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Figure 1. Diego Rivera, Pan American Unity: Marriage of the Artistic Expression of the North and
South of this Continent (1940). Fresco. 22.5 x 6.74 meters. All rights reserved. Unauthorized public
performance, broadcasting, transmission, or copying, mechanical or electronic, is a violation of

applicable laws. © City College of San Francisco. www.riveramural.com.
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Figure 2. Miguel Covarrubias, “The Fauna and Flora of the Pacific” (1939). Lacquer fresco on
masonite, 15 feet % inch x 13 feet 14 inches. From the series of six murals, Pageant of the Pacific
[Esplendor del Pacifico]. By permission of the Miguel Covarrubias Estate.
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SILVIA SPITTA AND LOIS PARKINSON ZAMORA

Introduction:
The Americas, Otherwise

HEN THE 1939-40 Golden Gate International Exposition opened in San

Francisco in concert with the inauguration of the Golden Gate Bridge and
the Bay Bridge, two Mexican artists—Diego Rivera (1886-1957) and Miguel Cova-
rrubias (1904-57) —were commissioned to celebrate this engineering achieve-
ment. Both chose to depict much more than the bridges, indeed nothing less than
the entire hemisphere in Rivera’s mural Pan American Unity (Fig. 1) and the Pacific
basin and rim in Covarrubias’s Pageant of the Pacific (Esplendor del Pacifico) (Fig. 2).
Rivera’s mural consists of five contiguous panels, mounted on movable steel frames,
that pay homage to the “fusion” of cultural differences in the Americas and, more
particularly, to “the synthesis of the artistic genius of the South with the mechani-
cal expression (technology) of the North” (Helms 310).! The muralist aligned
ancient indigenous Mesoamerica with the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
United States, making these different kinds of creativity converge in a monu-
mental central figure—part animal, part machine—in the shape of Coatlicue,
the Mexica goddess of life, earth, and death.? ]. Andrew Brown will have more to
say about Rivera’s San Francisco “cyborg” in his essay in this issue; for now it is
enough to note that such heroic visions of the artist as mediator between Latin

! Rivera labeled each of the five panels as follows: 1) “El genio creativo del sur creciendo del fer-
vor religioso y un talento nativo hacia la expresion plastica” (“The Creative Genius of the South
Growing from Religious Fervor and a Native Talent for Artistic Expression”); 2) “Elementos del
pasado y del presente” (“Elements from Past and Present”); 3) “La plastificacion del poder creativo
del mecanismo del norte por medio de la union con la tradicion plastica del sur” (“The Aestheticiz-
ing of the Creative Power of Northern Technology by Uniting It with the Artistic Tradition of the
South”); 4) “Tendencias de esfuerzo creativo en los Estados Unidos y el ascenso de la mujer en varios
campos de esfuerzos creativos por medio de su uso de la maquinaria artificial” (“Trends of Creative
Effortin the United States and the Rise of Woman in Various Fields of Creative Endeavor through
Her Use of the Power of Machinery”); and 5) “La cultura creativa del norte desarrollandose de la
necesidad de hacer la vida posible en una tierra nueva y vacia” (“The Creative Culture of the North
Developing from the Necessity of Making Life Possible in a New and Empty Land”). The mural was
originally exhibited in the Palace of Fine and Decorative Arts in San Francisco, then transferred
to City College of San Francisco, where it remains. See The Diego Rivera Mural Project <http://www
.riveramural.com>.

2 Rivera had used a similar figure in Detroit Industry (1932-33) at the Detroit Institute of Art. The
fresco on the south wall includes a giant figure in the shape of Coatlicue made of a stainless steel
stamping press, but unlike Rivera’s subsequent use of this figure in Pan American Unity, the Detroit
figure is all metal. See <http://www.dia.org/collections/AmericanArt/33.10.html>. For a discussion
of Coatlicue and her twentieth-century transformations, see Zamora, The Inordinate Eye xii-xix.
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American spirituality and North American technology seem naive today, not to
mention essentializing.® But in 1940 no one scoffed. On the contrary, Rivera
painted in the middle of San Francisco Bay on Treasure Island, which joins the
two spans of the Bay Bridge, as “thousands of visitors filed past his scaffold during
the summer of 1940 while he was completing the work” (Marnham 295). By this
time, Stalinist purges and deportations had dampened the muralist’s enthusi-
asm for the Soviet Union, Fascism was in ascendancy in Europe, and hemispheric
American solidarity seemed all the more necessary. For Rivera, American unity
was becoming a favored theme, as it was in the United States.

Miguel Covarrubias also highlighted the connectedness of American lands,
seas, and cultures. His Golden Gate murals depict the Pacific basin and the four
continents surrounding it as a single region embracing immense natural and cul-
tural diversity. He painted six murals for the occasion, each a map, each devoted
to a theme—the people, fauna and flora, dwellings, means of transportation, art
forms, and economy of the Pacific Rim—and all of them hung in the museum
built on Treasure Island for the exposition.* “The Fauna and Flora of the Pacific”
(Fig. 2) is typical of the six in omitting national borders in favor of spaces where
differences touch, overlap, converge, and sometimes settle. Covarrubias’s work,
like Rivera’s, reminds us of how much we have lost in terms of hemispheric think-
ing in the seven decades since the Golden Gate International Exposition.

Covarrubias inhabited and theorized the dynamic spaces that he depicted.
Born in Mexico City in 1904, he traveled to New York City in 1923 at the age of
nineteen to work as an illustrator and caricaturist for Vanity Fair and The New
Yorker. There he discovered the rich artistic manifestations of African American
culture. In 1925 he began to publish his studies of Black cabaret entertainers in
Vanity Fair and received commissions to illustrate groundbreaking books, includ-
ing Alain Locke’s The New Negro (1925), W.C. Handy’s Blues: An Anthology (1926),
and Langston Hughes’s first book of poems, The Weary Blues (1926). His own
book, Negro Drawings, appeared in 1927. In 1933 he was awarded a Guggenheim
grant to travel to Bali, where he lived for almost two years. In 1937 he published
Island of Bali with Alfred Knopf, written in English and illustrated in colored ink
and gouache. The book, whose images of Balinese theater, dance, musical instru-
ments, fabrics, rituals, and landscapes attest to Covarrubias’s keen ethnographic

3 This binary was first articulated at the turn of the twentieth century by the Uruguayan intel-
lectual José Enrique Rodé (1871-1917) in Ariel (1900), which he dedicated “to the youth of Amer-
ica.” Responding to U.S. stereotypes of Latin America, Rod6 contrasted U.S. materialism, which he
embodied in the figure of Caliban in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, to Latin America’s spiritual (or
Arielist) nature. This opposition was reworked by the Cuban intellectual Roberto Fernandez Reta-
mar in a 1971 essay that appropriated the image of Caliban for Latin American colonies brutalized
by empire, and more particularly for Cuba in relation to the U.S. In contrast, Diego Rivera’s 1940
“fusion” depicts the synergy between these supposed oppositions.

* After the exposition closed, the six murals were housed at the Museum of Natural History in New
York until 1959, when they were sent back to San Francisco to be exhibited in the Ferry Building. Dur-
ing this move, one of the murals (the art forms of the Pacific Rim) was lost and never recovered. After
the earthquake of 1989, the murals were warehoused. It was not until 2006 that they were restored in
ajoint U.S. and Mexican effort and exhibited from July 20 to October 1, 2006, in the museum located
at the former Colegio de San Ildefonso in Mexico City. Currently, “The Fauna and Flora of the Pacific”
is at the DeYoung museum in Golden Gate Park, and there are plans to reunite the remaining murals
in the Bay Area, perhaps at the City College of San Francisco, where Diego’s companion piece resides.
For Covarrubias’s own description of his project, see Esplendor del Pacifico.
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and artistic eye, was a popular success, and it remains to this day a classic combi-
nation of literature, art, and cultural commentary.

As often happens when one studies other cultures, Covarrubias’s experiences in
Bali led him to see his own culture in a new light. Returning to Mexico he began
to study indigenous Mesoamerican cultures, and in 1946 he published Mexico
South: The Istmus of Tehuantepec, the companion volume to his study of Bali, again
written in English with colorful gouache illustrations, and again with Alfred Knopf.
His images of lehuanas, the women of this region, were culturally innovative in
ways similar to Frida Kahlo’s modernist self-portraits from the same period, which
also show her dressed as a tehuana. Covarrubias’s The Eagle, the Jaguar, and the
Serpent followed in 1954, with an extended analysis of North American indige-
nous cultures that traces millennia of American cultural contact with Asia and
the islands of the South Pacific. He coined the terms “cross-Pacific” and “circum-
Pacific culturation” to describe the cultural dynamics that were also being theo-
rized at that time in Latin America under the rubrics of hybridity, mestizaje, cre-
olization, and transculturation (see Rama, Transculturacion; and Spitta, Between
Two Waters). The Eagle, the Jaguar, and the Serpent was to be the first volume of a
trilogy, with the second volume focusing on the indigenous cultures of Central
America, and the third on South America. By the time of his death at the age of
fifty-three, Covarrubias had managed to complete only the second of the three
volumes, which was published posthumously in 1958.

After his return to Mexico in the mid-thirties, Covarrubias continued to work in
the U.S. Besides painting the six murals in San Francisco, he curated part of the
exhibition on Mexican art at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1940 and
collaborated with José Limon, creating stage sets for the latter’s modern dance
performances. These projects reflect the “modernist rage for cultural merger,”
as Kurt Heinzelman puts it (10); Covarrubias lived this rage, and watched it wane.
By 1953, with the onset of the Cold War and the rise of McCarthyism, the North/
South divide was sharpening. Having come and gone freely between Mexico and
the U.S. for thirty years, Covarrubias was denied a visa to re-enter the U.S.

As we experience the latest round of official xenophobia in the U.S., Covarru-
bias’s Pageant of the Pacific and Rivera’s Pan American Unity illustrate (by contrast)
how rigid our national borders have become, and how much is at stake in our
practice of comparative American studies. In 1939 these Mexican artists were
commissioned by U.S.-American officials to represent the exposition’s own sense
of its hemispheric mission, and they did so without irony or hypocrisy, painting
for enthusiastic U.S.-American audiences at a time when it was still possible to
envision hemispheric wholes greater than the sum of their parts.

In fact, murals had become an important medium in both Mexico and the U.S.
during the 1920s and 1930s. The first Secretary of Education in Mexico, José
Vasconcelos (1882-1959), wished to transmit the gains of the Mexican Revolu-
tion on public walls, knowing that people who might be illiterate were neverthe-
less sophisticated viewers. In 1921 he summoned Diego Rivera back from Europe to
paint murals that would assist in the effort of national consolidation; as Rivera and
other muralists worked to define modern Mexico, they recuperated indigenous
Mesoamerican visual traditions (including muralism itself) and celebrated the
indigenous presence in contemporary Mexican cultural practices.” Vasconcelos’s
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concept of the “cosmic race”—the result of the migration of Europeans, Afri-
cans, and Asians to the Americas—is allied to Rivera’s “Pan-American unity” and
Covarrubias’s “Pacific pageantry”; re-reading Vasconcelos, like re-viewing these
murals, reminds us of the transamerican identities being envisioned during this
period. In the 1930s in the U.S., Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Public Works of Art
Project (PWAP) put artists to work painting murals in schools and other public
buildings, and Mexico’s muralists received prestigious private commissions from
wealthy U.S. industrialists and elite institutions, among them Diego Rivera’s
Detroit Industry (1932-33) at the Detroit Institute of Art, sponsored by Henry Ford,
and José Clemente Orozco’s Epic of American Civilization (1932—-34) at Dartmouth
College.

Overcoming the North/South Divide

This volume brings together eleven essays that conjugate hemispheric thinking
in the Americas, a growing comparative field variously referred to as Americas stud-
ies, transamerican studies, interamerican studies, hemispheric studies, or Latin
American subaltern studies. Depending upon the program or curriculum, the field
may also involve area studies programs that focus on border studies, the circum-
Atlantic, the Pacific Rim, the Caribbean, and/or the recently developed conceptual
category of the “global south” (see Bauer). Within the academy there has been a
decided turn to the south at the same time that the U.S. is more intent than ever
on “securing” its borders. The former may be in part a reaction to the latter, as well
as to the development of Latino studies across the curriculum, the increasing num-
ber of bilingual English/Spanish students entering our universities, and the
general cultural Latinization of the United States (see Aparicio and Chavez-
Silverman). Furthermore, there are key Latin American concepts that have trav-
eled north: we have already mentioned transculturation, mestizaje, hybridity, and
creolization, concepts that have driven discussions in cultural studies. The essays
here recognize these forces and, more importantly, they foreground a much longer
tradition of comparative American discourse. The first seven address the some-
times forgotten foundations of our own comparative American practice, focusing
upon intellectuals, writers, and/or artists who contributed to the definition of
hemispheric relations beginning in the colonial period, and then again in the late
nineteenth century and through the mid-twentieth. The essays that follow show
how these traditions continue to inflect present theories and practices. In all cases,
their subject is the relation between and among regions, languages, cultures, and
peoples in the Americas.

Carlos Fuentes has written that “history is most explicitly linked to language
in America” (188). Naming has been both a challenge and a theme since the first
European attempts to describe American realities. For different reasons, but with
a shared understanding of the difficulty (and necessity) of the endeavor, we call
here for new terminology. As long as the U.S. refers to itself as “America” and
residents of the U.S. refer to themselves as “Americans”—as long as these names

®>See Edwards and De la Fuente. In 1921 Vasconcelos invited a group of Mexican artists and intel-
lectuals who had recently returned from Europe to visit Chichén Itza and Uxmal with the express
intent of acquainting them with Mexico’s indigenous heritage (Helms 53).
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persistin arrogating the entire hemisphere to the U.S.—there will be confusion
and resentment. (Thus, for example, the translation of Hilary Clinton’s reference to
U.S.-Americans during a visit to Mexico City as “americanos” was followed by a
[sic] in La Jornada; see Cano.) In fact, in 1903 an alternative was proposed, precisely
for the purpose of contesting the implied erasure of the rest of the hemisphere.
In Here and There in Two Hemispheres (1903), James Duff Law proposed “Usonia”™—
United States of North America—with “Usonian” as the adjective. Frank Lloyd
Wright embraced the term as a way of insisting that his residential architecture
was of and for the United States, but we hardly need to note that the name didn’t
stick. There is currently no adjective in English other than “American” to refer to
the United States, although we also use the double noun phrase as an adjective:
U.S. citizen, U.S. territory, etc. In Spanish, however, an adjective does exist and
is widely used — estadounidense—a usage that signals the desire of Latin Ameri-
cans to claim their own status as “Americans,” or at least to disrupt the supposed
monopoly of los estadounidenses on “America.” Because the historical insensitivity
of our tongue can only be corrected by our tongue, let us propose the hyphen-
ated “U.S.-American” as an analogue to estadounidense and as a gloss on current
“American” Studies programs that refer only to the U.S.® We will use it through-
out this introduction.

The origins of comparative literature lie in European cultures and languages, of
course, and the discipline may still be critiqued for its Eurocentrism, as Alfred J.
Lopez does in his essay in this issue. But Lopez also demonstrates that hemispheric
American comparisons will be central to the revision of the discipline as a whole,
and our call for a redefinition of academic work responds to this opportunity. Com-
parative Americas studies require a deep familiarity with several languages and cul-
tures, gained from myriad forms of practice that allow us to think and know other-
wise. Linguistic and cultural contacts have always been the basis of our discipline,
but there are now scholars and students who work solely in English and yet claim to
engage the Americas as a whole, a claim that inevitably absorbs and neutralizes
alterity. The onus is on faculty members to assure that students experience Ameri-
can cultures other than their own and that they learn Spanish or French or Portu-
guese, not to mention the more difficult and urgent claims for Nahuatl or Quechua
or Guarani. Comparatists, along with our colleagues in U.S.-American Studies who
are working to expand the standard U.S. definition of “America,” must travel widely
in the hemisphere, work across institutional boundaries, learn languages or add to
those they already speak—in short, form relations with others elsewhere.

In this regard, our necessary relation to existing U.S.-American Studies pro-
grams is crucial. The collective conscience of these programs has become uneasy
about the dominance of Anglophone America, and programs and individuals are
striving, with uneven success, to extend their range into “transamerican” territory,
thus converting U.S.-American Studies into Americas Studies. Although this is
a promising development, we must at the same time avoid paying lip service to a
more inclusive vision of the Americas while reinscribing U.S. hegemony. As Diana
Taylor points out, “America, Americas, and hemispheric are terms not for places or
objects but for practices, and there is a relation between how one lives America and

5 Our thanks to James Ramey for his collaboration on this point and others, and for his careful
reading of our introduction. In this regard, we also owe thanks to Djelal Kadir and Michael K.
Schuessler.

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/comparative-literature/article-pdf/61/3/189/237957/CLJ613-01spitta.pdf

by guest
on 22 February 2019



COMPARATIVE LITERATURE / 194

the naming and conceptualization of a field of study” (1417, our emphasis; see also
Kadir, Introduction). How can we claim to do comparative work if we do not “live
America,” if we do not speak and write and know the Other otherwise?

Redefining Critical Comparative Work

At the time we circulated our call for papers for this special issue a little more
than a year ago, the U.S. had reached a historical low point, with wars in Afghani-
stan and Iraq and reports of torture in Abu Ghraib. As academics working in U.S.
institutions, we looked around us and wondered what we might have done differ-
ently. Many of the lessons that we have taught in the classroom (the constructed
nature of reality, positioned forms of interpretation, etc.) have been readily appro-
priated by an apparatus of power and reactionary elitism intent on bending reality
to its liking, abstracting value to unheard-of degrees, selling stale ideology, and
dissembling the motives and ravages of war.” Because this same apparatus of power
understood the transformative power of literature and art, it also cut funding to
key cultural institutions. And yet we have stood by and allowed ourselves to be writ-
ten out of the national script. We are hundreds, if not thousands, studying and
teaching in colleges and universities across the country, and surely there is strength
in knowledge as well as numbers. We are a privileged intelligentsia with the cosmo-
politan, multilingual Goethian notion of Weltliteratur as the guiding light of our
discipline. How, then, did we get to this impasse? How did we become so small?

Since the waning of international student movements in the late sixties, our
influence as intellectuals and academic institutions has become increasingly cir-
cumscribed. Part of the problem lies in the fact that we are subject to the institu-
tions where we work—all too often at the expense of our identity as public intel-
lectuals. Faculty members frequently have heavy teaching and research loads, and
graduate students must professionalize themselves earlier and earlier in order to
conform to standards that are constantly on the rise. The centripetal effect of con-
struing our work too narrowly—of being “academic” in both senses of the word—
vitiates our authority to speak and act. We have largely acceded to disciplinary stric-
tures that undermine the more expansive role of the public intellectual, whose
cosmopolitanism and commitment must be reclaimed for the growing field of Amer-
icas studies. It is unlikely that many of us would give up our hard-earned knowledge
of our fields or our contributions to those fields, but this is not a matter of either/or.%
The relations between knowledge and experience are dynamic and diverse, and

7In making these points, we echo Charles Bernheimer’s words, published fourteen years ago: “As
the Bush-Reagan years gradually eroded the liberal social agenda, it became more and more pain-
ful for many professors in literature departments to continue in an attitude of skeptical detach-
ment and sophisticated alienation. The inevitable aporia of deconstructive undecidability began to
seem too much like the indecipherable double-talk of the politicians we detested” (5).

8 There are certainly those who disagree. In a review of Frank Donaghue’s The Last Professors: The
Corporate University and the Fate of the Humanities, Stanley Fish has recently argued in The New York
Times that “higher education, properly understood, is distinguished by the absence of a direct and
designed relationship between its activities and measurable effects in the world.” Such a statement
by a highly visible university professor who, in fact, writes regularly in The New York Times and other-
wise intervenes in the public sphere, suggests the magnitude of our challenge. See <http://fish.blogs
.nytimes.com/2009/01/18/the-last-professor/?em>. This debate about the utility of intellectual
endeavor has quickened as the current economic crisis intensifies. See Patricia Cohern’s “In Tough
Times, Humanities Must Justify Their Worth.”
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we must now address imbalances in our own practice. Fluency is required in the
languages of our disciplinary practice, and also in the languages of public debate
and discussion.

Foreseeing our quandary fifteen years ago, Edward Said warned of the growing
professionalization of the U.S. academy. In Representations of the Intellectual, Said
discusses the perils of “specialization” and the related cult of “expertise,” which
gives the “expert” hieratic power over his or her area while de-authorizing views
from outside of the discipline.’ To critique and correct this development, Said
proposes the figure of the “amateur,” about whom he speaks in the first person:
“I speak and write about broader matters because as a rank amateur I am spurred
on by commitments that go well beyond my narrow professional career” (65). The
amateur takes risks that the specialist won’t because s/he refuses to be limited to
an “area” and, more importantly, because the stakes are different. Engaging the
word literally, Said argues that the amateur’s activities are “fueled by care and affec-
tion,” while specialists (regardless of how they value their own work) necessarily
operate within institutional hierarchies of reward and recognition. Said cites Noam
Chomsky’s amateur intervention in the politics of the Vietnam War as exemplary.
Chomsky’s influence was, and is, grounded in his ability to translate his disciplin-
ary training into the more widely spoken languages of political and social activ-
ism. Ultimately, Said asserts, there can be no such thing as a “private intellectual,”
because the intellectual is “endowed with a faculty for representing, embodying,
articulating a message, a view, an attitude, philosophy, or opinion to, as well as for,
a public” (9). And yet we have come fearfully close to embodying that oxymoron:
the private intellectual.

To the amateur, Said links the exile: the amateur’s daring and the exile’s distance
must be combined in order to challenge accepted dogmas and raise “embarrassing
questions” (9). Making a virtue of necessity, he takes exilic otherness as the counter-
balance to the circumscribed belonging of U.S. academics and proposes that
we re-conceive our work according to this paradoxical relation of distance and
involvement: distance from one’s own cultural assumptions provides the critical
perspective necessary to become involved otherwise. The condition of exile may
be metaphoric or actual, butin either case Said enjoins us “to think as [an exile],
to imagine and investigate in spite of barriers, and always to move away from the
centralizing authorities towards the margins, where you see things that are usu-
ally lost on minds that have never traveled beyond the conventional and the
comfortable” (47).

Djelal Kadir corroborates Said’s insights in his call for the practice of worlding,
which he defines as “continuous self-examination and critical alertness to our
place in the world” (“To World” 1). Hemispheric American practice requires the
experience of elsewhere, but the positioning of the United States as elsewhere with
respect to the rest of the hemisphere—whether we live and work in the U.S. or in
other parts of the world—necessarily conditions, and complicates, our efforts.
Take, for example, the relentless U.S. State Department warnings about Mexico,
which focus upon violence without doing the necessary comparative work to show
that the U.S. is one of the most dangerous countries in the world (see Herbert).

? As John Brenkman notes, the presence of this problem within cultural studies is ironic; although
its practitioners are concerned with popular culture, they often write in discourses incomprehen-
sible to all but the academically initiated.

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/comparative-literature/article-pdf/61/3/189/237957/CLJ613-01spitta.pdf

by guest
on 22 February 2019



COMPARATIVE LITERATURE / 196

The warnings have now escalated exponentially because of drug trafficking, in
which the U.S. is complicit not only as the primary consumer of the cartels’ prod-
ucts but also as the primary provider of the tools of their trade. Although the Obama
administration is beginning to cooperate with the Mexican government to control
the sale of weapons across our shared border and arrest distributors working in
the U.S., we are still far from taking our share of either the blame or responsibil-
ity. The incapacity of the U.S. Congress to pass reasonable immigration legislation
and the construction of another Berlin Wall along the U.S./Mexico border—such
policies (or lack thereof) obviously reinforce the current anti-worlding tendencies
of our academic practice.

The injunction “to world” is particularly relevant to comparative literature,
which has as a discipline been marked by exile, migration, expatriation, travel,
and/or professional exigencies and commitments. Comparative literature depart-
ments and programs in the U.S. were engendered by the tectonic shifts occasioned
by World War II and the cold war, and they were typically led by migrant intellectu-
als. During the same period in Latin America, theorists were establishing their
own traditions of distance and daring. The essays in this issue focus variously on such
distinguished Americanists as José Marti, Leopoldo Zea, José Carlos Maridtegui,
Herbert Eugene Bolton, Edmundo O’Gorman, José Lezama Lima, Kamau Brath-
waite, Aimé Césaire, Edouard Glissant, and Antonio Benitez-Rojo, among others.
In fact, most of the authors of the essays included in The Americas, Otherwise are
themselves migrant intellectuals following in the footsteps of the Americans who
are their subjects.l’

Comparing the Role of Literary Intellectuals and Artists in the Americas

Because intellectuals and artists in Latin America have played a far greater pub-
lic role than their counterparts in the U.S., an overview of these different tradi-
tions is pertinent to our critique of the insularity of U.S. academic work. There are,
of course, historical reasons for the status of representation, writing, and author-

19 Our migrant contributors include Antonio Barrenechea and Silvia Spitta, both Peruvian-born,
the former teaching literature of the Americas in the U.S. South, the latter teaching Latin Ameri-
can literature in the U.S. North; Djelal Kadir, a shepherd from Cyprus, exiled and educated in
English and American schools, who, as the Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Comparative Literature
at Penn State, considers himself a migrant laborer in the U.S. university system; Amaryll Chanady,
born in Germany and raised in Australia and New Zealand, teaches Spanish American literature
from a comparative hemispheric perspective at a Canadian francophone university; Enrique
Dussel, an Argentine exiled to Mexico during Argentina’s dirty war, citizen of the world, and pro-
fessor of philosophy and history at the Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México (UNAM) and
the Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana (UAM); Alexander Stehn, a U.S.-American who from his
small-town background in South Texas imagines what an inter-American philosophy might look like;
Christopher Winks, who has family ties to Cuba and lives at that great crossroads of the Caribbean,
New York City; Sarah Pollack, an intermittent migrant in Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, France, and
the U.S., where she was born; Wendy B. Faris, of U.S.-American and Australian parentage, resident of
the U.S. and France; Mary Jean Green, a U.S.-American mindful of her francophone ancestry, studies
contemporary francophone literature in Europe, Africa, and the Americas; Ignacio Sanchez Prado,
a binational Mexican and U.S.-American, teaches at Washington University in St. Louis; Alfred J.
Lopez, a second generation Cuban-American, born in New York City, raised in Miami, has lived in
Columbus, Ohio; Iowa City, lowa; Guanajuato, Mexico; Oxford, Mississippi; and now West Lafayette,
Indiana; Lois Parkinson Zamora, a U.S.-American, works in Texas and crosses the Rio Bravo as often
as she can.
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ity in different parts of the hemisphere. By contrasting the Catholic and Protes-
tant ideologies that drove European imperial operations in the Americas, we may
approach an understanding of why U.S. writers and artists are not the political
forces that their Latin American counterparts have been, and continue to be.

As is well known, Spain constituted its empire by establishing a vast lettered sys-
tem to chart, control, and tax its dominions." Political and ecclesiastical emissaries
catalogued and appraised their findings in the Americas: its material products,
landscape, cultures and customs. In Mesoamerica they encountered and appropri-
ated indigenous traditions of powerful “literary” intellectuals—the tlacuilos and
ah tsibs (priest/painters) who recorded the scientific and theological knowledge of
the Nahua and Maya peoples in iconographic and pictographic languages. Angel
Rama observes that the empire’s bureaucratic output was financed by usurped
wealth, as were its epics and eclogues. The abuses of this lettered domination are
widely recognized, of course, but less so is the fact that this imperial graphomania
was instrumental in engendering the tradition of political writing that continues
in Latin America to this day.

Literary intellectuals generally served the purposes of empire during the
Spanish viceregal period, and after independence they served the nation. Dur-
ing the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Latin American writers actively pro-
moted, in both theory and practice, the idea that literature could (and should)
contribute to national consolidation. Although Latin American writers are today
less likely to be apologists than critics of national agendas and new imperialisms,
they nonetheless continue to play political roles, often as journalists and some-
times as diplomats or candidates for political office.”” Even the “magical realists”
among them use the “magic” to expose the “real.” As a result, Latin American intel-
lectuals have frequently been forced into exile because they threaten repres-
sive regimes—an ironic testimony to their continuing political power. Eduardo
Galeano, José Donoso, Isabel Allende, and Roberto Bolano are cases in point, as
is Enrique Dussel, whose essay in this issue on the global migrations of hispanos is
surely informed by his own experience of displacement. In Latin America, Edward
Said’s argument for the efficacy of exile has been put to the test all too often, and
regularly affirmed.

It is not our purpose to pursue in detail the relations between politics and lit-
erature in Latin America or to reinforce binary oppositions between North and
South; rather, we hope to place contrasting theological attitudes toward repre-
sentation in hemispheric perspective. Catholic colonizers represented the mate-
rial world in their literary texts and the physical incarnations of spirit in their
churches, whereas Protestant settlers distrusted such representations, preferring
to contemplate invisible truths, as the bare walls of their churches suggest (see
Miles). Furthermore, in Mesoamerica and the Andes Catholic colonizers encoun-
tered animistic cosmogonies that interwove natural phenomena and supernatu-
ral forces, and indigenous artists and artisans who had for centuries represented

' The first printing press arrived in Tenochtitlan/Mexico City in 1539, eighteen years after the
Spanish “conquest” (De la Torre Villar 141). With the same colonizing intentions, European painters
were immediately sent to New Spain to paint images in churches and monasteries and thus replicate
European institutions in the Americas.

12 See Vargas Llosa’s essays on the ironies of the political roles and responsibilities of Latin Amer-
ican writers.
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their gods and goddesses in human, animal, and other natural and material forms.
In prehispanic cultures, as in Counter-Reformation Catholicism, the spiritual realm
was not separate from the material world but continuous with it, and Spanish colo-
nizers used indigenous and mestizo artisans to represent this continuity in visual
forms throughout their American dominions. While we recognize the abuses of
this system, we also recognize that centuries-long processes of transculturation
require that any consideration of the public role of Latin American intellectuals
include parallel consideration of the role of painters, sculptors, and stone carvers.
Indeed, Diego Rivera (never modest) considered himself a modern-day tlacuilo, a
direct heir of the indigenous priest/painters who represented the collective wis-
dom of their people.

Let us propose that these differences be considered metaphorically as directional,
as “horizontal” and “vertical.” In the Spanish New World, Counter-Reformation
writers surveyed the horizon of the visible, sending their written texts, along with
vast quantities of natural objects and artifacts, across the Atlantic. They described
the material world in the service of spiritual conquest, political domination, and
economic gain. In contrast, one immediately senses the more abstract purposes of
texts from the English New World. William Bradford’s characterizations of faceless
savages in History of Plymouth Plantation: 1620—1647—“salvage, and brutish men,
which range up and downe, little otherwise than the wild beasts of the same” (56) —
are a far cry from Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagtn’s richly detailed descrip-
tions of Nahua cultural practices in his twelve-volume Historia general de las cosas de
la Nueva Espaiia (The General History of the Things of New Spain, completed in 1569).
This early work of cultural ethnography, also known as the Florentine Codex, is
“illustrated” because Sahagin’s informants still remembered the iconographic
and pictographic systems of their pre-conquest cddices, and provided visual repre-
sentations of their cultural rituals and relations. Bradford and Sahagun are sepa-
rated by a century, as are the English and Spanish empires in America, but these
colonizing clergymen may nonetheless be considered representative of their
respective intellectual and textual imperatives.

Somewhat closer to one another temporally are the secular Spanish crénicas
and the English narratives of “discoverie,” the former written throughout the
sixteenth century, the latter beginning in the late sixteenth century. Many of the
Spanish chronicles were written in response to successive questionnaires requir-
ing them to record literally everything, thus creating vast fields of knowledge (see
Dussel, The Invention of America; and Spitta, Misplaced Objects). In contrast, Walter
Raleigh’s narrative of his voyage to “the large, rich, and beautiful empire of Gui-
ana,” published in 1596, betrays the more abstract and idealized nature of writ-
ing in the Protestant tradition. Even such a worldly man as Raleigh is blinded to
the fauna and flora around him by the idealized image of “the great and golden
city of Manao,” his mental mirage of el dorado.

Comparatists select their examples, of course, and more selections will certainly
yield further and more nuanced insights, but it is safe to generalize that these
traditions of representation have yielded different conceptions of intellectual
practice in the Americas. Our comparison reverses the usual binaries (like Diego
Rivera’s) of North American materialism versus Latin American spirituality, and
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it also challenges received ideas about U.S. realism versus Latin American magi-
cal realism.” These issues have not been sufficiently studied in comparative con-
text, and several of the essays in this issue offer important insights. Djelal Kadir’s
essay commences with chronicles by Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo (1535) and
Captain John Smith (1608) that describe the Americas for European readers, and
then proceeds to other examples of the discourse of exceptionalism, showing that
exceptionalist claims are not unique to Puritan settlers and their U.S.-American
nation-building successors, as is usually thought, but are also characteristic of
Catholic and indigenous cultures. Marie-Pierrette Malcuzynski’s essay focuses on
theories of the Neobaroque elaborated by Alejo Carpentier, Severo Sarduy, and
Haroldo de Campos. In their different ways, these theorists recuperate Counter-
Reformation Baroque forms, transplanted into the Catholic New World and trans-
culturated over centuries, and demonstrate how they continue to underpin and
illuminate contemporary (Neobaroque) expressive practices. The Neobaroque
constitutes a Latin American response to Euro-U.S. theories of postmodernism
and postcolonialism, and is beginning to inspire comparative and interdisciplin-
ary critique of cultural formations throughout the hemisphere (see Yaeger)."

Reclaiming Hemispheric Continuums

Given that “the signifier Latin American itself now refers to significant social
forces within the United States” and that “New York is the largest Puerto Rican
metropolis and Los Angeles the second-largest Mexican metropolis” (Beverley 141,
143), we are finally beginning to recognize the Spanish/Mexican colonial legacy of
the U.S. The U.S. is now the second largest Spanish-speaking country after Mex-
ico, and immigrants are regaining territory that, from the sixteenth to the early

'3 Jorge Luis Borges also reverses these stereotypes, arguing for the “oneiric” quality of U.S. lit-
erature as opposed to “literatures written in the Spanish language, which deal in dictionaries and
rhetoric, not fantasy.” He presents this argument in his collected lectures on U.S. literature, Intro-
duction to American Literature (1967), and in his 1949 essay on Nathaniel Hawthorne, whom he con-
siders the starting point of U.S. literature:

At the beginning of this essay I mentioned the doctrine of the psychologist Jung, who compared liter-
ary inventions to oneiric inventions, or literature to dreams. That doctrine does not seem to be appli-
cable to the literatures written in the Spanish language, which deal in dictionaries and rhetoric, not
fantasy. On the other hand, it does pertain to the literature of North America, which (like the litera-
tures of England or Germany) tends more toward invention than transcription, more toward creation
than observation. Perhaps that is the reason for the curious veneration North Americans render to
realistic works, which induces them to postulate, for example, that Maupassant is more important
than Hugo. It is within the power of a North American writer to be Hugo, but not, without violence,
Maupassant. In comparison with the literature of the United States, which has produced several men
of genius and has had its influence felt in England and France, our Argentine literature may possibly
seem somewhat provincial. Nevertheless, in the nineteenth century we produced some admirable
works of realism—by Echeverria, Ascasubi, Hernandez, and the forgotten Eduardo Gutiérrez—the
North Americans have not surpassed (perhaps have not equaled) them to this day. Someone will
object that Faulkner is no less brutal than our gaucho writers. True, but his brutality is of the halluci-
natory sort—the infernal, not the terrestrial sort of brutality. It is the kind that issues from dreams,
the kind inaugurated by Hawthorne. (“Nathaniel Hawthorne” 229)

See also Zamora, “Magical Romance/Magical Realism.”

4 See also the five essays in the “Theories and Methodologies” section, “The Neobaroque and the
Americas,” in PMLA 124.1 (2009): 127-79.
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nineteenth century, was New Spain, and from 1821 to 1848 formed the greater part
of independent Mexico."” Since the 1960s, Chicano and Latino studies programs
have put pressure on U.S. institutions to recognize and include this history, and
The Recovery Project (Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage) and Arte
Publico Press at the University of Houston have done much to rescue and reprint
literature from this Spanish/Mexican/U.S. territory. Slowly, then, the U.S. may be
moving toward the ideal not of a postnational state but a plurinational one.'

This brings us back to the hemispheric thinking of the 1920s and 1930s. Paral-
leling the transcultural vision of Rivera, Covarrubias, and Vasconcelos is the semi-
nal work of Herbert Eugene Bolton during the same period. A specialist in the
Spanish and Mexican colonial history of the U.S., Bolton proposed that the hemi-
sphere should be studied as an interrelated whole. A historian at the University of
California at Berkeley, he founded the Hispanic American Historical Review in 1918,
an act that both signaled the constitution of Latin America as an object of study
in U.S. universities and paralleled increasing U.S. hegemony in the very area
to which Bolton was calling attention. To mention one example of Bolton’s syn-
chronic method, he emphasized that 1776 marked not only the beginning of the
American Revolution but also the year the Spanish founded San Francisco. This
method allowed him to undermine the then-dominant trope of “the frontier” as
expansion onto vacant lands and, more importantly, to present “colonial” Amer-
ica as Spanish and French as well as English. He established a course at Berkeley
titled “History of the Americas” that remained a core course from 1920 to 1945.
In the thirty-three years that he taught at Berkeley, he directed three hundred and
fifty master’s degrees and one hundred and five doctorates (Berger, Under North-
ern Eyes 52-53). As these numbers suggest, his influence was enormous and his
multi-perspectival approach continues to surprise readers who have been edu-
cated in the prevailing view of the United States as the achievement of English
settlers.

In his essay in this volume, Antonio Barrenechea begins with Bolton’s “The
Epic of Greater America,” the historian’s 1932 address to the American Histori-
cal Association in which he underlined the commonalties between Spanish and
Anglo America. Barrenechea then moves to the historian Edmundo O’Gorman,
Bolton’s Mexican contemporary, and O’Gorman’s radical critique of Bolton’s
transamericanism, showing how the two comparatists, even as they worked toward
a hemispheric understanding of history, reached very different conclusions about
the (in)commensurabilities of the Americas. Perhaps the most lasting difference
between the two is that O’Gorman’s The Invention of America continues to be a clas-
sic of hemispheric historiography, whereas Bolton’s work was shelved soon after
his death. David J. Weber, one of Bolton’s most distinguished students, attributes

!5 See Ruiz Mantilla for statistics on numbers of Spanish-speakers. As for the annexation of Mex-
ican territory, the U.S. ultimately seized all, or almost all, of what are now the states of Texas, Cali-
fornia, Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah, along with portions of Wyoming and Colorado.

! The term plurinational is particularly useful in accommodating the recent move among indige-
nous peoples to describe themselves as “First Nations.” Here, we use the term “postnational” in a literal
sense, unlike Donald Pease, who thinks of it as dismantling the opposition between I and Other:
“Whereas the national narrative resulted in the assimilation of differences to the self-sameness of rul-
ing assumptions, whose universality was predicated upon their inapplicability for peoples construed as
of ‘another Nature,* he writes, “the postnational narratives dismantle this opposition” (4).
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the demise of Bolton’s fledgling hemispheric imaginary to the over-specialization
of his students, which narrowed the field and created a body of work inacces-
sible to the uninitiated (phone conversation with Silvia Spitta, June 1996). Simi-
larly, Mark T. Berger weighs Bolton’s declining influence against the triumph of
disciplinary demarcations that divided Latin America and the U.S. into two dif-
ferent histories—demarcations that continue to reflect and reinforce official
U.S. policy.

In response, Chicano scholars and artists have strategically engaged the con-
ceptual space of Aztlan. Aztlan is described in postconquest cddices (for instance,
the Tira de Peregrinacién, also known as the Boturini Codex) as the birthplace
of the Mexica empire, postulated by the Chicano movement to be located in what
is now the southwestern U.S., and from whence the migration south to Tenochti-
tlan (today’s Mexico City) began. The highlighting of migration and mestizaje
reflects José Vasconcelos’s understanding of the “cosmic race” as a product of cul-
tural, ethnic, and political interconnectedness. Aztlan serves as an imaginary
counter-history to affirm the Latino presence in the U.S. long before the establish-
ment of the thirteen colonies, and it also serves as the point of origin and return
for centuries-long patterns of migration across what is now the U.S./Mexico bor-
der. Although Ignacio M. Sanchez Prado critiques such mythic constructions in
his essay in this issue, they nonetheless allow him to demonstrate how the work
of the Mexican philosopher Leopoldo Zea transgresses multiple disciplinary and
geographical borders to enter and influence recent Chicano theory. Emerging
“southern theories” also depend upon dynamic spaces—conceptual, cultural, and
territorial (see Morana, Rodriguez, and Aboul-Ela).

More recently and in another register, Nuyoricans have conceived identity
as intrinsically migratory, and Canada is increasingly doing so as well. Amaryll
Chanady discusses the movement between Canada and the Caribbean in her essay
“The Trans-American Outcast and Figurations of Displacement.” She mentions
Caribbean writers who write in Canada, and also the Puerto Rican novelist and
playwright Luis Rafael Sanchez, who captures ironically both the horizontal and
vertical movements of Americans in his story/essay “La guagua aérea” (“The Fly-
ing Bus”; see Sandoval-Sanchez). Using the word for “bus” common to Puerto
Rico, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, Sanchez makes the crowded guagua
on the streets of San Juan an analogue to the daily flights between San Juan and
New York City. In so doing, Sanchez dramatizes Nuyorican identity as both
rooted and en route, grounded and up in the air.

Christopher Winks’s “A Great Bridge that Cannot Be Seen: Caribbean Litera-
ture as Comparative Literature” shows that Caribbean literature is shaped by mul-
tiple colonialisms, nationalisms, cultures, and languages on an archipelago for
which, he suggests, José Lezama Lima’s statement “The centipede’s delight is the
crossroads” (510) is paradigmatic:
although the basic compass points are four, the possible routes of the slow-moving, many-footed
arthropod are myriad, and its pleasure lies in contemplating the prospect, the panorama, of deci-
sion prior to a moment of revelation . . . . Africa, Asia, Amerindia, Europe, the Levant—all those
civilizational “streams” of human labor and imagination—have converged (unevenly and conflict-
ingly) in the Caribbean, and the near-infinite permutations and crossings of cultures have trans-

formed it into a “laboratory for all the tensions (creative and disintegrative) of the human condi-
tion . ..” (Nettleford 3).
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Francophone Caribbean writers figure prominently in Mary Jean Green’s essay on
Francophonia in the Americas, as do several Caribbean theorists of ¢réolité—]Jean
Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Rafael Confiant—whose work encompasses a
multicultural mix. Green also discusses Caribbean connections to French Canadian
writers and French creole culture in Louisiana. In their different ways, then, Chan-
ady, Winks, and Green show that the overlapping colonial histories and languages
of the Caribbean are nourishing cultural archipelagos within the U.S. and Canada.
It may be that the greatest contribution of comparative American studies will be to
highlight such transcultural energies throughout the hemisphere, and thus work
toward the ideal of American plurinationalism to which we referred above.

Comparative Latin Americanisms

While a visiting professor of literary and postcolonial theory at the University of
Sao Paulo, Neil Larsen discovered that his students were familiar with the works of
Edward Said, Fredric Jameson, Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, and other theorists
canonized by Euro-U.S. academe, but were unfamiliar with and, worse yet, uncon-
cerned about their Latin American counterparts. Although the cost and uneven
circulation of scholarly books in Latin America may provide at least a partial expla-
nation for these students’ lack of knowledge about other Latin American thinkers,
their “unconcern” points to a colonial hierarchy of knowledge: the need to be rec-
ognized in Europe and the U.S. before gaining recognition at home. “The lesson
implicit” in this odd circuit of knowledge, Larsen concludes, is that “the walls
dividing Brazil from the rest of Latin America were the same as those dividing
it from India or China. They were not insuperable; they had a gate. And that gate
was both single and universal: it was the Euro-North American metropolis” (75).
The result is the canonization of only those Latin American writers and artists
whose work either feeds into U.S. and European fantasies of the region, or who
are understood to be cosmopolitan creators of “universal” culture.

For example, what does it mean to a Santa Lucian citizen when Derek Walcott
(Protestant and Anglophone, from an island that is largely Catholic and Franco-
phone) is hailed as one of the greatest of contemporary English writers? Will the
writer’s literary language be recognized and “readable” at home, or is he/she
doomed to a double exteriority, foreign both to the metropolis and to his/her
country of origin? What kinds of negotiations are required of Antillean writers
to triumph in the metropolis? Conversely, what kinds of non-U.S.-American writ-
ers are permitted to triumph in the metropolis and why? In her essay in this issue
Sarah Pollack addresses this question by asking a related one: who gets translated
in the U.S. and why?

Predictably, the “gates” that limit reception, translation, and canonization in
Latin America also limit the “gatekeepers.” In the past twenty years, U.S. academia
has seen considerable growth in multicultural and cross-disciplinary curricula
of precisely the kind conducive to comparative study of the Americas, and yet ref-
erence to Latin American theorists by scholars other than Latin Americanists is still
relatively rare, as is the application of Latin American theories to contexts other
than Latin America. Nonetheless, we recognize that this imbalance is slowly being
redressed. Although the postcolonial debate in the U.S. has been dominated by
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the English rendering of the Indian subcontinent and Africa, Latin American
writers and theorists—Edouard Glissant, Nelly Richard, Eduardo Galeano, Néstor
Garcia Canclini, Rigoberta Menchu, Antonio Cornejo Polar, Roberto Schwartz—
are now amplifying the discussion in the U.S. and Europe, as are theorists of the
Neobaroque, some of whom we mentioned above.

These intellectuals often address Latin America’s troubled relation to the
Colossus of the North, and thus refuse the “post” in “postcolonial,” highlighting
instead current colonialisms in the hemisphere. Alex Stehn, in his translator’s
introduction to Enrique Dussel’s essay, remarks upon a related matter. Dussel uses
the term “transmodernity” rather than “postmodernity” to provide a very differ-
ent conception of historical process and a critique of “modernity” itself. “Postmo-
dernity” applies poorly or not at all to many parts of Latin America, where moder-
nity, much less postmodernity, has arrived unevenly and often destructively. One
might add to these multiple refusals of Euro-U.S. theories of “post-ness” those of
Severo Sarduy and Haroldo de Campos, who assiduously avoid reference to “post-
modernism” in their historically grounded theories of the “Neobaroque.” We, too,
refuse “post-ness” in our usage of “plurinational” to describe the evolving present
of our hemisphere and our world.

The State of Our Practice

Having called for a reconsideration of what “counts” as academic work in the
U.S. and argued for the potential of comparative American studies as a corrective
to the current marginalization of intellectuals from the public sphere, we ask our
readers to join us in envisioning strategies for change. Those of us working and
studying in U.S. universities must increase institutional opportunities to learn lan-
guages, live where those languages are spoken, and increase faculty and student
exchanges throughout the hemisphere. The Fulbright program remains a stalwart
support for such exchanges, and some colleges and universities already offer
opportunities to experience the Americas otherwise by experiencing American cul-
tures elsewhere. In general, however, Latin American students are more likely to
study in U.S. universities than vice versa. This must change if we are to have credit-
able Americas programs, and it is up to us to assist our institutions in establishing
exchange programs and to encourage our colleagues in universities in the rest of
the hemisphere to do so as well. Such programs cost money, but what is most dear
is the will to shepherd such programs into being.

Another area to which we can contribute is translation. In her essay Sarah Pol-
lack cites the disturbingly low number of translations published yearly in the U.S.
and questions the mechanisms (and prejudices) that impel the selection of the
very few Latin American writers who do get translated. Examining the popularity
of magical realism from the 1970s and the recent swing to the gritty realism of
Roberto Bolano, the current “star” of Latin American literature in the U.S., Pol-
lack traces the stereotypes that condition (and create) demand in the U.S. Because
available translations represent a miniscule proportion of the total literary produc-
tion in Latin America, stereotyping is inevitable and English-language readers’
understanding of the hemisphere is necessarily compromised. Pollack’s essay sup-
ports the notion that we must ask academic institutions to value translation as part
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of the work we do, and we must also find ways to market our translations beyond
the few commercial and academic presses that are currently willing to “risk” pub-
lishing translations at all.'”

The nature of publishing has changed radically, and we can take advantage of
this fact. A recent Associated Press article about on-demand publishing provides
statistics on the number of books now being created and sold on the internet, as
well as information on the websites currently most useful (and used) for this pur-
pose. “Getting a book published isn’t the rarefied literary feat it once was,” writes
Candice Choi (a statement that sounds a cautionary note, given that “rarified liter-
ary feats” are privileged in U.S. academia over public intellectual work). One way
to increase our commitment to translation might be to form a translation coop-
erative that would create partnerships with existing publishers and journals. For
example, a proposal might be presented to comparative literature associations,
the Modern Language Association, and university presses, journals, and existing
websites devoted to translation to house a link to this translation cooperative.'s
We recognize the complexities of securing copyrights, refereeing and editing
translations, working with online publishers, handling royalties, and so on—not
to mention gathering substantial support from interested colleagues and aca-
demic institutions. Nonetheless, as a discipline and profession, we must begin to
value translations, as well as electronic modes of publication and distribution,
equally with other modes of intellectual production.

We would be remiss not to recognize ways in which our discipline is respond-
ing to the need for greater connection throughout the hemisphere and the
world. The American Comparative Literature Association (ACLA) is growing at
an impressive rate, and though the “American” in the name of the organization
has until lately referred largely to the U.S., the number of members from outside
the U.S. is increasing. The 2007 meeting of the ACLA was held in Puebla, Mexico,
to encourage U.S.-American scholars to travel to Mexico and also to facilitate the
participation of Latin American scholars and other international scholars who
might not have been able to obtain visas to enter the U.S. The most powerful com-
parative literature association in the hemisphere is located in Brazil. Founded in
1986, ABRALIC now numbers more than two thousand members and publishes
the Brazilian Review of Comparative Literature and the bulletin Contraponto. Com-
parative literature associations exist in Peru, Uruguay, and Argentina, and this
flourishing comparativism in the hemisphere is also evident in the founding of
the International American Studies Association (IASA) in 2001, with bi-annual
meetings having been held in Leiden, Ottawa, Lisbon, and, this year, Beijing.

The Latin American Studies Association (LASA), founded on a model of area
studies, gathers thousands of members from across the Americas at its meetings,
academics and activists from a wide spectrum of disciplines and practices among
them. The Hemispheric Institute of Performance and Politics creates a floating

17On a positive note, Palgrave McMillan is starting a translation series called “Theory around the
World,” co-edited by Gayatri Spivak and Hosam Aboul-Ela, which will begin next year and includes
translations of Arabic and Spanish works that treat questions of tradition, hermeneutics, discourse,
gender, and authority.

'8 See the websites Words without Borders, Three Percent (supported by the University of Roch-
ester), and eXchanges (supported by the University of Iowa). The first two are mentioned by Sarah
Pollack in her essay in this issue.
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archipelago of hemispheric alliances, building bridges across disciplines and bor-
ders. As Diana Taylor explains, the initial impetus of the foundation of the Hemi-
spheric Institute was “not to imagine an umbrella that included an ever-expanding
body of knowledge envisioned from above but to lay the foundation for collabora-
tive partnerships on the ground” (1425). Another initiative, Cultural Agency in the
Americas, was launched under the aegis of the Social Science Research Council in
2001 to promote “new research [concerning language, ethnicity, and gender] and
integrate ongoing work in the field across a number of increasingly unstable yet
stubbornly persistent divides—between the humanities and the social sciences,
North American and Latin American scholarship, and the fields of Latin American
and American Studies.”? Attuned to the need for greater involvement in the public
sphere, members seek to expand interactions between scholars and activists, and
engage the humanities as an indispensable tool for social change. A similarly far-
reaching interdisciplinary and multi-institutional project is The Hispanic Baroque:
Complexity in the First Atlantic Culture, housed at the University of Western
Ontario, directed by Juan Luis Sudrez, and supported by the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada. This project provides a structure for
global collaboration: conferences, research projects, and an admirable website
bring scholars, artists, and public figures into conversation with one another.

These organizations provide us with opportunities to ground our practice in
elsewheres, but they succeed only if we take the opportunities they offer for dia-
logue across cultural divides. What is more, if we are to succeed in reversing our
current marginalization, we must intervene in public debates and commit to the
proven power of the arts and the humanities to effect lasting social change. Only
by reimagining our “work” will we be able “to world.”

Mexico City, San Angel
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