was extended to the entire Third World.

Yet these macro-narratives elide the fact that in Indigenous cos-
mology, nature and humanity do not necessarily oppose each other, 
and “civilization” is nothing more than a European self-description 
of its role in history. For the Indigenous, oppositions can co-exist 
without negation. “The Andean world is supported by complementary 
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dualisms,” writes intellectual Kichua activist Ariruma Kowii from 
Otavalo, Ecuador.5 This simple logical difference is crucial to per-
forming a decolonial shift in knowledge and understanding (e.g., 
looking at the world from the perspective of Kichua and not from 
that of Greek and Latin, although with the “imperial” presence of 
European principles of knowledge since the Renaissance). Such a 
shift is fundamental in changing the perception of the world and 
society as we know them through the categories of knowledge of 
modern/imperial European languages rooted in Greek and Latin. 
Kowii dismantles the above oppositions in the very title of his article 
“Barbarie, civilizaciones e interculturalidad” (“Barbarians, civiliza-
tions and ‘interculturalidad’ [‘interculturality’]”).6 Today, then, the 
category of “barbarie” is being questioned by an Indigenous intel-
lectual, whom Sarmiento would have considered a barbarian Indian. 
Next, “civilizaciones” (in Kowii’s title) is plural, which affirms the 
historical civilization of Indians that was disqualified by the singular 
model of the European civilizing mission. The terms of the conversa-
tion, and not just the content without questioning the terms, are redressed 
in a civilizational dialogue that opens the monologue of civilization 
and the silence of barbarism. Once the terms are reconceived as 
dialogical instead of based on a logic of contradictory terms (civili-
zation vs. barbarism), barbarism is put on hold and relocated: the 
civilization that Creoles and Europeans had in mind has been geno-
cidal and, therefore, barbarian. If X and non-X co-exist, the question 
becomes how different civilizational structures can put barbarism 
aside. That is precisely the work of intercultural struggles and dia-
logues, which we will discuss further in chapter 3.

There is one proviso: at this point in time, the colonial difference 
must be kept in view, because Creoles in the Americas of European 
descent (either Latin or Anglo), as well as Creoles of European 
descent around the world, may still see civilization and barbarism 
as ontological categories, and therefore they may have trouble 
accepting Indian (or Islamic, for that matter) civilizational processes 
and histories when entering into dialogue. There are no civilizations 
outside of Europe or, if there are, like those of Islam, China or Japan 
(to follow Huntington’s classification: see chapter 1), they remain in 
the past and have had to be brought into the present of Western 
civilization. That is the colonial difference that should be kept in 
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mind. The future can no longer be thought of as the “defense of 
Western civilization,” constantly waiting for the barbarians. As bar-
barians are ubiquitous (they could be in the plains or in the moun-
tains as well as in global cities), so are the civilized. There is no safe 
place to defend and, even worse, believing that there is a safe place 
that must be defended is (and has been) the direct road to killing. 
Dialogue, properly speaking, cannot take place until there are no 
more places to be defended and the power differential, consequently, 
can be redressed. Dialogue today is a utopia, as we are witnessing in 
Iraq, and it should be reconceived as utopistic: a double movement 
composed of a critical take on the past in order to imagine and 
construct future possible worlds. The decolonial shift is of the 
essence if we would stop seeing “modernity” as a goal rather than 
seeing it as a European construction of history in Europe’s own 
interests. Dialogue can only take place once “modernity” is decolo-
nized and dispossessed of its mythical march toward the future. I am 
not defending “despotism” of any kind, Oriental or Occidental. I 
am just saying that “dialogue” can only take place when the “mono-
logue” of one civilization (Western) is no longer enforced.

This book can be read in two different, but complementary, ways. 
Readers not familiar with current academic debates can enter 
through the argument that America was not discovered but invented, 
and from there follow the path that made of “Latin” America an 
extension of the initial imperial/colonial invention. Those who are 
familiar with conversations in the humanities could see the argu-
ment itself as an attempt to shift the geography, and the geo-politics 
of knowledge, of critical theory (as introduced by the Frankfurt 
School in the 1930s) to a new terrain of decoloniality. The first 
reading can still be performed within the paradigm of modernity 
that emphasizes the linear evolution of concepts and, above all, 
newness. The second reading, however, demands to be performed 
within the paradigm of (de)coloniality that implies modernity but 
emphasizes “co-existence” and simultaneity instead. I will introduce 
a concept of historico-structural heterogeneity at the end of chapter 1 
to locate the argument in that paradigm of co-existence and to 
critique the paradigm of newness and historical progression. Within 
the limits of European local histories, critical theory pushed humanists 
and critical social scientists toward critical explorations of the  
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conditions that make events and ideas possible, instead of taking 
ideas for granted and seeing events as carrying their own, essential, 
meaning. A critical theory beyond the history of Europe proper and 
within the colonial history of America (or Asia or Africa; or even 
from the perspective of immigrants within Europe and the US who 
have disrupted the homogeneity) becomes decolonial theory. That is, 
it is the theory arising from the projects for decolonization of 
knowledge and being that will lead to the imagining of economy 
and politics otherwise. By going to the very roots of modern colo-
niality – the invention of America and of “Latin” America – this 
book is a contribution to that decolonization of knowledge and 
being; an attempt to rewrite history following an-other logic, an-
other language, an-other thinking.7
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The Americas, Christian 
Expansion, and the Modern/

Colonial Foundation of Racism

America has been discovered, conquered and populated by  
the civilized European races, who were carried forward by the 
same law that moved Egyptian people from their primitive 
land to bring them to Greece; later on, the same law moved 
the inhabitants of Greece to civilize the Italian peninsula; and 
finally the same law motivated the Greeks to civilize the bar-
barous inhabitants of Germany who changed with the remains 
of the Roman world, the virility of its blood illuminated by 
Christianity.

Juan Bautista Alberdi, Bases y puntos de partida  
para la organización nacional, 18521

One of the foremost differences separating white and Indian 
was simply one of origin. Whites derived predominantly from 
Western Europe   .   .   .   Conversely, Indians had always been in  
the western hemisphere. Life on this continent and views 
concerning it were not shaped in a post-Roman atmo-
sphere   .   .   .   The western hemisphere produced wisdom, western 
Europe produced knowledge.

Vine Deloria, Jr, Custer Died for Your Sins:  
An Indian Manifesto, 1969 (italics added)
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The “Americas” on the Colonial Horizon  
of Modernity

Before 1492, the Americas were not on anybody’s map, not even 
on the map of the people inhabiting Anáhuac (the territory of  
the Aztecs) and Tawantinsuyu (the territory of the Incas). The  
Spanish and Portuguese, as the sole and diverse European occupants 
in the sixteenth century, named the entire continent that was  
under their control and possession. It may be hard to understand 
today that the Incas and the Aztecs did not live in America or, even 
less, Latin America. Until the early sixteenth century, America was 
not on anybody’s map simply because the word and the concept of 
a fourth continent had not yet been invented. The mass of land  
and the people were there, but they had named their own places: 
Tawantinsuyu in the Andes, Anáhuac in what is today the valley of 
Mexico, and Abya-Yala in what is today Panama. The extension of 
what became “America” was unknown to them. People in Europe, 
in Asia, and in Africa had no idea of the landmass soon to be called 
the Indias Occidentales and then America, or of all the people 
inhabiting it who would be called Indians. America came, literally, 
out of the blue sky that Amerigo Vespucci was looking at when he 
realized that the stars he was seeing from what is now southern 
Brazil were not the same stars he had seen in his familiar 
Mediterranean. What is really confusing in this story is that once 
America was named as such in the sixteenth century and Latin 
America named as such in the nineteenth, it appeared as if they had 
been there forever.

“America,” then, was never a continent waiting to be discovered. 
Rather, “America” as we know it was an invention forged in the 
process of European colonial history and the consolidation and 
expansion of the Western world view and institutions. The narratives 
that described the events as “discovery” were told not by the inhabi-
tants of Anáhuac or Tawantinsuyu, but by Europeans themselves. It 
would be four hundred and fifty years until a shift in the geography 
of knowledge would turn around what Europeans saw as a “discov-
ery” and see it as an “invention.” The conceptual frame that made 
possible this shift in the geography of knowledge, from discovery to 
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invention, came from the Creoles’ consciousness, in the Spanish- and 
Portuguese-speaking world.

Of course, we should briefly note that Indigenous and Afro 
frames of mind in continental South America had not yet inter-
vened in these public debates from their own broken histories. The 
idea of “America” and subsequently of “Latin” and “Anglo” America 
was an issue in the minds of European and Creoles of European 
descent. Indians and Creoles of African descent (men and women) 
were left out of the conversation. Afro-Caribbeans had been working 
toward a similar and complementary shift in the geography of 
knowledge, but in English and French. For Creoles of Afro descent, 
the European arrival in the islands that today we call Caribbean was 
not of primary concern: African slaves were brought to the conti-
nent that was already called America many decades after it was dis-
covered or invented. In the Indian genealogy of thought, whether 
America was an existing continent discovered or a non-existing 
entity that was invented was not a question.

Mexican historian and philosopher Edmundo O’Gorman strongly 
and convincingly argued many years ago that the invention of 
America implied the appropriation and integration of the continent 
into the Euro-Christian imaginary.2 The Spanish and Portuguese,  
as the sole and diverse European foreign intruders in the sixteenth 
century, claimed for themselves a continent and renamed it at the 
same time as they began a process of territorial organization as they 
had it in Spain and Portugal. Vespucci could pull America out of 
the sky when he realized that, navigating the coasts of what is today 
Brazil, he was in a “New World” (new for Europeans, of course), 
and not in “India,” as Columbus thought about ten years before 
him. The story is well known that since Vespucci conceptually “dis-
covered” (in the sense of “discovering for oneself ” or “realizing”) 
that Europeans were confronting a New World, the continent was 
renamed “America” after Amerigo Vespucci himself, with a slight 
change to the ending to make it fit with the already existing non-
European continents, Africa and Asia.

“Discovery” and “invention” are not just different interpretations 
of the same event; they belong to two different paradigms. The line 
that distinguishes the two paradigms is the line of the shift in the 
geo-politics of knowledge; changing the terms and not only the 
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content of the conversation. The first presupposes the triumphant 
European and imperial perspective on world history, an achievement 
that was described as “modernity,” while the second reflects the 
critical perspective of those who have been placed behind, who are 
expected to follow the ascending progress of a history to which 
they have the feeling of not belonging. Colonization of being is 
nothing else than producing the idea that certain people do not 
belong to history – that they are non-beings. Thus, lurking beneath 
the European story of discovery are the histories, experiences, and 
silenced conceptual narratives of those who were disqualified as 
human beings, as historical actors, and as capable of thinking and 
understanding. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the 
“wretched of the earth” (as Frantz Fanon labeled colonized beings) 
were Indians and African slaves. That is why missionaries and  
men of letters appointed themselves to write the histories they 
thought Incas and Aztecs did not have, and to write the grammar 
of Kechua/Kichua and Nahuatl with Latin as the model. Africans 
were simply left out of the picture of conversion and taken as pure 
labor force.

Toward the end of the seventeenth century, a new social group 
surfaced, and when they surfaced they were already outside of 
history: the Creoles of Spanish and Portuguese descent. Although 
their marginalization was far from the extremes to which Indians 
and Africans were subjected, the Creoles, between the limits of 
humanity (Indians and Africans) and humanity proper (Europeans), 
were also left out of history. The geo-political configuration of scales 
that measured the nature of human beings in terms of an idea of 
history that Western Christians assumed to be the total and true 
one for every inhabitant of the planet led to the establishment of a 
colonial matrix of power, to leave certain people out of history in 
order to justify violence in the name of Christianization, civilization, 
and, more recently, development and market democracy. Such a 
geo-political configuration created a divide between a minority of 
people who dwell in and embrace the Christian, civilizing, or devel-
oping missions and a majority who are the outcasts and become 
the targets of those missions.

Max Weber has been credited, after Hegel, with having concep-
tualized “modernity” as the direction of history that had Europe as 
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a model and a goal. More recently, since the late 1980s, Peruvian 
sociologist Anibal Quijano unveiled “coloniality” as the darker side 
of modernity and as the historical perspective of the wretched, the 
outcasts from history told from the perspective of modernity. From 
the perspective of modernity, coloniality is difficult to see or rec-
ognize, and even a bothersome concept. For the second set of actors, 
the wretched, modernity is unavoidable although coloniality offers 
a shifting perspective of knowledge and history. For the first actors, 
modernity is one-sided and of single density. For the second, moder-
nity is double-sided and of double density. To understand the co-
existence of these two major paradigms is to understand how the 
shift in the geo-graphy and the geo-politics of knowledge is taking 
place. My argument is straightforwardly located in the second para-
digm, in the double density of modernity/coloniality.

How do these two entangled concepts, modernity and coloniality, 
work together as two sides of the same reality to shape the idea of 
“America” in the sixteenth century and of “Latin” America in the 
nineteenth? Modernity has been a term in use for the past thirty 
or forty years. In spite of differences in opinions and definitions, 
there are some basic agreements about its meaning. From the 
European perspective, modernity refers to a period in world history 
that has been traced back either to the European Renaissance and 
the “discovery” of America (this view is common among scholars 
from the South of Europe, Italy, Spain, and Portugal), or to the 
European Enlightenment (this view is held by scholars and intel-
lectuals and assumed by the media in Anglo-Saxon countries – 
England, Germany, and Holland – and one Latin country, France). 
On the other side of the colonial difference, scholars and intellectu-
als in the ex-Spanish and ex-Portuguese colonies in South America 
have been advancing the idea that the achievements of modernity 
go hand in hand with the violence of coloniality. The difference, to 
reiterate, lies in which side of each local history is told. O’Gorman’s 
“invention of America” theory was a turning point that put on the 
table a perspective that was absent and not recognized from the 
existing European and imperial narratives. Let’s agree that O’Gorman 
made visible a dimension of history that was occluded by the partial 
“discovery” narratives, and let’s also agree that it is an example of 
how things may look from the varied experiences of coloniality.
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America, as a concept, goes hand in hand with that of modernity, 
and both are the self-representation of imperial projects and global 
designs that originated in and were implemented by European 
actors and institutions. The invention of America was one of the 
nodal points that contributed to create the conditions for imperial 
European expansion and a lifestyle, in Europe, that served as a model 
for the achievements of humanity. Thus, the “discovery and conquest 
of America” is not just one more event in some long and linear 
historical chain from the creation of the world to the present, 
leaving behind all those who were not attentive enough to jump 
onto the bandwagon of modernity. Rather, it was a key turning 
point in world history: It was the moment in which the demands 
of modernity as the final horizon of salvation began to require the 
imposition of a specific set of values that relied on the logic of 
coloniality for their implementation.

The “invention of America” thesis offers, instead, a perspective 
from coloniality and, in consequence, reveals that the advances of 
modernity outside of Europe rely on a colonial matrix of power 
that includes the renaming of the lands appropriated and of the 
people inhabiting them, insofar as the diverse ethnic groups and 
civilizations in Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac, as well as those from 
Africa, were reduced to “Indians” and “Blacks.” The idea of “America” 
and of “Latin” America could, of course, be accounted for within 
the philosophical framework of European modernity, even if that 
account is offered by Creoles of European descent dwelling in the 
colonies and embracing the Spanish or Portuguese view of events. 
What counts, however, is that the need for telling the part of the 
story that was not told requires a shift in the geography of reason 
and of understanding. “Coloniality,” therefore, points toward and 
intends to unveil an embedded logic that enforces control, domina-
tion, and exploitation disguised in the language of salvation, progress, 
modernization, and being good for every one. The double register 
of modernity/coloniality has, perhaps, never been as clear as it  
has been recently under the administration of US president George  
W. Bush.

Pedagogically, it is important for my argument to conceptualize 
“modernity/coloniality” as two sides of the same coin and not as 
two separate frames of mind: you cannot be modern without being 
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colonial; and if you are on the colonial side of the spectrum you 
have to transact with modernity – you cannot ignore it. The very 
idea of America cannot be separated from coloniality: the entire 
continent emerged as such in the European consciousness as a 
massive extent of land to be appropriated and of people to be  
converted to Christianity, and whose labor could be exploited. 
Coloniality, as a term, is much less frequently heard than “moder-
nity” and many people tend to confuse it with “colonialism.” The 
two words are related, of course. While “colonialism” refers to spe-
cific historical periods and places of imperial domination (e.g., 
Spanish, Dutch, British, the US since the beginning of the twentieth 
century), “coloniality” refers to the logical structure of colonial 
domination underlying the Spanish, Dutch, British, and US control 
of the Atlantic economy and politics, and from there the control 
and management of almost the entire planet. In each of the particu-
lar imperial periods of colonialism – whether led by Spain (mainly 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) or by England (from the 
nineteenth century to World War II) or by the US (from the early 
twentieth century until now) – the same logic was maintained; only 
power changed hands.

Some would say (mainly before the 9/11 attacks on the US) that 
the US was not an imperial country because it has no colonies like 
those of Spain or England. This opinion, however, confuses “colo-
nialism” with having “colonies” in the sense of maintaining the 
physical presence of institutions, administrators, and armies in the 
colonized country or region. And it confuses also “colonialism” with 
“coloniality.” Coloniality is the logic of domination in the modern/
colonial world, beyond the fact that the imperial/colonial country 
was once Spain, then England and now the US. Modern technology, 
alongside political and economic restructuring in the second half of 
the twentieth century, has made it unnecessary to colonize in the 
old, more obvious, manner. Still, the US does in fact maintain mili-
tary bases in strategic parts of the world (e.g., the Middle East and 
South America). Likewise, the occupation of Iraq and consequent 
pressure by the US for the appointment of a government favorable 
to imperialist power� reflects a clear method of colonialism today. 
After 9/11, liberal voices in the US began to recognize that impe-
rialism was necessary; but, being liberals, they called it “reluctant” 
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or “light” imperialism. No matter what it is called, imperialism 
implies colonialism in some form, as it is difficult to imagine any 
empire without colonies, even if colonies take different shapes at 
different points in history.4

The idea of America, therefore, is a modern European invention 
and limited to Europeans’ view of the world and of their own 
history. In that view and in that history, coloniality, naturally, was 
(and still is) ignored or disguised as a necessary injustice in the name 
of justice. Coloniality names the experiences and views of the world 
and history of those whom Fanon called les damnés de la terre (“the 
wretched of the earth,” those who have been, and continue to be, 
subjected to the standards of modernity). The wretched are defined 
by the colonial wound, and the colonial wound, physical and/or psy-
chological, is a consequence of racism, the hegemonic discourse that 
questions the humanity of all those who do not belong to the locus 
of enunciation (and the geo-politics of knowledge) of those who 
assign the standards of classification and assign to themselves the 
right to classify. The blindness toward histories and experiences lying 
outside the local history of Western Christianity, as shown by secular 
Europeans, grounded in the Greek and Latin languages, and unfolded 
in the six vernacular imperial languages (Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, 
French, German, and English), has been and continues to be a 
trademark of intellectual history and its ethical, political, and eco-
nomic consequences.

The shift in the geo-politics of knowledge (the perspective of 
modernity is also geo-politically grounded, although it is disguised 
as the natural course of universal history) began with the recogni-
tion that even the postmodern endorsement of pluralities of inter-
pretations cannot be celebrated as long as it is restricted to a diversity 
of interpretations within the one Eurocentric frame of knowledge, which 
has been shaped and governed over time both by theology, in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and by “egology” (a frame of 
knowledge having “ego,” instead of “theo,” as the center and point 
of reference), the growing European consciousness since René 
Descartes.5 To account for experiences, feelings, and world views 
beyond the center of European narratives and its philosophical frame 
of reference, it is necessary to shift from a conception of knowledge 
grounded in theology and egology, which hides its geo-political 
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underpinning, to a decentered one that is geo-politically rooted in 
the histories of the borders, and not in territorial histories created 
by European and US expansionism.6

As a matter of fact, the geo-politics of knowledge emerged 
already in the sixteenth century as a decolonial attitude (countering 
the implicit “Roman attitude” that Rémi Brague attributes to the 
history of Europe; see chapter 2) when men of wisdom and officers 
of the state, in and from Anáhuac and Tawantinsuyu, needed to deal 
with the question of how to accommodate their system of knowl-
edge, accumulated information, and organization of memory to a 
system that was alien to their lived experience and collective shared 
past. They needed to think in a double framework that revealed a 
differential in power relations. One of the frameworks was intro-
duced by Europeans who spoke vernacular imperial languages and 
grounded their thoughts in Greek and Latin. Europeans, in general, 
did not have to incorporate Indigenous languages and frameworks 
of knowledge into their own. For Indigenous people (and for 
Africans transported to the New World), the situation was different. 
They had no choice but to incorporate European languages and 
frameworks of knowledge into their own. One of the unavoidable 
consequences of modern/colonial expansionism is that the condi-
tions for border thinking were created, and the theo-politics of knowl-
edge (in sixteenth-century Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac) and the 
ego-politics of knowledge (in nineteenth-century British India and 
French and British Africa) were thereby decentered. Thus, the events 
that led to the idea of “America” led, simultaneously, to the appear-
ance of a new type of thinking and understanding that could not 
be suppressed by theology (or later on by egology) – border think-
ing. The only way possible was to control it by suppressing the 
materiality of its manifestations (e.g., not publishing Indigenous 
writings), demonizing it, or making impossible any kind of diffusion. 
However, thoughts and ways of thinking survive with bodies; they 
are part of life. Border thinking is exploding now in the Andes 
under the name of inter-culturalidad and all over the world as well, 
including the parts of Europe that are becoming the dwelling place 
of African, Asian, South American, and Caribbean migrants. Border 
thinking, which was the historically unavoidable condition for 
Indigenous people, surfaced in its own way among African slaves 



The Americas, Christian Expansion, and Racism

10

and Creoles of African descent, as well as among Creoles of Spanish 
and Portuguese descent. The name here is less important than the 
phenomenon I am trying to describe, which is a new way of think-
ing prompted by modern imperial expansion and the necessary 
colonial matrix of power that modern expansionism implies.

The geo-politics of knowledge (the local historical grounding of 
knowledge) goes hand in hand with the body politics of knowledge 
(i.e., the personal and collective biographical grounding of under-
standing). The view of events and the conception of the world  
provided by a Spanish Jesuit or soldier (or later on, by a French  
or British traveler or philosopher) were geo- and bio-graphically 
grounded in languages, memories, and histories not shared in the 
views and conceptions of the world experienced by Aymara- or 
Nahuatl-speaking intellectuals whose geo- and bio-graphies were 
grounded in other memories and histories. There is a difference in this 
apparent symmetry: the Spanish missionary and the French philoso-
pher did not have to incorporate Indigenous languages and experi-
ences into their theological or egological frame of thinking. The 
Aymara or Nahuatl intellectuals of what are now Bolivia, Mexico, 
and Central America had no choice, because Spanish and French 
institutions were set up in their territory, on top of and around their 
dwelling places. For that material reason, border thinking is the  
consequence of the power differential under modern/colonial con-
ditions, a power differential that constitutes the colonial difference.

It is not easy to explore the idea of “Latin” America beyond the 
rhetoric of modernity (celebratory of the discovery) and to enter 
the logic of coloniality. To enter the logic of coloniality means to 
think from what Pachakuti� meant within Indigenous people and 
their own conceptual memories; and what “invention” meant for 
O’Gorman within the Creole tradition of thought. The map of 
knowledge and understanding has to be redrawn. The question is 
not simply that of a name (America, Latin America) and a reference 
(the pear-shaped form, plus the stem connecting Mexico), but that 
of the naming agents involved in the process. The idea that “America” 
was a continent discovered by European navigators belongs to the 
rhetoric of (European) modernity. Pachakuti and “America” as inven-
tion reveal the logic of coloniality (the colonial matrix of power) 
hidden beyond the rhetoric of modernity.
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The logic of coloniality can be understood as working through 
four wide domains of human experience: (1) the economic: appro-
priation of land, exploitation of labor, and control of finance; (2) 
the political: control of authority; (�) the civic: control of gender 
and sexuality; (4) the epistemic and the subjective/personal: control 
of knowledge and subjectivity. The logic of coloniality has been in 
place from the conquest and colonization of Mexico and Peru until 
and beyond the war in Iraq, despite superficial changes in the scale 
and agents of exploitation/control in the past five hundred years of 
history. Each domain is interwoven with the others, since appropria-
tion of land or exploitation of labor also involves the control of 
finance, of authority, of gender, and of knowledge and subjectivity.8 
The operation of the colonial matrix is invisible to distracted eyes, 
and even when it surfaces, it is explained through the rhetoric of 
modernity that the situation can be “corrected” with “development,” 
“democracy,” a “strong economy,” etc. What some will see as “lies” 
from the US presidential administration are not so much lies as part 
of a very well-codified “rhetoric of modernity,” promising salvation 
for everybody in order to divert attention from the increasingly 
oppressive consequences of the logic of coloniality. To implement 
the logic of coloniality requires the celebratory rhetoric of moder-
nity, as the case of Iraq has illustrated from day one. As capital and 
power concentrate in fewer and fewer hands and poverty increases 
all over the word, the logic of coloniality becomes ever more 
oppressive and merciless. Since the sixteenth century, the rhetoric 
of modernity has relied on the vocabulary of salvation, which was 
accompanied by the massive appropriation of land in the New 
World and the massive exploitation of Indian and African slave labor, 
justified by a belief in the dispensability of human life – the lives 
of the slaves. Thus, while some Christians today, for example, beat 
the drum of “pro-life values,” they reproduce a rhetoric that diverts 
attention from the increasing “devaluation of human life” that the 
thousands dead in Iraq demonstrate. Thus, it is not modernity that will 
overcome coloniality, because it is precisely modernity that needs and produces 
coloniality.

As an illustration, let us follow the genealogy of just the first of 
the four domains and see how the logic of coloniality has evolved 
in the area of land, labor, and finance. Below I will complement the 
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brief sketch of this first quadrant by going deeper into the fourth 
one (knowledge and subjectivity) to show how knowledge trans-
formed Anáhuac and Tawantinsuyu into America and then into 
Latin America and, in the process, how new national and sub-
continental identities were created. But, first, think of the massive 
appropriation of land by the Spanish and Portuguese, the would-be 
landlords of the Americas during the sixteenth century, and the same 
by the British, French, and Dutch in the extended Caribbean (from 
Salvador de Bahia in Brazil to Charleston in today’s South Carolina, 
and including the north of Colombia and Venezuela in addition to 
the Caribbean islands). The appropriation of land went hand in hand 
with the exploitation of labor (Indians and African slaves) and the 
control of finance (the accumulation of capital as a consequence of 
the appropriation of land and the exploitation of labor). Capital 
concentrated in Europe, in the imperial states, and not in the colo-
nies. You can follow this pattern through the nineteenth century 
when England and France displaced Spain and Portugal as leading 
imperial countries. The logic of coloniality was then reproduced, 
and, of course, modified, in the next step of imperial expansion into 
Africa and Asia.

You can still see the same projects today in the appropriation of 
areas of “natural resources” (e.g., in the Amazon or oil-rich Iraq). 
Land cannot be reproduced. You can reproduce seeds and other 
“products” of land; but land itself is limited, which is another reason 
why the appropriation of land is one of the prime targets of capital 
accumulation today. The “idea” of Latin America is that of a large 
mass of land with a wealth of natural resources and plenty of cheap 
labor. That, of course, is the disguised idea. What the rhetoric of 
modernity touted by the IMF, the World Bank, and the Washington 
consensus would say is that “Latin” America is just waiting for its 
turn to “develop.” You could also follow the exploitation of labor 
from the Americas to the Industrial Revolution to the movement 
of factories from the US to developing nations in order to reduce 
costs. As for financial control, just compare the number and size of 
banks, for example, in New York, London, or Frankfurt, on the one 
hand, versus the ones in Bolivia, Morocco, or India, on the other.

Thus, if we consider “America” from the perspective of colonial-
ity (not modernity) and let the Indigenous perspective take center 
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stage, another history becomes apparent. The beginning of the 
Zapatista “Manifesto from the Lacandon Jungle” gives us a 
blueprint:

We are a product of 500 years of struggle: first against slavery, 
then during the War of Independence against Spain; then to 
avoid being absorbed by North American imperialism, then to 
promulgate our constitution and expel the French empire from 
our soil; later the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz denied us the 
just application of the Reform laws and the people rebelled 
and leaders like Villa and Zapata emerged, poor men just like 
us. We have been denied by our rulers the most elemental 
conditions of life, so they can use us as cannon fodder and 
pillage the wealth of our country. They don’t care that we have 
nothing, absolutely nothing, not even a roof over hour heads, 
no land, no work, no health care, no food or education. Nor 
are we able to freely and democratically elect our political 
representatives, nor is there independence from foreigners, nor 
is there peace or justice for ourselves and our children.9

The “Manifesto from the Lacandon Jungle” precedes a long history 
rewritten from an Indigenous perspective (as opposed to the per-
spective of Mexican Creoles and Mestizos/as or French or US 
“experts” on Mexican and “Latin” American history). You may 
wonder whether the Indigenous people had a perspective because 
you imagine that history is history and what happened just happened, 
and argue that there are of course “different interpretations” but  
not “different perspectives.” Different interpretations presuppose a 
common and shared principle of knowledge and of the rules of the 
game, while different perspectives presuppose that the principles of 
knowledges and the rules of the game are geo-historically located 
in the structure of power of the modern colonial world. To show 
how this works, we need something such as “dependency theory” 
for the epistemological domain.10 “Dependency theory” showed the 
differential of power in the economic domain insofar as it described 
a certain structure of differential power in the domain of the 
economy. But it also proved the epistemic differential and the dis-
tribution of labor within an imperial geo-politics of knowledge in 
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which political economy moved in one direction: from First to 
Third World countries and to contain Second World communism. 
In this sense, dependency theory is relevant in changing the geo-
politics of knowledge and in pointing toward the need for, and the 
possibility of, different locations of understanding and of knowledge 
production.

The first part of the “Manifesto from the Lacandon Jungle” is a 
history and a description of the current economic and social situa-
tion in Chiapas, subdivided into the “First Wind” and the “Second 
Wind” in emulation of sixteenth-century Spanish chronicles of the 
New World. Cast in terms familiar to those conversant with global-
ization, the first wind is the wind from above and the second that 
from below. The declaration, then, outlines the direction of a project 
to rewrite the colonial history of modernity from the perspective 
of coloniality (instead of writing the history of coloniality from the 
perspective of modernity). This framing is subject to questions and 
criticisms by critical and inquisitive readers. Professional historians 
could argue that there is little historical rigor in this “pamphlet” 
and that what we need is serious and rigorous histories of how 
things “really” happened. Again, that argument assumes that the 
events carry in themselves their own truth and the job of the his-
torian is to discover them. The problem is that “rigorous historio-
graphy” is more often than not complicitous with modernity (since 
the current conceptualization and practice of historiography, as a 
discipline, are a modern rearticulation of a practice dating back to 
– again – Greek philosophy). In that respect, the argument for dis-
ciplinary rigor turns out to be a maneuver that perpetuates the myth 
of modernity as something separate from coloniality. Therefore, if 
you happened to be a person educated in the Calmemac in Anáhuac 
and were quite far away from the legacies of the Greeks, it would 
be your fault for not being aware what civilized history is and how 
important it is for you.

Other criticisms may stem from the fact that the division of above 
and below still originates in the concept of the “above.” Indeed, it 
was the Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas who first described 
(but did not enact himself ) the perspective now being enacted by 
the Zapatistas. The most suspicious reader would add that it is Sub-
Comandante Marcos (a Mexican Mestizo who studied anthropology 
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at the Universidad Autónoma de México) who narrates. Legitimate 
and interesting objections, these. However, such objections remain 
entangled in the web and the perspective of modernity; that is, in 
the expectations created by the hegemonic perspective of modernity 
itself. To unfold this last statement, let’s take another step and perhaps 
a detour and come back to the inception of the logic of coloniality 
implied in the very idea of both “America” and “Latin” America.

The First “Barbarians” were not  
“Latin” Americans: The Invention of Racism in  

the Modern/Colonial

The complex articulation and disarticulation of diverse histories  
for the benefit of one, the history of the discoverers, conquerors, 
and colonizers, left to posterity a linear and homogeneous concept 
of history that also produced the “idea” of America. But in order 
for one history to be seen as primary, a system of classification to 
marginalize certain knowledges, languages, and beings needs to be 
in place. Thus, colonization and the justification for the appropria-
tion of land and the exploitation of labor in the process of the 
invention of America required the simultaneous ideological con-
struction of racism. The emergence of the Indians in the European 
consciousness, the simultaneous expulsion of the Moors and Jews 
from the Iberian peninsula in the late fifteenth century, and the 
redefinition of the African Blacks in slavery prompted a specific 
classification and ranking of humanity. The presumptuous “model” 
of ideal humanity on which it was based was not established by 
God as a natural order, but according to the perception of Christian, 
White, and European males. The geo- and body politics of knowledge 
were hidden and sublimated into an abstract universal coming from God or 
from the transcendental ego. Consequently, the geo-politics and body 
politics of knowledges that unfolded from the borders of imperial 
experiences in the colonies (that is, imperial/colonial experiences) 
offer not only a new and distinct epistemology (i.e., border episte-
mology), but also a perspective from which to analyze the limits of 
the regional universalizing of understanding based on both theology  
and egology (i.e., theo- and ego-politics of knowledge). The overall 
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classification and ranking of the world do not just reveal a reality 
out there, in the world, that they reflect, like in a mirror. They also 
hide the fact that such classification and ranking are valid only  
from a “given perspective” or locus of enunciation – the geo- 
historical and bio-graphical experience of the knowing subject of 
the philosophical principles of theology, the historical experiences 
of Western Christians, and the way of looking at the world as  
a male.

Of course, the hierarchy depends on who is in a position of 
power to decide the model and where one is located in relation to 
it. In the case at hand, Incas, Aztecs, or Mayas were not in a posi-
tion to classify people around the planet, or were not interested in 
doing so, because they did not have that kind of understanding. That 
was in the hands of the Portuguese and Spaniards. Thus it happened 
that the European Renaissance model of humanity became he-
gemonic and the Indians and African slaves were considered second-
class human beings, if human beings at all. We are talking here about 
the historical, demographic, and racial foundation of the modern/
colonial world. “Race,” of course, at this level is not a question of 
skin color or pure blood but of categorizing individuals according 
to their level of similarity/proximity to an assumed model of ideal 
humanity. “Race” would become interchangeable with “ethnicity,” 
as race itself refers only to a genealogy of blood, of genotypes, or 
of skin color, while “ethnicity” includes a language, memories, and 
shared past and present experiences; that is, it also refers to a cultural 
sense of community, what people have in common. That is precisely 
what “ethnos” mean and why it is also equivalent and complemen-
tary to the concept of “nation” (from Latin natio, “a community of 
birth”). After the merging of politics and religion (which originally 
meant tradition and community) in the Roman Empire under 
Constantine (third century ad), religion became a word to designate 
communities of faith, while nation (natio) designated communities 
of birth. With secularization in the eighteenth century and the 
emergence of the modern state, “nation” replaced “religion” to bring 
about a new kind of imagined community. The concept of “culture” 
was resignified to express “national culture” (language, literature, flag, 
history). People began to identify themselves as members of a 
nation-state and, secondarily, as members of a given religion. 
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Ethnicity referred to communities not necessarily defined by physi-
cal attributes.

When “race” (mainly in the nineteenth century) replaced “eth-
nicity” and, thus, placed the accent on “blood” and “skin color” 
instead of other attributes of community, “race” became synony-
mous with “racism.” “Racism” emerges when members of a given 
“race” or “ethnicity” have the privilege of classifying people and 
power in the words and concepts of the given group. “Racism” was 
and still is a classifying matrix that not only encompasses the physi-
cal characteristics of the human (blood, skin color, etc.) but also 
extends to the interpersonal realm of human activities like religion, 
languages (ranked with Greek, Latin, English, German, and French 
first; Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese second; Arabic, Russian, and 
Bengali third; and then the rest), and geopolitical classifications of 
the world (e.g., East–West, North–South; First, Second, and Third 
Worlds; Axis of Evil; etc.). The complex “racial” matrix continues 
to be in place today, as we can see if we look around or listen to 
the rhetoric of neo-liberalism that has been advanced most recently 
by President Bush’s administration. What is important to remember 
is that racialization is applied not only to people, but to language, 
religions, knowledge, countries, and continents as well.

To be more specific about the formation of race as part of the 
idea of “America” and of “Latin” America, let’s look at one of the 
foundational moments of the racial classification of the world. 
Confronted with previously unknown groups of people, the colo-
nizing Christians in the Indias Occidentales (or simply the Indias) 
began determining individuals on the basis of their relation to theo-
logical principles of knowledge, which were taken as superior to 
any other system around the world. Las Casas offered, toward the 
middle of the sixteenth century, a classification of “barbarians” which 
was, of course, a racial classification, although not based on skin 
color. It was racial because it ranked human beings in a top-down scale 
assuming the ideals of Western Christians as the criteria and measuring 
stick for the ranking. Racialization does not simply say, “you are Black 
or Indian, therefore your are inferior.” Rather, it says, “you are not 
like me, therefore you are inferior,” which in the Christian scale  
of humanity meant Indians in America and Blacks in Africa were 
inferior. Las Casas made a key contribution to the racialized  
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imaginary of the modern/colonial world when he defined, at  
the end of his Apologética Historia Sumaria (c.1552), four kinds of 
“barbarians.” Using Aristotle as a basis and point of departure,  
Las Casas proposed the following categories in order to have a clear 
sense of how a nation or part of it could be properly considered 
“barbarous.”11

The first of the four kinds of “barbarians” could be identified 
when a human group showed signs of strange or ferocious behavior 
and could be proven to have a degenerate sense of justice, reason, 
manners, and/or human generosity (benignidad). The term “barba-
rous” could thus be applied to a person or a people who acted on 
the basis of opinions that were not clear or that were attained in a 
quick, not altogether rational manner, or who showed tumultuous 
and unreasonable behavior. In the same vein, Las Casas believed that 
some peoples, once rational rules and generosity were forgotten, 
would fall into ferocious behavior and forget the generous and 
cordial manners (blandura y mansedumbre) that should characterize all 
civilized human social behavior. They would “become in some way 
ferocious, hard, rough, and cruel because barbarous means a strange-
ness and exorbitance or novelty that does not accord with human 
nature and common sense” (II, p. 6��).

The second meaning of “barbarous” or “barbarian” is narrower: 
all those people who lacked a “literal locution that responds to their 
language in the same way that our locution responds to the Latin 
language” are “barbarous” (II, p. 6�8). What Las Casas implied, then, 
was that “the Latin language” is the ultimate condition for the true 
warranty of any statement. On the basis of such principles, Spaniards 
would be able to assert, for instance, that the Indigenous people of 
the New World “lacked” the proper words to name God, an entity 
that was properly and truly named in and through the Latin lan-
guage. By extension, Arabic and Hebrew would also be languages 
that “lacked literal locution.” Similarly Las Casas considered “barba-
rous” all those people who lacked the practice and study of “letters,” 
of poetry, rhetoric, logic, history, and every aspect of knowledge 
called “literature” in the broadest sense of the word, meaning any-
thing written in alphabetic writing; that is, every “writing with 
letters” of the Latin alphabet. Las Casas nuanced his characterization 
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by saying that it should be clear that a person or people could be 
sabio y pulido (“sage and sophisticated”), not ferocious or cruel, and 
still be considered “barbarous” because they lack “literal locution.”

The third kind of barbarians were those who lacked basic forms 
of governmentality. This third type was closely related, then, to the 
first with its requirement for rational forms of thought and organi-
zation. The third kind, though, specifically lack the law and the state, 
and live in what Thomas Hobbes or John Locke would later theo-
rize as the state of nature. The fourth criterion for “barbarians” 
captured all those who were rational and had a structure of law but 
were considered infidels and pagans because they “lack true religion 
and Christian faith,” even when they are “sage and prudent philoso-
phers and politicians” (II, p. 645).

For Las Casas, then, “there is no nation (with the exception of 
Christian nations) that does not lack something or that is exempt 
from major defects such as in their law, costumes, life style and public 
policy” (II, p. 645). Take his example of the Turks and Moors as bar-
barians of the fourth type. Remember that at the end of the fifteenth 
century the Moors had been expelled from the south of the Iberian 
peninsula to the north of Africa, and those who remained in the 
peninsula became “moriscos”; that is to say, Moors in Castilian and 
Christian lands. The situation was similar to what happened to 
Mexicans in 1848 when the frontier of the US moved south – the 
Mexicans who remained in their place became Mexicans in the ter-
ritory of the US. Regarding the Turks and Moors, Las Casas wrote:

The Turks and the Moors, in our times, are undoubtedly 
people whose lifestyle is urban and settled. But how many and 
what kind of defects do they, in their urbanity, carry with 
them? And how irrational are their laws and what kind of flaws 
or shortcomings do they have? How barbarous are their habits? 
And how much sin and unreasonable ugliness is among them? 
The Moors are known for their tendency to let go and engage 
in base and lascivious pleasures; the Turks are inclined to the 
abominable vice [sodomy] as well as other ignominious vile-
ness, although it is said that they surpass us in every thing 
related to justice and government. (II, p. 646)12
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Briefly, then, Las Casas recognized that the Turks and the Moors 
were above the Castilian Christians in matters of law and statehood, 
although for him they (Moors and Turks) failed miserably in terms 
of Christian morals and were to be considered inferior. Las Casas’s 
conclusion was that the first, second, and fourth kinds of “barbar-
ians” are secundum quid barbaros (“next to barbarians”) because they 
lack something – mainly, they “lack our Christian faith” (II, p. 65�). 
The proper “barbarians” are those who fall under the third type, 
who are without the rule of law. As for the fourth type, Las Casas 
insists that this corresponds to the infidels and that there are two 
kinds of infidels: those who lived peacefully and owe nothing to 
the Christians, and those who are enemies and persecutors of the 
Christian faith.

After he defined the four kinds of barbarians, Las Casas came up 
with an unannounced fifth one that he called barbarie contraria. While 
the four types of barbarism responded to specific criteria, barbarie 
contraria (“enemy barbarism”) could refer to anyone. Barbarie contraria 
identified all those who (like today’s “terrorists”) actively worked to 
undermine Christianity. It was called “enemy barbarism” because of 
the “barbarians’” hatred of the Christian faith. It would apply to all 
those infidels who resisted and refused to accept the Gospel. They 
resisted evangelical preaching, Las Casas concluded, “out of the pure 
hatred they have toward our faith and to the name of Christ;  
and they not only refuse to receive and to hear the Christian faith 
but they mainly impugn and persecute it; and if they could – just 
to elevate and expand their own sect – they would destroy it” (II, 
p. 64�). Las Casas did not clarify who “they” were, beyond examples 
taken from Thomas Aquinas. Las Casas wrote, “Barbarous are all 
those who are outside the (Christian) Roman Empire; all those, that 
is to say, who are beyond the Universal Church, since beyond the 
Universal Church there is no Empire” (II, p. 648). The genealogy is 
here established in retrospect. The empire is defined as coterminous 
with the universal church, while barbarie contraria encompasses every 
act against the church or against the empire. Thus barbarie contraria 
subsumes the imperial and colonial differences, insofar as both  
non-Christian empires, Indians and Black Africans, are “barbarous.” 
Throughout the centuries and throughout the making of the  
modern colonial world, “negative barbarism” has been redefined and 
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expanded to refer to those who fight against the West and its ideals: 
democracy, freedom, and modernity.

But Las Casas’s major goal in introducing these criteria was to 
be able to decide what kind of barbarians the Indians of the New 
World were, because he had already demonstrated their rationality. 
The Indians, particularly those of the Aztec and Inca Empires, were 
“rational.”1� They governed themselves and were “sage and sophis-
ticated.” They were not “negative barbarians” either, since they did 
not know about the church of Christ until the Spanish arrived to 
the New World. Thus, he positioned them in the banal fourth type, 
those lacking Christianity, and in the second type, those lacking 
“literal locution.” The first “barbarians” of the modern/colonial 
world, then, were certainly not “Latin.” Aymara and Kichua/Kechua 
histories were, of course, different from the stories that could be 
told in Latin. But little by little, after 1500, the only and true story 
was written in Latin and in European imperial languages. All other 
stories were buried and denied “authenticity,” the authenticity that 
European stories were endowed with. The “conquest and coloniza-
tion of America” was, among other things, a conquest and coloniza-
tion of existing knowledges that, of course, were coded in languages 
of “non-literal locution.” Indian languages became obsolete in epis-
temic terms. The epistemic domains and practices of Indians and 
Afros were subsumed into the universal history conceived from the 
perspective and experiences of Western Christians, later secularized 
by Hegel at the inception of the imperial dominance of England 
and France.

You may be wondering at this point what all of this has to do 
with the “idea” of America and of Latin America. Let’s try to move 
in that direction. The “idea” of America was indeed a European 
invention that took away the naming of the continent from people 
that had inhabited the land for many centuries before Columbus 
“discovered” it. This phenomenon has been described as “decultura-
tion,” as “dispossession” (both material and spiritual), and more 
recently as “colonization of knowledge” and “colonization of beings.” 
When the first and second generation of Creoles of European 
descent in what are today the two Americas, Latin and Anglo, came 
into power, the Creoles appropriated the name of the continent  
for themselves, labeling themselves “Americans” or “Americanos.” 
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Indians and Blacks were definitively put out of the game. Today, the 
continental Indigenous movements, from the Antarctic to the Arctic 
pole, are claiming “Abya-Yala” as the name of the continent they 
inhabit (see chapter �).14 This means that “Latin” America is the 
name of the continent inhabited by people of European descent. 
This may be difficult to understand, because of the success of the 
logic of coloniality in making it seem that “Latin” America is at 
once a subcontinent and the idea in the consciousness of everybody 
who dwells in the territory thus named. There is no claim yet, as 
far as I know, being made generally by Afro-Americans (that is, in 
North and South America and the Caribbean) as to how they will 
locate themselves in relation to a subcontinental name that was 
invented by Europeans and appropriated by Latin and Anglo Creoles. 
In Ecuador and Colombia, though, the term la gran co-marca – the 
idea of a large, shared (co-, as in co-operation), marked territory with 
a common root – is being used by Afro-Andeans. The moral is that 
the “idea” of Latin America is, ontologically, the “idea” in the con-
sciousness of the Creoles and Mestizos/as identified with European 
descent and histories. It may have been assumed at some point in 
the past by Indians and people of Afro descent that they too inhab-
ited “Latin” America – but this is no longer the case (see chapter 
�). “Latin” America is not their dwelling place, although their daily 
life grew, changed, and unfolded over a mass of land identified as 
Latin America. The mass of land could be renamed any time, but 
the consciousness of being “Latin” American cannot be changed or 
renamed that easily. The first is a question of naming that requires 
consensus in international law. The second is a question of conscious-
ness that requires self-examination by the people who identify them-
selves (or are identified) as “Latin” Americans.

Occidentalism and the “Americanity” of America

But how did we get to this point of universal acceptance of the 
ideas of America and Latin America? What was the geo-political 
and geo-historical framework in which this idea of America came 
to life? Behind the apparently neutral description of the “discovery” 
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there is a logic of continental racialization, whose definitive form 
was set up (obviously without a clear design and road map for its 
future) in the sixteenth century with the drawing of the first maps 
of the modern/colonial world. How can continents be racialized, 
you may ask. At the time of the “discovery,” Christian cosmology 
incorporated America as a fourth arm in a world previously  
conceived as tripartite and divided into Asia, Africa, and Europe. To 
understand the world into which America would be integrated, 

2�

The Christian T-in-O map, from the ninth-century edition of Isidore of 
Seville’s Etymologies. The complicity between geography and epistemology is 
already at work in this map: the partition of the world is from the privileged 
position of an observer who is, at once, located in Europe and above and 
beyond the three continents. (Courtesy of the Newberry Library, Chicago.)
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observe the famous “T-in-O” map shown on p. 2�, which was 
published in the ninth-century edition of Isidore of Seville’s 
Etymologies (originally compiled in the early seventh century).15 The 
tripartite division is obvious, with Asia occupying the top part of 
the circle and Europe and Africa dividing among themselves the 
bottom half. You might ask who divided the world into these three 
continents before the “discovery” of the fourth one. If, prompted 
by that question, you were to look back into world histories, you 
would realize that no other of the existing sixteenth-century civili-
zations (China, India, Arabo-Islam, Japan, Inca, Maya, Aztec) divided 
the world into three continents and identified them as Asia, Africa, 
and Europe. It would become apparent that only Western Christians 
had divided the world into three parts. Moreover, Western Chris-
tians had assigned each of the parts to one of the three sons of 
Noah: Asia to Shem, Africa to Ham, and Europe to Japheth.

Two questions arise from Isidore’s map: how did this imaginary, 
the correspondence between continents and Noah’s sons, get to be 
articulated? And, more important for our discussion, what were the 
consequences of such an imaginary? The idea of “America” cannot 
be understood without the existence, previous to the discovery/
invention, of the tripartite division of the world, with the corre-
sponding Christian geo-political connotations. It is not excessive to 
remind the reader that there was no reason why people in China, 
in Islam, in the empires of Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac would believe 
that the world was divided into three and that each division has to 
be related to a son of Noah! This reminder is necessary because 
after the discovery/invention and from the sixteenth century onward, 
there would be an overwhelming belief in the fact that the planet 
was actually and naturally divided into four continents – Asia, Africa, 
Europe, and America.

When we look at the world maps of Gerardus Mercator (1542) 
and Abraham Ortelius (c. 15�5),16 we see, for the first time in the 
history of the human species, the world now divided into the four 
major continents recognized today. (“Australasia,” which includes 
Australia, New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea, doesn’t have in 
the imaginary the force of one of the four major continents. Of 
course, Papua New Guineans do not see the world in those terms.) 
And we see the mass of lands and water in Ortelius’ map not 
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because the planet is divided into four continents, but because the  
T-in-O map has been invisibly imposed upon Ortelius’ “Orbis Universalis 
Terrarum.”

The shift from the three continents in Isidore’s map to the addi-
tion of a fourth one at the end of the fifteenth century is interesting 
for several reasons. First and most obviously, the division of the 
world into continents according to Christian cosmology was simply 
an isolated Christian invention that was applied and later accepted 
globally. Next, when America was invented and appended to the 
triad, Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac disappeared. It was as if they had 
not existed before, and only began to do so at the very moment of 
their disappearance (invasion). That is to say, they lost their autono-
mous history. From the beginning of the sixteenth century onward, 
the histories and languages of Indian communities “became histori-
cal” at the point where they lost their own history. They became, 
in other words, museum cultures as they ceased to be human history. 
When Gerardus Mercator drew his world map in 1542 and repre-
sented the New World as an independent continent, he contributed 
to an “American” identity that ignored and suppressed Anáhuac, 
Tawantinsuyu, and Abya-Yala. This kind of suppression would 
become conceptualized as “modernity,” as if modernity was a neces-
sary historical force with the right to negate and suppress everything 
that did not fit a model of world history that is seen as “an essential 
historical process.”

Be that as it may, Mercator labeled the two landmasses as North 
and South America ( pars Sept(entrionalis) and pars Merid(ionalis) respec-
tively) and separated the Americas from the other three continents 
(Asia, Africa, and Europe), following the already existing idea of the 
Old and the New Worlds. America, because of the colonial differen-
tial effect, has always been conceived as a continent that did not co-
exist with the other three but came into being late in the history of 
the planet. For that reason it was called the “New World” and, by the 
eighteenth century, Buffon and Hegel really saw its nature and 
culture as “young.” History – that is, official and canonical narratives 
of a chronological successions of events and their location in space – 
placed a similar gulf between the history of Europe and that of its 
colonies, as if they were independent entities always “trailing behind” 
the triumphal march of European, supposedly universal, history.
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St Augustine, writing in the early fifth century, contributed  
significantly to continental racialization. Although the term “race” in 
today’s sense is from the eighteenth century, the idea of superiority 
imbedded in the Christian classification of people by continent was 
already implicit in the T-in-O map. The geographical distribution 
of Noah’s three sons (Shem, Ham, and Japheth), one in each conti-
nent, speaks to the ways in which Japheth was considered in relation 
to Shem and Ham. There should be no surprise, therefore, in the 
fact that seventeenth-century world maps have Europe in the upper 
left, Asia in the upper right, and Africa and America at the bottom 
(usually represented by naked or semi-naked women). If that is not 
racialization of people and continental divisions, I do not understand 
what racism is. Before Augustine such a link had not been clearly 
established. In other words, there were obviously no natural con-
nections whatsoever between Asia and Shem, Africa and Ham, and 
Europe and Japheth, as Isidore would have it in his T-in-O map. In 
The City of God, Augustine (book XVI) wanted to ask whether the 
holy city could be traced in “a continuous line from the flood or 
was so interrupted by intervening periods of irreligion that there 
are times when not one man emerges as worshipper of the one true 
God” (book XVI, 1, 649). Thus, Augustine speculates:

In fact, from the time of Noah, whom with his wife and his 
three sons and their wives was found worthy to be rescued 
from the devastation of the Flood by means of the ark, we do 
not find, until the time of Abraham, anyone whose devotion 
is proclaimed by any statement in the inspired Scriptures – 
except for the fact that Noah commends his sons Shem and Japheth 
in his prophetic benediction, since he knew, by prophetic insight, what 
was to happen in the far distant future. Hence it was that he also 
cursed his middle son, that is the one younger than the first-
born and older than the last, because he had sinned against his 
father. He did not curse him in his own person, but in the 
person of his son, Noah’s grandson; and he used those words: 
“A curse on Canaan! He shall be a slave, a servant to his  
brothers.” Now Canaan was the son of Ham, who had not 
covered  the nakedness of his sleeping father, but instead had 
called attention to it. This is also why Noah went on to add 
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a blessing on his two sons, the eldest and the youngest, saying, 
“Blessed be the Lord God of Shem, and Canaan shall be his 
slave; may God enlarge Japheth, and may he dwell in the 
houses of Shem.” In the same way the vineyard planted by 
Noah, the drunkenness resulting from its fruit, the nakedness 
of the sleeping Noah, and all the other events recorded in this story, 
were laden with prophetic meanings and covered with prophetic 
veils.1�

At this point, Augustine begins a hermeneutic argument (that  
is, an argument about meaning, not about causes) by which the 
meaning attributed to each of the names of Noah’s sons will be the 
“prophetic insight” that illuminates “the distant future,” a future that 
was in fact Augustine’s present. He argues: “Now that the historical 
fulfillment of these prophecies has come about in the posterity of 
these sons, the things which were concealed have been abundantly 
revealed” (book XVI, 2, 650). So what were the “prophetic mean-
ings” covered with “prophetic veils” in each of the names?

The name Shem, as we know, means “named” and it was in 
Shem’s line that Christ was born in the flesh. Japheth means 
“enlargement” and “in the houses of Christ”; that is, the “enlarge-
ment” of the nations dwells in the church. The name Ham means 
“hot” and Noah’s middle son was separated from the other 
two and, by keeping his position between them, was included 
neither in the first fruits of Israel nor in the full harvest of the 
Gentiles. He could only stand for the hot breed of heretics: 
“They are hot, because they are on fire not with the spirit of wisdom, 
but with the spirit of impatience; for that is the characteristic fervor in 
the heart of heretics; that is what makes them disturb the peace of the 
saints.”

To understand the implications of Augustine’s argument, let’s remem-
ber that he was following the line of descent from Shem to show 
the unfolding of the City of God after the Flood (book XVI, 10, 
665). A second important moment after Shem’s is the “development 
of the City of God from the epoch marked by Father Abraham” 
(book XVI, 12, 6�0). Abraham was born, Augustine informs us, in 
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the territory of the Chaldeans, “a land which formed part of the 
Assyrian Empire” (book XVI, 12, 6�0). Now, this information is 
relevant in that section 1� of book XVI is devoted to “the three 
outstanding Gentile empires.” And here is where we find, several 
centuries before Isidore of Seville, the explanation of the continental 
division in the T-in-O map.

My extended review of the famous, and yet forgotten, history of 
the tripartite continental division has two ultimate purposes. One 
is to underscore the fact that the planet was not ontologically 
divided into continents, but that the continental triad was a Christian 
invention. Second, I want to show that the meaning of America (and 
the Indias Occidentales) can’t be understood outside the Christian 
continental divide. If, in a hypothetical revision of history (an exer-
cise in the logic of “possible worlds”), the lump of land into which 
Columbus bumped had been “discovered” instead by the Moors, 
the Turks, or the Chinese, you can be absolutely sure that there 
would be no “America” today, and even less likely would be the 
existence of a “Latin” America. Of course, history is based on what 
happened and not on what could have happened. Philosophy, though, 
is based on possible worlds and on always asking about the alterna-
tives that have been left out by that which “really” happened. In 
other words, “historical reality” is not only what happened but also 
the possibilities that the sheer facts of what happened negate.

What happened has much to do with the increasing complicity 
of Christianity (and Christian knowledge) with the force of devel-
oping capitalism and its consequences in the cultural industry: map 
making, book publishing and circulation, the authority of the printed 
book, etc. Without that partnership, the outcome of capitalism and 
the world in which we are living in today, with the Americas, would 
have certainly been different. History is an institution that legiti-
mizes the telling of stories of happenings simultaneously silencing 
other stories, as well as stories of the silence of histories.18 How did 
Christianity and capitalism come together in America? Indeed, 
Christianity and capital came together before, more clearly toward 
the middle of the fifteenth century. But America propelled capital 
into capitalism. How come? Again, the massive appropriation of  
land, massive exploitation of labor, and massive slave trade came 
together with a common goal (to produce the commodities of a 
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global market, from gold to tobacco and sugar) and a dramatic 
consequence (the expendability – dispensability – of human lives  
in the pursuit of commodity production and capital accumulation). 
Capital turned into capitalism when the radical changes in land 
appropriation, labor exploitation, and massive commodity produc-
tion were conceived in the rhetoric of modernity as an advance-
ment of humanity (in the eighteenth century, Adam Smith would 
be the first in theorizing political economy starting from the Atlantic 
commercial circuits). The consequences of the conversion of capital 
into capitalism were the devaluation of human lives and and the 
naturalization of human expendability. That is the beginning of a type 
of racism that is still well and alive today (as evidenced in the treatment 
of immigrants in Europe and the US, as well as the expendability 
of people’s lives in Iraq).

The commercial circuits in the expanding mercantile economy 
had been forming between 1250 and 1�50.19 But a new dimension 
– the justification of the possession of land, ports, and places – 
appeared with the Romanus pontifex bull of 1455, the bull Inter caetera 
of 149�, the Tratado de Tordesilla of 149�, in which the pope dis-
tributed the “new” discovered lands between Spain and Portugal, 
and the Requerimiento of 1512. These declarations foreshadow the 
constitution of the modern/colonial world. For example, the early 
Romanus Pontifex bull responds to the “discoveries” made by the 
Portuguese prince Henry the Navigator (1�95–1460) and states:

And so it came to pass that when a number of ships of this 
kind had explored and taken possession of very many harbors, 
islands, and seas, they at length came to the province of Guinea, 
and having taken possession of some islands and harbors and the 
sea adjacent to that province, sailing farther they came to  
the mouth of a certain great river commonly supposed to be 
the Nile, and war was waged for some years against the peoples 
of those parts in the name of the said King Alfonso and of the 
prince, and in it very many islands in that neighborhood were 
subdued and peacefully possessed, as they are still possessed together 
with the adjacent sea. Thence also many Guineamen and other 
negroes, taken by force, and some by barter of unprohibited 
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articles, or by other lawful contract of purchase, have been sent to 
the said kingdoms. A large number of these have been converted to 
the Catholic faith, and it is hoped, by the help of divine mercy, 
that if such progress be continued with them, either those 
peoples will be converted to the faith or at least the souls of 
many of them will be gained for Christ.20

These bulls clearly linked the Christian church with mercantilism 
and added a new and important element: the right of the Christians 
to “take possession.” Experts in modern/colonial history and the 
“discovery” of America are familiar with the famous Requerimiento21 
that officers of the Castilian crown and the church read to the 
Indians in order to enact possession of their land. The combination 
of an expansive ideology (that of Western Christianity), on the one 
hand, with the transformation of the mercantile trade by the em-
phasis on land possession and the massive exploitation of labor to 
produce commodities for a newly global market, on the other, 
engendered the colonial matrix of power.22 The point here is that 
the emergence of the Atlantic commercial circuit (in the “discovery 
and colonization” of America) established the links between faith, 
land possession, and the massive exploitation of labor (serfdom, 
slavery) in the Americas, in mines as well as in plantations producing 
for the global market.

The thirteenth-century mercantile world-system economy was 
different. First, it was not driven in conjunction with a global design, 
such as the one Christians began to envision and implement toward 
the middle of the fifteenth century. Abu-Lughod has remarked:

Indeed, what is noteworthy in the world system of the  
thirteenth century is that a wide variety of cultural systems 
coexisted and cooperated, and that societies organized  
differently from those in the West dominated the system. 
Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, Zoroastrianism, and numerous 
other smaller sects often dismissed as “pagan” all seem to have 
permitted and, indeed, facilitated lively commerce, production, 
exchange, risk-taking and the like. And among these, Christianity 
played a relatively insignificant role.2�



The Americas, Christian Expansion, and Racism

�2

We cannot account in detail here for the radical transformation that 
in two centuries led to the assumption of imperial control of the 
modern/colonial world by Christianity, and the design to convert 
by force and by possession all barbarians outside it. What is relevant 
for us is a second observation made by Abu-Lughod. She notices 
and analyzes a decline of naval and commercial control by China 
and India, toward the end of the fourteenth century:

The withdrawal of the Chinese fleet after 14�5, coupled with 
the overextension into the two easternmost circuits of the 
Indian Ocean trade of the Arab and Gujarati Indian merchants, 
neither protected by a strong navy, left a vacuum of power in 
the Indian Ocean. Eventually, this vacuum was filled first  
by the Portuguese, then by the Dutch, and finally by  
the British   .   .   .   What decisively transformed the shape of the 
“modern” world system was not so much the Portuguese take-
over of the “old world” but the Spanish incorporation of  
the “new world.” This geographic reorientation displaced the 
center of gravity in a decisive manner and, if Marx’s contention 
is accepted, provided through primitive accumulation, the windfalls of 
wealth that eventually were spun into industrial gold. This perhaps, 
is why European scholars have in the last analysis been fixated 
on the sixteenth century.24

Confronting Abu-Lughod’s narrative with the perceptions that 
emerged in and from the colonial history of the Americas will help 
us understand the co-existence and the conflict of interpretations 
not only within one paradigm but across paradigmatic frameworks 
of thought and across the epistemic colonial difference. We will see 
later that this general philosophical problem has serious implications 
for power relations and, more specifically, for one particular kind of 
power relations, the “coloniality of power” (i.e., imperial appropria-
tion of land, exploitation of labor, and control of finance; control 
of authority; control of gender and sexuality; and control of knowl-
edge and subjectivity). “Discovery” is the dominant, imperial version 
of what happened (the version that became “reality,” the ontological 
dimension of history that blends what happened with the inter-
pretation of what happened), while “invention” opens the window 
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of possibility for decolonizing knowledge. That is, if “discovery” is 
an imperial interpretation, “invention” is not just a different inter-
pretation but a move to decolonize imperial knowledge. Which one 
is the true one is a moot question. The point is not which of the 
two interpretations better “represents the event” but, rather, what 
the power differential in the domain of knowledge is. And what we 
have here are two interpretations, one offering the imperial vision 
of the event, and the other the decolonial vision. Both co-exist in 
different paradigms: the imperial paradigm imposes and maintains 
the dominant view (which all students learn from elementary to 
high school and which is disseminated in popular culture and the 
media). The decolonial paradigm struggles to bring into intervening 
existence an-other interpretation that brings forward, on the one 
hand, a silenced view of the event and, on the other, shows the 
limits of imperial ideology disguised as the true (and total) inter-
pretation of the events.

The idea of America that complemented the idea of “discovery” 
came into being at the intersection of Christian cosmology, the 
emerging capitalist economy, and the decolonial responses of 
Indigenous populations in Anáhuac and Tawantinsuyu, who tried 
first to expel the invaders and later to find strategies of survival 
mixed with rejection of the invaders and preservation of their own 
language, beliefs, and ways of social and family life. The initial ten-
sions between the diversity of Spaniards and Portuguese and the 
diversity of Indians was complicated later on by the arrival of African 
slaves and, still later, by the emergence of the Creole consciousness 
by the mid-seventeenth century. That sixteenth-century intersection 
was also marked by the fact that, then and there, Christianity gained 
ground over Moors and Jews and became “the” religion of the capi-
talist world, which turned into liberalism in the eighteenth century 
and neo-liberalism (that is, political conservativism) in the second 
half of the twentieth and the first part of the twenty-first centuries. 
The complicity between the US and the state of Israel since its 
inception cannot be detached from the long history of the modern/
colonial world, which includes the expulsion of the Jews from Spain 
at the very moment in which Spain was becoming the imperial 
foundation of the modern/colonial and capitalist word, as well as 
the changing faces of the idea of America, from the fourth continent 
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in Christian cosmology to the exceptionality of America-as-US to 
save the world from the axis of evil.

O’Gorman’s thesis is located within the Creole decolonial gene-
alogy of thought. As we will see in chapter �, similar decolonial 
discourses grounded in the “colonial wound,” and in the genealogies 
of thoughts and experience of Indians and Afro descendants,  
surfaced more or less at the same time as O’Gorman’s. The Afro-
descendant decolonial genealogy of thought was clearly and loudly 
manifested in and for the Americas by Aimé Césaire in Discours sur 
le colonialisme (1950) and Retour au pays natal (1956), and by Frantz 
Fanon in Peaux noires, masques blancs (1952). In parallel with deco-
lonial discourses articulated after World War II, Aymara intellectual 
and activist Fausto Reinaga, in América India y Occidente (19�4), was 
also articulating a decolonial discourse embedded in Indigenous and 
Andean colonial experiences and genealogy of thoughts. Observing 
the colonial history of the Americas, then, helps us understand the 
co-existence and the conflict of interpretations across paradigmatic 
frameworks and across the epistemic colonial difference;. that is, the 
decolonial epistemic shift means understanding modernity from the 
perspective of coloniality, while, for instance, postmodernity means 
understanding modernity from within modernity itself.

The Historical Foundation of  
Occidentalism and its Epistemic,  

Political, and Ethical Consequences

The “idea” of America came into being deeply rooted in the “idea” 
of Occidentalism. After all, “Indias Occidentales” was the name 
attributed by the Spaniards to their newly possessed lands. America, 
as a name, co-existed for three centuries with “Indias Occidentales” 
before that name fell into desuetude after the Creoles gained  
independence from Spain. O’Gorman’s thesis on the “invention of 
America” and “the universalism of Western culture” revealed not 
only that the idea of discovery is an imperial interpretation but also 
that America as the extreme West is rooted in Christian cosmology, 
in which the destiny of Japheth, the son located in the West, was 
to expand. “Occidentalism” was one of the consequences of the 
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colonial revolution and the condition that made possible, three 
centuries later, the invention of “Orientalism” in the imperial expan-
sion of Britain and France into Asia and Africa. “Occidentalism,” as 
O’Gorman’s thesis on the “universalism of Western culture” suggests, 
has two interrelated dimensions: First, it served to locate the geo-
historical space of Western culture. But, less obviously, it also fixed 
the privileged locus of enunciation. It is from the West that the rest 
of the world is described, conceptualized, and ranked: that is, moder-
nity is the self-description of Europe’s role in history rather than 
an ontological historical process. Without a locus of enunciation 
self-conceived as Occidental, the Oriental could not have been 
thought out.25

Hegel’s philosophy of history is a striking example in which the 
West is both a geo-historical location and the center of enunciation. 
History moves from East to West. In that move, the very idea of 
Western civilization became the point of reference for the rest of 
the world, and the goal as well. How was it that the “West” came 
to occupy the “center” in terms of political theory, political economy, 
philosophy, arts, and literature? And when? Up to the fifteenth 
century, Western Christendom (or Europe in Greek mythology) was 
literally the “West” – but “West” of what? Of Jerusalem, of course, 
as it was the center of the Christian world. Athens and Rome were 
construed as the part of the “West” that offered the foundation of 
knowledge, social organization, and the consolidation of the church 
and the state under Emperor Constantine, three centuries ad. Thus, 
“Western Europe” did not begin to occupy the “center” until the 
emergence of the “Indias Occidentales” (later called America and, 
even later, Latin and Anglo America) in the Christian European 
consciousness. The very idea of a West (Occidentalism) and the  
ideology of Western expansion since 1500 also began with the iden-
tification and invention of America. From that moment on, the 
Indias Occidentales defined the confines of the West and, as its 
periphery, were part of the West nonetheless. Those confines were 
traced from a locus of observation that placed itself at the center of 
the world being observed, described, and classified. This allowed 
Western Europe to become the center of economic and political 
organization, a model of social life, an exemplar of human achieve-
ment, and, above all, the point of observation and classification of 
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the rest of the world. Thus the idea of “West” as “center” became 
dominant in European political theory, political economy, philosophy, 
arts, and literature, in the process by which Europe was conquering 
the world and classifying the world being conquered. The hubris of 
the zero-point became the legitimate and naturalized point of obser-
vation in cartography (as in Ortelius’ map) and in theology. The 
sixteenth is the century in which the eye of God is in complicity 
with empirical observations provided by navigations around the 
globe. Theology provided the authority of the locus of observation 
and cartography the truth of the world being observed.26

“Occidentalism,” more than a field or domain of study like 
“Orientalism” in the hands and pens of French and British  
intellectuals since the late eighteenth century, is itself the  
perspective from which the Orient can be conceived. For how 
could “Orientalism” become a geo-political concept without the 
presupposition of an “Occident” which was not only its counterpart, 
but also the very condition for the existence of “Orientalism”? 
Furthermore, “Occidentalism” was both a geo-political concept and 
the foundation of knowledge from which all categories of thought 
emerged and all classifications of the rest of the world were deter-
mined. “Orientalism” did not have this privilege. Western people 
have disciplines and Eastern people have cultures to be studied by 
Western disciplines. The West was, and still is, the only geo-historical 
location that is both part of the classification of the world and the 
only perspective that has the privilege of possessing dominant categories of 
thoughts from which and where the rest of the world can be described, clas-
sified, understood, and “improved.”2�

The enchanting power of Occidentalism resides in its privileged 
geo-historical location, a privilege that was self-attributed by the 
growing hegemonic belief in its own racial, religious, philosophic, 
and scientific superiority. One of the most devastating consequences 
of such a system of belief is that the world seems to be what 
European (and later US) categories of thought allow you to say it 
is. The rest is simply wrong and any attempt to think otherwise 
opens one up to harassment, demonizing, and, eventually, elimina-
tion. The idea of America (and subsequently of Latin and Anglo 
America) is a product and a consequence of this Occidentalist  
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ideology of Western expansion and civilization. The Occidental is, 
primarily, the place of hegemonic epistemology rather than a geo-
graphical sector on the map. Samuel Huntington demonstrated as 
much when he placed Australia in the First World and in the West 
while leaving Latin America out.28 For, after all, “(Latin) America” 
is not an “entity” that can be observed and experienced, but an 
“idea” that arises in the conflicts of interpretation across the colonial 
difference. The “differences” between Latin America and Europe and 
the US are not just “cultural”; they are, well and truly, “colonial 
differences.” That is, the links between industrial, developed, and 
imperial countries, on the one hand, and could-be-industrial, under-
developed, and emerging countries, on the other, are the colonial 
difference in the sphere where knowledge and subjectivity, gender 
and sexuality, labor, exploitation of natural resources, and finance, 
and authority are established. The notion of cultural differences 
overlooks the relation of power while the concept of colonial dif-
ference is based, precisely, on imperial/colonial power differentials.

We can deepen our understanding of the functions and implica-
tions of the idea of Occidentalism by contrasting it with the forma-
tion of the ideas of other areas that were constructed vis-à-vis a 
hegemonic idea of Europe. The contrast between Asia or Africa and 
the Americas can also illuminate the importance of the emergence 
of “Occidentalism” as part of the ideology of colonization during 
the Renaissance, and of “Orientalism” as its counterpart to justify 
the later expansion of England and France. Both rely on the image 
of the world put in place in the sixteenth century when “America” 
emerged in the European consciousness and in the global designs 
of capitalist empires.

In “How Does Asia Mean?” Sun Ge presents a compelling  
argument that from the beginning Asia:

is not only a political concept, but also a cultural concept; it 
is not only a geographical location, but also a measure of value 
judgment. The Asia question itself does not bear any necessary 
relation to the question of hegemony and counter-hegemony, 
although the attempts to tackle this question have brought into 
play considerations of hegemony of the East and the West.
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More specifically, Sun Ge frames the problem as follows:

For a long historical period, Asia has not been treated as a 
self-contained geographical concept, but has only been put forward 
ideologically in opposition to Europe. The discussion of Asia involved 
not only the question of Eurocentrism, but also the question 
of hegemony within the East. As difficult as it is to sort out 
the question of Asia, it remains an underlying thread running 
through the intellectual history in the modern world. Hence, we 
still have to grapple with the question of Asia as one that 
constitutes a totality in itself.29

The general statement that Asia has “been put forward ideologi-
cally in opposition to Europe” already reveals the fact that “Asia” 
surfaced out of the political project of European agents more than 
from the spirit imbedded in the ontology of a continent. In the 
same way as the people living in Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac did 
not know that they inhabited a continent named America, the 
people of China, Japan, and India did not know that they were 
living in a continent named Asia (and, of course, the equivalent 
holds for Indigenous people in what later came to be called New 
Zealand and Australia). Who really knew that Incas and Aztecs were 
living in America and that Chinese and Japanese were in Asia? The 
Western Christians, who drew the maps and named the areas, were the only 
ones who knew. And how and when did Chinese and Japanese and 
other people in “Asia” know that they inhabited a continent named 
Asia? To determine the precise moment or period in which the 
different people and institutions in China, Japan, India, etc. accepted 
the idea that they were living in a continent named “Asia” and 
began to associate a particular territory with that specific name, we 
would need to do further investigation. One answer, however, can 
be taken as a given: not before 1582. Why? Because it was in the 
decade of 1580 that Italian Jesuit Mateo Ricci presented a world 
map (presumably Ortelius’ “Orbis Universalis Terrarum”) to the 
intellectuals and officers of the Ming Dynasty.�0 We can be almost 
certain that it was only then that people inhabiting China and Japan 
“learned” for the first time that they were living in a space called 
Asia, just as the Indigenous people and African slaves transported to 
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America learned, also in the sixteenth century, that there was a 
continent named “America.” And what about Africa? A similar 
“learning” curve can be traced. People from the Maghrib, the 
empire of Mali, the kingdoms of the Niger Bend and of Chad, etc. 
began to learn, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, that they 
belonged to a continental unit called “Africa.” There was no good 
reason for the different people of “Africa” to spontaneously conceive of 
themselves as they were conceived of by the European Christians! The 
adoption of an image, Africa, which belonged not to their memories 
but to the memories of Christian Europe, accompanied the increas-
ing force of the colonial matrix of power, which as we have seen 
came into the picture with the “discovery of America” and the 
Christian maps locating the “barbarians” of the world.

The political project subjacent to and invisible under the conti-
nental division has important consequences for contemporary intel-
lectual debates. Sun Ge appropriately brings to the forefront the 
need for a radical revisiting of Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism 
(a revisiting to radicalize the concept, and not to favor the Bernard 
Lewises of the world that have been attacking Said for his critique 
both of Orientalism and of Israel). “Asia,” writes Sun Ge, is a sin-
gular term that “has emerged to name collectively a plurality of 
countries and regions.” However, “in the hands of Asians, Orientalism 
becomes different from that which Said criticizes, for it is directed 
against the Asian Occidentalism.”�1 Recognizing the fundamental 
contribution made by Said, she calls for an equally fundamental 
revision. Sun Ge makes an epistemic geo-political move (that is, a 
move that shifts the geo-politics of knowledge) “to take a different 
perspective from that of Western intellectuals on the question of 
Asia – a question that deserves greater attention from intellectuals 
in both the East and the West.”�2 Sun Ge observes, rightly in my 
view, that when Said declares:

To speak of scholarly specialization as a geographical “field” is, 
in the case of Orientalism, fairly revealing since no one is likely 
to imagine a field symmetrical to it called Occidentalism. 
Already the special, perhaps even eccentric attitude of 
Orientalism becomes apparent. For   .   .   .   there is no real analogy 
for taking a fixed, more or less total geographical position 
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towards a wide variety of social, linguistic, political and histori-
cal realities.��

Here, Sun Ge goes on to make a weighty observation:

what Said fails to understand is that there is another side to this 
problem. That is, for the Asians engaged in the discussion of the Asia 
question, though one cannot say there is precisely something called 
“Occidentalism” worked out by them, there indeed exists, and 
not without reason, in abstraction an ambiguous single entity 
named the “West.” Although it is no longer meaningful today 
to consider the “West” as a single entity, Occidentalism had, at 
least in the modern history of East Asia, once played a key  
role in mediating the self-knowledge of the nations within  
the East with important questions being stirred up in the 
process.�4

Sun Ge is correct to point out that Said only saw half of the 
problem and did not stop to wonder how Orientalism could have 
emerged without a previous notion of Occidentalism. The problem 
in Said’s argument, which is very clear in the statement just quoted, 
is that he takes for granted that the “beginning” of modern history 
(and the very idea of modernity) is located in the eighteenth 
century. He, along with many others, particularly scholars in post-
colonial studies, was blind to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
and the consequences of the “discovery” of America. This means, 
really, that the emergence and configuration of the colonial matrix 
of power of “Orientalism” are but a second round of world-order 
transformation.

Asia or (Latin) America are, to paraphrase Sun Ge, mediums 
through which we are effectively led to our history, and it is precisely 
because of this historical significance that it is important we keep 
asking how Asia (or “Latin America”) signifies.�5 I take we and our 
in the previous sentence to refer to the inscription of the geo- 
politically identified subject (that is, the geo-politically marked loci 
of enunciations). The history of Asia or (Latin) America could be 
written by someone for whom it is not “our history” but “theirs.” 
This is precisely what happened in the sixteenth century when 
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Spanish missionaries decided that the Indians did not have history 
while they, the Spanish missionaries, were God-appointed to write 
the history that Indians did not have. Spanish missionaries could not 
have said “our” or “my” when they were writing the history of the 
Mexica people, as they could with the memories and subjectivity 
of their own past.

And how does “Africa” signify, then? A substantial answer has 
been advanced in two of Valentin Mudimbe’s classic books: The 
Invention of Africa (1988) and The Idea of Africa (1994).�6 As we have 
said, “Africa” was not the name and the spatial image “Africans” 
had of their territory. It was a growing and changing conceptualiza-
tion from the times of Strabo and Ptolemy (who used the name 
“Libya”), and a construction of theirs and other Greek and Latin 
geographers and historians. Thus, the invention of Africa has its 
foundation in the “Greek paradigm of thought” (as Mudimbe ana-
lyzes it in The Idea of Africa). The Greek paradigm was subsequently 
translated into the “Christian/Latin” one. The legacies of Greek 
cartography were translated into the T-in-O map with a clear articu-
lation between the three continents and the three sons of Noah,  
as I described above. However, with the discovery/invention of 
America, Africa went through a redefinition and this time through 
the adaptation of the Christian T-in-O map to accommodate the 
existence of a fourth continent: the invention of America forced a 
redefinition of the idea of Africa. The “idea” of Africa was trans-
formed due to the emergence of the Atlantic commercial circuits 
that displaced the “centrality” that the Mediterranean had for the 
consolidation of Western Christians. From the sixteenth century on, 
northern Africa became the location of the Moors who had been 
expelled from European territories, and sub-Saharan Africa became 
the territory where African slaves could be found and transported 
to the Americas. One of the consequences of the transformation of 
the “idea” of Africa was that slavery came to be more identified 
with Africanness and Blackness. For sure, not every slave was Black; 
there were Indian and White slaves too, particularly in the early 
colonial period, but “reality” does not always match the idea or the 
image that people make for themselves of that “reality.” Slaves in 
Greece and Rome, of course, were not defined by skin color or 
continental provenance. Rather, they were people who were not 
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considered competent for other kind of labor and roles in the  
organization of society. The massive slave trade prompted by the 
colonization of America changed that frame of mind and those 
assumptions.

Thus, the “West,” evolving from its very inception as a marker 
of the Christian T-in-O map, implied Europe (basically Spain and 
Portugal at that point) and the New World, the “Indias Occide-
ntales.” The fact that a significant sphere of modern history has  
been silenced is a consequence of the perspective of European  
modernity (of Occidentalism as a locus of enunciation), from where 
the history of modernity has been written. When Said says that “no 
one is likely to imagine a field symmetrical to it [Orientalism] called 
Occidentalism,” many intellectuals thinking from the underside of 
history – like myself – would remain on Said’s side and support his 
scholarly and political project while disagreeing with this particular 
statement. And this means, precisely, that decolonial projects had to 
be pluriversal, not universal like the imperial projects of Western 
modernity. The issue at stake here is not to make a claim for 
Occidentalism to be a remembered, symmetrical field of study. To 
the contrary, Occidentalism is not a field of study (the enunciated) 
but the locus of enunciation from which Orientalism becomes a 
field of study (with Said’s critique of its Eurocentric underpinning). 
The idea of “America” was part of “Occidentalism,” and the idea 
of “Latin” America became problematic later when South America 
and the Caribbean were progressively detached from the increasing 
identification of Occidentalism as a locus of enunciation with 
Western Europe and the US. To review, the decisive points for my 
argument, as well as for the understanding of the colonial matrix 
of power (i.e., coloniality of power), are that:

1 Occidentalism was the name of the sector of the planet and the 
epistemic location of those who were classifying the planet and 
continue to do so.

2 Occidentalism was not only “a field of description” but was (and 
still is) also and mainly the locus of enunciation; that is, the 
epistemic location from where the world was classified and 
ranked.
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When I say “from where” (both as a location and as a starting 
point) I am assuming that knowledge is not something produced 
from a postmodern non-place. On the contrary, knowledge is always 
geo-historically and geo-politically located across the epistemic 
colonial difference. For that reason, the geo-politics of knowledge�� 
is the necessary perspective to dispel the Eurocentric assumption 
that valid and legitimate knowledge shall be sanctioned by Western 
standards, in ways similar to those in which the World Bank and 
the IMF sanction the legitimacy of economic projects around the 
world. Here Eurocentrism is equivalent to Occidentalism, as both 
refer to a centralization and hegemony of principles of knowledge 
and understanding, even if there are differences within it such as 
those between Christians, liberals, and Marxists. Of course, it is 
hardly enough to live in Asia or America to inscribe oneself in a 
genealogy of thought that implies the language, and also the weight 
that the language carries in the memory and in the knowledge of 
people inhabiting that particular language. Of course, physical space 
does matter, because if you live in Bolivia or in China you will be 
soaked, so to speak, in the language, the memory, the concern, the 
television, the everyday life of that particular place. You can certainly 
make an abstraction of it and devote your life, in Bolivia, to study-
ing Leibnitz. However, whatever you can do with Leibnitz in Bolivia, 
assuming that you are not a German person living in Bolivia but 
someone who was born and educated in Bolivia and whose native 
language was Aymara or Spanish, will differ from what someone 
who was born and raised in Germany, has a PhD from Heidelberg, 
speaks German, and has learned Latin since primary school  
will do.

It should not be taken lightly, then, that the claim for a geo-
political reconceptualization of knowledge came, precisely, from one 
of the imperial/colonial histories, that of the Americas. Argentinian 
philosopher Enrique Dussel strongly and clearly argued for such an 
awareness in his Philosophy of Liberation.�8 “I am trying to take space, 
geopolitical space, seriously,” stated Dussel in the first chapter, titled 
“Geopolitics and Philosophy.” To be born at the North Pole or in 
Chiapas is not the same thing as to be born in New York, he 
observed in 19�� when he laid out a diagram of the world order. 
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In that diagram, the two Americas are split. The center of economic, 
political, and epistemic power is located in Europe, supported by 
the US and Japan. The periphery of economic, political, and  
epistemic power is located in underdeveloped, dependent, and  
non-aligned geo-political spaces. Latin America has a place in the 
underdeveloped and dependent sector of the periphery and next to 
the non-aligned.

Access to and accumulation of knowledge, like access to and 
accumulation of economic wealth, are not exactly there to grab on 
a first-come, first-served basis. Both depend on what part of the 
globe you were born in and educated in, and what language you 
speak. You may have been born and raised in a high-class family in 
Bolivia and studied in Heidelberg. Certainly, your situation and 
struggles in life will be different from someone born and educated 
in an Aymara community, whose chances of getting a fellowship to 
study in Heidelberg are very low. Economy, politics, and social 
conditions put heavy restrictions on individual intelligence. The 
chances are still 98 to 2 that you would not have the same possibil-
ities and conditions as a middle-class German who has spoken 
German from her infancy and studied in Germany (or in England 
or France or the US, for that matter). I call the uneven distribution 
of knowledge the geo-politics of epistemology, just as I call the uneven 
distribution of wealth the geo-politics of economy. The “idea” of 
America and of “Latin” America emerged and has been maintained 
in the field of forces in which knowledge and wealth are unevenly 
distributed, and where the colonial difference has been silenced by 
the trumpeting and celebration of cultural differences.

The “Americanity” of America

In the 1950s, intellectuals in South America and the Caribbean 
began to express – as we have seen in the previous sections – a 
subcontinental concern about national as well as subcontinental 
identities. They introduced the “invention of America” theory that 
we have been expounding here and began to question the imperial 
foundation of “Latinidad” (discussed in chapter 2). For lack of a 
better term, “Latin” America continued to be used, not only as an 
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entity described by European scholars and area studies specialists, 
but as a critical self-consciousness of decolonization. From José Martí 
turning “Latin” into “Nuestra” America – “our” America – at the 
end of the nineteenth century, to José Carlos Mariátegui in the 
1920s locating his discourse in the legacies of Spanish colonialism 
and the invasion of US imperialism, “Latin” America turned into a 
critical reflection for intellectual decolonization that departed from 
its imperial foundations. The awareness (or lack of it) of the colonial 
differential of power in the geo-political configuration of knowledge 
brought Creoles of White European descent, some of them Mestizos/
as, close to the contemporary critical and decolonizing discourse of 
Afro-Caribbeans and Andean-Aymaras.

The “invention of America” could be read, then, as closer to the 
dissenting project of “Nuestra” America than the consenting one of 
“Latin” America. Nevertheless, Martí’s affirmation of an America 
that is “ours,” in contradistinction to the other America, the Anglo, 
is not just Latin. Afros and Indians left a legacy of struggle and 
optimism in “our” America. The “Latin” American legacy left, 
instead, a legacy of despair that was felt in the 1950s when “Latin” 
America, economically and politically, slid down the scale of expec-
tations that many countries had had from the beginning of the 
twentieth century to the financial crisis of 1929. Since then, the 
economic and political decay has awakened feelings of pessimism 
and inferiority among “Latin” Americans displaced by their not 
being European. The initial sentence of Hector A. Murena’s El pecado 
original de América (1954) reveals an inferiority complex whose seed 
was planted in the second half of the nineteenth century, when 
“Latin” America was forged as an identity in confrontation with 
“Anglo” America and Europe: “These are the facts: there was a time 
in which we inhabited a land, named Europe, inseminated by the 
spirit; but all of a sudden we have been expelled from her, and we 
fell in another land, in a brutish land, void of spirit, that we agree 
to name America.”�9

What the “invention thesis” actually did after its articulation, 
however, was something wholly unintended: it offered an epistemic 
affirmation of something that, half a century later, Peruvian sociolo-
gist Anibal Quijano and US sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein  
would identify as “Americanity.”40 Why Americanity? Because the 
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distinction between Anglo and Latin Americanity is not an essential 
distinction that somehow emanates from the particular Spirit of 
Latins and Anglos, since it is something that emerged together with 
the formation of the modern/colonial world system. The common 
history of the Americas, including their own name, lies in their historical 
foundation: the colonial matrix of power, or capitalism as we know it today, 
and modernity as the imperial ideology of Western Europe. In that process, 
the Americas were shared out in the margins, and the degree of 
marginality depended on whose sector of Western European popu-
lation and institutions was making history. Americanity, grounded in 
the idea of the modern/colonial world, starts from different premises 
and invites the reader to look for the silences in official histories in 
books, in encyclopedias, and on the web that assume historical nar-
rative and what happened are one and the same thing. The concept 
of “Americanity” is one necessary corrective to the excessive belief 
in one and only one history of the world, which happens to leave 
out a significant part (what became known as America) that was 
unknown to those who were writing universal history. Consequently, 
the idea of “America” belongs to the European historical narrative, 
since millions of people inhabiting the “land” were not allowed to 
tell their own stories; they had different narratives about the origin 
and process of human beings, about the very concept of “human,” 
of knowledge, of social organization etc. But difference was disabled 
by the colonial matrix of power. Certainly, Christianity and, later 
on, European secular history and philosophy were successful in 
eliminating and subsuming the “other histories.”

The emergence of America marks three major global economic 
changes, which are: (1) the expansion of the geographical size of the 
world; (2) the development of variegated methods of labor control 
for different products and different zones of the world economy; and 
(�) the creation of strong state machineries at the imperial end of 
the colonial spectrum. In their joint article “Americanity as a Concept; 
Or the Americas in the Modern World System,” Quijano and 
Wallerstein made the following claim:

The modern world-system was born in the long sixteenth 
century. The Americas as a geo-social construct were born in 
the long sixteenth century. The creation of this geo-social entity, 
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the Americas, was the constitutive act of the modern world-
system. The Americas were not incorporated into an already 
existing capitalist world-economy. There could not have been 
a capitalist world-economy without the Americas.41

Americanity and coloniality are mutually imbricated from the 
beginning. The singularity of the Americas resides in several erasures 
that European colonial expansion enacted: on the Indigenous ter-
ritorial imaginary as well as their social and economic organization 
and concepts of life, justice, and happiness; on the histories, lan-
guages, and practices of transplanted Africans; and on the marginal-
ization of the population of Southern European descent, mainly in 
Hispanic and Luso America, that began in the seventeenth century 
with the first generation of White Creoles. Yet, even in these per-
spectives, the singularity of the Americas beyond the US still resides 
fundamentally in the massive exploitation of labor that was initiated 
with colonization, and with it the idea of the expendability of 
human life that, under the concept of inferior human races, justified 
the demand for increasing productivity in the mines and the planta-
tions. The singularity of the Americas, seen from the perspective of 
coloniality, also resides in its being the space where a population of 
Creoles of European descent gained independence from the impe-
rial metropolis, and reproduced the logic of coloniality in the new 
independent governments in both the North and the South against 
the Indigenous and the Afro populations. Thus, the Creole popula-
tion of European descent became, in South America and the 
Caribbean, the master while remaining the slave with respect to 
Western Europe and the US.

America is singular insofar as the first structures of internal colo-
nialism in the modern/colonial world were put in place there.  
After World War II, Asian and African countries that gained  
“independence” from British, French, and German colonialism 
would follow the example. “Coloniality” is the logic that put in 
place and held together the hierarchical system in all the spheres of 
the social, and pushed out of existence the economies previously 
existing in the would-be America. But what made the system work 
was, above all, knowledge and the capacity of the system to establish 
“natural” epistemic principles that legitimized the ruling out of  
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differential economies. The colonial matrix of power, still invisible 
under the triumphant rhetoric of modernity and modernization, 
yesterday and today, was and is precisely the capacity of the machine 
to transform differences into non-existences and racialize (human) 
life into dispensable entities. To embrace Americanity is to dwell in 
the erasures of coloniality.

The important observation to make here is not simply whether 
there are other perspectives about the “same event” but that  
an-other paradigm emerges across the epistemic colonial difference. 
The dominant theo- and ego-politics of knowledge is being con-
tested by the emerging shift to the geo-politics and body politics 
of knowledge: knowledge produced from the geo-historical and 
bio-historical perspective of racialized locations and people. The 
deeper problem is that all existing different interpretations about the 
same event are still within the same overarching paradigm of 
European modernity and its continuity and transformation in US 
government, universities, and media. What I have been arguing here 
is that an-other paradigm (the decolonial, globally diverse one) is at 
work; and my own argument is intended to be inscribed in it. 
“America” becomes a “conceptual node” around which not only 
do different interpretations within the same paradigm come into 
conflict but, more radically (and I mean here at the roots of the 
epistemic principles underlying different conceptions of knowledge 
and understanding), multiple paradigms are at war at the other end 
of the colonial difference. Once you get out of the natural belief 
that history is a chronological succession of events progressing 
toward modernity and bring into the picture the spatiality and 
violence of colonialism, then modernity becomes entangled forever 
with coloniality in a spatial distribution of nodes whose place in 
history is “structural” rather than “linear.” Further, since modernity 
and coloniality are two sides of the same coin, each node, in addi-
tion to being structural and not linear, is heterogeneous and not 
homogeneous. Thus, the point here is not so much “the end of 
history” as “the end of Hegelian concepts of history.” If instead of 
conceiving of history as a linear chronological process we think 
instead of “historico-structural heterogeneity” (heterogeneidad histórico-
structural),42 of historical processes interacting, we will better under-
stand the role of the “idea” of America and of “Americanity” in it, 
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as well as what it means to talk about modernity and coloniality as 
two sides of the same coin.

Taking this step moves us away from the Bible’s sacred and 
Hegel’s secular narratives and also offers a radical departure from 
the early Marx’s canonization of “historical materialism.” Why  
heterogeneous historico-structural nodes instead of a linear succession of 
events? Because history seen as a series of nodes in which historico- 
structural heterogeneity is deployed provides a theoretical anchor in 
the perspective of local histories (and languages) instead of grand 
narratives. Space is made for multiple and contesting perspectives 
and historical processes. We can then look at history as a set of 
historico-structural heterogeneities that are the consequence of a 
given set of events being cast and interpreted both from the rhetoric 
of modernity (progress, happiness, wealth) and from the constitutive 
logic of coloniality (stagnation, death, poverty). Instead of looking 
at “modernity” as a triumphal historical process, like Santa Claus 
bringing happiness to needy children, historico-structural heteroge-
neity highlights the fact that such dreams of happiness have been 
achieved at the cost of enormous sacrifices of human lives (Indian 
and Afro genocides in the conquest of America), and will continue 
to be so (as in the lives lost in the “miscalculated” war in Iraq) as 
long as the rhetoric of modernity keeps on convincing and enforc-
ing the idea that history is a linear process, with neo-liberalism now 
the goal.

Today, as the “idea” of America, as well as of Asia and Africa, is 
in the process of being transformed through neo-liberal globaliza-
tion, “Latin” America is a place for the exploitation of natural 
resources and human labor. The colonial matrix of power continues 
to be rearticulated, and the appropriation and control of space (not 
just land) are at the core of the new form of colonialism we have 
been witnessing developing since the early 1990s. The control of 
space entails the control of intellectual resources, as capitalism grows 
now also by the appropriation of knowledge. For example, by pat-
enting every imaginable piece of knowledge possessed through the 
ancestral accumulation of the people inhabiting the Amazon or the 
forests of India, “experts” in the area of knowledge become similar 
to soldiers in the area of war. In controlling space, the appropriation 
of land and the appropriation of knowledge (two domains of the 
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colonial matrix of power) come together to maintain capital accu-
mulation in particular hands and to increase the marginality and 
dehumanization of others. “Latin” America, together with Africa and 
certain sectors of Asia, including South Asia, Central Asia, and the 
Middle East, form the sector of the globe where the tentacles of 
imperial expansion continue to be extended under a flourishing 
rhetoric of modernity, a rhetoric of which Tony Blair has given the 
world outstanding examples before, during, and after the invasion 
of Iraq. The above mentioned are significant areas of the planet 
where human lives become more expendable. They are part of the 
“rest” – those whom the neo-liberal economy cannot account for 
as subjects precisely because the survival of neo-liberal economic 
principles means that more and more people in the planet become 
disposable.

Today, the “Americas” are divided. One is the temple of neo-
liberalism while the other provides the land, natural resources, and 
cheap labor, as well as emerging, contesting states and myriads of 
social movements. Let’s turn now to the emergence and formation 
of the idea of “Latin” America on the colonial horizon of modernity, 
and then move on, in the third chapter, to turn our attention to 
the consequences of coloniality and the emergence of social actors 
contesting and transforming the idea of America and of “Latin” 
America.



2

“Latin” America and  
the First Reordering of  

the Modern/Colonial World

I am talking about societies drained of their essence, cultures 
trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands confiscated, 
religions smashed, magnificent artistic creations destroyed, 
extraordinary possibilities wiped out   .   .   .   I am talking about  
millions of [women and] men torn from their gods, their land, 
their habits, their life – from life, from the dance, from 
wisdom.
 I am talking about millions of [women and] men in whom 
fear has been cunningly instilled, who have been taught to have 
an inferiority complex, to tremble, kneel, despair, and behave 
like flunkies   .   .   .
 I am talking about natural economies that have been destroyed 
– harmonious and viable economies – adapted to the indigenous 
population – about food crops destroyed, malnutrition perma-
nently introduced, agricultural development oriented solely 
toward the benefit of the metropolitan countries; about the 
looting of products, the looting of raw material.

Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 1955

The “vital breath” of Western thought is reason; reason of 
“rectilinear time.” From Socrates to Kant and from Hegel to 
Marx, reason marches in a straight line. This thought organizes 
Occident. And Occident arrives at the atomic bomb   .   .   .    
Thought in the New World is not “genocidal reason”; it is 
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“cosmic reason,” vital reason.   .   .   .   Thought in the New World 
is Maya-Inka, that is to say, is Indian thought.

Fausto Reinaga, La América India y Occidente, 1974

The Point of No Return:  
From Pachakuti to Revolution

A series of unprecedented events occurred in the Atlantic world 
between 1776 and 1830 that would decide the future of world 
history – unprecedented because before the sixteenth century the 
modern/colonial structure that they would shake did not even exist. 
Thus, the transformations sought by the “revolutions” for “indepen-
dence” that took place over that span of fewer than sixty years were 
responding to a historically invisible revolution, a drastic reversal 
that has been conceptualized among Kechua/Kichua and Aymara 
speakers, then and now, as Pachakuti.

In chapter 1, I introduced the concept of Pachakuti. It is time now 
to return to it and to enter “Latin” America from the shadow of its 
negated specter. One of the meanings of Pacha, as I registered in 
chapter 1, is close to “mother earth” (like “Gaia” in the recent Gaia 
science); but it can also mean “world,” since the very conception of 
the world was grounded on the assumption that “life” is the thread 
that links “earth” (as “nature” in European languages and the source 
of life) with all living organisms. Kuti means a sudden and dramatic 
change in the order of things, an extreme turnaround, like what 
happens when you lose control of your car and it flips upside down 
several times until it stops with the wheels toward the sky and the 
roof on the road. That was the experience (still being felt today) of 
Pachakuti for the people of the Americas in the long process of the 
Spanish conquest and reorganization of life and social fabric.

The conquest and colonization of America have not traditionally 
been seen as “revolution.” From the European perspective, the 
process was, and continues to be, simply the “foundation” upon 
which future revolutions would take place. However, if you put 
yourself in the perspective of people in Tawantinsuyu after the 
arrival of the conquistador Francisco Pizarro, or in Cemenahuac 
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(today’s valley of Mexico) after the arrival of the conquistador 
Hernán Cortés, or, even earlier, in the place of the Taino population 
in the Caribbean islands after the arrival of Christopher Columbus, 
you will witness the arrival of a group of unknown people and, 
soon after that, see your population dying, killed, raped, and exploited, 
all of which will be experienced as a massive revolution of disrup-
tion and destruction. Thus, the “foundation” that allowed European 
entrepreneurs, monarchs, and bourgeois to fulfill their supposed 
destiny was, for people in Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac, a Pachakuti: 
violent destruction, relentless invasion, and disregard for their way 
of life – a convulsion of all levels of existence and the moment of 
the founding colonial wound of the modern/colonial world. Indigenous 
peoples in the Americas have not stopped struggling with that initial 
wound and are making their presence felt today.

History – official and canonical narratives of chronological suc-
cessions of events in particular locations in time and space – places 
a gulf between the history of Europe and that of its colonies, as if 
they were independent entities with Europe always in front and the 
colonies trailing. Unlike Hegel, who wrote of universal history as 
it arrived at his feet in Germany, those of us speaking from the 
history of the ex-colonies see simultaneous occurrences in time, 
though not necessarily space, which are interconnected by the struc-
turing power differential. By power differential, as we saw in chapter 
1, I mean not only in the accumulation of riches and military tech-
nologies of death but in the control of the very conception of life, 
of economy, of human being and labor. There is no time to dispute 
Hegel (though we cannot ignore him). The time has indeed arrived 
to play a different game than the one that makes it possible to 
believe that the collapse of the Soviet Union hailed the end of 
history.

In the scale (magnitude and range) of modernity’s imaginary, the 
order of importance of revolutions would begin after the Glorious 
Revolution, with the French Revolution as the key historical event 
in the linear unfolding of History. It would be followed by the 
American Revolution, Spanish-Portuguese independence, and, 
finally, the Haitian Revolution (with the latter being seen as periph-
eral events lagging behind in time and following the lead of the 
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locomotive of History). Yet, in the nodes constituted simultaneously 
by imperial/colonial expansion, by the rhetoric of modernity, and 
by the logic of coloniality in which those expansions are conceived 
and justified, there are no ranking priorities of events, since each 
event has a similar range and magnitude in the historico-structural 
heterogeneity linking imperial centers with peripheral colonies. 
After all, the imperial center cannot exist as such without the colo-
nies. The French Revolution can be understood as a phenomenon 
internal to the history of Europe only if it is read from the perspec-
tive of modernity and of empire; that is, as part of the historical 
narrative that is linear, progressive, limited, and Eurocentric. But, 
really, how could the Glorious and the French Revolutions be 
understood independently from the accumulation of wealth in 
England and France from their plantations in the colonies? Both 
the Glorious and the French Revolutions “depended” on the 
colonies.

When “history” is conceived of in the simultaneity of events in 
the metropolis and the colonies, not only through the national 
history of the metropolis or the colonial history of the colonies 
alone (as told by metropolitan historians), we can see the heteroge-
neous historico-structural links (which are spatially temporal rather 
than temporally spatial) between the two sides of each event and, 
consequently, the two sides of modernity/coloniality. Independence 
in the colonies was, in fact, a consequence of the changing eco-
nomic and political structures in Europe. The “revolutions” for 
independence by the Spanish, Portuguese, British, and French colo-
nies in the Americas that took place between 1776 and 1830 should 
be understood, in their singularities, as part of a socio-economic 
structure of the Atlantic world with its global implications, in rela-
tion with and distinction from European revolutions. For example, 
the Glorious Revolution brought about the victory of free trade 
over mercantile monopoly. The Glorious Revolution has been 
described from the Caribbean perspective by Eric Williams:

One of the most important consequences of the Glorious 
Revolution of 1688 and the expulsion of the Stuarts was the 
impetus it gave to the principle of free trade. In 1698 the 
Royal African Company lost its monopoly and the right of a 
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free trade in slaves was recognized as a fundamental and natural 
right of Englishmen. In the same year, the Merchant Adventurers 
of London were deprived of their monopoly of the export 
trade in cloth, and a year later the monopoly of the Muscovy 
Company was abrogated and trade to Russia made free. Only 
in one particular did the freedom accorded in slave trade differ 
from the freedom accorded in other trades – the commodity 
involved was man.1

Undoubtedly, English merchants and government were not solely 
responsible for the transformation of certain human lives into com-
modities. In different periods of intensity, the Spaniards, Portuguese, 
French, and Dutch also worked from that same template. In fact, 
the entire Atlantic economy, from the sixteenth century until the 
dawn of the twenty-first, was founded on the increasing devaluation 
of whatever did not sustain capital accumulation. Military defense 
and political institutions were based on the assumption that human 
life was expendable in the set of global designs. British and French 
exploitation of the Caribbean was as greedy as the attitude that 
those same countries attributed to Spanish conquistadores. The 
“Black Legend” of Spanish corruption, which the British initiated 
to demonize the Spanish Empire in a ploy to get a grip on the 
Atlantic economy during the seventeenth century, was part of a 
European family feud over the economic, political, and intellectual 
(in the general sense of accumulation and control of knowledge, 
including science and technology, of course) riches of the “New 
World.” Therein originates the imperial difference that would become 
widespread in the eighteenth century and shape the conception of 
“Latin” America.

The French Revolution introduced a radical change in the legal 
and political system of Western Europe that complemented the eco-
nomic and financial changes that took place in England with the 
Glorious Revolution. Concepts of rights and of the citizens in France 
shaped ideas of personal and collective independence, autonomy, 
emancipation, freedom, etc. which bore directly on the understand-
ing of the “revolutions” in the Americas. Immanuel Kant’s conception 
of Enlightenment as emancipation expresses one such formative idea. 
In his piece “What is Enlightenment?” Kant explained that:
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Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed 
nonage. Nonage is the inability to use one’s own understanding 
without another’s guidance. This nonage is self-imposed if its 
cause lies not in lack of understanding but in indecision and 
lack of courage to use one’s own mind without another’s  
guidance. Dare to know (Sapere aude): “Have the courage to 
use your own understanding” is therefore the motto of the 
enlightenment.2

You can hear the echoes of Kant’s statement today in daily conver-
sations about freedom and democracy and even in the very concept 
of the “free” market. Insofar as the statement has become a given 
and crucial part of the rhetoric of modernity, it elides the critique 
of its self-contradiction. That is, to follow Kant’s recommendation 
to the limit would require the questioning of Kant’s own authority 
to “establish guides” that promote “understanding without guid-
ance.” In other words, understanding without guidance requires an 
acceptance of Kant’s guidance. When I talk about decolonizing 
knowledge, then, I am doing it with and against Kant, which is what 
critical border thinking as decolonization of knowledge is all about.

As wars of independence spread all over the Spanish and 
Portuguese colonies in South America beginning in 1810 (six years 
after the Haitian Revolution), republican ideas being discussed and 
implemented in France occupied the minds and bodies of Iberian 
Creoles as well as African Creoles in Haiti and what later became 
the Dominican Republic. However, African Creoles had an extra 
burden upon them. It was easier for Creoles of Spanish and 
Portuguese descent to be “recognized” as having a right to inde-
pendence; but it was not so easy or clear, at the time, to accept that 
Black people could take their destiny into their own hands. It was 
expected that freedom for the Blacks and Mulattos/as, slaves and 
ex-slaves, would be “given” by the White man. Kant’s dictum appar-
ently only applied selectively. Yet the “revolutions” for “indepen-
dence” that took place in the Americas demonstrate that Blacks 
fighting for freedom didn’t need Kant’s dictum. In fact, it worked 
to the Haitians’ disadvantage to rely on it insofar as it pre-empted 
their own creativity and originality and replaced it with the legiti-
macy and authority of White European philosophers.
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Emancipation belonged to the rise of a new social class (the 
bourgeoisie) whose members were mostly White, educated in 
Christian cosmology and in the curriculum of the Renaissance 
university, soon to be transformed with the advent of the Kantian-
Humboldtian university of the Enlightenment. One of the conse-
quences of such ideas of “emancipation” was that while celebrating 
the economic and political emancipation of a secular bourgeoisie 
from the tutelage both of the monarchy and of the church (particu-
larly in France, where the separation of the church and the state 
was greater than in Germany and England), that same bourgeoisie 
and its intelligentsia appointed themselves to take into their hands 
the “emancipation” of non-European people in the rest of the 
world. In general, these new directions worked in two different 
manners: colonialism and imperialism, direct or indirect. The emer-
gence of “Latinidad” and of “Latin” America, then, is to be under-
stood in relation to a European history of growing imperialism 
grounded in a capitalist economy and the desire to determine the 
shape of “emancipation” in the non-European world.

“Latinidad”: From the “Colonial Creole  
Baroque Ethos” to the “National Creole  

Latin American Ethos”

Latin America is actually a hyphenated concept with the hyphen 
hidden under the magic effect of the ontology of a subcontinent. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, the idea of America as a whole 
began to be divided, not so much in accordance with the emergent 
nation-states as, rather, according to their imperial histories, which 
placed an Anglo America in the North and a Latin America in the 
South in the new configuration of the Western Hemisphere. At that 
moment, “Latin” America was the name adopted to identify the 
restoration of European Meridional, Catholic, and Latin “civiliza-
tion” in South America and, simultaneously, to reproduce absences 
(Indians and Afros) that had already begun during the early colonial 
period. The history of “Latin” America after independence is the 
variegated history of the local elite, willingly or not, embracing 
“modernity” while Indigenous, Afro, and poor Mestizo/a peoples get 
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poorer and more marginalized. The “idea” of Latin America is that 
sad one of the elites celebrating their dreams of becoming modern 
while they slide deeper and deeper into the logic of coloniality.

The idea of “Latin” America that came into view in the second 
half of the nineteenth century depended in varying degrees on an 
idea of “Latinidad” – “Latinity,” “Latinitée” – that was being advanced 
by France. “Latinidad” was precisely the ideology under which the 
identity of the ex-Spanish and ex-Portuguese colonies was located 
(by natives as well as by Europeans) in the new global, modern/
colonial world order. When the idea of “Latinidad” was launched it 
had a particular purpose within European imperial conflicts and a 
particular function in redrawing the imperial difference. In the six-
teenth century, Las Casas contributed to drawing the imperial dif-
ference by distinguishing Christians from the Ottoman Empire. By 
the nineteenth century the imperial difference had moved north, to 
distinguish between states that were all Christian and capitalist. In 
the Iberian ex-colonies, the “idea” of Latin America emerged as a 
consequence of conflicts between imperial nations; it was needed 
by France to justify its civilizing mission in the South and its overt 
conflict with the US for influence in that area. France, as a country 
that joined the Reformation, could count itself in the same camp 
as England and Germany; but it was, at the same time, predomi-
nantly Latin and, hence, in historical contradistinction to the 
Anglo-Saxon.

In the late nineteenth century, France faced a British Empire that 
had just colonized India and parts of Africa and was in the process 
of strengthening its control over the commercial and financial 
markets in South America. Evidence of the competition posed from 
Britain can still be seen today in the presence of remnants of its 
railroad system in Latin American countries. The position officially 
assumed in France at that moment has endured and it is still present 
in the conflicts, tensions, and complicities within the European 
Union and in the European Parliament today. The concept of 
“Latinidad” was used in France by intellectuals and state officers to 
take the lead in Europe among the configuration of Latin countries 
involved in the Americas (Italy, Spain, Portugal, and France itself ), 
and allowed it also to confront the United States’ continuing expan-
sion toward the South – its purchase of Louisiana from Napoleon 
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and its appropriation of vast swaths of territory from Mexico. White 
Creole and Mestizo/a elites, in South America and the Spanish 
Caribbean islands, after independence from Spain adopted “Latinidad” 
to create their own postcolonial identity. Consequently, I am arguing 
here, “Latin” America is not so much a subcontinent as it is the 
political project of Creole-Mestizo/a elites. However, it ended up 
by being a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it created the 
idea of a new (and the fifth) continental unit (a fifth side to the 
continental tetragon that had been in place in the sixteenth century). 
On the other hand, it lifted up the population of European descent 
and erased the Indian and the Afro populations. Latin America was 
not – therefore – a pre-existing entity where modernity arrived and 
identity questions emerged. Rather, it was one of the consequences 
of the remapping of the modern/colonial world prompted by the 
double and interrelated processes of decolonization in the Americas 
and emancipation in Europe.

Nineteenth-century Colombian intellectual Torres Caicedo was 
a key figure in justifying and pushing forward the idea of “Latin” 
America. In Caicedo’s opinion, “There is Anglo-Saxon America, 
Danish America, Dutch America, etc.; there is also Spanish America, 
French America and Portuguese America; and therefore to this 
second group what other scientific name applies but Latin?”3 
Caicedo was a Francophile, spent much time in France, and main-
tained good relations with governmental and official spheres in that 
country. If his is one of the names that readily come to mind when 
“Latin” America is mentioned, the implication is clear. He was not 
the only one with such interests and he defended a very common 
geo-political position along the lines of French imperial interests. 
Of course, he does not “represent” everything that was being thought 
at the time, but he certainly “represents” a sector of the intelligentsia 
for whom, until recently, France “represented” the ideal in politics 
and literary culture. “Latinidad” came to refer to a Spanish and 
Portuguese government and an educated civil society in America 
that turned its face to France and its back to Spain and Portugal. 
In the same way as John Locke and other British thinkers, like David 
Hume and Thomas Hobbes, are associated with the political culture 
of the US, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montesquieu, and Voltaire are 
associated with the political culture of “Latin” America.
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In the first half of the nineteenth century, after several nation-
states originated as a consequence of gaining independence from 
Spain, the idea of them was not of “Latin” but of “Spanish” America. 
If “Latinitée-Latinidad” was simply a global design imagined and 
implemented from France, how did it come to displace and replace 
Simón Bolívar’s “Confederation of Spanish American Nations”? 
One interpretation, advanced several years ago by eminent Uruguayan 
intellectual Arturo Ardao, held that the idea of “Latin” America 
materialized in a triangular complicity between French, Spanish, and 
Spanish American Creole intellectuals. In his opinion, Latin America 
came into being as part of the orientation of the Creole elites 
toward the intellectual leadership of France after Spain missed the 
train of modernity in the eighteenth century, and France became 
the model even for Spanish intelligentsia.4 What has been insinuated 
but not explored in detail is that the subjective foundation for a 
“Latin” American identity among the post-independence Creoles of 
Spanish descent was already being articulated in the colonies in the 
late seventeenth century. That moment was the colonial Baroque in 
the Spanish colonial possessions, and was different, for sure, from the 
continental Baroque in Spain as well as in France, Italy, and Germany. 
The idea of a “Spanish American Confederation” was a political and 
administrative identification, while “Latin” America touched differ-
ent cords. It touched upon the subjectivity and it became the ethos 
of the emerging Creoles elites: it was the colonial Baroque ethos 
translated into a national Latin American ethos.

The Baroque period, in European arts and ideas, is known as a 
moment of seventeenth-century splendor between the Renaissance 
and the Enlightenment. If the Renaissance has been characterized 
by symmetry of forms in the visual arts and humanism in letters 
and ideas, while the Enlightenment is known for secularism, for the 
celebration of Reason, for the emergence of a new social class and 
a new form of government (the nation-state) together with that of 
the political economy associated with free trade and overcoming 
mercantilism, the Baroque was a period of the celebration of exu-
berance. In the history of ideas, it is associated with a consolidation 
of the autonomy of the subject in relation to the legitimacy of clas-
sical authors (Greek and Latin) as well as the church and God.  
In this sphere, the Baroque was a “rest area” before the era of  
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“revolution” and the call for emancipation launched by Immanuel 
Kant’s paragraph quoted above. In Spain, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don 
Quixote is associated with the Baroque. The questioning of authority 
from the past is debated in the prologue as well as in the second 
part when Don Quixote reads his own adventure in a narrative 
recently published. That mirror effect, noted by Michel Foucault, 
singles out the moment of an epistemic break, in the history of 
Western thought and culture, in which the relation between the 
word and its reference is placed in question. For some, the Baroque 
is also associated with the “birth” of modernity. Economically, Europe 
in the sixteenth century (and particularly Spain, Portugal, France, 
and England) was enjoying the enormous wealth generated in its 
colonies, in the “Indias Occidentales” and the “West Indies” (as 
England named its Caribbean possessions), and in “les Antilles” (as 
France named its own). The splendor in arts and ideas in Europe 
and in the European colonies goes hand in hand with the wealth 
generated in gold and silver mines, in the plantations of sugar, coffee, 
tobacco, cotton, in the appropriation of land and the exploitation of 
Indian and African labor. While the sixteenth century was one in 
which only Spain and Portugal were the imperial powers in the 
newly “discovered lands” and wealth was mainly generated by the 
extraction of gold and silver, the seventeenth was the century in 
which the slave trade and Caribbean plantations peaked and European 
Atlantic countries enjoyed fully the benefits of colonial labor.

Above and beyond the colonial exploitation of labor, there was 
also a Baroque in the colonies, mainly in the viceroyalties of Mexico 
and Peru. Baroque architecture can be found in other places like 
Guatemala, or Quito in Ecuador, as well as Salvador de Bahia and 
Ouro Preto in Brazil. At the surface level, the colonial Baroque in 
the Spanish and Portuguese colonies responded to the general ten-
dencies of the continental Baroque in Spain. But there were “two 
Baroques,” really, in the colonies. The state version was basically a 
“transplantation” of the Spanish and Portuguese elites in power, 
enjoying for themselves the wealth generated by the colonial eco-
nomy. The Baroque of the state was also a lifestyle of consumption 
by the elite in power, from the Iberian peninsula. Spanish and 
Portuguese dominions in America had created, by the mid- 
seventeenth century, important urban centers with complex  
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demography. Mexico City was built over the ruins of Tenochtitlan; 
the colonial city of Cuzco in Peru was built over the ruins of the 
Inca Empire. Beyond the spaces controlled by the colonial adminis-
tration and the peninsular elites in power, however, something else 
was burgeoning in the streets, in the plazas, in the market as well as 
in the peripheries of centers of intellectual production like monas-
teries, seminars, and, in the case of Lima and Mexico, universities. A 
marginal society of displaced Creoles existed alongside Indians and 
Mestizos/as, Blacks, and Mulattos/as (see the graphic below, p. 73). 
In the colonies, the Baroque was the expression of protest, com-
plaint, rebellion, and critical consciousness by socially and economi-
cally displaced Creoles of Spanish descent.5 It was indeed the cry of 
the White Creoles feeling the pain of the colonial wound.

The Baroques of the Indies – at the level of the state and of civil 
society – cannot therefore be placed together as one more chapter 
of the European Baroque. They formed a Baroque that emerged out 
of the colonial difference of a displaced Spanish elite in power and of 
a wounded Creole population. It was a Baroque pretending-to-be 
for the Spanish elite in the colonies and of anger and decolonial 
impulses for the White Creoles and some Mestizos/as. It was, prop-
erly, a “Baroque Other,” a heterogeneous historico-structural moment 
in the complex structure of the modern/colonial world. It was the 
moment in which, after the final defeat of the Indigenous elites at 
the beginning of the seventeenth century,6 the emerging Creole 
population felt the colonial wound and took over the conflict of 
the difference, the colonial difference, racial, political, social, and 
economic. Of course, and as always, there were Creoles who did 
their best to assimilate and gain a position among the Iberian elite 
in power. Assimilation has been and still is a response to the colonial 
difference, since “you are not one of them” but you want to 
“become one of them.” Dissension is the other type of response to 
the colonial wound. In the first case, the colonial wound is repressed, 
while in the second case, it offers the starting point not only for 
acts of rebellion but for thinking-otherwise. The “Barroco de Indias” 
(“Baroque of the Indies”) was precisely the angered expression, in 
art and ideas (e.g., philosophy), built upon the colonial difference 
and the colonial wound. It was the sprouting of the Creole critical 
consciousness.
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Ecuadorian philosopher and essayist Bolívar Echeverría explained 
in detail the appearance of the Creole identity, an identity that was 
no longer Spanish or Portuguese but properly Spanish American 
and Luso American. Echeverría observed that:

There were the Creoles from low social levels, the Indian and 
Afro-Mestizos, those whom, without knowing it, would end 
up doing what Bernini did with the classical canon of painting: 
these mixed groups of lower social strata endeavored to re- 
establish the most viable civilization, which was the dominant one, 
the European. They intended to wake it up and then to restore 
its original vitality. In doing so, in invigorating the European 
code over the ruins of the pre-Spanish code (and with the 
remainders of the African slaves’ codes brought by force into 
the picture), they would find themselves building something 
different from their original intention; they would find them-
selves raising up a Europe that never existed before them, a 
different Europe, a “Latin American” Europe.7

Beyond the fact that “Latin American” here is an anachronism (there 
was no such a thing as “Latin” America in the colonies, but vice-
royalties united in the concept of the “Indias Occidentales”), it must 
also be noted that this political project in practice as well as in 
consciousness was still defined by the Spanish and Portuguese Creole 
elites, who kept their backs to the Indian and African populations 
co-existing among them. The mixed group of the lower strata, 
whom Echeverría identified as the main actors of a variegated 
political project throughout Spanish America and to a certain extent 
in Brazil, was a demographic reality clearly managed and repressed 
by Whites/Creoles. Creole consciousness was indeed a singular case 
of double consciousness: the consciousness of not being who they were 
supposed to be (Europeans). That being as not-being is the mark of 
the coloniality of being. Afro-Creoles and Indians do not have the 
same problem. Their critical consciousness emerged from not even 
being considered human, not from not being considered Europeans.

In the twentieth century the situation got more complicated with 
the increasing influence of the US. The “Latino/a” identification in 
the US, as we will see in chapter 3, brings this to the fore: while 
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“Latin” American Creoles and Mestizos/as do not want or cannot 
pretend to be “Creoles of US (American) descent,” Latinos/as in 
the US have cut the Gordian knot with Europe. This is one of the 
lines cutting across Latinos/as in the US and Latins in South America: 
while the first are of European descent, the second are not. Latinos/
as in the US cut the umbilical cord that still connects Latins, in 
South America, to Europe. This tension was reconfigured when, 
after 1970, “Hispanics” and “Latinos/as” were recognized as a minor-
ity (that is, an inferior social group) in the US. Thus, for the imperial 
imaginary, “Latin” Americans are second-class Europeans while 
Latinos/as in the US are second-class Americans. In short, “Latinidad,” 
from its very inception in the nineteenth century, was an ideology 
for the colonization of being that Latinos/as in the US are now 
clearly turning into a decolonizing project (see chapter 3).

But let’s not get derailed, and instead return to the formation of 
the Creole subaltern identity. Bolívar Echeverría’s argument, thus, 
explains how the idea of Latin America became entrenched in 
Creole/Mestizo/a ideology and subjectivity and, consequently, alien 
to the Indigenous people and Afros, as well as to the European 
populations. The diverse communities of Creoles/Mestizos/as 
(Catholics of different persuasions, liberals of different convictions, 
socialists of diverse faiths, in different strata of society and of differ-
ent gender and sexual engagement) were in the position of having 
to invent themselves after “independence,” and they did so by engag-
ing in the restoration of the most viable civilization (said Echevarría) 
– the European, and not the Indigenous or African. Indian civiliza-
tions became ruins, and Afro-creations in the New World took on 
their own identities. The Afro-based “religions” of Candomblé in 
Brazil, Santería in the Spanish Caribbean, Voodoo in the French 
colonies, and, lately, Rastafarianism in the British colonies all reach 
toward a dense, potent civilizational energy that was tragically erased 
by the surfacing of the critical Creole consciousness.

The movements for independence took place roughly over one 
hundred and fifty years after the emergence of the Creole Baroque 
critical consciousness. After independence, Creoles found themselves 
in power and no longer subalterns of the Spanish colonial elites. 
They became, indeed, the postcolonial elite. While theology was the 
overall framework in which the Baroque ethos materialized, it was 
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already receding in the nineteenth century, and the individual, the 
ego in Descartes’s terminology, was taking center stage along with 
secular political theories. The “idea” of Latin America came into 
sight in the process of the transformation of the colonial Creole 
Baroque ethos into the postcolonial Creole “Latin” ethos. In that 
transformation, Spain receded and France and England gained 
ground in the minds and the pockets of postcolonial Creoles. 
Republicanism and liberalism displaced the colonial ideology under 
which the Spanish Empire organized, controlled, and sustained its 
colonies. The “Latin” American ethos was a product and a conse-
quence of the transformation from the dominance of theology and 
religious spiritualism to the dominance of egology and secular 
materialism, as much as it was the transformation of the critical and 
subaltern consciousness of the Baroque ethos into the assenting 
consciousness of the postcolonial Creole elites. “Postcolonial” here 
refers to the period following the shift from the colonial regime 
ruled from the metropolis to a national regime ruled by the  
Creoles. In that shift, internal colonialism was born. And “Latin” 
America as a political and ethical project was the ethos of internal 
colonialism.

When the Creoles moved from being a subaltern group to 
become a dominant elite, the only anchor they had was the “Baroque 
ethos” which, at that point, was more a blurred memory than a 
source of political energy. Closer to their memory was the so-called 
“debate on the New World” in the course of which the Jesuits had 
been expelled from South American countries in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. If the Baroque moment created the con-
ditions for the Creoles to come out of their shell, the expulsion of 
the Jesuits (all of them Creoles, certainly) inflamed their hatred not 
only against the Spanish colonial authority but also against the 
imperial coalition between the Spanish crown and the Catholic 
church. When military action for independence was followed by the 
need to put their house in order, the Creole elite put their past in 
the closet and joyfully looked for political ideals toward France, 
where they found the republican emphasis on the “res publica” (the 
state) and the important role of the state in the coordination of a 
just and peaceful society (with a long history going back to Plato, 
Machiavelli, Bodin, Hobbes). And they also found liberalism, a newer 
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doctrine or ideology, propagated by Locke and the Glorious 
Revolution in England and theorized by Adam Smith, that pushed 
the freedom of the individual and free trade rather than state man-
agement.8 However, for the Creole elite of Spanish and Portuguese 
descent, France was closer than England, and Montesquieu became 
the central figure from whom republicans and liberals would draw 
their ideas.9

I am telling these stories for two reasons, mainly. The first is to 
show the struggle to identify the historical grounding of the Creole 
consciousness, since Creoles could not claim the past that belonged 
to the Spaniards, to the Indians, or to the Africans. Creoles of 
Spanish and Portuguese descent were, indeed, closer than they imag-
ined to African slaves and Creoles of African descent – they were 
all cut off from their pasts and they were living in a present without 
history. However, while Blacks invented “religions,” Creoles of 
Spanish and Portuguese descent lived under the illusion that they 
were Europeans too, although they felt their second-class status.  
The “Baroque ethos” and the expulsion of the Jesuits from the  
New World were receding from their consciousness. By the mid-
nineteenth century, the British railroad made it clear that a new 
economic era was dawning. The historical foundation of Creole 
identity under colonial rules was quickly stored away, and the Creole 
elite alienated itself in its effort to adopt and adapt republican and 
liberal projects. Republicanism and liberalism, in Europe, emerged 
as bourgeois projects against the monarchy and a despotic form of 
government; they were also against the Christian church, which was 
curtailing the sovereignty of the individual; and, finally, they were 
against monarchic control of the mercantile economy, which was 
holding back the benefits that free trade was promising to the 
emerging social-economic class, the bourgeoisie. None of these 
conditions obtained in the ex-Spanish and ex-Portuguese colonies. 
The Creole elite really missed the point. And instead of devoting 
themselves to the critical analysis of colonialism (in the same way 
as European intellectuals devoted themselves to the critical analysis 
of the monarchy, the despotism, and the church that preceded and 
surrounded them), the Creole elites of the newly independent and 
emerging countries devoted themselves to emulating European intel-
lectuals and imagining that their local histories could be redressed 
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by following the example of France and England and hiding colo-
nialism – in which France and England were becoming more and 
more implicated – under the carpet. Republican and liberal ideas 
and ideals took the place of what did not happen: the critique of 
colonialism and the building of a decolonial project that would be 
neither republican nor liberal. This failure lasted almost one hundred 
and fifty years and shaped the socio-economic as well as intellectual 
history of “Latin” America, until dissenting social movements, par-
ticularly those led by Indigenous and Afro descendants – not impreg-
nated with the republican, liberal, and socialist traditions – began to 
find the way that Creoles and then Latin Americans did not find 
after independence.

The second reason to tell this story is to dispel an illusion that 
you find today everywhere, among scholars and intellectuals based 
in Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking countries, in South America, 
and in the Caribbean, as well as among area studies scholars in the 
US and “Americanists” in Europe – the assumption that “Latin 
America” is a geographical entity where all these things “happened.” 
My point here is, on the contrary, that the “idea of Latin” America 
twisted the past, on the one hand, and made it possible to frame 
the imperial/colonial period as proto-national histories, and, on the 
other, made it possible to “make” into “Latin America” historical 
events that occurred after the idea was invented and adapted. In this 
way, the Creole elite responsible for building nation-states according 
to the new dictates of the European idea of modernity needed to 
refashion their identity. As I have said, I am not writing here “about” 
Latin America in an “area studies” framework, but on how Latin 
America came about. As a result, the debates among republicans and 
liberals (the parties took many names, such as federalists and unitar-
ians, federalists and centralists, conservatives and liberals) worked 
together with the search for a subcontinental identity. The “idea of 
Latin” America allowed the Creole elites to detach themselves from 
their Spanish and Portuguese past, embrace the ideology of France, 
and forget the legacies of their own critical consciousness. As a 
consequence, “Latin” American Creoles turned their backs on 
Indians and Blacks and their faces to France and England.

As is always the case, there were dissidents among Creole Latin 
Americans. Among these was the Chilean Francisco Bilbao. Dissidents 
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like Bilbao were restricted by the need to work within the secular 
political framework defined by republicans and liberals. Karl Marx 
was unknown, and the ideas that Saint-Simon, the founder of 
French socialism, advanced at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century were not widely known. Bilbao, like the rest of his con-
temporaries, did not necessarily want to imitate France or England 
in his actions, but, rather, in his ways of thinking. Therein lies the 
underlying cause of one of the most radical mistakes made by post-
colonial scholars and intellectuals – the attention given to the 
“thinking” rather than the “doing” and consequently to the local 
historical connection between doing and thinking. This is one of 
the main differences between the attitudes of Anglo Creoles in the 
US and Latin Creoles in the South. Latin Creoles set themselves  
in dependent relations (political, economic, and intellectual) with 
France, England, and Germany. Instead, early on in the US Thomas 
Jefferson concocted the idea of “the Western Hemisphere,” precisely 
to establish the American difference with Europe. Creoles and Latin 
Americans could not or did not want to cut their subjective depen-
dency on Europe; they needed Europe as Indians needed their past 
and Blacks needed Africa and the memories of suffering under 
slavery. For that reason, in defining their own terms and identities, 
Indians, Afro descendents in South America and the Caribbean, and 
Latinos/as in the US are doing what Creoles of European descent 
should have done two hundred years ago.

Bilbao was pointing in that direction, and he did succeed in 
bringing about a new epistemic perspective and making visible the 
geo-politics of knowledge grounded in local histories. He argued 
that colonial legacies in the New World needed analysis and solu-
tions different from monarchic and despotic legacies in Europe. Of 
course, the local histories – that of the ex-colonies and that of post-
Enlightenment Europe – were not independent of each other. They 
were linked by a clear structure of power, and the “idea” of Latin 
America was a consequence precisely of this imperial/colonial 
structure, which did not vanish after new nation-states came in sight. 
Independence, in all the Americas including the US, ended external 
colonialism and replaced it with internal colonialism. The Creole 
elite, in America and also in Haiti, sat in the driving seat from  
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which Spaniards, Portuguese, French, and British were removed. 
“Dependency” did not vanish; it was simply restructured. This 
explains the distinction between “colonialism” and “coloniality.” 
Colonialism has different historical and geographical locations. 
Coloniality is the underlying matrix of colonial power that was 
maintained, in the US and in South America and the Caribbean, 
after independence. The colonial matrix of power remained in place; 
it only changed hands.

The idea of “Latin” America belongs to a sphere of the colonial 
matrix of power that touches the question of knowledge and  
subjectivity – knowledge in the sense that a new world map was being 
drawn, and subjectivity because a new identity was emerging. At the 
crossroads of a dissenting new subjectivity and the remapping of the 
world order, Bilbao was critical of European, US, and Russian impe-
rial ambitions and particularly focused on French advances in Mexico 
and France’s efforts to control “Latin” America, since Spain was 
already out of the picture and England was concentrating on Asia 
and Africa. In 1856, in his Iniciativa de la América, Bilbao states:

Today we are witnessing empires that are trying to renew the 
old idea of global domination. The Russian Empire and the 
US are both entities located at geographic extremes, just as 
they are located at the political fringe. One aims at expanding 
Russian serfdom under the mask of pan-Slavism, and the other 
– the US – at expanding its dominion under the banner of 
Yankee individualism. Russia draws in its claws, waiting in 
ambush, but the US extends them more every day in that hunt 
that it has initiated against the South. We are already witnessing 
fragments of America falling into the Saxon jaws of the mag-
netizing boa constrictor that is unrolling its tortuous coils. 
Yesterday it was Texas, then the north of Mexico, and then the 
Pacific that offered their submission to a new master.10

Interestingly enough, in 1856 Bilbao felt that a second indepen-
dence was needed – this time by “la raza latinoamericana” (“the 
Latin American race”), or by South America as a unit. In La América 
en Peligro, published in 1863, Bilbao confronted the imperial and 
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global designs of the French civilizing mission, as well as its local 
version being trumpeted by “natives” such as the Argentinian 
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento. Bilbao understood, by then, that the 
civilizing ideals and the idea of progress as a march toward civiliza-
tion were really sophisms hiding the fact that, in its triumphal 
march, civilization eliminated people from the surface of the earth 
and pushed backward the “dignity, prosperity and fraternity of inde-
pendent nations.” He underscored the civilizational fallacy behind 
France’s invasion of Mexico, and he denounced its promoters in 
South America, like Sarmiento and the Argentinian jurist and politi-
cian Juan Bautista Alberdi. Bilbao already understood something  
that is still at work today: “Conservatives call themselves progres-
sives   .   .   .   and make civilized calls for the extermination of the indig-
enous people.”11

Bilbao was necessarily working and thinking within the liberal 
ideology that engendered the civilizing mission as a way to justify 
colonial expansion. But he was located at the receiving end and not 
at the giving end of the equation. Modern liberalism, in France and 
in Europe, emerged as a solution to the problems of Europe’s own 
history, which was not, of course, a history of decolonization. As a 
critical liberal from the margins, Bilbao had to come up with his 
critique of the legacies of Spanish colonialism and the imperial 
moves of France and the US from the very same liberal ideology 
as was implemented by France and the US in their global designs. 
In his struggle, he revealed a discontinuity in the emerging colonial-
liberal political philosophy, a disruption that came from the sheer 
fact that he had no choice but to engage in a version of liberalism 
without grounding, a liberalism out of place. Bilbao’s discontinuity 
opens up a critical perspective with the potential to uncover the 
pervasive rearticulation of the coloniality of power in the nineteenth 
century through “Latinidad.”

Reading Bilbao today reminds us that, for nineteenth-century 
intellectuals, statesmen, and politicians, “modernity” was cast in 
terms of civilization and progress. Some saw civilization and progress 
as the final destination for nation-builders who had liberated them-
selves from the Spanish and Portuguese Empires and whose literate 
culture was still cast in the Spanish and Portuguese languages. In 
the eighteenth century, Spanish and Portuguese were falling behind 
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in the triumphal march of Western European civilization led by the 
French, German, and English languages. A major obstacle to reach-
ing that goal was that civilization and progress radiated from the 
countries whose official languages were not Spanish and Portuguese. 
Decolonization in the US was indeed a continuation of what 
England had already began, and the English language was a support 
rather than an encumbrance. In Haiti, the language issue resulted  
in the adoption of Creole as the national language. Spanish and 
Portuguese were degraded from imperial hegemonic languages to 
subaltern imperial languages and superseded by French, German, 
and English. No one knew that the racialization of languages and 
knowledges was at stake (racialization, as we know, operates at many 
levels and not just in the color of your skin). Languages, and the 
instantiation of the hierarchy among them, were never outside the 
project of the civilizing mission and the idea of progress. As a matter 
of fact, languages were at the center of Christianization, the civiliz-
ing mission, and technology and development. Kichua/Kechua and 
Aymara speakers in South America, for example, would be twice 
removed and erased in the hierarchy of knowledge conceived in the 
Enlightenment. Language would be a constant barrier to “Latin” 
American intellectuals confronting the dilemma of wanting to be 
modern and, at the same time, realizing that they were consigned 
to the fringes of modernity, as the Mexican philosopher of history 
Leopoldo Zea clearly analyzed it in his classic book The Role of 
America in History.12

Bilbao, observing these changes in capitalist and liberal history 
from the margins of its margins, denounced not only French and 
US imperial designs, but the absolutism of Orthodox Russia as well. 
In other words, he was denouncing the imperial differences in 
global designs (France, US, Russia) while inhabiting the colonial 
difference: the historical location of South American countries 
gaining independence from Spain at the moment in which Spain 
was falling out of “modernity” and South America was experiencing 
the consequences. Bilbao also made visible what would be described 
in the late 1960s as “internal colonialism”13 when he denounced 
Sarmiento as a defender of the civilizing mission and called the 
civilizing mission a new instrument of imperial expansion. He could 
already see the destructive complicity of the native elites (in this 
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case Creoles of Spanish descent) in promoting imperial expansion 
and, thereby, enacting self-colonization.

The Fifth Side of the Ethno-Racial Pentagon: 
“Latins” in Southern Europe and in  
South America and the Caribbean

In South America and the Caribbean, “Latinidad” was a transna-
tional identity uniting ex-Spanish and ex-Portuguese colonies that 
considered themselves the heirs of France. The French Caribbean 
was always marginal to “Latin” America, for several and different 
reasons. In Europe, “Latinidad” was a transnational identity uniting 
Southern countries that considered themselves the direct heirs of 
the Roman Empire, with a “Latin” ethos embedded in the Latin 
language and its vernacular offspring (French, Italian, Spanish, 
Portuguese). But in South America, “Latinidad” became curiously 
enough the fifth side of the global ethno-racial pentagon, far removed 
– indeed – from the Roman Empire. “Latin” America was certainly 
closer to a Roman colony than to Rome itself – “Latins” in the 
Americas were far removed from the Roman legacy that “Latins” 
in Europe rightly claimed for themselves. However, “Latins” in 
America bought into the illusion that Rome was their legacy and 
overlooked the three hundred years of colonialism that they were 
reproducing by doing so. It was not clear at that point that “Latinidad” 
in South America and the Caribbean would become the fifth side 
of the global ethno-racial pentagon, which Kant set up by linking 
people to continents and attributing to each continent a given color 
of its people. Kant suggested, in his anthropological views of human 
races, that Yellow people were in Asia, Black in Africa, Red in 
America, and White in Europe; and of course he attributed to 
Europeans – mainly French, English, and Germans – the superiority 
of reason, and the sense of the beautiful and the sublime.14

“Latins” in South America came in several colors and, for that 
reason, did not fit the racial mold of the nineteenth century. That 
legacy was carried over to the US when “Latinos/as” entered into 
its national ethno-racial pentagon (which I will address in chapter 
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3). “Latin” America, all of a sudden, became a new “racial” category 
defined not by blood or skin color but by marginal status (deter-
mined by a myriad of markers such as geographical location and 
language) in relation to Southern Europeans, and in the shadow of 
the fifth side of the ethno-racial pentagon. Being White “Latin” 
American (instead of Latin French, for instance) was not being 
White enough, as is made clear today when “White” Latin Americans 
migrate to the US. “Latinidad” associated with Whiteness, in South 
America, slightly remapped the colonial racial landscape. Whitten 
and Quiroga15 draw a useful diagram (reproduced below) of the 
emergent racial spectrum in Ecuador that, mutatis mutandis, is valid 
at least for all the Spanish colonies.
 In the nineteenth century, Whites were mainly Creoles, and so 
“Latins” of European descent. Racial formation in the viceroyalty 
of Nueva Granada, for example, between 1750 and 1810, had main-
tained the principles of “purity of blood” and introduced the color 
distinction instead of the strong religious configurations of Jews and 
Moors in Spain.16 The key issue here was that while Jews and Moors 

Blanco (White)  

Mulatto (mixed) Mestizo (mixed)

Negro (Black) Zambo (mixed)             Indio (Indian) 

Although the racial classification by blood-mixture in seventeenth-century 
South America reached a numerical level that defied common sense, the basic 
categories are contained in this diagram. “Whites” in South America were 
Roman Catholics and spoke Latin (or Romance) languages; this classification 
was already being superseded by a “Whiteness” based on Protestantism and 
Anglo-Saxon languages. In the US the diagram was much simpler, reduced 
to White and Black. (adapted from Norman E. Whitten, Jr, and Diego Quiroga, 
“Ecuador,” in Minority Rights Group, ed., No Longer Invisible: Afro-Latin 
Americans Today. London: Minority Rights Publications, 1995, 287–318)
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had the wrong religion, in the prevalent Christian conception, 
Indians (and Africans) had no religion.17 Furthermore, peninsular 
Spanish and Creoles were both considered White but ranked accord-
ing to their imperial or colonial belonging. Thus, mixture of blood 
was translated from belief to skin color. When Kant distributed 
people by color and continents, he was deriving the principle not 
from pure reason but well and truly from the Spanish colonial 
experience in the New World. While the Inquisition in Spain had 
“purity of blood” as a legal principle to control and separate 
Christians from Moors and Jews, and in the New World pursued 
the same goals, the local Creole elite translated the principle into a 
de facto social differentiation between Spanish Creoles on top, 
Mestizos/as and Mulattos/as in the next social group down, and 
Indios, Zambos, and Negroes at the bottom of the pyramid. The 
colonial wound is precisely the consequence of racial discourse. Frantz 
Fanon expressed the experience as “suffocation” and Gloria Anzaldúa 
called it an “open wound” (“la frontera es una herida abierta” – I 
will return to these issues in chapter 3).18 The colonial wound in 
both appeared as a new location of knowledge, the shift toward the 
geo-politics and body politics of knowledge. (Latin) America has 
not yet healed the colonial wound and has not yet freed itself from 
“internal colonialism” and “imperial dependency.”

The division of America into North and South also mirrored 
similar divisions within Europe, and France’s articulation of 
“Latinidad” should be understood through its assumed position with 
regard to those divisions. Up to the time of Hegel’s philosophy of 
history, Europe was basically the land of the “two races” (instead of 
“three religions,” as it became known after the French Revolution): 
the “race” of the Gallo-Romans and the “race” of the Franks. More 
simply put, the tension was between Roman and Germanic cultures. 
But it was France that took the lead, to its own advantage, of course, 
in bridging the gap caused by “racial tension” between the Roman 
and the German “races” of Europe. In 1831, the French historian 
Jules Michelet stated that “Rome included in itself the opposing 
rights of two strange races, that is, the Etruscan and the Latin. France 
has been in its ancient legislation Germanic up to La Loire and 
Roman toward the South of this river. The French Revolution 
married together both elements in our Civil Society.”19
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Of course, we (you and I, dear reader) know that this is not 
necessarily a view most French intellectuals would promote today. 
But I would like to stay a little bit longer with this topic and see 
how remnants of the distinctions survive in discourses around 
European identity. Rémi Brague recently published a successful 
book that put forth a direct, and sometimes indirect, attempt to 
justify and solidify the place of France in the European Union.20 
Brague argues and defends the thesis that Europe is essentially 
Roman and that the borders (alterités) by which Europe defines itself 
can be summarized around the very concept of “Latinitée.” Brague’s 
thesis is the following: “Europe is not Greek only, and not only 
Hebrew, and not even Greco-Hebrew, but it is above all Roman. 
‘Athens and Jerusalem,’ true, but also Rome   .   .   .   Three ingredients 
are necessary to come up with Europe: Rome, Greece, and 
Christianity.”21 Brague goes so far as to claim that there is indeed 
a “general Roman attitude” (remember what I was saying about the 
meaning of the “Baroque ethos” for Creoles claiming their own 
identity) that defines Europe’s borders. Pursuing this argument, he 
attempts to show that Europe’s connections with the Old Testament 
are a “Roman” link; that is, Christian and “Latin.” By the same 
token, Europe can distinguish itself from the Muslim world. Brague 
makes a huge effort to convince his reader that Europe in its link 
with ancient Greece is also Roman/Latin and, therefore, different 
not only from Islam but also from the Byzantine world.

There is a temporal dimension to the Europe defined as 
“Romanité/Latinité,” and it is what Brague calls the “Roman atti-
tude.” He believes that what Europe received from the Greeks and 
the Romans is the Greek and Roman attitude of improving upon 
what they took from the barbarians. He states:

The same dynamic nourishes European history. And this is 
what I define as the “Roman attitude”   .   .   .   The European 
colonial adventure, after the age of great discovery in Africa, 
for example, has been felt as a repetition of Roman coloniza-
tion. There is a rich French historiography that draws a parallel 
between the colonization of the Maghrib by the ancient 
Romans and the more recent, French colonization   .   .   .   Colo-
nization and European humanism after the Italian Renaissance: 
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will they not be linked as compensation for the sense of infe-
riority vis-à-vis the Greeks and the Jews? One could risk the 
following hypothesis. The European impulse toward conquest 
and colonization, since the Renaissance, perhaps has its strong 
motivation in the desire and the need to compensate, through 
the domination of people considered inferior, for [modern 
Europeans’] own inferiority complex in relation to antiquity, 
whicht humanists in the Renaissance were eager to re-
hearse   .   .   .   And, at the other end of the spectrum, the ending 
of the dominant role enjoyed by classical studies after World 
War II was simultaneous with the planetary movements of 
decolonization.22

While thinking about the meaning of the “Roman attitude,” we 
should keep in mind the “colonial wound” among Indians and 
African slaves, among Latinos/as in the US, and among Creoles 
under Spanish colonial rule, as well as among leading “independent” 
nations under the intellectual and economic management of France 
and England. We have here a blueprint, a cognitive map, of Europe 
as Roman and Latin from the Renaissance to the end of World War 
II. Yet we can find an earlier version of the very same map as Brague 
uses in place and activated by the Creole elite who worked with 
the French to assert “Latinidad” in the Americas. In 1852, Juan 
Bautista Alberdi began his classic treatise Bases y puntos de partida 
para la organización nacional with the following statement:

America has been discovered, conquered and populated by the 
civilized European races, who were carried forward by the 
same law as moved Egyptian people from their primitive land 
to bring them to Greece; later on, the same law moved the 
inhabitants of Greece to civilize the Italian peninsula; and 
finally the same law motivated the Greeks to civilize the  
barbarous inhabitants of Germany who were changed by the 
remains of the Roman world, the virility of its blood illumi-
nated by Christianity.23

Alberdi, an intellectual leader of the Argentinian history of post-
colonial nation-building, offers here a clear example of the  
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reproduction – in the ex-colonies – of a genealogy of thought and 
subject formation that was “natural” to European history. European 
history and subject formation should not be confused with 
Eurocentrism, in the same way as race, in the sense of ethnicity, 
should not be confused with racism. Eurocentrism only arises when 
the particular history of Europe (and, in the second half of the 
twentieth century, of the US) and its concomitant subject formation 
are promoted and enforced as a universal model, and are accepted 
and promoted by colonial subjects embracing a model of being what 
they are not. The coloniality of being operates by conversion (to 
the ideals of Christianity, to civilization and progress, to moderniza-
tion and development, to Western democracy and the market) or 
by adaptation and assimilation (the willingness of the native elites 
in the colonies to embrace imperial designs and values leading to 
colonial subject formation). That is, it means accepting dwelling in 
the coloniality of being by narcotizing the colonial wound, ignoring 
it with all sorts of painkillers. Let’s suspend this scenario for a 
moment, and go back to the first half of the nineteenth century 
when such an idea of “Latin” America became thinkable.

It was, in fact, a little-known French intellectual, Michel Chevalier, 
a follower of Michelet, who contributed to the imprinting of 
“Latinidad” on the Spanish Americas. Chevalier, who was born in 
Limoges in 1806, went to the US in 1833 and remained there until 
1835. He ended his trip by visiting Mexico and Cuba. In 1836, 
Chevalier published two volumes of letters he had written during 
his period in the US, titled Lettres sur l’Amérique du Nord. There is 
a lot to be said about how Chevalier foretells the future, one or 
two centuries after his own day; but I will limit myself to his obser-
vations and prognostications about the Americas. For Chevalier, as 
for Michelet, “our Europe” had a double origin as Latin (Roman) 
Europe and Teutonic (German) Europe, with the former being 
comprised of the countries and people of the Midi and the second 
made up of the continental countries and people of the North, 
including England. Latin Europe is Catholic, Teutonic Europe is 
Protestant. In mapping that distinction onto America, Chevalier 
stated: “The two branches, Latin and German, reproduced them-
selves in the New World. South America is, like Meridian Europe, 
Catholic and Latin. North America belongs to a population that is 
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Protestant and Anglo-Saxon.”24 It’s not surprising that Chevalier 
talks about Anglo Americans and Spanish Americans, given that both 
Bolívar’s vision of a “Confederation of Spanish American Nations” 
and Jefferson’s idea of a Western Hemisphere had been advanced by 
that time. But Chevalier’s vision for Spanish America is not very 
encouraging:

The republican principle has produced the US, although the 
same principle has generated also those miserable republics of 
Spanish America.   .   .   .   Apparently the Anglo Americans will be 
appointed to continue, directly and without foreign interven-
tion, the progress that the civilization to which we belong has 
accomplished since it [the civilization] abandoned the Orient, 
its cradle.   .   .   .   meanwhile, the Spanish American seems to be 
nothing other than an impotent race without future, unless it 
receives a wave of rich and new blood coming from the North, 
or from the East.25

There is a very interesting geo-political imaginary unfolding here, 
since “East” in the last line does not refer to the Orient. Let’s follow 
up a little bit further. Chevalier was one of the ideologues of the 
ascending bourgeoisie and the new European political economy. He 
taught an introductory course on political economy at the Collège 
de France between 1842 and 1850. His geo-political concerns were 
not romantic imaginations of the New World order. The Roman 
and German division of Europe was no longer a question. The 
problem he saw in front of him, instead, was how the nineteenth 
century would be marked by the confrontation between the two 
greatest civilizations in history, the Orient and the Occident. And 
in that confrontation, he was particularly concerned with the role 
that France and countries of “Latin seed” would play. He was also 
aware of the emergence of the “Slav Race” as a third group that 
was beginning to encroach on “our Europe,” meaning the Europe 
of Latin and Anglo-Saxon peoples. He knew the Anglo-Saxon and 
Slavic countries were dealing with the Orient, with Asia, and he 
worried that Latin countries were losing that contest. Chevalier 
foresaw, then, that the bridge between the East and the West would 
be America. He said:
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Mexico and South America are filled with new branches 
growing up from the roots of Western civilization on both 
sides, the side that looks toward Asia and the side that looks 
toward ourselves. The US will soon extend itself from one 
ocean to the other   .   .   .   Thus it is clear from this point of view 
that America is located between the two civilizations and 
therefore it has a privileged destiny.26

France’s articulation of “Latinidad” and cultural imperialism takes 
on the clear function of maintaining a presence in this area of 
“privileged destiny.” Chevalier made this clear when he wrote: 
“France is the trustee of the destinies of all of the Latin nations on 
the two continents. It alone can prevent the swallowing of this entire 
family of peoples by the twin encroachment of the Germans or 
Saxons or by the Slavs.”27

If France was responsible for “Latinidad” on both continents it 
was because Spain had been completely marginalized. As Leopoldo 
Zea observed,28 after the eighteenth century Spain and Russia came 
to occupy, for different reasons, positions at the margins of the West, 
geographically and geo-politically. Spain (and the Iberian peninsula) 
was the territory of Catholic Christians, and Russia was Orthodox, 
while Protestant Christians were in the process of taking leadership 
in this particular stage of global coloniality.

It has been recently argued29 that at the “origin” of the idea of 
“Latinidad” was the result of another, related historical event in 
South America: the incidents, tensions, and conflicts surrounding 
Panama in 1850. Rather than a frontier dispute, the problem was 
about controlling the place of encounter and crossing between the 
Atlantic and the Pacific, as an advance announcement of the 1898 
Spanish-American War. The incidents and conflicts in Panama illu-
minated tensions between two opposing forces that, in the terminol-
ogy of the time, were named “the Anglo-Saxon race” and the “Latin 
race.” The Colombian writer and diplomat José María Torres Caicedo, 
living in Paris, was not alien to the Panama incidents and made his 
voice heard on several occasions. This crucial moment, the conti-
nental conflicts around 1850, was the moment in which Bolívar’s 
dream of the “Confederation of Spanish American Nations” began 
to be translated into “Latin America” in the sense of the domain of 
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the “Latin race.” Aims McGuinness revisits the reproduction, in the 
Americas, of the division in Europe between the North and the 
South, and states:

Torres Caicedo’s articulation of the antagonism between 
“America del Norte” and “America del Sud” also reliedon the 
opposition between the “Saxon race” and the “Latin race” that 
owed more to theories of race circulating in the 1850’s than 
to Bolivar and included notions of pan-Latin racial unity 
similar to those advanced in France by Saint-Simonians such 
as Michel Chevalier. By the mid-1850s   .   .   .   Chevalier had 
developed a vision of pan-Latin diplomacy that pitted the Latin 
nations of Europe (including Belgium, Spain and Portugal, and 
led of course by France) against the Germanic or Anglo-Saxon 
peoples of northern Europe and the Slavic nations of Eastern 
Europe. A similar opposition between the Latin and Anglo-
Saxon “races” found its expression in Torres Caicedo’s 1856 
poem “Las dos Américas”   .   .   .

The race of Latin America
finds itself confronted by the Saxon Race
Mortal enemy who now threatens
To destroy its liberty and its banner30

McGuinness’s conclusion allows for a summary of my argument 
on the reorganization of the logic of coloniality and the redistribu-
tion of the world among changes of imperial leadership. The distinc-
tions between the North and South of Europe and the North and 
South of America were not simply “cultural” differences. They 
masked the colonial power differential that was translated from its 
construction in Europe and imposed on the Americas. It is precisely 
the differential of power that permits us to see that what are more 
generally understood as “cultural differences” are indeed “imperial” 
and “colonial” differences that have been dictated by leading impe-
rial designers. It was in France, Germany, and England that the dis-
tinction between the South and North of Europe was imagined 
(imperial difference). And it was in Spain and Portugal, first, and in 
England, France, and Germany, later, that the differences between 
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Europe and the two Americas were defined, described, and imple-
mented (colonial difference). Imperial and colonial differences work 
under the same logic: the devaluation of the human conditions of 
those targeted to be dominated, exploited, controlled – the objects 
of the differences. On the other hand, the differences are established 
by the subject of the differences – the authority of the imperial voice 
over lesser imperial voices and, above all, over colonial voices.

The differentiation between Europe and the Americas, on the 
one hand, and between North and South America, on the other, 
was not only spatial but temporal as well. The French Enlightenment 
promoted the idea of a young and immature New World that would 
have been totally alien to Spanish missionaries and men of letters 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The “barbarians” who in 
the sixteenth century were located in space became the “primitives” 
in time. From here to the idea of Latin America as an underdevel-
oped subcontinent, there is just one step and a change of global 
designs: from British civilizing to the US developing and marketing 
mission. Hegel is, once again, behind such assumptions. He had a 
tantalizing capacity to convert what borders on nonsense into a 
serious proposition:

The World is divided into Old and New; the name of New 
having originated in the fact that America and Australia have 
only lately become known to us. But these parts of the world  
are not only relatively new, but intrinsically so in respect of 
their entire physical and psychical constitution   .   .   .   I will not 
deny the New World the honor of having emerged from the 
sea at the world’s formation contemporaneously with the old: 
yet the Archipelago between South America and Asia shows a 
physical immaturity   .   .   .   New Holland shows a not less immature 
geographical character; for in penetrating from the settlements 
of the English farther into the country, we discover immense 
streams, which have not yet developed themselves to such a 
degree as to dig a channel for themselves; but lose themselves 
in marshes.31

I have the impression that if one speaks from the perspective of 
the empire, even to criticize it, one can demonstrate that nature in 
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certain parts of the world is younger than others or that there are 
weapons of mass destruction even if one cannot find them. The 
changes in the idea of “nature” paralleled the changes in the ideas 
of continental divides and world order. When development replaced 
the civilizing mission as a project of the developed countries, the 
Third World was (and still is) equated with “nature”; that is, not 
with the “industries” and “sciences” of progress that put the First 
World ahead in the temporal imagination. If, in the sixteenth century, 
“nature” was conceived in terms of lands and territories to be 
mapped or as the spectacle of the world through which its Maker 
could be known, from the beginning of the nineteenth century 
“nature” became the fuel, the raw material, for the Industrial 
Revolution and the forward-moving engine of progress and capital 
accumulation. This transformation put a premium on the already-
existing continental division, and “nature” became increasingly asso-
ciated with South America, Africa, and Asia. Thus, the idea of “Latin” 
America was coetaneous with the increasing value of South America 
as “nature” and the increasing value of Europe’s new imperial coun-
tries as the sources of “culture” (the university, the state, philosophy, 
science, industry, and technology).

Colonialism, The Missing Ideology of Modernity, 
and “Latin” America: The Reconfiguring of  

the Logic of Coloniality

To understand the intricate web in which differences are trans-
formed into values, and the colonial matrix of power naturalized 
and disguised under the triumphal project of modernity, let’s look 
more closely at the rhetoric of modernity and its darker side. 
Sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein has suggested that the “modern 
world system” did not have its own imaginary (i.e., a series of ideas 
giving it conceptual coherence) until after the French Revolution. 
He describes that imaginary as relying on the emergent configura-
tion of three competing, and at the same time complementary, 
ideologies: conservatism, liberalism, and socialism. Looking from the 
empire to the colonies, or from the march of modernity toward the 
rest of the word, the three ideologies seem adequate.32 Looking from 
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the colonies to the empire, or at the invasive march of modernity 
into the rest of the world, it is clear that the full story cannot be 
rendered within these three Enlightened European ideologies alone. 
There is one important ideology missing that is crucial for an 
understanding of the “idea” of Latin America and that dates back 
to the sixteenth century: colonialism. The display of the four ideol-
ogies of the modern/colonial world together makes visible the rift 
between the former three and the latter, which is important to an 
understanding of how they function in the geo-politics (modernity/
coloniality) of knowledge, rather than simply in the internal history 
of Western political theory and its underlying epistemology.

From the internal history of Western political theory and episte-
mology, colonialism is a mere derivative, an unpleasant process that 
leads to a better world. Colonialism is, precisely, what remained 
hidden and unnamed, covered by the three acceptable ideologies 
and the visible face of the empire, which itself hid the colonies and 
made them marginal in time and space. Colonialism as the fourth 
ideology is a vital distinction to make if we are to comprehend 
European imperialism since the sixteenth century and US imperial-
ism after World War II. Colonialism (and I am referring here to the 
particular forms that emerged in the modern/colonial world and 
not, for instance, in previous Roman or Inca “colonies”) refers to 
the result of imperial actions that have capitalism as the principle 
and foundation of “modes of social life and organization.” That is, 
imperialism/colonialism are one and the same, like modernity/colo-
niality, insofar as they are linked with mercantilism, free trade, and 
the industrial economy. Imperialism/colonialism characterizes  
specific moments in history (like the Spanish, the British, or the 
Russian imperial/colonial empires), while modernity/coloniality 
points toward a set of principles and beliefs in which certain impe-
rial/colonial empires are framed.33 Colonialism is the historically 
concrete complement of imperialism in its diverse geo-historical 
manifestations, just as coloniality is the logical complement of 
modernity in its general principles. Colonialism as ideology is imple-
mented by coloniality as the logic of domination.

“Colonialism” as the hidden ideology has two aspects that dis-
tinguish it from the three visible ones. First, it is an ideology that 
nobody wants to promote and everyone claims to want to end. 
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Colonialism is the shameful member of the family – it’s always there, 
people know about it, but they prefer not to mention it, like talking 
about money with an aristocratic family. As such, colonialism is not 
a project of which imperial leaders and global designers could be 
proud – and they openly declared themselves against it. The explicit 
projects are described in positive terms, like civilization, develop-
ment, or democracy, but not as colonization, even if colonization is 
the necessary step to “bring” Good to deserving and wanting people. 
“Civilization,” “development,” “modernization,” and “socialism,” for 
instance, are all projects that conservatives, liberals, and Marxists are 
eager to promote and carry to distant places – but not colonialism! 
(Recent situations such as the post-9/11 period, when even good 
liberals accepted colonialism as a necessity of US foreign policy, may 
be exceptions to that observation.) Colonization, in that view, is 
something that cannot be avoided if you want to “bring” prosperity, 
democracy, and freedom to the world. Eurocentrism could be 
defined precisely in those terms – a view of history in which 
modernity is there to supersede traditions and colonialism is a means 
to a better end.

Second, in that forward movement of modernity, colonialism 
works to cover up its own ideological trail by erasing and displacing 
that which differs from the ideal or opposes the march of modernity. 
Thus, modernity can be defined and conceived, in terms of “reason, 
progress, political democracy, science, commodity production, new 
conceptions of time and space and rapid changes,”34 without acknowl-
edging the erasure of both what preceded a given moment within 
the logic of modernity (that is, the colonization of time – Middle 
Ages, early modern period, modern period, postmodern period, etc.) 
and what differed from a given moment outside the logic of moder-
nity. Fanon in the 1960s said it very clearly in a way that is still valid 
today for the new form of neo-liberal colonialism:

colonialism is not simply content to impose its rule upon the 
present and the future of a dominated country. Colonialism is 
not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and 
emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind 
of perverse logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and 
distorts, disfigures and destroys it.35
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The Aztec and Inca Empires, before the Indias Occidentales and 
co-existing with them for a short period, came under the erasure 
of the imperial, noble mission. Colonialism – the hidden ideology 
of Christianity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the 
fourth secular ideology – allows us to conceive of modernity in 
terms of its irrationality, its disruption and fractures of other forms 
of life (e.g., look at the current situation in sub-Saharan Africa and 
in Latin America), and its totalitarian tendencies based on the myth 
of rationality and on the time/space/nature configuration that 
modernity dismembered and destroyed (and continues to destroy) 
in the name of industrialism and technology. Of course, Indians in 
the Americas, slaves from Africa, and later on people in Africa and 
Asia met the “arrival” of modernity with a wide spectrum of reac-
tions that went all the way from the opportunity to jump on the 
bandwagon of modernization to the painful process of decoloniza-
tion. For either of those perspectives, “modernization” was some-
thing “coming from” elsewhere and not something that “was” in 
their own past. The simple difference was how global designs were 
received – not conceived – by people imbued with other histories 
and speaking different languages.

It was to colonialism as ideology and practice and to the underly-
ing logic of coloniality that the first wave of decolonization in the 
Americas responded. All the “revolutions” of this wave were in the 
paradigm of co-existence rather than in the paradigm of newness 
(as I explained in the preface). US independence (called the American 
Revolution) in 1776, the rebellions in what was then part of Peru 
(now in Bolivia) led by Tomas Katari and Túpac Amaru (1780–1), 
the Haitian Revolution in 1804, and the first set of Hispano and 
Luso American independences between 1810 and 1830 were all 
responses to “colonialism,” as the imperial ideology projected toward 
the colonies. Decolonization at this point, as well as in the second 
wave post-World War II, meant political and, in a less clear way, 
economic decolonization – but not epistemic. The theological and 
secular frames of mind in which political theory and political 
economy had been historically grounded were never questioned. 
This is precisely the crucial difference between older forms of 
decolonization and the struggles since Césaire and Fanon and more 
explicitly since the 1990s. Now decolonization of knowledge and 



First Reordering of the Modern/Colonial World

86

subjectivity, through the imagination of alternatives to capitalism and 
alternatives to the modern state and its reliance on military power, 
and through the creation of new ideologies other than the four 
mentioned, is taking place. Yet all the “successful” movements of 
decolonization in the Americas were in the hands of Creoles of 
Spanish, Portuguese, English, and African descent, and it was not on 
their horizon to imagine ways of thinking beyond what the European 
tradition offered them. Colonialism should have been the key ideol-
ogy targeted by decolonial projects. However, in the first wave of 
so-called decolonization, colonialism as ideology was not dismantled, 
as the goal was to gain ostensible independence from the empire. 
There was a change of hands as Creoles became the state and eco-
nomic elite, but the logic of coloniality remained in place.

The only social movement initiated by the natives (the Indians) 
“failed” in terms of pushing the colonizer out of the territory. As 
a matter of fact, Indians in the viceroyalty of Peru had a double 
force to fight against: the Creoles and the Spanish imperial admin-
istration, which, although decadent, was still in place. In the hypo-
thetical case that Túpac Amaru had come to power, most likely there 
wouldn’t be a “Latin” America today. The Haitian Revolution offered 
also the possibility of an epistemic delinking but instead was reduced 
to silence, as Michel Rolph-Trouillot has convincingly argued.36 
When Chevalier was writing that France was responsible for all the 
nations of the Latin group in both continents, Haiti was not in his 
mind. Haiti belonged to “Africanidad,” not to “Latinidad”! Strangely 
(or not), Haiti never clearly counted as part of “Latin” America. 
“Latins” were supposed to be not Black but White Creoles or, at 
most, Mestizos/as or perhaps Mulattos/as in blood but Europeans 
in mind.

To conceive of themselves as a “Latin” race (as Torres Caicedo 
put it), Creoles in “Latin” America had to rearticulate the colonial 
difference in a new format: to become the internal colonizers vis-
à-vis the Indians and Blacks while living an illusion of independence 
from the logic of coloniality. Internal colonialism was indeed a 
trademark of the Americas after independence and was directly 
linked to nation-state building. Nation-states in the colonies were 
not a manifestation of modernity leaving colonialism behind. The 
roads of (and not toward) modernity/coloniality in the Americas, 
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followed in one instance by US independence and in another by 
the former Spanish/Portuguese colonies, differ both among them-
selves and also, considerably, from the road of modernity/coloniality 
that brought about the Haitian Revolution. In all three cases, 
however, coloniality was reinscribed almost immediately in the 
internal colonialism enacted by nation-states emerging from decolo-
nization. While US independence also led to internal colonialism, 
the novelty here is that the US became at once a postcolonial 
country, a country with imperial ambitions, and a country anchored 
in internal colonialism. The imperial ambitions, inherited from the 
mother country, mark one specific difference between the US and 
South America and the Caribbean in the subsequent reorganization 
of the global order during the nineteenth century.

In Europe, racial differences did not function as internal colonial-
ism. Modern nation-states in Europe, after all, did not arise with 
imperial independence and political decolonization as a goal. Their 
point of origin was, instead, a struggle for the emancipation of a 
new social class, the bourgeoisie, and not a colonial second-class 
population. In Europe, internal colonialism could be used as a meta-
phor for class exploitation linked to the Industrial Revolution, but 
the historical conditions of inequality were quite distinct from the 
ones in the Americas: the European bourgeoisie did not decolonize 
itself by its emancipation from monarchic and despotic regimes, 
similar to the decolonizing struggles by Blacks in Haiti. The rise of 
the bourgeoisie paralleled the broadening reach of the Industrial 
Revolution and the constitution and control of the state. The control 
of the economy and the state by a new social class had generated 
a new oppressed stratum of the population (the proletariat); but 
racism was not part of the problem. Class differences, not racial ones, 
shaped the European political scene. The proletariat as the identity 
of a social class was defined by conditions of labor and capital rather 
than by racial classification, which came into its full force as a con-
sequence of the transformation of the exploitation of labor in the 
colonies. There is no doubt that a class distinction is embedded in 
racial classification and internal colonialism in the Americas, but the 
principle of classification is not based on a social class formed out 
of a group of workers employed in the industries emerging from 
the Industrial Revolution. It hinges, instead, on a social stratification 
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that emerged from colonialism. Of course, the social classification 
was not “naturally embedded” in the group of differentiated people; 
it was – rather – an epistemic classification foundational for the 
establishment of the modern/colonial world.37 This is precisely how 
the colonial matrix of power is “glued” together by racism, by the 
discourse that demonizes entire populations by portraying them as 
inferior human beings, if human at all.

Jamaican philosopher Lewis Gordon summarized the divergence 
between the historical logic of modernity/coloniality as experienced 
in Europe and that of modernity/coloniality in the Americas. For 
Gordon, class is so indigenous to Europe that it emerges even in 
European efforts toward socialism. One can “feel” class in Europe as 
the air that one breathes, observes Gordon, looking at Europe from 
his subjective understanding and personal location in a Caribbean 
history rooted in slavery, racism, and European colonialism. In the 
Americas, Gordon continues, race became an endemic motif of New 
World consciousness, and that is why one can “feel” race here in the 
same way as in Europe one can “feel” class.38 However, the issue is 
not to dwell on that distinction, but to be attentive to the conse-
quences of it. These are crucial to understanding that, today, the 
“idea” of Latin America is being refurbished against the very back-
drop of the modern/colonial world. Gordon observes that:

The agony experienced globally, then, is not simply one of 
intensified class division but also one of an asserted New World 
consciousness on those not indigenous to it   .   .   .
 Something new is being formed. Just as a new oppressive 
relation emerged when Europe expanded westward (and sub-
sequently, eastward), so, too, are new oppressive relations emerg-
ing as the New West goes global. Is it racism? Classism? 
Sexism? In my view, it is none of these uniquely, but instead 
a pervasive ethos against humanistic solutions to any of them. In 
short, it is the ethos of counter-revolution and anti-utopia.39

The quotation encapsulates the predominant ethos of the modern/
colonial world, from the sixteenth to the twenty-first centuries. The 
“idea” of Latin America, in the nineteenth century, was forged in 
the movement of imperial institutions for the control of meaning 
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and of money, supported by a Creole elite eager to cut the umbilical 
cord to Spain and Portugal, and join the club of emerging empires. 
However, while class division was shaping the life and institutions 
of Europeans, racism continued to shape the life and institutions in 
the colonies – and not only the new colonies of France and England 
but also the new, apparently independent nations in the process of 
identifying themselves as “Latin” American nation-states.

The Many Faces of “Latinidad”

In summary, “Latinidad” is the consequence of imperial and colonial 
conflicts in the nineteenth century and the way in which the impe-
rial and colonial differences have been constructed. While in Europe 
“Latinidad” allowed French politicians and intellectuals to establish 
the imperial difference with the competing forces of the Anglo-
Saxon world in Europe (England and Germany), in South America 
the idea of “Latinidad” was useful to Spanish Creole intellectuals 
and politicians defining themselves in confrontation with the com-
peting force of the Anglo-Saxon world in the Americas – the US. 
However, “Latin” America came into the new world order as a 
subaltern historico-political and cultural configuration. In other 
words, the colonial difference that ideologues of the Spanish Empire 
constructed to justify the colonization of America (e.g., the inferior-
ity of the Indians and the non-humanity of the African slaves) was 
maintained and intensified by the ideologues of the new, indepen-
dent republics. Thus, the colonial difference was reproduced, after 
the independent republics’ formation, in the “internal” colonial  
difference. “Latinidad” contributed to disguise the internal colonial 
difference under a historical and cultural identity that apparently 
included all while, in reality, producing an effect of totality that 
silenced the excluded. “Latinidad” produced a new type of invisibil-
ity for Indians and for people of African descent in “Latin” 
America.

“Latinidad” worked to define the identity of a community  
of Creole/Mestizo/a elites and, later on, the people descended  
from the European immigrants who began to arrive in South 
America in the second half of the nineteenth century. The ethos of 
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“Latinidad” encouraged European immigration. It was one of the 
measures to promote progress and civilization and, indirectly, Whiten 
the nation-states. New economies developed in the South as the 
need for crops and meat complemented the exploitation of the 
tropical plantations that, no longer in the hands of Dutch, British, 
or French colonizers, were now in the hands of a Creole elite, who 
transformed “colonial exploitation” into “modern exportation.” 
Since the second half of the nineteenth century, “Latin” American 
countries have continued a consistent descent in the world economy 
in relation to Europe and the United States.

The last decade of the nineteenth century was a turning point 
for world history even though the events of this decade took place 
in the “periphery” (Spain, Latin America, the US, and Japan), and 
remain still on the margins of the triumphal history of modernity 
from the French to the Russian Revolutions and to the different 
manifestations of totalitarianism in Europe. During that decade, 
Spain lost its last colonies in the Caribbean and the Pacific (the 
Philippines) and the US started its imperial march after the defeat 
of Spain in the Spanish-American War of 1898, while Japan also 
initiated imperial control of China in 1895. “Latin” America slid 
down one more step, in relation to the world order around 1900, 
not only economically but in the North Atlantic imaginary. That is, 
“Latin” America became darker and darker in relation to the increas-
ing discourse of White supremacy that was implemented during the 
last decade of the nineteenth century in the US by the ideologues 
of the Spanish-American War. In parallel fashion to the way Spaniards 
were seen by Northern Europeans (as darker skinned and mixed 
with Moorish blood), “Latin” America began to be perceived more 
and more as “Mestizo/a”; that is, darker skinned. And although 
“Latin” American Creoles and elite Mestizos/as considered them-
selves White, particularly in relation to the Indian and Afro popula-
tion as well as to the Mulattos/as and Cholos/as (Mestizos/as 
perceived, by ethnicity or class, as closer to the Indians), from the 
perspective of Northern Europe and the US, to be “Latin” American 
was still to be not White enough. This was the waiting room for 
the next step, to come after World War II: “Latin” America became 
part of the Third World, and the Indian and the Afro population 
remained invisible.
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However, also in the last decade of the nineteenth century, José 
Martí, a Cuban writer, activist, and ideologue who lived a significant 
portion of his life in New York, launched a new and more open 
version of “Latinidad” with his famous political proclamation 
“Nuestra América.” Martí’s program turned its back on Caicedo’s 
and Alberdi’s project and on France and Greece as the emblems of 
European historical foundation, and turned toward Mesoamerican 
civilizations (Maya, Inca, Aztec) as the emblems of “Nuestra 
América”‘s historical foundations. After Martí, and after the Peruvian 
intellectual and political leader José Carlos Mariátegui in the 1920s, 
the idea of Latin America underwent a radical change in the 1960s 
through both the philosophy of liberation and dependency theory 
as elaborated by philosopher Enrique Dussel. Also in the 1960s, 
Fanon’s description of colonialism, quoted above, changed the terms 
of the conversations in which French imperial designs had shaped 
the idea of “Latinidad.” The idea of “Latin” America that emerged 
during the Cold War and from the historical perspective of colonial-
ity radically unlinked itself from the French idea of “Latinidad.”

Today, “Latin America is in effervescence,” as Manière de voir/Le 
Monde diplomatique proudly announced in Paris in the summer of 
2003. And indeed it is. In the last decade, major transformations have 
taken place. Aymara activist and intellectual Victor Hugo Cárdenas 
was appointed vice-president of Bolivia in August 1993. Though they 
do not completely share Cárdenas’s politics, Felipe Quispe Huanca 
and Evo Morales, as intellectuals and leaders of Indigenous social 
movements, have climbed through the institutional aperture that the 
vice-presidency opened. “All of them Aymaras, but so different” is 
the title of Xavier Albó’s political analysis of the parts played by 
Cárdenas, Morales, and Quispe Huanca in the transformation of the 
Bolivian state and society in recent decades. The leading role and 
the perspective on the future that we see in the Indian social move-
ments in Bolivia is mirrored in Ecuador. The intellectual and activist 
leadership of Nina Pacari (currently the minister of foreign relations) 
and Luis Alberto Macas (recently reappointed president of the 
Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador, and ex-
minister of agriculture and president of the newly formed Amawtay 
Wasi, or Universidad Intercultural de las Nacionalidades y Pueblos 
Indígenas), plus the significant number of Indian members in the 
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Congress and the presence of Indian administrations in more than 
thirty cities in Ecuador, all clearly show that although formal govern-
ment is in the hands of pro-neo-liberals, the state is no longer the 
indisputable domain of the “White/Mestizo/a” elite.

No less significant have been the emergence of Afro social move-
ments, and their presence is giving new meaning to something that 
we (in Latin America, the US, or Europe) always knew was part of 
Latin America. From the Andes to Mexico, and from Argentina to 
the Caribbean, Afro rhythms have always been beating and continue 
to beat (and they have come to be known all over the world as 
‘Latin American music’). We (the same as above) also always knew 
that from the north of Brazil and the northeast of Colombia and 
in all the Caribbean Islands, “exotic” religious practices (Candomblé, 
Santería, Voodoo, Rastafarianism) were practiced and disrupted the 
application of Christianity. Afro religious practices that “absorbed” 
Christianity and turned it into something that Christians could not 
recognize, and often reject or fear, have not, like music, been sub-
sumed under “Latinidad” since, as we have seen, Christianity and 
“Latinidad” are two sides of the same coin. How then could one 
(in “Latin” America or Europe or the US) not take seriously the 
fact that Afro religious practices are key elements both for resistance 
to oppression and for creative survival? Not every Christian speaks 
Latin, but the foundation of Christianity in the modern world is 
“Latin.” As Derrida reminded us, “We all speak Latin,” and he 
claimed a “global Latinization.” While many in Europe and in South 
America will look at such a claim with enthusiasm, I suspect that 
it will awaken less enthusiasm among Indigenous, Afro-Andean,  
and Afro-Caribbean critical consciousnesses. After all, it was global 
Latinization from the sixteenth century on that repressed the con-
tribution that Indians and Afros were making to the globalization 
of the Atlantic economy. Felipe Quispe Huanca, Rigoberta Menchú, 
and Bob Marley – to give some examples – may not agree with 
Jacques Derrida on this point.

As if the examples in the previous paragraphs were not enough 
to show the point of no return, epistemic as well as political, being 
enacted by the Indians and Afros, the democratic victory of Ignacio 
Lula da Silva in Brazil adds to the radical scope of current trans-
formations. He is leading the way and showing the possibility of a 
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new path toward the future conduct of the state. And this case is 
indeed quite important in the history of “Latin” America, since 
Brazil has been, since the time of Simón Bolívar and the wars of 
independence, a stepchild in a “Latin” America whose image was 
more “Spanish” than “Portuguese.” Furthermore, Lula da Silva is  
not only showing his “Spanish” American partners the possible paths 
toward the future; he is doing the same with the European and 
Latin American “Marxists” who have enormous difficulties articulat-
ing race and class in the history of ex-colonial countries. He is on 
his way to making obsolete any postmodern debate, in Europe, 
about making Lenin useful again for the future of the humanity. 
Nestor Kirchner in Argentina has also taken a significant dissenting 
step forward to show, with Lula da Silva, that there are avenues of 
social organization and politics that are not necessarily those dictated 
by the IMF, the World Bank, or the European states of the G8 that 
claim the rights of their imperial pasts. Lula de Silva seems to be 
thinking from the very colonial history of Brazil and of the Americas, 
rather than from manuals based on the modern history of Europe 
and the Industrial Revolution. As the Indian and Afro intellectuals 
and leaders have shown, it makes more sense to think from the 
fractures of colonial history and the colonial differential of power 
than from the history that sociological and economic manuals telling 
the “truth” about the world promote. And if Lula da Silva is not 
enough supporting “data” for a radical transformation, the World 
Social Forum, whose past three meetings took place in Porto Alegre 
(a city controlled by the PT, Lula’s Working Party), has contributed 
to seeing “Latin” America not by reflecting on its underbelly and 
its position as the victim under Uncle’s Tom cabin, but as the loca-
tion of a shared world leadership working “toward an-other global-
ization.”40 Lula da Silva’s preliminary conversations about constituting 
a G3 economic bloc (Brazil, South Africa, and India) will move 
these countries toward a proactive role in “an-other globalization” 
instead of the subaltern role that about a hundred and ninety coun-
tries in the world seem ready to accept.

While “Latin” America remains a comfortable name that func-
tions at the level of the control of land, of labor, and of authority, 
in the spheres of the colonial matrix of power, at the level of sub-
jectivity and knowledge, the legacies of European colonialism in 
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South America are being challenged and displaced by Indian and 
Afro legacies disputing languages, knowledges, religions, memories. 
In the US, the parallel struggle is being delivered by Latinos/as in 
both theoretical and artistic production. While at the level of the 
state – in South America and the Caribbean – economic and politi-
cal control remain in the hands of Creoles, the possibility of trans-
forming the state by an open dialogue with the sectors of society 
that have been marginalized because of race, gender, and sexuality 
is today opening up in new ways. Ecuador is a case in point. Other 
changes, however, are also revealing that “Latin” political projects 
(liberal, neo-liberal, and socialist) are not in a one-to-one relation-
ship with the ontology of the subcontinent, as we will see in the 
next chapter. When the relation between the name and the sub-
continent is called into question, the political projects that brought 
“Latin” America into being have to co-exist with political projects 
originating among the silenced population, who do not see them-
selves as they have been constructed and do not care to belong to 
the “Latin” ethos.
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After “Latin” America:  
The Colonial Wound and  
the Epistemic Geo-/Body-

Political Shift

The U.S.–Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third 
World grates against the first and bleeds.

Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera, 1987

How to articulate “interculturalidad” within the limits of  
epistemology and of the production of knowledge? How to 
contribute to the adventure for human knowledge from new 
sources?  .  .  .
 Runa Yachaikuna: Cycle of Indigenous Sciences. This cycle 
has as objective the socialization of indigenous knowledge, so 
students can re-affirm their identities and strengthen their self-
confidence; that is, for learning to be.

Luis Macas, Amawtay Wasi (Universidad Intercultural  
de las Nacionalidades y Pueblos Indígenas),  

Boletin ICCC-RIMAI, 2/19, 2000

Accounts of the present state of radical political thought are 
still embedded in a Western episteme that revolves around two 
historical events, the 1789 French Revolution and the 1917 
French Revolution. Even those who proclaim the death of 
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Eurocentrism still survey radical thought within these two 
historical exemplars.

Anthony Bogues, Black Heretics, Black Prophets: 
Radical Political Intellectuals, 2003

“Latin” America from Above: 
A Convenience Store

The global idea of “Latin” America being deployed by imperial 
states today (the US and the imperial countries of the European 
Union) is of a vast territory and a resource of cheap labor, full 
natural resources, exotic tourism, and fantastic Caribbean beaches 
waiting to be visited, invested in, and exploited. These images devel-
oped during the Cold War when “Latin” America became part of 
the Third World and a top destination for neo-liberal projects, 
beginning in Chile under General Augusto Pinochet (1973) and 
followed up by Juan Carlos Menem in Argentina (1989) and Sánchez 
Gonzálo de Losada (1993) in Bolivia. Thus, for example, today many 
of the major technological corporations are shifting production to 
Argentina (post-crash) where they can hire technicians for around 
ten thousand dollars a year while the US salary plus benefits, for 
the same type of job, could be as high as fifty or sixty thousand 
dollars a year.

The section on “Latin America” in the CIA’s report Global Trends 
2015 relies on the same “idea of Latin” America, which originated 
in the imperial designs of nineteenth-century French ideologues in 
complicity with Creole elites. The CIA forecasts that:

by 2015, many Latin American countries will enjoy greater 
prosperity as a result of expanding hemispheric and global 
economic links, the information revolution, and lowered birth-
rates. Progress in building democratic institutions will reinforce 
reforms and promote prosperity by enhancing investing con-
fidence. Brazil and Mexico will be increasingly confident and 
capable actors that will seek a greater voice in hemispheric 
affairs. But the region will remain vulnerable to financial crises 
because of its dependence on external finance and the con-
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tinuing role of single commodities in most economies. The 
weakest countries in the region, especially in the Andean 
region, will fall further behind. Reversals of democracy in 
some countries will be spurred by a failure to deal effectively 
with popular demands, crime, corruption, drug trafficking, and 
insurgencies. Latin America – especially Venezuela, Mexico and 
Brazil – will become an increasingly important oil producer 
by 2015 and an important component of the emerging Atlantic 
Basin energy system. Its proven oil reserves are second only to 
those located in the Middle East.1

However, from the perspective of many who are being looked at 
and spoken at (not to), things look a little bit different. The CIA’s 
report cites many experts on Latin America but not one person in 
Latin America who is critical of the neo-liberal invasion to the 
South. For instance, the articles published by Alai-Amlatina, written 
in Spanish in the independent news media, do not “exist” for a 
world in which what exists is written in English. That is part of the 
“reality” of the “idea” of Latin America. The story is never fully told 
because “developments” projected from above are apparently suffi-
cient to pave the way toward the future. “Expertise” and the experi-
ence of being trained as an “expert” overrule the “living experience” 
and the “needs” of communities that might subsume technology to 
their ways of life, and not transform those ways of life to accord 
with capitalist requirements, using technology as a new colonizing 
tool. The blindness of the CIA’s experts, and their reluctance to 
work with people instead of strolling over expecting everyone to 
act according to their script, have led a myriad of social movements 
to respond – a blatant example of the double-sided double-density 
of modernity/coloniality. It is increasingly difficult for the CIA and 
other institutions controlling and managing knowledge and infor-
mation to silence them. The key issue here is the emergence of a 
new kind of knowledge that responds to the needs of the damnés 
(the wretched of the earth, in the expression of Frantz Fanon). They 
are the subjects who are formed by today’s colonial wound, the 
dominant conception of life in which a growing sector of humanity 
become commodities (like slaves in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries) or, in the worst possible conditions, expendable lives. The 
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pain, humiliation, and anger of the continuous reproduction of the 
colonial wound generate radical political projects, new types of 
knowledge, and social movements.

During the Cold War, “Latin” America projected the image of a 
subcontinent in danger of being taken over by communism (e.g., 
the Cuban Revolution in 1959, Salvador Allende elected president 
of Chile in 1970). Consequently, it became a destination for US 
development projects, which held that modernization was a way of 
saving the world from the communist menace (e.g., Puerto Rico 
in the 1960s). The dreams of modernization in Latin America 
crumbled as the welfare state economy ended in the 1970s. Instead, 
dictatorial regimes took hold (Pinochet in Chile, Jorge Rafael Videla 
in Argentina, Hugo Banzer in Bolivia) and inaugurated the new 
political-economic model of “neo-liberalism”: a political theory 
combined with political economy that makes the market the main 
principle of the organization of society. Thus, the collapse of the 
welfare state at the end of the 1970s led to privatization and market-
driven state regulation.

What remains unsaid in the official reports prepared by interna-
tional agencies, like the CIA or the World Bank, is hundreds of situ-
ations like the following: a farmer in Mexico has to spend $800 to 
cultivate two acres of corn. When he sells it, he only gets between 
$400 and $600. Sophisticated technology and state subsidies in the 
US and Canada allow these two countries to pour cheap corn into 
Mexico’s markets. Two consequences of this deal are massive farmer 
protests to the Mexican government and massive profits for farmers 
and traders in Canada and the US, who make corn into a profitable 
commodity at the cost of increasing the poverty and worsening the 
living conditions of Mexican farmers. Mexican farmers petition 
their government to change the conditions of NAFTA (North 
American Free Trade Agreement) in order to have a more equitable 
exchange. President Vicente Fox listens both to the farmers and to 
the US government, which is reluctant to change the agreement 
because NAFTA is the first stage of a larger plan to open similar 
(profitable) free trade routes throughout the Americas, in the Free 
Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA).

Among the stated goals of the FTAA is the liberalization of  
trade to generate economic growth and improve the quality of life. 
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Nothing is said about equity in distribution. All the goals emphasize 
growth and increases (like the increase of the levels of trade in good 
and services). Nothing is said about the fact that the “increase” 
means capital accumulation, not the improvement of quality of life 
for the totality of the population. The agreement states that one of 
its goals is to enhance competition among its parties. Yet, again, 
nothing is said about the fact that the goal of competition is capital 
accumulation for the strongest, since actors in the economic games 
are ruled by the principle of individuality and disregard (or exploit 
to personal gain) the community of people. The goals also purport 
to eliminate barriers among the parties. But those parties do not 
begin with equal conditions; so the elimination of barriers favors 
the centers of industrial and technological production and financial 
accumulation. No mention is made of the fact that the elimination 
of “barriers” in economic trades is parallel to the enforcement of 
the “frontiers” to keep immigrants from entering from the South. 
Each goal only tells half of the story. Either those who are in the 
position of formulating and implementing global designs are blind, 
and truly believe their own rhetoric of development as the improve-
ment of people around the world, or they are using that rhetoric 
to cover a lie. Whoever pays attention to the history of the world 
in the past thirty or so years will understand the implications of 
each of these goals and know that they imply the increasing mar-
ginalization of the majority of the world’s population, and the 
decrease in their quality of life and decent living conditions.

The principles of the FTAA are no less illusory or misleading 
than its goals. The first principle states that the participants are com-
mitted to advancing toward economic prosperity, strengthening ties 
of friendship and co-operation, and protecting fundamental human 
rights. This principle is contradicted daily by the facts. Economic 
prosperity means the increasing concentration of wealth in fewer 
hands. Friendship translates into persecution through the lobbying 
and enforcing principles that favor the landowners, shareholders, and 
bankers over the people of a given participant country. Each goal 
and principle clearly shows that the missionaries of the sixteenth 
century have changed their habits and now count the number of 
acres of land and stocks acquired rather than the number of con-
verted souls. What we see in the FTAA is, simply, a particular recent 
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example of the rhetoric of modernity charging forward while hiding 
its insidious twin, coloniality.

Today, some thirty years after its instantiation, neo-liberalism not 
only faces the opposition to the FTAA that is coming from different 
sectors of the population in different countries, but also confronts 
a new logic, a new way of reasoning, and a delinking from the basic 
premises upon which the IMF or the World Bank or the White 
House built their rhetoric. The “new logic” is coming from at least 
two different directions – the state and the grassroots. Suppose, for 
example, that the “Latin” American states of the Atlantic (Venezuela, 
Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay) turn away from the IMF and, instead, 
begin to negotiate with China, whose international projects are not 
in line with the IMF’s agenda of increasing the foreign debts of 
countries receiving their “help.” The new logic is also coming from 
the vocal reasoning and activism of those who are not supposed to 
have reason. Changes in the “idea of Latin” America are now being 
enacted by and in political society – that is, by the active sector of 
society that does not have access to the state or the markets (and 
that is constantly repressed and marginalized by them). It does have, 
however, the power to disrupt the set of beliefs in which modern 
science, philosophy, political economic and political theory, ethics, 
and aesthetics are “founded,” as if those principles of belief were 
“natural” to the world. That potential, the epistemic potential,2 is 
being actively pursued by sectors of the population who think from 
principles other than those of Aristotle, Plato, or the Bible and, for 
that reason, have been dismissed, racialized (translated as “inferior”), 
and colonized (subjected to a set of the values of the superior beings 
that were intended to improve the inferior values of people not 
quite human, like Indians, Blacks, women, homosexuals, etc.).

The most radical struggles in the twenty-first century will take 
place on the battlefield of knowledge and reasoning. The difference 
between socialist/communist movements during the Cold War and 
the Indigenous movements of today is that the latter are no longer 
thinking and operating within the logic of the system; they are 
attempting to change its logic and not just its content. The margin-
alization of Fidel Castro and the defeat of Salvador Allende are only 
two examples of how the global designs of an expanding capitalism 
operate against any possibility that might inhibit its expansion, even 
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those alternative possibilities, like socialism or communism (which 
just change the content of the system, not the system itself ), that 
come from within modernity itself. The various movements today (in 
their enormous complexity) are introducing a fracture in the rheto-
ric through which democracy, freedom, and development have been 
marketed and justified by those in power, even though democracy 
is sold through the violent imposition of autocracy.

Let’s turn now toward the transformations of knowledge and 
subjectivity occurring across the Americas, and suspend for a while 
the narrative of the appropriation of Amazonian and Pacific lands, 
exploitation of labor, militarization, and other strategies deployed for 
the control of authority being enacted by the US and the European 
Union. Beyond the spheres of the inter-state system and the trans-
national financial flows, the struggle for life is becoming a struggle 
for knowledge and the liberation (or decolonization) of subjectivities 
that had been controlled by the state and the market (and, of course, 
the church). Certain social movements are calling into serious ques-
tion the epistemology of colonial difference that sustains the uneven 
distribution of power. While liberation theology, as it was articulated 
from the perspective of dissenting “Latin” theologians, contributed 
to raising consciousness in the twentieth century, critical conscious-
ness and liberation (decolonization) today will come from the actors 
that have been left out of the Eurocentric idea of “Latinidad.” 
Delinking from that concept and building an “after-(Latin)” America 
is one of the steps being taken by Indians, Afros, women of color, 
gays, and lesbians. Leadership is coming from the energy of each 
locality and from the history of the colonization of knowledge and 
of being. Leadership can no longer come only from Eurocentric 
projects of liberation, whether they are within the theology of lib-
eration or socialist Marxism. “Truth” must be elsewhere.

Afro-Andeans and Afro-Caribbeans are  
Not Necessarily “Latins”

We are entering uncharted terrain here, although the conversation 
there has already begun. It is about the surfacing of new self- 
identifications: Afro-Latinidad, which opens up the question of 
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Indo-Latinidad. That is, it opens up the question of power relations 
and, in a way, of their inversion, insofar as people of Afro descent 
claim “Latinidad” for themselves and therefore put in question the 
“Latinidad” that identified the Creole and Mestizo/a population in 
contradistinction from the Afro and Indian. Furthermore, Afro-
Latinidad opens up uncharted territory and invisible histories in 
continental Latin America, and more specifically in the Andes, where 
an estimated population today of fifteen million people of Afro 
descent had been literally non-existent until recently. Afro-Latinidad, 
then, is a category that identifies people of Afro descent in the ex-
Spanish and Portuguese colonies. Referring to Afros in the French 
ex-colonies (Guadaloupe, Martinique, Haiti), the term sounds like 
a pleonasm, in the sense that “Latinidad,” as we have seen in the 
second chapter, was an identity label invented by the French  
government and its organic intellectuals. However, the emergence 
of Afro-Latinity in South America and in the Spanish-speaking 
Caribbean opens up the question of a similar possibility vis-à-vis 
the Afro population in the French-speaking Caribbean. Indo-
Latinidad is not yet a label used by Indigenous people themselves, 
although “Indo-America” was proposed by Creole intellectuals at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. “Indigenismo” was a cate-
gory necessary for a manifestation of national ideology in the hands 
and the minds of the Creoles, in which the Indians themselves did 
not have any role to play or anything to say.

New labels are also being proposed by non-African and non-
Indigenous intellectuals to refer to the Afro population in particular 
regions (e.g., Afro-Andeans) or to particular nations (e.g., Afro-
Colombian, Afro-Ecuadorians, Afro-Brazilians). The equivalent label 
is not necessary for Indians. To speak about Andean-Indians sound 
redundant because the Andes was always recognized as the regional 
habitation of Indigenous people, but not of the Afro population. 
Afro-Caribbean instead is an identification that today is being shared 
by intellectuals of African descent as well as by non-Afro scholars, 
intellectuals, and journalists. Although the Caribbean (both the 
insular and the extended continental Caribbean, from Salvador de 
Bahia in Brazil to Charlestown in South Carolina and New Orleans 
in Louisiana) has been the most common dwelling place of people 
of African descent in the Americas, the economy and the state have 
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been generally in the hands of Euro-Caribbeans. Last but not least, 
the emergence of a population of about forty million Latinos/as in 
the US further complicates the picture. “Latinso/as” are a population 
no longer of European but of “Latin” American descent. However, 
a small part of that population is composed of Afro-Latinos/as and 
Indo-Latinos/as.

With these caveats in mind, let’s move on to the reconfiguration 
being provoked by the emergence of social actors that the very  
idea of “Latin” America made invisible in the nineteenth and the 
twentieth centuries.

In October of 2004, hundreds of scholars from or working on 
the Pacific region of Andean countries, particularly Colombia, sent 
a letter to President Alvaro Uribe Vélez in protest at the Proyecto 
de Ley 16, 2003, from the National Senate. The project approved 
new “Normas Organicas de Ordenamiento Territorial” and revoked 
the cultural and territorial rights of Afro-Colombians that had been 
recognized by a previous Proyecto de Ley (70, 1993). The taking 
away of collective territories as well as (Afro-Colombian) Consejos 
Communitarios – legal institutional entities that govern and admin-
ister those territories – not only contravened the specifics of the 
previously approved Proyecto de Ley but, more seriously, challenged 
a series of related projects in which the equality of all Colombian 
citizens had been recognized. The outcry against the Proyecto de 
Ley 16 is just one recent example among many of an important 
shift taking place today that threatens the continued persistence of 
the colonial matrix of power (e.g., the forced appropriation of labor, 
the exploitation of natural resources, the exploitation of human 
labor, increased militarization, the control of gender and sexuality, 
and the control of knowledge and subjectivity): those who have been 
silenced are calling into serious question the epistemology of colonial differ-
ence that sustains the uneven distribution of power.

As we have seen, the “idea” of “Latinity,” in its complicity with 
European imperial designs, worked to erase the colonial memory 
of the Americas, which consisted of the simple fact that the colonial 
matrix of power was built around Indians, Europeans, and Africans 
in the New World by Europeans fighting among themselves for the 
control of the economy and of authority over the New World. 
Sylvia Wynter, an intellectual and scholar from Jamaica, has revisited 
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the “celebration” of the “discovery” of America through the destiny 
of Black folk connected to that event. Wynter’s contribution in her 
radical “1492: A New World View”3 is twofold. First, she reinscribes 
the silenced and forgotten presence of Africans in the making of 
the New World and the Americas beyond Latin and Anglo. Africans 
and Indians provided the labor force that built America, but Indians, 
who provided the land, have been the primary focus of critiques. 
Thus, by breaking away from the dichotomy between Europeans 
and Indians and inserting the dense histories and memories of 
Africans, Wynter shifts the geography of knowledge in an unprece-
dented way.

Confronting that imperial/colonial project through the perspec-
tive articulated by people of African descent in the Americas grounds 
us in the history of slavery, and in the Afro population in the 
Americas as the third component of the ethno-racial triad: Indians, 
Europeans, and Africans. The point of reference can no longer be 
“Latin” and “Anglo” America (or America in the restricted sense of 
the US), but changes to focus on the Atlantic economy, as shaped 
by the needs and desires of Western Christians. The Portuguese led 
the way, during the fifteenth century, crossing back and forth 
between the Mediterranean and the Western coast of Africa as they 
sailed around the Cape of Good Hope to the Indian Ocean. The 
Spaniards (through Columbus’s obsession) then opened up the 
Atlantic to a New World where Indians, Europeans (Latins and 
Anglos), and Africans carried over from West Africa would form the 
basic demographic and ethno-racial triad. But the triad was not 
evenly distributed in power relations. If, on the one hand, the “dis-
covery of America” has been variously interpreted from the single 
perspective of the “paradigm of newness,” the “invention” of America, 
as argued not only by Creoles of European descent but also by 
Indians and Africans in the Americas, creates a coherent diversity 
that opens the “paradigm of co-existence.”

Wynter’s second, and more important, contribution is her thesis 
on the formation of the frame of mind that became the hegemonic 
macro-narrative (accommodating various perspectives and offspring 
within the same frame) of the advent of modernity and, conse-
quently, of coloniality. That second contribution helps us to under-
stand the enormous significance of the shift from the paradigm of 
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newness to the paradigm of co-existence. She goes back to the fif-
teenth century to understand the shift in the geography of knowl-
edge that took place therein and that made it possible for European 
interpretations of the “unprecedented” event to prevail over the 
perspectives of Indians, Africans, and White Creoles. We should be 
able to understand her thesis better if we remember the T-in-O map 
from the first chapter. In the T-in-O map, Jerusalem is the center, 
but the map is a Christian, not a Jewish, one. Wynter remarks on 
the complementary character of Jewish and Christian world views 
until the second half of the fifteenth century, when Jews became a 
problem for the unifying march of Christianity in Spain under 
Isabella and Ferdinand; more precisely, at the same time Columbus 
was persuading the queen and king of Spain to fund his westward 
trip to Cipango (China). The confluence of “discovering” a new 
continent, on the one hand, and expelling Jews and Moors from 
the Iberian peninsula, on the other, gave Western Christians the 
opportunity to translate their local view into the universal perspec-
tive that shows up in their world maps (like Mercator’s and Ortelius’ 
that I referred to in the first chapter). Colombian philosopher 
Santiago Cástro-Gómez described this moment in terms of the 
emergence of the “hubris of the zero-point.”4 That is, an insidious 
confidence emerged from the belief that Europeans occupied a 
universal locus of observation and of enunciation from which the 
world and its people could be classified. The radical shift in the 
geography of knowledge at that moment consisted in the subsuming 
under the Christian perspective of all other loci of observation.

This is, precisely, what the theological politics of knowledge was 
all about. The very idea of “modernity” cannot be separated from 
this shift, made possible by the simultaneous triumph of Christianity 
over the other religions of the Book, the emergence of a new con-
tinent, the navigation as well as physical and conceptual appropria-
tion of the globe, and the subsuming of all other forms of knowledge. 
Wynter’s thesis is based, on the one hand, on the recognition of 
how that transformation of the modern/colonial geography of 
knowledge in the sixteenth century sustained the imperial constitu-
tion of Europe and its relentless colonial expansion; and on the 
other hand, it also arises from the decolonial shift that is taking place 
in our time. The linear history of Europe itself (i.e., from Renaissance 
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modernity to Enlightenment modernity, and from that to post-
modernity) – that is, the paradigm of newness – is being displaced 
by the emergence of the paradigm of co-existence.

Changing the geography of knowledge requires an understanding 
of how knowledge and subjectivity are intertwined with moder-
nity/coloniality. The imperial and colonial differential of languages 
shapes the modes in which knowledge is produced and circulated. 
As such, knowledge and subjectivity are two sides of the same coin. 
Political theory and political economy, for example, were thought 
out and written down by men who did not have a conflict between 
the language they spoke and the civilization carried in that language. 
Not just knowledge is carried in language. Social order, organiza-
tion, and ranking values are as well. Political theory, political economy, 
ethics, and knowledge we call “scientific” are all determined in the 
conceptual fabric of a given language. There is a continuum, so to 
speak, between the English language and experience and Adam 
Smith’s political economy in The Wealth of Nations and Theory of 
Moral Sentiments, or between the French subjectivity of Marie Jean 
Antoine Nicolas de Caritat, marquis de Condorcet, and his mapping 
of the human spirit in his Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès 
de l’esprit humain. For an Afro-Caribbean, then, the perspective from 
which the wealth of nations, moral sentiments, or the progress of 
the human spirit can be articulated will be from the experiences of 
the colonial wound rather than from the sensibility of imperial 
victories. As I have been insisting throughout our discussion, these 
are not merely different perspectives within the same paradigm. 
They are perspectives from two radically different paradigms, inter-
twined and articulated by the colonial matrix of power; articulated 
also in the unfolding of heterogeneous structural histories of lan-
guage and knowledge. The paradigm of the damnés is formed by the 
diversity of heterogeneous structural histories of those who have 
lived in the condition of having to deal with imperial languages 
and the weight of the imperial civilization that those languages 
carry; that is, the paradigm of all those who have to deal with the 
colonial wound in all its manifestations.

Fanon, an Afro-Martinican himself, expressed the difference in 
the opening pages of Black Skin, White Masks (1952) when he wrote 
that “to speak (and we could add, to write) means to be in a posi-
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tion to use a certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that 
language, but it means above all to assume a culture, to support the 
weight of a civilization.”5 Fanon explains that the problem, more 
precisely, is that:

The Negro of the Antilles will be proportionately whiter – 
that is, he will come closer to being a real human being – in 
direct relation to his mastery of the French language  .  .  .  Every 
colonized people – in other words, every people in whose soul 
an inferiority complex has been created by the death and 
burial of its local cultural originality – finds itself face to face 
with the language of the civilizing nation.6

Focusing on knowledges and subjectivities in the sphere of language 
takes us beyond the question of bi- or pluri-lingualism or multi-
culturalism. It is more, much more. Language, epistemic, and subjec-
tive borders are the foundations of new ways of thinking, of an-other 
thinking, an-other logic, an-other language, as I have elaborated 
elsewhere.7 Confronting Fanon’s predicament of colonial language 
and subjectivity amounts to provincializing the totalizing effect of 
“Latin” and “Anglo” (and the consequent power differential between 
both) in America, as one way to understand the shift introduced by 
rewriting the “discovery” from the history of African slavery and of 
the problem of the “Negro and language,” as Fanon puts it. It is the 
opening of an epistemology of the borders built on the colonial 
difference, on the subjectivity of the colonial wound. It is taking us 
from the paradigm of newness to the decolonial paradigm of 
co-existence.

The rule applies not only to the colonial epistemic difference, 
the example I just gave, but to the imperial difference as well: think-
ing in Spanish from the colonial history of South America is also a necessary 
practice in shifting the geography of knowledge. For Creoles of Spanish 
and Portuguese descent, the problem of their own history and  
language was not as acute as for Afro and Indigenous people. A 
sentiment of autonomy and creativity, rather than dependence,  
was developed. Jorge Luis Borges’s famous indictment of Spanish 
philosopher and historian Américo Castro could be taken as a con-
trasting example of Fanon’s predicament. In his well-known article 
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“The Alarms of Dr. Américo Castro,” Borges mocked Castro’s con-
cerns about the corruption of Spanish in South American lands. The 
colonial wound, so pronounced in Indigenous and Afro sensibilities, 
was, for “Latin” Americans, a source either of confrontational pride, 
as in Borges, or of concern about the secondary global role of 
Spanish and Portuguese in relation to English, French, and German. 
Those three languages set global standards of knowledge and sub-
jectivities across the globe for all those who do not have English, 
French, or German as their “native” language. In that sense, Spanish 
and Luso America is, in this respect, at a disadvantage vis-à-vis ex-
colonies of the British Empire, such as India, Australia, New Zealand, 
and South Africa, because of the simple fact that English, and not 
Spanish or Portuguese, is the global language of scholarship, trade, 
and the media. However, we are talking here about languages of 
imperial difference. Instead, Fanon’s description of “the Negro and 
language” set the problem in the domain of the colonial difference. 
Thus, on the one hand, his observation applies simultaneously to 
the diversity of borders between imperial languages, knowledges, 
and subjectivities and colonial subalternity, the condition of the 
damnés – the wounded of the imperial/colonial world order. It also 
serves as a theory from which to understand the problems of lan-
guage and subalternity at the imperial level (e.g., the subaltern 
position of Spanish vis-à-vis English).

In Spanish- and Luso-speaking America, dependency theory and 
theology/philosophy of liberation shifted the geography of knowl-
edge within the local history of “Latins” proper; that is, among the 
population of Spanish and Portuguese descent. In that regard, depen-
dency theory and theology/philosophy of liberation were the equiv-
alent of Fanon’s epistemological shift, and all of them took place in 
the same time span (in the 1960s). Before then, and within the local 
history of Africa and the African diaspora in the Caribbean, however, 
the radical philosophy of “Negritude,” “Antillaneité,” “Creolité” 
started another shift in the geography of knowledge. At the begin-
ning of the Cold War, intellectuals and activists from Africa and the 
Caribbean gathered around Présence Africaine in Paris. Alioune Diop 
(its creator), Leopold Sedar Senghor, and Aimé Césaire were among 
them. They gained the ear of Jean-Paul Sartre, who was concerned 
with the Jewish question. Even if Sartre couldn’t have thought of 
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it as such then, unconsciously perhaps there was a feeling that 
something was changing, that a seismic shift in knowledge and 
understanding was taking place. The basic idea of Présence Africaine 
was to question the imperial ambitions of Western civilization, as  
V. Y. Mudimbe has explained: “It wishes to bring to the very center 
of the French power and culture what was being negated in colo-
nies, that is, the dignity of otherness.”8

Given our discussion of the limits of epistemology encoded in 
the categories and histories of particular languages, the reader may 
ask what Afro-Caribbean philosophy would be if not trapped in the 
practice that originated in Greece, was articulated in Latin, and was 
redefined as a discipline in European universities from the time  
of the Renaissance. To answer the question, we have to question  
the question. The standard procedure for answering would be to 
look for several definitions of philosophy in, say, Greece and in 
eighteenth-century Europe and, then, look around and see whether 
the philosophy of Afro-Caribbeans matches that standard. Instead, 
maybe we should ask first what kind of human activity it was that 
Greeks named philosophy and which was taken to be the only way 
to think. Just because Greek thinkers named what they were doing 
and the way they were doing it philosophy, does anyone who ven-
tures to “think” have to request permission from Greek sources or 
their Western gate-keepers in Germany, France, or England? One 
could argue that Greek thinkers “discovered” philosophy. Or, one 
could argue that Greek thinkers just gave a name to a common 
activity in which all human beings engage and, perhaps in spite of 
themselves, it became institutionalized and universalized. Consequently, 
once philosophy was constituted as a feature of Western civilization, 
the regional definition of a global human activity, it became not 
only the standard by which to measure “thinking” but also the model 
for the thinking of civilized human beings. What calls for thinking 
in the domains of the damnés is precisely the colonial wound. The 
generalized “idea” of Latin America is of a place where “things 
happen” (democracy or lack of it; corruption and cartels; Indians 
and opportunities for business). The further down a people, a country, 
a language, or a subcontinent slides in the scale of humanity, the 
lower the possibilities of and the call for “thinking.” This is one of 
the major challenges that Indigenous people and Afros in South 
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America and the Caribbean are facing: to bring a new perspective, 
to delink from the categorical frame of Western modernity.

The reader immersed in the Western tradition of thought,  
philosophy, and science may wonder if there can really be any  
other (an-other) mode of thinking beyond it. For instance, can you 
really think in Mandarin, and its long-lasting memory, after it has 
interacted with Western categories of thought since the nineteenth 
century? Do the Chinese think in German or Russian, after Mao’s 
revolution? Are they thinking in English now because an economy 
based on capital is transforming the country? The same kind of 
questions could be asked about Arabic-Muslim countries, even 
though the path they are following significantly differs from that of 
China. In fact, the questions I am asking apply to every local history 
articulated in the borders between the expansion of Western histo-
ries and Western modes of life and the rich diversity of local histo-
ries and local ways of life around the globe. “Latin” America is one 
of those local histories, sharing with the rest of the world the expe-
riences of the imperial/colonial borders and the colonial difference. 
If we turn back to Afro-Caribbean philosophers, we can see that 
they are, indeed, writing in English and French. But are they “think-
ing in English or French”? To answer that question, it is necessary 
to question the question itself, which necessarily changes the geo-
politics of knowledge. Otherwise, it will be impossible to pop the 
bubble, the totalizing effect of a regional way of knowing encoded 
in Greek and Latin, and in the six modern/colonial and European 
languages. Of course, I am not saying that one has to write in 
Swahili or Aymara, but that you could write in English and be think-
ing in Aymara and from Aymara (or any other language disqualified as 
a tool for thinking). Imperial/colonial local histories are the condi-
tions of border thinking. Imperial local histories alone are the con-
ditions for monotopic and territorial, partial thinking.

Once again, I needed this excursus to convey the radical shift in 
the geography and geo-politics of knowledge confronting the hege-
mony of theological and egological politics of knowledge. To return 
to Afro-Caribbean philosophy, then, let us look to Padget Henry. 
Note again, he is not a “Latin” philosopher but an “Anglo” one, as 
he belongs to the history of Afros and the British colonies in the 
Caribbean. This history nourishes his thought. He sees that history 
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and thinks from it (is that “Caribbean studies”?) in confrontational 
dialogue with the European history of philosophy. The intellectual 
and political legacy of Présence Africaine and its consequences are – 
for Henry – the grounding of a genealogy of thought as much as 
the Greeks and Kant were for Martin Heidegger, or as much as 
Kant and Heidegger are for “Latin” philosophers in South America. 
As you can imagine, Henry is far removed from Greece and Germany, 
as far removed as Heidegger is from Africa and Présence Africaine. 
Heidegger, however, belongs to the paradigm of newness while 
Henry belongs to the paradigm of co-existence.

Henry published a comprehensive introduction to Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy.9 For him, Afro-Caribbean philosophy is, like any other 
philosophy, a “unified set of problems,” a set of embedded discourse 
around a common and evolving problematic. One of the particular-
ities of Afro-Caribbean philosophy, however, is that “its formation 
and current structure reflect the imperial history of the cultural system 
that has housed the larger discursive field of Caribbean society.”10 
Henry adds that this larger problem set of Caribbean philosophy 
emerged as a “series of extended debates over projects of colonial 
domination between four major social groups: Euro-Caribbeans, 
Amerindians, Indo-Caribbeans and Afro-Caribbeans.”11 When Afro-
Caribbean philosophy was born from an unequal imperial/colonial 
discursive field, it produced a “seismic shift in the orientation of 
Caribbean philosophy.”12 The orientation of Afro-Caribbean phi-
losophy is made still more explicit by the title of the first meeting 
of the Caribbean Philosophical Association (Barbados, May 2004): 
“Shifting the Geography of Reason.”

The “seismic shift” that Afro-Caribbean philosophy introduces 
shakes the calm ideology that would have an entity called “Latin” 
America and another called America and conceived as the “land of 
the Anglos.”13 The unthinkable aberration of Haiti has always been 
discreetly absent from that geography because Haiti took its own 
route and was the first “deviant” example. “Haiti” is an idea that is 
neither Latin nor Anglo. The island’s original name was “Ayiti,” 
which means “mountainous land” in the language of the Indigenous 
inhabitants of the island. The Afro Haitian revolutionaries appropri-
ated that name as a tribute to the victims of the genocide at the 
beginning of the “conquest,” displacing the Spanish and French 
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names that the island had borne. It was named Santo Domingo by 
the Spaniards and became Saint Domingue when the French took 
possession of it. Thus, Haiti was “Latin” from day one, since both 
Spanish and French are Latin languages. In spite of the strong pres-
ence of Spanish colonialism in Haiti, Haiti is still peripheral, if not 
absent, from the “idea of Latin” America.14 The name Ayiti (normal-
ized as Haiti) marks the historical and epistemic shift that the revo-
lution introduced, and it breaks away from both the slavery period 
and French imperial domination. Language and the power of naming, 
as these movements show, contain radical potential for “epistemic 
revolution.” Paradoxically, “Haiti” did not fit the pattern of “Latin” 
America because “Latin(s)” were supposed to be of European descent 
(and if they were Mestizos/as they were supposed to embrace 
European cosmology and not Indigenous) and not of African 
descent! Haiti was seen in terms of “Africanidad” rather than 
“Latinidad” by the engineers of the White subaltern identity of 
South America and the Caribbean. Today, the “idea” of Latin America 
is undergoing the consequences of still another “seismic alteration” 
introduced by the growing influence of Afro-Andeans. Because 
Afro-Caribbeans were equated with French and English, “Latins” 
speaking Spanish and Portuguese had an excuse to turn their back, 
with few exceptions, on Afros in the Caribbean. Now, Afro descen-
dants in the Andes, invisible until recently, are claiming their right 
to knowledge, to philosophy, to epistemology, which undermines 
the premises on which the very idea of a “Latin” America was 
constructed and sustained.

Afro-Andeans – those who speak Spanish rather than French 
Creole – are in the process of reactivating their own principles of 
knowledge and memory.15 By creating a series of theoretical con-
cepts that allow them to conceptualize themselves, such as “ancestry” 
and “lo propio” (“what belongs to us,” “our own”), they enter into 
critical dialogue with the unavoidable Western categories of thought 
that were implanted in their souls by the Spanish language they had 
to learn. Here we see the practice of engaging in a non-imperial 
and decolonial geo-politics and body politics of knowledge. That is, 
Afro-Andeans are thinking from the personal and historical experi-
ence of the colonial wound in the same way as Descartes or 
Heidegger (for example) thought from the personal and historical 
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experience and tensions of imperial conflicts. For Afro-Andeans, 
reformulating the concept of “ancestry,” for instance, avoids the trap 
of “History,” a discipline which includes the control of memories 
around the world through one conceptual package and, in creating 
people without history, reactivates the traces of slavery, oppression, 
racism, marginalization, lack of recognition, and dehumanization 
ignored in the translation of memories and experiences into 
“History” through the European tradition. Likewise, the term “lo 
propio” does not refer to a museum of “essentials,” an ontology of 
“things that belong to us,” as a Eurocentric interpretation might 
have it. Afro-Andean intellectuals conceive “lo propio” as a frame 
for “appropriating” concepts or ideas and redefining them through 
the colonial wound. Instead of “alienating” themselves by thinking 
from conceptual frameworks that do not belong to their own expe-
rience, owning “lo propio” allows them to define ideas and experi-
ences for themselves. It is an energy and a conceptual matrix of 
“appropriation,” enrichment, and empowerment that liberates by 
decolonizing and works toward a possible future that will no longer 
be dictated by the church, the capitalist states, or the private sector 
(and neither, of course, by honest liberal, Marxist, or Christian intel-
lectuals and activists with prescriptions for the good of everyone). 
The reappropriation and redefinition of terms is an actual way in 
which the disfiguring and distorting grasp of history and language 
that Fanon described is being undone from the perspective of  
those who have undergone its perverse logic.16 That is, again, we 
see the practice of shifting the geo-politics and body politics of 
knowledge.

We have seen that, from the Black memories and histories of 
oppression and exploitation, a number of philosophical, political, and 
ethical projects have been emerging in the Caribbean as well as in 
the Andean region. A question that is raised time and again, when 
I make this or similar statements on occasions when there can be 
a reaction from the audience (lectures, workshop, undergraduate and 
graduate seminars, or personal conversations) is this: isn’t that pure 
and simple essentialism? The question, coming from self-defined 
progressive people, arises because progressive minds, like others stuck 
in the paradigm of modernity, have difficulty thinking beyond the 
parameters of modern principles of knowledge and understanding. 
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Beneath such questions lie various assumptions. First, many presup-
pose that if a project comes from, say, Afro-Caribbean or Afro-
Andean actors it should “represent” all Blacks in the Caribbean 
and/or in the Andes. The modern myth of “representation” further 
assumes that such projects can only be for, in this case, Blacks. The 
limits of modern and Western principles of knowledge (that is, of 
the ingrained and totalizing myth of modernity) deprive my inter-
locutors of the understanding that a project that emerges from the 
Black experience of slavery in the modern/colonial world does  
not necessarily (or even desirably) (1) represent all Blacks or (2) 
restrict itself to Blacks. I am endorsing, joining, promoting, and sup-
porting the project of the Caribbean Philosophical Association or 
the Afro-Ecuadorian social movement not because I am Black but 
because I see it as a project of liberation and epistemic decoloniza-
tion. Scholarly and political projects that emerged from the experi-
ence and needs of White populations are not restricted to the 
Whites. The only condition is that you assume it as a political 
project – you do not have to be Indian or Latino/a to endorse a 
politics that contributes to decolonizing knowledge and fighting 
against oppression. The same is true in the case of Blacks – you do 
not have to be Black to join an intellectual or political project 
created to liberate Black people and decolonize knowledges and 
subjectivities that reproduce oppression and exploitation. There is no 
safe place, racial, ideological or religious. It is not enough to be Christian, 
or Liberal or Marxist; Jewish, Christian or Muslim; Black, Yellow, 
Brown, or White; heterosexual or queer to join imperial or deco-
lonial projects. The question, in the last analysis, is ethical and cannot 
be justified in and by the right color, the right religion, or the right 
ideology. You cannot envision alternatives to modernity if the princi-
ples of knowledge you hold, and the structure of reasoning you 
follow, are molded by the hegemonic rhetoric of modernity and  
the hidden logic of coloniality working through it. Diversity within 
modern epistemology (diversity in political theory, diversity of 
opinion in political economy, different philosophical school) is  
not an-other thinking. An-other thinking requires a change in the 
terms, content and questions. To understand this difference better, 
let’s look at the Indigenous contribution to shifting the geo-politics 
of knowledge.
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Indigenous People are Not Necessarily “Latin” 
and Perhaps Not Entirely “Americans” Either

The Global Trends 2015 report released on December 18, 2000, by 
the National Intelligence Council noted the potential challenges 
coming from Indigenous people in the Andean region, Chile, Central 
America, and southern Mexico as one of the major global trends 
on the horizon of 2015. Indeed, the continued presence and new 
“trends” in social, economic, and life organization of the Zapatista 
uprising (starting in 1994 in Mexico: see below) mark a crucial 
turning point in five hundred years of Indigenous struggle against 
exploitation, domination, and colonization – above all against the 
totalizing mirage of modern epistemology. The Zapatistas have made 
a radical move toward shifting the geo-politics and the body politics 
of knowledge.17 In Bolivia and Ecuador, mainly, the Indigenous 
movements have also given substantial proof that they are around 
to stay. The most important challenge has not come from blocked 
roads or forced presidential resignations (as have happened in both 
countries). As with the Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Andean move-
ments, knowledge is increasingly the key site of struggle. True, the 
struggle for knowledge has been going on since the colonization of 
Tawantinsuyu and Anáhuac, the territories of the Incas and the 
Aztecs. Latin America has seen many insurgencies and uprisings, 
from Túpac Amaru in colonial Peru to the Zapatistas in neo-liberal 
Mexico. The opening lines of the Zapatista Declaration of the 
Lacandon Struggle, in fact, underline five hundred years of struggle 
for liberation and decolonization of knowledge.

Less visible, however, is the accumulation of decolonial critical theory 
(complementary to that of the Frankfurt School, but at the same 
time across the colonial epistemic difference) in the struggle for the 
control of knowledge that is center stage today. Anti-colonial resis-
tance but, above all, decolonial projects and utopianism have been 
there since the early period of the Spanish presence in Mexico and 
the Andes. Knowledge is not only accumulated in Europe and the 
US and, from there, spread all over the world. Knowledge is pro-
duced, accumulated, and critically used everywhere. However, it is 
more difficult for societies deprived of money and, with it, the 
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technology (books, library, printed press, internet, CD-R) that con-
tributes to maintaining the power of imperial knowledge over all 
other kind of knowledges. The awareness, however, that what is 
dominant is not necessarily hegemonic is awakening; and hegemony, 
like the stock market, is becoming diversified. Insofar as these 
struggles remain invisible, though, the idea of “Latin” America will 
continue to succeed in repressing and silencing Indigenous knowl-
edge in the same way it did with Afro-Andeans and Afro-Caribbeans; 
and institutions like the World Bank will continue “representing” 
the interests of Indians and Blacks in South America, the Caribbean, 
Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. But let’s move toward the search 
of lost and silenced sources, to build genealogies of thought similar 
to the one built by imperial knowledge.

In colonial Peru, after the double colonial revolution (e.g., con-
quest and Pachakuti, the revolution in reverse from the perspective 
of Andean people), Waman Puma de Ayala was to critical decoloniz-
ing thinking what Karl Marx was, in Europe, to critical emancipa-
tory thinking after the Industrial Revolution. Once again, the former 
introduced the paradigm of co-existence while the latter trans-
formed the paradigm of newness. That both Waman Puma and Marx 
were off the mark with their proposed solutions (Waman Puma 
proposing a social organization that would return power to Indians 
and Marx envisioning a global dictatorship of the proletarian class) 
matters less than the fact that they were right on the mark in unveil-
ing the logic of colonial domination (the first) and the logic of 
industrial capital exploitation (the latter). Their miscalculation of the 
outcome does not diminish their initiations of critical analysis of the 
excesses of the two historical foundations of capitalism: the colonial 
and the Industrial Revolutions. Unlike Marx, who grew up with 
German Jews and was reared on the principles of the Enlightenment, 
Waman Puma, born around 1540 of presumably Indigenous or, 
perhaps, mixed Indigenous/Spanish parentage, lived through the first 
eighty years of the conquest of Tawantinsuyu (1532) and the cre-
ation of the viceroyalty of Peru. The experience of Pachakuti was 
foundational for Waman Puma. He dwelled in a situation in which 
the knowledge that had been accumulated in Aymara and Kechua 
over centuries was discounted. His life’s work, a manuscript in more 
than eight hundred folios addressed to Philip III and entitled Nueva 
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Corónica y Buen Gobierno (“New Chronicle and Good Government,” 
finished around 1615), presents an alternative project for govern-
ment in the Andes as envisioned by someone who knew both the 
Indigenous society and Spain’s projects to organize the government 
of the viceroyalty of Peru, which dismembered the previous struc-
ture and organization of the Inca Empire.

Waman Puma inaugurated a practice of “double critique” – of 
simultaneous critical theory and epistemic decolonization. He cri-
tiqued both the Spaniards and the Incas.18 Today, when Indigenous 
social movements in the ex-Spanish colonies of the Americas claim 
epistemic rights (that is, rights to the principles of the politics of 
knowledge), we should look to Waman Puma as men of the European 
Renaissance looked to Aristotle, or as contemporary European 
thought looks to Kant. Indigenous leaders have learned the futility 
of claiming land rights under the principles of Western political 
economy (as laid down by the legal theologian Francisco Vitoria in 
the sixteenth century, the political economist Adam Smith in the 
eighteenth, and onward), or linguistic rights under the principles 
and assumptions of Western concepts of literacy, or cultural rights 
under the Western practice of putting the state in control of multi-
culturalism. The difference is that an Indigenous intellectual still has 
to know Kant alongside Waman Puma to be conversant, while a 
German or French intellectual can dispense with Waman Puma and 
solve the problem of rights for all and for ever with Kant and Hegel. 
Therein lies the colonial epistemic difference: Indigenous scholars 
and intellectuals who do not want to submit to the Western stan-
dards of knowledge must delink from a concept of knowledge that 
is taken for granted as the only way in which world history can be 
told and known. Delinking means, among other things, that think-
ing other-wise is possible (and necessary) and that the best solutions 
are not necessarily found in the actual order of things under neo-
liberal globalization, and it also means knowing that thinking other-
wise is not only possible but very necessary.

The notion of “interculturalidad” was introduced (in the early 
1990s) by Indigenous intellectuals and leaders of social movements, 
and it was linked to the projects of bilingual education that were 
associated with the Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del 
Ecuador (CONAIE). Bilingual education is a concern of long  
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duration among Indigenous populations. Once you are involved in 
it from the Indigenous perspective, you become aware that (1) only 
Indians are expected to be bilingual, not the Creole/Mestizo/a 
(White by Latin American standards) population, and (2) because of 
that, there is a disparity (a colonial differential) between bilingual 
projects designed and sponsored by the state and those imagined 
and planned by the Indigenous leaders of social movements.19 The 
state is interested in introducing small changes so things remain the 
same. Indigenous people are interested in decolonizing knowledge/
being by participating in the decision making of the state to imple-
ment projects that return their dignity and humanity to the Indians 
and unveil the imperial ethics of state management. Bilingual educa-
tion is not reduced to language, but encompasses political theory 
and economy as well. “Interculturalidad” doesn’t mean speaking the 
same logic in two different languages, but putting into collaborative 
conversation two different logics for the good of all. For the state, 
“interculturalidad” thus understood is not convenient. Therefore, the 
state promotes an idea of a “multicultural” society (albeit some times 
the state uses the word “intercultural,” which still means “multi-
cultural,” indeed).

What is the difference? “Multicultural” means that the hegemonic 
principles of knowledge, education, the concept of the state and 
government, political economy, morality, etc., are controlled by the 
state, and below the control of the state people have “freedom” to 
go with their “cultures” as far as they do not challenge “the epis-
temic principles” grounding politics, economy, and ethics as managed 
by the state. “Interculturalidad,” instead, as used in Indigenous politi-
cal projects, means that there are two distinct cosmologies at work, 
Western and Indigenous. There are differences between defenders 
of the Western cosmology in Ecuador, as you can see from all the 
official political parties and the church. There are also differences 
between Indigenous people from the Ecuadorian Amazon and from 
the Andes, from the South and from the North. However, in each 
case, the diversity also has a common ground: if you think in Kichua, 
you do not think in Spanish in the same way as a native speaker 
does, even after five hundred years of interaction with Spanish. 
“Interculturalidad,” in its broader sense, is the radical claim, by 
Indigenous people, of their “epistemic rights,” which are quite dif-
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ferent from “cultural rights.”20 “Cultural rights” are celebrated by 
the state, in Ecuador and in the US. “Epistemic rights,” however, 
provoke, at most, a nervous smile from both the right and the left. 
Now, I am not talking here about Anthony Giddens’s idea of 
moving “beyond left and right,” since Giddens’s was a “beyond” that 
was still “within the framework” of left and right. I am thinking of 
a “beyond” that is inter-epistemic, following the teaching of Afro-
Caribbean and Indigenous philosophers and thinkers. Waman Puma 
is a canonical and key figure for epistemic and decolonial delinking. 
In this respect, he is to intercultural delinking what Machiavelli is 
to republican ideas or Adam Smith is to free-market liberalism. 
Waman Puma was claiming, openly, his epistemic right to tell the 
king of Spain what the real history of people from Tawantinsuyu 
was and what he, the king, had to do in order to have a peaceful 
government. Although the connection has not been yet explicitly 
established (to my knowledge) between Indigenous intellectuals 
today and Waman Puma, the specific concept of “interculturalidad,” 
holds within it the type of experiences that led Waman Puma to 
compose his Nueva Corónica.

In their efforts to decolonize knowledge and being from the 
concept of knowledge and being that places them in an inferior 
position, Indigenous intellectuals had to first change the geography 
of reason, since any attempt to claim rights within the official 
concept of knowledge and being without doing so would have been 
moot. Vine Deloria, Jr, a self-identified Sioux Indian, lawyer, and 
activist, provides a good way to think about the problem: “One of 
the foremost differences separating Whites and Indians was simply 
one of origin. Whites derived predominantly from western Europe   
.  .  .  Conversely, Indians had always been in the Western hemisphere.”21 
His dictum, however, helps in understanding the colonial conditions 
of all Indigenous people in the Americas, New Zealand, and Australia. 
“Origin” here is not to be understood as a pure essence, either for 
Indians or for Europeans. It should be understood, in Wynter’s 
felicitous expression, as “subjective understanding” – subjective 
understanding for both, Europeans and Indians. What characterizes 
Indians (and Blacks, and Creoles, and Indians from India since the 
arrival of the British, and north Africans, etc.) is that their subjective 
understanding is built, as is that of colonized people in general, on 
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the colonial wound. Conversely, European subjective understanding 
is more based on imperial leadership than on the colonial wound. 
Thinking critically from the subjective understanding of the colonial 
wound takes you into decolonial paradigms of co-existence, while 
thinking critically from the subjective understanding of imperial 
leadership keeps you in the paradigm of newness.

“Interculturalidad,” then, is a claim made from the perspective of 
Kichua, in Ecuador, and not from that of Spanish. Even if the claims 
are “pronounced also in Spanish,” Spanish is only a tool to translate 
Kichua and, in the process of translation, to take away the memory 
imbedded in Spanish (or any language) in order to reinscribe the 
Kichua memory that the imposition of Spanish contributed to 
making invisible. No doubt, Spanish is in the soul of every Indian 
and every Black in Spanish America; although in a different manner 
than the language is in the soul of Creoles of European descent. 
That does not mean, however, that Indians and Blacks are cultural 
Spaniards; or that they want to be. Santería is a far cry from canoni-
cal Spanish beliefs, just as Andean rituals and celebrations do not fit 
with the traditions of the Christian church. Spanish is the language 
of the state, the official language, while Kichua is the language of 
one of the branches of the Inca Empire (which is today Ecuador 
and southern Colombia). Through “interculturalidad” (which is also 
inter-epistemology), the claim is made for the right of Indigenous 
people to co-participate in the making of the state and in education. 
It is not a claim for simple recognition (like “multiculturalism” in 
the US) that begs for acceptance into a nation in which they, Kichua 
as a civilization and a language, do not have a place because their 
position on the margins, precisely, defines the limits of the modern 
nation. Instead, “interculturalidad” would lead to a pluri-cultural 
state with more than one valid cosmology. And “pluri-culturalidad,” 
at the level of knowledge, of political theory and economy, of ethics 
and aesthetics, is the utopian goal toward which to build, a new 
society constructed over the cracks and the erosions of the liberal 
and republican state.

The creation of Amawtay Wasi (the Universidad Intercultural de 
las Nacionalidades y Pueblos Indígenas) is a natural consequence of 
a claim for epistemic rights.22 There is no space for Indigenous 
people attending a state (or private) university to address their own 
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needs. The entire philosophy of education remains in the hands of 
the state or private capital. Above all, it is determined within the 
framework of knowledge that was put in place with the Renaissance 
university, changed with the Enlightenment university, and has now 
developed into the corporate university modeled in today’s US and 
applied around the world. That is, the university itself remains within 
the march of progress and newness. Amawtay Wasi doesn’t fit into 
that history.23 Amawtay Wasi has been conceived in the paradigm of 
co-existence. It represents a spatial shift in the geography of knowl-
edge rather than a temporal break in the linearity of Western 
thought. When the idea of “Latin” America came into existence, as 
we saw in chapter 2, the colonial universities (in Mexico, Peru, 
Argentina, and the Dominican Republic) became state universities 
in the service of building new nations, and no longer universities 
serving the church and the king. “Latin” America was born under 
the sign of the so-called Kantian-Humboldtian university, the uni-
versity of the Enlightenment in which philosophy supplanted theol-
ogy and culture and disseminated the idea of “national” cultures. It 
was a state-oriented university, although it also contributed to the 
formation of intercontinental identities, such as “Europe” and “Latin” 
America. A similar process can be traced in the US. (The University 
of Mexico was founded in 1552, Harvard in 1636.) Philosophy and 
science reigned over theology. That was part of the transformation 
of theology into egology. Kant put philosophy above theology, 
medicine, and law and attributed to it – and to a transcendental 
Subject – the task of vigilance in the production of knowledge. The 
Enlightenment university has egology (philosophy and science, and 
the sovereignty of the individual) as its master framework. After 
World War II, another transformation took place in the linear series 
of Western thought, and the corporate university (the US contribu-
tion to this story) emerged with “organology” (the knowledge of 
organization and the organization of knowledge, where the sover-
eign subject vanishes) as its master framework.24

The relevance of the individual recedes as organization takes its 
place. The corporate university is marked not only by a different 
philosophy, but also by the marketing of particular values: expertise 
and efficiency are the desired goals, rather than the humanist ones of 
the Renaissance university or the critical, philosophical, and scientific 
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ones of the Enlightenment university. Organization of knowledge and 
knowledge of organization lead to expertise and efficiency. The insti-
tution of the Enlightenment university, in which “Latin” America was 
born as an idea, is now being dismantled and replaced by the corpo-
rate one. Similarly, in the US, the humanities are becoming a com-
modity bought by wealthy families, who give money to universities 
to teach Western civilization. The benefactors purchase education that 
will not be critical but promotional.

Amawtay Wasi (the Universidad Intercultural) breaks away from 
these events in the paradigm of newness. The fact that it is still called 
a university does not mean that it surrenders to the demands of  
the state and imperial institution. It only means that the paradigm 
of co-existence works at the crossroads between Indigenous and 
Western forms of knowledge. However, the frame of mind and the 
goals are no longer inscribed within the existing principles, values, 
and functions of knowledge. Rather than being another university 
led by Indigenous leaders, it is an-other university led by Indigenous 
needs and principles of knowledges and values. It should be called 
instead a “pluri-versity,” since its curriculum integrates the “subjec-
tive understanding” of Indigenous civilization into the contributions 
of Western civilization. Knowing that and still calling it a “univer-
sity” is a sign of how “interculturalidad” works – not by rejection 
and negation but by integration into the paradigm of co-existence. 
“Interculturalidad” doesn’t reject or suppress non-Indigenous knowl-
edge, as the agents under Western universities from the Renaissance 
to today did. To do so would be to act under the same Western logic 
and to change only the content and not the terms in which knowledge is 
produced. To maintain the name of the institution, and at the same 
time to radically change the principles and the philosophy of knowl-
edge and, therefore the curriculum, is indeed a signal move in the 
shifting geography of reason. This is not the place to go into a 
detailed presentation of the institution’s structure, and to differenti-
ate it from the Western university. Suffice it to say that Amawtay 
Wasi is constructed on the basis of an-other “origin,” as Deloria put 
it, an “origin” that at some point in time became entangled with 
and overruled by the languages and ways of thinking of European 
universities. When the first documents of Amawtay Wasi were 
written, the location was referred to as “America Andina,” not as 
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“Latin America.”25 Today it would be called Abya-Yala. Amawtay 
Wasi is also constructing an institutional genealogy with the histori-
cal Yachahuasic (a site of training for future functionaries of the 
government) and Aclla Huasi, which had a similar function but 
included women. The institutional genealogy is complemented by 
the genealogy of thoughts and the curricula in learning institutions 
during the Inca Empire.

The raison d’être of the university is founded in Kichua’s  
theoretical presuppositions, and it is engaged with the situation of 
Indigenous communities. However, the university is not restricted 
to Indigenous people but open to the entire population of Ecuador. 
For that reason, the philosophical principle is to imagine a pluri-
national uni-versity. Thus, Amawtay Wasi includes in its curriculum 
also knowledge that it is not based on Kichua’s philosophical and 
theoretical principles, although Kichua’s cosmic vision remains as 
the overall frame of reference. Kichua, as a language and knowledge, 
was broken up and supplanted by Spanish in the business of the 
state, in administration, and in education. Amawtay Wasi has both a 
historical and an epistemic repair to make. And the way to do it, 
the way it is planned, is to “include” Western knowledge in a cur-
riculum “framed” by Kichua language and categories of knowledge. 
For example, the curriculum is organized in three cycles: “runa 
yachaikuna” (learning to be), “shukitak yachaikuna” (knowing to 
be), and “yachaikuna pura” (knowing to do). If we make a quick 
comparison with the Greek principles of knowledge inherited by 
the West, such as knowing how, knowing what, and knowing that, we 
see that the principles of Amawtay Wasi are not the direct opposite or 
contrary (the false construction of West vs. non-West) but just simply 
different! They cannot be reduced or compared one to the other. 
The most radical difference is the first one, “runa yachaikuna.” 
“Learning to be” is a basic claim made from the “epistemic wound” 
of the colonization of knowledge and of being, since it is a project 
of higher education oriented toward the decolonization of knowl-
edge and of being, instead of orienting itself to training experts at 
the service of the state and the corporations, reproducing coloniality 
of knowledge and of being. Think about a project like that being 
implemented by Harvard University and you will understand the 
scope (as well as the difficulties and the risk) of what Amawtay Wasi 
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is trying to achieve. Difficult to do, no doubt. But the project is 
already in place and has reached a point of no return.

Amawtay Wasi and the extensive and radical work by Afro-
Caribbean philosophers, as well as the process unfolding among 
Afro-Andeans, are realities that are here to stay. These scenarios were 
unthinkable in the nineteenth century, when “Latinidad” was the 
only talk in town. You could say that Amawtay Wasi and Afro-
Caribbean and Afro-Andean philosophies are changing the face of 
“Latin” America. If you are a conservative and for some reason need 
to preserve “Latinidad” as the distinctive feature of the Spanish- and 
Portuguese-speaking subcontinent, you can also acknowledge that 
there are millions of people in that subcontinent for whom “Latin” 
America means a dwelling place that it is not theirs; a house that 
does not belong to them; a space where they have to ask permission 
to enter. Inclusion granted by generous “Latin” Americans (in the 
state, the church, or civil society) will not do. The question is not in-
clusion but inter-culturality, a shared project based on different “origins” 
confronting the colonial wound and overcoming the imperial/national pride 
and interests. In the words of another Indigenous movement, the 
Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, it means dwelling in a “world 
where many worlds co-exist.”

The Zapatistas’ theoretical revolution,26 since 1994, has not 
stopped its quiet but radical march toward that world. In 2001, after 
President Vicente Fox took power, the Zapatistas marched on foot 
to Mexico City in the hope of initiating collaborative work with 
the new government. The San Andres Accords signed at the time 
of that opportunity failed because the government did not fulfill its 
promises. The response of the Zapatistas was not to complain but 
just to turn their backs on the government and to begin their own 
work of creating alternatives. They put in place autonomous socio-
economic organizations called “Los Caracoles.” What are “Los 
Caracoles” and what is their significance for my argument?

Let’s say, to begin with, and to give the reader an overall picture 
in a familiar language, that “Los Caracoles” are Indigenous com-
munity assemblies that are connected with one another and work 
collaboratively with each other to “invent” (and I will come back 
to the quotation marks on “invent”) their own forms of social, 
political, and legal organization. Their economic structures are based 
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on reciprocity rather than on a competitive market. Their subjectivi-
ties are formed through collaborative practices rather than through 
competition. And, finally, they are creating a new subject tangentially 
related to the national subject promoted and controlled by the state 
in Mexico, while at the same time detached from the canonicity of 
national subject formation. It is a subjectivity of the border, as it 
were, in which national subjectivity is only a residual part. The 
individual assemblies within “Los Caracoles” are called “juntas de 
buen gobierno.” It is obvious to everyone familiar with the cultural 
history of Abya-Yala that “buen gobierno” refers to Waman Puma’s 
Nueva Corónica y Buen Gobierno and not, for example, to the canon 
for every “Latin” American intellectual and nation-builder in the 
ninteeneth century: Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Montesquieu. 
“Los Caracoles” are, in the south of Mexico, a project for socio-
economic and political organization parallel to the project of 
Amawtay Wasi in Ecuadorian higher education, insofar as both shift 
the geography of reason, increasing the visible presence of the para-
digm of co-existence, and building the possibility of different worlds 
beyond the ideals of modern imperial designs and their colonial 
consequences.

Imagine, now, what Waman Puma was confronting when compos-
ing his recommendations to Philip III on how to interpret Andean 
history before the arrival of the Spaniards, and Andean history over 
eighty years of colonial invasion. And doing so on the spot, so to 
speak, since he did not have the five hundred years of historical 
perspective that Indigenous movements have today. He was already 
in his thirties when Spaniards managed, after three decades of war, 
to control Indian resistance and to implant a Spanish viceroyalty, the 
viceroyalty of Peru. On the basis of his “nueva corónica,” Waman 
Puma also recommended how to organize a “good government” on 
the ruins of the structure of Tawantinsuyu. His proposal suggested a 
convenient arrangement that included aspects of both Inca and 
Spanish forms of political and socio-economic organization. As far 
as the variety of Spanish and of Andean (Kechua and Aymara) con-
cepts of life and of government co-existed, “buen gobierno” could 
have been neither exclusively Andean nor exclusively Spanish. If 
there were two “origins” co-existing, why would one of them rule 
over the other? Spaniards were acting on the belief supported by 



After “Latin” America

126

the paradigm of “newness” (and that is one of the reasons why “New 
World” was a name that came to the mind of European men of 
letters). Waman Puma was not in a position to rule but neither was 
he disposed to give up. He understood that a particular way of social 
organization in the “Indias del Peru,” the name he gave the structure 
built over a dismantled Tawantinsuyu, would have to harmonize local 
ways of life and Spanish ways of life. He drew a map in which both 
Spaniards and the Indians of Peru have their place.27 He suggested 
his son as ruler of the new form of government; you could interpret 
this as self-interest and nepotism, or more generously and creatively 
see the implications of having a ruler with Indian rather than 
Spanish origins. Waman Puma’s solution in the “Indias del Peru” 
co-existed, in his view, with the Spanish form of government in 
Castille, but was not subservient to it. Thus, Waman Puma initiated 
the paradigm of co-existence, from the perspective of Indian “origins” 
(in Deloria’s word) while the Spaniards, deaf to it, overruled it with 
the paradigm of newness.

To reduce both worlds to dogmatic binary opposition would be 
really to miss the point that Deloria was driving at and that I am 
trying to make here. First, the differential of power and origins is 
not just twofold – Spanish and Indian – but threefold – Spanish, 
Indian, and African – as Sylvia Wynter strongly reminded us. Second, 
as time went on, Dutch, British, and French colonizers joined the 
Spanish and Portuguese. And third, the internal diversity among 
Indians, Europeans, and Africans also makes them multiple. Racism 
ingrained in the paradigm of newness was enough reason to disre-
gard any attempt coming from a paradigm of co-existence. Ways of 
understanding human interaction also kept the colonizers from 
opening up to the model of co-existence. The Spanish forms of 
governance were based on a tree model with the monarch on top, 
while the Incan structure could be described as a horizontal series 
of interconnected and reciprocal nodes or cells – named ayllu in the 
Andes and altepetl in Anáhuac. The two forms of social organization 
were founded in different philosophical principles. There would be 
nothing wrong with that, except that at a certain point in history, 
the people dwelling in the ethos of the ayllu and the altepetl had  
to fit into the ethos of pueblos, municipios, alcaldias, and an overall 
superstructure, the Spanish viceroyalties, that reproduced the social 
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organization of the empire. Waman Puma’s Nueva Corónica y Buen 
Gobierno offered a history that Spaniards had difficulty understand-
ing, and, based on that history, a form of governance with which 
the Spanish were not ready to come to terms.

At this point, one can see that the Zapatista description of “Los 
Caracoles” as “juntas de buen gobierno” sends us back not only to 
Waman Puma but also to the historical “origin” of many ways of 
social organization that were disrupted by the Spaniards’ “original” 
forms of social organization (hence the quotation marks on “invent” 
above). If there was disruption and Pachakuti, resulting in a colonial 
wound, it is because the existing forms of government in Abya-Yala 
were different. If they were not different, power would have changed 
hands easily within the same paradigm, as happened when the Creole 
leaders managed to expel the Spaniards and continued to rule society 
with few changes. It was not like that between Iberian conquerors 
and Indians. How these two models of social organization interacted 
over five centuries is, of course, more than I can handle in this book. 
Suffice it to say that both Indigenous and foreign (Spanish) forms 
of governance went through constant processes of transformation of 
different intensity. By the end of the sixteenth century, Inca and 
Aztec social organizations were no longer what they were before the 
arrival of the Spaniards. By the end of the sixteenth century, Spanish 
institutions set up in the lands of the Inca and the Aztecs were no 
longer what they were in the Iberian peninsula. The difference was 
that, in this interaction and mutual transformation, Spaniards con-
trolled the power. The colonial matrix of power came forward out 
of that interaction, and Waman Puma’s was one of the first contesta-
tions of it. “Los Caracoles” are a continuation – through many 
Indigenous uprisings through the centuries – of that history and also 
a reactivation of previous forms of social organization in an attempt 
to reconstitute the power imbalance and the structure of domination. 
“Los Caracoles” reinscribe in contemporary society the intercon-
nected nodes or cellular model of Indigenous organization that has 
survived until today, in spite of the power differential during the 
colonial period as well as the national period.

The structure of the Zapatistas’ “juntas de buen gobierno”28 
inhabits the structure of the altepetl and the ayllu, resembles the 
social organization of the Greek oikos. Distinguished Nahuatl scholar 
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James Lockhart offers a succinct and useful description of this form 
of governance as it is being reinscribed today by Indigenous social 
movements – not only by the Zapatistas but also in Ecuador, Bolivia, 
Colombia, and Guatemala:

A very widely diffused type of organization employed by 
indigenous peoples in pre-Columbian times, not only in 
Mesoamerica but in the Andes and elsewhere, could be called 
cellular, as opposed to a more hierarchical or linear mode. It 
was characteristic of pre-conquest Nahua cosmography, land 
allocation, rhetorical and poetic speech, artistic expression and 
even grammar  .  .  .  [this cellular matrix was] the sociopolitical 
entity that contained Nahua life in the same way that the polis 
contained the life of the Ancient Greeks.29

It has taken a long time for scholars to come to terms with the fact 
that there is an Indigenous ethos (repressed by the Spanish one and, 
later on by the Baroque and Latin (Creole) ethos) that has never van-
ished, although it was transformed, since colonial times. The 
Indigenous ethos, contrary to the Creole ethos (in its colonial and 
postcolonial versions), was founded on a logic other than the one 
in which the Spaniards and Portuguese were formed and pro-
grammed to think. “Los Caracoles,” as well as Amawtay Wasi, are 
vivid and existing manifestations of an ethos that never went away 
and that, today more than ever, is resurging to intervene in the ethos 
of Eurocentric modernity inhabited by neo-liberal global designs.30 
It is obvious today, all over the globe (and particularly in Iraq), that 
“memory” is what imperial/colonial domination always failed to 
conquer. The multiplicity of memories, languages, knowledges, ways 
of life, and wounded human dignities resound in a cry like the 
Zapatista “Basta!” (“Enough!”) or the “Nunca mas!” (“Nevermore!”) 
of the Argentine Truth Commission which investigated the crimes 
of Videla’s dictatorship.

Latin America, a Phantom “Civilization”?

For institutions like the World Bank or the CIA, there is no reason 
to question the “idea” of Latin America. For those who, based in 
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Spanish- and Luso-speaking countries in South America, found 
themselves identified with the Creole and the “Latin” American 
ethos, there is no reason either, albeit their “idea” of Latin America 
certainly may not coincide with that of the World Bank and the 
CIA.31 For these institutions as well as for progressive and conserva-
tive citizens of European descent, Latin America is an ontological, 
geo-political entity in the world order as-is. Yet the CIA, Samuel 
Huntington, the World Bank, the Inter-American Development 
Bank, and Latin American studies programs in the United States all 
coincide in an “idea” of “Latin” America that is not necessarily the 
idea that Blacks, Latinos/as, or Indigenous people have of it, or the 
“idea” that those working in the modernity/coloniality paradigm 
have.32 Why should these groups share the same idea, if “Latin” 
America is not an objective entity but a political project formed by 
Europeans of Latin descent, in which Indians and Afros (with the 
exceptions of those from Haiti and Martinique) did not have any 
participation? My argument, here, comes precisely out of the moder-
nity/coloniality project that, although derived from the very foun-
dation of “Latinidad” in South America, questions the reproduction 
of coloniality by the Creole elite. In this regard, the modernity/
coloniality project joins forces with Indigenous, Afro, and Latino/a 
projects, at the same time as it critically reveals the colonial under-
pinning of the idea of “Latinidad” and its limitation for the future 
of “Latin” America.

Today, “Latin” America (as an idea) occupies an ambiguous posi-
tion in the imaginary of the modern/colonial world. It serves as an 
imaginary that is defended, from different loci of enunciation, by 
state officers, journalists, and intellectuals who see themselves as 
“Latin Americans,” meaning, for them, a distinctive identification in 
the Western triangulation of Western and Southern Europe and the 
US. For dissenting Creoles, Mestizos/as, and immigrants of European 
descent, the “idea” of Latin America is believed to provide a unified 
front to confront the growing military, economic, and technological 
invasion coming from the US. The problem is that, at the same time, 
Black and Indigenous communities are fighting for the same cause 
(particularly the growing Indigenous forces around the struggle 
against Free Trade of the Americas); but they are not doing it in 
the name of “Latin” America, since “Latin” Americans have also 
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been their exploiters. Indigenous groups struggle in the same area 
under the name of Abya-Yala, and Blacks look for other, less terri-
torial identifications, like the clear memory of slavery and their 
construction as “less than human” by Europeans, Creoles, and immi-
grants alike. Shifting the geography and the biography of reason is 
a dangerous move for the hegemonic order of things; it means the 
co-existence of the “subjective understanding,” again in Wynter’s 
words, of social and economic organization, which is not good for 
those anchored in hegemonic ways of life. Political insurrections 
could be totally or partially controlled by a powerful army. Ideas 
that threaten the rationality of military interventions, justified crime, 
and the paradigm of newness (spreading democracy, freedom, 
markets) are more difficult to control. They can be slowed down, 
but not killed.

In the “world order” submitted by Samuel Huntington, opposing 
civilizations teeter on the brink of a “clash” and “Latin” America 
has been generating, as of late, much of what can be slowed down 
but not stopped. What Huntington doesn’t see, or doesn’t want to 
see, is that the “challenge” is not just that of the Hispanic crowd 
invading the Anglo yard. Likewise, in the case of Islam, the challenge 
is not just from terrorism that threatens “American” lives. The real 
challenge is that, beyond the Hispanic crowd and terrorist bombs, 
there are Muslims and Latinos/as changing the geo-politics of 
knowledge. You can justify the killing of terrorists, but it is more 
difficult to justify or enact the paralysis of the thinking of Latino/a 
and Islamic thinkers, working toward a paradigm of co-existence 
and shifting the geo-graphies of knowledge and of social organiza-
tion. Huntington’s conception of Latin America, and his inference 
about Hispanics, is unabashedly based on an ontological idea of 
“Latin” America and of “Hispanics.” He writes:

Latin America, however, has a distinct identity which differen-
tiates it from the West. [Remember Deloria?] Although an 
offspring of European civilization, Latin America has evolved 
along a very different path from Europe and North America. 
It has had a corporatist, authoritarian culture, which Europe  
had to a much lesser degree and North America not at all 
[sic!]. Europe and North America both felt the effects of the 



After “Latin” America

131

Reformation and have combined Catholic and Protestant cul-
tures. Historically, although this may be changing, Latin America 
has been only Catholic. Latin American civilization incorporates 
indigenous cultures, which did not exist in Europe, [and] were 
effectively wiped out in North America  .  .  .  Latin America could 
be considered either a sub-civilization within Western civiliza-
tion or a separate civilization closely affiliated with the West 
and divided as to whether it belongs in the West. For an analysis 
focused on the international political implications of civilizations, 
including the relations between Latin America, on the one hand, and 
North America and Europe, on the other, the latter is the more appro-
priate and useful designation.33

If, instead of reading what Huntington says on that page, the reader 
were to look at his map of “World of Civilizations Post-1990,” she 
would see “Western” Europe and the US, of course, but also Australia, 
New Zealand, and  .  .  .  the Falkland Islands! Is it possible that a 
scholar from Harvard would make the mistake of mentioning Latin 
America as a separate civilization key to, if not part of, Western 
civilization on one page and then forget it completely on a different 
page of the same book? I do not think it is a mistake. For Huntington, 
“Latin” America seems to be an eroded section of Western civiliza-
tion that fell off the First World map and can now be replaced  
by Australia, New Zealand, and, maybe eventually, South Africa. 
Since, after providing this image of Latin America in The Clash of 
Civilizations, he went on to write about the “Hispanic Challenge” 
in Who Are We?,34 one can surmise that Australia, New Zealand, and 
South Africa (all members of the British Commonwealth) are more 
reassuring, for Huntington, than Latin America, where English is 
only spoken in a few Caribbean islands and the majority are Spanish 
and Portuguese speakers, with several million speakers of Indigenous 
languages also.

Why is it that “Latin” America is not in the West and Australia 
and New Zealand are? In what frame of mind can “Latin” America 
be considered a civilization if, indeed, South America and the 
Caribbean make up a geo-historical space where for five hundred 
years at least three kinds of civilizations – people of Indian descent, 
of European descent, and of African descent – have been co- 
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habiting? Latin America can be disqualified as part of the West (even 
after recognizing its involvement) because, Huntington argues, 
Western civilization actually dates further back, “to ad 700 or 800.” 
Huntington’s omissions are often illustrative; they are indeed the 
productions of silence. Take, for example, the fact that he does not 
mention that the centuries in which he sees the “emergence of 
Western civilization” are also the dates that mark the foundation 
and expansion of the Islamic Empire, to which the West was in a 
subaltern “civilizational” position. Islamic expansion into Western 
Christendom began in the seventh century and continued until the 
forces of the Habsburg Empire pushed the Ottomans back in 1683. 
This constant movement into Europe brought an excitability along 
with it, which pushed the Europeans to guard themselves from 
Islam. The Islamic expansions took Christian lands. Muslim influ-
ence covered Spain, Portugal, southern Italy, and parts of France. 
This influence on Western European soil lasted eight hundred years, 
until the fall of Granada in 1492. Thus the emergence of Western 
civilization is not due to the inner wisdom and exceptionality  
of Western Man, as Huntington would like, but has as one of its 
motivations the Christian resistance to a powerful and expansive 
Islamic Empire. Is it a coincidence that today we have a Christian 
and capitalist empire pounding, after the Cold War and the end of  
communism, into Islamic countries that beyond being religious  
are also part of the capitalist world and are seated over vast amounts 
of oil?

I do not intend to dispute Huntington’s decision to leave Latin 
America outside of the West and replace it, as he does, with New 
Zealand and Australia. But I do want to underline Huntington’s 
logic of (1) placing Latin America outside the West, (2) locating the 
Muslim world as a threat to the West, and (3) identifying Hispanics 
as a challenge to Anglo American identity. Huntington’s move is 
interesting enough in itself to prevent me from debating whether 
he is right or wrong and whether Latin America is or is not part 
of the West. I would, however, like to remark that the official impe-
rial language of both New Zealand and Australia is English (that is, 
Anglo), while in Latin America, the official imperial languages are 
Spanish and Portuguese, which are not Huntington’s “mother 
tongue.” Suffice it to say that Latin America happens to be a region 
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where English is not the official language, as it is in the US, the 
United Kingdom, New Zealand, and Australia; and, for Huntington, 
the West is basically the English-speaking part of the planet that can 
be traced back to the British Empire – identity politics at its most 
blatant. Recent political events may prove him right, since France 
and Germany, although part of Western Europe, have been at odds 
with US and British international politics as implemented by George 
W. Bush and team. Of course, English is a necessary but insufficient 
condition for being included in the West. The West, after all, was 
originally Latin in terms of cosmopolitan languages. Furthermore, 
South Africa and India are not included in his own scheme by 
Huntington, although their official language is English and they 
gained independence from Britain. Something else is at work.

Yes, Kant’s ethno-racial tetragon is still creeping up in the hege-
monic imaginary. Why are “Latin” Americans not White in the 
global ethno-racial pentagon if the governing elites (with the excep-
tion perhaps of Venezuela, Ecuador, and the very problematic case 
of Peru) consider themselves White? Are they not White because 
they are “Latin” Americans, or are they “Latin” Americans because 
they are not White? “Latin” Americans have been downgraded in 
the racialization of the languages and of continental divides (e.g., 
Third World countries, emerging, underdeveloped). Of course, Afros 
and Indians do not have that problem; they know straightforwardly 
that they are not-Whites. Latin America is a region where Indigenous 
people have not been “effectively wiped out,” as is clear today in 
the Andes, in Guatemala, and in Mexico. Latin America, for that 
reason, is a set of countries where “mestizaje” (“blending”) has been 
celebrated – curiously enough – as the most important feature in 
homogenizing the nation, while in the US, mestizaje was never even 
a valid project. The US “melting pot” did not celebrate mestizaje 
but, rather, the coexistence of different homogeneous groups of 
European descent. When immigration from the Third World began 
in force, in the 1970s, the “melting pot” of people of European 
descent was exchanged for a “multicultural society” in which people 
of various colors co-existed in the same territory with White people. 
In “multiculturalism,” mestizaje may take place, but it is never cele-
brated or emphasized either in the official discourse of the state or 
in the discourse of identification put forward by diverse ethnic 
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groups. Recently, however, Latinos/as in the US have begun to 
question that stance and embrace mestizaje critically as a way to 
show the racism underneath “multiculturalism.” The possibility of 
such a shift terrifies Huntington, who fears that the “American 
melting pot” of the beginning of the twentieth century (when 
immigration was mainly from Europe and assimilation was not a 
problem) will be transformed into a multicultural salad bowl in 
which “Hispanics” are not ready or willing to melt.35

The Mexican-American war, during the first half of the nine-
teenth century, left vast numbers of Mexican people and areas of 
land (from Colorado to Texas and from Texas through Arizona and 
California) “inside” the United States. Mexicans became immigrants 
in the territory of their own ancestors. From 1920 until the Nixon 
administration, the Bracero program brought Mexicans in as cheap 
labor to fill the jobs created by the two wars and by rising standards 
of living among US citizens. From 1970, immigrants from Puerto 
Rico and the rest of South America and the Caribbean also began 
to come in search of jobs or to escape dictatorship. By 2004, the 
estimated numbers of “Hispanics” in the US approached 40 million, 
a number larger than the population of either Colombia or Argentina, 
each of which counts around 35 million inhabitants. In fact, 40 
million represents not much less than the combined populations of 
Chile (16 million), Bolivia (7 million), and Peru (22 million). With 
the exception of Mexico and Brazil, the “Hispanic” population in 
the US outnumbers the population of any individual country in 
South America. Thus, we have reached a moment in time when the 
distinction between an Anglo North and a Latin South that Thomas 
Jefferson and Simón Bolívar once embodied no longer applies. The 
idea of “Latin” America is being detached from fixed territorial 
contours.

But Latinos/as are not simply a group of people who dance salsa 
in US discotheques, who eat nachos, and of whom the majority are 
brown skinned, Catholic, and Spanish-speaking (although there are 
those Latinos/as who also speak Portuguese and sometimes French 
as well). Huntington’s fears come not only from a brown population 
of service workers who refuse to assimilate; the deeper “Hispanic 
challenge” is to his own epistemology, and comes from knowledges 
that move in a different direction from the canonical disciplinary 
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norms of the social science that he uses to argue his case. The next 
section will be devoted to Latino/a/Hispanic contributions to shift-
ing geo- and bio-graphy and to incrementing the paradigm of co-
existence. I suspect that Huntington’s fear is unconscious, as he may 
have difficulties in recognizing that we Hispanics/Latinos/as also, 
like Anglos and Europeans, very much think and theorize. The 
dramatic challenge is that Latinos/as are part of a paradigm of 
knowledge that co-exists with Huntington’s, and that even Harvard 
can no longer stop or delegitimize.

Between Bolívar and Jefferson: Are Chicanos/as 
and Latinos/as “Latin” Americans?

Like the diverse knowledge claims that we have seen coming from 
Indigenous and Afro-American communities and histories in the 
Caribbean and Latin America, the theoretical production by 
Chicanos/as and Latinos/as in the United States contests not only 
the content but the very principles of knowledge production that 
shape academic trends, disciplinary foundations, and entire social 
fabric. For, if Latinos/as (as any other subaltern community) cannot 
think on their own, they will be dependent on the supremacy of 
disciplinary formation and institutional regimes. It was thus for a 
while in the colonial histories of Western empires, but it is no longer 
the case. One of the most radical contributions is Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
Borderlands/La Frontera, which is comparable in its ability to radically 
shift the geo-graphy and bio-graphy of knowledge to René 
Descartes’s Le Discours de la méthode (1637). Descartes was able to 
shift from a theologically based concept of knowledge to an ego-
logically based one with the statement “I think, therefore I am,” 
which put the ego in the center and displaced God. Likewise, Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s new Mestiza consciousness has decentered the Cartesian 
ego to replace it with a geo-graphically and bio-graphically centered 
way of thinking.

During the twentieth century, mestizaje functioned alongside the 
idea of “Latin” America as a way of constructing national identities 
after post-independence decolonization. “Mestizos/as” began to 
claim their right to the space appropriated by the Creole elites after 
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independence. Mestizaje became, curiously enough, an ideal for 
homogenizing national identities. Yet mestizaje was always a mirage, 
since the mixture of blood never accompanied a mixture of cos-
mologies (or epistemologies if you like). “Latins” in America, Creoles 
or Mestizos/as, always subscribed to the paradigm of newness and 
preserved their ties to remote European “origins.” Mestizos/as never 
claimed Indian or (in the case of Mulattos/as) Afro origins.36

When the idea of Latin America emerged and flourished in the 
nineteenth century, it did not include Indian cosmology (epistemol-
ogy) and always turned toward the European. Mestizos/as were 
mixed in blood, but pure in mind.37 Mestizaje, as we can see in José 
Vasconcelos’s La raza cósmica,38 became a philosophical category that 
embodied the spirit of “Latinidad.” The “cosmic race” for Vasconcelos 
emerges in South America with the meeting of the four existing 
races, White, Red, Black, and Yellow. Unconciously, Vasconcelos was 
accepting Kant’s ethno-racial tetragon. According to him, the Spanish 
and Portuguese, unlike the English in the North, mixed from the 
very beginning with Indians and Blacks. Mestizaje, then, is taken in 
a much larger sense than the usual conception of two-way mixing 
between Spanish–White and Indian–Red. Yet the key for us is that, 
while Vasconcelos celebrated and encouraged all kinds of mestizaje, 
the “cosmic race” remained Ibero-American:

One could say [states Vasconcelos at the closing of his essays] 
that it is Christianity that is going to be consummated, now 
not only in the souls, but at the root of beings. As an instru-
ment for this transcendental transformation, a race has been 
developing in the Iberian continent; a race full of vices and 
defects, but gifted with malleability, rapid comprehension, and 
easy emotion, fruitful elements of the seminal plasma of the 
future species.39

The Hispanic race, in general, still saw itself as having ahead of it 
the mission of discovering and conquering new regions of the spirit, 
since all lands had already been explored. Vasconcelos conflates bio-
logical mestizaje and epistemic purity – people mix biologically but 
a rigid structure of thought, Christianity in its Ibero-American 
version, remains in place. Basic principles of thought, knowledge, 
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and aesthetics do not mix but maintain a firm grounding in the 
Western tradition. Also, by setting Ibero-America as the exceptional 
location in the triangulation of European Iberians, Anglo Europeans/
Americans, and Latin Mestizos/as, Vasconcelos perpetuates the idea 
of Hispanics as a fifth race, the fifth corner of the ethno-racial 
pentagon that will later work as a category for marginalization. It 
is precisely at this junction that Latinos/as disrupt the Latin American 
version of Western cosmology.40

As a Chicana and lesbian intellectual and activist, Gloria Anzaldúa 
enters into a conflictive dialogue with Vasconcelos in the most 
crucial chapter of her book (“La conciencia de la mestiza/Toward 
a New Consciousness”). From the very beginning, the chapter 
announces and enacts an aggressive and radical delinking from 
Vasconcelos (and, more broadly, from the masculine version of 
“Latinidad” and “Hispanidad”). Anzaldúa translates and modifies one 
of Vasconcelos’s dictums (“Por mi raza hablará el espíritu,” “Through 
my race, my spirit speaks”) in the epigraph of this chapter: “Por la 
mujer de mi raza, hablará el espíritu/Through the woman of my 
race, the spirit speaks.” Anzaldúa then moves from Vasconcelos’s 
celebration of biological mixture in the fifth race of Hispanics to 
announce the emergence of a “new consciousness” (instead of a 
new Spirit à la Hegel), a Mestiza (not Mestizo) female consciousness 
of the between, a consciousness of the Borderlands.41 While 
Vasconcelos remapped a unified and homogeneous “Spanish Spirit” 
under his “cosmic race” of biological Mestizos/as, Anzaldúa fractures 
the very idea of homogeneous unity. The idea of Latin America 
perpetuated in the masculine, Spanish/Portuguese, and later French/
Mestizo elite colonial traditions is not only broken up by the 
massive migration of people from the South to the North but also 
by the critical consciousness that develops in that movement, the 
epistemology of the borderlands and the Mestiza consciousness. 
Thus, the Latino/a experience in the US parallels the emergent 
critical consciousnesses of Afro-Andean, Afro-Brazilian, Afro-
Caribbean, and Indigenous people throughout the Americas. The 
idea of Latin America as put forward by Creole/Mestizo men is not, 
of course, erased. It is simply downsized, reduced to proportion.

The radical move made by Anzaldúa (as well as by Indigenous 
and Afro people in continental South America and the Caribbean) 
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is no longer one of “resistance” but one of conceptual (epistemic) 
“delinking;” a radical shift in the geo-politics and body politics of 
knowledge. However, in order to delink and move forward, you 
need a new pair of shoes. If you do not invent a new pair of shoes, 
you remain kicking around in the old ones, the same ill-fitting 
system, begging for recognition and celebrating “multiculturalism” 
while never reaching the crucial moment of “interculturalidad” 
(which is “inter-epistemology,” as I explained above). Anzaldúa uses 
the concept of “counterstance” to name that moment of delinking 
and moving forward. Compare the following paragraph with the 
previous one by Vasconcelos:

In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning 
torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the 
cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. Being 
tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speaking a 
patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza faces 
the dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does the 
daughter of a dark-skinned mother listen to?42

Anzaldúa uncouples the “homogeneous mestizaje” prototype of 
Latin/Ibero America by revealing the masculine heterosexual per-
spective operating beneath it, and by opening a hole through which 
to escape from that asphyxiating opposition between Latin and 
Anglo America upon which the very “idea of Latin” America was 
founded and maintained.

The “critical consciousness” emerging from the consciousness of 
being Mestiza works toward a double decolonization, both of knowl-
edge and of being. It is a decolonization of knowledge because the 
philosophical foundation of modernity was built on the knowing 
subject that was constructed from the prototype of White, hetero-
sexual, and European men. There is nothing wrong in principle with 
that epistemology, since you cannot be what you are not. But when 
you assume, for example, as a contemporary politician does, that 
whatever is good for you is good for Texas, whatever is good for Texas 
is good for the US, and whatever is good for the US is good for the 
world, then you have excluded the knowledges and experiences of 
all those who are not like you. The “Mestiza critical consciousness” 
shows the limits of the hegemonic concept of knowledge. It is a 
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decolonization of being because, precisely, the imperial assumption of 
the validity of only one concept of knowledge, with its Eurocentricness, 
provides the justification for assuming the inferiority of all other 
knowing subjects who are not White, heterosexual, male, and European 
(or of European descent). The “Mestiza critical consciousness” opens 
many doors that have been discreetly left closed.

A counterstance, affirms Anzaldúa, is not enough, because it locks 
one “into a duel of oppressor and oppressed; locked in mortal 
combat, like the cop and the criminal, both are reduced to a 
common denominator of violence.”43 She links counterstance with 
liberation, and liberation with action based on delinking and disen-
gagement from the hegemonic system of beliefs in which the for-
mation of subjectivity is based. For example, the “ideas” of “Latin” 
or “Anglo” America are cages for subjectivity that someone like 
Samuel Huntington can use to defend an “Anglo” American identity 
challenged by Hispanics/Latinos/as. The counterstance confronts both 
Anglo and Latin assumptions and modes of subject formation (and 
simultaneously patriarchal and Eurocentric epistemology), but it 
cannot remain simply in opposition. So Anzaldúa argues:

The counterstance refutes the dominant culture’s views and 
beliefs and, for this, is proudly defiant. All reaction is limited 
by, and dependent on, what it is reacting against. Because the 
counterstance stems from a problem with authority – outer as 
well as inner – it’s a step towards liberation from cultural 
domination. But it is not a way of life. At some point, on our 
way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, 
the split between the two mortal combatants somehow healed 
so that we are on both shores at once and, at once, see through 
serpent and eagle eyes. Or perhaps we will decide to disengage 
from the dominant culture, write it off altogether as a lost 
cause, and cross the border into a wholly new and separate 
territory. Or we might go another route. The possibilities are 
numerous once we decide to act and not react.44

And, clearly, it is more than an oppositional or resisting conscious-
ness. It is a practice of disengaging and looking toward a future in 
which “other worlds are possible,” as the World Social Forum has 
it, or “toward a world in which many worlds can co-exist” as the 
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Zapatistas have taught us to think (all of us, that is, who believe in 
delinking and in disengaging from the monoculture of the mind to 
build a new world composed of many worlds).

Next to the military and economic power that rules the world, 
today, Anzaldúa’s manifesto may seem idealistic and evoke the 
response of “oh, well this is nice but  .  .  .” Civil and political society 
is definitely limited by the web of transnational corporations, mili-
tary secrecy, and G8 highly confidential negotiations. However, the 
transformation of the geography of knowledge happens at the level 
of decolonization of being and of knowledge, through which other 
possible worlds can be construed beyond the dominant systems. 
There is no way out for the damnés (who, under neo-liberalism, are 
increasing and including White Europeans and White US citizens 
who are also losing their privileges and moving toward the expend-
able part of society) through the paradigms in place. They must 
engage in paradigms of co-existence, in practice and in thought. 
What is left to civil and political society is such massive manifesta-
tions (multitudes of them, perhaps) as we saw in the loud outcry 
against the war in Iraq. But, more than the multitude of protests, 
what we have been witnessing is the emergence of previously invis-
ible social actors with a myriad of concrete political projects and 
new ethical paradigms. The multitude only dissents within the para-
digm of modernity. It is from the damnés, from the colonial wound, 
that the radical change is taking place, because it leaves the paradigm 
of modernity and newness for another one. That is what comes after 
“Latin” America. What is left to those who cannot live in this world 
is the active decolonization of knowledge and of being – the pro-
duction and valorization of knowledge that does not underhandedly 
legitimate what Anzaldúa calls the “dominant culture,” which always 
need to devalue the humanity of all those who do not conform to 
its values in order to maintain its position. The Zapatistas’ theoretical 
revolution, Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean and Andean intellectuals, 
as well as Latinos/as in the US are building toward a future, toward 
an ideal of society not controlled by totalizing Western principles 
of knowledge and sovereignty of being. And there are more places 
where those working from the geo-politics and body politics of 
knowledge are generating alternatives to the modern/colonial world. The 
idea of “Latin” America is being superseded by the emergence of 
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new social actors claiming their epistemic rights and the trust that 
“an-other world is possible,” beyond the one that has been natural-
ized under the control and management of the G8.45

We have seen that Huntington reflects Anglos’ fear of losing their 
grip on their identity as the country is being claimed by many 
others – like Latinos/as. Yet the facts that in 2004, 44 percent of 
Latinos/as voted for George W. Bush, and that in 2005 Alberto 
Gonzáles replaced Attorney General John Ashcroft, both affirm that 
just as not every Christian is a theologian of liberation, and not 
every liberal or Marxist is necessarily progressive, so not all Latinos/
as do or should think like Anzaldúa. At the same time, many non-
Latinos/as are joining her political project and ethical stance. Thus, 
when I talk here about Afro, Indigenous, and Latino/a, I am not 
talking about the totality of people identified as such but, on the contrary, 
about the political projects and ethical conduct that emerge from and assume 
histories of oppression and a share of the colonial wound. Not every Black 
person will join the political project advanced by the Philosophical 
Caribbean Association; and at the same time, nothing prevents a 
White person from doing so if he or she shares the principles on 
which the project was founded and advanced. In other words, one 
doesn’t have to be Greek and male to endorse some of Aristotle’s 
ideas; and one doesn’t have to be Black or Lesbian/Chicana to 
endorse and think from the platform advanced by Fanon or Anzaldúa! 
The point is not that an Indigenous, Latino/a, or Afro political and 
epistemic project should “represent” all people of the same color; 
and the same goes for the Whites. If you are Latino/a and would 
like to be with the political projects of White Republicans, it is  
a question of ethics, of choice, and not of skin color. Totalizing 
identity politics belongs to the paradigm that uses identities to  
hierarchize and exclude.

Global Americas: The Zapatistas,  
the World Social Forum, the Indigenous Summit, 

and the Social Forum of the Americas

In this new imaginary of the global order, the idea of America can 
be a terrain for the reorganization of conflicts. If the Indigenous 
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social movements and the emergent visibility of the Afro population 
in Latin America have been gaining ground recently and providing 
the outlines of a new vision (beyond neo-liberal and neo-Marxist 
ideals), it is the emergence of the World Social Forum (WSF) that 
provides them with a new platform for new ways of making politics 
that is indirectly changing the idea both of “Latin” America and of 
America in general.46

We should understand the WSF and one of its outgrowths, the 
Social Forum of the Americas (inaugurated in Quito, Ecuador, in 
July of 2004), as another element of the social turn being enacted 
by the diverse groups of social actors we have discussed thus far, the 
Indigenous people from Chile through Canada, the Afro Andeans 
and Afro Caribbeans, and the Latinos/as in the United States. Yet 
the objection can be made that the WSF was founded and managed 
by the “Latin” components of the Americas. In other words, Indians, 
Afros, and Anglos were not players in its organization. This is a 
simple matter of fact (not criticism) that gives the WSF a particular 
profile. The fact that the WSF works to disrupt and transcend the 
legacy and the ideological frame of the “idea of Latin America” that 
had previously been promoted by the predecessors of these same 
Latin components should, however, indicate a clear change. “Latin” 
America is an idea that is still at work; but it is no longer the only 
valid idea/identity, it sustains one project among many which are 
finding new ways of relating, and one no longer negates the others. 
The litmus test of the WSF should not be the ethnicities of its 
organizers but the ethics of its founding principles.

As is well known, the WSF was created in response to the World 
Economic Forum (WEF). The logo of the WEF is “Committed to 
improving the state of the world.” The WSF goes in another direc-
tion with its slogan, “Another world is possible.” The WSF is working 
not only to reveal the fact that the world cannot be improved if  
it continues to rely on the hidden logic of coloniality expressed  
by the WEF, the World Bank, the IMF, and the Interamerican 
Development Bank, but also to build a world on principles other 
than those that have been naturalized in the past five hundred years 
of “diverse” (but Western, from Aristotle and Plato to Hobbes and 
Locke, to Smith and Marx, to Galileo and Max Planck, etc.) political 
theories, political economies, scientific discoveries, and technological 



After “Latin” America

143

“advances.” The WSF recognizes that promoting progress in all these 
areas has meant and will increasingly mean a growing culture of 
death (not only by economically motivated war but by the worsen-
ing of minimal living conditions for more and more people). Thus, 
the WSF is a place for the enactment of the counterstance to neo-
liberalism and the crushing role of the US. If the WSF is bringing 
the Americas into the global imaginary as something other than  
a dependent, postcolonial subcontinent, the Social Forum of the 
Americas (SFA) cuts across the transnational in a different way. 
Rather than an Anglo American or Latin American transnational 
identity built on imperial legacies, the SFA stresses a truly American 
transnational identity – transnational, not trans-state. That is to say, 
the American transnational also includes emerging projects that 
move beyond the (modern) nation-state, like the Indigenous, Afro 
Continental and Afro Caribbean, and Latino/a social movements 
and epistemic/political projects (as exemplified, for example, in the 
legacies of Frantz Fanon, Waman Puma, and Gloria Anzaldúa).

I have suggested above that a similar project was announced by 
the Zapatistas in the early 1990s, before the WSF. Their motto is “A 
world in which many worlds would co-exist.” The Zapatistas operate 
on an-other philosophy and an ethics that is not based on Christian, 
liberal, or Marxist principles but does not reject them either. What 
both the WSF and the Zapatistas reject is the totalitarianism of the 
three ideologies of modernity: Christianity/conservativism, liberal-
ism, and Marxism. They reject entirely the fourth ideology, colonial-
ism, as it necessarily institutes hierarchy. What they do not reject are 
the humanitarian and liberating ideas in Christianity’s theology of 
liberation, the liberal ideas of democracy and emancipation, or the 
Marxist critique of capitalism and its call for a more equal world. 
No element, however, has the final word in the construction of the 
future. That is precisely one of the radical contributions of the WSF 
that was already implicit in the Zapatista dictum. “A world in which 
many worlds can co-exist” is the general formula for “Another 
world is possible.” It cannot be reduced to the good intentions, wills, 
and ideas of the three Western macro-narratives, and it cannot be 
exchanged for a non-Western one like Islamic fundamentalism, 
which replicates with different content the fundamentalist ten-
dencies in Western Christianity, neo-liberalism, or state controlled 
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socialism. The Zapatistas and the WSF/SFA demonstrate, in action, 
the end of abstract universals competing for their superiority over others. 
These ideas are not daily debated on CNN or the BBC, or by Le 
Monde (or even by Le Monde diplomatique, although their enthusiasm 
for and support of the Zapatistas, WSF, and SFA is remarkable). The 
fact that these ideas are not yet recognized or taken seriously in 
hegemonic discourse does not mean that they do not exist and do 
not move people in directions unseen by the overwhelming noise 
of the media.

Translation has a fundamental function in working toward a 
world where many worlds can co-exist. Translation in the rhetoric 
of modernity that hides the logic of coloniality was always unidi-
rectional and served the needs of imperial designs.47 The various 
colonial moves we have discussed earlier, the invention of America 
and the articulation of “Latinidad,” are examples of the kind of 
modern/colonial translation that captures and transforms people, 
cultures, and meanings into what is legible and controllable for those 
in power. Latin America, as we have seen, was translated as a second-
class set of nation-states in the global order, and its citizens were 
translated as second-class as well. A different kind of translation 
would be based on mutual respect and acknowledgement for both 
what can be seen through one’s own lens and what exists outside 
of it because of the limitations of experience and geo-historical 
location. Instead of translating rich, diverse histories and knowledges 
into abstract universals, the kind of translation called for in the world 
of many worlds would allow each its own dignity without reduc-
tion, and maintain the autonomy of local, non-dependent histories. 
To recognize the limits of modern translations of identities such as 
“Latin” American and Indian does not necessarily mean we must 
eradicate them. We open them to the different identities, possibilities, 
and contradictions both inside and outside them. Thus the current 
division between “Latin” America and Abya-Yala is a moment of 
trust and of hope for entry into that world where both co-exist 
and neither assumes supremacy. Creoles/Mestizos/as can inhabit 
Latin America and share space with Indigenous groups inhabiting 
Abya-Yala without either staking a claim for priority.

The Zapatistas do not only theorize about a world where many 
worlds co-exist; they create it and live within it. “Los Caracoles” are 
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not happening in “Latin” America but perhaps in Abya-Yala, or in 
a not-yet-imagined, coming community. They are happening “after 
Latin” America. The imperial-cum-national complicities in the 
“Latin” American project, as thought out and implemented from 
the nineteenth century against the US, have been exhausted. You 
do not have to be “Latin” to counter the devastating influences and 
actions of US imperialism. You (Latins, Afros, Indians, women and 
men of color and White too) need to enact the conceptual delink-
ing. “Los Caracoles,” Amawtay Wasi , the WSF and the SFA, the 
emerging Afro-Andean movements, and radical thinking in the 
French and British Caribbean are all part of that march, moving 
“after Latin” America toward a world in which many worlds will 
co-exist.

If “Latin” America emerged in the nineteenth century as the 
imaginary in which the identity of Creoles of Spanish descent was 
grounded, the “colonial wound” surfaced in the late decades of the 
twentieth century, bringing to the forefront the hidden side of 
“Latinidad” in South America. Curiously enough, “Latinidad” in the 
US emerged from a “colonial wound” that places “Latinos/as” closer 
to the ethical and political projects of Black and Indigenous people 
in South America and the Caribbean than to Creoles of “Latin” 
descent. The “idea” of Latin America is no longer apt to refer to 
the radical transformation in South America and the Caribbean. The 
future is open to the varied numbers of social movements and the 
transformations of the state.

Postscript

The manuscript for this book was already finished when the first 
summit toward a “South American Union” (or “South American 
Community of Nation-States”) took place in Cuzco, Peru, in 
December of 2004. The meeting, promoted by Argentine ex- 
president Eduardo Duhalde, took place without the presence of the 
current Argentine president, Nestor Kirchner. The participants in 
the summits were all South American countries, including Guyana 
and Suriname; not exactly “Latin” countries but without doubt 
South American, sharing the same imperial/colonial history in the 
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modern/colonial world. Caribbean countries and Mexico were 
excluded. Mexico, of course, belongs to the “North American” 
union of a sort. Argentinian writer Abel Posse published an article 
in the well- known Argentinian newspaper La Nación, and titled the 
article “Unión Sudamericana: ser o no ser” (“South American 
Union: to be or not to be”). Posse enthusiastically endorsed the idea 
and, with the European Union in mind, celebrated the need for 
such a union. He went further, and suggested: “In the face of some 
exercises in easy geo-politics, we should ensure that this South 
American (or eventually Latin American) Union doesn’t emerge against 
the US or the FTAA, in the same way as the European Union was 
not born out of a confrontation, but to consolidate their cultures 
in new political and civilizing projects.”48

Not all endorsements of the Unión Sudamericana come from 
intellectuals and writers once in the opposition and now turned 
right-wing. But it should be noted how difficult it is for intellectuals 
of Creole descent (like Posse or Mario Vargas Llosa) to “let it go”: 
Posse cannot see (or does not want to see) the shift that the Unión 
Sudamericana is enacting, and for that reason he needs to translate 
it back to “eventually Latin American,” for, if “Latin” America is 
reduced to a sector of the population of South America, the Creole 
subaltern hegemony is in danger. On the other hand, the history of 
Spanish and Portuguese colonialism – topped after the nineteenth 
century by British and then US control of the economy, in parallel 
with French intellectual influence since the nineteenth century and 
with US technological and corporate values (complemented of 
course by military bases and a CIA information network) – makes 
clear that the dream of a Unión Sudamericana that will consolidate 
a “Latin” American culture is a vision totally out of history. “Latin” 
America carries – in the name – the weight of imperial ideology 
(Spanish, Portuguese, and French) as much as “British” India carries 
the scar of the British Empire. Afros in South America, the Indigenous 
population from Chile to Canada, and the 40 million Latinos/as in 
the US have already given themselves a shake and begun to brush 
the imperial memories out of their/our bodies. What to do at the 
level of the state is one of the next steps.

Political analyst Isaac Biggio is more realistic and more aware of 
historical forces. Rather than having the historical idealism of Simón 
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Bolívar and José de San Martín, Biggio recognizes that the Unión 
Sudamericana cannot be equated with the US, and even less with 
the EU. As he points out, the reason why the idealistic dreams 
cannot materialize is basically the dependent nature of the econo-
mies and the political structures of all South American countries in 
the international arena.49 The attempt to move toward a “Unión 
Sudamericana” shows, within the framework of my argument, that 
“Latin” America is no longer a viable project, even for the “Latin” 
population. It shows too that if a “Unión Sudamericana” is viable, 
it would have to emerge as an “oppositional” project to the two 
major Western blocks, the United States and the European Union. 
Projects like this one in the sphere of the state, controlled by periph-
eral Creoles of European descent both in blood and in mind, con-
front the imperial bent of the US and are moving toward delinking 
(although not according to the Marxist vision, as Samir Amin sug-
gested in the mid-1980s50). The problem for the future would be 
to what extent such projects are not yet prepared to make alliances 
with the oppositional projects coming from Indigenous and Afro 
epistemologies, political theories, and political economies that I have 
described briefly described in this chapter.

Whatever the future of the “Unión Sudamericana” may be, it is 
now a signal statement that the cycle of “Latin” American ideology 
is over. Creoles controlling the state are regrouping and remapping 
“Latin” as “South” America (including Guyana and Suriname). The 
consequences of the move are quite significant, since it displaces 
Eurocentric “Latin” epistemology (and its consequences in political 
theory and political economy) with an “epistemology of the South,” 
as Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos has been 
claiming since the mid-1990s. Furthermore, an “epistemology of the 
South” relocates also the order of Europe, since the South is to 
Northern Europe what the South of America is to Northern 
America.

An “epistemology of the South,” then, which is already imbedded 
in the philosophy of the WSF, opens up new avenues along which 
to work out alliances with claims made by the Indigenous move-
ments about their dwelling place: they are no longer living in 
“Latin” America, as I explained above, but in “Abya-Yala.” Parallel 
to the Indigenous claims, Afro-Andean remapping of their  
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territoriality in terms of “la gran co-marca” (see chapter 2) contrib-
utes to a trilogy that dismembers the one-to-one relation between 
the name and the territory, and thus breaks away from the control 
of meaning (of that name) by those who control epistemic (and not 
only political and economic) power. Last but not least, “la Frontera” 
as a key category of Chicano/Latino/a thought – equivalent to “the 
territory” for ideologues of nation-state categories of thought – 
further dismantles the Latin and Anglo ideological camps of Simón 
Bolívar and Thomas Jefferson. Briefly, the old “Latin” America is 
being remapped as South America, Abya-Yala, La Gran Commarca, 
and La Frontera.



Postface: After “America”

At the conclusion of this study, I want the world to recognize, 
with me, the open door of every consciousness.

Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 1952

“Latin” Americans have historically complained about and resented 
the US for appropriating the name “America” to refer to itself as a 
country. Painter Joaquin Torres-García (1874–1949) of Uruguay 
made a lasting contribution by inverting the content and dena-
turalizing the image of the Americas,1 but the silence of missing 
Indigenous and Afro cartographies remains. Inverting the naturalized 
view of the Americas, with the South on top, is indeed one impor-
tant step, but far from being sufficient. It changes the content, not 
the terms of the conversation. The image of the world upside down 
was also expressed by Waman Puma de Ayala, but he did not invert 
the map. Rather, he redraw it from the Andean perspective and with 
Tawantinsuyu, the fourth part of the world, twice reproduced in the 
same image (see next page).

His “Pontifical Mundo” (“Pontifical World,” rather than “Orbis 
Universalis Terrarum” – “Universal World” – as Ortelius has it) 
expresses the imperial/colonial co-existence of the Indies, above, 
and Castille, below, as Castille is rendered in the same spatial matrix 
as Tawantinsuyu. In other words, Waman Puma’s “world upside 
down” points toward an-other logic rather than toward an inverted 
content, as is the case with Torres-García’s work.



The “Pontifical Mundo” is one of the two “maps” that Waman Puma included 
in his Nueva Corónica y Buen Gobierno. In both of them, Waman Puma followed 
the spatial logic of Aymara and Kechua thinking and incorporated into it the 
information provided by the Spanish invaders. In the second “map” Waman 
Puma redraw Ortelius’ “Orbis Universalis Terrarum” and imposed upon it the 
spatial logic of Tawantinsuyu. In both cases we have a radical displacement of 
the complicity between geography and epistemology in both the T-in-O and 
Ortelius’ world map. Waman Puma established here a different complicity 
between spatial conceptualization and epistemology: a clear example of border 
thinking, the unavoidable condition of colonial subaltern subjects and the 
potential for decolonial epistemic and political projects. (Courtesy of the 
Royal Library of Copenhagen.)



Why should everybody have their own cartography, you may ask? 
Why not just accept America for what it is now? Certainly, that is 
one kind of argument that has been made. This Manifesto intends, 
precisely, to illuminate how history has produced silences and 
absences. But there are other arguments, like my own argument 
here, that are trying to change the terms and not only the content 
of the conversation. Just as the original naming of the “American” 
continent occluded all previous territorial designations, so “America” 
taken as a referent to the US as a country subsumed other countries 
and realities into an imagined totality. The objection made by 
“Latin” Americans that “America” is a name that belongs to every-
one and not the US alone is justified. The reason, however, for the 
appropriation of the name by the US is seldom addressed. Why did 
the hegemonic voices in the US choose to claim “America” as the 
name of their own country? And what “idea” of America material-
ized as a consequence of that decision?

What allowed the US to appropriate the name, and thereby to 
subsume the name of the entire continent under that of only one 
country, was the same logic as led Christians in the sixteenth century 
to imagine the “Indias Occidentales” as the fourth continent, redraw-
ing the T-in-O map onto the “Orbis Universalis Terrarum.” The same 
logic, subsequently, also allowed secular Northern Europeans from 
the eighteenth century onward to name that totality “America” 
despite the fact that it had not existed as such in the consciousnesses 
of its original inhabitants, and even less in the consciousness of 
African slaves and their descendants. As we have discussed, America, 
as the fourth continent appended to the Christian cosmology of 
three, was not an “objective reality.” Rather, it was a semantic con-
struction with enormous political, economic, epistemic, and ethical 
consequences arising from the occlusion of Indigenous conceptual-
izations of Anáhuac, Tawantinsuyu, Abya-Yala, and other ideas of 
space. Thus, it is important to underline that it is a name imposed 
by European Christians, not Aymaras or Muslims. Europeans, at a 
time when Europe was not just one of four continents but the central 
and privileged one, had the power to name that others did not have. 
The “idea” of America is not only a reference to a place; above all, 
it operates on the assumed power and privilege of enunciation that 
makes it possible to transform an invented idea into “reality.” This 
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fact has been overlooked as if the continent already had its name 
inscribed naturally on the face of the earth. “America” did not name 
itself as such, despite the invisibility of the power relations behind 
its nomenclature. At work here is the coloniality of knowledge, 
which appropriates meaning just as the coloniality of power takes 
authority, appropriates land, and exploits labor.

In the same process, the coloniality of being shaped the subjectiv-
ity of the people involved. People, like continents and subcontinents, 
have been subsumed under overarching European concepts like 
“Human Being,” which was conceived on the empirical evidence 
and experience of the Christian and White European Man and, 
from that definition, the universality of the Human is defended as 
the standard over all sort of differences (sex, gender, race, nationali-
ties, languages, etc.). The racial occlusion of differences has it roots 
in the idea of the “Indias Occidentales” and of “America”:  
the fourth part of the world became, in the prevalent Christian 
classification of the planet by continent and people attached to 
continents, the lowest in the scale of human beings, next to Africa. 
Europe, as we have seen, was for Kant the dwelling place of the 
White race that, as Hegel later pointed out, migrated to “America” 
and displaced the Red race. “Latins” in the South were, by the time 
of US independence, as subsumable as the Indians of Tawantinsuyu 
and Anáhuac were for Christian Europeans. If it had not been  
for the invention of “Latin” America as an entity through which 
European imperial powers could oppose the imperial march of  
the US, Creoles of Hispanic and Luso descent might not have had 
their own dwelling place. Indians and Afro descendents, of course, 
did not have the advantage of imperial help to name the territory 
after their own political and ethical projects. However, as discussed 
in chapter 3, the Haitian revolutionaries did manage to change  
the Spanish and French name back to an Indian name, Ayti; and 
Indigenous people, today, are living in Abya-Yala and not in “Latin” 
America. Nevertheless, imperial epistemic privileges remain in place. 
The universal idea of human being, the universal idea of a planet 
naturalized on the Christian idea of continental division (founded 
on the Holy Trinity and its perfunctory reproduction on the  
three sons of Noah: see chapter 1), and the idea that a continent 
can be subsumed by one country are three distinct moments and 
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aspects of imperial knowledge formation through the logic of 
coloniality.

Control of money and control of meaning and being are parallel 
processes. Out of the top ten universities in the world, seven are in 
the US and three in Europe. If control of meaning and knowledge 
is concentrated in the ten top universities that produce the leaders 
of tomorrow’s world, control of money is concentrated in the same 
geo-historical location. Almost 48 percent of major corporations and 
banks are located in the US and Europe. Ten percent are in Japan 
and the remaining 40 percent are scattered all over the world. If the 
geo-politics of economy is concentrated in three locales, with Japan 
having significantly less economic power, and the control of knowl-
edge is located in Europe and the US, then talking about “deterri-
torialization” and a “floating” empire only masks the fact that the 
geo-politics of knowledge and economy remains anchored firmly 
in the West. Note, I use the term “geo-politics of economy” and 
not “political economy” because this term can only tell part of the 
story, the story of Western capitalism as seen by its own agents and 
intellectuals. Alongside the economic and epistemic hegemony is 
the simultaneous control of authority, state, and army. Out of around 
two hundred countries in the world today, most of them weakened 
by globalization, those of the G8 (mainly the US and the Atlantic 
axis of the European imperial countries of the past five hundred 
years) become stronger every day.

Today, the idea of “Latin” America is that of a dependent sub-
continent that is subaltern to the continental totality, America. In 
the 1898 war with Spain – an empire in decline – political leaders, 
historians, and geographers in the US – an empire on the rise – 
began to twist the former European imperial mechanisms and 
strategies to their own ends.2 The racial discourse that justified  
the war against Spain relied on selling the inferiority of “Latin” 
Americans as White but not White enough. In the war, the US 
played two roles: it was not only a rising empire fighting a declining 
one but also a consolidated nation that could take advantage of the 
two remaining Spanish colonies wanting to become nation-states, 
Puerto Rico and Cuba. It is precisely this double role that would 
allow for the identification of the country of the US with the 
continent.
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The end of the Cold War started a new form of imperialism (but 
certainly within the same logic as the previous Spanish and British 
ones) led by the US. Celebrated as the end of history, the collapse 
of the Soviet Union was, in the long run, more of a problem than 
a solution for the US as new imperial leader of the capitalist world 
(once again, like Spain and England in the past). After the Cold War, 
it has increasingly become more difficult to contain the proliferation 
of knowledges and ideologies that differ from the hegemonic. They 
can no longer be easily packed into one enemy (communism). The 
US tried to substitute Islamism for communism, but the rules of 
the game were no longer the same. Perhaps the ideologues of 
“enemy substitution” simply missed the fact that communism is part 
of and operates under the same logic as Christian and liberal modernity, 
with a difference only in content. Islam, on the contrary, operates under a 
different logic. The misunderstanding that arises from ignoring that 
difference is at the root of the irrational war against Iraq. While 
things look bleak now (after the re-election of President George W. 
Bush and with the mounting numbers of dead Iraqi people in a 
war without justification), the problems faced by the US may actu-
ally be good for the rest of the world insofar as the drive to subsume 
the planet under one logic is being challenged.

It is precisely in the climate of fear provoked by that possibility 
that Samuel Huntington’s two books, The Clash of Civilizations 
(1996) and Who Are We? (2004), found their raison d’être. Both 
books document the fear experienced most intensely by right-wing, 
Protestant, and White political elites that they will lose the economic 
and epistemic privileges that they have accumulated over two hundred 
and forty years. In other words, Huntington’s fears are not merely his 
personally but reflect the feelings of those who currently “own” the 
state (that is, the US) and have the privilege of “being” the nation. A 
strong sense of property (economic and political capital) entitlement 
supports the fear and racism that are shared today by a large portion 
of the country’s population. The Islamic world threatens the security 
of “the American people” by subjecting them to the possibility of 
mass slaughter at some unexpected moment, but the menace is con-
stantly resuscitated to maintain a level of fear and to justify the gov-
ernment’s right to operate at will on the basis of that fear. The 
Hispanics, on the other hand, are a long-term metaphorical bomb, 
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according to Huntington. No, I am not saying Hispanics are terror-
ists. Huntington fears, rather, the subtle erosion of the Anglo, White, 
and Protestant identity by the non-assimilation of “Latinos,” who are 
presumably Catholics and of color or not quite White. Of course, this 
is a simplification. Of the 44 percent of Latinos/as that voted for 
President Bush in the last election, there was a good proportion of 
Evangelicals and Pentecostals, two branches of Protestantism that 
have been gaining significant ground in Spanish and Luso America 
(although not necessarily in the Black, Anglo, and French Caribbean). 
Nevertheless, in spite of a significant number of “Hispanics” voting 
Republican, Huntington’s fears do not dissolve: They may vote 
Republican but still they are Hispanics!

What Huntington should fear most (if he does not already) is 
not that “Latinos/as” are not assimilating. Some do, some don’t. The 
real problem is what I would like to call “Anzaldúa’s threat,”  
which is epistemic. Gloria Anzaldúa’s theoretical revolution, in the 
US, equivalent (at different level) to the Zapatistas’ theoretical  
revolution in Chiapas, began to erode all the sacred scientific prin-
ciples, ideological convictions, and body reactions under which 
Huntington, a serious political theorist playing the game of scientific 
objectivity, operates. Thus, Latinos/as puzzle Huntington for the 
same reasons as Islam escapes understanding in the dominant para-
digms. Yes, “Latinos/as” or “Hispanics” of Spanish and Luso descent 
are all children of European colonialism and its system of education, 
from school to university, from the family to the church. But we 
belong to the Latin language’s version of history and mode of  
being and, as Anzaldúa realized, we are all related closely to the 
Indigenous and Afro populations because we share in different ways 
the colonial wound. Additionally, as I showed in chapter 3, Afros 
and Indians in South America are not depending any more on 
generous “recognition” by Latin or Anglo Whites and have begun 
to carve their own epistemic paths. In sum, what was once a nice 
package of communist enemies today is exploding, literally and 
metaphorically, into hundreds of political projects coming from the 
experience and the anger of the damnés, coming, that is, from the 
colonial wound.

The colonial wound, like the polis for Aristotle, the city-state for 
Machiavelli, or the emergent bourgeois commercial and civilized 
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city for Hobbes, makes visible the experiences and subjectivities that 
shape a way of thinking, which, in this case, leads to a pluriversality 
of paradigms that are no longer subsumable under the linear history 
of Western thought, managed as a totality from imperial institutions 
that control meaning and money. The proliferation of other para-
digms can no longer be determined by universal liberating projects, 
be they the theology of liberation or Marxism. Why would Islamic 
progressive intellectuals wait to be liberated by Christian theolo-
gians? Why would Afros in South America and the Caribbean, and 
Indians from Chile to Canada, want to be liberated following a 
Marxist blue-print for revolution? Cannot there be salvation from 
neo-liberalism outside of Christianity and Marxism (or Europe, as 
Jacques Derrida, Slavov Žižek, and Susan George would argue)? The 
explosions coming out of the theoretical, political, and ethical aware-
ness of the colonial wound make possible the imagination and con-
struction of an-other world, a world in which many worlds are 
possible. Examples of the practical implementation of that future are 
coming from South America (the Zapatistas, Amawtay Wasi, the 
World Social Forum, the Social Forum of the Americas, the Cumbre 
de los Pueblos Indígenas3) and from Latinos/as in the US. The 
imperial/colonial economic, political, and military power is still in 
the hands of Washington. However, decolonization of knowledge and of 
being (and more generally, of politics and the economy) cannot be 
thought out and implemented other than from the perspective of 
the damnés (and not from those of the World Bank or from an 
updated Marxism or a refreshed Christianity); that is, from the per-
spective, provided by years of modern/colonial injustices, inequali-
ties, exploitation, humiliation, and the humiliations and pains of the 
colonial wound, of an-other world where creative care for human 
beings and the celebration of life will take precedence over indi-
vidual success and meritocracy, and accumulation of money and of 
meaning (e.g., personal CVs, the personal satisfaction of celebrity, 
and all other ways in which alienation is being reproduced and 
encouraged). The imperial perspective (advanced and implemented 
by European and US men and institutions) cannot find the solution 
for the problems of the world created because of imperial designs 
and desires. Las Casas and Marx are necessary, but far from being 
sufficient. They should not only be complemented by Waman Puma, 
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Fanon, and Anzaldúa; their very critical foundation should be dis-
placed. The “idea of Latin” America and the “idea of America (as 
the US)” came into being in the process of building the modern/
colonial imaginary and the colonial matrix of power organized 
through the colonial and the imperial (epistemic) differences. 
Huntington’s fears are justified as he sees history taking the US 
toward a non-White, non-Anglo future. The silences and absences 
of history are speaking their presence; the rumor of the disinherited 
can no longer be controlled, in spite of desperate moves like 
Huntington’s, and its remarkable marketing success.

How to imagine a world “after Latin” America and “after America 
as the US,” and the place of a continent that lies at the foundation 
of the modern/colonial world? Indigenous peoples’ claims for the 
renaming of their dwelling place implies the reinscription of Waman 
Puma’s cartographic logic. Abya-Yala is not just an inversion of the 
existing maps, but a questioning of the very nature of the existing 
maps. In 1570, around the same time Ortelius was publishing his 
“Orbis Universalis Terrarum,” López de Velasco (Philip II’s official 
chronicler, in charge of mapping the “Indias Occidentales,” and 
manager of the famous questionnaire called Relaciones geográficas de 
Indias) took it for granted that the Isthmus of Panama was the 
natural division between the Southern and Northern parts of  
the “Indias Occidentales.” About two hundred and fifty years later, 
the name of the continent was no longer “Indias Occidentales” but 
“America,” and Hegel – directly or indirectly – followed López de 
Velasco’s assumption and added that the natural division corre-
sponded to an inherent difference between the people of the two 
parts, in which the South provided natural resources and cheap labor 
while the North (according to both Hegel and Alexis de Tocqueville 
after him) was the land of democracy and human rights. Obviously, 
the division of the two Americas between Latins and Anglos was 
not yet in sight when López de Velasco, ignoring Indigenous terri-
torial mapping, established a division of the continent based on his 
own cartographic memory.

As we also saw in chapter 2, the supposed South of “America” 
was correlated in the nineteenth century with the inferior South 
of Europe, which was “tainted” by Catholicism and the infusion of 
Moorish blood, thus further degrading the South of America. The 
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bottom line is that the North has been constructed as the leader of 
the South and the “natural” location of economic, political, military, 
and epistemic power. In general, given the economic status of the 
United States, “America” seems to still conform to Hegel’s idea of 
a “natural” division between North and South. Indeed, for Europe 
and the US, South America provides a location for investment in 
natural resources and cheap labor as well as a cheap and exotic place 
for tourism. For European and US state politics, it is a place to 
establish alliances in favor of the G8. And if we maintain the idea 
of “Latin” America as a set of homogeneous countries, a civilization 
as Huntington would have it, the subcontinental unity joins Africa 
and Central Asia as one of three regions of the world with an 
enormous wealth of natural resources matched by growing poverty 
and misery.

However, “Latin” America today is also being transformed by 
left-oriented states (Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay, 
mainly) that are emerging after the Cold War, different from  
previous leftist governments like Fidel Castro’s Cuba, to challenge 
the continued application of the nineteenth-century idea of the 
Americas. At the level of the state, the path initiated by Hugo 
Chávez, Ignacio Lula, Nestor Kirchner, and Tabaré Vázquez  
seems to indicate an alliance of Atlantic countries moving toward 
the left. Hugo Chávez has returned to the ideas of Simón Bolívar 
and of a República Bolivariana that preceded the imperial invasion 
of the French and differ completely from the nineteenth- 
century idea of “Latin” America. Likewise, the Andean countries, as 
I insinuated in chapter 3, are becoming less and less “Latin” American, 
as Indigenous and Afro-Andean social movements make their  
presence felt and Indigenous people take an active role in state and 
local politics. The idea of Afro-Latinidad has already been accepted 
to describe people of Afro-American descent who speak  
Spanish and Portuguese rather than English, and who live in con-
tinental South America rather than in the British Caribbean and 
North America.4 Last but not least, if Lula da Silva’s project to 
constitute a Southern cell of the “G3” (Brazil, South Africa, and 
India) prospers, there will be still another reason to believe that 
“Latin” America is an idea that has run its course and can no longer 
be sustained.
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Nor will it be necessary to sustain this idea. MERCOSUR (a 
trading bloc consisting of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, 
with Bolivia and Chile as its associate members) and NAFTA 
(North American Free Trade Agreement between Mexico, the US, 
and Canada) illustrate the two competing poles of the situation. 
MERCOSUR turns to the South and has Brazil as a leading force. 
Brazil was marginal to the idea of “Latin” America and had remained 
until now as the younger brother of the family, albeit a quite large 
and very rich little brother. MERCOSUR establishes an “American” 
alliance that does not depend on the North. NAFTA and the Plan 
Puebla-Panama,5 on the other hand, put Mexico in a tense position 
in relation to the family of “Latin” American countries, insofar as 
it is considered “North American” and an ally of the United States 
in facilitating US exportation, but still remains “Latin” and marginal 
to North America. Mexico’s tenuous relation to the US is compli-
cated by matters of immigration and the displacement of maquila-
doras (or subcontractors) as the US moves to China and East Asia 
looking for cheaper wages. However, the Zapatista opposition to 
NAFTA and state policies shows that within Mexico there is a 
demand to change the traditional relation of the country to its 
Northern neighbor. The paradox today is that Hegel’s idea of the 
Americas is being inverted: the growing organization of Indian and 
Afro social movements, the increasing philosophical, theoretical, and 
ethical inquiries in the Caribbean and in continental South America, 
and the growing numbers of states turning toward the left all indi-
cate that democracy and respect for human rights are increasing in 
the South, while totalitarianism, violation of human rights, the use 
of violence to achieve domination, and extreme conservatism are 
on the rise in the North. History, which has not ended yet, will let 
us know, perhaps sooner than anticipated, what will come “after 
Latin America” and “after America.”

The tectonic shift in progress is being enacted by the diversity 
of Indigenous epistemic, political, and economic projects – from the 
Mapuches in Chile to the Fourth Nation in Canada, with Native 
Americans in between – that do not respect the division between 
Latin and Anglo America, and think even less of the idea of an 
America that encompasses all other “Americas.” Likewise, the rich 
diversity among people across the “Americas” of African descent, 



Postface

160

who speak Spanish, Portuguese, English, French, Dutch, and Creole 
and practice Santería, Voodoo, Candomblé, Rastafarianism, and vari-
eties of Christianity, is not contained by an “Anglo” or “Latin” 
American identity or political projects in the name of “Latinidad” 
or “Anglicidad.” Furthermore, the Latinos/as have been making the 
borderland, rather than the territory of the nation-state, the location 
of their subjectivity. Some Latins in the South confront these  
struggles and are threatened while others are joining forces with 
Latinos/as, Afros, and Indigenous people and working in solidarity 
on common projects. Thus an “intracultural dialogue,” to use an 
expression learned from Afro-Colombian activist Libia Grueso, is 
taking place among political projects originating in diverse but 
parallel experiences of the colonial wound. Intracultural dialogue 
among subaltern projects and communities generates intercultural 
struggles with the state and institutions managing the spheres of the 
social (economics, politics, gender and sexuality, subjectivity and 
knowledge).

Geo-political identities, it seems, have not been the concern of 
women until recently. You can certainly go to Google and type 
“woman, writer in Latin America” and find an enormous amount 
of information; but it will be more difficult to find a significant 
number of texts by women in which the idea of “Latin” America 
has been called into question. It would be interesting to explore 
why subcontinental identity has traditionally been more of a male 
than a female question. Where women made interventions, since the 
nineteenth century, was at the level of the nation and of national 
culture, both in “Latin” and in “Anglo” America. That is, they were 
mainly women of European descent, from either Latin or Anglo 
countries. The situation has changed in the years since the early 
1970s, when gender and ethnicity on the one hand, and patriarchy 
and racism on the other, have risen to new levels of concern and 
struggle, as we see clearly in the work of Anzaldúa. Feminist schol-
arly and political projects (consider those of Anzaldúa and Sylvia 
Wynter among many others not mentioned here) cut across the 
distinction between “Latin” and “Anglo” America from a different 
angle. If “Latin” and “Anglo” America are both patriarchal, feminist 
geo-political concerns today are global and transnational, rather than 
subcontinental, ones. Indigenous women in Ecuador, for example, 
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will create alliances in Ecuador and the Andean countries, and also 
with Indigenous women in Canada or Australia. Black Caribbean 
women, whether with French, British, or Spanish colonial legacies, 
are joining forces, on the one hand, with Black men against racism 
and, on the other, with Indigenous and White women against patri-
archy. The idea of a “Latin” and “Anglo” America is, more often 
than not, an impediment to decolonial movements, as both sub-
continental identities connote the sphere of state and imperial power 
rather than decolonial struggles.

“After America” is a process and a continental movement that is 
eroding the ethnic (Latin/Anglo) and geographic (North/South) 
frontiers. I began with the T-in-O map translated into Mercator’s 
and Ortelius’ “Orbis Universalis Terrarum.” Thus, I finish with the 
radical dislocation of the Americas and of Latin America by Waman 
Puma, who translated Pachakuti as “the world upside down.” He,  
too, drew his own map, not by following Ortelius but by updating 
Andean cosmology to account for a world that was not only turned 
upside down by the Spaniards but had, like the one around us, 
become a world where different logics co-exist(ed), although linked 
by the colonial matrix of power differentials.

Thus, for the future continental imaginary, the Americas upside 
down (placing “Latin” on top of “Anglo” America) won’t do any 
longer. A change in content without questioning the logic is neces-
sary but far from being sufficient. An “epistemology of the South” 
should take a second step, blurring the memories of a planet divided 
into four continents, and promote a process of critical border think-
ing, an epistemology in which people of Afro descent in the Americas 
as well as the whole diversity of Indigenous people in the South, 
Native Americans in the US, and the Fourth Nation in Canada have 
much to say. We are, indeed, in the middle of a seismic shift that 
CNN and the BBC are not reporting (and perhaps not yet quite 
understanding). The diverse social movements connected by the 
word and web address “noalca” (“No to ALCA – Área Libre 
Comercio de las Américas”) close each of their public statements 
with the expression: Otra América es posible (“An other América is 
possible”). Waman Puma’s map, and his Nueva Corónica y Buen 
Gobierno, become, like Niccoló Machiavelli for the history of Europe, 
a point of reference for the Other América of the future and for 
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the decolonial task of the present. They join forces with Frantz 
Fanon’s dictum – “At the conclusion of this study, I want the world 
to recognize, with me, the open door of every consciousness” – and 
with Latina Gloria Anzaldúa’s conjecture:

En unas pocas centurias, the future will belong to the mestiza. 
Because the future depends on the breaking down of  
paradigms, it depends on the straddling of two or more cul-
tures. By creating a new mythos – that is, a change in the way 
we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we 
behave – la mestiza creates a new consciousness.6
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that  he  is  a  more  complex  and  open-minded  philosopher,  aware  of 
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chapter  2,  whereas Anzaldúa  was  tearing  that  apart,  while  creating  
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44  Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera, pp. 100–1.
45  I  would  like  to  underline  that  my  entire  argument  should  be  con-

sidered  as  the  contribution  that  the modernity/coloniality project  is 
making  to  shifting  the  geography  and  geo-politics  of  knowledge.  I 
am  writing  the  dissenting “Latin” American  genealogy  of  thoughts 
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Press, 2003.
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  5  Mexican  president  Vicente  Fox  devised  the  Plan  Puebla-Panama 
(PPP),  an  eight-billion-dollar  package  that  would  create  a  develop-
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