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immigrants to America ceuld relax their borders enough to create a new
ethnically mixed society.

But why was the banner of rcason incapable of cxpanding beyvnnd
WAST communities? To understand this it helps to reeall that the Fura -
pean Enlightenment was flourishing at exactly the same time that |':,lf!'||—
pean countries were most successfully colonizing the globe - exploiting,
enslaving, and in some cases chiminating indigenous popdations. 22 Bu
what can account for this juxtaposition between the invocations of liberey
for all and the callous disregard of the liberty as well as well-being of non-
Europeans? To answer this we nced to look more critically at what
grounded the claims to liberty.

Universalist humanism was based on a supposcedly innate but uncvenly
developed capacity to reason, a reason conceptualized as entirely mental
and thus capable of transcending the particularitics of material contexts
and specific individuals. Leopoldo Zea has written about the political uses
that colonialism has madc of the Western notion of reason.2? Where the
Frankfurt School analyzed the connection between Enlightenment reason
and social domination, Zea provides a picce of the analysis noticeably
missing from their account: the connection between reason and cnln.ni-.\l-
ism. “Fhe marginalization of non-European peoples with respect 1o lLaro-
peans,” Zea argues, “is related to a Eurocentric view of reason, which lca(.!.q
to the perception that non-Western people arc inferior to .I*'.umpcm-ﬂ? in
their capacity to reason, hence, in their status of human hcmg.s;. Political
questions of autonomy and the right of self-governance hang in th.c bai-
ance.”?% Universal standards and articulations of rationality are implicated
in socially organized practices and institutions that implement colonial
and neocolonial policies. When the paradigm of reason, construed as
culturally neutral, is defined as the scienfific praciices of Furopean-based
coumrice-i, the result is a flattering contrast between Europe and its col-
onies. Reason is counterposed to ignorance, philosophics of mind to folk
psychologics, religion to superstition, and history to myth, prmlucmg‘a
cultural hierarchy that vindicates colonialist arrogance. And because this
hierarchy is justified through a concept that is presented as cu]tur;}l]y
neutral, it cannot be assailed by political arguments nor can it be identified

22, Just as feminist historians have countered the usual assessment of the Renais-
sance, arguing that in this period women’s situation actually worsencd and so there
was no renaissance for women, so it has been argued that the Enlightenment
offered nothing for those peoples of the world newly colonized. These epoch-
dividing categorics reflected the perspectives of the dominant,

23, Quoted in Ofelia Schutte, Cultural Tdentity and Social Liberation i Latin
American Thonght (Albany: State University Press of New York, 1993), p. 86.
24, Ihid.
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as an inteltectual product of a particular culture. Thus its political effects
become unassailable. Following this, Zea points out that the issue of iden-
tity must not be mistakenly thought to have relevance only within a
conceptual or cultaral realm. “It is a problem located in the public
sector —in the public conception of reason and in the use of power.”25

The capacity for reasoning and science on the Western model requires
an ahility to detach oneself, to be abjective, to subduc one’s own passion-
ae attachments and emotions. Such a personality type was associated with
Northern Furopeans and contrasted with the passionate natures of Latin
fempermuents and the inferior intellects of darker peoples. Thus a hu-
manism based on secular reason, far from conflicting with racism and
cultural chauvinism, supported their continuation, In its most benign
form, reason could only support Europe’s role as beneficent teacher for
the hackward Other, but could never sustain a relationship of equality, It is
tor this reason that Zea concludes,

The racial mestizahe that did not bother the Tberian conquerors and col-
onizers was o disturb greathy the creators of the new empires of America,
Asia, and Africa. Christianity blessed (he unity of men and cultures regard-
fess of race, more a function of their ability to be Christian. But modern
civilization stressed racial purity, the having or lacking of particular habits
and customs proper o a specific type of racial and cultural humanity,26

Thus, sceularization actually promoted racial purity by replacing
Christian values with cultturally specific habits and customs, In challeng-
ing what is still a powerful orthodoxy—the claim that secularization has
oy progressive effccts—-Zea's critique of modernism strikes more
deeply than even much of posimodernism. To pretend that these existing
concepts-— of reason, of philosophy, and of religion——can be extracred

from their cnhtural history and purged of their racial associations and

racial content is a delusion, Reason, it turns out, is white, at least in its

specific articulations in Western canonical discourses. Therefore, an ac-
count ol the core of human nature that is based on a Teasoning capacity is a
racialized concept of the self passing tor a universal one.

Given this history, then, it is no longer a surprise that the concept and
practice of assimilationism that developed in this Northern European
tontext sought ro maintain its borders agamst the devouring capacities
and polluting effects of other cultures, and to unite its diverse ethnic
groups on the basis of a criterion that simultancously excluded others (i.c.,
the capacity for reason and science in the mode of Northern Europe).
Whether the concept of reason can be reconstructed is not my project
25, 1bid.

200 Zea, “Identity: A Latin American Philosophical Problem,” p. 37,
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here, though I certainly support such a project. Rather my question here
is, can the concept of assimilation be transformed and salvaged? This
discussion will begin in the final section of this chapter.

But first, I want to look briefly at one other, more current, alternative (o
conceptions of identity based on purity—the very recently developed
notion of nomad subjectivity in the work of Gilles Delenze and Felis
Guattari.2? This concept is not amalogous to assimilationism in being
widely disseminated within dominant cultural discourses, but it is influen-
tial in many academic, theoretical circles and it gains support from some
formulations of the new global world over. Nomad subjectivity announces
that fluidity and indeterminateness will break up racial and cultural hier-
archies that inflict oppression and subordination. Vreed from state.
imposed structures of identity by the indeterminate flows of capital,
nomad subjectivity deterritorializes toward becoming like *» nomad, an
immigrant, and a gypsy.”28 Within language, as within subjectivity,

There is no longer any proper sense or figurative sense, but only a distribu-
tion of states that is part of the range of the word. ‘The thing and other things
are no longer anything but intensities overrun by deterritorialized sound or

words that are following their lines of escape. . . . Instead, it is now a ques-
tion of 2 becoming that includes the maximum of difference as a difference of
intensity, the crossing of a barrier. . . . 29

The flow of deterritorialization does not move between points bur “has
abandoned points, coordinates, and measure, like a drunken boat, . ™30
Decterritorializations thus have the effect of deconstructing racial and
morphological identity categories along with national, cultural, and ethnic
ones, and so the result is not a multiply situated subject but a nomadic
subject without the concreteness implied by situation.

This sort of view obviously connects more gencrally o a postmodernist
notion of the indcterminate self, a self defined only by its negation of or

27. See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trs.
Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986); Anii Qedipus, trs.
Robert Hurley ct al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983); and 4
Thousand Plateaus, wrs. Brian Massumi (Minncapolis: University of Minnesora
Press, 1987). For a critique, sce Caren Kaplan, “Deterritorializations: I'he Rewrit-
ing of Home and Exile in Western Feminist Discourse,” Cultural Critigue (Spring
1987):187-98.

28. Kafka: Toward a Minar Literature, p. 19,

29. Ihid., p. 22.

30. A Thousand Platcaus, p. 296.
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resistance (o categories of identity.’! And there is a strand of this in
academic feminism among theorists who repudiate identity-based politics
in the name of antiessentialism. Liberation is associated with the refusal to
be characterized, described, or classified, and the only true strategy of
resistance can be one of negation, a kind of permanent revolution on the
metaphysical front. Unfortunately, nomadic subjectivity works no better
than assimilationist doctrine to interpellate mixed identity: the nomad self
is bounded to no community and represents an absence of identity rather
than a multiply entangted and engaged identity. This is not the situation of
mixed-race peoples who have deep (even if problematic) ties to specific
comimunities; to be a free-floating unbound variable is not the same as
being multiply categorized and ostracized by specific racial communities.
I1 strikes me that the postmodern nomadic vision fits far better the mulii-
national CEO with fax machine and cellular phone in hand who is bound
tn, or by, no national agenda, tax structure, cultural boundary, or geo-
graphical border. And what this suggests is that a simplistic promotion of
flmdiry will not suffice.

I'am concerned with the way in which a refusal of identity might be
useful for the purposes of the current global market, The project of global
capitalism is to transform the whole world into postcolonial consumers
and producers of goods in an acultural world commodity market, the
Benetton-like vision where the only visible differences are those that can
be commodified and sold, Somewhere between that vision and the vision
oba purist identity construction that requires intermittent ethnic cleans-
ing we must develop a different alternative, an alternative which can offer a
normative  reconstritction of raced-identity applicable to mixed-race
peoples.

Mestiza Race

Iose ¥asconcelos, Mexican philosopher, envisaged una raza mestiza, una
mezela de razas afines, una raza de color—1a primera raza sintesis del globa.
He catled it a cosmic race, 1 raza cosmica, a fifth race embracing the four
tmajor races of the world. Opposite to the theory of the pure Aryan. . . . his
theory is one of inclusivity,

——Gloria Anzaldaa3?

31 See, e, Paul Smith, Drscerming the Subject {Minneapolis: University of Min-
esota Press, FTY88). See also my review of this book in . imerican Literary History
(Summer 1993): 3315.-406,

32 Gloria Anzaldia, Barderlands/ba Frontera (San Francisce: Spinsters/Aunt
Lute, 1987), p. 77.
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We must begin to look South, where there already exists 2 long tradition
of philosophical work on the intersections of identity, multiplicity, and
politics. The specifically philosophical treatment of identity will certainly
seem odd to Anglo philosophers, who on the whole leave such cultural

specificitics to sociologists or anthropologists, and nstead prefer to con-

centrate on problems considered to have universal relevance and ap--
plicability. T am reminded here of a story that Michae! Kimmel 101d
recently at a talk he gave, As a graduate student in the [story of Con-
sciousness program at the University of California-Santa Cruz, he was
taking a seminar in feminist theory when a debate occurred about the
importance of race versus gender. In the midst of the discussion, bell
hooks asked Bettina Aptheker what she saw when she looked in the mirror.
Aptheker replied, “I see a2 woman.” hooks responded that when she looked
in the mirror, she saw a black woman. Kimmel reported feeling very
uncomfortable at that moment, because he realized that when he looked in
the mirror, what he saw was a human being. When your own particular and
specific attributes are dominant and valorized, they can be taken for
granted and ignored.

Because of their interest in contributing to the thinking about identity
issues, many Latin American phtlosophers have developed a different
understanding of the nature of philosophy itself. If philosophy is defined
as raising only universal, general, and abstract probiems, bevond the
issues facing concrete individuals in the everyday world, there is no space
within philosophy for discussions about cultural identity, and so such
issues are left to the social sciences. Zea argucs that such a view exemplifics
the desire to be godlike on the part of philosophers, to rranscend the
“concrete capacity of vision of the one who asks,” %3 Drawing on the views
of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Karl-Ortto Apel, Zea suggests that we need
not abandon theoretical discourse to reject this delimitation of philosophi-
cal problems to abstract and universal issucs:

At stake here is not a choice [e.g.. between theory and practice| but a
reconstruction of problems that are inescapably linked among themselves
because they have an origin in man. The philosopher does not have to give
up being a philosopher to face the many problems of a reality different from
theory. Without ceasing tobhe a philosopher he can philosophically, rationally,
confront man’s daily problems and seck possible sobutinng, 34

So, without ceasing to be a philosopher, fet me return to the problem of

racial identity.

33. Zea, “Identity: A Latin American Philesaphical Problem,” pp. 33-34.
34. Thid., p. 34.

Lol H('r.l” 155

Virst, it seems clear that, within the context of racially based and
organized systems of oppression, racial identity will continue to be a
salient internal and external component of identity. Systems of oppres-
sion, segregated communities, and practices of diserimination create a
coflective experience and a shared history for a racialized grouping. It is
that shared experience and history, more than any physiological or mer-
pholugical featurcs, that cements the community and creates connections
with athers along racial lines. And that history cannot be deconstructed by
new scientific accounts that dispute the characterization of race as a natu-
ral kind .45 Accounts of race as a social and historical identity, though this
brings in clements that are temporally contingent and mutable, will proba-
bly prove to have more persistence than accounts of race that tie it to
biology. Tronically, history will probably have morc permanence than
hislogy.

Maorcover, 1 would argue that, given current social conditions, any
materialist account of the self must take into account the element of race.
"T'his is not to deny that generic and universalist concepts of human being
are both possible and necessary. Despite my concern expressed in the last
section against formulating a universal humanism based on reason, con-
nections do exist between persons that endure across differences of sex-
uality, race, culture, even class, My view is not that such connections do
not exist, or that they arce trivial, or that in all cases a universalist human-
ism is politically pernicious. Tlowever, if we restrict a philvsophical analy-
sis of identity and subjectivity to only those clements that can be univer-
sally applied, our resulting account will be too thin to do much
philosophical work, In the concrete everydayness of “actually existing”
human life, the variabilities of racial designation mediate experience in
ways we are just_ beginning to recognize.

Another reason to maingain the racial dimension of formulations of
identity is that universalist pretensions often produce alienation in those
whosc identitics are not dominant. When such false universalisms become
influential in oppressed communities, the result is that, for example, non-
white peoples internalize the perspective of white identity. In The Bluest
Foye, Toni Morrison dramatically captures this phenomenon for the young
black child who wants blond hair and blue cyes. Simone de Beauvoir and
Sandra Bartky have written about a form of female alienation in which
women sce themselves and their bodies through a generalized male gaze
that rates and ranks attributes, and disciplines behavior to a degree worthy

35, See Naomi Zack, “Race and Phitosophic Meaning,” in American Philosophical
Assoctativn Newsletter sy Philosophy and the Blaek Lixperience 94, no. 1 (Fall 1994)
pp. 14--20
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of Foucault’s description of the Benthamite panopticon. And Samud
Ramos has argued that the veneration of Europe has led Mexicans 1o live
“with a view of the world alien to their own cultural realiey,” in effect, “ro
live outside their ‘being.””%

Such patterns of alienation have profound effects on the capacity for
self-knowledge, a capacity that philosophiers as diverse as Plato and 1 legel
have seen as critical for the possibility of any knowledge whatsoever. If
knowledge represents a concrete vision correlated to a particular social
location, then the alienation one suffers from one’s own perspectival vi-
sion will have ramifications throughout one’s life. And for mixed-race
persons, this problem can be particularly difficult to overcome. Tor them
{us}, it is not a question of reorienting perspective from the alien to the
familiar, because no ready-made, available perspective captures their con-
tradictory experience. Without 2 social recognition of mixed identity, the
mixed-race person is told to choose one or another perspective, Fhiy
creates not only alienation, but the sensation of having a mode of being
that is an incessant, unrecoverable lack and an unsurpassable inferiority.
This blocks the possibility of self-knowlcdge. The epistemic authority and
credibility that accrue to nearly everyone, at least with respect to their
*ownmost” perspective, is denied to the mixed-race person, Vis-a-vis cach
community or social location to which she or he might claim a connection,
she or he can never claim authority to speak unproblematically for or from
that position. Ramos warns that, without a connection to an ongoing
history and community, “one lives only for the day . . . without regard to
past or future,”3? Only communities have continuity beyond individual
life; cast off from all communities, the individual has no historical identity,
and thus is unlikely to value the community’s future,

Identity is not, of course, monopolized by-race, nor does race operiate on
identity as an autonomous determinant. Mixed-race persons probably
notice more than others the extent to which “race” is a social construction,
ontologically dependent on a host of contextual factors. The meanings of
both race and such things as skin color are mediated by language, religion,
nationality, and culture, to produce a racialized identity. As a result, a
single individual’s racial identity can change across communitics, and a
family’s race can change across history. In the [Dominican Republic,
“black™ is defined as Haitian, and dark-skinned Dominicans do not seli-
identify as black but as dark Indians or mestizos. Coming to the United
States, Dominicans “become” black by the dominant standards. Tn the
United States, I gencrally pass as a whire angla; as soon as | land in

36. Schurte, Cultural ldentity, p. 75.
37. Ibid., p. 77.
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Panama, I am recognized as Panamanian. In England, South Asians are
identified as blacks. Every vear in South Africa, numbers of people peti-
tion the government fo change their official racial classification, resulting
m odd official annowncements from the Home Affairs Minister that, for
cxample, “nine whites became coloured, 506 coloureds became white, two
whites became Malay . . . 40 coloreds became black, 666 blacks became
coloured, 87 coloreds became Indian. .. .7 The point here is not that
racial identitics are often misidentified, but that race does not stand alone;
race identity is mediated by other factors, political as well as sociological
ones. And appearance is also socially mediated; the dominant perspective
in the United States on a person's racial identity or whether they “look”
Latine or black is not natural. Appearances “appear” differently across
cultural contexts,

Because nationality, culture, and language are so critical to identity,
some propose that, for example, nationality should be taken as a more
important distinguishing characteristic than race. Nationality could pro-
vide a strong connection across racialized communities, increasing their
unity and sympathetic relatonships. This phenomenon is emerging in the
United States today as minority communities become antiimmigrant,
even when the immigrants are of the same racial features or share a
cultural background. Thus African-American school kids fight with West
Indians in Brooklyn, and Cubans disdain the Central Americans flooding
into Miami. Such eonflict is sometimes based on class, but it is also based
on a chiim to the so-called “American” identity. In this way, U.S. minor-
ities can ally with the (still) powerful white majority against new imimi-
grants, and perhaps share in the fecling if not the reality of dominance. An
identification that places nationality over race thus ensures, at least for the
present, an increase in antiimmigrant violence.

‘T'he point of the preceding discussion is to suggest that race cannot and
should not be climinated as a salient identity in the near future, In my
view, #t should not be replaced by nationality, and its erasure only conceals
the ongoing dominance of white Northern European values and perspec-
tives, Some have argued that, given the socially constructed character of
race, and the largely detrimental effects that racial classifications have had
on all nenshite peoples and mixed-race persons in particular, all forms of
racial identity should be rejected. T would arguc rather for developing a
positive reconstruction of mixed-race identity. I will end by suggesting
some ways this might be developed.

A8 Quoted in Trinh 'I° Minh-] la, When the Moon Waves Red (New York: Rout-
ledye, 1Y91), p. 73, Notice that, as she points out, no whites applied to become
black.
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In her book Bordertunds/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldia has offered a
powerful and lyrical vision of the difficulties mixed-race persons endure,
She writes:

The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental and emotional
states of perplexity. Internal strife results in imsecurity and indecisiveness,
The mestiza’s dual or multiple  personality is plagucd by psychic
restlessness, 37

Contrast that description with Deleuze and Guattari’s romantic portrait
of the nomad and the schizophrenic, as a paradigm of liberation,

Anzaldia worries that the shame and rootlessness of the mestizo can
lead to excessive compensation, especially in the form of machismo. She
writes:

In the Gringo world, the Chicane suffers from cxcessive humility and sclf-
effacement, shame of self and self-deprecation. Around Latinos he saflers
from a sense of language inadequacy and its accompanying discomfort; with
Native Americans he suffers from a racial amnesia which ignores our cone
mon blood, and from guilt because the Spanish part of him took their land
and oppressed them. He has an excessive compensatory hubris when around
Mexicans from the other side. Tt overlays a decp sense of raciat shame . |
which leads him to put down women and even to brutalize them,*

For Anzaldda, an alternative positive articulation of MestzZa Conscipusness
and identity must be developed to provide some degree of coherence and
to avoid the incessant cultural collisions or violent compensations that
result from the shame and frustration of self-negation.

Toward this, Aunzaldiia sees the mixed-race person as engaged in the
valuable though often exhausting role of border crosser, negotiator, ancd
mediator between races, and sometimes also between cultures, nations,
and linguistic communities. The mixed person is a traveler often within
her own home or neighborhood, translating and negotiating the diversity
of meanings, practices, and forms of life. ‘This vision provides a positive
alternative to the mixed-race person’s usual representation as lack or as the
tragically alienated figure.

Such figures who can negotiate between cultures have of course been
notoriously useful for the dominant, who can use them to better under-
stand and thus control their colonized subjects. Thus, such figures as
Malinche and Pocahontas are often reviled for their cooperation with

39. Anzaldua, Borderiands/La Fromera, . 78.
40, Ibid., p. 83.
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dominant communities and their love for specific individuals from those
communities. There is no question that such border negotiation can exac-
erbate oppression. Today large numbers of bilingual and biracial individ-
uals are recruited by the UK. military and the EB.I. to infiltrate suspected
Rangs or communities and countries designated as U.S. enemics. To my
dismay, many Latinos in the U.S. military were deployed in the invasion of
Panama. Flere again, an allegiance based on nationality is used to circum-
vent what might be a stronger racial or cultural de.

I'suspeet that for mixed-raced persons, especially those who have suf-
fered some degree of rejection from the communities to which they have
some attachment, such jobs hold a seductive attraction as a way to over-
come feelings of inferiority and to find advantage for the first time in the
situation of being mixed. Where | agree with Anzaldda is the positive spin
she puts on the mixed-race identity. (And I must say to Anglos who may
have read her book, don’t underestimate the radical nature of what she has
done: her use of a mix of languages, including English, Spanish, Tex-Mex,
and indigenous languages, is a practice that is reviled by most Spanish
speaking people in the United States and Latin America, even including
most Mexican Americans. Her insistence on linguistic mixes is very liber-
ating.) But where I would place a note of caution concerns the uses to
which such border crossings can be put: they are not all to the good.

Another element worth exploring is Samuel Ramos’s concept of an
assimilation that does not demand conformity to the dominant or consist
m a kind of imitation. Rather, assimilation in Ramos’s sense is an incor-
poration or absorption of different elements. This is similar to the
Hegelian concept of sublation in the sense of a synthesis that does not
simply unite differences but develops them into a higher and better for-
mulation. In the context of Fatin America, Ramos called for a new self-
integration that would appropriate its European and Indian elements.
“I'he practice of imitating European culture must be replaced by the
assimilation of such a culture. ‘Between the process of imitation and that
of assimilation there lies the same difference,” he notes, ‘as there is be-
tween what is mechanical and what is organic.” ™+ Ramos believes that this
process of active assimilation cannot occur without reflective self-
knowledge. An imitative stance toward the other, and a conformity to
dominant norms, will secur unless the cmpty self-image of the Mexican is
replaced by a more substantive perspective indexed to one’s own caltural
political, and racial location.

¥

I believe that the concept of mestizo consciousness and identity can
contribute toward the development of such a perspective, by creating a

b Scharte, Cultural dentity, P 8.
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linguistic, public, socially affirmed identity for mixed-race persons. Mes-
tizo consciousness is a double vision, a conscious articulation of mived
identity, allegiances, and traditions. As L quote Anzaldiia above, Jose Vas-
concelos called this new identity the cosmic race, la raza cosmica, based on
a rich inclusivity and mutability rather than purity. All forms of racial
mixes could be included in this identity, thus avoiding the claborate divi-
sions that a proliferation of specific mixed identities could produce. Such
a vision is not captured by the “United Colors of Benetton,” but by the
organic integration of a new human blend such as the world has never
seen.

Only recently have finally come to some acceptance of my ambiguous
identity. T am not simply white nor simply Latina, and the gap that exists
between my two identitics—indecd, myv two families-- a gap that is cul-
tural, racial, linguistic, and natienal, feels too wide and deep for me to
span. I cannot bridge the gap, so [ negotiate it, standing at one point here,
and then there, moving between locations as events or other people’s
responses propel me, [ never reach shore: T never wholly occupy cither the
Angla or the Latina identity. Paradoxically, in white society T feel my
Latinness, in Latin society I feel my whiteness, as that which is left out, an
invisible present, sometimes as intrusive as an clephant in the room and
sometimes more as a pulled thread that alters the design of my fabricated
self. Peace has comc for me by living that gap, and no longer secking some
permanent home onshore. What 1T scek now is no longer a home, but
perhaps a lighthouse, that might illuminate this place in which 1 live, for
myself as much as for others,





