




7 / /-A 

PZ9 
±.K3 





The Labyrinth of Solitude 





The 
Labyrinth 

of Solitude 
Life and Thought in Mexico 

by Octavio Paz 

Translated by 

Lysander Kemp 

GROVE PRESS, INC. 

EVERGREEN BOOKS LTD. 

NEW YORK 

LONDON 



Copyright © 1961 by Grove Press, Inc. 

All Rights Reserved 

Originally published in 1950 by Cuademos Ameri¬ 

canos, Mexico, and revised and expanded in 1959 for 

the second edition published by the Fondo de Cul- 

tura Economica, Mexico, under the title El Laberinto 

de la Sole dad. 

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 61-11777 

Ninth printing 

Manufactured in the United States of America 



The other does not exist: this is rational faith, the incur¬ 

able belief of human reason. Identity = reality, as if, in 

the end, everything must necessarily and absolutely be 

one and the same. But the other refuses to disappear; it 

subsists, it persists; it is the hard bone on which reason 

breaks its teeth. Abel Martin, with a poetic faith as 

human as rational faith, believed in the other, in “the 

essential Heterogeneity of being,” in what might be 

called the incurable otherness from which oneness must 

always suffer. 

—Antonio Machado 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Pachuco and Other Extremes 

All of us, at some moment, have had a vision of our existence 

as something unique, untransferable and very precious. This 

revelation almost always takes place during adolescence. Self- 

discovery is above all the realization that we are alone: it is the 

opening of an impalpable, transparent wall — that of our con¬ 

sciousness — between the world and ourselves. It is true that we 

sense our aloneness almost as soon as we are bom, but children 

and adults can transcend their solitude and forget themselves in 

games or work. The adolescent, however, vacillates between 

infancy and youth, halting for a moment before the infinite 

richness of the world. He is astonished at the fact of his being, 

and this astonishment leads to reflection: as he leans over the 

river of his consciousness, he asks himself if the face that appears 

there, disfigured by the water, is his own. The singularity of his 

being, which is pure sensation in children, becomes a problem 

and a question. 

Much the same thing happens to nations and peoples at a cer¬ 

tain critical moment in their development. They ask themselves: 

What are we, and how can we fulfill our obligations to ourselves 

as we are? The answers we give to these questions are often 

belied by history, perhaps because what is called the “genius 

of a people” is only a set of reactions to a given stimulus. The 

answers differ in different situations, and the national character, 

which was thought to be immutable, changes with them. Despite 

the often illusory nature of essays on the psychology of a nation, 

it seems to me there is something revealing in the insistence with 

9 
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which a people will question itself during certain periods of its 

growth. To become aware of our history is to become aware of 

our singularity. It is a moment of reflective repose before we 

devote ourselves to action again. “When we dream that we are 

dreaming,” Novalis wrote, “the moment of awaking is at 

hand.” It does not matter, then, if the answers we give to our 

questions must be corrected by time. The adolescent is also 

ignorant of the future changes that will affect the countenance 

he sees in the water. The mask of an old man is as indecipherable 

at first glance as a sacred stone covered with occult symbols: it 

is the history of various amorphous features that only take 

shape, slowly and vaguely, after the profoundest contemplation. 

Eventually these features are seen as a face, and later as a mask, 

a meaning, a history. 

At one time I thought that my preoccupation with the signifi¬ 

cance of my country’s individuality — a preoccupation I share 

with many others — was pointless and even dangerous. Instead 

of asking ourselves questions, it would be better, I felt, to create, 

to work with the realities of our situation. We could not alter 

those realities by contemplation, only by plunging ourselves 

into them. We could distinguish ourselves from other peoples 

by our creations rather than by the dubious originality of our 

character, which was the result, perhaps, of constantly changing 

circumstances. I believed that a work of art or a concrete action 

would do more to define the Mexican — not only to express him 

but also, in the process, to recreate him — than the most pene¬ 

trating description. Therefore I considered my questions, like 

those of others, to be a cowardly excuse for not facing reality; 

I also felt that all our speculations about the supposed character 

of the Mexican were nothing but subterfuges of our impotence 

as creators. I agreed with Samuel Ramos that an inferiority 

complex influenced our preference for analysis, and that the 
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meagerness of our creative output was due not so much to the 

growth of our critical faculties at the expense of our creativity 

as it was to our instinctive doubts about our abilities. 

But the adolescent cannot forget himself — when he succeeds 

in doing so, he is no longer an adolescent — and we cannot 

escape the necessity of questioning and contemplating our¬ 

selves. I am not trying to say that the Mexican is by nature 

critical, merely that he goes through a reflective stage. It is 

natural that the Mexican should withdraw into himself after 

the explosive phase of the Revolution, to spend a few moments 

in self-contemplation. The questions we all ask ourselves today 

will probably be incomprehensible fifty years from now. Dif¬ 

ferent circumstances are likely to produce different reactions. 

My thoughts are not concerned with the total population of 

our country, but rather with a specific group made up of those 

who are conscious of themselves, for one reason or another, as 

Mexicans. Despite general opinion to the contrary, this group 

is quite small. Our territory is inhabited by a number of races 

speaking different languages and living on different historical 

levels. A few groups still live as they did in prehistoric times. 

Others, like the Otomies, who were displaced by successive 

invasions, exist on the outer margins of history. But it is not 

necessary to appeal to these extremes: a variety of epochs live 

side by side in the same areas or a very few miles apart, ignoring 

or devouring one another. “Catholics of Peter the Hermit and 

Jacobins of the Third Era,” with their different heroes, customs, 

calendars and moral principles, live under the same sky. Past 

epochs never vanish completely, and blood still drips from all 

their wounds, even the most ancient. Sometimes the most remote 

or hostile beliefs and feelings are found together in one city or 

one soul, or are superimposed like those pre-Cortesian pyramids 
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that almost always conceal others.1 

The minority of Mexicans who are aware of their own selves 

do not make up a closed or unchanging class. They are the only 

active group, in comparison with the Indian-Spanish inertia of 

the rest, and every day they are shaping the country more and 

more into their own image. And they are also increasing. They 

are conquering Mexico. We can all reach the point of knowing 

ourselves to be Mexicans. It is enough, for example, simply to 

cross the border: almost at once we begin to ask ourselves, at 

least vaguely, the same questions that Samuel Ramos asked in 

his Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico. I should confess that 

many of the reflections in this essay occurred to me outside of 

Mexico, during a two-year stay in the United States. I remember 

that whenever I attempted to examine North American life, 

anxious to discover its meaning, I encountered my own ques¬ 

tioning image. That image, seen against the glittering back¬ 

ground of the United States, was the first and perhaps the 

profoundest answer which that country gave to my questions. 

Therefore, in attempting to explain to myself some of the traits 

of the present-day Mexican, I will begin with a group for whom 

the fact that they are Mexicans is a truly vital problem, a prob¬ 

lem of life or death. 

When I arrived in the United States I lived for a while in 

1In our recent history there are many examples of this superimposition, 
as well as of the existence of different historical levels: the neofeudalism 
of the Porfirio Diaz regime, using positivism (a bourgeois philosophy) to 
justify itself historically; Antonio Caso and Jose Vasconcelos, the intel¬ 
lectual initiators of the Revolution, using the ideas of Boutroux and 
Bergson to combat positivism; socialist education in a country at least 
incipiently capitalist; revolutionary murals on government walls; etc. 
These apparent contradictions all demand a new examination of our his¬ 
tory and also of our culture, which is a mingling of many currents and 
epochs. 
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Los Angeles, a city inhabited by over a million persons of 

Mexican origin. At first sight, the visitor is surprised not only 

by the purity of the sky and the ugliness of the dispersed and 

ostentatious buildings, but also by the city’s vaguely Mexican 

atmosphere, which cannot be captured in words or concepts. 

This Mexicanism — delight in decorations, carelessness and 

pomp, negligence, passion and reserve — floats in the air. I say 

“floats” because it never mixes or unites with the other world, 

the North American world based on precision and efficiency. 

It floats, without offering any opposition; it hovers, blown here 

and there by the wind, sometimes breaking up like a cloud, 

sometimes standing erect like a rising skyrocket. It creeps, it 

wrinkles, it expands and contracts; it sleeps or dreams; it is 

ragged but beautiful. It floats, never quite existing, never quite 

vanishing. 

Something of the same sort characterizes the Mexicans you 

see in the streets. They have lived in the city for many years, 

wearing the same clothes and speaking the same language as 

the other inhabitants, and they feel ashamed of their origin; 

yet no one would mistake them for authentic North Americans. 

I refuse to believe that physical features are as important as 

is commonly thought. What distinguishes them, I think, is their 

furtive, restless air: they act like persons who are wearing dis¬ 

guises, who are afraid of a stranger’s look because it could strip 

them and leave them stark naked. When you talk with them, 

you observe that their sensibilities are like a pendulum, but a 

pendulum that has lost its reason and swings violently and 

erratically back and forth. This spiritual condition, or lack of 

a spirit, has given birth to a type known as the pachuco. The 

pachucos are youths, for the most part of Mexican origin, who 

form gangs in Southern cities; they can be identified by their 

language and behavior as well as by the clothing they affect. 
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They are instinctive rebels, and North American racism has 

vented its wrath on them more than once. But the pachucos do 

not attempt to vindicate their race or the nationality of their 

forebears. Their attitude reveals an obstinate, almost fanatical 

will-to-be, but this will affirms nothing specific except their 

determination — it is an ambiguous one, as we will see — not to 

be like those around them. The pachuco does not want to 

become a Mexican again; at the same time he does not want to 

blend into the life of North America. His whole being is sheer 

negative impulse, a tangle of contradictions, an enigma. Even 

his very name is enigmatic: pachuco, a word of uncertain deri¬ 

vation, saying nothing and saying everything. It is a strange 

word with no definite meaning; or, to be more exact, it is 

charged like all popular creations with a diversity of meanings. 

Whether we like it or not, these persons are Mexicans, are one 

of the extremes at which the Mexican can arrive. 

Since the pachuco cannot adapt himself to a civilization 

which, for its part, rejects him, he finds no answer to the hos¬ 

tility surrounding him except this angry affirmation of his per¬ 

sonality.2 Other groups react differently. The Negroes, for 

example, oppressed by racial intolerance, try to “pass” as whites 

and thus enter society. They want to be like other people. The 

Mexicans have suffered a less violent rejection, but instead of 

attempting a problematical adjustment to society, the pachuco 

actually flaunts his differences. The purpose of his grotesque 

dandyism and anarchic behavior is not so much to point out 

2 Many of the juvenile gangs that have formed in the United States in 

recent years are reminiscent of the post-war pachucos. It could not have 

been otherwise: North American society is closed to the outside world, 

and at the same time it is inwardly petrified. Life cannot penetrate it, and 

being rejected, squanders itself aimlessly on the outside. It is a marginal 

life, formless but hoping to discover its proper form. 



The Pachuco and Other Extremes / 15 

the injustice and incapacity of a society that has failed to assim¬ 

ilate him as it is to demonstrate his personal will to remain 

different. 

It is not important to examine the causes of this conflict, and 

even less so to ask whether or not it has a solution. There are 

minorities in many parts of the world who do not enjoy the 

same opportunities as the rest of the population. The important 

thing is this stubborn desire to be different, this anguished 

tension with which the lone Mexican — an orphan lacking both 

protectors and positive values — displays his differences. The 

pachuco has lost his whole inheritance: language, religion, 

customs, beliefs. He is left with only a body and a soul with 

which to confront the elements, defenseless against the stares 

of everyone. His disguise is a protection, but it also differen¬ 

tiates and isolates him: it both hides him and points him out. 

His deliberately aesthetic clothing, whose significance is too 

obvious to require discussion, should not be mistaken for the 

outfit of a special group or sect. Pachuquismo is an open society, 

and this in a country full of cults and tribal costumes, all in¬ 

tended to satisfy the middle-class North American’s desire to 

share in something more vital and solid than the abstract 

morality of the “American Way of Life.” The clothing of the 

pachuco is not a uniform or a ritual attire. It is simply a fashion, 

and like all fashions it is based on novelty — the mother of death, 

as Leopardi said — and imitation. 

Its novelty consists in its exaggeration. The pachuco carries 

fashion to its ultimate consequences and turns it into some¬ 

thing aesthetic. One of the principles that rules in North Ameri¬ 

can fashions is that clothing must be comfortable, and the 

pachuco, by changing ordinary apparel into art, makes it “im¬ 

practical.” Hence it negates the very principles of the model 

that inspired it. Hence its aggresiveness. 
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This rebelliousness is only an empty gesture, because it is an 

exaggeration of the models against which he is trying to rebel, 

rather than a return to the dress of his forebears or the creation 

of a new style of his own. Eccentrics usually emphasize their 

decision to break away from society — either to form new and 

more tightly closed groups or to assert their individuality — 

through their way of dressing. In the case of the pachuco there 

is an obvious ambiguity: his clothing spotlights and isolates 

him, but at the same time it pays homage to the society he is 

attempting to deny. 

This duality is also expressed in another, perhaps profounder 

way: the pachuco is an impassive and sinister clown whose 

purpose is to cause terror instead of laughter. His sadistic atti¬ 

tude is allied with a desire for self-abasement which in my 

opinion constitutes the very foundation of his character: he 

knows that it is dangerous to stand out and that his behavior 

irritates society, but nevertheless he seeks and attracts persecu¬ 

tion and scandal. It is the only way he can establish a more vital 

relationship with the society he is antagonizing. As a victim, he 

can occupy a place in the world that previously had ignored 

him; as a delinquent, he can become one of its wicked heroes. 

I believe that the North American’s irritation results from 

his seeing the pachuco as a mythological figure and therefore, 

in effect, a danger. His dangerousness lies in his singularity. 

Everyone agrees in finding something hybrid about him, some¬ 

thing disturbing and fascinating. He is surrounded by an aura 

of ambivalent notions: his singularity seems to be nourished by 

powers that are alternately evil and beneficent. Some people 

credit him with unusual erotic prowess; others consider him 

perverted but still aggressive. He is a symbol of love and joy 

or of horror and loathing, an embodiment of liberty, of disorder. 
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of the forbidden. He is someone who ought to be destroyed. 

He is also someone with whom any contact must be made in 

secret, in the darkness. 

The pachuco is impassive and contemptuous, allowing all 

these contradictory impressions to accumulate around him until 

finally, with a certain painful satisfaction, he sees them explode 

into a tavern fight or a raid by the police or a riot. And then, in 

suffering persecution, he becomes his true self, his supremely 

naked self, as a pariah, a man who belongs nowhere. The circle 

that began with provocation has completed itself and he is 

ready now for redemption, for his entrance into the society that 

rejected him. He has been its sin and its scandal, but now that 

he is a victim it recognizes him at last for what he really is: its 

product, its son. At last he has found new parents. 

The pachuco tries to enter North American society in secret 

and daring ways, but he impedes his own efforts. Having been 

cut off from his traditional culture, he asserts himself for a 

moment as a solitary and challenging figure. He denies both 

the society from which he originated and that of North America. 

When he thrusts himself outward, it is not to unite with what 

surrounds him but rather to defy it. This is a suicidal gesture, 

because the pachuco does not affirm or defend anything except 

his exasperated will-not-to-be. He is not divulging his most inti¬ 

mate feelings: he is revealing an ulcer, exhibiting a wound. A 

wound that is also a grotesque, capricious, barbaric adornment. 

A wound that laughs at itself and decks itself out for the hunt. 

The pachuco is the prey of society, but instead of hiding he 

adorns himself to attract the hunter’s attention. Persecution 

redeems him and breaks his solitude: his salvation depends on 

his becoming part of the very society he appears to deny. Soli¬ 

tude and sin, communion and health become synonymous 
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terms.3 

If this is what happens to persons who have long since left 

their homeland, who can hardly speak the language of their 

forebears, and whose secret roots, those that connect a man 

with his culture, have almost withered away, what is there to 

say about the rest of us when we visit the United States? Our 

reaction is not so unhealthy, but after our first dazzled impres¬ 

sions of that country’s grandeur, we all instinctively assume a 

critical attitude. I remember that when I commented to a 

Mexican friend on the loveliness of Berkeley, she said: “Yes, it’s 

very lovely, but I don’t belong here. Even the birds speak Eng¬ 

lish. How can I enjoy a flower if I don’t know its right name, 

its English name, the name that has fused with its colors and 

petals, the name that’s the same thing as the flower? If I say 

bugambilia to you, you think of the bougainvillaea vines you’ve 

seen in your own village, with their purple, liturgical flowers, 

climbing around an ash tree or hanging from a wall in the 

afternoon sunlight. They’re a part of your being, your culture. 

They’re what you remember long after you’ve seemed to forget 

them. It’s very lovely here, but it isn’t mine, because whatever 

3 No doubt many aspects of the pachuco are lacking in this description. 

But I am convinced that his hybrid language and behavior reflect a 

physic oscillation between two irreducible worlds — the North Ameri¬ 

can and the Mexican — which he vainly hopes to reconcile and conquer. 

He does not want to become either a Mexican or a Yankee. When I ar¬ 

rived in France in 1945, I was amazed to find that the young men and 

women of certain quarters, especially students and “artists,” wore cloth¬ 

ing reminiscent of that of the pachucos in southern California. Was this 

a quick, imaginative adaptation of what these young people, after years 

of isolation, thought was in fashion in North America? I questioned a 

number of people about it, and almost all of them told me it was a 

strictly French phenomenon that had come into existence at the end of 

the Occupation. Some even considered it a manifestation of the Resist¬ 

ance: its Baroque fantasy was a reply to the rigid order of the German. 

Although I do not exclude the possibility of a more or less indirect imita¬ 

tion, I think the similarity is remarkable and significant. 



The Pachuco and Other Extremes / 19 

saying it for me ... or to me, either.” 

Yes, we withdraw into ourselves, we deepen and aggravate 

our awareness of everything that separates or isolates or differ¬ 

entiates us. And we increase our solitude by refusing to seek 

out our compatriots, perhaps because we fear we will see our¬ 

selves in them, perhaps because of a painful, defensive unwill¬ 

ingness to share our intimate feelings. The Mexican succumbs 

very easily to sentimental effusions, and therefore he shuns 

them. We live closed up within ourselves, like those taciturn 

adolescents — I will add in passing that I hardly met any of the 

sort among North American youths — who are custodians of a 

secret that they guard behind scowling expressions, but that 

only waits for the opportune moment in which to reveal itself. 

I am not going to expand my description of these feelings or 

discuss the states of depression or frenzy (or often both) that 

accompany them. They are all apt to lead to unexpected explo¬ 

sions, which destroy a precarious equilibrium based on the 

imposition of forms that oppress or mutilate us. Our sense of 

inferiority — real or imagined — might be explained at least 

partly by the reserve with which the Mexican faces other people 

and the unpredictable violence with which his repressed emo¬ 

tions break through his mask of impassivity. But his solitude is 

vaster and profounder than his sense of inferiority. It is impos¬ 

sible to equate these two attitudes: when you sense that you 

are alone, it does not mean that you feel inferior, but rather that 

you feel you are different. Also, a sense of inferiority may some¬ 

times be an illusion, but solitude is a hard fact. We are truly 

different. And we are truly alone. 

This is not the moment to analyze our profound sense of 

solitude, which alternately affirms and denies itself in melan¬ 

choly and rejoicing, silence and sheer noise, gratuitous crimes 

and religious fervor. Man is alone everywhere. But the solitude 
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of the Mexican, under the great stone night of the high plateau 

that is still inhabited by insatiable gods, is very different from 

that of the North American, who wanders in an abstract world 

of machines, fellow citizens and moral precepts. In the Valley 

of Mexico man feels himself suspended between heaven and 

earth, and he oscillates between contrary powers and forces, 

and petrified eyes, and devouring mouths. Reality — that is, the 

world that surrounds us — exists by itself here, has a life of its 

own, and was not invented by man as it was in the United States. 

The Mexican feels himself to have been torn from the womb 

of this reality, which is both creative and destructive, both 

Mother and Tomb. He has forgotten the word that ties him to 

all those forces through which life manifests itself. Therefore 

he shouts or keeps silent, stabs or prays, or falls asleep for a 

hundred years. 

The history of Mexico is the history of a man seeking his 

parentage, his origins. He has been influenced at one time or 

another by France, Spain, the United States and the militant 

indigenists of his own country, and he crosses history like a 

jade comet, now and then giving off flashes of lightning. What 

is he pursuing in his eccentric course? He wants to go back 

beyond the catastrophe he suffered: he wants to be a sun again, 

to return to the center of that life from which he was separated 

one day. (Was that day the Conquest? Independence?) Our 

solitude has the same roots as religious feelings. It is a form of 

orphanhood, an obscure awareness that we have been tom from 

the All, and an ardent search: a flight and a return, an effort 

to re-establish the bonds that unite us with the universe. 

Nothing could be further from this feeling than the solitude 

of the North American. In the United States man does not feel 

that he has been torn from the center of creation and suspended 

between hostile forces. He has built his own world and it is 
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built in his own image: it is his mirror. But now he cannot 

recognize himself in his inhuman objects, nor in his fellows. 

His creations, like those of an inept sorcerer, no longer obey 

him. He is alone among his works, lost — to use the phrase by 

Jose Gorostiza — in a “wilderness of mirrors.” 

Some people claim that the only differences between the 

North American and ourselves are economic. That is, they are 

rich and we are poor, and while their legacy is Democracy, 

Capitalism and the Industrial Revolution, ours is the Counter¬ 

reformation, Monopoly and Feudalism. But however influential 

the systems of production may be in the shaping of a culture, 

I refuse to believe that as soon as we have heavy industry and 

are free of all economic imperialism, the differences will vanish. 

(In fact, I look for the opposite to happen, and I consider this 

possibility one of the greatest virtues of the Revolution of 

1910.) But why search history for an answer that only we our¬ 

selves can give? If it is we who feel ourselves to be different, 

what makes us so, and in what do the differences consist? 

I am going to suggest an answer that will perhaps not be 

wholly satisfactory. I am only trying to clarify the meaning of 

certain experiences for my own self, and I admit that what I 

say may be worth no more than a personal answer to a personal 

question. 

When I arrived in the United States I was surprised above all 

by the self-assurance and confidence of the people, by their 

apparent happiness and apparent adjustment to the world 

around them. This satisfaction does not stifle criticism, how¬ 

ever, and the criticism is valuable and forthright, of a sort not 

often heard in the countries to the south, where long periods of 

dictatorship have made us more cautious about expressing out¬ 

points of view. But it is a criticism that respects the existing 

systems and never touches the roots. I thought of Ortega y 
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Gasset’s distinction between uses and abuses, in his definition 

of the “revolutionary spirit.” The revolutionary is always a 

radical, that is, he is trying to correct the uses themselves rather 

than the mere abuses of them. Almost all the criticisms I heard 

from the lips of North Americans were of the reformist variety: 

they left the social or cultural structures intact and were only 

intended to limit or improve this or that procedure. It seemed 

to me then, and it still does, that the United States is a society 

that wants to realize its ideals, has no wish to exchange them 

for others, and is confident of surviving, no matter how dark 

the future may appear. I am not interested in discussing whether 

this attitude is justified by reason and reality; I simply want to 

point out that it exists. It is true that this faith in the natural 

goodness of life, or in its infinite wealth of possibilities, cannot 

be found in recent North American literature, which prefers to 

depict a much more somber world; but I found it in the actions, 

the words and even the faces of almost everyone I met.4 

On the other hand, I heard a good deal of talk about American 

realism and also about American ingenuousness, qualities that 

would seem to be mutually exclusive. To us a realist is always 

a pessimist. And an ingenuous person would not remain so for 

very long if he truly contemplated life realistically. Would it 

not be more accurate to say that the North American wants to 

use reality rather than to know it? In some matters — death, for 

example — he not only has no desire to understand it, he obvi¬ 

ously avoids the very idea. I met some elderly ladies who still 

‘These lines were written before the public was clearly cognizant of the 
danger of universal annihilation made possible by nuclear weapons. 
Since then the North Americans have lost their optimism but not their 
confidence, a confidence based on resignation and obstinacy. The truth 
is that although many people talk about the danger, secretly no one 
believes — no one wants to believe — that it is real and immediate. 
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had illusions and were making plans for the future as if it were 

inexhaustible. Thus they refuted Nietzsche’s statement con¬ 

demning women to an early onset of skepticism because “men 

have ideals but women only have illusions.” American realism, 

then, is of a very special kind, and American ingenuousness does 

not exclude dissimulation and even hypocrisy. When hypocrisy 

is a character trait it also affects one’s thinking, because it con¬ 

sists in the negation of all the aspects of reality that one finds 

disagreeable, irrational or repugnant. 

In contrast, one of the most notable traits of the Mexican’s 

character is his willingness to contemplate horror: he is even 

familiar and complacent in his dealings with it. The bloody 

Christs in our village churches, the macabre humor in some of 

our newspaper headlines, our wakes, the custom of eating skull¬ 

shaped cakes and candies on the Day of the Dead, are habits 

inherited from the Indians and the Spaniards and are now an 

inseparable part of our being. Our cult of death is also a cult 

of life, in the same way that love is a hunger for life and a long¬ 

ing for death. Our fondness for self-destruction derives not only 

from our masochistic tendencies but also from a certain variety 

of religious emotion. 

And our differences do not end there. The North Americans 

are credulous and we are believers; they love fairy tales and 

detective stories and we love myths and legends. The Mexican 

tells lies because he delights in fantasy, or because he is des¬ 

perate, or because he wants to rise above the sordid facts of his 

life; the North American does not tell lies, but he substitutes 

social truth for the real truth, which is always disagreeable. We 

get drunk in order to confess; they get drunk in order to forget. 

They are optimists and we are nihilists — except that our nihil¬ 

ism is not intellectual but instinctive, and therefore irrefutable. 

We are suspicious and they are trusting. We are sorrowful and 
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sarcastic and they are happy and full of jokes. North Americans 

want to understand and we want to contemplate. They are 

activists and we are quietists; we enjoy our wounds and they 

enjoy their inventions. They believe in hygiene, health, work 

and contentment, but perhaps they have never experienced true 

joy, which is an intoxication, a whirlwind. In the hubbub of a 

fiesta night our voices explode into brilliant lights, and life and 

death mingle together, while their vitality becomes a fixed 

smile that denies old age and death but that changes life to 

motionless stone. 

What is the origin of such contradictory attitudes? It seems 

to me that North Americans consider the world to be something 

that can be perfected, and that we consider it to be something 

that can be redeemed. Like their Puritan ancestors, we believe 

that sin and death constitute the ultimate basis of human 

nature, but with the difference that the Puritan identifies purity 

with health. Therefore he believes in the purifying effects of 

asceticism, and the consequences are his cult of work for work’s 

sake, his serious approach to life, and his conviction that the 

body does not exist or a least cannot lose — or find — itself in 

another body. Every contact is a contamination. Foreign races, 

ideas, customs, and bodies carry within themselves the germs 

of perdition and impurity. Social hygiene complements that of 

the soul and the body. Mexicans, however, both ancient and 

modern, believe in communion and fiestas: there is no health 

without contact. Tlazolteotl, the Aztec goddess of filth and 

fecundity, of earthly and human moods, was also the goddess 

of steam baths, sexual love and confession. And we have not 

changed very much, for Catholicism is also communion. 

These two attitudes are irreconcilable, I believe, and, in their 

present form, insufficient. I would not be telling the truth if I 

were to say that I had ever seen guilt feelings transformed into 
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anything other than hatred, solitary despair or blind idolatry. 

The religious feelings of my people are very deep — like their 

misery and helplessness — but their fervor has done nothing but 

return again and again to a well that has been empty for cen¬ 

turies. I would also not be telling the truth if I were to say that 

I can believe in the fertility of a society based on the imposition 

of certain modern principles. Contemporary history invalidates 

the belief in man as a creature whose essential being can be 

modified by social or pedagogical procedures. Man is not simply 

the result of history and the forces that activate it, as is now 

claimed; nor is history simply the result of the human will, a 

belief on which the North American way of life is implicitly 

predicated. Man, it seems to me, is not in history: he is history. 

The North American system only wants to consider the posi¬ 

tive aspects of reality. Men and women are subjected from 

childhood to an inexorable process of adaptation; certain prin¬ 

ciples, contained in brief formulas, are endlessly repeated by 

the press, the radio, the churches and the schools, and by those 

kindly, sinister beings, the North American mothers and wives. 

A person imprisoned by these schemes is like a plant in a flower¬ 

pot too small for it: he cannot grow or mature. This sort of con¬ 

spiracy cannot help but provoke violent individual rebellions. 

Spontaneity avenges itself in a thousand subtle or terrible ways. 

The mask that replaces the dramatic mobility of the human face 

is benevolent and courteous but empty of emotion, and its set 

smile is almost lugubrious: it shows the extent to which intimacy 

can be devastated by the arid victory of principles over instincts. 

The sadism underlying almost all types of relationships in con¬ 

temporary North American life is perhaps nothing more than 

a way of escaping the petrifaction imposed by that doctrine of 

aseptic moral purity. The same is true of the new religions and 

sects, and the liberating drunkenness that opens the doors of 
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“life.” It is astonishing what a destructive and almost physiologi¬ 

cal meaning this word has acquired: to live means to commit 

excesses, break the rules, go to the limit (of what?), experiment 

with sensations. The act of love is an “experience” (and there¬ 

fore unilateral and frustrating). But it is not to my purpose to 

describe these reactions. It is enough to say that all of them, like 

their Mexican opposites, seem to me to reveal our mutual 

inability to reconcile ourselves to the flux of life. 

A study of the great myths concerning the origin of man and 

the meaning of our presence on earth reveals that every culture 

— in the sense of a complex of values created and shared in 

common — stems from the conviction that man the intruder has 

broken or violated the order of the universe. He has inflicted a 

wound on the compact flesh of the world, and chaos, which is 

the ancient and, so to speak, natural condition of life, can emerge 

again from this aperture. The return of “ancient Original Dis¬ 

order” is a menace that has obsessed every consciousness in 

every period of history. Holderlin expresses in several different 

poems his dread of the great empty mouth of chaos with its 

fatal seduction for man and the universe: 

... if, beyond the straight way. 

The captive Elements and the ancient 

Laws of the Earth break loose 

Like maddened horses. And then a desire to return 

To chaos rises incessantly. There is much 

To defend, and the faithful are much needed.5 

The faithful are much needed because there is much to defend. 

Man collaborates actively in defending universal order, which 

is always being threatened by chaos. And when it collapses he 

5Reif sind, in Feuer getaucht... 
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must create a new one, this time his own. But exile, expiation 

and penitence should proceed from the reconciliation of man 

with the universe. Neither the Mexican nor the North American 

has achieved this reconciliation. What is even more serious, I 

am afraid we have lost our sense of the very meaning of all 

human activity, which is to assure the operation of an order 

in which knowledge and innocence, man and nature are in 

harmony. If the solitude of the Mexican is like a stagnant pool, 

that of the North American is like a mirror. We have ceased 

to be springs of living water. 

It is possible that what we call “sin” is only a mythical expres¬ 

sion of our self-consciousness, our solitude. I remember that in 

Spain during the civil war I had a revelation of “the other man” 

and of another kind of solitude: not closed, not mechanical, 

but open to the transcendent. No doubt the nearness of death 

and the brotherhood of men-at-arms, at whatever time and in 

whatever country, always produce an atmosphere favorable to 

the extraordinary, to all that rises above the human condition 

and breaks the circle of solitude that surrounds each one of us. 

But in those faces — obtuse and obstinate, gross and brutal, like 

those the great Spanish painters, without the least touch of 

complacency and with an almost flesh-and-blood realism, have 

left us — there was something like a desperate hopefulness, some¬ 

thing very concrete and at the same time universal. Since then 

I have never seen the same expression on any face. 

My testimony can be dismissed as an illusion, but I consider it 

futile to attempt any answer to this objection: the evidence is 

now a part of my being. I believed and still believe that “the 

other man” dawned in those men. The Spanish dream was 

broken and defiled later, not because it was Spanish but because 

it was universal and, at the same time, concrete, an embodied 

dream with wide, astonished eyes. The faces I saw have become 



28 / The Labyrinth of Solitude 

as they were before they were transformed by that elated sure¬ 

ness (of what: of life or of death?); they are the faces of coarse 

and humble people. But the memory will never leave me. Any¬ 

one who has looked Hope in the face will never forget it. He 

will search for it everywhere he goes, among all kinds of men. 

And he will dream of finding it again someday, somewhere, 

perhaps among those closest to him. In every man there is the 

possibility of his being — or, to be more exact, of his becoming 

once again — another man. 



CHAPTER TWO 

Mexican Masks 
Impassioned heart, 

disguise your sorrow ... 

—Popular song 

The Mexican, whether young or old, criollo or mestizo,1 gen¬ 

eral or laborer or lawyer, seems to me to be a person who shuts 

himself away to protect himself: his face is a mask and so is his 

smile. In his harsh solitude, which is both barbed and courteous, 

everything serves him as a defense: silence and words, polite¬ 

ness and disdain, irony and resignation. He is jealous of his 

own privacy and that of others, and he is afraid even to glance 

at his neighbor, because a mere glance can trigger the rage of 

these electrically charged spirits. He passes through life like a 

man who has been flayed; everything can hurt him, including 

words and the very suspicion of words. His language is full of 

reticences, of metaphors and allusions, of unfinished phrases, 

while his silence is full of tints, folds, thunderheads, sudden 

rainbows, indecipherable threats. Even in a quarrel he prefers 

veiled expressions to outright insults: “A word to the wise is 

sufficient.” He builds a wall of indifference and remoteness 

between reality and himself, a wall that is no less impenetrable 

for being invisible. The Mexican is always remote, from the 

world and from other people. And also from himself. 

The speech of our people reflects the extent to which we 

protect ourselves from the outside world: the ideal of manliness 

Criollo: a person of pure Spanish blood living in the Americas. — Tr. 

Mestizo: a person of mixed Spanish and Indian blood. — Tr. 

29 
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is never to “crack,” never to back down. Those who open them¬ 

selves up” are cowards. Unlike other people, we believe that 

opening oneself up is a weakness or a betrayal. The Mexican 

can bend, can bow humbly, can even stoop, but he cannot back 

down, that is, he cannot allow the outside world to penetrate 

his privacy. The man who backs down is not to be trusted, is a 

traitor or a person of doubtful loyalty; he babbles secrets and 

is incapable of confronting a dangerous situation. Women are 

inferior beings because, in submitting, they open themselves 

up. Their inferiority is constitutional and resides in their sex, 

their submissiveness, which is a wound that never heals. 

Hermeticism is one of the several recourses of our suspicion 

and distrust. It shows that we instinctively regard the world 

around us to be dangerous. This reaction is justifiable if one 

considers what our history has been and the kind of society we 

have created. The harshness and hostility of our environment, 

and the hidden, indefinable threat that is always afloat in the 

air, oblige us to close ourselves in, like those plants that survive 

by storing up liquid within their spiny exteriors. But this atti¬ 

tude, legitimate enough in its origins, has become a mechanism 

that functions automatically. Our response to sympathy and 

tenderness is reserve, since we cannot tell whether those feelings 

are genuine or simulated. In addition, our masculine integrity 

is as much endangered by kindness as it is by hostility. Any 

opening in our defenses is a lessening of our manliness. 

Our relationships with other men are always tinged with 

suspicion. Every time a Mexican confides in a friend or acquaint¬ 

ance, every time he opens himself up, it is an abdication. He 

dreads that the person in whom he has confided will scorn him. 

Therefore confidences result in dishonor, and they are as dan¬ 

gerous for the person to whom they are made as they are for 

the person who makes them. We do not drown ourselves, like 
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Narcissus, in the pool that reflects us; we try to stop it up 

instead. Our anger is px-ompted not only by the fear of being 

used by our confidants — that fear is common to everyone — but 

also by the shame of having renounced our solitude. To confide 

in others is to dispossess oneself; when we have confided in 

someone who is not worthy of it, we say, “I sold myself to 

So-and-so.” That is, we have “cracked,” have let someone into 

our fortress. The distance between one man and another, which 

creates mutual respect and mutual security, has disappeared. 

We are at the mercy of the intruder. What is worse, we have 

actually abdicated. 

All these expressions reveal that the Mexican views life as 

combat. This attitude does not make him any different from 

anyone else in the modem world. For other people, however, 

the manly ideal consists in an open and aggressive fondness for 

combat, whereas we emphasize defensiveness, the readiness to 

repel any attack. The Mexican macho — the male — is a hermetic 

being, closed up in himself, capable of guarding both himself 

and whatever has been confided to him. Manliness is judged 

according to one’s invulnerability to enemy arms or the impacts 

of the outside world. Stoicism is the most exalted of our military 

and political attributes. Our history is full of expressions and 

incidents that demonstrate the indifference of our heroes toward 

suffering or danger. We are taught from childhood to accept 

defeat with dignity, a conception that is certainly not ignoble. 

And if we are not all good stoics like Juarez and Cuauhtemoc, 

at least we can be resigned and patient and long-suffering. 

Resignation is one of our most popular virtues. We admire 

fortitude in the face of adversity more than the most brilliant 

triumph. 

This predominance of the closed over the open manifests 

itself not only as impassivity and distrust, irony and suspicion, 
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but also as love for Form. Form surrounds and sets bounds to 

our privacy, limiting its excesses, curbing its explosions, isolat¬ 

ing and preserving it. Both our Spanish and Indian heritages 

have influenced our fondness for ceremony, formulas, and order. 

A superficial examination of our history might suggest other¬ 

wise, but actually the Mexican aspires to create an orderly world 

regulated by clearly stated principles. The turbulence and ran¬ 

cor of our political struggles prove that juridical ideas play an 

important role in our public life. The Mexican also strives to be 

formal in his daily life, and his formalities are very apt to 

become formulas. This is not difficult to understand. Order — 

juridical, social, religious or artistic — brings security and stabil¬ 

ity, and a person has only to adjust to the models and principles 

that regulate life; he can express himself without resorting to 

the perpetual inventiveness demanded by a free society. Per¬ 

haps our traditionalism, which is one of the constants of our 

national character, giving coherence to our people and our 

history, results from our professed love for Form. 

The ritual complications of our courtesy, the persistence of 

classical Humanism, our fondness for closed poetic forms (the 

sonnet and the decima, for example), our love for geometry in 

the decorative arts and for design and composition in painting, 

the poverty of our Romantic art compared with the excellence 

of our Baroque art, the formalism of our political institutions, 

and, finally, our dangerous inclination toward formalism, 

whether social, moral or bureaucratic, are further expressions 

of that tendency in our character. The Mexican not only does 

not open himself up to the outside world, he also refuses to 

emerge from himself, to “let himself go.” 

Sometimes Form chokes us. During the past century the 

liberals tried vainly to force the realities of the country into 

the strait jacket of the Constitution of 1857. The results were 
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the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz and the Revolution of 1910. In 

a certain sense the history of Mexico, like that of every Mexican, 

is a struggle between the forms and formulas that have been 

imposed on us and the explosions with which our individuality 

avenges itself. Form has rarely been an original creation, an 

equilibrium arrived at through our instincts and desires rather 

than at their expense. On the contrary, our moral and juridical 

forms often conflict with our nature, preventing us from express¬ 

ing ourselves and frustrating our true wishes. 

Our devotion to Form, even when empty, can be seen through¬ 

out the history of Mexican art from pre-Conquest times to the 

present. Antonio Castro Leal, in his excellent study of Juan 

Ruiz de Alarcon, shows how our reserved attitude toward 

Romanticism — which by definition is expansive and open — 

revealed itself as early as the seventeenth century, that is, before 

we were even aware of ourselves as a nation. Alarcon’s contem¬ 

poraries were right in accusing him of being an interloper, 

although they were referring more to his physical character¬ 

istics than to the singularity of his work. In effect, the most 

typical portions of his plays deny the values expressed by his 

Spanish contemporaries. And his negation contains in brief what 

Mexico has always opposed to Spain. His plays were an answer 

to Spanish vitality, which was affirmative and splendid in that 

epoch, expressing itself in a great Yes! to history and the pas¬ 

sions. Lope de Vega exalted love, heroism, the superhuman, the 

incredible; Alarcon favored other virtues, more subtle and 

bourgeois: dignity, courtesy, a melancholy stoicism, a smiling 

modesty. Lope was very little interested in moral problems: he 

loved action, like all his contemporaries. Later, Calderon 

showed the same contempt for psychology. Moral conflicts and 

the hesitations and changes of the human soul were only meta¬ 

phors in a theological drama whose two personae were Original 
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Sin and Divine Grace. In Alarcon’s most representative plays, 

on the other hand, Heaven counts for little, as little as the pas¬ 

sionate wind that sweeps away Lope’s characters. The Mexican 

tells us that human beings are a mixture, that good and evil are 

subtly blended in their souls. He uses analysis rather than 

synthesis: the hero becomes a problem. In several of his com¬ 

edies he takes up the question of lying. To what extent does a 

liar really lie? Is he really trying to deceive others? Is he not 

the first victim of his deceit, and the first to be deceived? The 

liar lies to himself, because he is afraid of himself. By discussing 

the problem of authenticity, Alarcon anticipated one of the 

constant themes of Mexican thinking, later taken up by Rodolfo 

Usigli in his play The Gesticulator. 

Neither passion nor Grace triumph in Alarcon’s world. Every¬ 

thing is subordinated to reason, or to reasonableness, and his 

archetypes are those of a morality that smiles and forgives. 

When he replaces the vital, Romantic values of Lope with the 

abstract values of a universal and reasonable morality, is he not 

evading us, tricking us? His negation, like that of his homeland, 

does not affirm our individuality vis-a-vis that of the Spaniards. 

The values that Alarcon postulates belong to all men and are 

a Greco-Roman inheritance as well as a prophecy of the bour¬ 

geois code. They do not express our nature or resolve our con¬ 

flicts: they are Forms we have neither created nor suffered, 

are mere masks. Only in our own day have we been able to 

answer the Spanish Yes with a Mexican Yes rather than with 

an intellectual affirmation containing nothing of our individual 

selves. The Revolution, by discovering popular art, originated 

modern Mexican painting, and by discovering the Mexican 

language it created a new poetry. 

While the Mexican tries to create closed worlds in his politics 

and in the arts, he wants modesty, prudence, and a ceremonious 
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reserve to rule over his everyday life. Modesty results from 

shame at one’s own or another’s nakedness, and with us it is 

an almost physical reflex. Nothing could be further from this 

attitude than that fear of the body which is characteristic of 

North American life. We are not afraid or ashamed of our 

bodies; we accept them as completely natural and we live 

physically with considerable gusto. It is the opposite of Puri¬ 

tanism. The body exists, and gives weight and shape to our 

existence. It causes us pain and it gives us pleasure; it is not a 

suit of clothes we are in the habit of wearing, not something 

apart from us: we are our bodies. But we are frightened by other 

people’s glances, because the body reveals rather than hides our 

private selves. Therefore our modesty is a defense, like our 

courtesy’s Great Wall of China or like the fences of organ-pipe 

cactus that separate the huts of our country people. This explains 

why prudence is the virtue we most admire in women, just as 

reserve is in men. Women too should defend their privacy. 

No doubt an element of masculine vanity, the vanity of the 

“senor,” of the lord or chieftain (it is an inheritance from both 

our Indian and Spanish ancestors), enters into our conception 

of feminine modesty. Like almost all other people, the Mexican 

considers woman to be an instrument, sometimes of masculine 

desires, sometimes of the ends assigned to her by morality, 

society and the law. It must be admitted that she has never been 

asked to consent to these ends and that she participates in their 

realization only passively, as a “repository” for certain values. 

Whether as prostitute, goddess, grande dame or mistress, 

woman transmits or preserves — but does not believe in — the 

values and energies entrusted to her by nature or society. In a 

world made in man’s image, woman is only a reflection of mascu¬ 

line will and desire. When passive, she becomes a goddess, a 

beloved one, a being who embodies the ancient, stable elements 
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of the universe: the earth, motherhood, virginity. When active, 

she is always function and means, a receptacle and a channel. 

Womanhood, unlike manhood, is never an end in itself. 

In other countries these functions are realized in public, often 

with something of a flair. There are countries that revere prosti¬ 

tutes or virgins, and countries that worship mothers; the grande 

dame is praised and respected almost everywhere. In contrast, 

we prefer these graces and virtues to be hidden. Woman should 

be secretive. She should confront the world with an impassive 

smile. She should be “decent” in the face of erotic excitements 

and “long-suffering” in the face of adversity. In either event her 

response is neither instinctive nor personal: it conforms to a 

general model, and it is the defensive and passive aspects of 

this model, as in the case of the macho, that are emphasized, in 

a gamut ranging from modesty and “decency” to stoicism, resig¬ 

nation and impassivity. 

Our Spanish-Arabic inheritance is only a partial explanation 

of this conduct. The Spanish attitude toward women is very 

simple. It is expressed quite brutally and concisely in these two 

sayings: “A woman’s place is in the home, with a broken leg” 

and “Between a female saint and a male saint, a wall of mortared 

stone.” Woman is a domesticated wild animal, lecherous and 

sinful from birth, who must be subdued with a stick and guided 

by the “reins of religion.” Therefore Spaniards consider other 

women — especially those of a race or religion different from 

their own — to be easy game. The Mexican considers woman 

to be a dark, secret and passive being. He does not attribute evil 

instincts to her; he even pretends that she does not have any. 

Or, to put it more exactly, her instincts are not her own but 

those of the species, because she is an incarnation of the life 

force, which is essentially impersonal. Thus it is impossible for 

her to have a personal, private life, for if she were to be herself 
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— if she were to be mistress of her own wishes, passions or 

whims — she would be unfaithful to herself. The Mexican, heir 

to the great pre-Columbian religions based on nature, is a good 

deal more pagan than the Spaniard, and does not condemn the 

natural world. Sexual love is not tinged with grief and horror in 

Mexico as it is in Spain. Instincts themselves are not dangerous; 

the danger lies in any personal, individual expression of them. 

And this brings us back to the idea of passivity: woman is never 

herself, whether lying stretched out or standing up straight, 

whether naked or fully clothed. She is an undifferentiated mani¬ 

festation of life, a channel for the universal appetite. In this 

sense she has no desires of her own. 

North Americans also claim that instincts and desires do not 

exist, but the basis of their pretense is different from ours, even 

the opposite of it. The North American hides or denies certain 

parts of his body and, more often, of his psyche: they are im¬ 

moral, ergo they do not exist. By denying them he inhibits his 

spontaneity. The Mexican woman quite simply has no will of 

her own. Her body is asleep and only comes really alive when 

someone awakens her. She is an answer rather than a question, 

a vibrant and easily worked material that is shaped by the 

imagination and sensuality of the male. In other countries 

women are active, attempting to attract men through the agility 

of their minds or the seductivity of their bodies, but the Mexican 

woman has a sort of hieratic calm, a tranquillity made up of 

both hope and contempt. The man circles around her, courts 

her, sings to her, sets his horse (or his imagination) to perform¬ 

ing caracoles for her pleasure. Meanwhile she remains behind 

the veil of her modesty and immobility. She is an idol, and like 

all idols she is mistress of magnetic forces whose efficacy in¬ 

creases as their source of transmission becomes more and more 

passive and secretive. There is a cosmic analogy here: woman 
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does not seek, she attracts, and the center of attraction is her 

hidden, passive sexuality. It is a secret and immobile sun. 

The falsity of this conception is obvious enough when one 

considers the Mexican woman’s sensitivity and restlessness, but 

at least it does not turn her into an object, a mere thing. She is 

a symbol, like all women, of the stability and continuity of the 

race. In addition to her cosmic significance she has an important 

social role, which is to see to it that law and order, piety and 

tenderness are predominant in everyday life. We will not allow 

anyone to be disrespectful to women, and although this is doubt¬ 

less a universal notion, the Mexican carries it to its ultimate 

consequences. Thanks to woman, many of the asperities of 

“man-to-man” relationships are softened. Of course we should 

ask the Mexican woman for her own opinion, because this 

“respect” is often a hypocritical way of subjecting her and pre¬ 

venting her from expressing herself. Perhaps she would usually 

prefer to be treated with less “respect” (which anyway is 

granted to her only in public) and with greater freedom and 

truthfulness; that is, to be treated as a human being rather than 

as a symbol or function. But how can we agree to let her express 

herself when our whole way of life is a mask designed to hide 

our intimate feelings? 

Despite her modesty and the vigilance of society, woman is 

always vulnerable. Her social situation — as the repository of 

honor, in the Spanish sense — and the misfortune of her “open” 

anatomy expose her to all kinds of dangers, against which neither 

personal morality nor masculine protection is sufficient. She is 

submissive and open by nature. But, through a compensation- 

mechanism that is easily explained, her natural frailty is made 

a virtue and the myth of the “long-suffering Mexican woman” 

is created. The idol — always vulnerable, always in process of 

transforming itself into a human being — becomes a victim, but 
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a victim hardened and insensible to suffering, bearing her tribu¬ 

lations in silence. (A “long-suffering” person is less sensitive 

to pain than a person whom adversity has hardly touched.) 

Through suffering, our women become like our men: invulner¬ 

able, impassive, and stoic. 

It might be said that by turning what ought to be a cause for 

shame into a virtue, we are only trying to relieve our guilt feel¬ 

ings and cover up a cruel reality. This is true, but it is also true 

that in attributing to her the same invulnerability that we strive 

to achieve ourselves, we provide her with a moral immunity to 

shield her unfortunate anatomical openness. Thanks to suffering 

and her ability to endure it without protest, she transcends her 

condition and acquires the same attributes as men. 

It is interesting to note that the image of the mala mujer — the 

“bad woman” — is almost always accompanied by the idea of 

aggressive activity. She is not passive like the “self-denying 

mother,” the “waiting sweetheart,” the hermetic idol: she comes 

and goes, she looks for men and then leaves them. Her extreme 

mobility, through a mechanism similar to that described above, 

renders her invulnerable. Activity and immodesty unite to 

petrify her soul. The mala is hard and impious and independent 

like the macho. In her own way she also transcends her physio¬ 

logical weakness and closes herself off from the world. 

It is likewise significant that masculine homosexuality is 

regarded with a certain indulgence insofar as the active agent 

is concerned. The passive agent is an abject, degraded being. 

This ambiguous conception is made very clear in the word 

games or battles — full of obscene allusions and double mean¬ 

ings — that are so popular in Mexico City. Each of the speakers 

tries to humiliate his adversary with verbal traps and ingenious 

linguistic combinations, and the loser is the person who cannot 

think of a comeback, who has to swallow his opponent’s jibes. 
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These jibes are full of aggressive sexual allusions; the loser is 

possessed, is violated, by the winner, and the spectators laugh 

and sneer at him. Masculine homosexuality is tolerated, then, 

on condition that it consists in violating a passive agent. As 

with heterosexual relationships, the important thing is not to 

open oneself up and at the same time to break open one’s 

opponent. 

It seems to me that all of these attitudes, however different 

their sources, testify to the “closed” nature of our reactions to 

the world around us or to our fellows. But our mechanisms of 

defense and self-preservation are not enough, and therefore we 

make use of dissimulation, which is almost habitual with us. It 

does not increase our passivity; on the contrary, it demands an 

active inventiveness and must reshape itself from one moment 

to another. We tell lies for the mere pleasure of it, like all 

imaginative peoples, but we also tell lies to hide ourselves and 

to protect ourselves from intruders. Lying plays a decisive role 

in our daily lives, our politics, our love-affairs and our friend¬ 

ships, and since we attempt to deceive ourselves as well as 

others, our lies are brilliant and fertile, not like the gross inven¬ 

tions of other peoples. Lying is a tragic game in which we risk 

a part of our very selves. Hence it is pointless to denounce it. 

The dissembler pretends to be someone he is not. His role 

requires constant improvisation, a steady forward progress 

across shifting sands. Every moment he must remake, re-create, 

modify the personage he is playing, until at last the moment 

arrives when reality and appearance, the lie and the truth, are 

one. At first the pretense is only a fabric of inventions intended 

to baffle our neighbors, but eventually it becomes a superior — 

because more artistic — form of reality. Our lies reflect both 

what we lack and what we desire, both what we are not and 
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what we would like to be. Through dissimulation we come 

closer to our model, and sometimes the gesticulator, as Usigli 

saw so profoundly, becomes one with his gestures and thus 

makes them authentic. The death of Professor Rubio changed 

him into what he wanted to be: General Rubio, a sincere revo¬ 

lutionary and a man capable of giving the stagnating Revolu¬ 

tion a fresh impetus and purity. In the Usigli play Professor 

Rubio invents a new self and becomes a general, and his lie is 

so truthlike that the corrupt Navarro has no other course than 

to murder him, as if he were murdering his old commander, 

General Rubio, all over again. By killing him he kills the truth 

of the Revolution. 

If we can arrive at authenticity by means of lies, an excess 

of sincerity can bring us to refined forms of lying. When we fall 

in love we open ourselves up and reveal our intimate feelings, 

because an ancient tradition requires that the man suffering 

from love display his wounds to the loved one. But in displaying 

them the lover transforms himself into an image, an object he 

presents for the loved one’s — and his own — contemplation. He 

asks her to regard him with the same worshipful eyes with 

which he regards himself. And now the looks of others do not 

strip him naked; instead, they clothe him in piety. He has offered 

himself as a spectacle, asking the spectators to see him as he 

sees himself, and in so doing he has escaped from the game of 

love, has saved his true self by replacing it with an image. 

Human relationships run the risk, in all lands and ages, of 

becoming equivocal. This is especially true of love. Narcissism 

and masochism are not exclusively Mexican traits, but it is 

notable how often our popular songs and sayings and our every¬ 

day behavior treat love as falsehood and betrayal. We almost 

always evade the perils of a naked relationship by exaggerating 

our feelings. At the same time, the combative nature of our 
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eroticism is emphasized and aggravated. Love is an attempt to 

penetrate another being, but it can only be realized if the sur¬ 

render is mutual. It is always difficult to give oneself up; few 

persons anywhere ever succed in doing so, and even fewer 

transcend the possessive stage to know love for what it actually 

is: a perpetual discovery, an immersion in the waters of reality, 

and an unending re-creation. The Mexican conceives of love 

as combat and conquest. It is not so much an attempt to pene¬ 

trate reality by means of the body as it is to violate it. Therefore 

the image of the fortunate lover — derived, perhaps, from the 

Spanish Don Juan — is confused with that of the man who 

deliberately makes use of his feelings, real or invented, to win 

possession of a woman. 

Dissimulation is an activity very much like that of actors in 

the theater, but the true actor surrenders himself to the role he 

is playing and embodies it fully, even though he sloughs it off 

again, like a snake its skin, when the final curtain comes down. 

The dissembler never surrenders or forgets himself, because 

he would no longer be dissembling if he became one with his 

image. But this fiction becomes an inseparable — and spurious 

— part of his nature. He is condemned to play his role through¬ 

out life, since the pact between himself and his impersonation 

cannot be broken except by death or sacrifice. The lie takes 

command of him and becomes the very foundation of his 

personality. 

To simulate is to invent, or rather to counterfeit, and thus 

to evade our condition. Dissimulation requires greater subtlety: 

the person who dissimulates is not counterfeiting but attempt¬ 

ing to become invisible, to pass unnoticed without renouncing 

his individuality. The Mexican excels at the dissimulation of 

his passions and himself. He is afraid of others’ looks and there- 
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fore he withdraws, contracts, becomes a shadow, a phantasm, 

an echo. Instead of walking, he glides; instead of stating, he 

hints; instead of replying, he mumbles; instead of complaining, 

he smiles. Even when he sings he does so — unless he explodes, 

ripping open his breast — between clenched teeth and in a 

lowered voice, dissimulating his song: 

And so great is the tyranny 

of this dissimulation 

that although my heart swells 

with profoundest longing, 

there is challenge in my eyes 

and resignation in my voice. 

Perhaps our habit of dissimulating originated in colonial 

times. The Indians and mestizos had to sing in a low voice, as 

in the poem by Alfonso Reyes, because “words of rebellion 

cannot be heard well from between clenched teeth.” The colo¬ 

nial world has disappeared, but not the fear, the mistrust, the 

suspicion. And now we disguise not only our anger but also our 

tenderness. When our country people beg one’s pardon, they 

say: “Pretend it never happened, senor.” And we pretend. We 

dissimulate so eagerly that we almost cease to exist. 

In its most radical forms dissimulation becomes mimicry. 

The Indian blends into the landscape until he is an indistin¬ 

guishable part of the white wall against which he leans at 

twilight, of the dark earth on which he stretches out to rest at 

midday, of the silence that surrounds him. He disguises his 

human singularity to such an extent that he finally annihilates 

it and turns into a stone, a tree, a wall, silence, and space. I 

am not saying that he communes with the All like a pantheist, 

or that he sees an individual tree as an archetype of all trees, 

what I am saying is that he actually blends into specific objects 
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in a concrete and particular way. 

Roger Caillois has pointed out that mimicry is not always an 

attempt to foil the enemies that swarm in the outside world. 

Insects will sometimes “play dead” or imitate various kinds of 

decomposed material, out of a fascination for death, for the 

inertia of space. This fascination — I would call it life’s gravita¬ 

tional force — is common to all living things, and the fact that 

it expresses itself in mimicry shows that we must consider it as 

something more than an instinctive device for escaping from 

danger or death. 

Mimicry is a change of appearance rather than of nature, 

and it is significant that the chosen representation is either of 

death or of inert space. The act of spreading oneself out, of 

blending with space, of becoming space, is a way of rejecting 

appearances, but it is also a way of being nothing except Appear¬ 

ance. The Mexican is horrified by appearances, although his 

leaders profess to love them, and therefore he disguises himself 

to the point of blending into the objects that surround him. 

That is, he becomes mere Appearance because of his fear of 

appearances. He seems to be something other than what he is, 

and he even prefers to appear dead or nonexistent rather than 

to change, to open up his privacy. Dissimulation as mimicry, 

then, is one of the numerous manifestations of our hermeticism. 

The gesticulator resorts to a mask, and the rest of us wish to 

pass unnoticed. In either case we hide our true selves, and 

sometimes deny them. I remember the afternoon I heard a noise 

in the room next to mine, and asked loudly: “Who is in there?” 

I was answered by the voice of a servant who had recently come 

to us from her village: “No one, senor. I am.” 

We dissimulate in order to deceive ourselves, and turn trans¬ 

parent and phantasmal. But that is not the end of it: we also 

pretend that our fellow-man does not exist. This is not to say 
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that we deliberately ignore or discount him. Our dissimulation 

here is a great deal more radical: we change him from somebody 

into nobody, into nothingness. And this nothingness takes on its 

own individuality, with a recognizable face and figure, and 

suddenly becomes Nobody. 

Don No One, who is Nobody’s Spanish father, is able, well 

fed, well respected; he has a bank account, and speaks in a loud, 

self-assured voice. Don No One fills the world with his empty, 

garrulous presence. He is everywhere, and has friends every¬ 

where. He is a banker, an ambassador, a businessman. He can 

be seen in all the salons, and is honored in Jamaica and Stock¬ 

holm and London. He either holds office or wields influence, 

and his manner of not-being is aggressive and conceited. On the 

other hand, Nobody is quiet, timid, and resigned. He is also 

intelligent and sensitive. He always smiles. He always waits. 

When he wants to say something, he meets a wall of silence; 

when he greets someone, he meets a cold shoulder; when he 

pleads or weeps or cries out, his gestures and cries are lost in 

the emptiness created by Don No One’s interminable chatter. 

Nobody is afraid not to exist: he vacillates, attempting now and 

then to become Somebody. Finally, in the midst of his useless 

gestures, he disappears into the limbo from which he emerged. 

It would be a mistake to believe that others prevent him from 

existing. They simply dissimulate his existence and behave as 

if he did not exist. They nullify him, cancel him out, turn him to 

nothingness. It is futile for Nobody to talk, to publish books, to 

paint pictures, to stand on his head. Nobody is the blankness in 

our looks, the pauses in our conversations, the reserve in our 

silences. He is the name we always and inevitably forget, the 

eternal absentee, the guest we never invite, the emptiness we can 

never fill. He is an omission, and yet he is forever present. He is 

our secret, our crime, and our remorse. Thus the person who 
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creates Nobody, by denying Somebody’s existence, is also 

changed into Nobody. And if we are all Nobody, then none of 

us exists. The circle is closed and the shadow of Nobody spreads 

out over our land, choking the Gesticulator and covering every¬ 

thing. Silence — the prehistoric silence, stronger than all the 

pyramids and sacrifices, all the churches and uprisings and 

popular songs — comes back to rule over Mexico. 



CHAPTEB THREE 

The Day of the Dead 

The solitary Mexican loves fiestas and public gatherings. Any 

occasion for getting together will serve, any pretext to stop the 

flow of time and commemorate men and events with festivals 

and ceremonies. We are a ritual people, and this characteristic 

enriches both our imaginations and our sensibilities, which are 

equally sharp and alert. The art of the fiesta has been debased 

almost everywhere else, but not in Mexico. There are few places 

in the world where it is possible to take part in a spectacle like 

our great religious fiestas with their violent primary colors, their 

bizarre costumes and dances, their fireworks and ceremonies, 

and their inexhaustible welter of surprises: the fruit, candy, toys 

and other objects sold on these days in the plazas and open-air 

markets. 

Our calendar is crowded with fiestas. There are certain days 

when the whole country, from the most remote villages to the 

largest cities, prays, shouts, feasts, gets drunk and kills, in honor 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe or Benito Juarez. Each year on the 

fifteenth of September, at eleven o’clock at night, we celebrate 

the fiesta of the Grito1 in all the plazas of the Republic, and the 

excited crowds actually shout for a whole hour. . . the better, 

perhaps, to remain silent for the rest of the year. During the 

days before and after the twelfth of December,2 time comes to a 

full stop, and instead of pushing us toward a deceptive tomor- 

3Padre Hidalgo’s call-to-arms against Spain, 1810. — Tr. 
2Fiesta of the Virgin of Guadalupe. — Tr. 
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row that is always beyond our reach, offers us a complete and 

perfect today of dancing and revelry, of communion with the 

most ancient and secret Mexico. Time is no longer succession, 

and becomes what it originally was and is: the present, in which 

past and future are reconciled. 

But the fiestas which the Church and State provide for the 

country as a whole are not enough. The life of every city and 

village is ruled by a patron saint whose blessing is celebrated 

with devout regularity. Neighborhoods and trades also have 

their annual fiestas, their ceremonies and fairs. And each one of 

us — atheist, Catholic, or merely indifferent — has his own saint’s 

day, which he observes every year. It is impossible to calculate 

how many fiestas we have and how much time and money we 

spend on them. I remember asking the mayor of a village near 

Mitla, several years ago, “What is the income of the village 

government?” “About 3,000 pesos a year. We are very poor. But 

the Governor and the Federal Government always help us to 

meet our expenses.” “And how are the 3,000 pesos spent?” 

“Mostly on fiestas, senor. We are a small village, but we have 

two patron saints.” 

This reply is not surprising. Our poverty can be measured by 

the frequency and luxuriousness of our holidays. Wealthy coun¬ 

tries have very few: there is neither the time nor the desire for 

them, and they are not necessary. The people have other things 

to do, and when they amuse themselves they do so in small 

groups. The modern masses are agglomerations of solitary in¬ 

dividuals. On great occasions in Paris or New York, when the 

populace gathers in the squares or stadiums, the absence of 

people, in the sense of a people, is remarkable: there are couples 

and small groups, but they never form a living community in 

which the individual is at once dissolved and redeemed. But 

how could a poor Mexican live without the two or three annual 
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fiestas that make up for his poverty and misery? Fiestas are our 

only luxury. They replace, and are perhaps better than, the 

theater and vacations, Anglo-Saxon weekends and cocktail par¬ 

ties, the bourgeois reception, the Mediterranean cafe. 

In all of these ceremonies — national or local, trade or fam¬ 

ily — the Mexican opens out. They all give him a chance to reveal 

himself and to converse with God, country, friends or relations. 

During these days the silent Mexican whistles, shouts, sings, 

shoots off fireworks, discharges his pistol into the air. He dis¬ 

charges his soul. And his shout, like the rockets we love so much, 

ascends to the heavens, explodes into green, red, blue, and white 

lights, and falls dizzily to earth with a trail of golden sparks. 

This is the night when friends who have not exchanged more 

than the prescribed courtesies for months get drunk together, 

trade confidences, weep over the same troubles, discover that 

they are brothers, and sometimes, to prove it, kill each other. 

The night is full of songs and loud cries. The lover wakes up his 

sweetheart with an orchestra. There are jokes and conversations 

from balcony to balcony, sidewalk to sidewalk. Nobody talks 

quietly. Hats fly in the air. Laughter and curses ring like silver 

pesos. Guitars are brought out. Now and then, it is true, the 

happiness ends badly, in quarrels, insults, pistol shots, stabbings. 

But these too are part of the fiesta, for the Mexican does not 

seek amusement: he seeks to escape from himself, to leap over 

the wall of solitude that confines him during the rest of the year. 

All are possessed by violence and frenzy. Their souls explode 

like the colors and voices and emotions. Do they forget them¬ 

selves and show their true faces? Nobody knows. The important 

thing is to go out, open a way, get drunk on noise, people, colors. 

Mexico is celebrating a fiesta. And this fiesta, shot through with 

lightning and delirium, is the brilliant reverse to our silence and 

apathy, our reticence and gloom. 
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According to the interpretation of French sociologists, the 

fiesta is an excess, an expense. By means of this squandering the 

community protects itself against the envy of the gods or of 

men. Sacrifices and offerings placate or buy off the gods and the 

patron saints. Wasting money and expending energy affirms the 

community’s wealth in both. This luxury is a proof of health, a 

show of abundance and power. Or a magic trap. For squander¬ 

ing is an effort to attract abundance by contagion. Money calls 

to money. When life is thrown away it increases; the orgy, which 

is sexual expenditure, is also a ceremony of regeneration; waste 

gives strength. New Year celebrations, in every culture, signify 

something beyond the mere observance of a date on the calen¬ 

dar. The day is a pause: time is stopped, is actually annihilated. 

The rites that celebrate its death are intended to provoke its 

rebirth, because they mark not only the end of an old year but 

also the beginning of a new. Everything attracts its opposite. 

The fiesta’s function, then, is more utilitarian than we think: 

waste attracts or promotes wealth, and is an investment like any 

other, except that the returns on it cannot be measured or count¬ 

ed. What is sought is potency, life, health. In this sense the fiesta, 

like the gift and the offering, is one of the most ancient of eco¬ 

nomic forms. 

This interpretation has always seemed to me to be incomplete. 

The fiesta is by nature sacred, literally or figuratively, and above 

all it is the advent of the unusual. It is governed by its own spe¬ 

cial rules, that set it apart from other days, and it has a logic, 

an ethic and even an economy that are often in conflict with 

everyday norms. It all occurs in an enchanted world: time is 

transformed to a mythical past or a total present; space, the 

scene of the fiesta, is turned into a gaily decorated world of its 

own; and the persons taking part cast off all human or social 

rank and become, for the moment, living images. And every- 
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thing takes place as if it were not so, as if it were a dream. But 

whatever happens, our actions have a greater lightness, a differ¬ 

ent gravity. They take on other meanings and with them we 

contract new obligations. We throw down our burdens of time 

and reason. 

In certain fiestas the very notion of order disappears. Chaos 

comes back and license rules. Anything is permitted: the cus¬ 

tomary hierarchies vanish, along with all social, sex, caste, and 

trade distinctions. Men disguise themselves as women, gentle¬ 

men as slaves, the poor as the rich. The army, the clergy, and 

the law are ridiculed. Obligatory sacrilege, ritual profanation is 

committed. Love becomes promiscuity. Sometimes the fiesta 

becomes a Black Mass. Regulations, habits and customs are 

violated. Respectable people put away the dignified expressions 

and conservative clothes that isolate them, dress up in gaudy 

colors, hide behind a mask, and escape from themselves. 

Therefore the fiesta is not only an excess, a ritual squandering 

of the goods painfully accumulated during the rest of the year; 

it is also a revolt, a sudden immersion in the formless, in pure 

being. By means of the fiesta society frees itself from the norms 

it has established. It ridicules its gods, its principles, and its 

laws: it denies its own self. 

The fiesta is a revolution in the most literal sense of the word. 

In the confusion that it generates, society is dissolved, is 

drowned, insofar as it is an organism ruled according to certain 

laws and principles. But it drowns in itself, in its own original 

chaos or liberty. Everything is united: good and evil, day and 

night, the sacred and the profane. Everything merges, loses 

shape and individuality and returns to the primordial mass. The 

fiesta is a cosmic experiment, an experiment in disorder, reunit¬ 

ing contradictory elements and principles in order to bring 

about a renascence of life. Ritual death promotes a rebirth; 
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vomiting increases the appetite; the orgy, sterile in itself, renews 

the fertility of the mother or of the earth. The fiesta is a return 

to a remote and undifferentiated state, prenatal or presocial. It 

is a return that is also a beginning, in accordance with the dia¬ 

lectic that is inherent in social processes. 

The group emerges purified and strengthened from this 

plunge into chaos. It has immersed itself in its own origins, in the 

womb from which it came. To express it in another way, the 

fiesta denies society as an organic system of differentiated forms 

and principles, but affirms it as a source of creative energy. It is 

a true “re-creation,” the opposite of the “recreation” character¬ 

izing modern vacations, which do not entail any rites or cere¬ 

monies whatever and are as individualistic and sterile as the 

world that invented them. 

Society communes with itself during the fiesta. Its members 

return to original chaos and freedom. Social structures break 

down and new relationships, unexpected rules, capricious hier¬ 

archies are created. In the general disorder everybody forgets 

himself and enters into otherwise forbidden situations and 

places. The bounds between audience and actors, officials and 

servants, are erased. Everybody takes part in the fiesta, every¬ 

body is caught up in its whirlwind. Whatever its mood, its char¬ 

acter, its meaning, the fiesta is participation, and this trait dis¬ 

tinguishes it from all other ceremonies and social phenomena. 

Lay or religious, orgy or saturnalia, the fiesta is a social act based 

on the full participation of all its celebrants. 

Thanks to the fiesta the Mexican opens out, participates, com¬ 

munes with his fellows and with the values that give meaning 

to his religious or political existence. And it is significant that a 

country as sorrowful as ours should have so many and such 

joyous fiestas. Their frequency, their brilliance and excitement, 

the enthusiasm with which we take part, all suggest that without 
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them we would explode. They free us, if only momentarily, from 

the thwarted impulses, the inflammable desires that we carry 

within us. But the Mexican fiesta is not merely a return to an 

original state of formless and normless liberty: the Mexican is 

not seeking to return, but to escape from himself, to exceed 

himself. Our fiestas are explosions. Life and death, joy and 

sorrow, music and mere noise are united, not to re-create or 

recognize themselves, but to swallow each other up. There is 

nothing so joyous as a Mexican fiesta, but there is also nothing 

so sorrowful. Fiesta night is also a night of mourning. 

If we hide within ourselves in our daily lives, we discharge 

ourselves in the whirlwind of the fiesta. It is more than an open¬ 

ing out: we rend ourselves open. Everything — music, love, 

friendship — ends in tumult and violence. The frenzy of our 

festivals shows the extent to which our solitude closes us off from 

communication with the world. We are familiar with delirium, 

with songs and shouts, with the monologue . . . but not with the 

dialogue. Our fiestas, like our confidences, our loves, our at¬ 

tempts to reorder our society, are violent breaks with the old or 

the established. Each time we try to express ourselves we have 

to break with ourselves. And the fiesta is only one example, per¬ 

haps the most typical, of this violent break. It is not difficult to 

name others, equally revealing: our games, which are always a 

going to extremes, often mortal; our profligate spending, the 

reverse of our timid investments and business enterprises; our 

confessions. The somber Mexican, closed up in himself, sud¬ 

denly explodes, tears open his breast and reveals himself, though 

not without a certain complacency, and not without a stopping 

place in the shameful or terrible mazes of his intimacy. We are 

not frank, but our sincerity can reach extremes that horrify a 

European. The explosive, dramatic, sometimes even suicidal 

manner in which we strip ourselves, surrender ourselves, is evi- 
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dence that something inhibits and suffocates us. Something 

impedes us from being. And since we cannot or dare not con¬ 

front our own selves, we resort to the fiesta. It fires us into the 

void; it is a drunken rapture that burns itself out, a pistol shot 

in the air, a skyrocket. 

Death is a mirror which reflects the vain gesticulations of the 

living. The whole motley confusion of acts, omissions, regrets 

and hopes which is the life of each one of us finds in death, not 

meaning or explanation, but an end. Death defines life; a death 

depicts a life in immutable forms; we do not change except to 

disappear. Our deaths illuminate our lives. If our deaths lack 

meaning, our lives also lacked it. Therefore we are apt to say, 

when somebody has died a violent death, “He got what he was 

looking for.” Each of us dies the death he is looking for, the 

death he has made for himself. A Christian death or a dog’s 

death are ways of dying that reflect ways of living. If death 

betrays us and we die badly, everyone laments the fact, because 

we should die as we have lived. Death, like life, is not transfer¬ 

able. If we do not die as we lived, it is because the life we lived 

was not really ours: it did not belong to us, just as the bad death 

that kills us does not belong to us. Tell me how you die and I 

will tell you who you are. 

The opposition between life and death was not so absolute 

to the ancient Mexicans as it is to us. Life extended into death, 

and vice versa. Death was not the natural end of life but one 

phase of an infinite cycle. Life, death and resurrection were 

stages of a cosmic process which repeated itself continuously. 

Life had no higher function than to flow into death, its opposite 

and complement; and death, in turn, was not an end in itself: 

man fed the insatiable hunger of life with his death. Sacrifices 

had a double purpose: on the one hand man participated in the 
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creative process, at the same time paying back to the gods the 

debt contracted by his species; on the other hand he nourished 

cosmic life and also social life, which was nurtured by the for¬ 

mer. 

Perhaps the most characteristic aspect of this conception is 

the impersonal nature of the sacrifice. Since their lives did not 

belong to them, their deaths lacked any personal meaning. The 

dead — including warriors killed in battle and women dying in 

childbirth, companions of Huitzilopochtli the sun god — disap¬ 

peared at the end of a certain period, to return to the undiffer¬ 

entiated country of the shadows, to be melted into the air, the 

earth, the fire, the animating substance of the universe. Our 

indigenous ancestors did not believe that their deaths belonged 

to them, just as they never thought that their lives were really 

theirs in the Christian sense. Everything was examined to deter¬ 

mine, from birth, the life and death of each man: his social class, 

the year, the place, the day, the hour. The Aztec was as little 

responsible for his actions as for his death. 

Space and time were bound together and formed an insepar¬ 

able whole. There was a particular “time” for each place, each 

of the cardinal points and the center in which they were immo¬ 

bilized. And this complex of space-time possessed its own virtues 

and powers, which profoundly influenced and determined hu¬ 

man life. To be born on a certain day was to pertain to a place, 

a time, a color and a destiny. All was traced out in advance. 

Where we dissociate space and time, mere stage sets for the 

actions of our lives, there were as many “space-times” for the 

Aztecs as there were combinations in the priestly calendar, each 

one endowed with a particular qualitative significance, superior 

to human will. 

Religion and destiny ruled their lives, as morality and free¬ 

dom rule ours. We live under the sign of liberty, and everything 
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— even Greek fatality and the grace of the theologians — is elec¬ 

tion and struggle, but for the Aztecs the problem reduced itself 

to investigating the never-clear will of the gods. Only the gods 

were free, and only they had the power to choose — and there¬ 

fore, in a profound sense, to sin. The Aztec religion is full of 

great sinful gods — Quetzalcoatl is the major example — who 

grow weak and abandon their believers, in the same way that 

Christians sometimes deny God. The conquest of Mexico would 

be inexplicable without the treachery of the gods, who denied 

their own people. 

The advent of Catholicism radically modified this situation. 

Sacrifice and the idea of salvation, formerly collective, became 

personal. Freedom was humanized, embodied in man. To the 

ancierit Aztecs the essential thing was to assure the continuity of 

creation; sacrifice did not bring about salvation in another world, 

but cosmic health; the universe, and not the individual, was 

given life by the blood and death of human beings. For Chris¬ 

tians it is the individual who counts. The world — history, soci¬ 

ety — is condemned beforehand. The death of Christ saved each 

man in particular. Each one of us is Man, and represents the 

hopes and possibilities of the species. Redemption is a personal 

task. 

Both attitudes, opposed as they may seem, have a common 

note: life, collective or individual, looks forward to a death that 

in its way is a new life. Life only justifies and transcends itself 

when it is realized in death, and death is also a transcendence, 

in that it is a new life. To Christians death is a transition, a 

somersault between two lives, the temporal and the otherworld¬ 

ly; to the Aztecs it was the profoundest way of participating in 

the continuous regeneration of the creative forces, which were 

always in danger of being extinguished if they were not pro¬ 

vided with blood, the sacred food. In both systems life and death 
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lack autonomy, are the two sides of a single reality. They are ref¬ 

erences to the invisible realities. 

Modern death does not have any significance that transcends 

it or that refers to other values. It is rarely anything more than 

the inevitable conclusion of a natural process. In a world of 

facts, death is merely one more fact. But since it is such a dis¬ 

agreeable fact, contrary to all our concepts and to the very 

meaning of our lives, the philosophy of progress (“Progress 

toward what, and from what?” Scheler asked) pretends to make 

it disappear, like a magician palming a coin. Everything in the 

modern world functions as if death did not exist. Nobody takes 

it into account, it is suppressed everywhere: in political pro¬ 

nouncements, commercial advertising, public morality and pop¬ 

ular customs; in the promise of cut-rate health and happiness 

offered to all of us by hospitals, drugstores and playing fields. 

But death enters into everything we undertake, and it is no 

longer a transition but a great gaping mouth that nothing can 

satisfy. The century of health, hygiene and contraceptives, mir¬ 

acle drugs and synthetic foods, is also the century of the concen¬ 

tration camp and the police state, Hiroshima and the murder 

story. Nobody thinks about death, about his own death, as Rilke 

asked us to do, because nobody lives a personal life. Collective 

slaughter is the fruit of a collectivized way of life. 

Death also lacks meaning for the modern Mexican. It is no 

longer a transition, an access to another life more alive than our 

own. But although we do not view death as a transcendence, we 

have not eliminated it from our daily lives. The word death is 

not pronounced in New York, in Paris, in London, because it 

bums the lips. The Mexican, in contrast, is familiar with death, 

jokes about it, caresses it, sleeps with it, celebrates it; it is one 

of his favorite toys and his most steadfast love. True, there is 

perhaps as much fear in his attitude as in that of others, but at 
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least death is not hidden away: he looks at it face to face, with 

impatience, disdain or irony. “If they are going to kill me to¬ 

morrow, let them kill me right away.”3 

The Mexican’s indifference toward death is fostered by his 

indifference toward life. He views not only death but also life 

as nontranscendent. Our songs, proverbs, fiestas and popular 

beliefs show very clearly that the reason death cannot frighten 

us is that “life has cured us of fear.” It is natural, even desirable, 

to die, and the sooner the better. We kill because life — our own 

or another’s — is of no value. Life and death are inseparable, and 

when the former lacks meaning, the latter becomes equally 

meaningless. Mexican death is the mirror of Mexican life. And 

the Mexican shuts himself away and ignores both of them. 

Our contempt for death is not at odds with the cult we have 

made of it. Death is present in our fiestas, our games, our loves 

and our thoughts. To die and to kill are ideas that rarely leave 

us. We are seduced by death. The fascination it exerts over us is 

the result, perhaps, of our hermit-like solitude and of the fury 

with which we break out of it. The pressure of our vitality, 

which can only express itself in forms that betray it, explains 

the deadly nature, aggressive or suicidal, of our explosions. When 

we explode we touch against the highest point of that tension, 

we graze the very zenith of life. And there, at the height of our 

frenzy, suddenly we feel dizzy: it is then that death attracts us. 

Another factor is that death revenges us against life, strips 

it of all its vanities and pretensions and converts it into what it 

really is: a few neat bones and a dreadful grimace. In a closed 

world where everything is death, only death has value. But our 

affirmation is negative. Sugar-candy skulls, and tissue-paper 

skulls and skeletons strung with fireworks . . . our popular 

“From the popular folk song La Valentina. — Tr. 
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images always poke fun at life, affirming the nothingness and 

insignificance of human existence. We decorate our houses with 

death’s heads, we eat bread in the shape of bones on the Day 

of the Dead, we love the songs and stories in which death 

laughs and cracks jokes, but all this boastful familiarity does 

not rid us of the question we all ask: What is death? We have 

not thought up a new answer. And each time we ask, we shrug 

our shoulders: Why should I care about death if I have never 

cared about life? 

Does the Mexican open out in the presence of death? He 

praises it, celebrates it, cultivates it, embraces it, but he never 

surrenders himself to it. Everything is remote and strange to 

him, and nothing more so than death. He does not surrender 

himself to it because surrender entails a sacrifice. And a sacri¬ 

fice, in turn, demands that someone must give and someone 

receive. That is, someone must open out and face a reality that 

transcends him. In a closed, nontranscendent world, death 

neither gives nor receives: it consumes itself and is self-gratify¬ 

ing. Therefore our relations with death are intimate — more 

intimate, perhaps, than those of any other people — but empty 

of meaning and devoid of erotic emotion. Death in Mexico is 

sterile, not fecund like that of the Aztecs and the Christians. 

Nothing is more opposed to this attitude than that of the 

Europeans and North Americans. Their laws, customs and 

public and private ethics all tend to preserve human life. This 

protection does not prevent the number of ingenious and re¬ 

fined murders, of perfect crimes and crime-waves, from increas¬ 

ing. The professional criminals who plot their murders with 

a precision impossible to a Mexican, the delight they take in 

describing their experiences and methods, the fascination with 

which the press and public follow their confessions, and the 

recognized inefficiency of the systems of prevention, show that 
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the respect for life of which Western civilization is so proud 

is either incomplete or hypocritical. 

The cult of life, if it is truly profound and total, is also the 

cult of death, because the two are inseparable. A civilization 

that denies death ends by denying life. The perfection of modern 

crime is not merely a consequence of modern technical progress 

and the vogue of the murder story: it derives from the contempt 

for life which is inevitably implicit in any attempt to hide death 

away and pretend it does not exist. It might be added that 

modern technical skills and the popularity of crime stories are, 

like concentration camps and collective extermination, the 

results of an optimistic and unilateral conception of existence. 

It is useless to exclude death from our images, our words, our 

ideas, because death will obliterate all of us, beginning with 

those who ignore it or pretend to ignore it. 

When the Mexican kills — for revenge, pleasure or caprice — 

he kills a person, a human being. Modern criminals and states¬ 

men do not kill: they abolish. They experiment with beings who 

have lost their human qualities. Prisoners in the concentration 

camps are first degraded, changed into mere objects; then they 

are exterminated en masse. The typical criminal in the large 

cities — beyond the specific motives for his crimes — realizes 

on a small scale what the modern leader realizes on a grand 

scale. He too experiments, in his own way: he poisons, destroys 

corpses with acids, dismembers them, converts them into 

objects. The ancient relationship between victim and murderer, 

which is the only thing that humanizes murder, that makes it 

even thinkable, has disappeared. As in the novels of Sade, there 

is no longer anything except torturers and objects, instruments 

of pleasure and destruction. And the nonexistence of the victim 

makes the infinite solitude of the murderer even more intoler¬ 

able. Murder is still a relationship in Mexico, and in this sense 
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it has the same liberating significance as the fiesta or the 

confession. Hence its drama, its poetry and — why not say 

it? — its grandeur. Through murder we achieve a momentary 

transcendence. 

At the beginning of his eighth Duino Elegy, Rilke says that 

the “creature,” in his condition of animal innocence, “beholds 

the open” ... unlike ourselves, who never look forward, toward 

the absolute. Fear makes us turn our backs on death, and by 

refusing to contemplate it we shut ourselves off from life, which 

is a totality that includes it. The “open” is where contraries are 

reconciled, where light and shadow are fused. This conception 

restores death’s original meaning: death and life are opposites 

that complement each other. Both are halves of a sphere that 

we, subjects of time and space, can only glimpse. In the pre¬ 

natal world, life and death are merged; in ours, opposed; in the 

world beyond, reunited again, not in the animal innocence 

that precedes sin and the knowledge of sin, but as in innocence 

regained. Man can transcend the temporal opposition separating 

them (and residing not in them but in his own consciousness) 

and perceive them as a superior whole. This recognition can 

take place only through detachment: he must renounce his 

temporal life and his nostalgia for limbo, for the animal world. 

He must open himself out to death if he wishes to open himself 

out to life. Then he will be “like the angels.” 

Thus there are two attitudes toward death: one, pointing 

forward, that conceives of it as creation; the other, pointing 

backward, that expresses itself as a fascination with nothingness 

or as a nostalgia for limbo. No Mexican or Spanish-American 

poet, with the possible exception of Cesar Vallejo, approaches 

the first of these two concepts. The absence of a mystic — and 

only a mystic is capable of offering insights like those of Rilke 
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— indicates the extent to which modern Mexican culture is in¬ 

sensible to religion. But two Mexican poets, Jose Gorostiza and 

Xavier Villaurrutia, represent the second of these two attitudes. 

For Gorostiza life is a “death without end,” a perpetual falling 

into nothingness; for Villaurrutia it is no more than a “nostalgia 

for death.” 

The phrase that Villaurrutia chose for his book, Nostalgia de 

la Muerte, is not merely a lucky hit. The author has used it in 

order to tell us the ultimate meaning of his poetry. Death as 

nostalgia, rather than as the fruition or end of life, is death as 

origin. The ancient, original source is a bone, not a womb. This 

statement runs the risk of seeming either an empty paradox or 

an old commonplace: “For thou art dust, and unto dust shalt 

thou return.” I believe that the poet hopes to find in death 

(which is, in effect, our origin) a revelation that his temporal 

life has denied him: the true meaning of life. When we die. 

The second hand 

will race around its dial, 

all will be contained in an instant... 

and perhaps it will be possible 

to live, even after death. 

A return to original death would be a return to the life before 

life, the life before death: to limbo, to the maternal source. 

Muerte sin Fin, the poem by Jose Gorostiza, is perhaps the 

best evidence we have in Latin America of a truly modern 

consciousness, one that is turned in upon itself, imprisoned in 

its own blinding clarity. The poet, in a sort of lucid fury, wants 

to rip the mask off existence in order to see it as it is. The dia¬ 

logue between man and the world, which is as old as poetry 

and love, is transformed into a dialogue between the water and 

the glass that contains it, between the thought and the form 
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into which it is poured and which it eventually corrodes. The 

poet warns us from his prison of appearances — trees and 

thoughts, stones and emotions, days and nights and twilights 

are all simply metaphors, mere colored ribbons — that the 

breath which informs matter, shaping it and giving it form, is 

the same breath that corrodes and withers and defeats it. It is 

a drama without personae, since all are merely reflections, the 

various disguises of a suicide who talks to himself in a language 

of mirrors and echoes, and the mind also is nothing more than 

a reflection of death, of death in love with itself. Everything is 

immersed in its own clarity and brilliance, everything is directed 

toward this transparent death: life is only a metaphor, an inven¬ 

tion with which death — death too! — wants to deceive itself. 

The poem is a variation on the old theme of Narcissus, although 

there is no allusion to it in the text. And it is not only the con¬ 

sciousness that contemplates itself in its empty, transparent 

water (both mirror and eye at the same time, as in the Valery 

poem): nothingness, which imitates form and life, which feigns 

corruption and death, strips itself naked and turns in upon 

itself, loves itself, falls into itself: a tireless death without end. 

If we open out during fiestas, then, or when we are drunk 

or exchanging confidences, we do it so violently that we wound 

ourselves. And we shrug our shoulders at death, as at life, 

confronting it in silence or with a contemptuous smile. The 

fiesta, the crime of passion and the gratuitous crime reveal that 

the equilibrium of which we are so proud is only a mask, 

always in danger of being ripped off by a sudden explosion of 

our intimacy. 

All of these attitudes indicate that the Mexican senses the 

presence of a stigma both on himself and on the flesh of his 

country. It is diffused but none the less living, original, and 
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ineradicable. Our gestures and expressions all attempt to hide 

this wound, which is always open, always ready to catch fire 

and burn under the rays of a stranger’s glance. 

Now, every separation causes a wound. Without stopping to 

investigate how and when the separation is brought about, I 

want to point out that any break (with ourselves or those around 

us, with the past or the present) creates a feeling of solitude. 

In extreme cases — separation from one’s parents, matrix or 

native land, the death of the gods or a painful self-consciousness 

— solitude is identified with orphanhood. And both of them 

generally manifest themselves as a sense of sin. The penalties 

and guilty feelings inflicted by a state of separation can be 

considered, thanks to the ideas of expiation and redemption, 

as necessary sacrifices, as pledges or promises of a future com¬ 

munion that will put an end to the long exile. The guilt can 

vanish, the wound heal over, the separation resolve itself in 

communion. Solitude thus assumes a purgative, purifying char¬ 

acter. The solitary or isolated individual transcends his solitude, 

accepting it as a proof or promise of communion. 

The Mexican does not transcend his solitude. On the contrary, 

he locks himself up in it. We live in our solitude like Philoctetes 

on his island, fearing rather than hoping to return to the world. 

We cannot bear the presence of our companions. We hide 

within ourselves — except when we rend ourselves open in our 

frenzy — and the solitude in which we suffer has no reference 

either to a redeemer or a creator. We oscillate between intimacy 

and withdrawal, between a shout and a silence, between a fiesta 

and a wake, without ever truly surrendering ourselves. Our 

indifference hides life behind a death mask; our wild shout rips 

off this mask and shoots into the sky, where it swells, explodes, 

and falls back in silence and defeat. Either way, the Mexican 

shuts himself off from the world: from life and from death. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The Sons of La Malinche 

Our hermeticism is baffling or even offensive to strangers, and 

it has created the legend of the Mexican as an inscrutable being. 

Our suspicions keep us at a distance. Our courtesy may be 

attractive but our reserve is chilling, and the stranger is always 

disconcerted by the unforeseen violence that lacerates us, by 

the solemn or convulsive splendor of our fiestas, by our cult of 

death. The impression we create is much like that created by 

Orientals. They too — the Chinese, the Hindus, the Arabs — are 

hermetic and indecipherable. They too carry about with them, 

in rags, a still-living past. There is a Mexican mystery just as 

there is a yellow mystery or a black. The details of the image 

formed of us often vary with the spectator, but it is always an 

ambiguous if not contradictory image: we are insecure, and 

our responses, like our silences, are unexpected and unpredict¬ 

able. Treachery, loyalty, crime and love hide out in the depths 

of our glance. We attract and repel. 

It is not difficult to understand the origins of this attitude 

toward us. The European considers Mexico to be a country 

on the margin of universal history, and everything that is dis¬ 

tant from the center of his society strikes him as strange and 

impenetrable. The peasant — remote, conservative, somewhat 

archaic in his ways of dressing and speaking, fond of expressing 

himself in traditional modes and formulas — has always had a 

certain fascination for the urban man. In every country he 

represents the most ancient and secret element of society. For 

everyone but himself he embodies the occult, the hidden, that 

65 
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which surrenders itself only with great difficulty: a buried 

treasure, a seed that sprouts in the bowels of the earth, an 

ancient wisdom hiding among the folds of the land. 

Woman is another being who lives apart and is therefore an 

enigmatic figure. It would be better to say that she is the 

Enigma. She attracts and repels like men of an alien race or 

nationality. She is an image of both fecundity and death. In 

almost every culture the goddesses of creation are also goddesses 

of destruction. Woman is a living symbol of the strangeness of 

the universe and its radical heterogeneity. As such, does she 

hide life within herself, or death? What does she think? Or 

does she think? Does she truly have feelings? Is she the same 

as we are? Sadism begins as a revenge against feminine her- 

meticism or as a desperate attempt to obtain a response from a 

body we fear is insensible. As Luis Cernuda has said, “Desire is 

a question that has no answer.” Despite woman’s full, rounded 

nakedness, there is always something on guard in her: 

Eve and Aphrodite concentrate the mystery 

of the world’s heart. 

Ruben Dario, like all the other great poets, considered woman 

to be not only an instrument of knowledge but also knowledge 

itself. It is a knowledge we will never possess, the sum of our 

definitive ignorance: the supreme mystery. 

It is noteworthy that our images of the working class are not 

colored with similar feelings, even though the worker also lives 

apart from the center of society, physically as well as otherwise, 

in districts and special communities. When a contemporary 

novelist introduces a character who symbolizes health or de¬ 

struction, fertility or death, he rarely chooses a worker, despite 

the fact that the worker represents the death of an old society 

and the birth of a new. D. H. Lawrence, one of the profoundest 
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and most violent critics of the modern world, repeatedly de¬ 

scribes the virtues that would transform the fragmentary man 

of our time into a true man with a total vision of the world. In 

order to embody these virtues he creates characters who belong 

to ancient or non-European races, or he invents the figure of 

Mellors the gamekeeper, a son of the earth. It is possible that 

Lawrence’s childhood among the coal mines of England 

explains this deliberate omission: we know that he detested 

workers as much as he did the bourgeoisie. But how can we 

explain the fact that in the great revolutionary novels the pro¬ 

letariat again does not provide the heroes, merely the back¬ 

ground? In all of them the hero is an adventurer, an intellectual, 

or a professional revolutionary: an isolated individual who has 

renounced his class, his origins or his homeland. It is no doubt 

a legacy from Romanticism that makes the hero an antisocial 

being. Also, the worker is too recent, and he resembles his boss 

because they are both sons of the machine. 

The modern worker lacks individuality. The class is stronger 

than the individual and his personality dissolves in the generic. 

That is the first and gravest mutilation a man suffers when he 

transforms himself into an industrial wage earner. Capitalism 

deprives him of his human nature (this does not happen to the 

servant) by reducing him to an element in the work process, 

i.e., to an object. And like any object in the business world, he 

can be bought and sold. Because of his social condition he 

quickly loses any concrete and human relationship to the world. 

The machines he operates are not his and neither are the things 

he produces. Actually he is not a worker at all, because he does 

not create individual works or is so occupied with one aspect 

of production that he is not conscious of those he does create. 

He is a laborer, which is an abstract noun designating a mere 

function rather than a specific job. Therefore his efforts, unlike 



68 / The Labyrinth of Solitude 

those of a doctor, an engineer or a carpenter, cannot be dis¬ 

tinguished from those of other men. The abstraction that char¬ 

acterizes him — work measured by time — does not separate 

him from other abstractions. On the contrary, it binds him to 

them. This is the reason he is lacking in mystery, in strangeness. 

It is the cause of his transparency, which is no different from 

that of any other instrument. 

The complexity of contemporary society and the specializa¬ 

tion required by its work extend the abstract condition of the 

worker to other social groups. It is said that we live in a world 

of techniques. Despite the differences in salary and way of life, 

the situation of the technician is essentially like that of the 

worker: he too is salaried and lacks a true awareness of what 

he creates. A government of technicians — the ideal of contem¬ 

porary society — would thus be a government of instruments. 

Functions would be substituted for ends, and means for creators. 

Society would progress with great efficiency but without aim, 

and the repetition of the same gesture, a distinction of the 

machine, would bring about an unknown form of immobility, 

that of a mechanism advancing from nowhere toward nowhere. 

The totalitarian regimes have done nothing but extend this 

condition and make it general, by means of force or propaganda. 

Everyone under their rule suffers from it. In a certain sense it 

is a transposition of the capitalist system to the social and politi¬ 

cal sphere. Mass production is characterized by the fabricating 

of separate units which are then put together in special work¬ 

shops. Propaganda and totalitarian politics, such as terrorism 

and repression, employ the same system. Propaganda spreads 

incomplete truths, in series and as separate units. Later these 

fragments are organized and converted into political theories, 

which become absolute truths for the masses. Terrorism obeys 

the same rules. It begins with the persecution of isolated groups 
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— races, classes, dissenters, suspects — until gradually it touches 

everyone. At the outset, a part of society regards the extermina¬ 

tion of other groups with indifference, or even contributes to 

their persecution, because it is corrupted by internal hatreds. 

Everyone becomes an accomplice and the guilt feelings spread 

through the whole society. Terrorism becomes generalized, 

until there are no longer either persecutors or persecuted. The 

persecutor is soon transformed into the persecuted. One turn 

of the political mechanism is enough. And no one can escape 

from this fierce dialectic, not even the leaders themselves. 

The world of terrorism, like that of mass production, is a 

world of things, of utensils. (Hence the vanity of the dispute 

over the historical validity of modern terrorism.) Utensils are 

never mysterious or enigmatic, since mystery comes from the 

indetermination of the being or object that contains it. A mys¬ 

terious ring separates itself immediately from the generic ring; 

it acquires a life of its own and ceases to be an object. Surprise 

lurks in its form, hidden, ready to leap out. Mystery is an occult 

force or efficacy that does not obey us, and we never know how 

or when it will manifest itself. But utensils do not hide any¬ 

thing; they never question us and they never answer our ques¬ 

tions. They are unequivocal and transparent, mere prolonga¬ 

tions of our hands, with only as much life as our will lends them. 

When they are old and worn out, we throw them away without 

a thought, into the wastebasket, the automobile graveyard, the 

concentration camp. Or we exchange them with our allies or 

enemies for other objects. 

All our faculties, and all our defects as well, are opposed to 

this conception of work as an impersonal action repeated in 

equal and empty portions of time. The Mexican works slowly 

and carefully; he loves the completed work and each of the 

details that make it up; and his innate good taste is an ancient 
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heritage. If we do not mass produce products, we vie with one 

another in the difficult, exquisite and useless art of dressing 

fleas. This does not mean that the Mexican is incapable of being 

converted into what is called a “good worker.” It is only a ques¬ 

tion of time. Nothing except a historical change, daily more 

remote and unlikely, can prevent the Mexican — who is still a 

problem, an enigmatic figure — from becoming one more 

abstraction. 

When this moment arrives, it will resolve all our contradic¬ 

tions by annihilating them, but meanwhile I want to point out 

that the most extraordinary fact of our situation is that we are 

enigmatic not only to strangers but also to ourselves. The Mexi¬ 

can is always a problem, both for other Mexicans and for him¬ 

self. There is nothing simpler, therefore, than to reduce the 

whole complex group of attitudes that characterize us — espe¬ 

cially the problem that we constitute for our own selves — to 

what may be called the “servant mentality,” in opposition to 

the “psychology of the master” and also to that of modern man, 

whether proletarian or bourgeois. 

Suspicion, dissimulation, irony, the courtesy that shuts us 

away from the stranger, all of the psychic oscillations with 

which, in eluding a strange glance, we elude ourselves, are traits 

of a subjected people who tremble and disguise themselves in 

the presence of the master. It is revealing that our intimacy 

never flowers in a natural way, only when incited by fiestas, 

alcohol or death. Slaves, servants and submerged races always 

wear a mask, whether smiling or sullen. Only when they are 

alone, during the great moments of life, do they dare to show 

themselves as they really are. All their relationships are poisoned 

by fear and suspicion: fear of the master and suspicion of their 

equals. Each keeps watch over the other because every com¬ 

panion could also be a traitor. To escape from himself the ser- 
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vant must leap walls, get drunk, forget his condition. He must 

live alone, without witnesses. He dares to be himself only in 

solitude. 

The unquestionable analogy that can be observed between 

certain of our attitudes and those of groups subservient to the 

power of a lord, a caste or a foreign state could be resolved in 

this statement: the character of the Mexican is a product of the 

social circumstances that prevail in our country, and the history 

of Mexico, which is the history of these circumstances, contains 

the answer to every question. The situation that prevailed dur¬ 

ing the colonial period would thus be the source of our closed, 

unstable attitude. Our history as an independent nation would 

contribute to perpetuating and strengthening this servant psy¬ 

chology, for we have not succeeded in overcoming the misery 

of the common people and our exasperating social differences, 

despite a century and a half of struggle and constitutional expe¬ 

rience. The use of violence as a dialectical resource, the abuse 

of authority by the powerful (a vice that has not disappeared) 

and, finally, the scepticism and resignation of the people — all 

of these more visible today than ever before, due to our suc¬ 

cessive post-revolution disillusionments — would complete the 

historical explication. 

The fault of interpretations like the one I have just sketched 

out is their simplicity. Our attitude toward life is not condi¬ 

tioned by historical events, at least not in the rigorous manner 

in which the velocity or trajectory of a missile is determined by 

a set of known factors. Our living attitude — a factor we can 

never know completely, since change and indetermination are 

the only constants of our existence — is history also. This is to 

say that historical events are something more than events be¬ 

cause they are colored by humanity, which is always prob¬ 

lematical. And they are not merely the result of other events, 
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but rather of a single will that is capable, within certain limits, 

of ruling their outcome. History is not a mechanism, and the 

influences among diverse components of an historical event are 

reciprocal, as has been said so often. What distinguishes one 

historical event from another is its historical character: in itself 

and by itself it is an irreducible unity. Irreducible and insep¬ 

arable. A historical event is not the sum of its component factors 

but an indissoluble reality. Historical circumstances explain our 

character to the extent that our character explains those circum¬ 

stances. Both are the same. Thus any purely historical explana¬ 

tion is insufficient... which is not the same as saying it is false. 

One observation will be enough to reduce the analogy be¬ 

tween the psychology of the servant and our own to its true 

proportions: the habitual reactions of the Mexican are not lim¬ 

ited to a single class, race or isolated group in an inferior posi¬ 

tion. The wealthy classes also shut themselves away from the 

exterior world, and lacerate themselves whenever they open 

out. It is an attitude that goes beyond historical circumstances, 

although it makes use of them to manifest itself and is modified 

by contact with them. The Mexican, like all men, converts these 

circumstances into plastic material. As he molds them he also 

molds himself. 

If it is not possible to identify our character with that of sub¬ 

merged groups, it is also impossible to deny a close relationship. 

In both situations the individual and the group struggle simul¬ 

taneously and contradictorily to hide and to reveal themselves. 

But a difference separates us. Servants, slaves or races victim¬ 

ized by an outside power (the North American Negro, for 

example) struggle against a concrete reality. We, however, 

struggle with imaginary entities, with vestiges of the past or 

self-engendered phantasms. These vestiges and phantasms are 

real, at least to us. Their reality is of a subtle and cruel order, 
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because it is a phantasmagoric reality. They are impalpable 

and invincible because they are not outside us but within us. 

In the struggle which our will-to-be carries on against them, 

they are supported by a secret and powerful ally, our fear of 

being. Everything that makes up the present-day Mexican, as 

we have seen, can be reduced to this: the Mexican does not 

want or does not dare to be himself. 

In many instances these phantasms are vestiges of past real¬ 

ities. Their origins are in the Conquest, the Colonial period, the 

Independence period or the wars fought against the United 

States and France. Others reflect our current problems, but in 

an indirect manner, concealing or distorting their true nature. 

Is it not extraordinary that the effects persist after the causes 

have disappeared? And that the effects hide the causes? In this 

sphere it is impossible to distinguish between causes and effects. 

Actually there are no causes and effects, merely a complex of 

interpenetrating reactions and tendencies. The persistence of 

certain attitudes, and the freedom and independence they 

assume in relation to the causes that created them, induce us 

to study them in the living flesh of the present rather than in 

history books. 

History, then, can clarify the origins of many of our phan¬ 

tasms, but it cannot dissipate them. We must confront them 

ourselves. Or to put it another way: history helps us to under¬ 

stand certain traits of our character, provided we are capable 

of isolating and defining them beforehand. We are the only 

persons who can answer the questions asked us by reality and 

our own being. 

In our daily language there is a group of words that are pro¬ 

hibited, secret, without clear meanings. We confide the expres¬ 

sion of our most brutal or subtle emotions and reactions to their 
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magical ambiguities. They are evil words, and we utter them 

in a loud voice only when we are not in control of ourselves. In 

a confused way they reflect our intimacy: the explosions of our 

vitality light them up and the depressions of our spirit darken 

them. They constitute a sacred language like those of children, 

poetry and sects. Each letter and syllable has a double life, at 

once luminous and obscure, that reveals and hides us. They are 

words that say nothing and say everything. Adolescents, when 

they want to appear like men, speak them in a hoarse voice. 

Women also repeat them, sometimes to demonstrate their free¬ 

dom of spirit, sometimes to prove the truth of their feelings. 

But these words are definitive and categorical, despite their 

ambiguities and the ease with which their meanings change. 

They are the bad words, the only living language in a world 

of anemic vocables. They are poetry within the reach of 

everyone. 

Each country has its own. In ours, with their brief, aggres¬ 

sive, electric syllables, resembling the flash given off by a knife 

when it strikes a hard opaque body, we condense all our appe¬ 

tites, all our hatreds and enthusiasms, all the longings that rage 

unexpressed in the depths of our being. The word is our sign 

and seal. By means of it we recognize each other among 

strangers, and we use it every time the real conditions of our 

being rise to our lips. To know it, to use it, to throw it in the 

air like a toy or to make it quiver like a sharp weapon, is a way 

of affirming that we are Mexican. 

All of our anxious tensions express themselves in a phrase 

we use when anger, joy or enthusiasm cause us to exalt our 

condition as Mexicans: “/Viva Mexico, hijos de la chingada!” 

This phrase is a true battle cry, charged with a peculiar elec¬ 

tricity7; it is a challenge and an affirmation, a shot fired against 

an imaginary enemy, and an explosion in the air. Once again, 
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with a certain pathetic and plastic fatality, we are presented 

with the image of a skyrocket that climbs into the sky, bursts 

in a shower of sparks and then falls in darkness. Or with the 

image of that howl that ends all our songs and possesses the 

same ambiguous resonance: an angry joy, a destructive affirma¬ 

tion ripping open the breast and consuming itself. 

When we shout this cry on the fifteenth of September, the 

anniversary of our independence, we affirm ourselves in front 

of, against and in spite of the “others.” Who are the “others”? 

They are the hijos de la chingada: strangers, bad Mexicans, our 

enemies, our rivals. In any case, the “others,” that is, all those 

who are not as we are. And these “others” are not defined except 

as the sons of a mother as vague and indeterminate as them¬ 

selves. 

Who is the Chingada? Above all, she is the Mother. Not a 

Mother of flesh and blood but a mythical figure. The Chingada 

is one of the Mexican representations of Maternity, like La 

Llorona or the “long-suffering Mexican mother” we celebrate on 

the tenth of May.1 The Chingada is the mother who has suffered 

— metaphorically or actually — the corrosive and defaming ac¬ 

tion implicit in the verb that gives her her name. It would be 

worth while to examine that verb. 

Dario Rubio, in his Anarquia del lenguaje en la America 

Espahola, examines the origins of chingar and enumerates the 

meanings given it by almost all Spanish-American people. It 

probably comes from the Aztecs: chingaste (lees, residue, sedi¬ 

ment ) is xinachtli (garden seed) or xinaxtli (fermented maguey 

juice). The word and its derivatives are used in most of America 

1The “Weeping Woman,” who wanders through the streets late at night, 

weeping and crying out. This belief, still current in some parts of Mexico, 

derives from pre-Conquest times, when “La Llorona” was the earth- 

goddess Cihuacoatl. The 10th of May is Mother’s Day. — Tr. 
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and parts of Spain in association with drinks, alcoholic or other¬ 

wise. In Guatemala and El Salvador chingaste means the residue 

or dregs that remain in a glass. In Oaxaca coffee lees are called 

chingaditos. Throughout Mexico alcohol is called chtnguere — 

or, significantly, piquete.2 In Chile, Peru and Ecuador a chin- 

gana is a tavern. In Spain chingar means to drink a great deal, 

to get drunk. In Cuba a chinguirito is a shot of alcohol. 

Chingar also implies the idea of failure. In Chile and Argen¬ 

tina a petard se chinga when it fails to explode, and businesses 

that fail, fiestas that are rained out, actions that are not com¬ 

pleted, also se chingan. In Colombia chingarse means to be dis¬ 

appointed. In Argentina a torn dress is a vestido chingado. 

Almost everywhere chingarse means to be made a fool of, to 

be involved in a fiasco. In some parts of South America chingar 

means to molest, to censure, to ridicule. It is always an aggres¬ 

sive verb, as can be seen in these further meanings: to dock an 

animal, to incite or prod a fighting-cock, to make merry, to 

crack a whip, to endanger, to neglect, to frustrate. 

In Mexico the word has innumerable meanings. It is a magical 

word: a change of tone, a change of inflection, is enough to 

change its meaning. It has as many shadings as it has intona¬ 

tions, as many meanings as it has emotions. One may be a 

chingon, a gran chingon (in business, in politics, in crime or 

with women), or a chingaquedito (silent, deceptive, fashioning 

plots in the shadows, advancing cautiously and then striking 

with a club), or a chingoncito. But in this plurality of meanings 

the ultimate meaning always contains the idea of aggression, 

whether it is the simple act of molesting, pricking or censuring, 

or the violent act of wounding or killing. The verb denotes 

violence, an emergence from oneself to penetrate another by 

force. It also means to injure, to lacerate, to violate — bodies, 

“Literally, a bite, prick or sting; a picket or stake. — Tr. 
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souls, objects — and to destroy. When something breaks, we say: 

“Se chingo.” When someone behaves rashly, in defiance of the 

rules, we say: “Hizo una chingadera.” 

The idea of breaking, of ripping open, appears in a great 

many of these expressions. The word has sexual connotations 

but it is not a synonym for the sexual act: one may chingar a 

woman without actually possessing her. And when it does allude 

to the sexual act, violation or deception gives it a particular 

shading. The man who commits it never does so with the consent 

of the chingada. Chingar, then, is to do violence to another. 

The verb is masculine, active, cruel: it stings, wounds, gashes, 

stains. And it provokes a bitter, resentful satisfaction. 

The person who suffers this action is passive, inert and open, 

in contrast to the active, aggressive and closed person who 

inflicts it. The chingon is the macho, the male; he rips open the 

chingada, the female, who is pure passivity, defenseless against 

the exterior world. The relationship between them is violent, 

and it is determined by the cynical power of the first and the 

impotence of the second. The idea of violence rules darkly over 

all the meanings of the word, and the dialectic of the “closed” 

and the “open” thus fulfills itself with an almost ferocious 

precision. 

The magic power of the word is intensified by the fact that 

it is prohibited. No one uses it casually in public. Only an excess 

of anger or a delirious enthusiasm justifies its use. It is a word 

that can only be heard among men or during the big fiestas. 

When we shout it out, we break a veil of silence, modesty or 

hypocrisy. We reveal ourselves as we really are. The forbidden 

words boil up in us, just as our emotions boil up. When they 

finally burst out, they do so harshly, brutally, in the form of a 

shout, a challenge, an offense. They are projectiles or knives. 

They cause wounds. 
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The Spaniards also abuse their strongest expressions; indeed, 

the Mexican is singularly nice in comparison. But while the 

Spaniards enjoy using blasphemy and scatology, we specialize 

in cruelty and sadism. The Spaniard is simple: he insults God 

because he believes in Him. Blasphemy, as Machado wrote, is 

a prayer in reverse. The pleasure that many Spaniards, including 

some of their greatest poets, derive from allusions to body 

wastes, and from mixing excrement with sacred matters, is 

reminiscent of children playing with mud. In addition to resent¬ 

ment, there is that delight in contrasts which produced the 

Baroque style and the drama of great Spanish painting. Only 

a Spaniard can speak with authority about Onan and Don Juan. 

In Mexican expressions, on the contrary, we cannot find the 

Spanish duality that is symbolized by the opposition of the real 

and the ideal, the mystics and the picaresque heroes, the fune¬ 

real Quevedo and the scatalogical Quevedo. What we find is 

the dichotomy between the closed and the open. The verb 

chingar signifies the triumph of the closed, the male, the power¬ 

ful, over the open. 

If we take into account all of its various meanings, the word 

defines a great part of our life and qualifies our relationships 

with our friends and compatriots. To the Mexican there are 

only two possibilities in life: either he inflicts the actions implied 

by chingar on others, or else he suffers them himself at the 

hands of others. This conception of social life as combat fatally 

divides society into the strong and the weak. The strong — the 

hard, unscrupulous chingones—surround themselves with eager 

followers. This servility toward the strong, especially among 

the politicos (that is, the professionals of public business), is 

one of the more deplorable consequences of the situation. 

Another, no less degrading, is the devotion to personalities 

rather than to principles. Our politicians frequently mix public 
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business with private. It does not matter. Their wealth or their 

influence in government allows them to maintain a flock of sup¬ 

porters whom the people call, most appositely, lambiscones 

(from the word lamer: “to lick”). 

The verb chingar — malign and agile and playful, like a caged 

animal — creates many expressions that turn our world into a 

jungle: there are tigers in business, eagles in the schools and 

the army, lions among our friends. A bribe is called a “bite.” 

The bureaucrats gnaw their “bones” (public employment). And 

in a world of chingones, of difficult relationships, ruled by vio¬ 

lence and suspicion — a world in which no one opens out or 

surrenders himself — ideas and accomplishments count for little. 

The only thing of value is manliness, personal strength, a capac¬ 

ity for imposing oneself on others. 

The word also has another, more restricted meaning. When 

we say, “Vete a la chingada,”3 we send a person to a distant 

place. Distant, vague and indeterminate. To the country of 

broken and worn-out things. A gray country, immense and 

empty, that is not located anywhere. It is not only because of 

simple phonetic association that we compare it with China, 

for China is also immense and remote. The chingada, because 

of constant usage, contradictory meanings and the friction of 

angry or enthusiastic lips, wastes away, loses its contents and 

disappears. It is a hollow word. It says nothing. It is Nothingness 

itself. 

After this digression, it is possible to answer the question, 

“What is the Chingada?” The Chingada is the Mother forcibly 

opened, violated or deceived. The hijo de la Chingada is the 

offspring of violation, abduction or deceit. If we compare this 

expression with the Spanish hijo de puta (son of a whore), the 

Somewhat stronger than “Go to Hell.” — Tr. 
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difference is immediately obvious. To the Spaniard, dishonor 

consists in being the son of a woman who voluntarily surrenders 

herself: a prostitute. To the Mexican it consists in being the 

fruit of a violation. 

Manuel Cabrera points out that the Spanish attitude reflects 

a moral and historical conception of original sin, while that of 

the Mexican, deeper and more genuine, transcends both ethics 

and anecdotes. In effect, every woman — even when she gives 

herself willingly — is torn open by the man, is the Chingada. 

In a certain sense all of us, by the simple fact of being born of 

woman, are hijos de la Chingada, sons of Eve. But the singu¬ 

larity of the Mexican resides, I believe, in his violent, sarcastic 

humiliation of the Mother and his no less violent affirmation 

of the Father. A woman friend of mine (women are more aware 

of the strangeness of this situation) has made me see that this 

admiration for the Father — who is a symbol of the closed, the 

aggressive — expresses itself very clearly in a saying we use 

when we want to demonstrate our superiority: “I am your 

father.” The question of origins, then, is the central secret of 

our anxiety and anguish. It is worth studying the significance 

of this fact. 

We are alone. Solitude, the source of anxiety, begins on the 

day we are deprived of maternal protection and fall into a 

strange and hostile world. We have fallen, and this fall — this 

knowledge that we have fallen — makes us guilty. Of what? 

Of a nameless wrong: that of having been born. These feelings 

are common to all men and there is nothing specifically Mexican 

in them. Therefore it is not necessary to repeat a description 

that has been given many times before. What is necessary is to 

isolate certain traits and emotions that cast a particular light 

on the universal condition of man. 

In all civilizations, God the Father becomes an ambivalent 
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figure once he has dethroned the feminine deities. On the one 

hand, the Father embodies the generative power, the origin of 

life, whether he be Jehovah, God the Creator, or Zeus, king of 

creation, ruler of the cosmos. On the other hand, he is the first 

principle, the One, from whom all is born and to whom all must 

return. But he is also the lord of the lightning bolt and the whip; 

he is the tyrant, the ogre who devours life. This aspect — angry 

Jehovah, God of wrath, or Saturn, or Zeus the violator of women 

— is the one that appears almost exclusively in Mexican repre¬ 

sensations of manly power. The macho represents the masculine 

pole of life. The phrase “I am your father” has no paternal 

flavor and is not said in order to protect or to guide another, but 

rather to impose one’s superiority, that is, to humiliate. Its real 

meaning is no different from that of the verb chingar and its 

derivatives. The macho is the gran chingon. One word sums up 

the aggressiveness, insensitivity, invulnerability and other attri¬ 

butes of the macho: power. It is force without the discipline of 

any notion of order: arbitrary power, the will without reins and 

without a set course. 

Unpredictability adds another element to the character of 

the macho. He is a humorist. His jokes are huge and individual, 

and they always end in absurdity. The anecdote about the man 

who “cured” the headache of a drinking companion by empty¬ 

ing his pistol into his head is well known. True or not, the 

incident reveals the inexorable rigor with which the logic of 

the absurd is introduced into life. The macho commits chinga- 

deras, that is, unforseen acts that produce confusion, horror and 

destruction. He opens the world; in doing so, he rips and tears 

it, and this violence provokes a great, sinister laugh. And in 

its own way, it is just: it re-establishes the equilibrium and puts 

things in their places, by reducing them to dust, to misery, to 

nothingness. The humor of the macho is an act of revenge. 
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A psychologist would say that resentment is the basis of his 

character. It would not be difficult to perceive certain homo¬ 

sexual inclinations also, such as the use and abuse of the pistol, 

a phallic symbol which discharges death rather than life, and 

the fondness for exclusively masculine guilds. But whatever 

may be the origin of these attitudes, the fact is that the essential 

attribute of the macho — power — almost always reveals itself 

as a capacity for wounding, humiliating, annihilating. Nothing 

is more natural, therefore, than his indifference toward the off¬ 

spring he engenders. He is not the founder of a people; he is not 

a patriarch who exercises patria potestas; he is not a king or a 

judge or the chieftain of a clan. He is power isolated in its own 

potency, without relationship or compromise with the outside 

world. He is pure incommunication, a solitude that devours 

itself and everything it touches. He does not pertain to our 

world; he is not from our city; he does not five in our neighbor¬ 

hood. He comes from far away: he is always far away. He is the 

Stranger. It is impossible not to notice the resemblance between 

the figure of the macho and that of the Spanish conquistador. 

This is the model — more mythical than real — that determines 

the images the Mexican people form of men in power: caciques, 

feudal lords, hacienda owners, politicians, generals, captains 

of industry. They are all machos, chingones. 

The macho has no heroic or divine counterpart. Hidalgo, the 

“father of the fatherland” as it is customary to call him in the 

ritual gibberish of the Republic, is a defenseless old man, more 

an incarnation of the people’s helplessness against force than 

an image of the wrath and power of an awe-inspiring father. 

Among the numerous patron saints of the Mexicans there is 

none who resembles the great masculine divinities. Finally, 

there is no especial veneration for God the Father in the Trinity. 

He is a dim figure at best. On the other hand, there is profound 
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devotion to Christ as the Son of God, as the youthful God, above 

all as the victimized Redeemer. The village churches have a 

great many images of Jesus — on the cross, or covered with 

thorns and wounds — in which the insolent realism of the 

Spaniards is mingled with the tragic symbolism of the Indians. 

On the one hand, the wounds are flowers, pledges of resurrec¬ 

tion; on the other, they are a reiteration that life is the sorrowful 

mask of death. 

The fervor of the cult of God the Son would seem to be ex¬ 

plained, at first glance, as an inheritance from the pre-Hispanic 

religions. When the Spaniards arrived, almost all of the great 

masculine divinities — with the exception of the rain-god Tlaloc, 

a child and an old man at the same time, and a deity of greater 

antiquity — were sons of gods, like Xipe, god of the young corn, 

and Huitzilopochtli, the “Warrior of the South.” Perhaps it is 

not idle to recall that the birth of Huitzilopochtli offers more 

than one analogy with that of Christ: he too was conceived 

without carnal contact; the divine messenger was likewise a bird 

(that dropped a feather into the lap of the earth-goddess Coat- 

licue); and finally, the infant Huitzilopochtli also had to escape 

the persecution of a mythical Herod. Nevertheless, it would be 

a mistake to use these analogies to explain that devotion to 

Christ, just as it would be to attribute that devotion to a mere 

survival of the cult of the sons of gods.The Mexican venerates 

a bleeding and humiliated Christ, a Christ who has been beaten 

by the soldiers and condemned by the judges, because he sees 

in him a transfigured image of his own identity. And this brings 

to mind Cuauhtemoc, the young Aztec emperor who was de¬ 

throned, tortured and murdered by Cortes. 

Cuauhtemoc means “Falling Eagle.” The Mexican chieftain 

rose to power at the beginning of the siege of Mexico-Tenoch- 

titlan, when the Aztecs had been abandoned by their gods, their 
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vassals and their allies. Even his relationship with a woman fits 

the archetype of the young hero, at one and the same time the 

lover and the son of the goddess. Thus Lopez Velarde wrote 

that Cuauhtemoc went out to meet Cortes — that is, to the final 

sacrifice — “separated from the curved breast of the Empress.” 

He is a warrior but he is also a child. The exception is that the 

heroic cycle does not end with his death: the fallen hero awaits 

resurrection. It is not surprising that for the majority of Mexi¬ 

cans Cuauhtemoc should be the “young grandfather,” the origin 

of Mexico: the hero’s tomb is the cradle of the people. This is 

the dialectic of myth, and Cuauhtemoc is more a myth than a 

historical figure. Another element enters here, an analogy that 

makes this history a true poem in search of fulfillment: the loca¬ 

tion of Cuauhtemoc’s tomb is not known. The mystery of his 

burial place is one of our obsessions. To discover it would mean 

nothing less than to return to our origins, to reunite ourselves 

with our ancestry, to break out of our solitude. It would be a 

resurrection. 

If we ask about the third figure of the triad, the Mother, we 

hear a double answer. It is no secret to anyone that Mexican 

Catholicism is centered about the cult of the Virgin of Guada¬ 

lupe. In the first place, she is an Indian Virgin; in the second 

place, the scene of her appearance to the Indian Juan Diego 

was a hill that formerly contained a sanctuary dedicated to 

Tonantzin, “Our Mother,” the Aztec goddess of fertility. We 

know that the Conquest coincided with the apogee of the cult 

of two masculine divinities: Quetzalcoatl, the self-sacrificing 

god, and Huitzilopochtli, the young warrior-god. The defeat of 

these gods — which is what the Conquest meant to the Indian 

world, because it was the end of a cosmic cycle and the in¬ 

auguration of a new divine kingdom — caused the faithful to 

return to the ancient feminine deities. This phenomenon of a 
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return to the maternal womb, so well known to the psychologist, 

is without doubt one of the determining causes of the swift 

popularity of the cult of the Virgin. The Indian goddesses were 

goddesses of fecundity, linked to the cosmic rhythms, the vege¬ 

tative processes and agrarian rites. The Catholic Virgin is also 

the Mother (some Indian pilgrims still call her Guadalupe- 

Tonantzin), but her principal attribute is not to watch over the 

fertility of the earth but to provide refuge for the unfortunate. 

The situation has changed: the worshipers do not try to make 

sure of their harvests but to find a mother’s lap. The Virgin is 

the consolation of the poor, the shield of the weak, the help of 

the oppressed. In sum, she is the Mother of orphans. All men 

are born disinherited and their true condition is orphanhood, 

but this is particularly true among the Indians and the poor in 

Mexico. The cult of the Virgin reflects not only the general 

condition of man but also a concrete historical situation, in 

both the spiritual and material realms. In addition, the Virgin 

— the universal Mother — is also the intermediary, the mes¬ 

senger, between disinherited man and the unknown, inscrutable 

power: the Strange. 

In contrast to Guadalupe, who is the Virgin Mother, the Chin- 

gada is the violated Mother. Neither in her nor in the Virgin do 

we find traces of the darker attributes of the great goddesses: 

the lasciviousness of Amaterasu and Aphrodite, the cruelty of 

Artemis and Astarte, the sinister magic of Circe or the blood- 

lust of Kali. Both of them are passive figures. Guadalupe is pure 

receptivity, and the benefits she bestows are of the same order: 

she consoles, quiets, dries tears, calms passions. The Chingada 

is even more passive. Her passivity is abject: she does not resist 

violence, but is an inert heap of bones, blood and dust. Her 

taint is constitutional and resides, as we said earlier, in her sex. 

This passivity, open to the outside world, causes her to lose her 
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identity: she is the Chingada. She loses her name; she is no 

one; she disappears into nothingness; she is Nothingness. And 

yet she is the cruel incarnation of the feminine condition. 

If the Chingada is a representation of the violated Mother, 

it is appropriate to associate her with the Conquest, which was 

also a violation, not only in the historical sense but also in the 

very flesh of Indian women. The symbol of this violation is dona 

Malinche, the mistress of Cortes. It is true that she gave herself 

voluntarily to the conquistador, but he forgot her as soon as her 

usefulness was over. Dona Marina4 becomes a figure represent¬ 

ing the Indian women who were fascinated, violated or seduced 

by the Spaniards. And as a small boy will not forgive his mother 

if she abandons him to search for his father, the Mexican people 

have not forgiven La Malinche for her betrayal. She embodies 

the open, the chingado, to our closed, stoic, impassive Indians. 

Cuauhtemoc and Dona Marina are thus two antagonistic and 

complementary figures. There is nothing surprising about our 

cult of the young emperor — “the only hero at the summit of 

art,” an image of the sacrificed son — and there is also nothing 

surprising about the curse that weighs against La Malinche. 

This explains the success of the contemptuous adjective malin- 

cliista recently put into circulation by the newspapers to de¬ 

nounce all those who have been corrupted by foreign influences. 

The malinchistas are those who want Mexico to open itself to 

the outside world: the true sons of La Malinche, who is the 

Chingada in person. Once again we see the opposition of the 

closed and the open. 

When we shout “/Viva Mexico, hijos de la chingada!” we ex¬ 

press our desire to live closed off from the outside world and, 

above all, from the past. In this shout we condemn our origins 

‘The name given to La Malinche by the Spaniards. — Tr. 
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and deny our hybridism. The strange permanence of Cortes 

and La Malinche in the Mexican’s imagination and sensibilities 

reveals that they are something more than historical figures: 

they are symbols of a secret conflict that we have still not 

resolved. When he repudiates La Malinche — the Mexican Eve, 

as she was represented by Jose Clemente Orozco in his mural 

in the National Preparatory School — the Mexican breaks his 

ties with the past, renounces his origins, and lives in isolation 

and solitude. 

The Mexican condemns all his traditions at once, the whole 

set of gestures, attitudes and tendencies in which it is now diffi¬ 

cult to distinguish the Spanish from the Indian. For that reason 

the Hispanic thesis, which would have us descend from Cortes 

to the exclusion of La Malinche, is the patrimony of a few 

extremists who are not even pure whites. The same can be said 

of indigenist propaganda, which is also supported by fanatical 

criollos and mestizos, while the Indians have never paid it the 

slightest attention. The Mexican does not want to be either an 

Indian or a Spaniard. Nor does he want to be descended from 

them. He denies them. And he does not affirm himself as a mix¬ 

ture, but rather as an abstraction: he is a man. He becomes the 

son of Nothingness. His beginnings are in his own self. 

This attitude is revealed not only in our daily life but also 

in the course of our history, which at certain moments has been 

the embodiment of a will to eradicate all that has gone before. 

It is astonishing that a country with such a vivid past — a coun¬ 

try so profoundly traditional, so close to its roots, so rich in 

ancient legends even if poor in modern history — should con¬ 

ceive of itself only as a negation of its origins. 

Our shout strips us naked and discloses the wound that we 

alternately flaunt and conceal, but it does not show us the 

causes of this separation from, and negation of, the Mother, not 
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even when we recognize that such a rupture has occurred. In 

lieu of a closer examination of the problem, we will suggest 

that the liberal Reform movement of the middle of the last 

century seems to be the moment when the Mexican decided to 

break with his traditions, which is a form of breaking with 

oneself. If our Independence movement cut the ties that bound 

us to Spain, the Reform movement denied that the Mexican 

nation as a historical project should perpetuate the colonial 

tradition. Juarez and his generation founded a state whose 

ideals are distinct from those that animated New Spain or the 

pre-Cortesian cultures. The Mexican state proclaimed an 

abstract and universal conception of man: the Republic is not 

composed of criollos, Indians and mestizos (as the Laws of the 

Indies, with a great love for distinctions and a great respect for 

the heterogeneous nature of the colonial world, had specified) 

but simply of men alone. All alone. 

The Reform movement is the great rupture with the Mother. 

This separation was a necessary and inevitable act, because 

every life that is truly autonomous begins as a break with its 

family and its past. But the separation still hurts. We still suffer 

from that wound. That is why the feeling of orphanhood is the 

constant background of our political endeavors and our per¬ 

sonal conflicts. Mexico is all alone, like each one of her sons. 

The Mexican and his Mexicanism must be defined as separa¬ 

tion and negation. And, at the same time, as a search, a desire 

to transcend this state of exile. In sum, as a vivid awareness of 

solitude, both historical and personal. History, which could 

not tell us anything about the nature of our feelings and con¬ 

flicts, can now show us how that break came about and how we 

have attempted to transcend our solitude. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

The Conquest and Colonialism 

Any contact with the Mexican people, however brief, reveals 

that the ancient beliefs and customs are still in existence beneath 

Western forms. These still-living remains testify to the vitality 

of the pre-Cortesian cultures. And after the discoveries of 

archaeologists and historians it is no longer possible to refer to 

those societies as savage or primitive tribes. Over and above the 

fascination or horror they inspire in us, we must admit that 

when the Spaniards arrived in Mexico they found complete 

and refined civilizations. 

Mesoamerica — that is, the nucleus of what was later to be 

New Spain — was a territory that included the central and 

southern parts of present-day Mexico and a portion of Central 

America. To the north, the Chichimecas wandered among the 

deserts and uncultivated plains. (Chichimeca is a generic term, 

without national distinctions, that was applied to the barbarians 

by the inhabitants of the Central Plateau.) The frontiers be¬ 

tween were unstable, like those of ancient Rome, and the last 

centuries of Mesoamerican history can be summed up as the 

history of repeated encounters between waves of northern 

hunters — almost all of them belonging to the Nahuatl family — 

and the settled populations. The Aztecs were the last to enter 

the Valley of Mexico. The previous work of erosion by their 

predecessors, and the wasting away of the intimate springs of 

the ancient local cultures, made it possible for them to accom¬ 

plish the extraordinary task of founding what Arnold Toynbee 

calls a Universal Empire, based on the remains of older societies. 

89 
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According to Toynbee, the Spaniards did nothing except act as 

substitutes, resolving through political synthesis the tendency 

toward dispersal that threatened the Mesoamerican world. 

When we consider what Mexico was like at the arrival of 

Cortes, we are surprised at the large number of cities and cul¬ 

tures, in contrast to the relative homogeneity of their most char¬ 

acteristic traits. The diversity of the indigenous nuclei and the 

rivalries that lacerated them indicate that Mesoamerica was 

made up of a complex of autonomous peoples, nations and cul¬ 

tures, each with its own traditions, exactly as in the Mediterra¬ 

nean and other cultural areas. Mesoamerica was a historical 

world in itself. 

In addition, the cultural homogeneity of these centers shows 

that the primitive individuality of each culture had been re¬ 

placed, perhaps within a fairly recent period, by uniform reli¬ 

gious and political structures. The mother cultures in the central 

and southern areas had in fact been extinguished several cen¬ 

turies before. Their successors had combined and re-created all 

that variety of local expression, and the work of synthesis had 

culminated in the erection of a model which, with slight differ¬ 

ences, was the same for all. 

Although historical analogies deserved the discredit they have 

suffered, it is almost impossible not to compare the Mesoameri¬ 

can world at the beginning of the sixteenth century with the 

Hellenic world at the moment when Rome began its career of 

universal domination. The existence of several great states, and 

the survival of a great number of independent cities, especially 

in continental Greece and the islands, underscores rather than 

negates the prevailing cultural uniformity. The Seleucids, the 

Ptolemies, the Macedonians and many small and ephemeral 

states were not distinctive because of the diversity and origi¬ 

nality of their respective societies, but rather because of the 
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quarrels that fatally divided them. The same can be said of 

the Mesoamerican societies. In both worlds, differing traditions 

and cultural heritages mixed together and at last became one. 

This cultural heterogeneity contrasts strongly with the perpetual 

quarrels that divided them. 

In the Hellenic world this uniformity was achieved by the 

predominance of Greek culture, which absorbed the Oriental 

cultures. It is difficult to determine the element that unified our 

indigenous societies. One hypothesis, valuable mainly as a theme 

for reflection, suggests that the role played by Greek culture 

in the ancient world was fulfilled in Mesoamerica by the great 

culture that flourished in Tula and Teotihuacan and that has 

inaccurately been called “Toltec.” The influence of the cultures 

of the Central Plateau on those of the south, especially in the 

area occupied by the so-called Second Mayan Empire, justifies 

this idea. It is noteworthy that no Mayan influence has been 

found in the remains of Teotihuacan, whereas Chichen-Itza was 

a “Toltec” city. Everything seems to indicate that at a certain 

time the cultural forms of central Mexico spread out and became 

predominant. 

Mesoamerica has been described very generally as a uniform 

historical area characterized by the constant presence of certain 

elements common to all its cultures: an agriculture based on 

maize, a ritual calendar, a ritual ball-game, human sacrifices, 

solar and vegetation myths, etc. It is said that all of these ele¬ 

ments originated in the south and were assimilated at various 

times by the immigrants from the north. If this were true, Meso¬ 

american culture would be the result of various southern crea¬ 

tions that were adopted, developed and systematized by no¬ 

madic groups. But this scheme neglects the originality of each 

local culture. The resemblances among the religious, political 

and mythical conceptions of the Indo-European peoples, for 
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instance, do not deny the originality of each one of them. But, 

apart from the particular originality of each culture, it is evident 

that all of them, because of decadence or debilitation, were on 

the point of being absorbed into the Aztec Empire, which was 

heir to the civilizations of the Central Plateau. 

Those societies were impregnated with religion. The Aztec 

state was both military and theocratic. Therefore, political uni¬ 

fication was preceded or completed by religious unification, or 

corresponded to it in one way or another. Each pre-Cortesian 

city worshiped gods who steadily became more alike: their 

names were different but the ceremonies honoring them were 

similar. The agrarian deities — the gods of the earth, of vegeta¬ 

tion and fertility, like Tlaloc — and the Nordic gods — celestial 

warriors like Tezcatlipoca, Huitzilopochtli and Mixcoatl — be¬ 

longed to a single cult. The most outstanding characteristic of 

Aztec religion at the time of the Conquest was the incessant 

theological speculation that reformed, systematized and unified 

diverse beliefs, both its own and others. This synthesis was not 

the result of a popular religious movement like the proletarian 

religions that existed in the ancient world at the beginning of 

Christianity. It was the work of a caste located at the apex of 

the social pyramid. The systematizations, adaptations and re¬ 

forms undertaken by the priestly caste show that the process 

was one of superimposition, which was also characteristic of 

religious architecture. Just as an Aztec pyramid often covers an 

older structure, so this theological unification affected only the 

surface of the Aztec consciousness, leaving the primitive beliefs 

intact. The situation prefigured the introduction of Catholicism, 

which is also a religion superimposed upon an original and still¬ 

living religious base. Everything was prepared for Spanish domi¬ 

nation. 

The conquest of Mexico would be inexplicable without these 
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antecedents. The arrival of the Spaniards seemed a liberation 

to the people under Aztec rule. The various city-states allied 

themselves with the conquistadors or watched with indifference 

— if not with pleasure — the fall of each of their rivals, especially 

that of the most powerful, Tenochtitlan. But the political genius 

of Cortes, the superior techniques of the Spaniards (lacking in 

such decisive actions as the battle of Otumba), and the defection 

of vassals and allies, could not have brought about the ruin of 

the Aztec Empire if it had not suddenly felt a sense of weakness, 

an intimate doubt that caused it to vacillate and surrender. 

When Moctezuma opened the gates of Tenochtitlan to the 

Spaniards and welcomed Cortes with gifts, the Aztecs lost the 

encounter. Their final struggle was a form of suicide, as we can 

gather from all the existing accounts of that grandiose and as¬ 

tounding event. 

Why did Moctezuma give up? Why was he so fascinated by 

the Spaniards that he experienced a vertigo which it is no exag¬ 

geration to call sacred — the lucid vertigo of the suicide on the 

brink of the abyss? The gods had abandoned him. The great 

betrayal with which the history of Mexico begins was not com¬ 

mitted by the Tlaxcaltecas or by Moctezuma and his group: it 

was committed by the gods. No other people have ever felt so 

completely helpless as the Aztec nation felt at the appearance 

of the omens, prophecies and warnings that announced its fall. 

We are unlikely to understand the meaning of these signs and 

predictions for the Indians if we forget their cyclical conception 

of time. As with many other peoples and civilizations, time was 

not an empty, abstract measurement to the Aztecs, but rather 

something concrete, a force or substance or fluid perpetually 

being used up. Hence the necessity of rites and sacrifices to 

reinvigorate the year or the century. But time — or, more pre¬ 

cisely, each period of time — was not only something living that 
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was born, grew up, decayed and was reborn. It was also a suc¬ 

cession that returned: one period of time ended and another 

came back. The arrival of the Spaniards was interpreted by 

Moctezuma, at least at the beginning, not so much as a threat 

from outside than as the internal conclusion of one cosmic period 

and the commencement of another. The gods departed because 

their period of time was at an end, but another period returned 

and with it, other gods and another era. 

This divine desertion becomes even more pathetic when we 

consider the youth and vigor of the nascent Aztec state. All of 

the ancient empires, such as Rome and Byzantium, felt the 

seduction of death at the close of their long histories. The people 

merely shrugged their shoulders when the final blow was struck. 

There is such a thing as imperial fatigue, and servitude seems 

a light burden after the exhausting weight of power. But the 

Aztecs experienced the chill of death in their youth, while they 

were still approaching maturity. The Conquest of Mexico is a 

historical event made up of many very different circumstances, 

but what seems to me the most significant — the suicide of the 

Aztec people — is often forgotten. We should remember that 

fascination with death is not so much a trait of maturity or old 

age as it is of youth. Noon and midnight are the hours of ritual 

suicide. At noonday everything stops for a moment, vacillating; 

life, like the sun, asks itself whether it is worth the effort to go 

on. At this moment of immobility, which is also the moment of 

vertigo, the Aztec people raise their eyes toward the heavens: 

the celestial omens are adverse, and the people feel the attrac¬ 

tion of death. 

Je pense, sur le bord dore de Vunivers 

A ce gout de perir qui prend la Pythanise 

En qui mugit Yespoir que le monde finisse. 
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One part of the Aztec people lost heart and sought out the in¬ 

vader. The other, betrayed on all sides and without hope of 

salvation, chose death. The mere presence of the Spaniards 

caused a split in Aztec society, a split corresponding to the 

dualism of their gods, their religious system and their higher 

castes. 

Aztec religion, like that of all conquering people, was a solar 

religion. The Aztecs concentrated all their aspirations and war¬ 

like aims in the sun, the god who is the source of life, the bird- 

god who breaks through the mists and establishes himself in the 

center of the sky like a conquering army in the center of a battle¬ 

field. But the gods were not mere representations of nature. 

They also embodied the will and desire of society, which made 

itself divine in them. Jacques Soustelle has written that Huitzil- 

opochtli, the warrior of the south, “is the tribal god of war and 

sacrifice ... and his career begins with a massacre. Quetzalcoatl- 

Nanauatzin is the sun-god of the priests, who consider voluntary 

self-sacrifice the highest expression of their doctrine of life and 

the world: Quetzalcoatl is a priest-king who respects ritual and 

the decrees of destiny, refusing to fight and dying in order to be 

reborn. Huitzilopochtli, on the contrary, is the sun-hero of the 

warriors, defending himself and triumphing in battle: he is the 

invictus sol who destroys his enemies with the flames of his 

xiucoatl.1 Each of these divine personalities corresponds to the 

ideal of some important segment of the ruling class.”2 

The duality of Aztec religion, reflected in its theocratic-mili¬ 

tary division and its social system, corresponds to the contradic- 

1The war-god and sun-god Huitzilopochtli was also a fire-god; in this 

latter role he wore the mask of the ancient fire-god Xiuhtecuhtli. The 

mask was called “xiucoatl” or “xiuhcoatl” (“fire-serpent”). — Tr. 

2Tacques Soustelle: La pensee cosmolopique des anciens mexicains 

(Paris: 1940). 
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tory impulses that motivate all human beings and groups. The 

death-wish and the will-to-live conflict in each one of us. These 

profound tendencies impregnate the activities of all classes, 

castes and individuals, and in critical moments they reveal 

themselves in complete nakedness. The victory of the death- 

wish shows that the Aztecs suddenly lost sight of their destiny. 

Cuauhtemoc fought in the knowledge that he would be de¬ 

feated. The tragic nature of his struggle lies in this bold and 

intimate acceptance of defeat. The drama of a consciousness 

that sees everything around it destroyed — even the gods — 

appears to preside over our whole history. Cuauhtemoc and his 

people died alone, abandoned by their friends, their allies, their 

vassals and their gods. They died as orphans. 

The fall of Aztec society precipitated that of the rest of the 

Indian world. All the nations that composed it were over¬ 

whelmed by the same horror, which almost always expressed 

itself as a fascinated acceptance of death. Few documents are 

as impressive as the remaining handful that describe this catas¬ 

trophe. Here is an expression of the suffering of the Mayas, as 

recorded in the Chilarn Balam de Chumayel: “II Ahan Katun: 

the blond-bearded strangers arrived, the sons of the sun, the 

pale-colored men. Ah, how sad we were when they arrived! . . . 

The white man’s stick will fall, will descend from on high, 

will strike everywhere. . . . The words of Hunab-Ku, our one 

god, will be words of sorrow when the words of the God of 

Heaven spread out over the earth....” And later: “The hangings 

will begin, and lightning will flash from the white man’s hands. 

. . . The hardships of battle will fall upon the Brothers, and 

tribute will be demanded after the grand entrance of Christian¬ 

ity, and the Seven Sacraments will be established, and travail 

and misery will rule this land.” 
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The character of the Conquest is equally complex from the 

point of view expressed in the various accounts by the Spaniards. 

Everything is contradictory. Like the reconquest of Spain, it 

was both a private undertaking and a national accomplishment. 

Cortes and the Cid fought on their own responsibility and 

against the will of their superiors, but in the name of — and on 

behalf of — the king. They were vassals, rebels and crusaders. 

Opposing concepts fought within their own minds and those 

of their soldiers: the interests of the Monarchy and of indi¬ 

viduals, the interests of the Faith and of personal greed for 

gold. Each conquistador and missionary and bureaucrat was 

a field of battle. Considered separately, each one represented 

the great powers that struggled for the control of society — 

feudalism, the Church and absolute Monarchy — but other 

tendencies struggled within them. These were the same ten¬ 

dencies that distinguished Spain from the rest of Europe and 

made her, in the literal sense of the word, an eccentric nation. 

Spain was the defender of the Faith and her soldiers were 

soldiers of Christ. This circumstance did not prevent the 

Emperor and his successors from carrying on such heated dis¬ 

putes with the Papacy that the Council of Trent could not com¬ 

pletely settle them. Spain was still a medieval nation, and many 

of the institutions she brought to the New World, like many 

of the men who established them, were also medieval. At the 

same time, the discovery and conquest of America was a 

Renaissance undertaking. Therefore Spain also participated in 

the Renaissance, although it is sometimes thought that her 

overseas conquests — the result of Renaissance science and 

technology, even Renaissance dreams and utopias — did not 

form a part of that historical movement. 

On the other hand, the conquistadors were not merely repe¬ 

titions of the medieval warriors who fought the Moors and 
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infidels. They were adventurers, that is, men who opened up 

new lands and risked the unknown. This was another Renais¬ 

sance characteristic. The medieval knight, on the contrary, lived 

in a closed world. His great undertaking was the Crusades, a 

historical episode very different from the conquest of America. 

The former was a winning back; the latter, a discovery and a 

founding. Also, many of the conquistadors — Cortes, for ex¬ 

ample, or Jimenez de Quesada — are unimaginable in the 

Middle Ages. Their literary tastes as well as their political 

realism, their awareness of the work they were doing as well 

as what Ortega y Gasset would call their “style of life,” have 

small resemblance to the medieval sensibility. 

If Spain renounced the future and closed herself off from the 

West at the moment of the Counter Reformation, she did not 

do so without first adopting almost all the artistic forms of the 

Renaissance: poetry, the novel, painting and architecture. These 

forms, along with certain philosophical and political ideas, all 

permeated with Spanish traditions of a medieval nature, were 

transplanted to our continent. It is significant that the most vital 

part of the Spanish heritage in America is made up of those 

universal elements that Spain assimilated during a period when 

her history was likewise universal. The absence of castes, tra¬ 

ditionalism and Hispanism (in the medieval sense that has 

been given to the word: crust and husk of the Castilian caste3) 

is a permanent trait of Spanish-American culture, which is 

always open to the outside world and has a longing for univer¬ 

sality. Juan Ruiz de Alarcon, Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, Dario 

and Bello were none of them traditional, pure-bred spirits. The 

Spanish tradition that we Spanish-Americans inherited is one 

that in Spain itself has been looked on with suspicion or con- 

3“Costra y cascara de la casta Castilla.” 
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tempt: that of heterodoxy, open to French or Italian influences. 

Our culture, like a certain portion of Spanish culture, is a free 

election by a few free spirits. Therefore, as Jorge Cuesta 

pointed out, it is a form of liberty contrasting with the passive 

traditionalism of our people. It is sometimes superimposed on 

or indifferent to the reality that sustains it. Its greatness results 

from this characteristic, but so does its occasional vacuity or 

impotence. The flowering of our lyricism — which is by nature 

a dialogue between the poet and the world — and the relative 

poverty of our epic and dramatic forms, reside perhaps in this 

alien, unreal aspect of our tradition. 

The disparity of elements that can be observed in the Con¬ 

quest does not obscure its clear historical unity. They all reflect 

the nature of the Spanish state, whose most notable character¬ 

istic was the fact that it was an artificial creation, a political 

construction in the strictest sense of the word. The Spanish 

monarchy was born from violence, the violence which the 

Catholic kings inflicted on the diversity of peoples and nations 

under their rule. Spanish unity was and still is the result of the 

political will of the state, which ignored the will of the elements 

that made it up. (Spanish Catholicism has always expressed 

the same will; hence, perhaps, its belligerent, authoritarian, 

inquisitorial tone.) The speed with which the Spanish state 

assimilated and organized the conquests made by many indi¬ 

viduals demonstrates that a single will, pursued with a certain 

coherent inflexibility, animated both the European and over¬ 

seas undertakings. In a brief time the Spanish colonies achieved 

a complexity and perfection that contrast sharply with the slow 

development of those founded by other countries. The previous 

existence of mature and stable societies undoubtedly facilitated 

the task of the Spaniards, but the Spanish will to create a world 

in its own image was also evident. In 1604, less than a century 
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after the fall of Tenochtitlan, Balbuena told the world of the 

Grandeza Mexicana. 

The Conquest, then, whether considered from the native or 

the Spanish point of view, must be judged as an expression of 

a will to unity. Despite the contradictions that make it up, it 

was a historical act intended to create unity out of the cultural 

and political plurality of the pre-Cortesian world. The Span¬ 

iards postulated a single language, a single faith and a single 

lord against the variety of races, languages, tendencies and 

states of the pre-Hispanic world. If Mexico was bom in the 

sixteenth century, we must agree that it was the child of a 

double violence, imperial and unifying: that of the Aztecs and 

that of the Spaniards. 

The empire that Cortes founded on the remains of the old 

aboriginal cultures was a subsidiary organism, a satellite of 

the Spanish sun. The fate of the Indians could have been that 

of so many peoples who have seen their national culture humil¬ 

iated but have not seen the new order — a mere tyrannous super¬ 

imposition — open its doors to the participation of the con¬ 

quered. The state founded by the Spaniards was an open order, 

however, and deserves a sustained examination, as do the modes 

of participation by the conquered in the central activity of the 

new society, that is, in religion. The history of Mexico, and even 

that of each Mexican, derives precisely from this situation. 

Therefore a study of the colonial order is indispensable. Bv 

determining the salient features of colonial religion, whether 

in its popular manifestations or in those of its most representa¬ 

tive spirits, we can discover the meaning of our culture and 

the origins of many of our later conflicts. 

The rapidity with which the Spanish state recreated its new 

possessions in the image and likeness of the metropolis — despite 
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the ambitions of its military commanders, the infidelities of its 

judges, and rivalries of every kind — is as amazing as the solidity 

of the social edifice it constructed. Colonial society was an order 

built to endure. That is, it was a society designed in conform¬ 

ance with judicial, economic and religious principles that were 

fully coherent among themselves and that established a vital 

and harmonious relationship between the parts and the whole. 

It was a self-sufficient world, closed to the exterior but open 

to the other world. 

It is very easy to laugh at the religious pretensions of colonial 

society. It is still easier to denounce them as empty forms in¬ 

tended to cover up the abuses of the conquistadors or to justify 

them to themselves and their victims. To a certain extent this 

accusation is true, but it is no less true that these other-worldly 

aspirations were more than a simple addition: they were part 

of a living faith which, like the roots of a tree, sustained other 

cultural and economic forms. Catholicism was the center of 

colonial society because it was the true fountain of life, nour¬ 

ishing the activities, the passions, the virtues and even the 

sins of both lords and servants, functionaries and priests, mer¬ 

chants and soldiers. Thanks to religion the colonial order was 

not a mere superimposition of new historical forms but a living 

organism. The Church used the key of baptism to open the 

doors of society, converting it into a universal order open to 

everyone. And when I speak of the Catholic Church I am not 

referring only to the apostolic labors of the missionaries but to 

the Church as a whole, with its saints, its rapacious prelates, its 

pedantic ecclesiastics, its impassioned jurists, its works of char¬ 

ity and its accumulation of riches. 

It is quite clear that the reason the Spaniards did not exter¬ 

minate the Indians was that they needed their labor for the 

cultivation of the vast haciendas and the exploitation of the 
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mines. The Indians were goods that should not be wasted. It is 

difficult to realize that along with this consideration there were 

others of a humanitarian nature. Anyone who knows the treat¬ 

ment of the Indians by the military will laugh at this hypothesis, 

but the fate of the Indians would have been very different if it 

had not been for the Church. I am not thinking only of its 

struggle to improve their living conditions and to organize them 

in a more just and Christian manner, but also of the opportunity 

that baptism offered them to form a part of one social order and 

one religion. This possibility of belonging to a living order, even 

if it was at the bottom of the social pyramid, was cruelly denied 

to the Indians by the Protestants of New England. It is often 

forgotten that to belong to the Catholic faith meant that one 

found a place in the cosmos. The flight of their gods and the 

death of their leaders had left the natives in a solitude so com¬ 

plete that it is difficult for a modern man to imagine it. Cathol¬ 

icism re-established their ties with the world and the other 

world. It gave them back a sense of their place on earth; it 

nurtured their hopes and justified their fives and deaths. 

It is unnecessary to add that the religion of the Indians was 

a mixture of new and ancient beliefs. It could not have been 

otherwise, because Catholicism was an imposed religion. From 

another point of view, this circumstance was of the very highest 

importance, but it lacked any immediate interest for the new 

believers. The important thing was that their social, human 

and religious relationships with the surrounding world and 

with the divine had been re-established. Their personal exist¬ 

ence became part of a greater order. It was not out of simple 

devotion or servility that the Indians called the missionaries 

tatas (dads) and the Virgin of Guadalupe madre (mother). 

The difference between colonial Mexico and the English 

colonies was immense. New Spain committed many horrors, 
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but at least it did not commit the gravest of all: that of denying 

a place, even at the foot of the social scale, to the people who 

composed it. There were classes, castes and slaves, but there 

were no pariahs, no persons lacking a fixed social condition and 

a legal, moral and religious status. Its difference from the world 

of modern totalitarian societies was equally decisive. 

It is true that New Spain, as a satellite society, did not create 

any original forms of art, thought, myth or government. (The 

only truly original creations of America — and of course I do 

not exclude the United States — were pre-Columbian.) It is 

also true that the technical superiority of the colonial world, 

and the introduction of richer and more complex cultural forms 

than those of the Mesoamericans, are not enough to justify an 

epoch. But the creation of a universal order, which was the 

most extraordinary accomplishment of colonialism, does justify 

that society and redeems it from its limitations. Colonial poetry, 

Baroque art, the Laws of the Indies, the chroniclers, historians 

and philosophers, and, above all, neo-Hispanic architecture — 

in which all things, even fantastic fruits and profane dreams, 

were harmonized within an order as rigorous as it was ample — 

are reflections of the equilibrium of a society in which all men 

and all races found a place, a justification and a meaning. That 

society was shaped by a Christian order no different from that 

which we can see in temples and in poems. 

I am not attempting to justify colonial society. In the strictest 

sense, no society can be justified while one or another form of 

oppression subsists in it. I want to understand it as a living and 

therefore contradictory whole. In the same way, I refuse to 

regard the human sacrifices of the Aztecs as an isolated expres¬ 

sion of cruelty without relation to the rest of that civilization. 

Their tearing-out of hearts and their monumental pyramids, 

their sculpture and their ritual cannibalism, their poetry and 
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their “war of flowers,” their theocracy and their great myths, 

are all an indissoluble one. To deny this would be as infantile 

as to deny Gothic art or Provengal poetry in the name of the 

medieval serfs, or to deny Aeschylus because there were slaves 

in Athens. History has the cruel reality of a nightmare, and the 

grandeur of man consists in his making beautiful and lasting 

works out of the real substance of that nightmare. Or, to put it 

another way, it consists in transforming the nightmare into 

vision; in freeing ourselves from the shapeless horror of reality 

— if only for an instant — by means of creation. 

Over the centuries Spain digested and perfected the ideas 

that existence had given her. Intellectual activity did not cease 

to be creative, but only in the realm of art and within known 

limits. Criticism, which in those centuries and in other regions 

was the highest form of creation, hardly existed in this closed 

and satisfied world. True, there were satire, theological disputes, 

and a constant effort to extend, strengthen and perfect the 

edifice that lodged so many and such different peoples. But the 

principles that ruled society were immutable and untouchable. 

Spain no longer invented or discovered: she extended her rule, 

defended herself, enjoyed herself. She did not want to change; 

what she wanted was to endure. The same thing took place in 

her overseas possessions. After the first epoch of storms and 

disturbances, the Spanish colonies still suffered periodic crises 

like that which troubled Sigiienza y Gongora and Sor Juana, 

but none of them touched the roots of the regime or brought 

into judgment the principles on which it was founded. 

The colonial world was a projection of a society that had 

already grown mature and stable in Europe. It showed almost 

no originality whatever. New Spain did not seek or invent: it 

applied and adapted. All its creations, including its own self, 
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were reflections of Spain. And the ease with which the Hispanic 

forms gradually admitted the modifications demanded by neo- 

Hispanic realities does not negate the conservative character 

of the colonial world. Traditional societies, as Ortega y Gasset 

has said, are realistic; they distrust sudden leaps and change 

slowly, accepting the suggestions of reality. The “grandeur of 

Mexico” was that of an immobile sun, a premature noonday 

that no longer had anything to conquer except its own decay. 

Religious speculation had ended centuries before. Doctrine 

had been established and an attempt was made to live up to it. 

The Church in Europe became stationary and defensive. 

Scholasticism, its main defense, was as ineffective as the pon¬ 

derous Spanish ships that were defeated by the lighter vessels 

of England and the Netherlands. The decadence of European 

Catholicism coincided with its apogee in Spanish America: it 

spread out over new lands at the very moment it had ceased to 

be creative. It offered a set philosophy and a petrified faith, so 

that the originality of the new believers found no way of ex¬ 

pressing itself. Their adherence to it was passive. The fervor and 

profundity of Mexican religious feeling contrasts with the rela¬ 

tive poverty of its creations. We do not have a great religious 

poetry, just as we do not have an original philosophy nor a single 

important mystic or reformer. 

This paradoxical but real situation explains a good part of 

our history and is the origin of many of our psychic conflicts. 

Catholicism offered a refuge to the descendants of those who 

had seen the extermination of their ruling classes, the destruc¬ 

tion of their temples and manuscripts, and the suppression of 

the superior forms of their culture; but for the same reason that 

it was decadent in Europe, it denied them any chance of 

expressing their singularity. It reduced the participation of the 

faithful to the most elementary and passive religious attitudes. 
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Very few could gain a larger understanding of their new beliefs, 

and the immobility of these beliefs, like that of the rust-clogged 

scholastic machinery, made any creative participation still more 

difficult. Thus they were a people with an impoverished cultural 

tradition (the repositories of religious and magical knowledge — 

the priests and warriors — had been exterminated or Hispani- 

cized). Religious creativity was forbidden to the believers as 

a consequence of the circumstances that determined their 

participation. Hence the comparative sterility of colonial 

Catholicism, especially if we remember its fertility among the 

barbarians and Romans, who were Christianized at a moment 

when religion was the only living force in the ancient world. It 

is not difficult to understand, therefore, that our antitraditional 

attitude and the ambiguity of our position relative to Catholi¬ 

cism derive from this fact. Religion and tradition have always 

been offered to us as dead and useless forms that mutilate or 

stifle our individuality. 

Under these conditions, the persistence of the pre-Cortesian 

background is not surprising. The Mexican is a religious being 

and his experience of the divine is completely genuine. But who 

is his god? The ancient earth-gods or Christ? This question is 

answered very clearly by an invocation of the Chamulas (from 

Juan Perez Jolote by Ricardo Pozas A.). It is a true prayer 

despite the presence of certain magical elements. 

Holy Earth, holy Heaven; Lord God, God the Son, Holy Earth, 
holy Heaven, holy Glory, take charge of me and represent me; see 
my work, see my struggles, see my sufferings. Great Man, great 
Lord, great father, great spirit of woman, help me. I place the 
tribute in your hands; here is the resting-place of his chulel.* In 

* The Chamulas believe that each human being has two souls; one, the 

chulel, dwells within an animal (the name “Jolote” is a version of the 

word guajolote, which means “turkey”), while the other dwells within 
the body. — Tr. 
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return for my incense and my candles, spirit of the Moon, virgin 

mother of Heaven, virgin mother of the Earth; Holy Rose, for your 

first son, for your first glory, see your child oppressed in his spirit, 

in his chulel. 

In many instances Catholicism only covers over the ancient 

cosmogonic beliefs. Here is the same Juan Perez Jolote — our 

contemporary according to the Civil Registry, but our ancestor 

if we consider his beliefs — describing the image of Christ in 

a church in his village and explaining what it means to him and 

his people: 

This is Senor San Manuel here in this coffin; he is also called 

Senor San Salvador or Senor San Mateo; he watches over the 

people and the animals. We pray to him to watch over us at home, 

on the road, in the fields. This other figure on the cross is also Senor 

San Mateo; he is showing us how he died on the cross, to teach us 

respect. . . . Before San Manuel was bom, the sun was as cold as 

the moon, and the pukujes,5 who ate people, lived on the earth. 

The sun began to grow warm after the birth of the Child-God, 

Senor San Salvador, who is the son of the Virgin. 

In this account we can see both the superimposed religion 

and the ineradicable presence of the indigenous myths. Before 

the birth of Christ, the sun — the eye of God — did not give 

warmth. The sun is an attribute of divinity. Therefore the Cha- 

mula says that thanks to the presence of God, nature becomes 

active. Is this not a badly deformed version of the beautiful 

myth of creation? In Teotihuacan the gods also confronted the 

problem of the sun as the source of life. Only the sacrifice of 

Quetzalcoatl could set the sun in motion and save the world 

from the divine conflagration. The persistence of the pre-Cor- 

tesian myth underlines the difference between the Christian 

6 A pukuj is the chulel of a warlock. — Tr. 
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and indigenous conceptions. Christ saved the world because He 

redeemed us and washed away the stain of Original Sin, but 

Quetzalcoatl was not so much a redeemer as a re-creator. Among 

the Indians the idea of sin is still bound to the idea of health 

and sickness, personal, social and cosmic. The Christian 

attempts to save the individual soul, disconnected from the 

group and the body. Christianity condemns the world, while the 

Indian conceives of personal salvation only as a part of the 

salvation of society and the cosmos. 

Nothing has been able to destroy the filial relationship of our 

people with the divine. It is a constant force that gives per¬ 

manence to our nation and depth to the affective life of the 

dispossessed. But at the same time, nothing has succeeded in 

making this relationship more active and fecund, not even the 

Mexicanization of Catholicism, not even the Virgin of Guada¬ 

lupe herself. Consequently the greater spirits have not hesitated 

to detach themselves from the body of the Church and to go 

out into the storm. There, in the solitude and nakedness of 

spiritual combat, they have breathed a little of that “religious 

fresh air” which Jorge Cuesta demanded. 

The epoch of Charles II (1665-1700) was one of the saddest 

and emptiest in the history of Spain. All of its spiritual reserves 

had been devoured by the flames of a dynamic life and art full 

of antitheses and extremes. The decadence of Spanish culture 

on the Peninsula coincided with its noonday in America. 

Baroque art reached the moment of its fulfillment in this period. 

The great spirits did more than write poetry. They were inter¬ 

ested in astronomy, physics or American antiquities. They were 

awakened intellects in a society that had been immobilized by 

the letter of the law. They were forerunners of other epochs 

and other preoccupations, while at the same time they carried 
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the aesthetic tendencies of the period to their ultimate conse¬ 

quences. In all of them we can trace a certain opposition be¬ 

tween their religious concepts and the exigencies of their intel¬ 

lectual curiosity and precision. Some of them attempted an 

impossible synthesis. Sor Juana, for example, undertook the 

composition of her poem “First Dream,” in an attempt to recon¬ 

cile science and poetry, illuminism and the Baroque. 

It would be inaccurate to identify the drama of this genera¬ 

tion with that which troubled their European contemporaries 

and which was made patent by the eighteenth century. The 

conflict within them — and it ended by reducing them to silence 

— was not so much that of faith against reason as of the petri¬ 

faction of certain beliefs which had lost all their freshness and 

fertility and were therefore incapable of satisfying the appe¬ 

tites of the spirit. Edmundo O’Gorman describes the terms of 

the conflict thus: “An intermediate state in which reason lays 

waste to tranquillity and in which the consolations of religion 

are no longer enough.”6 But the consolations of the faith were 

not enough because it was a dry and immobile faith. The cri¬ 

tique of reason would come later in America. O’Gorman defines 

the nature of the break as follows: “To have faith in God and 

reason at the same time is to live with one’s being rooted (or, 

if you prefer, uprooted) in possibility, in a real, unique, extreme 

and contradictory possibility made up of two impossible pos¬ 

sibles of human existence.” This penetrating description is valid 

if we diminish the poles of these impossible possibilities. We 

cannot deny the authenticity of the religious sentiments of that 

generation, but at the same time we cannot overlook its immo¬ 

bility and exhaustion. In so far as the other pole of the break 

6Edmundo O’Gorman: Crisis u porvenir de la ciencia historica (Mexico, 

1947). 
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is concerned, the rationalism of Sigiienza or Sor Juana should 

not be exaggerated, because they never had a clear awareness 

of the problem that was beginning to divide their spirits. It 

seems to me that the struggle was between their intellectual 

vitality — especially their desire to explore little-known worlds — 

and the ineflicacy of the instruments provided them by theol¬ 

ogy and neo-Hispanic culture. This conflict reveals the conflict 

of colonial society, which also did not doubt but which could 

not express itself in petrified forms. The colonial order was 

imposed from above and its social, economic, judicial and relig¬ 

ious forms were immutable. It was a society ruled by divine 

right and an absolute monarchy, having been created in all its 

aspects as an immense, complicated artifact designed to endure 

but not to change. In the epoch of Sor Juana the better minds 

began to show — however vaguely and timidly — an intellectual 

liveliness and curiosity in obvious contrast to the benighted 

Spain of Charles II (whose nickname, significantly, was “The 

Bewitched”). Sigiienza y Gongora took an interest in the ancient 

Indian civilizations and, with Sor Juana and others, in the phil¬ 

osophy of Descartes, experimental physics and astronomy. The 

Church looked with suspicion on all these interests, while the 

state, for its part, increased the political, economic and spiritual 

isolation of the colonies until it converted them into closed 

precincts. There were disturbances in rural areas and in the 

cities but they were implacably suppressed. In this closed world 

the generation of Sor Juana asked certain questions — they were 

more suggested than formulated, more sensed than thought out 

— to which its spiritual tradition made no reply. (The answers 

had already been given elsewhere, in the free air of European 

culture.) This explains, perhaps, why none of them, despite 

their daring, undertook to criticize the principles on which 

colonial society was founded, nor to propose others. When the 
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crisis became apparent, that generation abdicated. Its ambitious 

struggle ceased and its renunciation, which had nothing to do 

with a religious conversion, took place in silence. It did not 

surrender itself to God: it simply denied itself. Its negation was 

that of the colonial world, which closed itself within itself. 

There was no exit except by a forcible break-out. 

No one embodied the duality of that world like Sor Juana, 

even though the surface of her work, like that of her life, does 

not reveal any fissures. All of her being responded to what the 

times could ask of a woman. At one and the same time — and 

with no profound contradictions — she was a poet and a nun, 

a friend of the Countess de Paredes and a dramatist. Her amor¬ 

ous ecstasies (if they were real and not merely inflamed rhetori¬ 

cal inventions), her love of conversation and music, her literary 

efforts, and even the sexual tendencies that some have attributed 

to her, were not in conflict as they sought their exemplary ends. 

Sor Juana affirmed her times, and her times affirmed themselves 

in her. But two of her works, the “Reply to Sor Filotea” and the 

“First Dream,” cast a strange light on her figure and her epoch, 

and they make her an example in a sense very different from 

that which her Catholic panegyrists imagine. 

The “First Dream” has been compared to the “Solitudes” of 

Gongora. In effect, the poem by Sor Juana is an imitation of 

that by Don Luis de Gongora, but the differences are greater 

than the resemblances. Menendez y Pelayo reproached Gongora 

for his emptiness. If we substitute the word “superficiality” we are 

closer to Gongora’s poetic conception, for he was simply attempt¬ 

ing to construct —or, as Bernardo de Balbuena said, to “counter¬ 

feit” — a world of appearances. The plot of the “Solitudes” 

counts for little, and the philosophical content, if it exists, counts 

for even less. Everything is a pretext for descriptions and digres¬ 

sions, and each dissolves in turn into images, antitheses and 
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rhetorical figures. If anything moves in the poem, it is not the 

castaway or his thoughts but the imagination of the poet. As he 

said himself in the prologue, his verses are the “wandering steps 

of a pilgrim.” And this pilgrim’s song, this singing pilgrim, halts 

at a word or color, fondles it and prolongs it, and makes of each 

period an image, of each image a world. The poetic discourse 

flows slowly along, divides into “leafy parentheses” that are 

like beautiful islands, and continues to meander among land¬ 

scapes, shadows, lights and realities, all of which it redeems 

and immobilizes. The poem is pure pleasure, an artificial re-crea¬ 

tion of an idealized Nature, as Damaso Alonso has pointed out. 

Hence there is no conflict between substance and form because 

Gongora turns everything into form, into a crystalline or tremu¬ 

lous, polished or undulating surface. 

Sor Juana utilized Gongora’s procedures, but she undertook 

a philosophical poem. She wanted to penetrate reality, not to 

transmute it into a delightful surface. Her poem is doubly 

obscure: in its syntax and mythologies and in its concepts. 

Alfonso Reyes has said that the poem is an attempt to create “a 

poetry of pure intellectual emotion.” The vision offered us in 

“First Dream” is that of a dream of universal night in which the 

world and mankind dream and are dreamt of, a cosmos that 

dreams until it dreams it is awake. Nothing could be further 

from the physical and spiritual night of the mystics than this 

intellectual night. Sor Juana’s poem has no antecedents in the 

poetry of the Spanish language; as Vossler suggests, it prefigures 

the poetic movement in Germany called “Illustration.” But “First 

Dream” is an attempt rather than an attainment, in contrast to 

the “Solitudes” (even though their author never finished them). 

It could not have been otherwise, for there was a neutral zone, 

an empty place, both in her poem and in her life. It produced 

the clash of opposing tendencies that she could not reconcile 
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and that eventually consumed her. 

Sor Juana has left us a revealing prose text, at once a declara¬ 

tion of faith in the intelligence and a renunciation of its exercise: 

the “Reply to Sor Filotea.”7 It is a defense of the intellectual 

and of women, but it is also the history of a calling. If we can 

place confidence in her confessions, there was hardly a science 

that she did not study. Her curiosity was not that of a man of 

science but rather of a cultivated man who aspires to integrate 

all the particulars of knowledge in one coherent vision. She 

sensed an occult link among all truths. Referring to the diversity 

of her studies, she said that their contradictions were more 

apparent than real, “at least in the realm of the formal and the 

speclative.” The arts and sciences, however contrary they may 

be, not only do not hinder a general comprehension of Nature 

but actually assist it, “shedding light and opening avenues from 

one to the other, through variations and occult ties ... in such 

a manner that they seem to correspond and to be united in a 

wonderful coalescence and concert. . . .” 

If she was not a scientist, she was also not a philosopher, 

because she lacked the power of abstraction. Her thirst for 

knowledge was not at variance with her sense of irony and her 

versatility, and in other times she would have written essays and 

criticism. She did not live for an idea, nor create new ones: she 

lived ideas, which were her natural climate and sustenance. She 

was an intellectual, a consciousness. It is impossible to question 

the sincerity of her religious sentiments, but where a devout 

spirit would have discovered proofs for the presence of God or 

His power, Sor Juana found occasion to formulate hypotheses 

and questions. Although she often repeated that everything 

7 In response to a letter from the Bishop of Puebla, who, using the pseu¬ 
donym Sor Filotea, bade her give up her secular learning and devote 

herself to religion. — Tr. 
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comes from God, she always sought a rational explanation: 

“Two little girls were playing with a top in my presence, and 

I had hardly seen the movement and figure when I began to 

consider, with this insanity of mine, the easy motu of spherical 

forms. . . 

These declarations contrast with those of the Spanish writers 

of the period — and also with those of later generations. The 

physical world was no problem for any of them: they either 

accepted reality as it was or else they condemned it. Spanish 

literature of the Golden Age seems to say to us that outside of 

action there is nothing but contemplation. The historical life 

of Spain moves between adventure and renunciation. Neither 

Gracian nor Quevedo — not to mention the religious writers — 

showed any interest in knowledge as such. They were con¬ 

temptuous of intellectual curiosity and all their attention was 

devoted to conduct, morality or salvation. As has been said, 

Stoics and Christians ignore pure intellectual activity, and 

Faust is unthinkable in this tradition. The intelligence gives 

them no pleasure: it is a dangerous weapon that can serve to 

defeat our enemies but can also cause us to lose our souls. The 

lonely figure of Sor Juana became more and more isolated in 

that world of affirmations and negations, a world that denied 

the value of doubt and inquiry. 

The “Reply” is not only a self-portrait but also the self-defense 

of a spirit that was always adolescent and eager, always ironic 

and impassioned and reticent. Her double solitude, as a woman 

and as an intellectual, revealed & conflict that was also double: 

that of her society and that of her femininity. The “Reply to Sor 

Filotea is a defense of women. The fact that she wrote this 

defense and dared to proclaim her fondness for disinterested 

thought makes her a modern figure. If it is accurate to see her 

affirmation of the value of experience as an instinctive reaction 
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against traditional Spanish thought, then there is an implicit 

defense of the intellectual conscience and consciousness in her 

conception of knowledge (which should not be confused with 

erudition, nor identified with religion). Everything caused her 

to conceive of the world more as a problem or enigma than as 

a place of salvation or perdition. This gives her thought an 

originality that deserved something more than the eulogies of 

her contemporaries or the reproaches of her confessor, and in 

our own day it demands a deeper judgment and a more daring 

examination. 

Vossler asked: “How was it possible that sounds so pregnant 

with the future should suddenly issue from a convent of Mexican 

nuns?” His answer was: “Her interest in ancient mythology and 

modern physics, in Aristotle and Harvey, in the ideas of Plato 

and the magic lantern of Kircher . . . would not have prospered 

in the pedantic and timorously dogmatic universities of Old 

Spain.” It did not prosper in Mexico, either, for very long. 

After the uprisings of 1692, intellectual life was quickly muffled. 

Sigiienza y Gongora abruptly gave up his historical and archaeo¬ 

logical pursuits. Sor Juana renounced her books and died shortly 

after. As Vossler noted, the social crisis coincided with that of 

the spirit. 

Despite the brilliance of her career, the pathos of her death, 

and the admirable geometry that shapes her best poetic crea¬ 

tions, there is something unrealized and fragmentary in the life 

and work of Sor Juana. We can sense the melancholy of a spirit 

who never succeeded in forgiving herself for her boldness and 

her condition as a woman. Her epoch did not provide her with 

the intellectual nourishment her appetite required, and she 

herself could not — and who can? — create a world of ideas in 

which to live alone. An awareness of her singularity was always 

very alive in her: “What can women know except the philosophy 
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of the kitchen?” she asked with a smile. But the wound hurt her: 

“Who would not believe, hearing such general applause, that I 

have voyaged full-sail on the handclaps of popular acclama¬ 

tion?” Sor Juana was a solitary figure. Indecisive and smiling, 

she lived an ambiguous life; she was conscious of the duality 

of her condition and the impossibility of her task. We often hear 

reproaches against men who have not fulfilled their destinies. 

Should we not grieve, however, for the ill fortune of a woman 

who was superior both to her society and her culture? 

Her image is that of a melancholy recluse who smiles and 

keeps silent. Silence, she herself said, is peopled with voices. 

And what does her silence say to us? If colonial society expresses 

and affirms itself in Sor Juana’s work, the same society is con¬ 

demned by her silence. The experience of Sor Juana, ending in 

silence and abdication, thus completes our examination of the 

colonial order. It was a world open to participation, was even 

a living cultural order, but it was implacably closed to all per¬ 

sonal expression and all adventure: it was a world closed to the 

future. To be ourselves, we had to break with this exitless order, 

even at the risk of becoming orphans. The nineteenth century 

was the century of this break, and also of our attempt to create 

new ties with another tradition, more remote but no less uni¬ 

versal than that offered us by the Catholic church: European 

rationalism. 



CHAPTER SIX 

From Independence 
to the Revolution 

The reforms undertaken by the Bourbon dynasty, especially 

by Charles III (1759-1788), improved the economy and made 

business operations more efficient, but they accentuated the 

centralization of administrative functions and changed New 

Spain into a true colony, that is, into a territory subject to 

systematic exploitation and strictly controlled by the center of 

power. The absolutism of the Austrian house was of a different 

nature: the colonies were kingdoms possessing a certain auton¬ 

omy, and the Empire resembled a solar system. New Spain, at 

least at the beginning, revolved around the Crown like a minor 

planet, but it shone with its own light, as did the other posses¬ 

sions and kingdoms. The Bourbons transformed New Spain 

from a vassal kingdom to a mere overseas territory. The creation 

of the Intendencias, the impulse given to scientific investiga¬ 

tion, the development of humanism, the construction of monu¬ 

mental public works, even the good government of various 

Viceroys, were not enough to reanimate colonial society. The 

colony, like the metropolis itself, was now only a form, an 

empty body. From the end of the seventeenth century the ties 

that united Madrid with her possessions had ceased to be the 

harmonious ties that bind together a living organism. The 

Empire survived due to the perfection and complexity of its 

structure, its physical grandeur and its inertia. Due, also, to the 

quarrels that divided its rivals. The reforms of Charles III show 
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to what extent mere political action is insufficient if it is not 

preceded by a transformation of the very structure of society 

and by an examination of the assumptions on which it is based. 

The eighteenth century prepared the way for the Independ¬ 

ence movement. In fact, the science and philosophy of the 

epoch (in the scholastic reforms of men like Francisco Javier 

Clavijero or in the thought and action of others like Benito Diaz 

de Gamarra and Antonio Alzate) were the necessary intellectual 

antecedents of the Grito de Dolores. But it is forgotten that 

Independence came when nothing except inertia joined us to 

Spain: that terrible inertia of the dying person who raises his 

hand and claws at the air, as if to hold on to life for another 

moment. But life deserts him, in a last, violent convulsion. New 

Spain, insofar as it was a universal creation, insofar as it was a 

living order and not a mask, died when faith no longer nour¬ 

ished it. Sor Juana, incapable of resolving the conflict between 

her intellectual curiosity and the religious principles of her 

epoch in a creative and organic way, renounced life and died 

an exemplary death. In a less exemplary manner colonial society 

dragged itself through another century, defending itself with a 

sterile tenacity. 

Independence offers us the same ambiguous image as the 

Conquest. The accomplishments of Hernan Cortes were pre¬ 

ceded by a political synthesis that had been realized by the 

Catholic Kings in Spain and had been at least initiated by the 

Aztecs in Mesoamerica. Independence was likewise a phenom¬ 

enon with a dual significance: the dismembering of the corpse 

of imperialism and the birth of a number of new nations. The 

Conquest and Independence seem like moments of flux and 

reflux in a great historical wave that gathered in the fifteenth 

century, flooded over America, attained a brief but splendid 

equilibrium in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and 
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finally receded after collapsing into a thousand fragments. 

The philosopher Jose Gaos justifies this metaphor when he 

divides modern Hispanic thinking into two parts: that of the 

peninsula itself, which consists of one long meditation on Span¬ 

ish decadence, and that of Spanish America, which is less a 

meditation than a petition in favor of Independence and a 

search for our true destiny. Spanish thought turns to the past 

and its own self, in order to investigate the causes of its deca¬ 

dence, or to isolate, among so much that is dead, the still-living 

elements that give meaning and reality to the fact — strangest 

of all, perhaps — of being Spanish. In contrast, Spanish Ameri¬ 

can thought begins as a justification of Independence but trans¬ 

forms itself almost immediately into a project: America is not 

so much a tradition to be carried on as it is a future to be realized. 

This project and the idea of utopia are inseparable in Spanish- 

American thinking from the end of the eighteenth century to 

our own times. Elegy and criticism belong to the peninsula, and 

are represented by Unamuno, the elegiac poet, and Ortega y 

Gasset, the philosophical critic, among others. 

This dualism is even more perceptible in the South American 

countries. The personalities of their leaders were less adul¬ 

terated and their opposition to the Spanish tradition was more 

radical. Aristocrats, intellectuals and cosmopolitan travelers 

were not only familiar with the new ideas but also took an 

active part in the new movements and societies. Miranda par¬ 

ticipated in the French Revolution and fought at Valmy. Bello 

lived in London. Bolivar spent his apprentice years in the kind 

of atmosphere that produces heroes and princes; he was edu¬ 

cated from early childhood to liberate and to govern. Our own 

Independence movement was less brilliant, less rich in ideas 

and phrases, more rigidly determined by local circumstances. 

Our leaders — humble priests and obscure captains — did not 
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have a clear conception of what they were attempting to do. 

On the other hand, they had a greater sense of reality and were 

better able to hear the coded messages that the people were 

murmuring to them. 

These differences influenced the later history of our countries. 

The Independence movement in South America began with a 

continent-wide victory: San Martin liberated half the continent, 

Bolivar the other half. They created great states and confedera¬ 

tions. They thought that emancipation from Spain would not 

bring about the dismemberment of the Hispanic world. In a 

short while, however, reality shattered all their projects. The 

process of disintegration in the Spanish Empire proved stronger 

than Bolivar’s clairvoyance. 

In sum, two opposing tendencies struggled within the Inde¬ 

pendence movement: one, of European origin, liberal and 

utopian, conceived of Spanish America as a single whole, an 

assembly of free nations; the other, more traditional, broke the 

ties with the metropolis only to speed up the fragmentation of 

the Empire. 

Spanish American Independence, like the whole history of 

our peoples, is difficult to interpret because, once again, ideas 

disguise reality instead of clarifying or expressing it. The groups 

and classes that brought about Independence in South America 

belonged to the native feudal aristocracy. They were descend¬ 

ants of the Spanish colonists, in a situation of inferiority to 

peninsula Spaniards. The metropolis, carrying out a protection¬ 

ist policy, hindered the free commerce of the colonies and 

restricted their economic and social development with adminis¬ 

trative and political checks. At the same time, it closed the way 

to the criollos who desired, justly enough, to enter into higher 

offices and the direction of the state. Thus the struggle for 

Independence tended to free the criollos from the mummified 
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bureaucracy of the peninsula, though actually there was no 

proposal to change the social structure of the colonies. It is true 

that the programs and language of the Independence leaders 

resembled those of the revolutionaries of the epoch, and no 

doubt they were sincere. That language was “modern,” an echo 

of the French Revolution and, above all, of the ideas behind 

the North American War of Independence. But in North Amer¬ 

ica those ideas were expressed by groups who proposed a basic 

transformation of the country in accordance with a new political 

philosophy. What is more, they did not intend to exchange one 

state of affairs for another, but instead — and the difference is 

radical — to create a new nation. In effect, the United States is 

a novelty in the history of the nineteenth century, a society that 

grew and expanded naturally. Among ourselves, on the other 

hand, the ruling classes consolidated themselves, once Inde¬ 

pendence was achieved, as heirs of the old Spanish order. They 

broke with Spain but they proved incapable of creating a mod¬ 

ern society. It could not have beeen otherwise, because the 

groups that headed the Independence movement did not repre¬ 

sent new social forces, merely a prolongation of the feudal 

system. The newness of the new Spanish American nations is 

deceptive: in reality they were decadent or static societies, 

fragments and survivals of a shattered whole. 

The division of the Spanish Empire into a multitude of re¬ 

publics was carried out by native oligarchies, which favored 

and even speeded up the process of disintegration. We should 

also remember the determining influence of many of the revolu¬ 

tionary leaders. Some of them — more fortunate in this than 

the conquistadors, their historical counterparts — succeeded in 

taking over the state as if it were medieval booty. The image 

of the “Spanish American dictator” appeared, in embryo, in 

that of the “liberator.” Thus the new republics were created by 
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the political and military necessities of the moment, not as an 

expression of a real historical need. “National traits” were formed 

later, and in many cases they were simply the result of the 

nationalistic preachments of the various governments. Even 

now, a century and a half later, no one can explain satisfactorily 

the “national” differences between Argentinians and Uru¬ 

guayans, Peruvians and Ecuadorians, Guatemalans and Mexi¬ 

cans. And nothing except the persistence of local oligarchies, 

supported by North American imperialism, can explain the 

existence of nine republics in Central America and the Antilles. 

Nor is this all. Every one of the new nations, on the day after 

Independence, had a more or less — almost always less rather 

than more — liberal and democratic constitution. In Europe and 

the United States these principles corresponded to historical 

reality, for they were an expression of the rise of the bourgeoisie, 

a consequence of the Industrial Revolution and the destruction 

of the old regime. In Spanish America they merely served as 

modern trappings for the survivals of the colonial system. This 

liberal, democratic ideology, far from expressing our concrete 

historical situation, disguised it, and the political lie established 

itself almost constitutionally. The moral damage it has caused 

is incalculable; it has affected profound areas of our existence. 

We move about in this lie with complete naturalness. For over 

a hundred years we have suffered from regimes that have been 

at the service of feudal oligarchies but have utilized the lan¬ 

guage of freedom. The situation has continued to our own day. 

Hence the struggle against the official, constitutional lie must 

be the first step in any serious attempt at reform. This seems to 

be the import of current Latin-American movements whose 

common objective is to realize at last the ideals of Independence; 

that is, to transform our countries into truly modern societies, 

not mere fagades for demagogues and tourists. In this struggle 
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the people must confront not only their old Spanish heritage — 

the Church, the army and the oligarchy — but also the dictator, 

the boss, with ,his mouth full of legal and patriotic formulas, 

and allied now with a power very different from Spanish impe¬ 

rialism: the vast interests of foreign capitalism. 

Almost all of the foregoing is applicable to Mexico, with 

some decisive exceptions. In the first place, our Revolution of 

Independence was not characterized by those pretensions of 

universality that were both the vision and the blindness of 

Bolivar. Also, the insurgents vacillated between Independence 

(Morelos) and modern forms of autonomy (Hidalgo). The 

war began as a protest against the abuses of the metropolis and 

the Spanish bureaucracy, but it was also, and primarily, a 

protest against the great native landholders. It was not a rebel¬ 

lion of the local aristocracy against the metropolis but of the 

people against the former. Therefore the revolutionaries gave 

greater importance to certain social reforms than to Independ¬ 

ence itself: Hidalgo proclaimed the abolition of slavery and 

Morelos broke up the great estates. The Revolution of Inde¬ 

pendence was a class war, and its nature cannot be understood 

correctly unless we recognize the fact that unlike what hap¬ 

pened in South America, it was an agrarian revolt in gestation. 

This is why the army (with its criollos like Iturbide), the Church 

and the great landowners supported the Spanish crown, and 

these were the forces that defeated Hidalgo, Morelos and Javier 

Mina. A little later, when the insurgent movement had almost 

been destroyd, the unexpected occurred: the liberals seized 

power, transformed the absolute monarchy into a constitu¬ 

tional monarchy, and threatened the privileges of the Church 

and the aristocracy. A sudden change of allegiance took place: 

the high clergy, the great landowners, the bureaucracy and the 

criollo military leaders, confronted with this new danger, sought 
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an alliance with the remainder of the insurgents and consum¬ 

mated the Independence. It was a veritable act of prestidigita¬ 

tion: the political separation from the metropolis was brought 

about in order to defeat the classes that had fought for Inde¬ 

pendence. The Viceroyalty of New Spain became the Mexican 

Empire. Iturbide, the former royalist general, became Agustin I. 

A little later he was overthrown by a rebellion. The era of 

pronunciamentos had begun. 

For the next quarter of a century or more, in a confused 

struggle that included transitory alliances, changes of allegiance 

and even treachery, the liberals attempted to complete the 

break with the colonial tradition. In a certain sense they carried 

on the efforts of the first leaders, Hidalgo and Morelos. But 

their criticism of the order of things was directed less toward 

a change of reality than toward a change of legislation. Almost 

all of them believed, with an optimism inherited from the 

Encyclopaedia, that to transform reality it was sufficient to pass 

new laws. They saw the United States as a model, and thought 

that its prosperity was due to the excellence of its republican 

institutions. Hence their federalism, as opposed to the central¬ 

ism of the conservatives. They all hoped that a democratic 

constitution, limiting the temporal power of the Church and 

the privileges of the landholding aristocracy, would almost 

automatically produce a new social class, the bourgeoisie. The 

liberals not only had to fight the conservatives but also take 

into account the military, which changed allegiance according 

to its own interests. While these factions struggled, the country 

disintegrated. The United States took advantage of the situa¬ 

tion, and in one of the most unjust wars in the history of impe¬ 

rialist expansion, deprived us of over half of our territory. In 

the long run this defeat produced a salutary reaction, because 

it gave the death blow to military bossism as exemplified by the 
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dictator Santa-Ana. (He was alternately liberal and conserva¬ 

tive, guardian of freedom and traitor to his country. He must 

be considered one of the archetypes of the Latin American dic¬ 

tator. Toward the end of his political career he ordered solemn 

funeral honors for the leg he lost in battle, and also declared 

himself Most Serene Highness.) A popular rebellion overthrew 

Santa-Ana and brought the liberals into power. A new genera¬ 

tion — heirs of Jose Maria Mora and Valentin Gomez Farias, 

leader of the liberal intelligensia — undertook the task of 

building new foundations for the nation. The cornerstone was 

to be a new constitution. Mexico adopted a liberal constitutional 

charter in 1857. The conservatives took up arms, and Benito 

Juarez responded with the Reform Laws, which put an end to 

special privileges and destroyed the material power of the 

Church. The defeated conservatives turned to the outside world, 

and with the help of troops sent by Napoleon III they installed 

Maximilian, second Emperor of Mexico, in the capital. (Another 

historical ambiguity: Maximilian was a liberal and dreamed 

of creating a Latin Empire in opposition to yanqui power. His 

ideas had no relation to those of the conservatives who sup¬ 

ported him.) The reverses suffered by the Napoleonic Empire 

in Europe, the pressure from North America (which can be 

misunderstood if it is forgotten that Lincoln was President) 

and the rise of popular resistance — which was the original and 

determining cause of victory — brought about the republican 

triumph. Juarez had Maximilian executed, an incident that has 

analogies with the execution of Louis XVI: “geometric reason¬ 

ing” is as hard as steel. 

The Reform movement consummated the Independence 

movement and gave it true meaning, since it undertook to 

examine the bases of Mexican society and the historical and 

philosophical climate in which it developed. This examination 
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ended in a triple negation: of our Spanish inheritance, of our 

indigenous past, and of Catholicism, which reconciled the first 

two in a higher affirmation. The Reform Laws and the Consti¬ 

tution of 1857 were a legal and political expression of this 

examination, and promoted the destruction of two institutions 

that represented the continuity of our triple inheritance: relig¬ 

ious associations and communal indigenous landholding. The 

separation of Church and State, the disentailing of ecclesiastical 

holdings, and the freeing of education (completed with the 

dissolution of the religious orders that had monopolized it) 

were merely negative aspects of the Reform movement. The 

generation of 1857 affirmed certain principles with the same 

violence with which it rejected tradition. Its accomplishments 

did not consist solely in a break with the colonial world: it also 

projected the founding of a new society. That is to say, the his¬ 

torical project of the liberals was to replace the colonial tradi¬ 

tion, based on Catholic doctrine, with an affirmation equally 

universal: the freedom of the individual. The Mexican nation 

was founded on a principle very different from that of the 

hierarchy which ruled in colonial times: equality before the 

law of all Mexicans as human, reasoning beings. The Reform 

movement founded Mexico and denied the past. It rejected 

tradition and sought to justify itself in the future. 

The significance of this necessary matricide did not escape 

the attention of our best thinkers. Ignacio Ramirez, perhaps the 

outstanding figure in a group of extraordinary men, ended one 

of his poems with these lines: 

Mother Nature, there are no flowers 

where my wandering steps advance; 

I was born without hope or fear; 

I return to you without fear or hope. 
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When God — the center of colonial society — died, nature 

again became a mother. The atheism of Ramirez, like the later 

Marxism of Diego Rivera, finally became a sort of materialistic 

affirmation with religious overtones. An authentically scientific 

or merely rational conception of matter cannot regard it or 

nature as a mother. It is not even the stepmother of the pessimist 

Leopardi, but an indifferent process that creates and destroys, 

invents and repeats, without rest, without memory, without 

reflection. 

If, as Ortega y Gasset said, a nation is not really a nation unless 

it has both a past that influences it inactively and a valid histor¬ 

ical project that is capable of animating dissimilar spirits and 

of giving unity and transcendence to solitary efforts, then Mexico 

was born during the epoch of the Reform. She was conceived, 

invented, projected in it and through it. The Reform movement 

was the project of a very small group of Mexicans who voluntar¬ 

ily disengaged themselves from the passively religious and tra¬ 

ditional masses. The Mexican nation was created by a minority 

that succeeded in imposing its scheme on the rest of the people, 

against the wishes of another minority that was actively tradi¬ 

tional. 

Like colonial Catholicism, the Reform was a movement in¬ 

spired by a universal philosophy. The similarities and differences 

between them are significant. Catholicism was imposed by a 

minority of strangers after a military conquest; liberalism was 

imposed by a native minority, though its intellectual formation 

was French, after a civil war. The former was the reverse face of 

the Conquest: the Indians, with their own theocracy destroyed, 

their gods dead or exiled, and without lands to develop or other 

regions to which they could emigrate, embraced the Christian 

religion as a mother. She was a womb, a resting place, a return 

to origins, like all mothers; but at the same time she was a 
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devouring mouth, a woman who punished and mutilated them: 

a terrifying mother. Liberalism was a critique of the old order 

and a projected social pact. It was not a religion but a utopian 

ideology; it fought rather than consoled; it replaced the notion 

of an other world with that of a terrestial future. It championed 

man but it ignored a half of his nature, that which is expressed 

in communion, myths, festivals, dreams, eroticism. Above all, 

the Reform movement was a negation, and its greatness resides 

in that fact. But what this negation affirmed — the principles of 

European liberalism — was a philosophy whose beauty was 

exact, sterile and, in the long run, empty. Geometry cannot take 

the place of myth. To convert the schemes of the liberals into a 

truly national project it would have been necessary to win the 

support of the country as a whole. This would have been 

supremely difficult, because the Reform was attacking a very 

concrete and particular affirmation: that all men are the sons 

of God, a creed permitting a genuinely filial relationship be¬ 

tween the individual and the cosmos. In its place the Reform 

offered an abstract postulate: that all men are equal before the 

law. Freedom and equality were — and are — empty concepts, 

ideas with no other concrete historical content than that given 

them by social relationships, as Marx has demonstrated. We are 

aware, by now, of the forms into which that abstract equality 

can change itself, and of the true meaning of that empty free¬ 

dom. Also, the founding of Mexico on a general notion of man, 

rather than on the actual situation of our people, sacrificed real¬ 

ity to words and delivered us up to the ravenous appetites of the 

strong. 

Despite all the predictions of the clearest thinkers, the liberal 

revolution did not bring about the birth of that strong bour¬ 

geoisie which everyone, even Justo Sierra, saw as the only hope 
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for Mexico. On the contrary, the sale of church properties and 

the disappearance of communal indigenous landholdings (which 

had precariously survived three and a half centuries of abuses 

and seizures by land agents and hacienda owners) accentuated 

the feudal character of our country. Those who benefited were 

a group of speculators, who made up the aristocracy of the new 

regime. Thus a new class of landowners arose. The republic, 

with no enemy to face now that the conservatives and imperial¬ 

ists had been defeated, suddenly found itself without a social 

basis. In breaking its ties with the past, it also broke its ties with 

Mexican realities. Power could belong to whoever dared reach 

out his hand for it. And Porfirio Diaz dared. He was the most 

brilliant of the generals whom the fall of the empire had left — 

for the first time in almost a century of battles and pronuncia- 

mentos — without a job. 

The “soldier of April 2nd” became the “hero of the peace.” 

Anarchy was overcome but liberty was sacrificed in the process. 

The different factions were reconciled but special privileges 

were restored. The country was reorganized but the regime 

prolonged an anachronistic feudalism with nothing to ameli¬ 

orate its severity (the Laws of the Indies had contained precepts 

that protected the Indians). Commerce was stimulated, rail¬ 

roads were built, the Public Treasury was freed of debt, and the 

first modern industries were established, but the doors were 

opened wide to Anglo-American capitalism. During this period 

Mexico lived the life of a semicolonial country. 

Despite what has usually been thought, the dictatorship of 

Porfirio Diaz was a return to the past. Diaz appeared to be gov¬ 

erning according to the ideas in vogue: he believed in progress, 

in science and in the miracles of industry and free enterprise. His 

ideals were those of the European bourgeoisie. He was the most 

illustrious dictator in Spanish America and at times his regime 
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recalled the years of the belle epoque in France. The intellec¬ 

tuals discovered Comte and Renan, Spencer and Darwin; the 

poets imitated the French Parnassians and Symbolists; the Mex¬ 

ican aristocracy was an urbane and civilized class. But the other 

face of the coin was very different. Those great gentlemen who 

loved progress and science were not industrialists or business¬ 

men: they were landholders who had grown rich from the pur¬ 

chase of Church properties or in the public affairs of the regime. 

The peasants on the haciendas lived like serfs, much as they had 

done during the colonial era. The Diaz regime claimed that 

ideologically it was the legitimate successor of liberalism. The 

Constitution of 1857 was still in effect — theoretically — and no 

one attempted to oppose the ideas of the Reform by offering 

different principles. Many persons, including the old liberals, 

honestly thought the Diaz regime was preparing the country 

for the transition from the feudal past to the modern world. In 

reality, however, the regime was the heir of colonial feudalism: 

the ownership of land was concentrated in a few hands and the 

landholding class grew constantly stronger. The past returned, 

decked out in the trappings of progress, science and republican 

laws, but with a complete lack of fecundity. It could produce 

nothing except rebellion. 

We are indebted to Leopoldo Zea for a very comprehensive 

analysis of the ideas of this period.1 He observes that the adop¬ 

tion of positivism as the official state philosophy corresponded 

to certain intellectual and moral necessities of the Diaz dicta¬ 

torship. Liberal thought was both a critical instrument and a 

utopian construction and it contained some explosive principles. 

To have extended its sway would have been to prolong anarchy. 

The epoch of peace required a philosophy of order. The intel- 

1 Leopoldo Zea: El positivismo en Mexico (Mexico: 1942). 
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lectuals found it in the positivism of Comte, with his law of the 

three states, and later in that of Spencer and in Darwin’s evolu¬ 

tionism. The primitive, abstract and revolutionary principle of 

the equality of men was replaced by the theory of the struggle 

for existence and the survival of the fittest. Positivism offered the 

social hierarchies a new justification. Inequalities were now 

explained, not by race or inheritance or religion, but by science. 

Zea’s analysis is irrefutable save on one point. It is true that 

positivism expressed bourgeois Europe during a moment of its 

history; but it expressed it in a natural, organic manner. In Mex¬ 

ico this philosophy served a class that was relatively new insofar 

as the families who made it up were concerned — almost all of 

them had acquired wealth and power during the struggles of 

the Reform movement — but historically this class simply took 

the place of the feudal aristocracy of colonial times. Therefore, 

if the function of positivist philosophy was similar here and in 

Europe, the historical and human relationship that was estab¬ 

lished between positivism and the European bourgeoisie was 

quite different from that which existed in Mexico between this 

doctrine and the “neofeudal” class. 

The Diaz regime adopted positivist philosophy; it did not 

father it. Thus it discovered itself in a situation of dependence 

even more serious than that of the liberals or the colonial theo¬ 

logians, for it could neither take a critical position in regard to 

that philosophy nor embrace it with complete good faith. In 

some instances it resembled one of those acts which Antonio 

Caso — following Tarde — has called “extralogical imitation”: 

unnecessary, superfluous and contrary to the imitator’s condi¬ 

tion. An abyss opened up between the system and the regime 

that adopted it, rendering impossible any authentic relationship 

with ideas, which at times became mere masks. The Diaz era, 
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then, was a period of historical falseness. Santa-Ana had happily 

switched disguises: he was an actor who did not believe what 

he said. The Diaz regime tried hard to believe, to make the 

adopted ideas its own. It simulated, in every sense of the word. 

This simulation was especially grave because, in embracing 

positivism, the regime took over a system which historically did 

not belong to it. The landholding class did not constitute a Mex¬ 

ican equivalent to the European bourgeosie, and its role had no 

relation whatever to that of its model. The ideas of Spencer and 

John Stuart Mill demanded, as their historical context, the devel¬ 

opment of heavy industry, a democratic bourgeoisie and the free 

exercise of intellectual activity. The Diaz dictatorship, based on 

great rural holdings, bossism and the absence of democratic 

freedoms, could not make these ideas its own without either 

denying itself or disfiguring them beyond recognition. Thus 

positivism became a historical superimposition much more dan¬ 

gerous than those that preceded it, because it was based on a 

misconception. Between the landholders and their political and 

philosophical ideas an invisible wall of deception arose, and the 

expulsion of the Diaz regime followed almost inevitably. 

The positivist disguise was not intended to deceive the people 

but to hide the moral nakedness of the regime from its own 

leaders and beneficiaries. It was a philosophy that could not 

justify social hierarchies to the disinherited, for whom liberalism 

guaranteed the dignity of man. It had nothing to offer the poor; 

its function was to salve the conscience — the mauvaise con¬ 

science — of the European bourgeoisie. In Mexico the guilt 

feelings of the European bourgeoisie took on a special cast, for 

a double historical reason: the neofeudalists were both the heirs 

of liberalism and the successors of the colonial aristocracy. Their 

intellectual and moral legacy — the principles of the Reform 

— and their enjoyment of the Church’s properties necessarily 
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produced a profound sense of guilt. Their social eminence was 

the result of a usurpation and a misconception, but positivism 

could not remedy or palliate this shameful situation. On the 

contrary, it aggravated it, since it never reached down to the 

consciences of those who adopted it. Falseness and falsehoods 

were thus the only psychological bases of Mexican positivism. 

In its own fashion the dictatorship completed the work of the 

Reform movement. With the introduction of positivist philoso¬ 

phy the nation broke its last links with the past. The Conquest 

destroyed temples but the colonial world built others. The 

Reform denied tradition but offered us a universal image of 

man. Positivism gave us nothing at all. Instead, it revealed the 

principles of liberalism in all their nakedness, as lovely but in¬ 

applicable words. The ideals of the Reform, that great historical 

project by means of which Mexico was to become a nation des¬ 

tined to realize itself through certain universal truths, were 

reduced to utopian dreams. Its laws and principles became a 

rigid framework that stifled our spontaneity and mutilated our 

character. After a hundred years of struggle the people found 

themselves more alone than ever, with their religious life impov¬ 

erished and their popular culture debased. We had lost our 

historical orientation. 

The image that Mexico presents us at the end of the nine¬ 

teenth century is one of discord. It was a discord more profound 

than the earlier political quarrels or even the civil war, because 

it consisted in the imposition of juridical and cultural forms 

which not only did not express our true nature but actually 

smothered and immobilized it. This discord fostered a caste that 

showed itself incapable of becoming a class in the strict sense of 

the word. Our national life was poisoned by lies and sterility. 

Our ties with the past had been broken, a dialogue with the 

United States — which only spoke to us in the language of force 
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or of business — was impossible, and relationships with other 

Spanish-speaking countries, walled up within dead forms, were 

useless. We were reduced to a unilateral imitation of France, 

which had always ignored us. What was left to us? Asphyxiation 

and solitude. 

If the history of Mexico is that of a people seeking a form that 

will express them, the history of the individual Mexican is that 

of a man aspiring to communion. The fecundity of colonial 

Catholicism resided in the fact that above all it was participa¬ 

tion. The liberals offered us ideas, but no communion was made 

with those ideas, at least while they were not incarnated and 

turned into blood and food. Communion is festivity and cere¬ 

mony. At the close of the nineteenth century the Mexican, like 

Mexico, was imprisoned in a rigid Catholicism or in the closed 

and hopeless universe of the official philosophy. 

Justo Sierra was the first to understand the significance of this 

situation. Despite his liberal and positivist antecedents, he was 

the only Mexican of his epoch who concerned himself with his¬ 

tory. The most durable and useful portion of his work is a medi¬ 

tation on universal and Mexican history. His attitude differed 

radically from that of his predecessors. To the liberals, con¬ 

servatives and positivists, Mexican reality by itself had little 

meaning; it was something inert that only acquired meaning 

when it was reflected in a universal scheme. Sierra conceived of 

Mexico as an autonomous reality existing in time: the nation was 

a past that advanced, however tortuously, toward the future, 

and the present was full of signs and indications. Neither reli¬ 

gion nor science did us justice. Our history, like that of any 

other people, had a meaning and a direction. Perhaps without 

fully knowing what he did, Sierra introduced the philosophy of 

history as a possible answer to our solitude and malaise. 

He founded the National University as a consequence of these 
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ideas. In his inaugural address he said that the new institution 

“has no ancestors or grandfathers . . . ; the faculty and directors 

of the Royal Pontifical University of Mexico are for us not pre¬ 

decessors but the past. Nevertheless, we remember them with 

a certain involuntary filial respect; involuntary, but not lacking 

in emotion and interest.” These words reveal how completely 

the liberals and their heirs had broken with the colonial era. 

Sierra questioned the sufficiency of liberal and positivist think¬ 

ing, just as he rejected religious dogmatism. He believed that 

science and reason were man’s best hope and the only one 

worthy of confidence. But he conceived of them as instruments. 

He thought they should serve individuals and the nation, for 

only thus “would the University have sufficient power to coor¬ 

dinate the directional lines of the national character. . . .” 

Truth, he said elsewhere in that address, is not a given fact, 

despite what the medieval scholastics or the metaphysicians of 

rationalism believed. Truth is to be found scattered among the 

true particulars of each science, and to reconstruct it was one 

of the tasks of the epoch. Without naming it, he invoked phi¬ 

losophy, which was absent from positivist teaching. Positivism 

was to confront new doctrines. 

The words of the Minister of Education inaugurated another 

chapter in the history of ideas in Mexico. However, Sierra him¬ 

self was not to write it; that was accomplished by a group of 

young men: Antonio Caso, Jose Vasconcelos, Alfonso Reyes 

and Pedro Henriquez Urena. They undertook a critique of 

positivism and in the end discredited it completely. Their intel¬ 

lectual unrest coincided with an even more dramatic search: 

that of the country for its own true self during the Revolution. 

The Mexican Revolution was an explosive and authentic rev¬ 

elation of our real nature. Many things, including our internal 
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political history and the more secret history of our national 

character, had prepared the way for it, but very few voices — 

all of them weak and muffled — had predicted it. The Revolu¬ 

tion had antecedents, causes and motives, but in a profound 

sense it lacked precursors. The Independence was not simply 

the result of various historical circumstances, but rather of a 

universal intellectual movement, which in Mexico began in the 

eighteenth century. The Reform was the result of the work and 

ideas of several intellectual generations, who predicted it, pre¬ 

pared it and realized it. It was the work of the Mexican intelli¬ 

gentsia. The Revolution began as a demand for truth and 

honesty in the government, as can be seen from the Plan of 

San Luis (Oct. 5, 1910). Gradually the movement found and 

defined itself, in the midst of battle and later when in power. 

Its lack of a set program gave it popular authenticity and 

originality. This fact accounts for both its greatness and its 

weaknesses. 

It is customary to cite the names of a scattered and isolated 

group — Andres Molina Enriquez, Filomeno Mata, Paulino 

Martinez, Juan Sarabia, Antonio Villarreal and Ricardo and 

Enrique Flores Magon — as being among the precursors of the 

Revolution.2 None of them was a true intellectual, that is, a 

person who had formulated Mexico’s situation as a problem to 

be solved and who offered a new historical project. Molina 

Enriquez had a clear understanding of the agrarian problem, 

but I doubt if his ideas would have been approved by the revo¬ 

lutionaries until after the period of the Plan of Ayala (November 

25,1911), a document that embodied the aspirations of Emiliano 

Zapata and his followers. The influence of Ricardo Flores 

Magon, one of the most honorable men in the Mexican labor 

movement, is absent from our labor laws. As an anarchist he 

2Jesus Silva Herzog: Meditaciones sobre Mexico (Mexico, 1946). 
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was necessarily outside the Revolution, although at the begin¬ 

ning the Mexican labor leaders were influenced by anarchist 

ideas. 

The Independence and Reform movements — especially the 

latter — reflected, extended and adapted certain ideologies of 

their epochs, but the Revolution did not. Silva Herzog has writ¬ 

ten: “Our Revolution had nothing in common with the Russian 

Revolution, not even on the surface. It took place later than ours, 

so how could we have imitated it? There is no use of European 

socialistic terminology in the revolutionary literature of Mexico 

from the end of the last century until 1917. The fact is that our 

social movement grew up out of our own soil, out of the lacer¬ 

ated hearts of our people, and it became a drama that was both 

tragic and creative.”3 This lack of ideological precursors and 

the scarcity of links with a universal ideology are characteristic 

aspects of the Revolution, and the seeds of many later conflicts 

and confusions. 

The immediate antecedents of the movement are not difficult 

to find. First, there was the political and social situation. The 

middle class had increased due to the growth of commerce and 

industry, which used native personnel even though they were 

mostly foreign-owned. A new generation had risen, a restless 

generation that desired a change. The quarrel of the generations 

became a part of the general social discord. The Diaz regime 

was not only a government of the privileged but also of elderly 

men who could not resign themselves to giving up power. The 

nonconformity of the young expressed itself as an anxiety to 

see the principles of liberalism realized at last. The first revo¬ 

lutionary ideals were predominantly political. It was thought 

that the exercise of democratic rights would make possible a 

Op. cit. 
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change of methods and persons. 

The nascent working class was equally restless. Liberal legis¬ 

lation had not provided any defenses against abuse by the 

powerful. Peasants and workers were helpless before the bosses, 

feudal lords and industrialists, but the Mexican peasant had a 

long tradition of struggle, while the workers lacked not only 

the most elementary rights but also the experience and theories 

with which to support their demands and justify their fight. 

Because of this lack of traditions the working class was truly 

disinherited. A number of strikes broke out nevertheless, and 

all of them were mercilessly suppressed. Later the workers took 

part in one of the most important episodes of the civil struggle: 

their leaders went over to Carranza and signed the “Pact of 

the House of the Workers of the World and the Constitutional¬ 

ist Movement” (February 17, 1915). Instead of seeking labor 

legislation, the proletariat joined one of the factions into which 

the revolutionary movement had divided. Since then the work¬ 

ing class has depended more or less completely on the revolu¬ 

tionary governments, a circumstance of the first importance — 

as we shall see — in understanding today’s Mexico. 

Another circumstance that favored the development of the 

Revolution was the international situation. Porfirio Diaz, fol¬ 

lowing a political plan favored by liberals like Lerdo de Tejada 

and almost all of the conservatives, wanted to limit the economic 

influence of the United States in favor of European capitalism. 

“International relations caused deep concern during the last 

years of the Diaz government. The opportunities conceded to 

English capital provoked resentment in the United States. And 

there were other causes for ill feelings, such as the protection 

Diaz offered to the President of Nicaragua, his refusal to allow 

the United States fleet to remain for a longer period in Magda¬ 

lena Bay, and the judgment which a Canadian arbiter handed 
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down in favor of Mexico in the Chamizal boundary dispute.”4 

There is no doubt that the United States tolerated the political 

activities of Mexican revolutionaries within its territory, but 

it is impossible to reduce the Mexican Revolution, as some 

conservatives would like to do, to a conspiracy by yanqui 

imperialism. The later intervention of the U. S. Ambassador in 

the counterrevolutionary coup d’etat which defeated President 

Madero proves the limited extent of foreign influences in the 

development of the Revolution. 

Strikes and peasant uprisings undermined the social structure 

of the dictatorship; political unrest in the cities caused Diaz to 

lose confidence in the popular support for his regime; and in 

the sphere of ideas, two young men — Antonio Caso and Jose 

Vasconcelos — undertook a critique of the regime’s official phil¬ 

osophy. Their work forms a part of the vast intellectual renova¬ 

tion begun by the group known as the Ateneo de la Juventud 

(Athenaeum of the Young). 

In 1909 Antonio Caso made an examination of positivist 

philosophy. In the course of seven lectures (the first three 

devoted to Comte and his predecessors, the remainder to 

“Independent Positivism,” Mill, Spencer and Taine), he 

expounded his disagreement with official doctrine. He made 

particular use of Boutroux’s philosophy of contingency and 

certain of Bergson’s ideas. At the close of the series Caso made 

known his personal philosophy. Here is how Henrfquez Urena 

described this act of faith: “Caso postulated intellectualism 

against the imminent invasion of pragmatism and related ten¬ 

dencies ... praising the great constructive metaphysicists, Plato, 

Spinoza, Hegel, and then declaring himself an idealist in regard 

4Silvio Zavala: Sintesis de la Historia del pueblo Mexicano, in Mexico 

en la cultura (Mexico, 1946). 
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to the problem of knowledge. . . . His profession of faith ends 

with a quotation (‘All is thought. . .’) from Henri Poincare, the 

pragmatist. . . . Caso’s final lecture was a petition in favor of 

philosophical speculation. Within the walls of the Preparatory 

School, the old positivist stronghold, the voice of the meta¬ 

physician was heard again, reclaiming his inalienable rights.”0 

Vasconcelos was anti-intellectual. He was a philosopher of 

intuitions, holding that the emotions were the only faculties 

capable of apprehending material things, and that knowledge 

was a total and instantaneous vision of reality. Later Vascon¬ 

celos elaborated a “philosophy of the Iberoamerican race” which 

carried forward a very important trend in Spanish-American 

thought. But his influence was not to be felt at its strongest 

until some years afterward, when he became Secretary of 

Public Education under Alvaro Obregon. 

The critique of positivism was decisive in the intellectual 

history of Mexico and was one of the indispensable antecedents 

of the Revolution. But it was a negative antecedent. Caso and 

his associates destroyed the philosophy of the Diaz regime, but 

their ideas did not offer a new project for national reform. Their 

intellectual position had hardly any relation to the aspirations 

of the people and the needs of the time. The difference between 

the new generation and that of the liberals is significant: it 

could not help but have very grave consequences in modern 

Mexican history. The Revolution, without any doctrines 

(whether imported or its own) to guide it, was an explosion 

of reality and a groping search for the universal doctrine that 

would justify it and give it a place in the history of America 

and the world. But if Caso’s ideas did not exercise any influence 

on those of the Revolution, his unfailing love for knowledge — 

6Pedro Henriquez Urena: Horas de estudio (Paris, 1910). 



From Independence to the Revolution / 141 

which caused him to go on with his classes even while opposing 

factions were shooting each other in the street — made him a 

splendid example of what philosophy means: a love that nothing 

can buy and that nothing can pervert. 

These were the most notable antecedents, then, of the Mexi¬ 

can Revolution. Its causes — fewer but more profound — were 

part of the very life of Mexico itself. 

Our movement was distinguished by a lack of any previous 

ideological system and by a hunger for land. The Mexican 

peasants supported the Revolution not only to achieve better 

living conditions but also to recover the lands that had been 

taken from them during the colonial period and the nineteenth 

century by the royal land grants and the great haciendas and 

estates. 

The calpulli was the basic form of land ownership before the 

Conquest. This system consisted in “dividing the populated 

areas into various suburbs or calpulli, each of them with a set 

amount of land; this land did not belong to the inhabitants as 

individuals, but rather was granted to a family or tribe. . . . The 

person who left his calpulli, or who failed to cultivate the land 

assigned to him, lost his right to share in the communal prop¬ 

erties.”6 The Laws of the Indies protected this institution, and 

many judgments were handed down in defense of the com¬ 

munal indigenous lands against every sort of abuse and usurpa¬ 

tion. The admirable precepts of the Laws of the Indies were 

not always respected, however, and the situation of the peasants 

was desperate by the end of the eighteenth century. The atti¬ 

tude of Morelos, one of the few Mexican leaders who was aware 

of the problem, shows the extent to which the agrarian crisis 

6Gabino Fraga: El derecho agrario, in Mexico en la Cultura (Mexico, 

1946). 
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influenced the War of Independence. The Reform committed 

the fatal error of dissolving the communal indigenous properties, 

despite the opposition of Ponciano Arriaga and others. Later, 

through several Laws of Colonization and of Occupation and 

Transferral of Uncultivated Lands, the Diaz regime “put an 

end to what was left of communal ownership in Mexico.”7 

Almost all the programs and manifestoes of the revolutionary 

groups alluded to the agrarian problem, but only the Revolution 

of the South and its leader, Emiliano Zapata, posed the problem 

clearly, simply and decisively. It is no accident that Zapata, a 

figure who shared the plastic beauty and poetry of our popular 

images, has served again and again as a subject for Mexican 

painters. Like Morelos and Cuauhtemoc, he is one of our leg¬ 

endary heroes. Realism and myth are joined in this ardent, 

melancholy and hopeful figure who died as he had lived: 

embracing the earth. His image, like the earth, is made up of 

patience and fecundity, silence and hope, death and resurrec¬ 

tion. His program contained few ideas, only those that were 

needed to break the political and economic shackles that bound 

us. Articles Six and Seven of the Plan of Ayala, which foresaw 

the restitution and distribution of the land, called for a basic 

change of policy regarding agrarian properties, and opened 

the door to modern Mexico. Zapata’s program, in brief, consisted 

in the elimination of feudalism and the passage of legislation 

adjusted to Mexican realities. 

Every revolution, according to Ortega y Gasset, is an attempt 

to make reality conform to a rational project, and therefore the 

revolutionary conceives of himself as an agent of reason’s 

imperative and radical demands. This opinion may itself be a 

little too radical, for I have noticed that most revolutions, 

8Op. cit. 
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although they are presented as an invitation to realize certain 

ideas in the near or not so near future, are founded on an 

attempt to restore a legal or social order that has been violated 

by the oppressor. Every revolution tries to bring back a Golden 

Age. The French Revolution based the viability of its program 

on the belief that if the ideal conditions of the Social Contract 

were re-established, peace would follow. Marxism points to 

the theory of primitive communism as the antecendent of what 

it promises to bring about. The “eternal return” is one of the 

implicit assumptions of almost every revolutionary theory. 

Marx wrote that all radicalism is a form of humanism, since 

man is the root of both reason and society. Thus every revolu¬ 

tion tries to create a world in which man, free at last from the 

trammels of the old regime, can express himself truly and fulfill 

his human condition. Man is a being who can realize himself, 

can be himself, only in a revolutionary society. And that society 

bases its hopes on man’s own nature, which is not something 

given and static, but rather consists in a range of possibilities 

that the regime has suppressed or mutilated. How can we tell 

that man is possibility, frustrated by injustice? The mythic 

notion of a Golden Age enters here: at some moment in history, 

in some part of the world, there was once a society that per¬ 

mitted man to express and realize himself. It prefigured and 

prophesied the new society which the revolutionary proposes 

to create. Almost all utopias suppose the previous existence, in 

some remote past, of a Golden Age that justifies revolutionary 

action and makes it viable. 

The originality of the Plan of Ayala resides in the fact that 

this Golden Age was not a simple creation of man’s reason or 

a mere hypothesis. The Mexican agrarian movement insisted 

that the restitution of lands must be legally binding: those who 

received lands should also receive titles to them. If it called for 
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a redistribution of the land, its purpose was to extend the benefits 

of the traditional system to all the peasants and villages that did 

not possess titles. The Zapatista movement attempted to rectify 

the history of Mexico and the very meaning of our existence as 

a nation — a program quite different from the historical project 

of the liberals. The Zapatistas did not conceive of Mexico as a 

future to be realized but as a return to origins. The radicalism 

of the Mexican Revolution consisted in its originality, that is, 

in its return to our roots, the only proper bases for our institu¬ 

tions. When the Zapatistas made the calpulli the basic element 

in our economic and social structure, they not only salvaged 

the valid portion of the colonial tradition but also affirmed that 

any political construction, if it is to be truly productive, must 

derive from the most ancient, stable and lasting part of our 

national being: the indigenous past. 

Zapata’s traditionalism reveals that he had a profound aware¬ 

ness of our history. He was isolated both racially and regionally 

from the journalists and theorists of the epoch, and this isola¬ 

tion gave him the strength and insight to grasp the simple truth. 

And the truth of the Revolution was actually very simple: it 

was the freeing of Mexican reality from the constricting schemes 

of liberalism and the abuses of the conservatives and neo¬ 

conservatives. 

The Zapatista movement was a return to our most ancient 

and permanent tradition. It was a profound denial of the work 

of the Reform, in that it was a return to the very world from 

which the liberals had wanted to cut themselves loose. The 

Revolution became an attempt to integrate our present and 

our past, or — as Leopoldo Zea put it — to “assimilate our his¬ 

tory,” to change it into a living thing: a past made present. This 

effort at integration, this return to sources, contrasts with the 

attitude of the intellectuals of the time, who not only failed to 
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understand the meaning of the revolutionary movement but 

even went on playing with ideas that had no function whatso¬ 

ever except as masks. 

The inability of the Mexican intelligentsia to formulate the 

confused aspirations of the people in a coherent system became 

obvious as soon as the Revolution ceased to be an instinctive act 

and was established as a regime. The Zapatista and Villista 

movements — twin factions, one in the south, the other in the 

north — were popular explosions that proved almost wholly 

incapable of incorporating their truths, which were more felt 

than thought out, in an organic plan. They were a point of 

departure, an obscure and stammering expression of the revo¬ 

lutionary will. The triumphant faction — the Carrancistas — 

attempted to transcend the limitations of its two enemies, but 

on the other hand it thwarted the spontaneous desires of the 

people (the only source of revolutionary health) by restoring 

Caesarism. Every revolution tends to worship its leaders, and 

Carranza, the first of the revolutionary Caesars, was a fore¬ 

runner of the so-called “personality cult,” which is merely a 

euphemism for modern political idolatry. (This cult, also 

fostered by Obregon and Calles, still rules our political life, 

though the law forbidding re-election keeps it within limits.) 

At the same time, the revolutionaries who gathered around 

Carranza — especially Luis Cabrera, one of the most lucid minds 

of the period — strove to articulate and give coherence to the 

people’s instinctive wishes. But the ideological insufficiency of 

the Revolution became plain almost at once, and the result was 

a compromise: the Constitution of 1917. It was impossible to 

return to the pre-Cortesian world; it was equally impossible to 

return to the colonial tradition. The Revolution had no other 

recourse than to take over the program of the liberals, though 

with certain modifications. This adoption of the liberals’ scheme 
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was a direct consequence of the lack of ideas among the revolu¬ 

tionaries. The intelligentsia did have some ideas, but they 

were completely useless: reality had smashed them to bits even 

before they could be submitted to the test of history. 

The revival of the liberal program, with its classical division 

of powers (nonexistent in Mexico), its theoretical federalism 

and its blindness to our realities, opened the door once again 

to lies and pretenses. It is scarcely very strange that a good 

portion of our political ideas are still nothing but words in¬ 

tended to hide and restrict our true selves. Also, the influence 

of imperialism contributed toward frustrating the development 

of a native bourgeoisie, which could have given meaning to 

the liberal plan. The restoration of communal properties en¬ 

tailed the destruction of feudalism and should have brought a 

bourgeoisie into power. Thus our evolution would have fol¬ 

lowed the same stages as that of Europe. But our progress is 

erratic. Imperialism has not allowed us to achieve “historical 

normality,” and the ruling classes of Mexico have no other 

mission than to collaborate, as administrators or associates, 

with a foreign power. This situation is historically ambiguous, 

and there is the danger of a return to the policies of the Diaz 

regime. It is possible for bankers and intermediaries to take 

ever the government. Their methods would not be much dif¬ 

ferent from those of the great landholders under Diaz: they 

would govern from behind the mask of the Revolution, just as 

Diaz governed from behind the mask of liberalism. But in this 

case it would be difficult to find a philosophy that would serve 

the same function as positivism. There are no longer any tailor- 

made ideas in our world. 

If we contemplate the Mexican Revolution in terms of the 

ideas outlined in this essay, we see that it was a movement 
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attempting to reconquer our past, to assimilate it and make it 

live in the present. This will to return, the consequence of soli¬ 

tude and desperation, is one of the phases of that dialectic of 

solitude and communion, reunion and separation, which seems 

to rule our whole history. Thanks to the Revolution, the Mexi¬ 

can wants to reconcile himself with his history and his origins. 

This explains why the character of the movement is both des¬ 

perate and redemptive. If these words still have any meaning 

for us after so many repetitions, they mean that the people 

refuse all outside help, every imported scheme, every idea 

lacking some profound relationship to their intimate feelings, 

and that instead they turn to themselves. This desperation, this 

refusal to be saved by an alien project, is characteristic of the 

person who rejects all consolation and shuts himself up in his 

private world: he is alone. At the same moment, however, his 

solitude becomes an effort at communion. Once again, despair 

and solitude, redemption and communion are equivalent terms. 

It is remarkable how the Revolution has crystallized itself 

after its long, extremely confused search. It is not a scheme that 

some group imposed on reality; instead, reality manifested itself 

in various places and began to take form, embodied in conflict¬ 

ing groups and at different times. Only recently has it been 

possible to see that such opposite figures as Emiliano Zapata 

and Venustiano Carranza, Luis Cabrera and Jose Vasconcelos, 

Francisco Villa and Alvaro Obregon, Francisco I. Madero and 

Lazaro Cardenas, Felipe Angeles and Antonio Diaz Soto y 

Gama are all part of a single process. If we compare the pro¬ 

tagonists of the Reform with those of the Revolution, we observe 

that — apart from the clear ideas of the former and the confusion 

of the latter — the eminence of the liberals has not redeemed 

them from a certain dryness which makes them respectable but 

official figures, heroes of Public Office, while the brutality and 
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uncouthness of many of the revolutionary leaders has not pre¬ 

vented them from becoming popular myths. Villa still gallops 

through the north, in songs and ballads; Zapata dies at every 

popular fair; Madero appears on the balconies, waving the 

flag; Carranza and Obregon still travel back and forth across 

the country in those trains of the revolutionary period, causing 

the women to flutter with alarm and the young men to leave 

home. Everybody follows them, but to where? Nobody knows. 

It is the Revolution, the magical word, the word that is going 

to change everything, that is going to bring us immense delight 

and a quick death. By means of the Revolution the Mexican 

people found itself, located itself in its own past and substance. 

Hence the Revolution’s fertility, compared with our nineteenth- 

century movements. Its cultural and artistic fertility resulted 

from the profound manner in which its heroes, bandits and 

myths stamped themselves forever on the sensibility and 

imagination of every Mexican. 

The Revolution was a sudden immersion of Mexico in her 

own being, from which she brought back up, almost blindly, 

the essentials of a new kind of state. In addition, it was a return 

to the past, a reuniting of the ties broken by the Reform and 

the Diaz dictatorship, a search for our own selves, and a return 

to the maternal womb. Therefore it was also a fiesta: “the fiesta 

of the bullets,” to use the phrase by Martin Luis Guzman. Like 

our popular fiestas, the Revolution was an excess and a squan¬ 

dering, a going to extremes, an explosion of joy and hopelessness, 

a shout of orphanhood and jubilation, of suicide and life, all 

of them mingled together. Our Revolution is the other face of 

Mexico, ignored by the Reform and humbled by the dictator¬ 

ship. It is not the face of courtesy, of dissimulation, of form 

imposed by means of lies and mutilations; it is the brutal, 

resplendent face of death and fiestas, of gossip and gunfire, of 
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celebration and love (which is rape and pistol shots). The Revo¬ 

lution has hardly any ideas. It is an explosion of reality: a return 

and a communion, an upsetting of old institutions, a releasing 

of many ferocious, tender and noble feelings that had been 

hidden by our fear of being. And with whom does Mexico com¬ 

mune in this bloody fiesta? With herself, with her own being. 

Mexico dares to exist, to be. The revolutionary explosion is a 

prodigious fiesta in which the Mexican, drunk with his own 

self, is aware at last, in a mortal embrace, of his fellow Mexican. 





CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Mexican Intelligentsia 

It would be a gross oversimplification to assert that Mexican 

culture is a reflection of the historical changes brought about 

by the revolutionary movement. It would be much more accu¬ 

rate to say that in their own way these changes, like Mexican 

culture, express the sometimes contradictory aims and ten¬ 

dencies of the nation, or rather of that part of Mexico that has 

accepted the responsibilities and joys of being Mexican. In this 

sense it is possible to say that the history of our culture is not 

very different from that of our people, although the relationship 

is not strict. It is not strict or inevitable because culture is often 

in advance of history, prophesying what is to come. Either that 

or it fails to express it, and thus betrays it, which is what hap¬ 

pened at certain moments during the Diaz dictatorship. Poetry, 

by its very nature, and by the nature of its instrument, words, 

always tends to abolish history, not because it disdains it but 

because it transcends it. To reduce poetry to its reflections of 

historical events and movements would be like reducing the 

poet’s words to their logical or grammatical connotations. 

Poetry transcends both history and language, although they are 

its necessary food. The same could be said, in different ways, 

of painting, music, the novel, the theater and the other arts. But 

artistic creation is not the theme of the following pages; they 

are simply a description of certain attitudes of the Mexican 

intelligentsia, that is, of the group whose vital activity is critical 
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thinking.1 Their books and other writings are of lesser signifi¬ 

cance than their public influence and their political actions. 

If the Revolution was a search and an immersion of ourselves 

in our own origins and being, no one embodied this fertile, 

desperate desire better than Jose Vasconcelos, the founder of 

modern education in Mexico. His work was brief but fecund, 

and the essence of it is still alive. In part he carried on the task 

begun by Justo Sierra, which was to extend elementary educa¬ 

tion and to improve the quality of instruction on the higher 

levels, but he also tried to base education on certain principles 

that were implicit in our tradition but had been forgotten or 

ignored by the positivists. Vasconcelos believed that the Revo¬ 

lution was going to rediscover the meaning of our history, 

which Sierra had sought in vain. The new education was to be 

founded on “our blood, our language and our people.” 

The character of the educational movement was organic. It 

was not the isolated work of one extraordinary man — though 

Vasconcelos was certainly that, in several ways — but rather an 

accomplishment of the Revolution, and its realization expressed 

the finest and most secret element of the revolutionary move¬ 

ment. Poets, painters, prose writers, teachers, architects and 

musicians all collaborated in the project. All, that is, of the 

Mexican intelligentsia, or almost all. It was a social effort, but 

one that required the presence of a man who could catch fire 

and then transmit his enthusiasm to others. Vasconcelos, as a 

philosopher and a man of action, possessed that unity of vision 

which brings coherence to diverse plans, and although he some¬ 

times overooked details, he never lost himself in them. His 

work, subject to a number of necessary and not always happy 

corrections, was the work of a founder, not of a mere technician. 

1 Las peras del olmo (Mexico, 1956) gives the author’s position on Mexi¬ 
can art, particularly poetry and painting. 
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Vasconcelos conceived of instruction as active participation. 

Schools were established, readers and the classics were pub¬ 

lished, institutes were created, and cultural missions were sent 

to the remotest parts of the country. At the same time, the 

intelligentsia turned toward the people, discovering their true 

nature and eventually making them the center of its activities. 

The popular arts emerged again, after centuries of having been 

ignored; the old songs were sung once more in schools and 

concert halls; the regional dances with their pure and timid 

movements, combining flight and immobility, fire and reserve, 

were danced for a wider audience. Contemporary Mexican 

painting was bom. Some of our writers turned their eyes to the 

colonial past, and others used Indian themes; but the most 

courageous faced up to the present, and created the novel of 

the Revolution. After the lies and pretences of the dictatorship, 

Mexico suddenly discovered herself, with astonished and loving 

eyes: “We are the prodigal sons of a homeland which we cannot 

even define but which we are beginning at last to observe. She 

is Castilian and Moorish, with Aztec markings.” 

As a member of the Ateneo group and as a participant in the 

battle against positivism, Vasconcelos knew that all education 

entails an image of the world and a program for living. Hence 

his efforts to base the Mexican schools on something more con¬ 

crete than Article 3 of the Constitution, which stated that 

education was to be secular. Of course, secularism had never 

been neutral, and its pretended indifference toward ultimate 

questions was an artifice that deceived nobody. Vasconcelos, 

who was neither a Catholic nor a Jacobin, was not a neutral 

either. He wanted to base our school system on tradition, in 

the same way that the Revolution attempted to create a new 

economy on the basis of the ejido? To do so meant to formulate 

2 Ejido: common, public land. — TV. 
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the impulses behind the Revolution in an explicit way, since 

up till then they had only expressed themselves in a kind of 

instinctive stammering. Our tradition, if it was really still alive, 

would link us to a universal tradition that would enlarge and 

justify our own. 

Every time we return to tradition we are reminded that we 

are part of the universal tradition of Spain, the only one that 

Spanish Americans can accept and carry on. There are two 

Spains: the Spain that is closed to the outside world, and the 

open, heterodox Spain that breaks out of its prison to breathe 

the free air of the spirit. Ours is the latter. The foimer — pure- 

blooded and medieval — never accepted us, never discovered 

us, and our whole history, like a part of the history of the 

Spaniards themselves, has been a struggle against it. Now 

the universal tradition of Spain in America, as we have already 

noted, consists above all in conceiving of the continent as a unit 

superior to national divisions. A return to the Spanish tradition, 

therefore, can have no other meaning than a return to the 

unity of Spanish America. The philosophy of the “cosmic race” 

(that is, of the new American man who would resolve all racial 

conflicts and the great opposition between East and West) was 

the natural and ultimate consequence of Spanish universality. 

The ideas expounded by Vasconcelos had little or no relation 

to the caste-conscious traditionalism of the Mexican conserva¬ 

tives: he saw our continent, as did the founders of America, as 

futurity and newness. “Spanish America is magnificently new, 

not only as a geographical region but also as a realm for the 

spirit.” His traditionalism did not look to the past for support: 

it was to be justified in and by the future. 

This Ibero-American philosophy was the first attempt to 

resolve the conflict that had been latent in the Revolution from 

the beginning. The revolutionary movement was an instinctive 
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explosion, a longing for communion, a revelation of our being; 

it was a search for, and discovery of, the ties that had been 

broken by liberalism. But that rediscovered tradition was not 

enough to feed the hunger of a newborn country; it lacked 

the universal elements necessary for the building of a new 

society now that Catholicism and liberalism, the two great uni¬ 

versal forces which had shaped our culture, could no longer 

serve us. In fact, the Revolution was unable to justify itself even 

to itself, because it had scarcely any ideas. The only choice left, 

then, was between feeding on itself and inventing a new system. 

Vasconcelos tried to resolve the question by offering his phil¬ 

osophy of the Ibero-American race. The motto of positivism, 

“Love, Order and Progress,” was replaced by a proud boast: 

“The Spirit Shall Speak through My Race.” 

Unfortunately his philosophy was a personal creation, the 

very opposite of that of the liberals and positivists, who had 

been part of a vast ideological current. The work that Vascon¬ 

celos created has all the poetic coherency of the great philo¬ 

sophical systems, but not their rigor. It is an isolated monument 

and has not originated any schools or movements. As Malraux 

said, “Myths do not enlist the complicity of our reason, but 

rather that of our instincts.” The philosophy of Vasconcelos 

contains fragments that are still alive and fecund, portions that 

still illuminate and even prophesy, but it does not contain the 

essentials of our being or our culture. 

During the period that Lazaro Cardenas directed the coun¬ 

try, the Revolution tried to realize itself more amply and pro¬ 

foundly. The reforms announced by the preceding regimes 

were finally carried out. Cardenas completed the work begun 

by Zapata and Carranza. The necessity of giving the people 

something more than liberal secularism caused a revision of 

Article 3 of the Constitution: “Education will be socialistic . . . 
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it will combat fanaticism and prejudice, creating in the young 

a rational and accurate conception of the Universe and of 

society.” Even the Marxists who proposed it agreed that the 

new text was defective. How could socialistic education be 

established in a country whose Constitution made private prop¬ 

erty almost sacred, and whose working class had no share in 

the directing of public affairs? The idea became a mere politi¬ 

cal weapon, causing the regime a good deal of unnecessary 

trouble and providing the conservatives with ready criticisms. 

Most important of all, it could not remedy the shortcomings 

of the Revolution: if revolutions cannot be made with words, 

neither can ideas be implanted by decrees. The philosophy 

implicit in Article 3 did not invite creative participation nor 

re-establish the bases of the nation, as colonial Catholicism had 

done in its time. Socialistic education was a trap that caught 

only its inventors, to the delight of all the conservatives. The 

conflict between the universality of our tradition and the im¬ 

possibility of returning to the forms that had expressed it could 

not be resolved by the adoption of a philosophy which was not 

— and could not be — the philosophy of the Mexican nation. 

The same conflict damages the political and economic forms 

created by the Revolution. In all aspects of Mexican life there 

is a vital awareness of the authenticity and originality of our 

Revolution, but at the same time there is a desire for wholeness 

and coherence, and these the Revolution did not offer us. The 

calpulli was an economic, social, political and religious institu¬ 

tion that grew up naturally at the very center of pre-Cortesian 

life. It managed to survive during the colonial period alongside 

other forms of land ownership, thanks to the nature of the world 

founded by the Spaniards, a universal order that permitted 

various conceptions of property in much the same way that it 

included a variety of races, castes and classes. Rut how could 
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a system of communal land ownership be incorporated into a 

society that had already entered a capitalistic phase and in¬ 

volved itself, unintentionally, in the conflicts of the imperialist 

world? The same problem confronted our writers and artists: 

to find a whole and organic solution that would not sacrifice the 

particulars of our being to the universal of a system, as had 

happened with liberalism, and that would not reduce our 

participation to the passive attitude of the mere believer or 

imitator. For. the first time the Mexican saw his life and his 

history as something he must invent from head to foot. This was 

'impossible, and therefore our culture and our politics have 

swung from one extreme to another. We have not been able to 

realize a synthesis and have ended by accepting a whole series 

of compromises, in the sphere of education as well as in that 

of social problems. These compromises have allowed us to 

defend the gains we have already made, but it would be dan¬ 

gerous to consider them as definitive. The present text of Article 

3 reflects this situation. The revisions that were made in it have 

brought certain benefits, but there are questions that have still 

not been answered: What is the meaning of Mexican tradition 

and what is its current value? What program for living do our 

schools offer the young? The answers to these questions cannot 

be arrived at by any one man. If we have not answered them, 

the reason is that history itself has not resolved the conflict. 

Once the military phase of the Revolution had ended, many 

young intellectuals who had not been able to participate in it, 

because of their age or for other reasons, now began to work 

with the revolutionary governments. The intellectuals became 

the secret or public advisors of the illiterate generals, the labor 

or peasant leaders, the political bosses. It was an immense task 

and everything had to be improvised. The poets studied eco- 
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nomics; the jurists, sociology; the novelists, international law 

or pedagogy or agronomy. Except for the painters — who were 

supported in the best possible manner, by being given public 

walls to cover with murals — all of the intelligentsia was enlisted 

for specific and immediate ends: legal projects, governmental 

plans, confidential missions, educational work, the founding of 

schools and agrarian banks, etc. The diplomatic service, foreign 

trade, public administration, all opened their doors to an 

intelligentsia that came from the middle class. Within a short 

time the country possessed a considerable group of technicians 

and experts, thanks to the new professional schools and the 

opportunity to study abroad. Their participation in the work of 

government has made it possible to continue the efforts that 

were initiated by the first revolutionaries. However, their situa¬ 

tion is extremely difficult. In their anxiety not to surrender 

either their material or ideological positions, they have made 

compromise both an art and a way of life. Many aspects of their 

work have been admirable, but they have lost their independ¬ 

ence and their criticism has become excessively diluted, out of 

prudence or Machiavellism. The Mexican intelligentsia as a 

whole has not been able to use the weapons of the intellectual 

— criticism, examination, judgment — or has not learned how 

to wield them effectively. As a result, the spirit of accommoda¬ 

tion — a natural product, it would appear, of all revolutions 

that turn into governments — has invaded almost every area of 

public activity. In addition, government service has become 

a sort of cult or sect, with the usual bureaucratic rituals and 

“state secrets.” Public affairs are not discussed, they are whis¬ 

pered. It should be remembered, however, that in serving the 

government a number of men have made genuine personal 

sacrifices. The demon of efficiency (rather than of ambition), 

the desire to contribute to the collective effort, and even an 
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ascetic view of civic duty as a form of self-abnegation, have 

caused some of them to suffer the unhappiest of all losses: that 

of a sense of personal accomplishment. This situation is very 

different from that of the European intellectual. In Europe and 

the United States, the intellectual has been deprived of power. 

He lives in exile, so far as the state is concerned, and wields 

his influence from outside the government, with criticism as 

his principal mission. In Mexico, the intellectual’s mission is 

political action. The Mexican intelligentsia has not only served 

its country, it has also defended it, honestly and effectively. 

But in so doing, has it not ceased to be an intelligentsia? That 

is, has it not renounced its proper role as the critical conscience 

of its people? 

A number of factors have caused the people to grow sceptical 

and the intelligentsia to lose confidence in its work. Among these 

factors are the varying aims of the Revolution, the international 

pressures that began to be felt as soon as the first social reforms 

were undertaken, the demagoguery that quickly became a 

chronic illness of our political system, and the political corrup¬ 

tion that has made it impossible for us to realize our liberal, 

democratic ideals. Although the Mexican intelligentsia is united 

in a common cause, it also has its heterodox and solitary figures, 

its critics and its zealots. Some of them have withdrawn from 

government service to found opposition groups or parties. For 

instance, Manuel Gomez Morin — who formulated the Revo¬ 

lution’s property laws — is now the head of the right-wing 

National Action Party. Others, like Jesus Silva Herzog, have 

shown that technical efficiency and spiritual independence are 

not necessarily at odds: Herzog has succeeded in bringing 

together all the independent writers of Latin America in his 

magazine Cuadernos Americanos. Vicente Lombardo Toledano 

and Narciso Bassols are among those who turned to Marxism 
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in the belief that it was the only philosophy capable of recon¬ 

ciling the particulars of Mexican history with the universality 

of the Revolution. Their work should be judged above all in 

the field of social action. Unfortunately their efforts have been 

vitiated for many years now by the docility with which they 

have followed the party line from Moscow, even at its worst 

moments. 

If a part of the intelligentsia embraced Marxism (almost 

always in its official, bureaucratic form) in the hope of breaking 

out of their solitude to join the international labor movement, 

other men took up the task of revision and criticism. The Revo¬ 

lution had discovered the true character of Mexico, and Samuel 

Ramos began to ask his country questions: he tore away its 

masks, hoping to find out what the Mexican is really like. It has 

been said that his Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico — our 

first serious attempt at self-knowledge — suffers from a variety 

of limitations: for example, that the Mexican described in its 

pages is an isolated type, or that the instruments he used to 

penetrate reality (the theory of resentment as expounded by 

Scheler and Adler, especially the latter) reduce the significance 

of his conclusions. Rut the book remains our only point of 

departure. The majority of its observations are still valid, and 

the central idea — that the Mexican hides himself when he 

expresses himself, that his words and gestures are almost always 

masks — is as true as ever. Ramos has given us an extremely 

penetrating description of the attitudes that make each one of 

us a closed, inaccessible being. 

At about the same time that Ramos was studying our per¬ 

sonality, Jorge Cuesta was investigating the meaning of our 

tradition. His results are scattered among articles on politics 

and aesthetic criticism, but nevertheless his ideas are unified 

and coherent. Whether he was discussing classicism in Mexican 
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poetry or French influence on our culture, the Mexican mural- 

ists or the poetry of Lopez Velarde, Cuesta reiterated his belief 

that Mexico is a self-created country and therefore lacks a past. 

Or, to put it more exactly, that Mexico has re-created itself in 

opposition to its past, repudiating the inert, parochial, caste¬ 

conscious nature of its Indian and Spanish inheritance. The 

true Mexican tradition does not carry on the colonial tradition; 

on the contrary, it denies it, because it is a free election of cer¬ 

tain universal values, those of French rationalism. Cuesta be¬ 

lieved that our “Frenchification” was not accidental, and was 

not the result of mere historical circumstances. The Mexican 

discovers in French culture — which is also free election —his 

universal vocation. The models of our poetry, like those of our 

political systems, are universal, with little interest in time, 

space and local color. Our poets tend to ignore our national 

particulars in favor of a universal conception of mankind. They 

are ruled by Method and Form. Hence our poetry is Romantic 

or national only when it is weak or self-betraying. The same is 

true, in various ways, of the rest of our artistic and political 

forms. 

Cuesta was scornful of historical examinations. He saw the 

Spanish tradition as nothing but inertia, conformity and pas¬ 

sivity, because he ignored the other side of the coin. He also 

neglected to analyze the influence of the indigenist tradition. 

As for our preference for French culture, is it not the result 

of various circumstances in both Mexican and world history 

rather than a supposed affinity? Cuesta was influenced by 

Julian Benda, and forgot that French culture is nourished by 

French history and is inseparable from the reality that sus¬ 

tains it. 

Despite the limitations in his intellectual position, we are 

indebted to Cuesta for a number of valuable observations. 
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Mexico’s self-discovery or self-definition takes the form of a 

negation of her past. Cuesta’s error, like that of the liberals and 

positivists, was in supposing that this negation required her to 

adopt French radicalism and classicism in her politics, art and 

poetry. History refutes this hypothesis, because the revolution¬ 

ary movement, contemporary poetry and painting, and the very 

development of the country have all tended to emphasize our 

individuality and to break out of the intellectual geometry we 

imported from France. Mexican radicalism, as we have seen, 

is something quite different. 

Although Ramos and Cuesta disagree in many things, there 

is still an important resemblance between them: they both 

reflect our profound desire for self-knowledge. The former 

represents our search for the intimate particulars of our nature, 

a search that was the very essence of our Revolution, while the 

latter represents our anxiety to incorporate these particulars in 

a universal tradition. 

The economist and historian Daniel Cosio Villegas was 

another solitary figure. He established the Fondo de Cultura 

Economica, a money-losing publishing house whose main object 

was to provide Spanish Americans with the basic texts of eco¬ 

nomics, from Adam Smith to Keynes. Thanks to Cosio and his 

successors, the Fondo broadened its aims considerably, and 

published works of philosophy, sociology and history that have 

revitalized the intellectual life of the Spanish-speaking coun¬ 

tries. Cosio Villegas also gave us the most complete and serious 

examination of the Diaz regime that has yet been produced. 

Rut perhaps his finest contribution is the spirit that animates 

his criticism: unbiased opinions, independent judgments. I 

believe his best book is American Extremes, a far from pious 

study of our real situation, written with irony, courage and a 

most admirable impertinence. 
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President Cardenas opened Mexico’s doors to those who had 

supported the losing side in the Spanish civil war. Among 

them were writers, poets and professors, and they have played 

an important part in the renascence of Mexican culture, espe¬ 

cially in the sphere of philosophy. Mexico owes a debt of grati¬ 

tude to the Spanish philosopher Jose Gaos, the teacher of the 

young intelligentsia. The new generation is capable of using 

the instruments which every intellectual enterprise must have, 

and a Mexican intelligentsia can now be formed within the 

classroom for the first time since the Independence period. 

Our new teachers do not offer the young a ready-made philos¬ 

ophy, but rather the opportunity and means to create one. This, 

of course, is a teacher’s true mission. 

Alfonso Reyes was another source of stimulation. His work, 

which we can now begin to appreciate in its full dimensions, 

is an invitation to rigorous clarity and coherence. His classicism 

is equidistant from the academicism of Ignacio Ramirez and 

Justo Sierra’s Romanticism. It is not a mere imitation or adapta¬ 

tion of universal forms: it seeks its own form and becomes its 

own best model. It is simultaneously a mirror and a clear spring, 

in which man can recognize himself but can also surpass himself. 

To Reyes, literature was more than a vocation or a profession, 

it was a religion. He was a complete writer, for whom language 

was everything that language can be: sounds and symbols, 

inanimate design and sheer magic, clockworks and a living 

organism. As poet, critic and essayist he was a Man of Letters 

in the highest sense: a miner, artificer, peon, gardener, lover 

and priest of words. His work is history and poetry, reflection 

and creation. Reyes was a whole group of writers and therefore 

his work is a Literature in itself. Is it a lesson in form? No, it is 

a lesson in expression. In a world of eloquent rhetoric and studi¬ 

ous silences, Reyes instructs us in the dangers and responsibili- 
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ties of language. He is sometimes accused of not having given 

us a philosophy or an orientation. His accusers forget that his 

writings clarify many of the historical situations confronting us 

in the Americas. But his greatest contribution, I think, is the 

fact that to read him is to receive a lesson in clarity. By teaching 

us how words should be used, he also teaches us how to think. 

Hence the significance of his thoughts on the American intelli¬ 

gentsia and the responsibilities of the present-day writer and 

intellectual. 

Reyes tells us that the writer’s first obligation is fidelity to 

his language. The writer has no other instrument but words. 

Unlike the tools of the artisan or painter or musician, words are 

full of ambiguous and even contradictory meanings. Using them 

should mean clarifying them, purifying them, making them 

true instruments of our thinking rather than masks or approxi¬ 

mations. Writing implies a profession of faith and an attitude 

that transcends rhetoric and grammar. The roots of language 

are entwined with those of morality, and thus the criticism of 

language is moral and historical criticism. Every literary style 

is something more than a way of speaking. It is a way of think¬ 

ing, an implicit or explicit judgment of reality. Language is by 

nature social, while the writer must work in solitude, and there¬ 

fore they establish a very strange relationship: thanks to lan¬ 

guage the modern writer participates in the life of the com¬ 

munity, although the other means of communication with his 

people and his times have broken down. 

Alfonso Reyes offers us not only a criticism of language but 

also a philosophy and an ethics. It is not surprising, then, that 

while he defends the clarity of words and the universality of 

their meanings, he also points out a duty. The Mexican writer 

has certain specific obligations beyond that fidelity to language 

which should characterize every writer. The first and most 
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important of these is to express our own nature — or, as Reyes 

put it, “to seek the soul of our nation.” This is an extremely 

arduous task, because we have only a received language, not 

one we created ourselves, to express the thoughts and feelings 

of our confused, inarticulate people. That is, we must use the 

language of Gongora and Quevedo, Cervantes and St. John of 

the Cross to express a very different world. For us, writing 

means breaking down the Spanish language and re-creating it 

in such a way that it becomes Mexican without ceasing to be 

Spanish. Our fidelity to language thus implies fidelity to our 

people and to a tradition that is ours only through an act of 

intellectual violence. Both terms of this immense obligation are 

vitally present in the writings of Alfonso Reyes, and for this 

reason his best work consists in the invention of a universal 

language and form that can contain all our unexpressed conflicts 

without smothering or disfiguring them. 

Reyes considered language an artistic and ethical problem. 

His work is not a model or lesson but a stimulus. Our attitude 

toward language cannot be different from that of our predeces¬ 

sors, and our responsibilities are even greater than theirs because 

we have fewer illusions about the ideas that Western civiliza¬ 

tion once dreamed were eternal. The life and history of our 

people demand the creation of a form that will express this 

demand and that will also transcend it without betraying it. 

Solitude and communion, individuality and universality are 

still the extremes that devour every Mexican. This conflict 

characterizes our most intimate selves and gives a special color 

— alternately dark and bright — to our private conduct and our 

relationships with others; at the same time it has a profound 

effect on all our political, social and artistic efforts. Mexican life 

is a continual, lacerating swing between extremes, or else an 

unstable and painful equilibrium. 
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The whole history of Mexico, from the Conquest to the Revo¬ 

lution, can be regarded as a search for our own selves, which 

have been deformed or disguised by alien institutions, and for 

a form that will express them. The pre-Cortesian societies 

achieved rich and diversified creations, as we can see from what 

the Spaniards left standing and from what the archaeologists 

and anthropologists are bringing to light almost daily. The 

Conquest destroyed those forms and imposed Spanish substi¬ 

tutes. There are two different aspects to Spanish culture, recon¬ 

ciled but never wholly united by the Spanish state: the medieval 

tradition based on castes, which is still alive in Spain today, 

and a universal tradition which Spain adopted and made her 

own before the Counter Reformation. Through Catholicism 

Spain arrived at a synthesis of both elements in the realm of 

art. The same is true of some of the institutions and some of the 

conceptions of political rights which had so decisive an effect 

on the structure of colonial society and on the status assigned 

to the Indians and their communities. Due to the universal 

nature of the Catholic religion — which was a religion for every¬ 

one, especially orphans and the disinherited, although this is 

often forgotten by its followers as well as its opponents — colo¬ 

nial society managed to become a true order, if only for a brief 

while. Form and substance were one. There was no wall or abyss 

between reality and institutions, the people and the law, art 

and life, the individual and society; on the contrary, everything 

harmonized and everyone was guided by the same concepts 

and the same will. No man was alone, however humble his sit¬ 

uation, and neither was society: this world and the next, life 

and death, action and contemplation were experienced as total¬ 

ities, not as isolated acts or ideas. Every fragment participated 

in the whole, which was alive in each one of its parts. The pre- 

Cortesian order was replaced by a universal form that was open 



The Mexican Intelligentsia / 167 

to the participation and communion of all the faithful. 

The paralysis of colonial society, and its eventual hardening 

into a pious or ferocious mask, seems to have been the result of 

a circumstance that has rarely been examined: the decadence 

of European Catholicism as the source of Western culture coin¬ 

cided with its expansion and apogee in New Spain. The religious 

life — a source of great creativity in an earlier epoch — became 

mere inert participation for the vast majority. For the minority, 

wavering between faith and curiosity, it became a sort of 

ingenious game and, finally, silence and sleep. Or to state it 

another way, Catholicism was a refuge for the great mass of 

Indians. The Conquest had left them orphans, and they escaped 

this condition by returning to the maternal womb. Colonial 

religion was a return to prenatal life, passive, neutral and self- 

satisfied.3 The small minority who wanted to emerge into the 

fresh air of the world were either smothered into silence or 

forced to retreat. 

The Independence movement, the Reform movement and the 

Diaz dictatorship were distinct and contradictory phases of one 

continuing effort to break free. The nineteenth century was a 

complete break with form. At the same time, the liberal move¬ 

ment was an attempt to create a utopia, and thus provoked the 

vengeance of reality. Our independent history, from the time 

we were first aware of ourselves as individuals and of our geo¬ 

graphical area as an individual nation, has been a break with 

tradition, with form, and a search for a new form that would 

contain all our native particulars and would also be open to 

the future. Catholicism was closed to the future; liberalism 

replaced the concrete Mexican with an inanimate abstraction; 

3 See Jorge Carrion: “La rata psicologica de Quetzalcoatl,” in Cuadermos 

Americanos, No. 5, Sept.-Oct. 1949, Mexico. 
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neither could express both our individual desires and our 

universal longings. 

The Revolution began as a discovery of our own selves and 

a return to our origins; later it became a search and an abortive 

attempt at a synthesis; finally, since it was unable to assimilate 

our tradition and to offer us a new and workable plan, it became 

a compromise. The Revolution has not been capable of organ¬ 

izing its explosive values into a world view, and the Mexican 

intelligentsia has not been able to resolve the conflict between 

the insufficiencies of our tradition and our need and desire 

for universality. 

This recapitulation helps to define the problem of a Mexican 

philosophy, a problem recently brought up by Ramos and Zea. 

The conflicts that have been examined in the course of this 

chapter remained hidden until a short while ago, covered over 

by foreign ideas and forms that have served to justify our 

actions but have also hindered our self-expression and obscured 

the nature of our inner controversy. Our situation resembles 

that of the neurotic, for whom moral principles and abstract 

ideas have no practical function except as a defense for his 

privacy — that is, as a complex system he employs to deceive 

both himself and others regarding the true meaning of his in¬ 

clinations and the true character of his conflicts. But when these 

latter are clearly and accurately revealed to him, he must then 

confront them and resolve them himself. Much the same thing 

has happened to us. We have suddenly discovered that we are 

naked and that we are confronted by an equally naked reality. 

Nothing can justify us now: we alone can answer the questions 

reality is asking us. Philosophical reflection thus becomes an 

urgent necessity. It is not enough to examine our intellectual 

past or describe our characteristic attitudes. What we desper¬ 

ately need is a concrete solution, one that will give meaning to 
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our presence on earth. 

How could a philosophical project of this sort be Mexican? 

If it examined our tradition, it would be a philosophy of Mexi¬ 

can history and a history of Mexican ideas. But our history is 

only a fragment of world history, by which I mean that — except 

for the Revolution — we have always lived our history as a 

minor episode in the history of the world as a whole. As for our 

ideas, they have never been really ours: they have been either 

impositions or importations from Europe. Therefore a philo¬ 

sophy of Mexican history would simply be a consideration of 

the various ways in which we have reacted to the themes pro¬ 

posed to us by world history: the Counter Reformation, ration¬ 

alism, positivism, socialism. Any historical meditation would 

require an answer to the following question: In what way have 

we Mexicans “lived” these universal ideas? 

The question implies a concept of the Mexican as a distinc¬ 

tive individual, a concept that makes up the second theme of 

this projected Mexican philosophy. We have never succeeded 

in creating a form that would express our individuality. As a 

result, “Mexicanism” has never been identifiable with any spe¬ 

cific form or tendency: it has always veered from one universal 

project to another, all of them foreign to our nature and all of 

them useless in our present crisis. Mexicanism is a way of not 

being ourselves, a way of life that is not our own. Sometimes 

it is a mask; sometimes it is a sudden determination to find 

ourselves, to gash open our breasts in order to release our true 

and most secret voices. A Mexican philosophy would have to 

take into account not only the ambiguity of our tradition but 

also that of our will-to-be, which demands recognition of our 

individuality but only if that recognition is joined with a uni¬ 

versal solution to our problems. 

A number of writers have undertaken the task of examining 
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our intellectual past. The studies by Leopoldo Zea and Ed- 

mundo O’Gorman are especially important. The question that 

preoccupies O’Gorman is how to define the historical entity we 

call America. It is not a geographical region, and it is not a past; 

perhaps it is not even a present. It is an idea, an invention of the 

European spirit. America is a utopia, a moment in which the 

European spirit becomes universal by freeing itself of its his¬ 

torical particulars and conceiving of itself as a universal idea. 

Almost miraculously, this idea finds its embodiment and home 

in a specific land and also in a specific time: the future. Euro¬ 

pean culture conceives of itself in America as a superior unity. 

O’Gorman is correct when he sees our continent as an actual¬ 

ization of the European spirit, but what happens to America 

as an autonomous historical entity when it confronts the real¬ 

ities of Europe? This questions seems to be Leopoldo Zea’s 

essential concern. As a historian of Spanish-American thought, 

and as an independent critic even when discussing everyday 

politics, Zea declares that until recently America was Europe’s 

monologue, one of the historical forms in which its thought 

was embodied. Lately, however, this monologue has become 

a dialogue, one that is not purely intellectual but is also social 

and political. Zea has studied American alienation, but although 

alienation is more basic to our character than our individual 

traits, it is now a condition shared by all men. We Mexicans 

have always lived on the periphery of history. Now the center 

or nucleus of world society has disintegrated and everyone — 

including the European and the North American — is a periph¬ 

eral being. We are all living on the margin because there is no 

longer any center. 

Other younger writers are studying the meaning of our atti¬ 

tudes toward life. The greatest virtue of many of these efforts 

lies in the writers’ anxiety to understand what we are, and to 
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understand clearly and without complacency. Nevertheless, 

most of the members of this group — especially Emilio Uranga, 

its leader —have realized that the theme of Mexicanism can 

only be a part of a larger meditation on a much vaster theme: 

the historical alienation of dependent peoples and of mankind 

in general. 

For the first time, Mexico does not have at her disposal a set 

of universal ideas that can justify her situation. Europe, once a 

storehouse of ready-to-use ideas, now lives as we do, from day 

to day. Strictly speaking, the modern world no longer possesses 

any ideas. Hence the Mexican must face reality in the same way 

as everyone else: alone. But in his nakedness he will discover 

his true universality, which previously was a mere adaptation 

of European thought. His philosophy will be Mexican only in 

its accent or emphasis or style, not in its content. Mexicanism 

will become a mask which, when taken off, reveals at last the 

genuine human being it disguised. Under the present circum¬ 

stances, then, our need to develop a Mexican philosophy be¬ 

comes a need to think out for ourselves certain problems which 

are no longer exclusively ours but pertain to all men. That is, 

Mexican philosophy, to be truly that, must be philosophy plain 

and simple. 

This conclusion can be corroborated by a historical examina¬ 

tion of the problem. The Mexican Revolution placed an injunc¬ 

tion on our intellectual tradition. The revolutionary movement 

showed that all the ideas that had justified us in the past were 

either dead or were deforming our nature. Also, world history 

has forced us to struggle with many problems and questions 

which affected our predecessors only indirectly. Despite our 

national differences — historical superimpositions, an ambig¬ 

uous tradition, semicolonialism, etc. — our situation is now no 

different from that of other countries. Our cultural crisis, for 



172 / The Labyrinth of Solitude 

perhaps the first time in history, is the same as the crisis of our 

species. We are no longer moved by Valery’s melancholy reflec¬ 

tions on vanished civilizations, because it is not Western cul¬ 

ture that is in danger of being destroyed tomorrow, as the 

cultures of the Greeks and the Arabs, the Aztecs and the 

Egyptians were destroyed in the past: it is man himself. The 

old plurality of cultures, postulating various and contrary ideals, 

and offering various and contrary views of the future, has been 

replaced by a single civilization and a single future. Until 

recently, history was a meditation on the many truths proposed 

by many cultures, and a verification of the radical heterogeneity 

of every society and archetype. Now history has recovered its 

unity and become what it was at the beginning: a meditation 

on mankind. And mankind, too, has recovered its unity. All of 

today’s civilizations derive from that of the Western world, 

which has assimilated or crushed its rivals. The decisions we 

make in Mexico now affect all men, and vice versa. The differ¬ 

ences that separate the Communists and the West are much 

less profound than those that separated the Persians and the 

Greeks, the Romans and the Egyptians, the Chinese and the 

peoples of Europe. Communists and bourgeois democrats 

brandish opposing ideas, but those ideas have a common source 

and are phrased in a common language which both sides under¬ 

stand. The contemporary crisis is not a struggle between two 

diverse cultures, as the conservatives would have us believe, 

but rather an internal quarrel in a civilization that no longer 

has any rivals, a civilization whose future is the future of the 

whole world. Each man’s fate is that of man himself. Therefore, 

every attempt we make as Mexicans to resolve our conflicts 

must have universal validity or it will be futile from the outset. 

The Mexican Revolution forced us to emerge from ourselves, 

to confront the truths of history, and to recognize that we must 
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invent new institutions and a new future. But the Revolution 

has expired without resolving our contradictions. Ever since 

World War II we have been aware that the self-creation 

demanded of us by our national realities is no different from 

that which similar realities are demanding of others. The past 

has left us orphans, as it has the rest of the planet, and we must 

join together in inventing our common future. World history 

has become everyone’s task, and our own labyrinth is the laby¬ 

rinth of all mankind. 





CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Present Day 

The revolutionary movement, as a search for — and momen¬ 

tary finding of — our own selves, transformed Mexico and made 

her “other.” To be oneself is always to become that other person 

who is one’s real self, that hidden promise or possibility. In one 

sense, then, the Revolution has recreated the nation; in another 

sense, of equal importance, it has extended nationality to races 

and classes which neither colonialism nor the nineteenth century 

were able to incorporate into our national life. But despite its 

extraordinary fecundity, it was incapable of creating a vital 

order that would be at once a world view and the basis of a 

really just and free society. The Revolution has not succeeded 

in changing our country into a community, or even in offering 

any hope of doing so. By community, I mean a world in which 

men recognize themselves in each other, and in which the 

“principle of authority” — that is, force, whatever its origin and 

justification — concedes its place to a responsible form of liberty. 

It is true, however, that no known society has ever achieved this 

state, and it is no accident, of course, that the Revolution has not 

given us a vision of man comparable to that of colonial Catholi¬ 

cism or the liberalism of the last century. It is our own phenome¬ 

non, but many of its limitations result from circumstances that 

have been determined by contemporary world history. 

The Mexican Revolution was chronologically the first of the 

great revolutions of the twentieth century. To understand it 

correctly, it is necessary to see it as part of a general process 

that is still going on. Like all modern revolutions, it proposed to 
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liquidate feudalism, transform the country by means of industry 

and technology, put an end to our economic and political de¬ 

pendence, and establish a genuinely democratic society. In other 

words, to make the leap that ory most forward-looking liberals 

had dreamed about, consummate at last the Independence and 

Reform movements, and convert Mexico into a modern nation. 

And to do all this without betraying ourselves. On the contrary, 

the changes were to reveal our true being, the face that was both 

known and unknown to us. The Revolution was going to invent 

a Mexico that would be faithful to itself. 

The most advanced countries, except for Germany, turned 

from the ancien regime to modern bourgeois democracy in a 

way that could almost be called natural. Their political, eco¬ 

nomic and technical transformations seemed to be inspired and 

guided by some superior coherency. History has its own logic, 

and if we can discover the secret of its functionings, we can 

control the future. This notion, false as it is, still causes us to 

regard the history of the great powers as the unfolding of some 

majestic logical proposition. In fact, capitalism gradually 

developed from a sort of primitive accumulation into more and 

more intricate forms, until it reached the stage of high finance 

and world imperialism. The transition from primitive to inter¬ 

national capitalism produced radical changes within each coun¬ 

try and in the world as a whole. On the one hand, the differences 

between a worker and his boss (after the colonial and semi¬ 

colonial peoples had been exploited for a century and a half) 

were less great than the differences between that same worker 

and a Hindu pariah or Bolivian peon. On the other hand, 

imperialist expansion unified the planet: it seized all its riches, 

converted them into merchandise, and cast them into the stream 

of international trade; it universalized human labor (the textile 

worker, perhaps thousands of miles away, continues the work 
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done by the cotton-picker), making real for the first time, as a 

fact rather than a moral postulate, the oneness of the human 

condition; and it destroyed the eccentric cultures and civiliza¬ 

tions, forcing all the world’s peoples to orbit around two or 

three suns, from which radiated all political, economic and 

social power. At the same time, the peoples thus annexed were 

assigned a merely passive role. Economically, they were nothing 

but cheap manual labor and producers of raw materials; politi¬ 

cally, they were colonials or semicolonials; spiritually, they lived 

in barbarous or picturesque societies. “Progress” brought them 

certain material benefits, but it also required them to accede to 

historical “normality”: to be, that is, mere phantoms. This was 

the background of the Mexican Revolution and, in general, of 

the revolutions of the twentieth century. 

We can now see more clearly what the Revolution undertook 

to accomplish. It tried, within a short time and with a minimum 

of human sacrifices, to complete a task that had taken the Euro¬ 

pean bourgeoisie more than a hundred and fifty years. To do so, 

first we had to secure our political independence and recover 

control of our natural resources. And it had to be done without 

infringing on the social rights guaranteed by the Constitution 

of 1917, especially the rights of the workers. In Europe and the 

United States these conquests were the result of over a century 

of proletarian struggle, and to a considerable extent they rep¬ 

resented (and represent) participation in earnings from abroad. 

In Mexico we had no colonial income to distribute; we did not 

even own the oil, minerals, electric power and other resources 

with which we had to transform the country. Therefore the 

Revolution’s problem was not merely one of beginning at the 

beginning: we had to begin from before the beginning. 

The Revolution made the new state the principal agent of 

social change. Its first job was to recover and divide up the land, 
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open other lands to cultivation, and establish irrigation projects, 

rural schools and agrarian banks. There are experts who hold 

forth on the technical errors that have been committed, and 

moralists who decry the continuing power of our traditional 

rural bosses and greedy politicians. They are quite right. And it 

is also true that the danger of a return to monopolization of the 

land still exists. Our gains have to be defended constantly. But 

at least the feudal regime has disappeared: to forget that is to 

forget much too much. Also, the agrarian reforms not only bene¬ 

fited the rural population but also broke up the old social struc¬ 

ture, making possible the birth of new and productive forces. 

Despite these accomplishments, however, thousands of our 

rural citizens live in dire misery, and other thousands have no 

recourse but to emigrate to the United States each year as tem¬ 

porary laborers. Our population increase — a circumstance the 

first revolutionary governments failed to take into account — is 

partially responsible for the present imbalance. Incredible as 

it may seem, the greater part of the country suffers from rural 

overpopulation. Or to be more exact, we simply do not have 

enough cultivable land. New farming areas have been opened 

up, and new industries and centers of production have been 

established, but they have not been sufficient to absorb the 

growth in population. With our present resources we are unable 

to create even the minimum amount of industrial and agricul¬ 

tural employment required by our excess of hands and mouths. 

It is clear that the problem is not only one of increased popula¬ 

tion but also of insufficient economic progress. It is equally clear, 

however, that we are faced with a situation that is beyond the 

capabilities of the government and even of the nation as a whole. 

Where and how can we obtain the necessary economic and 

technical resources? This question, which I will attempt to 

answer a little later, should not be asked in isolation, but rather 
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in connection with the whole vast problem of economic develop¬ 

ment. Industry is not growing with the speed which our growing 

population demands, and the result is underemployment. At the 

same time, rural underemployment is retarding industrial de¬ 

velopment, because it is not increasing the number of consumers. 

The Revolution also proposed, as noted earlier, to recover 

our natural wealth. The revolutionary governments, that of 

Cardenas in particular, called for the nationalization of oil, the 

railroads and other industries. This policy brought us into con¬ 

flict with economic imperialism, and the state had to back down 

and suspend its expropriations, though without surrendering 

what had already been recovered. (It should be mentioned in 

passing that our industrial growth would have been impossible 

without the nationalization of the petroleum industry.) The 

Revolution did much more than expropriate: it created new 

state industries by means of a network of banks and credit 

institutions, gave financial and technical assistance to others 

(private and semiprivate), and in general tried to guide our 

economic development rationally and for the benefit of the 

public. All these things, and many others, were accomplished 

slowly and not without a certain amount of blundering and 

corruption. Yet the face of Mexico began to change, despite the 

difficulties and contradictions, Little by little a new working 

class and a bourgeoisie arose. Both classes lived in the shadow 

of the state and have only now begun to achieve an autonomous 

life. 

Government protection of the working class began with a 

popular alliance: the workers supported Carranza in exchange 

for a more advanced social policy. They also supported Obregon 

and Calles for the same reason. The state rewarded them by 

protecting the labor unions. Unfortunately the alliance became 

a surrender on the part of the union leaders, who were given 
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high political offices. The process reached its zenith, strange as 

it may seem, during the Cardenas administration, which was 

the most radical period of the Revolution. And the leaders who 

surrendered their unions to the government were the very same 

leaders who had fought hardest against all forms of corruption 

in the labor movement. As for the objection that since the 

policies of the Cardenas administration were revolutionary, it 

was very natural for the unions to support them, the fact is that 

the labor leaders permitted their unions to become merely one 

more segment of the Party of the Revolution, that is, of the 

government party. This frustrated any possibility of a workers’ 

party or, at the very least, of a labor movement like that in the 

United States, apolitical but autonomous, and free of govern¬ 

mental meddling. The only persons to gain anything were the 

leaders, who became professional politicians: representatives, 

senators, governors. In the last few years, however, there has 

been something of a change. The labor groups are winning more 

and more autonomy; they are getting rid of their corrupt 

leaders and are fighting for more democratic unions. This new 

movement could be one of the decisive forces in the rebirth of 

democracy in Mexican life. Considering, though, our country’s 

social characteristics, the labor movement cannot be effective 

unless it avoids the sectarianism of some of its new leaders and 

seeks an alliance with the rural workers and with a sector that 

was also bom during the Revoution: the middle class. Until 

recently the middle class was a very limited group made up of 

small businessmen and the members of the traditional “liberal 

professions”: lawyers, doctors, teachers, etc. Our industrial and 

commercial development, along with the increase in public 

works, has caused the middle class to expand considerably. It 

is still crude and ignorant from a cultural and political view¬ 

point, but it is full of vitality. 
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Now that the bourgeoisie has grown more powerful and is 

more in command of itself, it is attempting to enter the govern¬ 

ment, not as a protected group but as its sole director. The 

banker is replacing the revolutionary general; the industrialist 

hopes to replace the technician or politician. They are trying to 

change the government more and more exclusively into a politi¬ 

cal expression of their interests. But the bourgeoisie does not 

form a homogeneous whole. Some of its members, heirs of the 

Revolution (though sometimes they do not know it), are striving 

to create a national capitalism; others are simply agents or inter¬ 

mediaries of international capital. Finally, the government con¬ 

tains many technicians who still champion — with varying suc¬ 

cess — a policy respectful of the revolutionary past and dedi¬ 

cated to the public interest. All this explains the rather zigzag 

progress of the state, as well as the desire of its leaders not to 

upset the “equilibrium.” Since the Carranza epoch, the Mexican 

Revolution has been a compromise between opposing forces: 

nationalism and imperialism, the labor movement and indus¬ 

trial development, a regulated economy and “free enterprise,” 

democracy and state paternalism. 

None of our gains could have been won within the framework 

of classical capitalism. What is more, without the Revolution 

and its leaders we would not even have any Mexican capitalists. 

National capitalism was not merely a natural consequence of 

the Revolution: to a great extent it was actually a creation of 

the revolutionary state. If it had not been for land redistribution, 

major public works, government-formed enterprises, public 

investments, direct or indirect subsidies to industry and, in 

general, state intervention in the economy, our bankers and 

businessmen would not have had the opportunity to perform 

their work or to become part of the “native personnel” of foreign- 

owned companies. It was indispensable, in a country whose 
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economy had been stagnant for over two centuries, to accelerate 

the “natural” growth of our productive powers. This acceleration 

took the form of state intervention in the economy and partial 

direction of it. Thanks to this policy, our evolution has been the 

most rapid and constant of any in America. It was not brought 

about by some temporary bonanza or by the prosperity of one 

isolated industry — such as oil in Venezuela or sugar in Cuba — 

but rather by a fuller and more general development. Perhaps 

the most significant sign is the attempt to create a “diversified 

economy” and an “integrated” industrial structure (that is, one 

which takes into account our resources and their limitations). 

It must be added, however, that we are still far from achieving 

everything that is needed. We do not have any basic industries 

except for the beginnings of a steel industry; we do not make 

machines that make machines, and do not even make tractors; 

we are still short of roads, bridges and railways; we have turned 

our backs on the sea, and lack ports, vessels and a fishing indus¬ 

try; our foreign exchange is balanced only because of tourism 

and the dollars our seasonal workers send back from the United 

States. And the fact that North American capital, despite our 

nationalistic legislation, is increasingly more powerful in the 

vital centers of our economy is even more decisive. Essentially, 

then, we are still a country producing raw materials, despite a 

certain amount of industrial growth. This means that in foreign 

trade we are subject to the fluctuations of the world markets, 

and that at home we suffer from instability, poverty and a cruel 

difference in the lives of the rich and the poor. 

The question of whether our social and economic policies 

have succeeded is an almost standard topic of debate. There is 

no doubt that it has to do with more than techniques or the 

errors and corrupt practices of certain groups. The truth is that 
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the resources of our nation as a whole are insufficient to “finance” 

our development or even to create what the experts call an 

“economic infrastructure,” the only solid basis for real progress. 

We lack capital, and the rhythm of internal capitalization and 

reinvestment is still too slow. Thus our essential problem, 

according to the experts, is to obtain the resources vital to our 

growth. But where, and how? 

One of the facts that characterize world economy is the 

imbalance between the low cost of raw materials and the high 

cost of manufactured products. Countries like Mexico — which 

is to say, the greater part of the world — suffer from the continual 

and unforeseen changes in the world market. As our delegates 

have stated in many inter-American and international confer¬ 

ences, it is impossible even to sketch out any long-range eco¬ 

nomic programs until this instability is remedied. Also, the 

growing gap between the “advanced” and “underdeveloped” 

countries cannot be lessened if the former refuse to pay a just 

price for raw materials. These materials are our principle source 

of income, and thus constitute our best chance of financing our 

economic development. For obvious reasons, we have made 

practically no gains whatever in this field. The “advanced” 

nations reply wery calmly that it is all a matter of “natural eco¬ 

nomic laws” over which human beings have very little control. 

They talk as if we were living at the beginning of the last cen¬ 

tury. Actually, of course, the law they are talking about is the 

law of the lion’s share. 

One of the remedies most frequently offered to us by the 

“advanced” nations — especially the United States — is that of 

private foreign investments. In the first place, everyone is aware 

that the earnings from these investments leave the country, in 

the form of dividends or other benefits. In the second place, the 

result is bound to be economic dependence and, in the long run, 
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political interference in our domestic affairs. There is also the 

fact that private capital is not interested in the sort of invest¬ 

ments we need: those offering long terms and accepting small 

profits. On the contrary, it searches for opportunities that 

promise better and more rapid earnings. The capitalist can¬ 

not and will not involve himself in a general plan for economic 

development. 

No doubt the best — and perhaps only — solution lies in the 

investment of public capital, either as direct government loans 

or through international organizations. The former entail politi¬ 

cal and economic conditions, hence the latter are preferable. 

One of the purposes for which the United Nations and its spe¬ 

cialized organizations were founded was to assist the economic 

and social development of the “underdeveloped” countries, and 

the charter of the Organization of American States includes 

analagous principles. Considering the unstable situation in the 

world today (basically a reflection of the imbalance between 

the “great” and “underdeveloped” countries), it might seem that 

a good deal would be accomplished in this area. But in reality 

the sums devoted to these ends have been a mockery, above all 

in the light of what the great powers spend for military prepara¬ 

tions. They are so busy winning the next war by means of mili¬ 

tary pacts with ephemeral or unpopular governments, so busy 

conquering the moon, that they forget what is happening in the 

rest of the world. Clearly we are faced with a wall that we by 

ourselves can neither leap over nor break down. Our foreign 

policy has been a just one, but doubtless we could have achieved 

more if we had joined with other countries whose problems are 

similar to our own. In this regard, Mexico’s situation is no 

different from that of the majority of countries in Latin America, 

Asia and Africa. 

Our lack of capital could be remedied in another way. As we 
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know, there is a method whose efficacy has been proved. Capital, 

after all, is simply accumulated human labor, and the extra¬ 

ordinary development of the Soviet Union is nothing but an 

application of this formula. By means of a controlled economy, 

which avoids the waste and confusion inherent in the capitalist 

system, and the “rational” use of an immense work force, directed 

to the exploiting of equally vast resources, the Soviet Union 

has become, in less than half a century, the only rival of the 

United States. In Mexico, however, we have neither the popu¬ 

lation nor the natural and technical resources required by an 

experiment of such proportions (not to mention our proximity 

to the United States and other historical circumstances). Above 

all, the “rational” use of workers and a controlled economy sig¬ 

nify — among other things — forced labor, concentration camps, 

the displacing of races and nationalities, the suppression of the 

workers’basic rights, and the rule of a bureaucracy. The methods 

of “socialist accumulation,” to use Stalin’s phrase, have turned 

out to be much more cruel than the systems of “primitive accu¬ 

mulation” which aroused the justified anger of Marx and Engels. 

No one doubts that totalitarian “socialism” can change the econ¬ 

omy of a nation: what is doubtful is whether it can give men 

freedom. And this last is all that interests us, and all that can 

justify a revolution. 

It is true that certain authors — Isaac Deutscher, for instance 

— believe that as soon as abundance has been achieved, the state 

will almost imperceptibly move in the direction of true socialism 

and democracy. They forget that classes or castes with absolute 

political and economic power have been created in the mean¬ 

while. History demonstrates that no class has ever voluntarily 

surrendered its gains and privileges. The notion of an “imper¬ 

ceptible” turning toward socialism is as fantastic as the myth 

of the “gradual disappearance of the state” on the lips of Stalin 
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and his successors. There is always the possibility of changes in 

Soviet society, of course. Every society is historical, by which 

I mean that it is subject to transformation. But, at the moment, 

both systems are characterized by their resistance to change, 

their unwillingness to respond to external or internal pressures. 

The danger in this situation is that they will choose war in 

preference to change. 

From the viewpoint of traditional revolutionary thinking, 

or even from that of nineteenth-century liberalism, the existence 

of historical anomalies like the “underdeveloped” countries or a 

totalitarian “socialist” regime, here in the middle of the twen¬ 

tieth century, is absolutely scandalous. Many of the prophecies 

and even dreams of the nineteenth century have been realized 

(the great revolutions, progress in science and technology, the 

transformation of nature etc.), but in a paradoxical or unex¬ 

pected manner, defying the well-known logic of history. From 

the time of the utopian socialists it was claimed that the working 

class would be the principal agent of world history. Its function 

was to consist in bringing about a revolution in the most ad¬ 

vanced countries, thus creating the bases for the liberation of 

mankind. True, Lenin thought it was possible to take a historical 

leap and assign the traditional task of the bourgeoisie — indus¬ 

trial development — to the dictatorship of the proletariat. He 

probably believed that revolutions in the backward countries 

would precipitate revolutionary changes in the capitalist world. 

It was a matter of breaking the capitalist chain at its weakest 

link. . . . The efforts of an “underdeveloped” country to indus¬ 

trialize itself are in a certain sense anti-economic, and demand 

great sacrifices from the people; but there is no other way of 

raising the standard of living. Also, national self-sufficiency is a 

costly experiment that must be paid for by the workers, con- 
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sumers and peasants. However, the nationalism of the “under¬ 

developed” countries is not a logical response: it is the inevitable 

explosion of a situation which the “advanced” countries have 

made unbearable. In contrast, rational direction of world econ¬ 

omy — that is, socialism — would have created complementary 

economies instead of rival systems. Once imperialism had disap¬ 

peared and prices in the world market had been regulated to 

eliminate excess profits, the “underdeveloped” nations would 

have been able to obtain the resources they needed for their 

economic transformation. A socialist revolution in Europe and 

the United States would have facilitated the transition of all the 

“backward” countries to the modern world, and in this case in 

a truly rational and almost imperceptible way. 

The history of the twentieth century causes some doubt (to 

say the least) as to the validity of these revolutionary theses and 

especially as to the role of the working class as the embodiment 

of the world’s destiny. Nor is it possible to claim that the pro¬ 

letariat has been the decisive agent in this century’s historical 

changes. The great revolutions of our time, not excluding the 

Russian, have taken place in backward countries, and the 

workers have represented only one segment — almost never the 

determining one — of the great popular masses made up of 

peasants, soldiers, the bourgeoisie and thousands of other per¬ 

sons harassed by wars and crises. These formless masses have 

been organized by professional revolutionists or specialists in 

coup d’etat. Even the counterrevolutions like Fascism and 

Nazism fit into this scheme. The most disconcerting fact of all 

is the absence of a socialist revolution in Europe, the very center 

of the contemporary crisis. It hardly seems necessary to under¬ 

line the aggravating circumstances: the European proletariat 

is the best educated and best organized of all, with the oldest 

revolutionary tradition, and the “objective conditions” favorable 
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to a seizure of power have existed in Europe on a variety of 

occasions. At the same time, several isolated revolutions — in 

Spain, for example, and more recently in Hungary — have been 

mercilessly suppressed, without the international solidarity of 

the workers having manifested itself. On the contrary, we have 

witnessed a barbarous regression, that of Hitler, and a general 

rebirth of nationalism in all of the Old World. Finally, instead 

of a rebellion by a democratically organized proletariat, the 

twentieth century has seen the birth of the “party,” that is, of 

a national or international grouping that combines the spirit 

and organization of two forces in which discipline and hierarch- 

ism are the predominant values: the Church and the Army. 

These “parties” are unlike the old political parties in every way. 

And they have been the effective agents of almost all the changes 

that have taken place since the first World War. 

The contrast with the periphery is very revealing. The colonial 

and “backward” countries, since before World War I, have 

undergone a whole series of disturbances and revolutionary 

changes, and the tide, far from ebbing, rises year after year. 

Imperialism is withdrawing from Asia and Africa, and its place 

is being occupied by new states. Their ideologies are confused, 

but they share two ideas that once seemed irreconcilable: na¬ 

tionalism and the revolutionary aspirations of the masses. In 

Latin America, which was tranquil until recently, we have seen 

the fall of various dictatorships and a new revolutionary spirit. 

Almost everywhere — Indonesia, Venezuela, Egypt, Cuba, 

Ghana — the ingredients are the same: nationalism, agrarian 

reform, better conditions for the workers and, at the top, a state 

determined to complete the process of industrialization and 

thus leap from the feudal era to the modern. It is of little im¬ 

portance, in a general definition of the phenomenon, whether 

the state allies itself with certain sectors of the native bour- 
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geoisie or, as in Russia and China, abolishes the old classes and 

entrusts the imposition of economic changes to a bureaucracy. 

The distinctive — and decisive — characteristic is that this is 

not a proletarian revolution in the “advanced” nations but an 

insurrection of the masses and peoples who live on the periphery 

of the Western world. Imperialism linked them to the destiny 

of the West, but now they are turning to themselves, discovering 

their identity and participating at last in world history. 

The men and the political forms that have embodied the 

insurrection of the “backward” nations are widely varied. At 

one extreme, Gandhi; at the other Stalin; and then there is Mao 

Tse-tung. There are martyrs like Madero and Zapata, buffoons 

like Peron, intellectuals like Nehru. It is a portrait-gallery with 

very different types: Cardenas, Tito, Nasser. Most of these men 

would have been inconceivable as political leaders during the 

past century or even during the first third of the present. As for 

their language, they combine messianic formulas with the ideol¬ 

ogy of democracy and revolution. They are “strong men” and 

political realists, but they are also inspired leaders, and dream¬ 

ers, and — sometimes — demagogues. The masses identify with 

them and follow them. The political philosophy of these move¬ 

ments has the same variegated character. Democracy as the 

West understands it is mixed with new and sometimes barbar¬ 

ous ideas, from the “directed democracy” of Indonesia to the 

idolatrous “personality cult” of the Soviet Union. And we should 

not forget the respect — the veneration, even — which Mexicans 

show for the figure t>f the President. 

Along with the cult of the leader there is the official party. In 

some countries, including Mexico, it is an open group to which 

almost anyone who wants to participate in public affairs can 

belong, and which includes great sectors of both the left and 

the right. This is true of the Congress Party in India. We should 
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mention here that one of the healthiest traits of the Mexican 

Revolution — due, no doubt, to the lack of an orthodox political 

creed as well as to the open nature of the party — is the absence 

of organized terrorism. Our lack of an ‘ideology” has saved us 

from committing those tortuous persecutions which characterize 

the exercise of power in certain countries. True, we have suf¬ 

fered from violence, repression, caprices, arbitrarinesses, brutal¬ 

ity, the “heavy hand” (mono dura) of certain generals, etc., but 

even at the worst moments it has always been human, that is, 

the result of passions, of circumstances, even of chance and 

fantasy. It is very different from the spiritual aridity of a closed 

system with its syllogistic, police-state morality. In the Com¬ 

munist countries the party is a minority, an exclusive and 

omnipotent sect; it is at once an army, an administration and an 

inquisition, combining both spiritual and secular power. Thus 

a wholly new type of state has arisen, in which various revolu¬ 

tionary traits — a directed economy, for example, or the disap¬ 

pearance of private property — are inseparable from such 

archaic traits as the sacred nature of the state or the deification 

of its leaders. Past, present and future; technical progress and 

the basest of political magic, economic development and slave 

labor, science and a state theology: this is the prodigious and 

terrifying visage of the Soviet Union. Our century is a huge 

cauldron in which all historical eras are boiling and mingling. 

How is it possible that the contemporary intelligentsia — I 

am thinking especially of the heirs of Europe’s revolutionary 

tradition -- has failed to make an anlysis of the present situation, 

not from the perspective of the last century but from that of the 

new reality confronting us? For example, the debate between 

Rosa Luxemburg and Lenin regarding the “spontaneous revo¬ 

lution of the masses” and the function of the Communist Party 

as the “vanguard of the proletariat” would perhaps gain new 
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meaning in light of the respective conditions in Germany and 

Russia. In the same way, there is no doubt that the Soviet Union 

hardly resembles what Marx and Engels thought a workers’ 

state should be. Nevertheless, this state exists; it is not an aber¬ 

ration or “historical error.” It is a vast reality, which manifests 

itself in the only way possible to living things: by the solidity 

and fullness of its existence. Even so eminent a philosopher as 

Lukacs, who has devoted so much energy to denouncing the 

“irrationality” of bourgeois philosophy, has never seriously 

attempted to analyze Soviet society from the point of view of 

reason. Can anyone assert that Stalinism was rational? Was the 

Communists’ use of “dialectic” rational, or was it merely a 

rationahzation of certain obsessions, as happens in other 

neuroses? And the “theory of collective rule,” and that of “dif¬ 

ferent roads to Socialism,” and the Pasternak scandal . . . were 

these rational? Also, not one left-wing European intellectual, 

not one “Marxologist,” has studied the blurred and shapeless 

face of the agrarian and nationalistic revolution in Latin Amer¬ 

ica and Asia in an attempt to understand them for what they 

are: a phenomenon of world-wide importance which demands 

a new interpretation. Of course the silence of the Latin Ameri¬ 

can and Asiatic intelligentsia, who live in the center of the 

whirlwind, is even more discouraging. It should be clear that I 

am not suggesting we abandon the old methods or reject Marx¬ 

ism, at least as an instrument for historical analysis. But new 

facts, radically contrary to the predictions of theory, demand 

a new set of instruments or at least a sharpening of those we 

already possess. A little before he died, Trotsky wrote — with 

greater humility and perception — that if revolution did not 

break out in the advanced nations after the second World War, 

the Marxist view of world history would perhaps require a 

complete revision. 
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The Mexican Revolution is a part of world history. Despite 

certain differences in degree, in methods and in “historical 

time,” our situation is much like that of many other countries 

in Latin America, Africa and the Orient. We have freed our¬ 

selves from feudalism, military bosses and the Church, but our 

problems are essentially the same. They are immense problems, 

difficult to resolve. We are surrounded by many dangers, and 

also by many temptations, from “government by the bankers” 

(that is, the intermediaries) to Caesarism, along with national¬ 

istic demagoguery and other spasmodic political forms. Our 

material resources are few and we have still not learned how 

to use them effectively. Our intellectual instruments are even 

poorer. We have done very little thinking on our own account; 

most of our ideas have been borrowed from the United States 

or Europe. The grand words that gave birth to our peoples now 

have equivocal values and no one knows exactly what they 

mean. Franco is democratic and forms a part of the “free 

world.” The word “Communism” is associated with Stalin. 

“Socialism” means a group of gentlemen defending the colonial 

order. Everything seems to be one gigantic mistake. We console 

ourselves by saying that everything has happened as it should 

not have happened. But it is we who are mistaken, not history. 

We must learn to look reality in the face; if necessary, we must 

invent new words and new ideas for these new realities that 

are challenging us. Thinking is the first obligation of the intelli¬ 

gentsia, and in certain cases it is the only one. 

Meanwhile, what can we do? There are no prescriptions any 

longer. But there is a valid point of departure: our problems 

are our own, and we are responsible for solving them, but at 

the same time they are also everyone’s. Our situation in Latin 

America is that of the majority of the peripheral countries. For 

the first time in over three hundred years, we have ceased to 



The Present Day / 193 

be an inert material which the strong could use as they wished 

We were objects before, but now we have begun to be the 

agents of historical changes, and our acts and omissions affect 

the great powers. The image of the present-day world as a 

struggle between two giants, with the rest of us as their friends, 

supporters, servants and followers, is very superficial. The back¬ 

ground — and, indeed, the very substance — of contemporary 

history is the revolutionary wave that is whelming in the peri¬ 

pheral countries. For Moscow, Tito is a disagreeable reality, 

but he is a reality. The same can be said of Nassar or Nehru for 

the West. A third front, then? A new club of nations, a club 

made up of the poor? Perhaps it is too soon. Or perhaps it is too 

late: history is moving swiftly and the great powers expand 

more rapidly than we are able to grow. But before the flow of 

historical life congeals completely — and the “draw” between 

the great powers is leading to this — there are still opportunities 

for intelligent concerted action. 

We have forgotten that many others are as isolated as our¬ 

selves. We Mexicans must acquire a new awareness of Latin 

America. These countries are waking up now. Are we going to 

ignore them? We have many unknown friends in the United 

States and Europe. The struggles in the Orient are related in 

one way or another to our own. Our nationalism, to be more 

than a mental illness or self-adulation, must search the whole 

world. We must recognize that our alienation is not unique, that 

it is shared by a majority of the world’s peoples. To be ourselves 

would be to oppose the freezing of history with the mobile 

features of a living human face. It is better that we have no 

prescriptions or patent medicines for our ills. At least we can 

think and work soberly and resolutely. 

The object of these reflections is no different from that which 

troubles other men and other peoples: How can we create a 
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society, a culture, that will not deny our humanity but will also 

not change it into an empty abstraction? The contradictory 

violence of our reactions and the explosions of our intimate 

selves and our history all began as a rejection of the petrified 

forms oppressing us; now we are attempting to resolve them by 

creating a society which is not ruled by lies and betrayals, by 

avarice and violence and dissimulation. A society that does not 

make man an instrument of the state. A human society. 

The Mexican hides behind a variety of masks, but he tears 

them away during a fiesta or a time of grief or suffering, just as 

the nation has cast off all the forms that were stifling it. How¬ 

ever, we have not yet found a way of reconciling liberty with 

order, the word with the act, and both with the evidence — not 

supernatural now, but human — of our fellowship with others. 

We have retreated now and then in our search, only to advance 

again with greater determination. And suddenly we have 

reached the limit: in these few years we have exhausted all the 

historical forms Europe could provide us. There is nothing left 

except nakedness or lies. After the general collapse of Faith and 

Reason, of God and Utopia, none of the intellectual systems — 

new or old — is capable of alleviating our anguish or calming 

our fears. We are alone at last, like all men, and like them we 

live in a world of violence and deception, a world dominated 

by Don No One. It protects us but also oppresses us, hides us 

but also disfigures us. If we tear off these masks, if we open our¬ 

selves up, if — in brief — we face our own selves, then we can 

truly begin to live and to think. Nakedness and defenselessness 

are awaiting us. But there, in that “open” solitude, transcendence 

is also waiting: the outstretched hands of other solitary beings. 

For the first time in our history, we are contemporaries of all 

mankind. 



CHAPTER NINE 

The Dialectic of Solitude 

Solitude — the feeling and knowledge that one is alone, alien¬ 

ated from the world and oneself — is not an exclusively Mexican 

characteristic. All men, at some moment in their lives, feel them¬ 

selves to be alone. And they are. To live is to be separated from 

what we were in order to approach what we are going to be in 

the mysterious future. Solitude is the profoundest fact of the 

human condition. Man is the only being who knows he is alone, 

and the only one who seeks out another. His nature — if that 

word can be used in reference to man, who has “invented” him¬ 

self by saying “No” to nature — consists in his longing to realize 

himself in another. Man is nostalgia and a search for communion. 

Therefore, when he is aware of himself he is aware of his lack 

of another, that is, of his solitude. 

The foetus is at one with the world around it; it is pure brute 

life, unconscious of itself. When we are born we break the ties 

that joined us to the blind life we lived in the maternal womb, 

where there is no gap between desire and satisfaction. We sense 

the change as separation and loss, as abandonment, as a fall into 

a strange or hostile atmosphere. Later this primitive sense of 

loss becomes a feeling of solitude, and still later it becomes 

awareness: we are condemned to live alone, but also to tran¬ 

scend our solitude, to re-establish the bonds that united us with 

life in a paradisiac past. All our forces strive to abolish our soli¬ 

tude. Hence the feeling that we are alone has a double signifi¬ 

cance: on the one hand it is self-awareness, and on the other it 

is a longing to escape from ourselves. Solitude — the very condi- 
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tion of our lives — appears to us as a test and a purgation, at 

the conclusion of which our anguish and instability will vanish. 

At the exit from the labyrinth of solitude we will find reunion 

(which is repose and happiness), and plenitude, and harmony 

with the world. 

Popular language reflects this dualism by identifying solitude 

with suffering. The pangs of love are pangs of solitude. Com¬ 

munion and solitude are opposite and complementary. The 

redemptive power of solitude clarifies our obscure but vivid 

sense of guilt: the solitary man is “forsaken by the hand of God.” 

Solitude is both a sentence and an expiation. It is a punishment 

but it is also a promise that our exile will end. All human life 

is pervaded by this dialectic. 

Death and birth are solitary experiences. We are born alone 

and we die alone. When we are expelled from the maternal 

womb, we begin the painful struggle that finally ends in death. 

Does death mean a return to the life that precedes life? Does 

it mean to relive that prenatal life in which rest and motion, 

day and night, time and eternity are not opposites? Does 

dying mean to cease existing as a being and finally, definitively, 

to be? Is death the truest kind of life? Is birth death, and is death 

birth? We do not know. But although we do not know, our 

whole being strives to escape the opposites that torment us. 

Everything — self-awareness, time, reason, customs, habits — 

tends to make us exiles from life, but at the same time everything 

impels us to return, to descend to the creative womb from which 

we were cast out. What we ask of love (which, being desire, is 

a hunger for communion, a will to fall and to die as well as to 

be reborn) is that it give us a bit of true life, of true death. We 

do not ask it for happiness or repose, but simply for an instant 

of that full life in which opposites vanish, in which life and 

death, time and eternity are united. In some obscure way we 
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realize that life and death are but two phases — antagonistic 

but complementary — of a single reality. Creation and destruc¬ 

tion become one in the act of love, and during a fraction of a 

second man has a glimpse of a more perfect state of being. 

In our world, love is arl almost inaccessible experience. Every¬ 

thing is against it: morals, classes, laws, races and the very 

lovers themselves. Woman has always been for man the “other,” 

his opposite and complement. If one part of our being longs to 

unite itself with her, another part — equally imperious — rejects 

and excludes her. Woman is an object, sometimes precious, 

sometimes harmful, but always different. By converting her into 

an object and by subjecting her to the deformations which his 

interests, his vanity, his anguish and his very love dictate, man 

changes her into an instrument, a means of obtaining under¬ 

standing and pleasure, a way of achieving survival. Woman is 

an idol, a goddess, a mother, a witch or a muse, as Simone de 

Beauvoir has said, but she can never be her own self. Thus our 

erotic relationships are vitiated at the outset, are poisoned at 

the root. A phantasm comes between us, and this phantasm is 

her image, the image we have made of her and in which she 

clothes herself. When we reach out to touch her, we cannot 

even touch unthinking flesh, because this docile, servile vision 

of a surrendering body always intrudes. And the same thing 

happens to her: she can only conceive of herself as an object, 

as something “other.” She is never her own mistress. Her being 

is divided between what she really is and what she imagines 

she is, and this image has been dictated to her by her family, 

class, school, friends, religion and lover. She never expresses 

her femininity because it always manifests itself in forms men 

have invented for her. Love is not a “natural” thing. It is some¬ 

thing human, the most human trait of all. Something that we 
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have made ourselves and that is not found in nature. Something 

that we create — and destroy — every day. 

These are not the only obstacles standing between love and 

ourselves. Love is a choice . . . perhaps a free choosing of our 

destiny, a sudden discovery of the most secret and fateful part 

of our being. But the choosing of love is impossible in our 

society. In one of his finest books — Mad Love — Breton has 

said that two prohibitions restrict it from the very outset: social 

disapproval and the Christian idea of sin. To realize itself, love 

must violate the laws of our world. It is scandalous and dis¬ 

orderly, a transgression committed by two stars that break out 

of their predestined orbits and rush together in the midst of 

space. The romantic conception of love, which implies a break¬ 

ing away and a catastrophe, is the only one we know today 

because everything in our society prevents love from being a 

free choice. 

Women are imprisoned in the image masculine society has 

imposed on them; therefore, if they attempt a free choice it 

must be a kind of jail break. Lovers say that “love has trans¬ 

formed her, it has made her a different person.” And they are 

right. Love changes a woman completely. If she dares to love, 

if she dares to be herself, she has to destroy the image in which 

the world has imprisoned her. 

A man is also prevented from choosing. His range of possi¬ 

bilities is very limited. He discovers femininity as a child, in his 

mother or sisters, and from then on he identifies love with taboos. 

Our eroticism is conditioned by the horror and attraction of 

incest. Also, modern life stimulates our desires excessively, 

while it also frustrates them with all sorts of prohibitions: social, 

moral, even hygienic. Guilt is both the spur and rein of desire. 

Everything restricts our choice. We have to adjust our pro- 

foundest affections to the image of what our social group 
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approves of in a woman. It is difficult to love persons of other 

races, cultures or classes, even though it is perfectly possible 

for a light-skinned man to love a dark-skinned woman, for her 

to love a Chinese, for a “gentleman” to love his maid. And vice 

versa. But these possibilities make us blush, and since we are 

prevented from choosing freely, we select a wife from among 

the women who are “suitable.” We never confess that we have 

married a woman we do not love, a woman who may love us, 

perhaps, but who is incapable of being her true self. Swann 

says: “And to think that I have wasted the best years of my life 

with a woman who was not my type.” The majority of modern 

men could repeat that sentence on their deathbeds. And with 

the change of one word, so could the majority of modern women. 

Society denies the nature of love by conceiving of it as a 

stable union whose purpose is to beget and raise children. It 

identifies it, that is, with marriage. Every transgression against 

this rule is punished, the severity of the punishment depending 

on the time and place. (In Mexico the punishment is often fatal 

if the transgressor is a woman, because — like all Hispanic 

peoples — we have two sets of morals: one for the “senor,” 

another for women, children and the poor.) The protection 

given to marriage would be justifiable if society permitted 

free choice. Since it does not, it should accept the fact that 

marriage is not the supreme realization of love, but rather a 

legal, social and economic form whose purposes are different 

from love’s. The stability of the family depends upon marriage, 

which becomes a mere protection for society with no other 

object but the reproducing of that same society. Hence marriage 

is by nature profoundly conservative. To attack it is to attack 

the very bases of society. And love, for the same reason, is an 

antisocial act, though not deliberately so. Whenever it succeeds 

in realizing itself, it breaks up a marriage and transforms it 



200 / The Labyrinth of Solitude 

into what society does not want it to be: a revelation of two 

solitary beings who create their own world, a world that rejects 

society’s lies, abolishes time and work, and declares itself to be 

self-sufficient. It is hardly strange, then, that society should 

punish love and its testimony — poetry — with equal malevo¬ 

lence, condemning them to the confused, clandestine world of 

the forbidden, the absurd, the abnormal. Nor it is strange that 

both love and poetry explode in strange, pure forms: a scandal, 

a crime, a poem. 

As a result of this protection afforded to marriage, love is per¬ 

secuted and prostitution is either tolerated or given official 

blessing. Our ambiguous attitude toward prostitution is quite 

revealing. Some peoples consider the institution to be sacred, 

but among us it is alternately contemptible and desirable. The 

prostitute is a caricature of love, a victim of love, a symbol of 

the powers that are debasing our world. But even this travesty 

of love is not enough: in some circles the bonds of marriage are 

loosened so much that promiscuity is the general rule. The 

person who goes from bed to bed is no longer considered a 

libertine. The seducer — the man who cannot transcend himself 

because women are always instruments of his vanity or anxiety 

— is a figure as outmoded as the knight errant. There is no 

longer anyone to seduce, just as there are no maidens to rescue 

or ogres to destroy. Modern eroticism has a different meaning 

from that of Sade, for example. Sade was a tragic character, a 

man who was completely possessed, and his work is an explosive 

revelation of the human condition. There are no heroes as des¬ 

perate as his. Modern eroticism, on the other hand, is almost 

always rhetorical, a complacent literary exercise. It is not a 

revelation of man; it is simply one more document describing 

a society that encourages crime and condemns love. Freedom 

of passion? Divorce has ceased to be a conquest. It is not so 
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much a way of casting off established ties as it is of permitting 

men and women to choose more freely. In an ideal society, the 

only basis for divorce would be the disappearance of love or 

the appearance of a new love. In a society in which everyone 

could choose, divorce would become an anachronism or a rarity, 

like prostitution and promiscuity and adultery. 

Society pretends to be an organic whole that lives by and 

for itself. But while it conceives of itself as an indivisible unit, 

it is inwardly divided by a dualism which perhaps originated 

when man ceased to be an animal, when he invented his self, 

his conscience and his ethics. Society is an organism that suffers 

the strange necessity of justifying its ends and appetites. Some¬ 

times its ends — disguised as moral precepts — coincide with 

the desires and needs of those who comprise it. But sometimes 

they deny the aspirations of important minorities or classes, 

and too often they even deny man’s profoundest instincts. When 

this last occurs, society lives through a period of crisis: it either 

explodes or stagnates. Its components cease to be human beings 

and are converted into mere soulless instruments. 

The dualism inherent in every society, and which every soci¬ 

ety tries to resolve by transforming itself into a community, ex¬ 

presses itself today in many ways: good and evil, permission 

and taboo, the ideal and the real, the rational and the irrational, 

beauty and ugliness, dreams and vigils, poverty and wealth, 

bourgeoisie and proletariat, innocence and knowledge, imagina¬ 

tion and reason. By an irresistible movement of its own being, 

society attempts to overcome this dualism and to convert its 

hostile, solitary components into a harmonious whole. But 

modem society attempts to do this by suppressing the dialectic 

of solitude, which alone can make love possible. Industrial 

societies, regardless of their differing “ideologies,” politics and 

economics, strive to change qualitative — that is, human — dif- 
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ferences into quantitative uniformity. The methods of mass 

production are also applied to morality, art and the emotions. 

Contradictions and exceptions are eliminated, and this results 

in the closing off of our access to the profoundest experience 

life can offer us, that of discovering reality as a oneness in which 

opposites agree. The new powers prohibit solitude by fiat . . . 

and thus they also prohibit love, a clandestine and heroic form 

of communion. Defending love has always been a dangerous, 

antisocial activity. Now it is even beginning to be revolutionary. 

The problem of love in our world reveals how the dialectic of 

solitude, in its deepest manifestation, is* frustrated by society. 

Our social life prevents almost every possibility of achieving 

true erotic communion. 

Love is one of the clearest examples of that double instinct 

which causes us to dig deeper into our own selves and, at the 

same time, to emerge from ourselves and to realize ourselves in 

another: death and re-creation, solitude and communion. But 

it is not the only one. In the life of every man there are periods 

that are both departures and reunions, separations and recon¬ 

ciliations. Each of these phases is an attempt to transcend 

our solitude, and is followed by an immersion in strange 

environments. 

The child must face an irreducible reality, and at first he 

responds to its stimuli with tears or silence. The cord that united 

him with life has been broken, and he tries to restore it by 

means of play and affection. This is the beginning of a dialogue 

that ends only when he recites the monologue of his death. But 

his relations with the external world are not passive now, as 

they were in his prenatal life, because the world demands a 

response. Reality has to be peopled by his acts. Thanks to games 

and fantasies, the inert natural world of adults — a chair, a 
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book, anything — suddenly acquires a life of its own. The child 

uses the magic power of language or gesture, symbol or act, to 

create a living world in which objects are capable of replying 

to his questions. Language, freed of intellectual meanings, 

ceases to be a collection of signs and again becomes a delicate 

and magnetic organism. Verbal representation equals repro¬ 

duction of the object itself, in the same way that a carving, for 

the primitive man, is not a representation but a double of the 

object represented. Speech again becomes a creative activity 

dealing with realities, that is, a poetic activity. Through magic 

the child creates a world in his own image and thus resolves his 

solitude. Self-awareness begins when we doubt the magical 

efficacy of our instruments. 

Adolescence is a break with the world of childhood and a 

pause on the threshold of the adult world. Spranger points out 

that solitude is a distinctive characteristic of adolescence. Nar¬ 

cissus, the solitary, is the very image of the adolescent. It is 

during this period that we become aware of our singularity for 

the first time. But the dialectic of the emotions intervenes once 

more: since adolescence is extreme self-consciousness, it can 

only be transcended by self-forgetfulness, by self-surrender. 

Therefore solitude is not only a time of solitude but also of 

great romances, of heroism and sacrifice. The people have good 

reason to picture the hero and the lover as adolescents. The 

vision of the adolescent as a solitary figure, closed up within 

himself and consumed by desire or timidity, almost always 

resolves into a crowd of young people dancing, singing or 

marching as a group, or into a young couple strolling under the 

arched green branches in a park. The adolescent opens himself 

up to the world: to love, action, friendship, sports, heroic adven¬ 

tures. The literature of modern nations — except Spain, where 

they never appear except as rogues or orphans — is filled with 
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adolescents, with solitaries in search of communion: of the ring, 

the sword, the Vision. Adolescence is an armed watch, at the 

end of which one enters the world of facts. 

Solitude is not characteristic of maturity. When a man strug¬ 

gles with other men or with things, he forgets himself in his 

work, in creation or in the construction of objects, ideas and 

institutions. His personal consciousness unites with that of 

others: time takes on meaning and purpose and thus becomes 

history, a vivid, significant account with both a past and a 

future. Our singularity — deriving from the fact that we are 

situated in time, in a particular time which is made up of our 

own selves and which devours us while it feeds us — is not 

actually abolished, but it is attenuated and, in a certain sense, 

“redeemed.” Our personal existence takes part in history, which 

becomes, in Eliot’s phrase, “a pattern of timeless moments.” 

During vital and productive epochs, therefore, a mature man 

suffering from the illness of solitude is always an anomaly. 

This type of solitary figure is very frequent today, and indicates 

the gravity of our ills. In an epoch of group work, group songs, 

group pleasures, man is more alone than ever. Modern man 

never surrenders himself to what he is doing. A part of him — 

the profoundest part —always remains detached and alert. Man 

spies on himself. Work, the only modern god, is no longer 

creative. It is endless, infinite work, corresponding to the incon¬ 

clusive life of modern society. And the solitude it engenders — 

the random solitude of hotels, offices, shops and movie theaters 

— is not a test that strengthens the soul, a necessary purgatory. 

It is utter damnation, mirroring a world without exit. 

The dual significance of solitude — a break with one world 

and an attempt to create another — can be seen in our concep¬ 

tion of heroes, saints and redeemers. Myth, biography, history 
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and poetry describe a period of withdrawal and solitude — 

almost always during early youth — preceding a return to the 

world and to action. These are years of preparation and study, 

but above all they are years of sacrifice and penitence, of self- 

examination, of expiation and purification. Arnold Toynbee 

gives many illustrations of this idea: the myth of Plato’s cave, 

the lives of St. Paul, Buddha, Mahomet, Machiavelli, Dante. 

And all of us in our own lives, and within our limitations, have 

lived in solitude and retirement, in order to purify ourselves 

and then return to the world. 

The dialectic of solitude — “the twofold motion of withdrawal- 

and-return,” to use Toynbee’s words — is clearly revealed in the 

history of every people. Perhaps the ancient societies, less com¬ 

plex than ours, are better illustrations of this double motion. 

It is not difficult to imagine the extent to which solitude is a 

dangerous and terrifying condition for the persons we refer to 

— complacently and inaccurately — as “primitives.” In archaic 

societies, a complex and rigid systems of prohibitions, rules and 

rituals protects the individual from solitude. The group is the 

only source of health. The solitary man is an invalid, a dead 

branch that must be lopped off and burned, for society as a 

whole is endangered if one of its components becomes ill. Repe¬ 

tition of secular beliefs and formulas assures not only the per¬ 

manence of the group but also its unity and cohesion; while 

religious ritual, and the constant presence of the dead, create a 

center of relationships which restrict independent action, thus 

protecting the individual from solitude and the group from 

dissolution. 

To the primitive man, health and society are synonymous 

terms, and so are death and dispersion. Levy-Bruhl says that 

anyone who leaves his native region “ceases to belong to the 
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group. He dies, and receives the customary funeral rites.”1 

Permanent exile, then, is the same as a death sentence. The 

social group’s identification with the spirits of its ancestors, and 

its identification of these with the land, is expressed in this 

symbolic African ritual: “When a native brings back a wife 

from Kimberley, they carry with them a little dirt from his home 

place. Every day she has to eat a bit of this dirt... to accustom 

herself to this change of residence.” The social solidarity of 

these people has “a vital, organic character. The individual is 

literally part of a body.” Therefore individual conversions are 

rare. “No one is either saved or damned on his own account,” 

and each person’s actions affect the entire group. 

Despite all these safeguards, the group is not immune to 

dispersion. Anything can break it up: wars, religious schisms, 

changes in the systems of production, conquests. ... As soon as 

the group is divided, each of its fragments is faced with a drastic 

new situation. When the source of health — the old, closed 

society — is destroyed, solitude is no longer merely a threat or 

an accident: it is a condition, the basic and ultimate condition. 

And it leads to a sense of sin — not a sin resulting from the 

violation of some rule, but rather one that forms a part of their 

nature. Or, to be more precise, one that now is their nature. 

Solitude and original sin become one and the same. Also, health 

and communion again become synonymous, but are located in 

a remote past. They constitute the golden age, an era which 

preceded history and to which we could perhaps return if we 

broke out of time’s prison. When we acquire a sense of sin, we 

also grow aware of our need for redemption and a redeemer. 

A new mythology and a new religion are then created. The 

new society — unlike the old — is open and fluid, since it is 

made up of exiles. The fact of having been born within the 

^ucien Levy-Bruhl: La mentality primitive (Paris: 1922). 
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group no longer assures a man that he belongs: he has to be 

worthy of belonging. Prayer begins to take the place of magic 

formulas, and initiation rites put more and more emphasis on 

purification. The idea of redemption fosters religious specula¬ 

tion, theology, asceticism and mysticism. Sacrifice and com¬ 

munion cease to be totem feasts (if that is what they actually 

were) and become means of entering the new society. A god — 

almost always a god who is also a son, a descendant of ancient 

creation-gods — dies and is resurrected at fixed periods. He is a 

fertility god but he is also a redeemer, and his sacrifice is a 

pledge that the group is an earthly prefiguration of the perfect 

society awaiting us on the other side of death. These hopes 

concerning the next life are in part a nostalgic longing for the 

old society. A return to the golden age is implicit in the promise 

of salvation. 

Of course it is difficult to discover all these factors in the his¬ 

tory of any one society. Nevertheless, there are various societies 

that fit the scheme in almost every detail. Consider, for instance, 

the birth of Orphism. The Orphic cult arose after the destruction 

of Achaean civilization, which caused a general dispersion of 

the Greek world and a vast reaccommodation of its peoples and 

cultures. The necessity of reforging the ancient links, both social 

and sacred, created a number of secret cults in which the only 

participants were “uprooted, transplanted beings . . . who 

dreamed of fashioning an organization from which they could 

not be separated. Their only collective name was that of 

‘orphans.’ ”2 (I should mention that orphanos means both 

“orphan” and “empty.” Solitude and orphanhood are similar 

forms of emptiness.) 

The Orphic and Dionysiac religions, like the proletarian 

2 Amable Audin: Les Fites Solaires (Paris, 1945). 
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religions that flourished during the collapse of the ancient 

world, show very clearly how a closed society becomes an open 

one. The sense of guilt, of solitude and expiation, plays the same 

dual role as it does in the life of an individual. 

The feeling of solitude, which is a nostalgic longing for the 

body from which we were cast out, is a longing for a place. 

According to an ancient belief, held by virtually all peoples, 

that place3 is the center of the world, the navel of the universe. 

Sometimes it is identified with paradise, and both of these with 

the group’s real or mythical place of origin. Among the Aztecs, 

the dead returned to Mictlan, a place situated in the north, 

from which they had emigated. Almost all the rites connected 

with the founding of cities or houses allude to a search for that 

holy center from which we were driven out. The great sanc¬ 

tuaries — Rome, Jerusalem, Mecca — are at the center of the 

world, or symbolize and prefigure it. Pilgrimages to these sanc¬ 

tuaries are ritual repetitions of what each group did in the 

mythical past before establishing itself in the promised land. 

The custom of circling a house or city before entering it has the 

same origin. 

The myth of the labyrinth pertains to this set of beliefs. Sev¬ 

eral related ideas make the labyrinth one of the most fertile and 

meaningful mythical symbols: the talisman or other object, 

capable of restoring health or freedom to the people, at the 

center of a sacred area; the hero or saint who, after doing pen¬ 

ance and performing the rites of expiation, enters the labyrinth 

or enchanted palace; and the hero’s return either to save or 

redeem his city or to found a new one. In the Perseus myth 

3On the idea of “sacred place,” see Mircia Eliade: Histoire des Religions 

(Paris, 1949). 
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the mystical elements are almost invisible, but in that of the 

Holy Grail asceticism and mysticism are closely related: sin, 

which causes sterility in the lands and subjects of the Fisher 

King; purification rites; spiritual combat; and, finally, grace — 

that is, communion. 

We have been expelled from the center of the world and 

are condemned to search for it through jungles and deserts or 

in the underground mazes of the labyrinth. Also, there was a 

time when time was not succession and transition, but rather 

the perpetual source of a fixed present in which all times, past 

and future, were contained. When man was exiled from that 

eternity in which all times were one, he entered chronometric 

time and became a prisoner of the clock and the calendar. As 

soon as time was divided up into yesterday, today and tomor¬ 

row, into hours, minutes and seconds, man ceased to be one 

with time, ceased to coincide with the flow of reality. When 

one says, “at this moment,” the moment has already passed. 

These spatial measurements of time separate man from reality 

— which is a continuous present — and turn all the presences in 

which reality manifests itself, as Bergson said, into phantasms. 

If we consider the nature of these two opposing ideas, it 

becomes clear that chronometric time is a homogeneous succes¬ 

sion lacking all particularity. It is always the same, always 

indifferent to pleasure or pain. Mythological time, on the other 

hand, is impregnated with all the particulars of our lives: it is 

as long as eternity or as short as a breath, ominous or propitious, 

fecund or sterile. This idea allows for the existence of a num¬ 

ber of varying times. Life and time coalesce to form a single 

whole, an indivisible unity. To the Aztecs, time was associated 

with space, and each day with one of the cardinal points. The 

same can be said of any religious calendar. A fiesta is more than 

a date or anniversary. It does not celebrate an event: it repro- 
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duces it. Chronometric time is destroyed and the eternal present 

— for a brief but immeasurable period — is reinstated. The fiesta 

becomes the creator of time; repetition becomes conception. 

The golden age returns. Whenever the priest officiates in the 

Mystery of the Holy Mass, Christ descends to the here and 

now, giving himself to man and saving the world. The true 

believers, as Kierkegaard wished, are “contemporaries of Jesus.” 

And myths and religious fiestas are not the only ways in which 

the present can interrupt succession. Love and poetry also offer 

us a brief revelation of this original time. Juan Ramon Jimenez 

wrote: “More time is not more eternity,” referring to the eter¬ 

nity of the poetic instant. Unquestionably the conception of 

time as a fixed present and as pure actuality is more ancient 

than that of chronometric time, which is not an immediate 

apprehension of the flow of reality but is instead a rationaliza¬ 

tion of its passing. 

This dichotomy is expressed in the opposition between his¬ 

tory and myth or between history and poetry. In myth — as in 

religious fiestas or children’s stories — time has no dates: “Once 

upon a time . . .” “In the days when animals could talk . . .” “In 

the beginning . . .” And that beginning, which is not such-and- 

such a year or day, contains all beginnings and ushers us into 

living time where everything truly begins every instant. Through 

ritual, which realizes and reproduces a mythical account, and 

also through poetry and fairy tales, man gains access to a world 

in which opposites are reconciled and united. As Van der Leeuw 

said, “all rituals have the property of taking place in the now, 

at this very instant.”4 Every poem we read is a re-creation, that 

is, a ceremonial ritual, a fiesta. 

The theater and the epic are also fiestas. In theatrical perform- 

*Van der Leeuw: L’homme primitif et la Religion (Paris, 1940). 
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ances and in the reciting of poetry, ordinary time ceases to 

operate and is replaced by original time. Thanks to participa¬ 

tion, this mythical time — father of all the times that mask 

reality — coincides with our inner, subjective time. Man, the 

prisoner of succession, breaks out of his invisible jail and enters 

living time: his subjective life becomes identical with exterior 

time, because this has ceased to be a spatial measurement and 

has changed into a source, a spring, in the absolute present, 

endlessly re-creating itself. Myths and fiestas, whether secular 

or religious, permit man to emerge from his solitude and become 

one with creation. Therefore myth — disguised, obscure, hidden 

— reappears in almost all our acts and intervenes decisively in 

our history: it opens the doors of communion. 

Contemporary man has rationalized the myths, but he has 

not been able to destroy them. Many of our scientific truths, 

like the majority of our moral, political and philosophical con¬ 

ceptions, are only new ways of expressing tendencies that were 

embodied earlier in mythical forms. The rational language of 

our day can barely hide the ancient myths behind it. Utopias — 

especially modern political utopias (despite their rationalistic 

disguises)—are violently concentrated expressions of the ten¬ 

dency that causes every society to imagine a golden age from 

which the social group was exiled and to which man will return 

on the Day of Days. Modern fiestas — political meetings, parades, 

demonstrations and other ritual acts — prefigure the advent of 

that day of redemption. Everyone hopes society will return to 

its original freedom, and man to his primitive purity. Then time 

will cease to torment us with doubts, with the necessity of 

choosing between good and evil, the just and the unjust, the real 

and the imaginary. The kingdom of the fixed present, of per¬ 

petual communion, will be re-established. Reality will tear off 
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its masks, and at last we will be able to know both it and our 

fellow men. 

Every moribund or sterile society attempts to save itself by 

creating a redemption myth which is also a fertility myth, a 

creation myth. Solitude and sin are resolved in communion and 

fertility. The society we live in today has also created its myth. 

The sterility of the bourgeois world will end in suicide or a 

new form of creative participation. This is the “theme of our 

times,” in Ortega y Gasset’s phrase; it is the substance of our 

dreams and the meaning of our acts. 

Modern man likes to pretend that his thinking is wide-awake. 

But this wide-awake thinking has led us into the mazes of a 

nightmare in which the torture chambers are endlessly repeated 

in the mirrors of reason. When we emerge, perhaps we will 

realize that we have been dreaming with our eyes open, and 

that the dreams of reason are intolerable. And then, perhaps, 

we will begin to dream once more with our eyes closed. 
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