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Figure 1. Miguel Cabrera. 4. De Espaiiol, v Negra; Mulata. 1763, oil
on canvas. 132 X 101 em, Private Collection, Mexico. From Maria
Garcia Saiz Concepcion in Las Castas Mexicanas: Un Gaenero
Pictaorico Americano. 8.1, Olivetti. 1989, 81,

Transcendent Contours:
“Thirdspace” Re-figurations of Kinship and Hybrid Ethnicity in the
Works of Josefina Pelayo Mendoza, Alma Lopez, and Noni Olabisi

Lisa Rappaport Hendrickson

In the composition De Espariol, y Negra; Mulata (From Spaniard and Black;
Mulatta) (1763), Spanish colonial painter Miguel Cabrera (1695-1768) depicts a black
woman in profile, standing against the wall of an unidentified building. She appears to be
reasoning with, or perhaps scolding, a white man who stands across from her. One hand
is held aloft in a gesture of appeal while the other clings to a basket filled with various
fruits. The artist has labeled the basket “Chayote,” a Native American squash that is
pictured alongside other produce. A man stands on the opposite side of the wall and hugs
their daughter, who is seated on top of the wall, in a slightly lecherous and disquieting
embrace. His half-obscured face, hidden by a large brimmed hat, intensifies the
inappropriate gesture. The father offers the child a piece of fruit. His figure, shown in
three-quarter view, is placed against a backdrop of trees. The child is placed between the
adults in an ambiguous space flanked by two constant figures. In this position the child is
explicitly depicted as a liminal entity, one who can no longer be defined in terms of her
binary background. Instead, this child represents a newly created form. Her ambiguous
position is further emphasized in her placement between an urban, man-made space and a
natural, bucolic one (Fig. 1).
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Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this oil-on-canvas composition is that it
represents one part of a larger series of sixteen similar paintings. Together they complete
a castas. or caste cycle. Castas cycles represent how Spanish colonial elites manipulated
bonds of biological kinship to protect their economic and political interests. As a group,
these painting cycles set up distinctive categories of identity for visual consumption to
contain a rapidly emerging American hybrid reality. The intended recording capacity of
these works is located in paint on the canvases, where the ethnicities of the mother and
father are indicated in writing along with a term that is assigned to the resultant offspring,
as in the image above.

Some researchers suggest that these series might have been created to account for
interaction between different races, or lineages, in the Americas during the Spanish
colonial era, when contact between Spanish, Native American, and imported and
enslaved African people increased.' Because these works primarily exist in Spain and
not in Mexico, scholar Miguel Angel Fernandez suggests that the series might have
served as souvenirs. Spanish travelers might have commissioned these works or
purchased them ready-made to remember their journeys to the “New World.”> Whether
the works were designed exclusively for tourist consumption or not, these images reflect
important classificatory tendencies established during the Enlightenment era.

These visual recordings illustrate the increasing commonality of interracial
relations that spurred panic among the Spanish and Creole (American born Spanish)
elites because such intermixing threatened their systems of social order, challenging their
political authority, which was couched within a stringent class system. Scholar Magali
Marie Carrera points out that the paintings indeed depend on such “confusing and
ambiguous™ aspects of race to be effective.’ In this respect, the castas represent a way to
chart a myriad of physical characteristics.” It was for this reason that the castas system
was successful as a tool for social organization as early as the fifteenth century and
continues, in a more subdued manner, into today.5

! This list does not include people of Asian origin, as 1 concentrate on those migrating to the New World en
masse mostly between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Though some Asian people did immigrate to
New Spain during this time period, I am interested in focusing in this essay on those who populated the
New World en masse. Later, in the mid-twentieth century, Asian people began populating more and more
of the Americas. especially Brazil. Also, during the same time period, many Jews immigrated to the
Americas from Nazi-occupied territories.

* Miguel Angel Fernandez, cited in “Casta Paintings: The Construction and Depiction of Race in Colonial
Mexico,” by Christa Johanna Olson [website on-line]; available from
http://hemi.nyu.edu/archive/studentwork/colony/olson/Castal.htm; Internet: accessed 03 March 2004.

¥ Magali Marie Carrera, “Locating Race in Late Colonial Mexico,” Art Journal 57 (Fall 1998): 43,

* “They attempt to bring order to the deceptive and equivocal nature of the physical markers of race by
constructing it as social—encountered, negotiated and lived between and among specific boundaries,” Ibid.
* At first only a series of words that denoted the father’s and mother's backgrounds, the castas became
more complex as the years moved on. The visual system of painting the “couplings™ and their results
became a more acceptable and concrete form of representation. Magali Marie Carrera explains that these
images “may better be understood as a set of visual practice embedded in broader regulatory narratives . . . .
They were a visual practice that made the colonial body knowable and viable.” In other words, perceived
colonial control over interracial procreation was key in the conception of these works. Carrera, Imagining
Identiry in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraifure and Casta Paintings ( Austin:
University of Texas Press, 2003), 54.




The impact of those visual representations, manifest in ideological terms, have
influenced the way we continue to consolidate identities throughout the Americas despite
the highly complex, hybrid reality in which we live. Today, though we are no longer
legally constrained by our race, many forms of bureaucracy in the United States still use
statistics based on the biological makeup of the nation to define and guide social,
economic, and political policy—for better or for worse. As U.S. citizens, we are
primarily taught to identify with an English colonial past. However, it is shortsighted to
refute the impact of the Spanish colonial government on matters of race politics
throughout the Americas today.’

The series of castas and their attendant social ideologies provide evidence that a
political preoccupation with hybridity was widespread, representing a collective
American issue. This discussion of the castas genre will reveal how biologically-based
representations of identity were constructed to favor the political, social and economic
interests of the elite and how such constructions continue to inform our present. As the
castas paintings show, fundamental structures of order were patterned upon a
heterosexual biological paradigm. Such heteronormative patterns are used to maintain
general and popular understandings of identity construction. By divorcing identity from
a traditional biological archetype, current reliance upon a system that was largely devised
to reinforce the project of colonialism might be redirected towards an alternate and
transcendent direction more suited to our current hybrid existence.” Art critic bell hooks

® Warren Cariou is a contemporary Canadian literature scholar who has made an important contribution to
field of hybrid ethnicity studies with his article “The Epistemology of the Woodpile.” In it he shows how
the anxiety associated with the proliferation of interracial mixing in Canada contributed to the colloquial
phrase “the Indian in the woodpile.” This saying alludes to a majoritarian anxiety of such “hidden™ racial
transgressions, such as miscegenation, which occurred in spite of the social taboos that were instituted to
discourage such “incidents” of hybridity. Cariou argues that the Canadian phrase, and its associated
ideologies of separation, has its roots in the similar, derogatory and disquieting United States phrase “a
nigger in the woodpile.” This woodpile, he explains, “emerges from the pervasive fear of miscegenation in
Antebellum America™ (912). Using several examples of the phrase ranging from the eighteenth century up
to our current time, Cariou illustrates how anxiety about this emerging liminal identity was prevalent
throughout North America and how such an ideology of separation continues into our current time.
Cariou’s discussion, however, remains within the border of those white French and English settlers of the
North, and the equally Caucasian settlers of the South; his examination misses the equally paranoid Spanish
preoccupation with issues of hybridity, as is represented in the castas paintings. In his article, Cariou
concedes that there was a concern about multicultural mixing shared by the U.S. and Canada, but by
locating such concern with hybridity only as far south as the U.S. southern states, he misses the major
historical component of the Spanish Americas. The castas are not only documents of visual representation,
they include writing and thus might also be considered literary documents. Racial systems of organization
were a colonial phenomenon that spread throughout the Americas. extending well below the temporal and
geographic region of the antebellum South. See Cariou, “The Epistemology of the Woodpile,” University
of Toronto Quarterly 71, no. 4 (2002): 910-916.

7 This is because the accepted biological model that is taken as “natural” today is actually a relic of the
modern era, where it was employed as a tool of control and conquest. In the early modern “making of
nations™ through cartography recounted by social theorist Valerie Traub, identity formation and national
affiliation became “implicitly gendered,” providing Europe with a means to establish hegemony over
recently colonized subjects. In Traub’s discussion of the plotted and human constructed cartographic body.
she explains how the “bodies of the world,” not only become “terrain to be charted,” but represent how
“global erotic normativity” was communicated through the form of the map. See Traub, “Mapping the
Global Body,” in Early Modern Visual Culture: Representation, Race, and Empire in Renaissance
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aptly connects the necessity for such change to liberty, which will only be found, she
argues, when individuals “transcend” labels with such “narrowly defined limits.”

In this essay, I will compare two contemporary artistic projects that are actively

challenging such Enlightenment era “limits.” The first is a collaborative effort by the

Homegirls, a creative enterprise involving Alma Lopez and Noni Olabisi, who identify as

Chicana and African American respectively; their work is called Education is a Basic
\ Human Right. The second is a painting by Josefina Pelayo Mendoza, who works in
Veracruz, Mexico, and identifies as Latina. Her work is entitled Mi Yo/My Self. These
two projects create points of intersection between concepts that are perceived as
disparate, and that thus reconnect the Americas with Africa.’ Thave selected these two
works in particular because they most explicitly show how the Americas and Africa
might be observed as united and not separated, as classificatory systems of the
Enlightenment, such as the castas, suggested. In order to convey this connection, these
three artists have developed pictorial languages that provide alternatives to the natural
heterosexual biological model. By incorporating multiple temporalities and
positionalities simultaneously in their visual language, these artists develop distinctive
visions of hybrid identity. In re-presenting identity, the Homegirls and Pelayo offer an
alternative to the traditional heteronormative male/female construct displayed in such
images as the castas paintings. Instead, they create a sort of antithesis to the
Enlightenment period castas project. One of the most important aspects of these works is
that these artists reconnect people through the reality of hybrid American identity. In
particular, Education is a Basic Human Right and Mi Yo/My Self reframe common forms
of visual language with innovative and subtle juxtapositions of representation to repair
such fractures caused by Enlightenment era classification systems. They provide the
viewer with a visual form of re-unification. Before discussing these contemporary works,
I will provide a historical background, illustrating how social, political, and economic
motives of colonial control were instituted visually through the castas projects to protect
Spanish and Creole interests in the Americas.

England, ed. Peter Erickson and Clark Hulse (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 46.
To carry this theory into a contemporary context, I quote queer theorist Michael Warner. who astutely
observes that the colonially based ideology of domination continues and this “regime of sexuality that first
transformed Europe has now been registered not only in the New World but in all reaches of modern
colonialism.” “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet.” Social Text 29 (199]): 7.

¥ bell hooks, “Art on My Mind.” in Art on My Mind: Visual Politics (New York: New Press, W. W. Norton
and Co., 1995), 8.

? The concept of intersectionality is taken from Kimberle Williams Crenshaw's approach of intersectional
analysis. This draws upon lines of interconnection between seemingly disparate social movements, using
her theoretical tool of intersectional analysis. Crenshaw illustrates how such a technique can be applied in
her study of violence against black women, explaining that the benefits of intersectional analysis allow us
to connect “contemporary politics [and] postmodern theory.” From a black feminist stance, Crenshaw
employs intersectional analysis to mobilize a “methodology that will ultimately disrupt the tendencies to
see race and gender as exclusive or separable categories.” By employing the methodological construct of
intersectional analysis, Crenshaw “facilitate[s] a merging of race and gender discourses to uncover what
lies hidden between them.” By looking to points of intersection, one is able to design a viable approach to
the study of liminality. See Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, “Beyond Racism and Misogyny: Black
Feminism and 2 Live Crew.” in Words That Wound.: Critical Race Theory, Assaultive Speech, and the First
Amendment (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993), 114.




Visualizing Biology—kinship and the Castas genre

Miguel Cabrera’s castas works are characterized by an astute attention to detail,
including a concerted effort to depict interior, market, and urban spaces. He seemed
intent on paralleling people and the natural bounty of the Americas, depicting in almost
all of his panels some form of uniquely “American” flora and fauna, such as the basket of
produce in De Espaiiol, vy Negra; Mulata. 19 Cabrera was a firmly established artist before
he received commissions to complete paintings in this genre, which he created from 1750
until 1768. Art historians Ilona Katzew, Abby Sue Fisher, and Maria Concepcion Garcia
Saiz have identified over twenty painters working in this genre, though several paintings
are still officially listed as anonymous. Though the reasons for these commissions remain
unclear, scholars like Katzew suggest that they were visual tools employed to represent to
the Spanish crown “that Mexico was still a rigidly structured society™ in spite of the
seemingly overwhelming racial integration throughout the colonial American
provinces.“ There is evidence of specific commissions to particular artists; however,
Katzew reports that many of these works are now missing “perhaps due to restrictions
imposed by the church.”"? Significantly, this genre reached its height of popularity
during the Spanish Bourbon era, a period marked by increased peninsular Spanish control
over her colonies. Reforms instituted within this era were intended to reduce Creole
power in New Spain and to increase revenues from the New World to the Spanish crown.

This heightened insistence on Spanish superiority in the Americas characterized
the Bourbon period. However, from the beginnings of New Spain, the Spanish were
outspoken about their need to preserve the purity of their blood. This logic derived from
a conquest mentality; in order successfully to take control of the New World, the Spanish
had to be unified as a European race. Historian Magali Marie Carrera explains that as
early as 1530, European Spaniards clearly set themselves apart from “Indian-Spaniard
offspring” by creating the “mestizo designation™ in the sixteenth century to indicate
“il]egitimacy."13 However, as time passed, and fewer women than men immigrated to the
colonies, Spanish men and Native American women procreated.“ Because of this,
Native American blood was redeemable in the minds of the Spanish. Black blood,
however, was not."”> American inhabitants of the New World were people; they were

"“Ilona Katzew, “Identity and Social Stratification.” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial
Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 21.
"' Ibid, 13.

" Ibid, 42.

'* Magali Marie Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press. 2003). 36.

" “The near absence of Spanish/European women in the Americas during the first decades after contact led
to the birth of a considerable number of genetically mixed offspring.” J. Jorge Klor de Alva, “Mestizaje
from New Spain and Aztlan: On the Control and Classification of Collective Identities,” New World
Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York:
Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 60. But this biological fact did not necessarily imply that a new,
ethnically distinct community was being created.

' “The common opinion of both Indian leaders and colonial officials was that Africans, regardless of
status, should be encouraged to marry only among themselves in order to avoid concubinage and the social
disruption in the native communities that followed from involuntary and transient relations between the two
groups. In fact, this form of miscegenation was assumed to represent so great a threat to social peace that,
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cultured, as evidenced by the great civilizations that existed before Spanish contact.
These “pagan™ American inhabitants, explains Katzew, “merited the protection of the
Spanish crown. Blacks, on the other hand, were brought to the New World as slaves and
were in theory situated at the lowest echelons of society.”'® While enslaved Africans also
came from sophisticated civilizations on the opposite side of the Atlantic Ocean, their
social position as slaves explicitly established them as property. Color, however, was
only one component of identification in the castas system.

Katzew describes the process of the castas as a bifurcated endeavor that assigned
both “social ranking and social disability a biological basis.”'” The castas were an early
colonial form of defining race. At this time, its principles were still \-'algue:”i the term was
used synonymously “to denote *biological ethnicity™™ as well as “cultural alliances.™” In
the eighteenth century, this system developed into something Katzew calls a “rhetoric of
race” that “was used to invent distinctions between what we now call classes.”™ Thus,
identity was not only a mark of biological association, it determined where one would be
placed socially as it also established people’s prospects for an economic future.

These castas paintings visually represented the Spanish at the top of the heap,
both racially and economically. The common strategy artists employed to depict Spanish
dominance in castas paintings was to place images of Spaniards in the initial panels of
the series. Such visual representation of identity became more complex as time went by,
incorporating into the system even more racial combinations. Soon those who were
identified as hybrid, such as the young “mulatta™ depicted in Cabrera’s work (fig.1), were
no longer anomalies.”’ Instead, representations of racial hybridity became more
elaborately displayed.™ The visual devices of the castas were instituted to represent an
ideal outcome of Spanish control over the colonies’ populations.

Thus, the castas genre was generally created to denote different bonds of kinship,
explicitly depicting biological connections as the primary source of identity construction.
The Spanish were so committed to building up castas documentation that today scholars
have a hard time pinning down an official number of casras categories; some scholars

while serving as viceroy of New Spain, Martin Enriquez petitioned Philip I1 (in vain) to request from the
Pope either a total prohibition against African-Indian marriages or a requirement that their children be
considered slaves.” J. Jorge Klor de Alva, “Mestizaje from New Spain and Aztldn: On the Control and
Classification of Collective Identities,” New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America.
ed. llona Katzew (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 60.

' Ilona Katzew, “Identity and Social Stratification,” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial
Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 9.
7 Tbid, 12

'® “In fact, the term ‘race’” was used in shifting and unstable ways during the colonial period.” Ibid.

“ Ibid.

* Ibid.

*! Maria Concepcion Garcia Saiz, “The Artistic Development of Casta Painting,” in New World Orders:
Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America. ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas
Society Art Gallery, 1996), 33.

* Ihid.




cite as few as sixteen,” another lists one hundred and fifty-eight.** These names include:
castizo, from a Spanish father and a light-skinned mestizo mother; chino, from a Native
American father and a Black mother; zambo, from a Black father and a Native American
mother; morisco, from a Spanish father and a mulatta mother; coyote, from a mestizo
father and a Native American mother; forna atrds (return-backwards), from a mulatto
father and a mestiza mother, and the list goes on.

The careful construction of the castas have given form to some of the most
interesting images from the colonial American period, documenting a Spanish fear that
America was emerging as a society flawed by its growing hybrid population.” Tt must be
said, however, that the idea of cultural hybridity had been a fact of American life well
before the Spanish arrived. Centuries of pre-conquest history had already been marked
by successive encounters between opposing American factions.”® The Spanish, however,
lived according to a different system of social organization. Katzew explains that “the
subordination of State to Church and the ideology of limpieza de sangre (purity of
blood )—where the absence of Jewish or Muslim blood defined an honorable Old
Christian—were factors contributing to Spain’s hierarchically organized society, whose
members had clearly delineated roles.”’ Spain had been chasing out her own demons of
cultural hybridity centuries before the New World was “discovered.” The Spanish
Crown, in concert with the Church, sought to eradicate the Muslims throughout the
Middle Ages, and the Spanish Inquisition was established as an official policy to purify
Spain by ridding the country of Muslims and Jews. The decision to take such grand
measures of purification was rooted in a governmental desire to control and thwart non-
Christian growth, an aspect of social management that began in Christian ideology and
ended in ultimate political control.

Another demonstration of the viability of the groupings is that they, along with
the complexity of hybrid identification, grew exponentially as the centuries passed. Itis
no surprise that such organization of hybridity reached its acme, in both linguistic terms

* Magali Marie Carrera. Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 12.

* Robert J.C. Young, “Colonialism and the Desiring Machine,” in Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory,
Culture, and Race (New York: Routledge, 1995), 177.

*3 “For the colonial elite, the classificatory system purveyed in casta painting was devoid of negative
connotations.” However, the genre was meant to distract from the problems that such a system of order
created among the colonized and the colonizers. According to the serial construction of a castas cycle, “the
placement of Spaniards at the beginning of these classifications underscored the fact that Spaniards
presided over society. The deployment of the family trope created a sense of unity within hierarchy, and it
promoted an image of domesticity that masked racial tensions.” Ilona Katzew, “Identity and Social
Stratification,” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and
John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 12.

** These groups included the Maya, Mexica, Tula, Toltec, and Aztec peoples. among others. At Cortés’
arrival, much of present-day central Mexico, which was composed of various ethnic groups. had been
subjected to Aztec rule. Mesoamerican art historian Michael Coe explains. “Quite a number of other cities
of central Mexico . . . between the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and the Chichimec frontier had about
11,000,000 inhabitants, most of whom were under Aztec domination.” Michael D. Coe, “The Aztecs in
1519, in Mexico: From the Olmecs to the Aztecs, 4" ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson. 1994), 164.

* llona Katzew, “Identity and Social Stratification,” New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial
Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 9.
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used to name the categories and the complexity with which they were depicted visually in
the castas genre, during the eighteenth century, during the European Enlightenment.
While the castas seemed to function as a sort of guidebook denoting official categories,
in reality, explains Carrera, they “may not be about the social reality as much as they are
about a social engineering that was being carefully put into place by Bourbon reformers
as they attempted to construct, control, and maintain colonial bodies and the spaces they
occupied.™ Such “social engineering” was the catalyst for several important visual
modifications that took place within the casras genre.

“To Market to Market™: re-imagining the intimidating spaces of urban life

In the eighteenth century, the linguistic and visual labeling that had been
instituted by the Spanish elite was losing its effectiveness (if it ever had been effective).
Such loss of classificatory control might have incited Spanish administrators to
reconsider how spatial arrangements were depicted in the visual arts. This concern may
have stemmed from a preoccupation with public spaces, particularly the marketplace.
Seen as foreboding, the marketplace was unavoidably multicultural—a place where
various economic, social, and racial statuses inlermingled.” To the Spanish and Creole
elite, the marketplace symbolized all of the things that might disrupt the best-laid plans
for successful “social engineering.” Carrera explains that the castas actually
represented “non-existent people, and thus, as a visual practice, these images diagnose
markers of hybridity and simultaneously actually construct the colonial bodies and their
spaces.™" Assigning a “space” to the appropriate group became important because the
laws that were instituted to divide the castes into categories were evaded in spaces like
the marketpluce.n Increased attention to such laws, especially those strategies that were
used to elude them, namely “passing,” might have been why the casras paintings began
representing space more explicitly as the eighteenth century progressed. &

** Magali Marie Carrera, Imagining ldentity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 43. From Ilona Katzew. “The
strategies of self representation in the casta pictorial genre can be summarized as follows: first, the
emphasis on the overall stratification of society through the metaphor of race: second, the highlighting of
the wealth and abundance of the colony as a way of proving to Spain that Mexico did not lag behind
Europe: third, the deliberate mediation of reality evinced through the scenes selected for representation.
The idea of racial hierarchy is clearly at the heart of these works. In this sense, they provide an image of
society that might not seem, at first glance, to be entirely sympathetic, especially for the modern viewer.
But, if we accept that casta paintings were commissioned by Spanish and Creole elite. we understand why
hierarchy, as a necessary condition for the subsistence of any imperial order, becomes the main subjects of
these works.” Katzew, “Identity and Social Stratification.” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and
Colonial Latin America. ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery,
1996), 27.

* Magali Marie Carrera, Imagining Identitv in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Bodyv in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press. 2003), 34.

* This is Carrera’s term for the overbearing attempt of Spaniards and Creoles alike to take stock of, and
then document, the intermixing going on between the races. Ibid.

"' Ibid. 105.

* These laws dictated which castes were entitled to wealth and property, which ones had to pay tribute, and
which ones were bound to servitude.

" “Casta unions and the resulting births were responsible for these population metamorphoses: passing
occurred among all casta groups and at an accelerating rate in the late colonial period. There was little
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Generally, space was meagerly depicted in early castas series. Such
representations depended on the significance of the words used to describe the
relationships between the people included on the canvas. The works attributed to Juan
Rodriguez Judrez during the first quarter of the eighteenth century showed careful
attention to costume and physical appearance, and focused on the words that were used to
describe the particular racial categories. By the middle of the century, painters such as
Cabrera were defining space more explicitly in their compositions. Though he was
working to represent space accurately, Cabrera’s paintings betray that he was still not as
interested in depicting place as he was in carefully recording the subtleties of wardrobe
and the unusual flora and fauna of the colonies. As the century ended, representation of
space moved to the foreground of these works. For instance, in a complete set of castas
by an unknown artist, painted circa 1790, one notices the artist’s definite allusion to
space, and his explicit representation of scenes in the marketplace and in the suburbs.
One of the more interesting works represents the dangerous racial combination, De
Mulata y Espaniol nace Morisca (From Mulatta and Spaniard, a Morisca is Born). It
depicts the family in the busy center of the marketplace. Their presentation in the center
of the market draws attention to how such a coupling was perceived. According to the
eighteenth-century castas principles, the market square was the region where such
couplings were kindled. One might deduce, in this historical context, that the mulatta
used the marketplace as a strategic position from which to seduce the unsuspecting
Spaniard. This point will be explained in more detail momentarily. By the end of the
eighteenth century, it was standard for castas cycles to depict the spatial positions of the
colonial bodies within their frames.

Officially passing as Spanish or Creole in colonial New Spain made for less
complicated access to social and economic markers of status. For instance, becoming
established in eighteenth-century New Spanish aristocracy afforded one the right to wear
fine textiles and to assume important leadership positions.” Such visual representation
of “social engineering” commissioned by the elite Spanish government did little,
however, to diminish the occurrence of passing throughout New Spain.

The rules that were to guarantee successful ““social engineering” in the Americas,
to keep disparate groups apart, extended to all living in the Spanish colonies. Such
organization was reinforced through the process of “racial” labeling. These racial names
adhered even though the casras failed to recognize specific racial variations. Yet the elite

worry about passing among the lower casta groups. As one would expect, the issue of passing from a casta
group in the Spaniard designation was of more critical concern to the elite.”” Magali Marie Carrera,
Imagining Identitv in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and Casta Paintings
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 43.

* Historian J. Jorge Klor de Alva explains that people who could pass for Spaniards “enjoyed royal
privileges. such as permission to dress in silk, to carry and use arms, to ride horses, to reside in certain
privileged areas, to travel and trade within the maximum allowable freedoms granted by the Crown, to
marry Spaniards. to be appointed to ecclesiastical and governmental posts.” Klor de Alva, “Mestizaje From
New Spain to Aztldn,” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, ed. llona
Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996).
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powers liked to believe that their categories were “finely calibrated.™ Further, certain

social and moral stigmas were also attached to particular names. For instance, J. Jorge
Klor de Alva explains, “the fact that most hybrids were the product of unmarried couples,
led both ‘mestizo’ and ‘mulatto’ not only to take on the connotation of adultery and
illegitimacy, but to become closely associated with every kind of social tranngession.”%
Cabrera alludes to the colonial Spanish view that the “mulatto” was a harbinger of such
indiscretions in his work De Espariol, y Negra; Mulata. In it, the father holds his daughter
in a disquieting embrace that crosses the line of paternal love and instead hints at child
molestation. Such visual representations of moral transgression are common in the caste
paintings, as in the work De Mulata y Espaiiol nace Morisca discussed above.

Artist José de Pdez, a student of Miguel Cabrera, also included such moral
indiscretions in some of his castas paintings. In his 1780 work, De Sambaigo, v Mulata,
produce Calpamulata (Zambaigo and Mulatta Produce Calpamulata), he represents the
destitution associated with alcoholism. In this image a mulatta woman and a zambaigo
man work within the city square. Clearly, the father is more destitute than his wife, who
appears to be keeper of a modest shop. The wife wears pearl earrings and necklace and
her child takes after her exactly in both physical attributes and costume. The father wears
torn clothing and sits near the door of the shop while he rolls tobacco. Could he be
preparing to venture out into the market to sell these cigarettes while his wife remains
inside?

The moral depravity associated with the husband is evident in his appearance.
And such representation has a purpose in the castas genre. He is a zambaigo, the son of a
mulatto father and an American mother, and the artist uses such specific visual language
to show that this man is a drunk. Katzew explains this connection between alcoholism
and hybrid identity: “certain mixtures — particularly those of Spaniards or Indians with
Blacks — could only lead to contraction of debased sentiments, immoral proclivities, and
extreme susceptibility to a decivilized state.”’ One of the “decivilized states™ most often
invoked by the Spanish was that of the American becoming intoxicated by pulque, an
alcohol extracted from the maguey plant: “The beverage was blamed for causing the
famous riot of 1692. Pulque was often mentioned as a cause of random acts of violence
and sexual crimes, and this is precisely what is often represented in the literature and in
numerous illustrations.™ With such negativity associated with certain castes, along with
the myriad privileges assigned to those who could visually qualify as either Creole or
Spanish, there should be no question why many hybrid individuals adopted passing as a
strategy.

 Ibid., 64.
** Ibid, 63.
" Tlona Katzew, “Identity and Social Stratification,” in New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial
Latin America, ed. llona Katzew and John A. Farmer (New York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 24.
* Ibid.
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“Separating out their dangerous mixtures’: toward a new hybridity

The visual devices of the castas were linked to projects of “social engineering”
intended to ensure Spanish political superiority. Magali Marie Carrera has likened
“social engineering” to Foucaultian "panopticism."3 4 Explaining this connection between
the castas and Foucault, Carrera says, “as in written documents, the gaze/surveillance in
the casta genre images gave visual form to the body by illustrating and circulating
imagined knowledge about the protean conditions of, and interactions among, colonial
bodies and spaces.™ Nothing of the colonial body could be contained within the
parameters set by the state; yet it was still subjected to an impossible system of order.
The castas quickly outgrew the artificial confines of the elites’ plan. While categorization
and the illusion of control represented an ideology of panoptic vision to the elite in Spain,
the reality was that hybridity could not be controlled.

One could argue that such a system is still at work in the Americas. Except now
we are asked to define how we identify within a stringent categorical system established
by the U.S. Census and other forms of official paperwork. Though some changes are
underway, such as the recently instituted category of “multicultural,” ideologies of
identity generally still swing back to the traditional biological model.

Multicultural identity, or hybridity, is very much the standard in our world today.
However, we spend much time, money, and energy attempting to understand, work
within, and control it according to panoptic parameters that rely on the effectiveness of
surveillance techniques. Thus, reconsidering the concept of kinship-based identity might
be a more efficient means of understanding how race identification actually poses a
hindrance to the smooth functioning of our society. As we have seen, colonial Mexican
castas paintings tried to enact the “natural” form of biological kinship to enforce a
stringent form of visual categorization. The age-old prototype of a biological, kinship-
based structure is thus part of a larger reality of bureaucratic and governmental
panopticism. It is for this reason that a new means of defining identity is in order.

Removing identity formation from a biological prototype makes room for a more
complex construction to emerge—a concept that can be aligned with the ideology of
diasporic history. Scholar Stuart Hall sees the character of the Americas as unique
because of their distinct diasporic history. The Americas represent “the beginning of
Diaspora, of diversity, of hybridity and difference,” a place where “identities . . . are
constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and
difference.”™'

* According to Michel Foucault, there are “two ways of exercising power over men, of controlling their
relations, of separating out their dangerous mixtures.” Michel Foucault, “Panopticism.” in Visual Culture:
The Reader, ed. Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (London: Sage Publications, 1999). 62. Magali Marie
Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and Casta
Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 104.

" Magali Marie Carrera. Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press. 2003), 134.

*! Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” in Diaspora and Visual Culture: Representing Africans
and Jews, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London: Routledge, 2000). 31.
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Scholar Edna Acosta-Belén extends Hall’s observation of diaspora ideology to a
specifically Latin American context. She does this by invoking historian José Marti’s
cultural concept of Nuestra América, which made reference to the political, economic,
and social upheaval that was forcing so many Mexican citizens to relocate to the North
for shelter, jobs, and sustenance. In this context, she explains that the expanding Latina/o
population in the U.S. is bringing about an urgent need to change the ways in which we
understand Latina/o identity. She calls for a reassessment that will incite an
understanding of how multiple and fluid Latina/o identities are constructed and juggled in
the new transnational context—identities that are reconstituted or remolded across
generations from connections with the respective native cultures, with the U.S.
mainstream culture that marginalizes ethnoracial minorities, and with the cultures of
subordinate groups.“

Like Hall, Acosta-Belén cites the American diaspora as setting identity apart from
an approach solely dependent upon dualisms. By examining these diasporic entities, we
are uncovering a realm that is no longer dictated by the hegemonic binary structure of
race identification. Thus, the historical discourse of diaspora represents an alternate way
to understand identity and a means to take it out of a biological context. Diaspora history
opens up the possibility for establishing something new inside the language of dichotomy
upon which our society has been constructed. In this respect, diaspora is closely
connected to the theoretical construct of “thirdspace.™

Edward Soja illustrates how to establish alternate meanings within the pre-
existing binary spaces and structures of our contemporary world. By employing the
navigational tools with which we are already equipped, we can re-script our
understanding by establishing “an-Other set of choices.”™ The ways in which
“thirdspace” and diaspora rhetoric intersect will become clear as I discuss the works of
Pelayo and the Homegirls. Given the long diasporic history of the Americas, why are we
operating with the remnants of a system that was instituted, and ultimately failed, four
hundred years ago?

Latina, Chicana, and African American artists working to make a change

It is interesting that attempts to change the way that we think about hybrid identity
are once again located within the visual arts. The works of both Josefina Pelayo and the
Homegirls address recent academic discourse on the Tercera Raiz, or the Third Root, a
movement dedicated to uncovering African influence in Mexico. One of the primary
purposes of this movement is to resurrect those identities that were obscured by the
Mexican nationalist project of the nineteenth century.

** Edna Acosta-Belén. “Hemispheric Remappings: Revisiting the Concept of Nuestra América,” in
Identities on the Move: Transnational Processes in North America and the Caribbean Basin, ed. Liliana R.
Goldin (Albany, N.Y. : Institute for Mesoamerican Studies, University at Albany, distributed by University
of Texas Press, 1999), 87.

*3 The word “thirdspace” derives from Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace: Journeyvs to Los Angeles and Other
Real-and-Imagined Places (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996).

“ Thid. 10.
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At the time of Mexican independence, the body of the Indian was resurrected as a
symbol of Mexican solidarity.” The Indian body represented an opportunity for
nationalists to reinvent Mexico in a new image. However, this period was also a critical
moment for the history of Africans in Mexico. The reason African and Indian bodies
fared so differently has its origins in the early years of colonialism. When the tracking of
racial intermixture hit its apogee, it was generally accepted that the offspring of a Native
American and a Spaniard held hope for the colonial project. Colonialists believed that
after one generation, the blood of that offspring, when combined with that of a Spaniard,
would be cleansed.”® However, if African blood entered the mix, the offspring, along
with all future generations, would be forever polluted.47 This is when a subtle reframing
of mestiza/o identity took center stage in the Spanish Americas, truncating the history of
Africa in the Americas, especially in Latin America. Later on, before the Third Root
discourse gained momentum, mestizaje, or mixed-race identity, referred to mixed Native
American and European Spanish descent, with little, if any, attention paid to African
heritage.

In their work, both Josefina Pelayo and the Homegirls communicate an alternate
means of interpreting identity that eschews the exemptions inherent in the traditional
model of biological kinship. The work is further reinforced by the backgrounds of the
three artists themselves. Both Pelayo and the Homegirls represent Afro-Latina identities,
but they are not Afro-Latina. Thus, their Afro-Latina depictions not only represent the
hybrid body, they also prefigure an alternative method for establishing bonds of kinship.

Josefina Pelayo—putting the puzzle of hybridity back together again

Several of Josefina Pelayo’s portraits address the resurrection of African influence
in Mexico. In many of her works, she portrays the inhabitants of Costa Chica, a Pacific
coastal region of Mexico that extends from Acapulco in the state of Guerrero to Huatulco
in Oaxaca. This area has received special attention from academics since the mid-
twentieth century because it has retained a strong African character. However, Pelayo’s
portraits transcend mere documentation of vestiges from the age of enslavement.

In thinking about Josefina Pelayo Mendoza's visual project Mi Yo/My Self. it is
useful to recall the popular nursery rhyme, Humpty Dumpty. Rewritten in a
contemporary, post-colonial context, Humpty Dumpty takes on the role of a liminal
hybrid figure who falls off of the proverbial “wall” because she is hybrid and does not fit
within the expected binary parameters set by the colonial project of the Enlightenment

** Magali Marie Carrera describes the colonial body as a “critical nexus in the discourse of origin and
authenticity.” Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in
Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press. 2003), 147.

* “In genre painting of castas, the mestizo is formulated in two ways. Mestizo blood that continued to mix
with Spanish blood was perceived to be purifiable. That is, the mestizo-Spaniard union produced a castizo,
and castizo blood combined with Spanish blood became fully purified. with the offspring returning to the
calidad of the Spaniard.” Ibid.

*7+On the other hand. if mestizo blood mixed with African blood, Indian, or other casta blood, the result
could only be further denigration.” Ibid.




era. But instead of being subjected to the fate of the original Humpty, who was never
“put back together again,” Pelayo’s hybrid and decidedly female Humpty is successfully
reconstructed in Mi Yo/My Self (Fig. 2). Pelayo uses this image to advance an ideology
of interconnection, stressing a picture of the Americas steeped in African culture. Pelayo
works to convey a sense of culture anchored in a place detached from the surface of
appearance.

Figure 2. Josefina Pelayo. Mi Yo/My Self. oil on canvas, nd., available from www.afro-mexico/links/pelayo
[artist’s website on-line]; internet: accessed 01 October 2002,

The title of this particular work creates a paradox for the viewer. While the
subject seems established in the name of the work—a celebration of Pelayo’s “self"—the
painting looks as though it bypasses the point. In this work, Pelayo represents an
alternate “identification,” drawing on a reunification of the Americas and Africa. She
uses a photo-derived aesthetic to present two portions of women’s bodies. By painting
them into rectangular constructions, she reminds the viewer of the disturbing reality of
ready-made stereotypes. Using this aesthetic, Pelayo represents the torso of a young
“African™ woman, undressed and adorned in beaded necklaces and armbands, on the left.
This image recalls the typecast version of an African pastoral woman, reprinted in such
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