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In the 1940s the Mex ic an state  stepped up its  e fforts to integrate the  Indian into
mainstream socie ty, hoping to stimulate racial mix ing or m es tiza je , w hich it
view ed as key to the  nation’s soc ial and e conomic we lfare . This artic le  explores
the  dive rse  w ays that some  of Mexic o’s most renow ned artists and inte llectuals
aide d the  state’s e fforts to promote mestizaje during the 1940s and the 1950s.
It also reveals the  contradictions in the ir w orks, and show s how  � lm’s attempts
to promote mestizaje hindered those of w rite rs and anthropologis ts.

Durante los años 40 el Estado mex ic ano doblegó sus esfuerzos para integrar al
indio , esperando e stimular e l mestizaje, lo cual conside ró como de primordial
importancia para el bie nestar soc ial y e conómico del país. Este  artículo ex ami-
na las dive rsas maneras en que algunos de  los artistas e  inte lec tuales mex icanos
más conocidos ayudaron al estado a promove r e l mestizaje durante  los años 40
y 50. Tambié n reve la las contradiccione s en sus obras, y demuestra cómo los in-
tentos de l cine para promover e l mestizaje entorpecie ron los de  los esc ritores
y antropólogos.

During the  1940s, the  indige nis t movement in Mex ico gathere d mo-
mentum as the state  ste pped up efforts  to inte grate  the  Indian into na-
tional life . Signaling  indige nism’s grow ing importanc e  (not only in Mex -
ico, but also in many other Latin American nations), the Mex ic an state
hoste d the Prime r Congreso Indigenis ta Inte rameric ano in 1940. This
meeting led to the  creation of the  Ins tituto  Indige nista Inte rame ricano
in 1942, based in Mex ico, and the foundation of the  Instituto  Nacional
Indige nista in 1947. This de cade  also marked a pe riod of inte nse  mod-
ernization. The soc ial re form of the Lázaro Cárdenas years (1934–1940)
came to an abrupt end in 1940 w ith Manue l Avila Camacho’s e lec tion
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to the Mex ican preside ncy (1940–1946). Priority shifte d dramatic ally
from soc ial to economic progre ss , a trend that ac celerate d during  the
Migue l Alemán pre sidency (1946–1952).

Indige nism formed an inte gral part of the state ’s  e conomic  deve l-
opment plans. It w as also c ritic al to the  nationalis t project, w hich
reached its  apogee  during  this pe riod. According to Mex ico’s  1940 cen-
sus, Indians  composed 20 to 25 pe rc ent of the nation’s  population, or
some three  million people (Labastida 1952, 1). Most live d in abjec t
pove rty, isolate d from the re st of Mex ic an soc ie ty and lacking any sense
of c itizenship. Integration would provide  ac cess  to Indian land and la-
bor, and help c reate  an ade quate  domestic  marke t necessary to sup-
porting  the nation’s  e conomic  grow th. It w ould also stre ngthen national
unity by compe lling the  Indians  to begin identifying  themselve s not w ith
an isolated community but w ith the  nation as  a w hole. In other words,
it w ould encourage  the  Indians  to re gard themselve s as  Mex ican rathe r
than as members  of a partic ular indige nous g roup. Ultimate ly, the  Mex -
ic an state  hoped that inte gration w ould stimulate  rac ial mix ing or m e s -
tiza je . By rac ially homogeniz ing the  nation, mestizaje  w ould gre atly di-
minish rac ial con� ict and truly unify the  Mex ican populace .

In additio n to stepping up its  efforts  to inte grate  the Indian, the  state
initiate d a new  dire ction in the  indigenist movement that w ould pe rsis t
into the  follow ing decade . The  change s we re  re� ected in economic  and
educational polic ie s involv ing the  Indian. In the 1930s, Lázaro Cárde nas
and his supporte rs had favore d an economic  model orie nted toward agri-
culture  rather than industry, one  that w ould mainly bene� t the  cam-
pe sino and Indian populations. Cárde nas  attempte d to deviate  from clas-
sic al c apitalism, hoping to avoid some of its  enormous soc ial costs by
making industr y subordinate  to the c reation of new ly formed ag rarian
communitie s. He  stimulate d agrarian re form, and orde red the c re ation
of the  Confe derac ión Nacional de  Campesinos , w hose ultimate  goal w as
the socialization of agric ulture .1 Cárdenas  furthe r organiz ed indige nous
coope rative s managed by Indians , and provided funds to enable in-
digenous  communitie s to purchase  agric ultural equipment and to con-
struc t schools . Avila Camacho and Alemán, on the other hand, ins titute d
a capitalis t model of economic  deve lopment that favore d large -scale
prope rtie s over the e jido, and industr y ove r agriculture . They w ished
to pre pare  the Indian for entranc e into  the mainstre am w ork forc e.
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1. Cárdenas’s  agrarian reform program resulted in the beginning of the break-up of
the haciendas and the  end of a rural form of life that dated back to colonial times . In 1930,
ejidal propertie s constituted about 13 percent of the cultivable lands, w hile in 1940 they
represented some  47 pe rcent, w ith almost half of the rural population de pending on the
cultivation of ejidal lands (Meyer, 1976, 169).



In contras t to his  succe ssors , Cárde nas had also supporte d an edu-
cational program that favore d the  group over the  indiv idual, that cham-
pione d social programs such as agrarian re form, and that emphas ized a
te chnical education ove r a lite rar y one . This prog ram aimed to improve
the Indian’s  soc ial and economic status  by teaching prac tic al skills  such
as farming  and hygiene . It further sought to bolste r the  Indian’s se lf-
este em by teaching pre hispanic  his tory and allow ing native  language s
as a � rst step towards learning  Spanish. Beginning  in the 1940s, how -
eve r, the  rural school began inc reasingly to copy its  urban counte rparts ,
educating  the  Indians  no diffe re ntly from the  rest of the  population. Its
aim w as to ass imilate  the Indian into  Mex ican socie ty as  quickly as pos-
sible; it did not view  a cultivatio n of the Indian’s culture  or heritage as
ne ce ssary or favorab le  to that process.

The  new  economic  and educational polic ie s  w e re  accompanie d
by a diffe re nt view  of the  Indian’s  role  in Mex ic an soc ie ty. Cárde nas
and his  supporte rs  had maintaine d that Mex ico’s  authentic  ide ntity  w as
grounde d in its  indige nous he ritage  and that the Indians  had a vital role
to p lay in the  formation of a future  Mex ico. As  such, they atte mpte d to
stimulate  inte re st in indige nous history, customs, arts  and languages,
and he ld up the  Indian as a symbol of national pride . The ir goal w as
not to Indianiz e Mex ico but to Mex ic aniz e  the  Indian w hile  at the  same
time  pre se rving indigenous culture  (language , dre ss , re ligion, customs,
e tc .). By contras t, Avila Camacho and Alemán w ere  e ager to promote
the  image  of Mex ico as  a mode rn, mestizo nation rathe r than an in-
dige nous one  w hich, to many, connote d backw ardne ss  and unde rde -
ve lopment. They continue d to encourage pride  in Mex ico’s indige nous
pas t, but emphas ized mestizaje  as key to the  nation’s  soc ial and eco-
nomic  w e lfare .

This artic le  ex plore s the dive rse w ays that some of Mex ico’s most
renow ne d anthropologists, w rite rs, and � lmmake rs aided the state ’s ef-
forts  to promote  mestizaje  during  the 1940s and the 1950s. Anthropol-
ogists, such as Alfonso Caso and Manue l Gamio, rede� ne d the te rm In-
dian, making culture  rather than race the  dete rmining  factor. By doing
so, they reduced the  number of Mex icans considered Indians , made  mes-
tizaje  se em eas ie r to achie ve  by eliminating  the ne ed for rac ial mix ing,
and stre ssed that culture , not biology, distinguished the  Indian from the
non-Indian (thus disc rediting  the idea that the  Indian was biologically in-
capable  of partic ipating  in the  c ivilized w orld). They furthe r spurre d ef-
forts  to w esternize  the Indian w hile  at the same  time  prese rving and fo-
menting  indigenous artw ork, an important expression of national identity
and source  of employment for Indians . Essayists  (Héctor Pé re z Martíne z,
Agustín Yáñez, and Luis Villoro) and nove lists (Miguel Ange l Menénde z
and Franc isco Rojas Gonzále z) took tw o diffe rent tac tic s tow ards pro-
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moting mestizaje . Some pointe d out the  admirable qualitie s of indigenous
his tory, culture  and psychology, hoping to inspire  respect for the  Indi-
ans and the ir acceptance  by w hite  and mestizo Mex ic ans . Others  probed
the mestizo’s pyche in order to discern the  re asons  for his denig ration
and ex ploitatio n of the  Indian. They w ante d the mestizo to gain se lf-
aw are ness and an improved self-concept in order that he might appre-
ciate  rather than re jec t his indige nous heritage . They furthe r w ished to
construc t a new  type of mestizo Mex ic an w ho w as emotionally stable,
se lf-con� dent, and se cure . Finally, � lmmakers  such as Emilio Fe rnánde z
portraye d the  Indian as a noble  savage  w ho is ex ploite d by outside rs.
They w ished to inspire  sympathy for Mex ico’s  indigenous groups, and
to combat rac ism. More  importantly, they sought to ide ntify the masse s
w ith the Indian by stre ss ing share d ex perienc es and charac te ris tic s.

These artis ts  and inte lle ctuals  unde rmine d the ir ow n e fforts  to stim-
ulate  mestizaje  by unconsciously foste ring negative  stere otypes of the
Indian. The anthropologists’ and w rite rs’ e fforts  w e re  furthe r stymied
by their inability to reach the  masses , the majority of w hom w ere  illite r-
ate . The  popular arts  also faile d to he lp them. Cine ma rare ly focused on
the Indian. More ove r, w hile  a few  � lms like  Ma ría  Ca nde la r ia  (dire cted
by Fernánde z) glori� ed the  native  Mex ican, othe rs depic te d him in mi-
nor roles as the stereotyp ical villain or clow n. Films gene rally cas t the
Indian in black and w hite  te rms, and did not addre ss  the  problem of
rac ism. None follow ed the  w rite rs ’ le ad by eithe r probing the mestizo
pysche  or encourag ing mestizaje .

These artis ts  and inte llec tuals  w e re  joining  many othe rs during  the
pe riod w ho, sinc e the end of the  Revolution, had struggled to forge  a
new  national consciousness. These  inc luded such famous artis ts as the
muralis t Die go Rive ra, the  music ian Carlos  Cháve z, the engrave r José
Guadalupe  Posada, and the � lmmake r Fe rnando de  Fuente s . They also
inc luded inte llectual giants  like  Martín Luis Guzmán, Agustín Yáñez, and
Samuel Ramos. Myths of a national consc iousness satis� ed the inte re sts
and de sire s of both Mex icans  and the  state . In the wake  of the Mex ican
Revolution, many Mex ic ans demanded new  artic ulations of the  national
identity that re � ec te d the changed historic  conditions . Construc tions of
national ide ntity under Por� rio Díaz , w hich had privile ged w ealthy Mex -
ic ans  of mainly European de scent, w ere  simply no longe r valid. At the
same  time , the new  myths of Mex icanne ss  w e re  critic al to the  nation-
alis t projec t. As Roger Bartra points  out in The  Ca ge  o f Me la ncho ly , they
helped the state  legitimize  and consolidate  its e lf in the follow ing w ays:
(1) by providing  a means by w hich the  state  could contro l Mex ic ans’ at-
titude s and behaviors , (2) by linking  the state ’s ideals to those of the
masses , and (3) by strengthening the  sense  of national unity (stre ss ing
that Mex ic ans be long to a community of people  w ho share  similar ex -
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perienc es, values, and charac teristic s). In sum, they enabled the state  to
secure  its  hegemony ove r the Mex ic an masses.

In The  Ca ge  o f Me la ncho ly , Bartra studie s some of the  major forms
that construc tions  of national ide ntity assumed in the w ork of inte llec -
tuals (primarily essayists) during the  tw entie th century. However, he does
not ex amine  in any depth the  w ork of inte llec tuals  conce rned w ith mes-
tizaje ’s impact on the  national charac te r. Bartra focuses  on gene ral stud-
ie s  of Mex icanne ss  that e ithe r ignore  or subordinate  the  role of race  in
the formation of a national consciousness . This may be due  to Bartra’s
desire  to show  how  artic ulations  of Mex icanne ss form part of a long West-
ern traditio n (mestizaje  is a unique ly Mex ican and Latin Americ an phe -
nomena). Bartra also neglec ts  to ex amine  the  contradic tions  in studie s
of Mex icanne ss . He  regards the se studie s  as uniformly pow erful, yet as
w ill be  show n he re , the w ork of artis ts and inte llec tuals  dealing w ith
mestizaje w as  so riddle d w ith contradic tions that it could not have  been
very e ffec tive .

Promine nt Mex ic an inte llec tuals  had published w orks promoting
mestizaje  long before  the  1940s and the 1950s. In partic ular, André s Mo-
lina Enríquez’s Lo s  g ra nde s  pro blem a s  na cio na le s  (1909), José Vascon-
celos’s  La  ra za  có s m ica  (1925), and Manue l Gamio’s Fo rja ndo  pa tr ia
(1916) profoundly in� uenced indigenist lite rature  and governme ntal poli-
c ie s of the  1940s and the  1950s. These inte llec tuals  be lieved that mes-
tizaje w as fundamental to the  nation’s  w ell-be ing and that it w ould pro-
vide  the  unity the  countr y needed to de fend its e lf agains t fore ign
intrus ions and to progress e conomically. Molina Enríquez and Vascon-
ce los formed part of the  eugenic s movement in Mex ico w hich, as Joanne
Hersh� eld ex plains , w as “a pseudoscie nti� c  body of w ork in� uenced
by the  evolutionar y w riting s of Charle s  Darw in and Mende lian gene t-
ic s. Racists saw  eugenic s both as  a descriptive  scie nce  that prove d that
human race s we re  biologically ‘unequal’ and as a pre scrip tive  prac tice
of rac e improvement” (Hersh� eld 1999, 82). Molina Enríquez argued that
the mestizos  are  the large st, the  most pow erful, and the  most patrio tic
of all the rac e s in Mex ico, sharing  a  “co m u nida d  de  s en tim ien to s , de
a c to s  y  d e  idea s , p ro pia  de  lo s  m iem bro s  de  u n a  fa m ilia ” (Molina En-
ríquez 1978, 393). He  also sustaine d that the  mestizos are  superior in
charac te r to eithe r the  Cre oles or the Indians . The  mestizos, he con-
te nded, are  “e né rg ico s , pe rs e rve ra n te s  y  s e rio s ,” w hile  the  Cre ole s are
“a u da ce s , im pe tu o s o s , y  frívo lo s ” and the In dia n s  “pa s ivo s , im pa s ible s
y  ta citu rno s ” (Molina Enríquez, 1978, 419). Vasconcelos argued that mes-
tizaje throughout the  w orld has historic ally produced superior c iviliza-
tions . He furthe r maintaine d that mestizaje w as advanc ing all ove r the
w orld, leading  to a new  race  (w hich he  called the  � fth or cosmic  race ),
that w as  supe rior to all othe rs. Vasconce los contende d that the w hite
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race  has the  highest ideals and should se rve  as the  base for mestizaje .
The  idea w as  that through rac ial mix ing, the  infe rior traits  of non-w hite s
w ould be  replaced by those of the w hite s. In Vasconcelos’s ow n words,

Lo s  tipo s  ba jo s  de  la  e s pe c ia  s e rán  a bs o rbido s  p o r e l tipo  su pe rio r. De  e s ta
su e rte  po dría  re dim irs e , po r e je m plo , e l n e g ro , y  po co  a  po co , p o r e x tin ció n
vo lun ta ria , la s  e s tirp e s  m á s  fe a s  irá n cediendo  e l pa s o  a  la s  m á s  he rm o sa s .
La s  ra za s  in fe rio re s , a l edu ca rs e , s e  ha ría n m eno s  p ro lí� ca s , y  lo s  m e jo re s
e s pe c ím ene s  irán  a s ce ndie ndo  en  u na  e s ca la  de  m e jo ra m ien to  é tn ico , cu y o
tipo  m áx im o  no  e s  pre c isa m en te  e l bla n co  s ino  e s a  nu eva  ra za  (Vasconce-
los 1994, 42–3).

What Vasconcelos and Molina Enríquez w ante d w as nothing less than
the Indian’s ex tinc tion through rac ial mix ing. They be lieved that the In-
dians  had no future  but that of entranc e  into  the  mode rn w orld, and that
they w ould be  morally and inte llec tually uplifted through mix ing w ith
w hite r Mex ic ans.

In Fo rja n do pa tria , Gamio addre ssed the  problem of how  to inte -
grate  native  Mex ic ans into  mains tream socie ty. Gamio regarde d w hite r
Mex icans  as  morally, sp iritually, and inte llec tually superior to the  Indi-
ans. For ex ample, he praised the  mestizos for the ir supe rior inte llectual
aptitude s and the ir rebe llious nature , w hich he  said leads them to � ght
against oppress ion and injustice . In his  view, the  mestizos  are  Mex ico’s
true  leaders . How eve r, he  disagre ed that the  Indians  are  biologically
infe rior to non-Indians . In fac t, he belie ved that such an attitude  led non-
Indians  to depre cate  and discriminate  against Indians , and thus hinde red
the inte gration proce ss . Gamio’s view s w ere  partic ularly in� uential dur-
ing the  1940s.

Of� cial Indigenis m

During the 1940s and early 1950s, artis ts  and inte lle ctuals  struggled to
make  Molina Enríquez, Vasconcelos, and Gamio’s  vision of a uni� ed,
mestizo-based soc ie ty a re ality. They approached the  task in diffe rent
w ays . Anthropologis ts , inc luding most famously Alfonso Caso and
Manue l Gamio,2 took conc rete  steps to inte g rate  and m es tic ize the In-
dian. They continue d some of the  work of the ir pre dece ssors, imple -
menting  measure s designed to improve  the  Indian’s e conomic plight.
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2. Caso, also an archae logist and a historian, published ex tensive ly on the Indians
and held numerous high gove rnmental pos ts. In 1939 he  founded the Instituto Nac ional
de  Antropología e Historia, and he founded and became the  director of the Instituto Na-
cional Indigenista in 1947. He  w as know n as one of the ce lebrated “Grupo de Siete” sages.
Manuel Gamio also published w ide ly and he ld many governmental positions. He  served
as direc tor of the Interamerican Indian Institute from 1942 to 1960.



For ex ample , the y struggled to provide  indige nous communitie s w ith
roads , hospitals  and schools, mode rn agricultural and industrial imple -
ments  and te chniques, fe rtile  land, access to re liable w ate r source s, pro-
te ction for the ir industrie s (partic ularly the  arts ), and an education (in
part so that the  Indian might learn Spanis h). They also took the new  ste p
of re formulating  the de � nition of Indian so that culture  rather than bi-
ology he ld precedent.3 Pe asants  of indigenous descent w ho did not live
in or fe el a part of a partic ular indige nous community w ere  re clas si� ed
as mestizos. Caso’s de� nition w as the most commonly c ite d:

Es  In dio , to do  indiv idu o  qu e  s e  s ien te  pe rte n e ce r a  u na  co m u n ida d indí-
gena ; qu e  s e  co n cibe  a  s i m ism o  co m o  In dígena , po rqu e  e s ta  co n cien cia  
de  g ru po  no  pu ede  e xis tir  s ino  cu a ndo  s e  a cep ta  to ta lm en te  la  cu ltu ra  
de l g ru po ; cu a ndo  s e  tien en  lo s  m ism o s  ide a le s  é tico s , e s té tico s , s o c ia le s  
y  po lítico s  de l g ru po ; cu ando  s e  pa rtic ipa  en  la s  s im pa tía s  y  an tipa tía s
co le c tiva s  y  s e  e s  de  bu e n  g ra do  co labo ra do r e n su s  a cc io n e s  y  re a cc io n e s .
Es  de cir, qu e  e s  In dio  e l qu e  s e  s ien te  pe rte n e ce r  a  u na  co m u n ida d indí-
gena (Caso 1948, 215).

It is important to point out that the  Indians  were  not in re ality grante d
self-de� nition, as Caso contends. Rather, as Alan Knight points  out, the
decision about w hether one  was Indian or not was imposed from w ith-
out by others—census take rs, politic ians , anthropologists, and so on. In
fact, as Knight notes furthe r the  very term Indian was construc ted by non-
Indians . He w rite s, “the  Indians  lacked any shared sentiment of Indian-
ness . . . They often lacked even the  ‘tribal’ allegianc es imputed to them,
in that they gave  the ir primary loyalty to the  community” (Knight 1990,75).

The new  de� nition bene� ted the state  in three major w ays . First of
all, it enabled it to dec re ase the  number of Mex icans  previously class i� ed
as Indian, and increase those classi� ed as mestizo. In other words, it made
Mex ico appear less indigenous and more  mestizo, at least in numbers.
Second, it made the process  of mestizaje  e asie r by e liminating  the ne ed
for rac ial mix ing. An Indian could become mestizo simply by adopting
Weste rn w ays of life . According to Gamio, native  Mex ic ans didn’t even
have  to be  complete ly Westerniz ed in orde r to be considere d mestizo:

Co n fo rm e  la  pro po rció n  de  ca ra cte rís tic a s  de  o rige n prehispán ico  
va  dis m inu y endo  y  la s  de  o rigen  e u ro pea  a u m en ta ndo , lo s  g ru po s  e s tu -
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3. Beside s Caso’s “De� nición de l indio y lo indio” (1948), see  Manuel Gamio, “Con-
siderac iones sobre  el problema indígena en Méx ico” (1942), “Las c aracterísticas  cultu-
rale s y los c ensos indígenas” (1942), and “Cali� cac ión de características  culturales y los
censos indíge nas” (1942); Oscar Lew is and Ernest E. Maes, “Base  para una nueva de� ni-
ción práctica de l Indio” (1945); and J. De la Fuente , “De � nición, pase y de saparición del
Indio en Méx ico” (1948), by J. de la Fue nte.



diado s  pu eden  c o n s ide ra rs e  co m o  cu ltu ra lm e nte  m ix to s  y  cada  vez  m e no s
indígena s , pe ro  ta m bién  m ere cen  u na pro po r cio na l a te n ció n  indige n is ta .
Cu a ndo  ta l pro po r ció n  e s  m u y  pe qu e ña  y  la  de  ca ra c te rís tica s  e u ro pea s
m u y  a lta , lo s  g ru po s  e individu o s  y a  no  s o n  cu ltu ra lm en te  indíge na s , au n
cu a ndo  de sde  e l pu nto  de  vis ta  ra cia l s í lo  s e an (Gamio 1942b, 16).

Integration, thus , became synonymous w ith mestizaje .
A third important re sult of the  new  de� nition w as to emphasize

the  cultural rathe r than the biologic al diffe re nc e s be tw een indigenous
and nonindigenous Mex icans . Anthropologists  w e re  e age r to  counte r
the  w ide spre ad notion that the  Indians  w ere  biologic ally infe rior to
nonindigenous Mex ic ans—a notion that Molina Enríquez and Vascon-
ce los had he lped to inc ulcate . As  Gamio pointe d out in Fo rja ndo  pa -
tr ia , such an ide a obstruc te d the  proce ss  of inte gration/mestizaje  by
making  it appear as if the  Indians  w ere  inc apable  of be ing productive
c itiz ens . Anthropologis ts during  the  1940s and the  1950s w ished to
emphas ize  that the  Indians ’ soc ial, e conomic , and cultural backw ard-
ne ss  w as not a consequence  of bio logy but of mistre atment and ne g-
le c t by the  re st of Mex ic an soc ie ty. The y conte nde d that the  Indian
w ould be  capable  of partic ipating  in mains tre am soc ie ty at an inte l-
le c tual le ve l equiva lent to the  re st of Mex ic ans  w ere  he provide d w ith
the  same  soc ia l and economic  opportunitie s . For ex ample , ex plaining
the  Indian’s curre nt state  of backw ardne ss , Caso state s , “No  s e  tra ta
de  u n  pro ble m a  ra c ia l, s in o  de  u n  p ro blem a  s o c ia l o  cu ltu ra l . . .Ra za
e s  u n  co n cepto  pu ra m e nte  b io ló g ic o  y  na da  tien e  qu e  ve r  co n  la s
ca pa c ida de s  in te le c tu a le s  o  cu ltu ra le s  d e  u n  ind iv idu o ; la  d ife re n -
c ia  qu e  hay  en tre  la s  c o m u n ida de s  de l pa ís  n o  e s  u n a  d ife ren c ia
ra c ia l.” He  adds  that it w ould be  dif� cult to � nd Mex ic ans  w ho lacked
e ithe r indige nous or mestizo/w hite  anc e stors , and sums up the in-
digenous problem by stating  that “hay  tre s  m illo n e s  d e  m ex ica n o s  po r
lo  m e n o s , qu e  n o  re c ib en  lo s  be n e � c io s  de l p ro g re s o  d e l pa ís ;qu e  fo r-
m a n ve rda de ro s  is lo te s , in ca pa ce s  d e  s e g u ir e l r itm o  de l d e s a r ro llo
de  Mé x ico ; qu e  n o  s e  s ie n te n m ex ica n o s ” (Caso 1956, 391–93). Simi-
larly, Gamio argue s that any biologic al de � c ie ncie s  on the  Indians ’ part
w ere  ow ed not to he re dity  but to a long his tory of living unde r poor
economic  and cultural conditions . He maintains  that unde r the  same
conditio ns  as  nonindige nous Mex ic ans , the  Indians  ac tually posse ss
“m e jo re s  d e fe n s a s  b io ló g ic a s  c o n tra  e n fe rm eda de s  a u tó c to n a s  y  lo s
e fe c to s  a dve r s o s  de l a m b ie n te  g e o g rá � co  qu e  lo s  e le m e n to s  de  o r i-
g e n  e x tra n je ro ” (Gamio 1942b, 20).

By stre ssing the  Indian’s  like ness to the  mestizo, it is  probable  that
anthropologists w ere  atte mpting not only to encourage  rac ial tolerance ,
but also to eventually spur rac ial mix ing, the only w ay to e liminate  the
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physic al diffe rence s be tw een the  Indian and the  mestizo and achie ve  a
truly homogenous population. Ye t the general public  could hardly have
been aw are  of the  new  de� nition and its  inte nde d implications . It w as
also unlike ly that Mex ic ans w ould suddenly begin regarding  those they
pre viously considere d Indians  as mestizos.

At the same  time that they w ished to mestic ize the Indian, anthro -
pologis ts w ante d to avoid the  loss of Indianne ss altogethe r. Afte r all, Mex -
ico’s  (and indeed Latin Americ a’s) indige nous populations  had long con-
stitute d a sourc e of national ide ntity, he lping to dis tinguish the nation
from the rest of the  world. They like ly w ante d to avoid sacri� c ing this
cultural uniqueness . Some anthropologists , inc luding Caso and Gamio,
argued somew hat ide alis tically for a fus ion of the best of indigenous cul-
ture  w ith the best of we stern culture . In Caso’s w ords , “lo  qu e  s e  ne ce -
s ita  e s  tra n s fo rm a r lo s  a s p e c to s  n e ga tivo s  de  la  cu ltu ra  indígena , e n
a s pe c to s  po s itivo s , y  co n s e rva r lo  qu e  la s  co m u nida de s  ind ígena s
tien en  de  po s itivo  y  ú til; s u  s e n tido  de  co m u nida d  y  de  a y u da m u tu a ,
s u s  a r te s  po pu la re s , s u  fo lk lo re” (Caso 1956, 396). Gamio argues that
indige nous culture  “s e  d is ting ue , e n tre  o tra s  co s a s , po r s u  be lla  y  é pica
tra dició n , a lta s  m a nife s ta c io ne s  é tica s  y  e s té tica s , e x cepc io na le s  do te s
de  p e r s is te nc ia  co n tra  to da  c la s e  de  o bs tá cu lo s  y  a dve r s ida de s , m u cho
m eno r s u je c ió n  a l p e rju dicia l e go ís m o  indiv idu a lis ta  qu e  la  cu ltu ra
ex tra n je ra , e tc .” (Gamio 1942b, 22). Ye t the positive  qualitie s  of indige -
nous culture  the y mention are  re lative ly few, and the  anthropologists
ne ver discuss in any re al de tail how  the  Indian was to re tain them once
he w as inte grated into  mains tream socie ty. They also fail to addre ss the
problem of how  the Indian was to avoid adopting the  negative  qualitie s
of Western culture . They se em to as sume that, notw iths tanding  the cor-
rupting in� uences of Weste rn culture , the  Indian w ould be  bette r off in-
te grated than in his curre nt state .

In re ality, indige nists w ere  primarily conce rned that just one  aspec t
of indige nous culture  re main intac t: the  artw ork. Popular art constitute d
an important sourc e of national ide ntity and pride , and of employment
for many Indians  and mestizos . As Alfonso Caso put it,

La s  a rte s  po pu la re s  en  Mé xico  tien en  e n  lo s  m o m en to s  a ctu a le s , u na
im po rta n cia  e s pe c ia l, n o  s ó lo  po r lo  qu e  s ign i� ca n co m o  c o n s e rva ció n  
de  u na  m an ife s ta ció n  cu ltu ra l qu e  e s  pro pia  de  nu e s tro  pu eblo , s ino
ta m bién  po r la  im po rta n cia  e c o nó m ica  qu e  tien en , y a  qu e  fo rm a n  la  
ba s e  ú n ica  de l s u s te n to  de  u na  bu ena  pa rte  de  la  po bla ció n indígena  
y  m e s tiza  de  la  Repú blica (Caso 1942, 25).

Caso, Gamio, and othe rs conduc te d numerous studie s of indige nous art-
w ork, both prehispanic  and contemporar y, re peate dly prais ing its  ae s-
thetic  qualitie s. They also vigorously promote d the  pre se rvation of in-

Doremus, In digen ism , Me s tiza je , a nd Natio na l Iden tity 383



digenous  art and its  protec tion from fore ign (espec ially European) in-
� uence s. Gamio urged Mex ican artis ts to take  inspiratio n from indige -
nous art. He  also initiate d a campaign, w hich subsequent gove rnme nts
w ould continue , to bre athe  life  into  this art by mode rniz ing its  produc -
tion and distribution.4

The  Essay

Notw iths tanding  the general optimism over the  Indian’s inte gration, in-
digenists perceived some major obstac les. Besides scarce resources, these
inc luded the  rest of Mex ican socie ty’s  continue d ex ploitation, denig ra-
tion, and ne glec t of the Indian. Hoping to addre ss this  problem, some
artis ts and inte llec tuals  in the 1940s took a new  approach tow ards pro-
moting rac ial harmony. Héctor Pé re z Martíne z, Agustín Yáñez, and Luis
Villoro, among othe rs, began to spiritualiz e the  Indian and the mestizo.
They w ere  joining  othe r w rite rs at the time , inc luding Leopoldo Zea,
Emilio Uranga, and Octavio  Paz, w ho were  probing the national psyche .
All these w rite rs  w ere  in� uenced by Samue l Ramos’s El pe r� l d e l ho m -
bre  y  la  cu ltu ra  en  Mé xico  (1934), the � rst in-de pth study of the Mex i-
can charac te r. Ramos had applied psychoanalys is to diagnose an infe ri-
ority complex  in the  national soul, w hich he regarde d as the  sourc e of
Mex icans’ most severe  charac ter defects. His goal was to provide  the  Mex -
ican w ith self-aw areness—the necessary pre requisite  to self-improvement.
He  be lieved Mex ic ans must overcome the ir charac te r de � cie ncie s in or-
der to defend themselves  against cultural intrus ions by fore ign nations
(espec ially the  Unite d State s) and to partic ipate  effec tive ly in the  mod-
ern w orld.

Pére z Martínez, Yáñez, and Villoro shared Ramos’s  goals and meth-
ods but w e re  unique  in their tre atment of the e thnic  component of the
national charac ter. Neithe r Ramos nor the  essayists’ conte mporarie s (Zea,
Uranga, Paz ) considered mestizaje a signi� cant factor in the deve lopment
of the national charac te r. In their view, indigenous culture  made  little
impac t on the Mex ican psyche. Consequently, they denounced artis ts

384 Mex ican Studie s /Estudios Mex ic anos

4. Caso c ircumvented the problem of how  the Indians w ould continue to produc e
indigenous artwork once  they w ere me stic ized by contending that popular art isn’t ex -
clusive ly indigenist. Rather, it is “u n a r te  m ex ica no  po rque  ha  re s u ltado  de  la  len ta  in-
tru s ió n  de  idea s  eu ro pea s  e n  un  fo ndo  in dígena ” (1942, 25). In othe r w ords, he appro-
priates indigenous art as mestizo or just plain Mex ican by arguing both that it w as infused
w ith European in� uences  and also that some mestizo Mex icans produced it. Thus, it 
w asn’t necessar y to partic ipate  in indigenous culture in order to c reate popular, Mex ican
art. Caso and Gamio thereby made  it seem possible at once  to integrate the  Indian into
mainstream socie ty and to maintain the produc tion of an authentic indigenous or popu-
lar artwork.



and inte llectuals  w ho idealized Mexico’s native  roots, claiming they w ere
prac tic ing a false  nationalism. In their view, the  authe ntic  Mex ic an cul-
ture  and mentality had European, not indigenous, roots. The  problem
w as  that Mex ic ans have  blindly trie d to copy Europe rathe r than adap t-
ing its  culture  to their ow n environment.5

In contras t , Pére z Martínez, Yáñez, and Villoro argue  that Mex ico’s
indige nous heritage  made a profound and lasting impac t on the  national
psyche. They furthe r maintain that mestizaje led to a partic ular psy-
chologic al condition in w hich the indigenous and European culture s—
tw o contradic tory forc es—battle  w ith each other deep w ithin the  mes-
tizo’s soul. This  con� ict cause s the mestizo anguish, and le ads him to
behave  in contradic tory, irratio nal, and even dange rous  w ays . Moreove r,
because  the  Spanis h heritage dominate s, the mestizo denie s his indige -
nous roots  and disparage s the  Indians . Thus, these essayists dive rged from
Molina Enríquez, Vasconcelos, and Gamio, by focusing on w hat they be -
lie ved w ere  the mestizo’s  charac te r de � cie nc ies rather than his  positive
traits . While  the se essayists shared the  same de sire  as  the ir pre dece ssors
to promote  mestizaje , they be lieved it w as � rs t ne ce ssary to end the psy-
chologic al warring  they conte nded goe s on w ithin the  mestizo’s soul.

Pére z Martíne z and Yáñez ex amine  the  Indian’s  culture  and men-
tality, stre ss ing the  positive  qualitie s. The ir goal w as  not only to educate
the mestizo about the  Indian, but also to he lp him unde rstand the in-
digenous  component of his  ow n charac ter, from w hich they be lie ved
he w as  estrange d. They furthe r sought to inspire  the  mestizo’s  re spec t
and appre ciation for the  Indian so that he might begin tre ating  his fe llow
countr ymen more  humane ly and, at the same time, come to te rms w ith
his ow n indige nous heritage.

In Cu a uhté m o c : v ida  y  m ue rte  d e  un a  cu ltu ra  (1948), Pére z Mar-
tínez de sc ribes the  Azte c culture  and mentality, and re counts  the battle
betw een the Aztecs  and the  Spaniards  from the  indige nous point of view.
He  aims  to illuminate  aspec ts of the indige nous culture  and charac te r
that pre vail to his day. For ex ample, he says that the Aztec s’ submission
to the sac red ac counts for many of the  Indians ’ qualitie s, inc luding his
pass ivity and fatalis m. He  conte nds that contac t w ith the Spaniards  w as
another dete rmining  fac tor in the  indige nous mentality. The tw o w orlds
that met w ere  inc ompatible. The Spaniards ’ w orld w as  “o bje tivo , indi-
v idu a lis ta , y  dire cto ,” a nd th e  Indian s ’ wa s  “e l de  la  im a g ina c ió n  a to r-
m enta da , su bje tivo , y  en  e l cu a l e l indiv idu o  de s a pa ra cía  ba jo  e l pe s o
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5. Although they agre ed w ith Ramos on many points, Zea, Paz and Uranga view ed
the Mex ican character more favorably than he did. The y argued that in an age  of rapid
mode rnization and gre ater reliance on technology, ce rtain qualities of the Mex ican, includ-
ing his introspective, se nsitive nature, could se rve  as a model for humanity.



de  la  tribu ” (71). Consequently, the Indians  w ere  forced to sacri� ce prac -
tic ally the ir w hole way of life  follow ing the Conquest. This ex plains  the ir
profound sense  of lone line ss and “e s a  ra ra  m ezc la  de  é x ta s is  y  ho s -
qu eda d, a m o r y  p e s a dum bre , a n s ieda d  y  fa ta lism o  qu e  ha ce  de  lo s
indio s  de  ho y  e s o s  s e re s  que  a s is te n  s o rdo s  a  la  v ida  llen o s  s ó lo  co n
e l ru m o r de  la  m u e rte ” (22–23).

Pére z Martíne z contends  that it is  impossible to separate  the Span-
ish from the  indigenous compone nt of the  mestizo soul. Togethe r they
form a partic ular charac te r and sens ibility that de � ne s the mestizo but
is also unive rsal. He lis ts  a number of w hat he be lieve s to be  the mes-
tizo’s charac te r traits : the capacity for abstrac tion, stoic ism, dissension,
the ex tre mes of ex aggerate d happine s and grim solitude , disc retion, so-
brie ty, a love  of the grandio se, an ex traordinar y pow er of artis tic  c re -
ation, a contempt for life , and a preoccupation w ith death.

In a similar manne r, in “Meditac iones sobre  e l alma indígena” (1942),
Yáñez ex amine s prehispanic  art, languages and re lig ious belie fs  and prac -
tic es , discovering in them copious evidence  of cultural genius. The  an-
c ient indigenous  people, he  � nds , posse ssed a maste ry ove r abstrac tion,
realism, paradox , poe tic s, detachment, and p lastic  ex pression. Plastic
ex pre ss ion, he  maintains , entaile d othe r aptitude s, inc luding mathe -
matic al maste ry, aesthe tic  tas te , a know ledge of physic s and chemistr y,
a competitive  spirit, and the tende ncy to orde r the  world hierarchic ally.
He  adds:

Y s i re � ex io nam o s  a ce rca  de  la  re s is te n cia  de  lo s  m a te ria le s , de  lo s  
s e cre to s  pa ra  la  co lo ra ció n  de  e s ta tu a s , e di� c io s , có dice s ; o  pen sa m o s  
en  la  s abidu ría  a s tro nó m ica  qu e  pro du jo  s is te m a s  cro no ló g ico s  co m o  
e l a z te ca  y  e l m aya , en  lo s  re cu rs o s  pa ra  ta lla r e l cr is ta l de  ro ca  y  la s
piedra s  pre c io s a s , pa ra  la bra r can te ra s , pa ra  fu ndir m e ta le s , pa ra  co n -
s e rva r la s  p lum a s  y  ha ce r co n  e lla s  m o s a ico s , e tc ., co nvendrem o s  e n 
la  m a g nitu d e s piritu a l dem o s tra da  po r la  p lá s tica  de  a qu e lla s  ra za s
(Yáñez 1942, 125–6).

Yáñez even take s ne gative  traits  such as  fatalis m and pass ivity and give s
them a positive  tw is t by re lating  them to the  Indian’s  propens ity to-
w ards  de tachment. The  quality of de tachment, he  asse rts , is  re spons i-
ble  for “s u s  e s ta do s  d e  á n im o  qu e  va n  de s de  la  m e la nc o lía  ha s ta  la
o s cu ra , pe s a d ís im a  tr is te za ;de s d e  la  e xpe c ta c ió n  ha s ta  la  in e r c ia , e l
d e s p re c io  po r la  v ida  y  s u s  po m pa s , la  go zo s a  fa m ilia r ida d c o n  la
m u e rte , lo  im pe rtu rbable  de  s u  g e s to  fre n te  a  m is e ria s  y  ca la m ida de s ”
(121).

In contras t to Pérez Martíne z and Yáñez, Villoro focuse s ex clusive ly
on the  mestizo psyche. In Lo s  g ran de s  m o m ento s  de l indigen ism o
(1950) he ex plains  a philosophical proc ess by w hich he be lie ves the mes-
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tizo may reconc ile  himself w ith his indigenous roots. Villoro argue s that
the mestizo is  currently at the  point w here  he wants  to unde rstand the
Indian in orde r to mend the split he  fee ls  w ithin his soul. While in the
past the  mestizo believed the  Indian should change  his mentality and w ays
of life  to conform w ith those  of the  mestizo, now  he view s indigenous
culture  as  part of himself: “Ta l s u cede  co m o  s i e l m e s tizo  tra ta ra  de  re -
cupe ra r  a l indio , de  ha ce r s u yo s  lo s  va lo re s  de  é s te , de  re co bra r s u  e s -
pír itu  a rca no ” (197). The mestizo the re fore  begins to re� ect upon him-
se lf, � nding that he  is  insecure , contradic tory, and unstable .

According to Villoro, re� ection fails  to illuminate  indige nous reality
for the  mestizo because it is a Western and not an indige nous princ ip le .
Only the  Indian can re veal himse lf to the mestizo. Villoro outline s tw o
w ays the  mestizo may come to a true  unders tanding  of his indige nous
roots. The  � rst is  through w hat he  calls “loving ac tion,” in w hich Indian
and mestizo come togethe r as one . The  tw o groups identify w ith e ach
other on the  leve l of clas s, realizing that the ir behavior as part of this so-
c ial g roup is one  and the same. They then confront the Other, w hich
for the  mestizo used to be the Indian himself, but is  now  the fore igne r
or the Cre ole . They distance  themselves from this  Other rac ially, cultur-
ally, and socially. However, at a late r stage  they re jec t all such dis tinc -
tions . Echoing Vasconce los ’s La  ra za  có s m ica , Villoro envis ions future
Mex ican socie ty as  lacking rac ial distinc tions  and ine qualitie s altoge the r.
“Ven drá  e l m o m en to  en  qu e  n o  ha ya  je ra rqu ía s  en  la s  ra za s  n i do m i-
n io  de  un a  s o bre  la  o tra ; en  qu e  to da s  la s  qu e  a ho ra  s e  d ive rs i� ca n
s e  re co n o zca n  re c íp ro ca m e nte ” (229). He ex plains  that curre nt indi-
genism af� rms the  indigenous e lement of the  mestizo soul as of supreme
value  only to late r re jec t such ac tion in orde r to allow  fo r  “u na  s o c ie da d
do nde  s e  re co no zca n  m u tu a m e nte  e l indio  y  e l bla n co ” (229).

The  se cond w ay the  mestizo may appropriate  his indige nous se lf,
according  to Villoro, is through indige nous his tory. Sinc e the mestizo
has  assumed the  Indian as a dimension of his ow n spirit, the Indian’s
past becomes his  ow n. He  approache s this  history in a pre liminar y state
of ex pectation or perplex ity. The  historic al objec t or fac t is an enigma,
w hich the mestizo cannot unders tand through know n law s. Instead, he
must allow  the  object /fact to re veal itse lf to him. In othe r w ords, by con-
te mplating  indige nous history, the  mestizo becomes aw ake ne d to his na-
tive  roots , re living that history as if it we re  his ow n.

Ironically, Pére z Martíne z, Yáñez, and Villoro unde rmined their ow n
efforts  to foment respec t for the Indian and the  mestizo’s indigenous he r-
itage . By emphasizing the  admirable  traits  of prehispanic  rathe r than con-
te mporar y indige nous culture , Pére z Martínez and Yáñez suggest that
the latte r lacks laudable  qualitie s. In othe r w ords , they imply that con-
te mporar y indigenous  culture  is incapable  of inspiring  respec t, but that
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an apprec iation of the Indian could be  cultivate d by pointing  out the
commendable aspects of anc ient Mex ic an civilization. Furthermore , the
essayis ts ac tually � nd very little  to re deem the Indians  beyond that
group’s  aesthetic  prow ess. They point to traits  that have  traditio nally
been ascribed to the Indians—apathy, fatalism, passivity, me lancholy, in-
diffe re nc e, and so on. These traits  had negative  connotations , de spite
the authors ’ attempts to pre sent them in a positive  light. The y w ere  e s-
pecially unsuited for a mode rn nation. The  Indian and the  mestizo (by
virtue  of his indigenous heritage ), embodied charac teristic s that hinde red
economic  progress . The e ssayists  se emed to want the mestizo to un-
ders tand and appre ciate  the indigenous  part of himself only to late r rid
himse lf of his indige nous qualitie s. These  w ere  contradic tory goals.

These essayists ’ e fforts  we re  further undermined by othe r artis ts and
inte llec tuals  of Mex icanne ss , such as  Zea, Uranga, and Paz , w ho did not
se em to be lieve  mestizaje merite d much attention, and w ho value d Mex -
ic ans ’ European heritage ove r their indige nous one . Perhaps more  im-
portantly, mass culture  re vealed little  inte re st in the  topic  of the Indian,
much less  in any indige nous compone nt of the  national charac ter. For
ins tanc e, w hile  essays  and nove ls on the Indian � ourished, only one  � lm
on this topic  achie ved w ide  succe ss  during  the 1940s: Ma ría  Ca nde la -
r ia . No � lms dealt w ith mestizaje ’s  impac t on the  national ide ntity. Thus
the essayis ts’ ideas w ere  not reaching a mass public—those ve ry mesti-
zos w hom, the w rite rs stre ssed, most needed to do the  soul-se arching.

The  Indige nis t Nove l

Several indigenist nove ls w e re  published during  the  1940s, initiating  a
new  dire ction in lite rature  of this  type. Indige nis t nove ls of the  1930s,
such as El indio  (1935), by Gre gorio López y Fuente s , and El re s pla n -
do r (1937), by Mauric io Magdaleno, had denounc ed the metizo/w hite
Mex icans ’ continue d abuse  and ne glec t of the  Indians . They argued that
such tre atment has alienate d the native  people from mainstream soc i-
ety and caused inte grationist polic ie s to fail. Consequently, the Indians
have  re maine d mired in pove rty, and have  become hostile  and even dan-
gerous  to non-Indians . Indigenis t nove ls of the 1940s atte mpt to addre ss
the problems the  1930s nove lis ts  had pointe d out. However, they fol-
low ed the  gene ral tre nd in the novel by turning  aw ay from the outw ard
manife stations  of the national charac ter to ex amine  more closely the  Mex -
ic an psychology. Some ex amine d the  indigenous psyche  and socie ty,
inc luding, most famously, Ju a n  Pé re z Jo lo te , by Ricardo Pozas. These
w rite rs  hoped to combat rac ism by providing  an unders tanding  and ap-
pre ciation of indige nous culture , inspiring  re spect and sympathy for the
Indian, and/or underlining  the urgency of inte grating  the Indian. Tw o
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novels contributed to the  ongoing dialogue  on mestizaje : Naya r (1940),
by Migue l Ange l Menénde z, and Lo la  Ca s a n ova (1947), by Franc isco
Rojas González. Naya r probe s the  mestizo psychology, concluding as
did the e ssayis ts that the mestizo’s  mix ed heritage leads  him not only to
mistreat the  Indians , but also to behave  in irratio nal and violent w ays.
Lo la  Ca s a no va  ex amine s the de struc tive  re lationship betw een Indians
and non-Indians , mainly from the indige nous point of vie w. It propose s
mestizaje  as the ultimate  solution to this problem, and to the  Indian’s
isolation and backw ardne ss . However, it emphasizes  that both the  in-
digenous  and Cre ole  he ritage s should be  equally value d.

Naya r forms part of the  re pertory of so-called nove ls of land that
predominate d in Latin Americ a during  the  � rs t half of the  tw entie th cen-
tury. It deve lops a strong ide nti� cation betw een the nation and the  land,
focusing on the  tensions and contras ts be tw een domesticate d and un-
domestic ated soc ial spac es like  the  city and the jungle . The narrato r, En-
rique, w ho is trave rsing Mex ico’s hinte rland for the  � rst time , describe s
in minute  detail and w ith obvious  emotion the  region’s  � ora and fauna.
He  also closely obse rve s the customs and behavior of the Indians , w hom
he mee ts  deep w ithin the fore st. Enrique ’s fondne ss for the  land and the
Indians  mimic s other populis t nove ls  of the  land, in w hich c ivilization
se ts  out to conquer barbarity through love . Doris  Sommer ex plains  that
“the  founding  � c tions of the las t c entur y tend to be  about daring  polit-
ical deals that w ould construc t a national territo ry. By contras t, populism
is about a rigid forti� cation of those now  feminized construc tions”
(Sommer, 1991, 265). These novels, w hich may be  read as alle gorie s  of
the nation, set out to metaphorically establish allianc e s w ith force s out-
side  of the nation’s  contro l. Frequently this  meant falling in love  w ith
the objec t of contro l, w hich often took the  shape of a female . Naya r re -
place s the  female  w ith that of the also feminized (through his re lation-
ship to the  land) Indian.

Naya r is  not princ ipally about the Indian or the jungle , how eve r.
Its main purpose is  to ex plore  the  mestizo’s charac te r. Throughout the
novel Enrique, w ho is w hite , closely observe s the behavior of his com-
panion, Ramón, w ho is  mestizo. Ramón’s rac ial composition is brought
to the  reader’s attention at the  nove l’s onset, indic ating  the importanc e
it w ill have  w ithin the  story that Enrique is about to te ll us: “Me  urge
pre c is a r e l co lo r d e  Ram ó n: co lo r d e  m a dru ga da  en  e l e s te ro , a  pu nto
de  a caba r la  no che ; le va du ra  m e s tiza  en  qu e  a pa ren te m ente  pre do -
m ina  e l indio ” (9). On a symbolic  leve l, the ir journe y through the forest
repre sents  a search for the  mestizo’s identity. Contac t w ith the  Indians ,
deep w ithin the  jungle’s  recesse s, re veals and ex plains  obscure  aspects
of Ramón’s charac ter.

At � rs t, Ramón show s a natural af� nity for the forest and the  Indi-
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ans, w hich the author of the  nove l infe rs is a vestige  of his indige nous
heritage. It is  he , not Enrique, w ho leads  the way through the dense fo-
liage  afte r the  tw o become lost, and adapts  more  easily to the harsh en-
vironme nt. Ramón even sleeps w ith his eyes open at night, like  the Indians ,
constantly vig ilant for unex pec te d dange rs . When he  meets  w ith the
Indians , Ramón immediate ly unders tands  and sympathiz es  w ith them.
Because of this and his darke r skin color, the  tribe ac cepts him more  read-
ily than they do Enrique. Howeve r, Ramón becomes inc re asingly more
c ritic al of his Indian friends . Afte r a few  months  of living  among them,
he propose s to Enrique  that they join the  governme nt forc es . Enrique
refuse s, saying “no  n o s  g u s ta ría  m a ta r  ind io s . . .” Enrique late r re grets
not having  re alized at the  time  that Ramón “e s ta ba  ca n s a do  de  viv ir  la
v ida  de  lo s  indio s . Era  qu e  s u  a r cilla  m e s tiza  re c la m aba ” (237). Out-
rage d by the tribe’s dec ision to kill an innocent man ac cused of sorc ery,
Ramon runs to tow n in se arch of the federal troops. Enrique attribute s
this behavior to his mix ed rac ial heritage:

Cla ro  qu e  no  lo  hizo  po r tra ido r. Algo  qu e  había  e n é l s in  s u  pro pia
vo lun ta d, a lgo  s in ie s tro  qu e  le  ven ía  de  m u y  le jo s , le  o blig ó  a  ga lo pa r 
en tre  la  no che , s o bre  e l � lo  de  lo s  ce rro s  y  e n lo s  e nredijo s  de l ba r ra nco .
Su  levadu ra  m e s tiza  ve n ció  po r � n  a l c o lo r  de  s u  pie l, co lo r  de  m adru ga da
a  pu n to  de  a c la ra r e l día . Pudo  m á s  la  lu z de  lo  e s pa ño l qu e  la  s o m bra  
de  lo  indio . Le  im a g inaba  yo  te ndido  s o bre  e l ga lo pe  de  s u  caba llo  en  p e lo ,
vu e lto  lo co  po r la  te m pe s ta d de  a fu e ra  y  po r la  te m pe s ta d de  a de n tro ; dis -
lo cado  su  e s p íritu  p o r e l cho qu e  de  la s  do s  he ren cia s (262–3).

Ramón pe rishe s in the  battle  that ensues, w hile  his be st frie nd w ithin
the tribe, Pedro Gervasio, ends  up in jail accused of homicide . Ramón’s
mix ed heritage thus lite rally cause s his ow n destruc tion and that of the
Indians  w ho had be friende d him.

The  mestizo in Naya r ex empli� e s many of the charac te ristic s that
the e ssayists  also pointe d out. Above  all, he is irratio nal and de struc tive .
This is a re sult of the battle  that rages betw een his indige nous and Eu-
ropean selves . Beside s turning  against the  Indians , Ramón kills  tw o hu-
man be ings w ithout suffering from the least bit of remorse : the  tow n
judge , w hom he had caught s le eping w ith his  w ife , and an adole scent
boy w ho had spie d him trying to sne ak back into  tow n to visit his  son.
He  joins  Enrique in orde r to avoid be ing punished for his crimes. The
novel also blames mestizaje for the ignoranc e , hatred and brutality that
Enrique  obse rve s in the village s of Mex ico’s  inte rior. For ex ample , it un-
derscores  the ex tre me brutality of the Cris te ro war: “De Je s ú s  Ma ría  lle -
ga n  fa m ilia s  huy endo  de  Ju a n  Pis to la s . En tra ro n  a l pu eblo  lo s  c ris -
te ro s  y  ba rr ie ro n :m a ta zó n  de  ca m pe s in o s  y  s e cu e s tro  de  m u cha cha s .
De s o re ga ro n  a l m a e s tro , va c ia ro n  lo s  tro je s .De s pué s , tro pa  de l go bie r-
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no  re o cu pó  la  p la za , e n s a ng re tá ndo la  co n  rep re s a lia s ” (189). The  war,
Enrique  comments, is led by “ca cique s  m e s tizo s , s u rg ido s  de  a n ce s tra l
a lia n za  co n  e l c le ro ” (195) and ex cite s  the  pass ion of the mestizaje  that
“s e  re vu e lve  he cho  la  m o cha  bu sca n do  e l a lbu r pa ra  qu e  ve r s a le ”
(197). Enrique  note s that Ra m ó n “o s c ila  en tre  lo s  be rr inche s  de l ico no -
c la s ta  y  lo s  é x ta s is  m o njile s . Se  le  cua tra pea  la  s a ng re  de  do s  ra za s ,
a l s en tir que  u na  h is te ria  m e s iá n ica  ba rre  la  s ie rra , incendia ndo  e s pí-
r itu s , tro ncha ndo  cue rpo s  y  engo rda n do  e l o dio ” (188).

To underscore  Ramón’s emotional ins tability, the novel compare s
him w ith Enrique, w ho is rational, compassionate , and emotionally se -
cure . Enrique  is not in the le as t bit inc lined to contribute  to the atroc i-
tie s he  w itne sses . To the contrar y, they horrify him. He  does, how eve r,
obse rve  that in the forest his most bas ic , animal instinc ts  emerge. For
ex ample , he  re cognizes  that even though he loves nature , he  still fee ls
compelled to hunt. Afte r committing  the murderous act of shooting a
heron, Enrique  conclude s that the  instinc t to kill is primitive  and virile .
But w hile  it is common to all men, the  novel stre sses that it is much
stronger in the  darke r mestizo than in the w hite r Mex ican. Enrique’s in-
stinc t to kill only emerges in the  forest, and it is limite d to the w ildlife .
Even then, it cause s him guilt.

Thus the nove l implie s that the mestizo’s barbarity ow es itse lf both
to the  w ar be tw een his indigenous and Spanish identitie s, and his in-
digenous  blood, w hich cause s him to behave  more  primitive ly than
w hite r Mex ic ans. Neithe r of these  conditions  are  w ithin the  mestizo’s
contro l. According to Enrique, it is  impossible even to separate  out w hat
is Spanish from w hat is indigenous in the mestizo’s  psyche: “Dos  inm en -
s ida de s  . . . lu cha n  a ú n , m o rdida s , enreda da s , y a  s in  s abe r  dó n de  co -
m ien za  y  a caba  la  u na ; y a  s in  s a be r cuá l e s  la  o tra . Pe ro  a qu í e s tá n ,
lu chan do  en  e l a lm a  m e s tiza , do s  inm en s ida de s ” (261). Thus Naya r
is pess imistic  about the  mestizo’s  ability or inc linatio n to ac t as his  ow n
agent to initiate  a proc ess of se lf-aw arene ss  and change . The  mestizo in
this nove l doesn’t e ven seem to be  aw are  he has  a problem. Integration
is also impossible unde r these  conditions  since , on the one  hand, the
mestizo cannot contro l his  urge  to brutalize  the Indian and, on the othe r
hand, the  Indian clings more  � erce ly to his ways  of life  the  more  he is
ex ploite d. Unlike  the e ssayists, Mené ndez doe sn’t propose any solutions
to the se  problems. Rather, his aim is to simply provide  the  reader w ith
an understanding  of the mestizo psyche .

Lo la  Ca s a no va functions  as  an allegory for the birth  of mestizaje
and is much more  optimis tic  than Naya r about its  pote ntial. It envis ions
a diffe rent type  of mestizo—one w ho value s his indigenous  and Euro-
pean he ritage s equally, rathe r than privile ging only the European. Se t
during  the nine te enth centur y, it is struc ture d like  a romanc e. Don
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Casanova, a prospe rous merchant, is  le ft bankrup t afte r a ship carr ying
his merchandis e s inks  at se a. In a desperate  attempt to regain his for-
tune , he agree s to gamble  at cards  w ith don Néstor Ariz a, using his home
as collate ral. Ariz a sets up the game so that Casanova w ill lose. He hope s
to forc e Casanova’s daughter, Lola, to marr y him. Lola detests Ariza w ho,
be sides be ing much older than she, is c rue l, pompous and avaric ious.
She is  also in love  w ith anothe r man. Neverthe le ss , Lola agree s to marr y
Ariza in order to regain he r home and appease  he r fathe r, w ho is anx -
ious about he r future . While  she  is  trave ling to her w edding s ite , the Seri
Indians  attac k her caravan. The y are  se eking re venge  on Ariza, w ho re -
cently burned dow n their entire  village  and con� scated the ir land. They
capture  Lola. While  she is  he ld prisoner, the  tribal leader, Coyote , courts
her. Lola eventually falls  in love  w ith him. The tribal leade rs, re luctant
to allow  Coyote  to w ed a y o ri, or w hite /mestizo outside r, concede  to
the union afte r Coyote  kills Ariza, w ho had escaped during  the attac k.
They rename Lola Ig ua n a , and she re nounce s all tie s to her former, priv-
ileged w ay of life . At � rst shunned because of her skin color, Lola slow ly
gains  the Indians ’ trust, and eventually becomes one  of their most e s-
te emed leaders .

Although Lo la  Ca s a n ova is highly me lodramatic , its  main purpose
is not to ente rtain but rathe r to educate . In the � rs t part of the novel,
w hich take s place  in the small coas tal tow n of Guaymas, Rojas Gonzále z
inserts  long passage s designed to te ach the reader about indige nous his-
tory and customs. He  also ex plores  w hite /mestizo attitude s and behav-
iors towards the  Indians . The  second part, follow ing Lola’s  c ap ture , ex -
plores Seri culture  and attitude s tow ards  the yoris . It also provide s a
solution for ending  the con� ict be tw een the  w hite s and the  Indians , and
a new  model of mestizaje that is re spec tful of the Indians  and Mex ico’s
indige nous identity.

The  � rst part of the  novel re veals and then disc redits  tw o distinc t
attitude s towards the  Indians . It informs us that some of the  tow nspeo-
ple , belie ving the Indians  are  like  animals  and cannot be  civiliz ed, favor
the native  people ’s annih ilation. The nove l pre dic tably re jec ts  this as
c rue l and inhumane . Anothe r group argues that the Indians  e asily may
be  c ivilized if they are  treate d humane ly. The nove l demonstrate s that,
w hile  w ell-meaning , this is unrealis tic . Firs t, other mestizo/w hite s w reck
the  e fforts  of those  w ho tr y to c ivilize  the Indians . The novel offers
Ariz a’s attac k on the Se ri Indians  as a case in point. Follow ing the as -
sault the Indians , w ho had been living peac efully under the  guidanc e
of a Catholic  prie st, re sumed the ir primitive  w ays of life  and now  seek
revenge against the w hite s. The  novel cite s similar cases that ex tend back
to the pe riod of conque st and colonization. Second, it demonstrate s that
the w hite /mestizo population at large  scorns and disc riminate s agains t
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the Indians . As a consequence, the  Indians  loathe the  yoris  and w ant
nothing to do w ith them. The  nove l furthe r que stions  the  humanity of
forc ing the Indians  to abandon their entire  w ay of life  to live  among the
w hite s. It is c are ful to note  the emotional anguish that Indale c io, an In-
dian boy capture d by Ariz a and give n to Lola, ex perie nce s w hile  living
among his captors. Even though he  is  tre ated w ell, the  boy cannot adap t
to his  new  environment, and he  eventually e scape s. Lola late r encoun-
te rs him living  among the  Se ris , and observe s how  much more  content
and con� dent he is . In contras t to Indale c io, Lola decide s voluntarily to
live  among the  Seris , and for the most part is accepte d by them as the ir
equal. Coyote , though not w hite  or mestizo, also w as  orig inally an out-
side r. A member of the Pima tribe  of Indians , he  was adop ted by the
Se ris as a young boy. In other w ords , the novel portrays  the Seris as  more
tolerant than the  yoris .

Lo la  Ca s a no va  does not ide alize the Indians , however. In fac t, Ro-
jas González portrays  them as primitive , even fre quently comparing  them
to animals . He note s  that they eat raw  meat, prac tice  polygamy, and are
highly supers titious. They also are  eage r to engage  in battle , and can be
quite  savage. For ex ample , they scalp the ir victims. Furthermore , they
regard themselves as  superior to all othe r rac es, inc luding the yoris . Their
arroganc e, combined w ith the ir adhe renc e to tradition, cause s some of
them to be into lerant and re sistant to change . One  fac tion of the  tribe ,
for ex ample , oppose s Lola’s  marriage to Coyote , arguing that he r blood
w ill contamina te  that of her childre n. The  faction is  led by the  w itch
doc tor, Tórtola Parda, w ho is  jealous of Lola’s  healing powers (Lola cure s
a w ounde d boy w hose  condition had been aggravate d by the w itch doc -
tor’s inte rvention).

Trade  be tw een the Indians  and the  yoris is the � rst step towards
bring ing peace  and prosperity to the Seris . Conce rned about he r sons ’
future s , Lola decide s on her ow n to initiate  trade  w ith the yoris . She  ex -
plains  to Coyote  the  bene � ts of commerce w ith the  w hite s: “lo s  y o r is
pe rs igu en  a  lo s  s e ris  po rqu e  no  pro ducim o s  na da  pa ra  s u  co d icia .”
By trading  w ith the w hite s, she  adds, “indio s  y  bla nco s  n o s  po ndre m o s
a  la  m ism a  a ltu ra ” (242). Under he r leadership , the village thrive s. The
Indians  produce  objects  that the ir w hite  ne ighbors eage rly consume: bas-
kets , w eavings, box es decorated w ith shells, s traw  hats, and so on. They
also se ll them � sh and agricultural produc ts.

Tórtola Parda and her follow ers destroy Lola’s efforts , how eve r.
When Lola, Coyote , and other members of the  tribe are  visiting  Guay-
mas in orde r to formalize peac e w ith the  yoris , the  othe rs burn dow n
the village and � ee w ith all the valuables to Isla de los Tiburone s. There
they p lan to live  according to traditio n alone . Upon discovering the  be -
trayal, Coyote  and his men set off to avenge themse lve s, but they re turn
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defe ated. Coyote  is  mortally w ounde d, and the group must e scape to
the inte rior to avoid attac ks by the other Se ris . They e lec t Lola as  the ir
mate rnal le ader. The  group settle s in an are a that is barre n, but through
hard work and determination , and w ith Lola’s encouragement and guid-
ance , the  group manage s to get wate r running  in the w ell (a symbol of
hope ). They name  the plac e Pozo Coyote . Years  late r, it is  a small, but
thriving  community, w ith indus try, agriculture , and a school for the
young. In this  happy community, mestizo and Indian coex ist and even
inte rmarr y. The inhabitants  progre ssive ly adap t yori language , dre ss and
culture , but “n o  ha  de ja do  de  s en tir, de  go za r y  de  s u fr ir co m o  s e r i.”
(269) They consider their Indian he ritage  as valuable as  the ir Euro-
pean/w hite  one . This is just the beginning  of a future  race  of mestizo
Mex icans : “Hay  a lgo  co m o  u n  s o plo , co m o  u n  a lien to , co m o  u n  ja deo
m is te r io so  de  a lg u ien  qu e  s e  a ga za pa , v ig ila  y  e s p e ra  la  o po rtu nida d
de  re vo lve rlo  to do , de  a m a lga m a rlo  to do , pa ra  pla sm a r u n  ho m bre
nuevo , y  co n  é l, c re a r  un  m un do  y, tra s  de  é l y  pa ra  é l, u n  de s tino ”
(269).

Lola and Coyote  are  posed as the symbolic  pare nts of this new  race
of Mex icans . Signi� cantly, ne ither of them are  orig inally from the Seri
tribe . Having  seve red their roots  to their orig inal communitie s , and hav-
ing bucked convention by marr ying each other, they are  partic ularly w ell-
suited to forge a new  socie ty and race  of Mex icans . Once  they and the ir
follow ers  are  free  of the  more  traditional  e lements  of the tribe, this ne w
soc ie ty becomes possible.

Rojas González thus  offers  an alte rnative  to the myth that ide nti� e s
Hernán Corté s and Malinche as the  parents of the mestizo rac e. Malinche
w as  Corté s’s  mistre ss, thus according to the  myth, the  mestizo race  w as
born of ille gitimac y. Furthermore , she  is w ide ly considered to have  be -
trayed her people by serving as Corté s’s trans lator, guide  and mistre ss.
In othe r w ords, she  he lped Corté s  conque r he r ow n people. In contras t,
Lola and Coyote ’s union is based on love  and respect. Furthermore , w hile
Lola leave s her ow n kind to join the Se ris , she  ne ver he lps the Indians
� ght against the  w hite s . To the  contrar y, she is  re spons ible  for having
brought peac e among the tw o rac es . The  product of a healthy union,
Lola and Coyote ’s mestizo offspring are  less like ly to suffer from the kinds
of psychological problems that might af� ic t the childre n of Malinche and
Corté s. They can be proud of their parents and of themselves as mestizos.

The fate  of the  Seris w ho chose to live  on Isla de los Tiburone s serve s
to demonstrate  the  consequence s for those Indians  w ho re fuse  to ac -
cept change  and w ho insist on isolating  themselves from the re st of the
nation. Their socie ty falls into complete  disrepair. The Indians  suffer from
ex treme physical and moral depredation. Be sie ged by hunger and dis-
ease, they have  become inc reasingly apathe tic , fatalis tic , and supers ti-
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tious. Unable  to help themselves , these onc e proud Indians  are  forc ed
to ac cept government handouts , w hich causes  them to lose their dig-
nity and self-respec t. Consequently, the y become se lf-destruc tive . Al-
coholism has spre ad. Men se ll the sex ual favors of the ir w ive s and s is-
ters for prac tically nothing, mutilate  w omen’s stomachs so that they can’t
give  birth, and subjec t the e lderly and the  w eak to the  death penalty.

Rojas Gonzále z thus cons ide rs mestizaje  the  Indians ’ only hope. But
w hile  he  envis ions a type  of mestizaje that value s the indige nous and
European heritage s equally, his narrative  in some senses  contradic ts this.
Notably, it is  a Cre ole and not an Indian w ho succeeds in improving the
Indian’s  plight. The  nove l thus implies that the Indians  lack the  inte lli-
gence  or the  w illpow er to do this on the ir ow n. It establishe s a di-
chotomy, symbolized by the  union betw een Iguana and Coyote , in w hich
the w hite  stands  for re � nery and inte lligence , and the Indian for brav-
ery, stre ngth and fortitude . Coyote  te lls  Lola: “ha rem o s  un a  nueva  fa -
m ilia  dife ren te  a  la s  o tra s ; de  nu e s tra  ca s a  lle va rá n  m u je re s  lo s  hijo s
de  o tro s  y  tu  n o m bre  s e rá  s ím bo lo  d e  un  lina je , po rqu e  de  e s a  g ra n
fa m ilia  tú  s e rá s  la  cabe za  y  y o  e l brazo ” (204–205). This  dichotomy is
re inforc ed in the author’s de sc riptions  of indige nous culture  w hich, as
pre viously note d, focus on the  primitive . Most te llingly, the  author ulti-
mate ly favors  the destruc tion of the  Se ri culture  through mestizaje .

Cinem a

While  essays and nove ls  on the Indian � ourished, only one  � lm on this
topic  achie ved w ide  succe ss  during  the  1940s: Ma ría  Ca nde la r ia
(1943), dire cte d by Emilio “El Indio” Fernández. María  Ca nde la ria  w on
several important prize s at tw o major � lm fe stivals : Canne s in 1946, and
Locarno  in 1947. These  prizes  stemmed more  from the � lm’s technic al
merits  than its  treatme nt of the  Indian, w hich w as little  change d from
that of 1930s � lms on the Indian. Julia Tuñón suggests that in the afte r-
math of World War II, European audienc es also w ere  like ly attrac ted to
the image of the  Indian as  naturally bene volent (Tuñón 1995, 182).

Fe rnández w as one  of Mex ico’s most popular and nationalis t dire c -
tors  during  Mex ico’s  so -called Golden Age of cine ma in the 1940s.6

Teamed up w ith the  c ine matographer, Gabrie l Figue roa; the w rite r,
Mauric io Magdaleno; and the actors, Pe dro Arme ndáriz, Dolores  de l Río,
and María Fé lix , Fernánde z dominate d � lmmaking during  this  de cade .
His  � lms, how eve r, ex pressed the  ide als  of the Cárde nas years. The di-
rec tor w ished to conve y soc ial message s of re levanc e to the poor, such
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6. Fernández directed such w idely view ed and acclaimed � lms as Flo r Silve s tre (1943),
Río  Es co ndido (1947), and Ena m o rada (1947).



as the  need for land re form and education. Throughout his care er, he
demonstrate d a strong inte rest in dignifying  the  Indian. This was prob-
ably at le as t partially due  to his ow n indige nous orig ins  (his  mothe r w as
a Kikapú Indian), w hich appare ntly made him fee l ex cluded from soc i-
ety on a personal and profe ssional leve l (Tuñón 1995, 180–1). Because
there  w as no longe r a thre at of soc ialism, the Mex ican bourgeois ie
opened their arms to Fe rnández, w ho made  it appear as  if revolution-
ary ide als  w ere  still alive , even as  gove rnme ntal polic ie s we re  indic at-
ing otherw ise.

Ma ría  Ca nde la ria re presents the culmination of a genre  of � lms
focusing on the  Indians . It is modeled afte r the � rs t � lm of its  type ,
Ja n itzio  (1934), dire c ted by Carlos Navarro  and starring  Fernánde z.
Along w ith Re de s  (1932), Ja n itz io formed part of a current of � lmmak-
ing, � nanc ed by the gove rnme nt, that sought to portray the struggle s
and he roism of Mexico’s peasant and indigenous populations . These � lms
usually portraye d the  Indians  as  noble savage s—morally and spiritually
pure , courageous and strong—w hose peac eful ex istence  is shatte re d by
outside rs w ho atte mpt to ex ploit them. Ofte n the � lms w ere  set to na-
tionalis tic  music  (such as  that of the  famous composer, Silve stre  Revuel-
tas), and glori� ed indige nous customs. The Indian re presente d w hat w as
authe ntic ally Mex ic an, and w as inte nded as  a source  of national pride .
Stylis tically, many of the se � lms were  in� uenced by the  Sovie t dire c tor,
Se rge i Eisenste in, w ho w orked in Mex ico during  the  late  1930s and de -
ve loped an aesthetic  of nationalism.7 This  ae sthe tic  invo lved using shots
of the  landscape  and people to evoke  the  national essence . Eisenste in
and his  many followers (inc luding Fe rnández), sought to capture  the
beauty and time le ssness of Mex ico’s nopals and magueys, indige nous fea-
ture s and clothing, historic al and artis tic  objec ts  like  churche s, altar s,
and monuments .

The  indige nist � lms of the 1940s, most famously Ma ría  Ca n de la r ia
and Ma c lo via  (1948) (both based on Ja n itzio  and dire c te d by Fe rnán-
dez), did not re � ect the  changes that had taken p lace  in indige nism sinc e
the 1930s. Their portrayal of Mex ico’s indige nous communitie s was not
very diffe re nt from that of 1930s Indianis t � lms. None  dealt dire c tly w ith
the  issue of mestizaje , for instance . The Mex ic an � lm audience as  a w hole
se emed uninte re sted in the top ic  of the  Indian. Very few  � lms of this
type  were  produced in e ithe r the 1930s or the  1940s, and none , w ith
the ex ception of Ma ría  Ca nde la ria , gaine d much popularity. Furthe r-
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7. Eisenstein trave led throughout Mex ico w hile w orking on the � lm ¡Que  viva  Mé-
x ico !, paying close  attention to the land, the pe ople, and post-re volutionary culture. He
left the country before � nishing the � lm, w hich w as neve rthe le ss re leased w ithout his au-
thorization.



more, the  audie nc es did not se em eage r to engage  in the  sort of soul-
se arching that indige nis t essays and nove ls encourage d, e specially if that
required acknow ledging any charac te r de� c iencie s or complic ity in the
Indians ’ suffering. In fact, rathe r than critic ally analyz ing the  national
charac te r, � lm during  the 1930s and the  1940s te nded to ex alt the so -
called national charac te r. Ma ría  Ca nde la r ia was no diffe rent.

Ma ría  Ca nde la ria ’s  popularity w ithin Mex ico may be  attrib uted
to its  use  of tw o major � lm stars  as its  protagonists (Dolore s de l Río and
Pedro Arme ndáriz ), and its  melodramatic  formula, w hich was highly
popular w ith the  � lm audience s. It may also be attributed to the � lm’s
effort to identify its  audienc e w ith the Indian. Ma ría  Cande la ria stre ssed
that the  Indian shared ex perie nc es and charac te ristic s w ith the  low er
classe s. The masse s could re late  to the  protagonists’ woe s: the ir strug-
gle to e arn a living , the ir ex ploitation by the pow erful and corrupt, and
their marg inalization. The audience s could also recognize  in the  tw o pro-
tagonists traits  that � lm had also repeate dly ascribed to them: dignity,
honesty, stoic ism, self-respect, sens itivity, and loyalty. The protagonists
repre sent Mex ican socie ty’s ideal images of the  male and female. Lorenzo
is strong, protec tive , and honorable , w hile  María Cande laria is beauti-
ful, innoc ent, and self-sacri� c ing. In other w ords , the  � lm atte mpts to
identify the  masses w ith the Indian by making  them both symbolic  of
the national spirit.

Like  Ja n itzio  and othe r indigenist � lms, Ma ría  Ca nde la ria  portrays
the native  Mex ican as a noble  savage  w hose  idyllic  life  is  shatte re d by
the into le rance  of his  community and ex ploitatio n by outs ide rs. It fo-
cuses  on the  tribulations  of a young Indian w oman and he r � anc e. María
Cande laria and Lore nzo are  simple people w ho w ish only to marr y and
live  peac efully. They are  w aiting  until María’s pig is  grow n so that they
can se ll it and purchase  a wedding dre ss . However, the mestizo store -
ow ne r, Don Damián, w ants  to con� scate  the p ig as payment of a debt
María ow es him. He  also fanc ies  María, and w ants  to pre vent he r from
marrying Lorenzo. To avoid losing the animal—her only hope of w ed-
ding Lore nzo—María trie s to se ll � ow ers in the village . The  re side nts  re -
fuse to le t her step foot in the  village  because  he r mothe r was alle gedly
a prostitute  and the y forc e her to turn back. Lore nzo trie s  to reason w ith
Don Damián but only succeeds in fue ling his ange r. The events turn for
the w orse : Don Damían surreptitiously kills  María’s pig. Then, María falls
ill from malaria and, to cure  her, Lorenzo trie s to obtain quinine  from
Don Damián, w ho is in charge of distributing it to the  community. The
store ow ne r re fuse s it to him. Desperate , Lorenzo bre aks  into  the store
at night and steals both the quinine  and a dre ss for María. She  recovers
and they se t off to ge t marrie d, but just before  they are  about to say the
vow s, Don Damián arrive s  to take  Lorenzo aw ay. María turns  for help to
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a local artis t, w ho had seen her at a marke tplace  and asked to paint he r
(the couple had re fused and � ed). In re turn for his  he lp, she agre es  to
let him paint her fac e , but w hen he asks her to pose  nude , she � e es . An-
other mode l pose s in her plac e. A w oman se es  the “naked” María Can-
delaria and spreads the  gossip. Outrage d, the  tow nspeople hunt he r
dow n and, in front of Lore nzo w ho is  s taring  he lplessly from the  prison,
they stone  her to death. Lorenzo manages to escape from the jail, and
the movie  ends as he impassive ly carrie s her body aw ay.

Ma ría  Ca nde la ria  circ umvents the is sue of collec tive  guilt for the
Indians ’ suffe ring by blaming others . María and Lorenzo are  not vic tims
of the ave rage  Mex ic an, but rathe r of the  Indian community, a villain-
ous mestizo, and an artis t. The community shuns her because  her mother
supposedly prostitute d he rse lf. Don Damián persecute s her for her re -
fusal to yie ld to his advanc es. And the artis t ex ploits  her for her beauty—
to paint a portrait that w ill eventually cause her death. But the  � lm neve r
conde mns mainstre am socie ty for its  invo lvement in the  marg inalization
and impove rishment of the indigenous people.

The movie , more ove r, allow s the  audience s to actually maintain the ir
stere otypes by very cle arly indic ating  that the tw o protagonists  are  atyp-
ical. Not only do they behave  diffe rently from the rest of the  community,
but also they have  European feature s and light skin. Neithe r Dolore s del
Río nor Pedro Arme ndáriz  w ere  indige nous. The star system w as  c riti-
cal to marke ting � lms during  this pe riod, and famous indigenous actors
w ere  scarc e. Thus Fernánde z employed nonindige nous actors  to play
the key charac ters .

Fe rnández pre sents  an ambiguous view  of the indigenous  people in
this � lm. On the one  hand, he ide alizes  the protagonists .8 As noted ear-
lie r, María Cande laria and Lorenzo distinguish themselves  through the ir
physic al beauty, their peace ful coex is te nc e w ith nature , and the ir moral
and spiritual purity. By choosing an Indian w oman as the  authe ntic  em-
bodiment of the  national essence , Fernánde z appears  to be tr ying to
counte r the negative  connotation s associate d w ith La Malinche, just as
Rojas Gonzále z had done  in Lo la  Ca s a no va . On the othe r hand, not all
the Indians  in this  movie  are  depic te d positive ly. In fac t, the indige nous
community as  a w hole  is  portraye d as  pe tty, c rue l, and into lerant, as evi-
dent in its  treatme nt of María Cande laria. Not one  pe rson from the com-
munity take s her side , although she is ve ry clearly innocent of any of the
so -called c rimes he r mothe r committed.
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8. Many c ritics de nounced the  � lm for this re ason, arguing that the  Indians are  noth-
ing more than noble  savages. Carl Mora, how ever, sustains that “false  idealization or not,
Fe rnández presented a positive view  of Indians—a group that more  often than not had
been the  butt of music -hall jokes” (65–6).



The  movie  is furthe r ambiguous regarding  the  Indian’s inte gration.
On the  one  hand, this group’s  isolation is considere d to be  unde sirable .
The  community has  not bene � ted in any w ay from its  se clusion. Its tra-
ditions (at le as t those show n on the  � lm) are  rig id and unfair, and igno-
rance , pove rty, and disease  are  rampant. Clearly, the indige nous com-
munity cannot survive  we ll on its  ow n, as  evidenced by its  depende nce
on the  government’s distribution of quinine  to fend off malaria. Through
María Cande laria and Lorenzo’s ex ample , the � lm further suggests that
the Indian is  c apable  of ex emplary conduct only if he is  separate d from
his community. In othe r w ords, it implie s that the indigenous commu-
nity has a negative  impac t on the Indians ’ morality. On the  othe r hand,
the � lm reac ts somew hat negative ly to the  mode rn world (in the form
of don Damián and the artis t) for ex ploiting  the  Indians .9 How eve r, it
re frains  from c ritic iz ing mainstre am socie ty too much. For ex ample, it
show s the artis t deeply repentant for his part in María Cande laria’s death.
Don Damián, furthe rmore , does not re pre sent mestizo Mex ic ans  as  a
w hole , and in fac t the  movie  atte mpts  to gene rate  ange r at him for hav-
ing caused the  Indian’s  mis trus t of mestizo/w hite  Mex icans. Where as
much of indige nous lite rature  had blamed mestizo soc ie ty as a w hole
for the  Indians ’ isolation, Ma ría  Ca nde la r ia  points  the  � nge r at just a
few  indiv iduals . Thus, in the  end the  � lm seems to favor the Indian’s
inte gration.

In some w ays Ma ría  Ca nde la r ia thwarts  its  objec tive s of inspiring
pride  in and ide nti� cation w ith the Indian, just as the  e ssayists  did in
their works . Because the  protagonists  are  ex ceptional in charac te r, ex -
pe rienc e, and even appearanc e, it must have  been dif� cult for the au-
diences to consider the  Indian in general as embodying the  best and most
authe ntic  qualitie s of Mex icanne ss , as  Fernánde z w ould have  like d them
to do. It is e ven more  dif� cult given the  � lm’s ne gative  charac te rization
of the  larger indigenous community, as discussed previous ly. Moreove r,
w hile  the audienc e may have  sympathiz ed and identi� ed w ith the  pro-
tagonists, they w ould like ly have  distanced themselves  from the indige -
nous community, w hich lacks admirable qualitie s. Thus it is  unlike ly that
the � lm did much to bridge  the  gap  betw een the  mestizo and the  In-
dian. Finally, the � lm’s ability to help combat rac ism and thus speed the
Indian’s  inte gration into  mainstre am Mex ic an life  is impeded by its  com-
ple te  avoidanc e  of a serious treatment of the  re al problems confronting
the native  Mex icans.

Not only did indigenis t w rite rs and � lmmakers subve rt the ir ow n
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9. By show ing the  obstacles to the Indian’s integration, the � lm is similar to indigenist
literature , and in fact w as w ritten by one such author, Mauricio Magdaleno, w ho w rote El
re s p la ndo r (1937).



efforts  to promote  mestizaje , but also � lm undermined the w rite rs’ ef-
forts . The  w rite rs’ goals w ere  incompatible w ith those  of the � lmmak-
ers. The  w rite rs  sought to improve the  mestizo’s  unders tanding  of the
Indian, and to induce  se lf-aw are ness so that he might begin to apprec i-
ate  and accept his  ow n indigenous he ritage . In contras t, cine ma—w hich
reached a mass audie nc e—rare ly dealt w ith the Indian, and ne ver w ith
the indigenous compone nt of the  mestizo charac te r. Cine ma, moreove r,
did not tr y to dire c tly promote  mestizaje . Indian and w hite /mestizo cou-
ple s, for ex ample , w ere  virtually nonex iste nt in � lm. This is  e specially
signi� cant given that romantic ized couples—the  symbolic  parents of an
emerging re volutionar y family—abounded in � lms in the 1940s, e spe -
c ially in those dire c te d by Fe rnánde z.

Most w rite rs and � lmmake rs did not w ish to blame their partic ular
audie nc e for rac ist actions  and attitude s, so they pointe d elsew here  or
ignored the  issue  altogethe r. The  w rite rs  studie d he re , w hose  main au-
dienc e  w as  composed primarily of the inte llec tual and economic elite
(w ho also te nded to be  lighte r in color), blamed the darke r mestizo for
rac ism. They also attr ibute d some of the  most trouble some natio nal
identity traits  to the mestizo. This w as  charac te ristic  of most lite rature
dealing w ith the  national ide ntity. Beginning  w ith Ramos, w ho used the
pe lado  (lower class, urban Mex ican) as an archetype to demonstrate  Mex -
ic ans ’ charac te r de fe cts, w rite rs  often blamed the  poor for harboring
traits  that w e re  detrimental to the  nation’s  we ll-being. Cinema, in con-
tras t, w as he sitant to critic ize its  mostly mestizo, low er class audie nce .
Film as a w hole during  this  time seemed to have  an implic it pact w ith
the audienc e : � lmmake rs gaine d the  approval of the  audie nc e by por-
traying  the poor as  heroes, and at the  same  time it promoted national-
ist goals . For ex ample, it cultivate d a sense of national identity, unity and
pride , and served as  social containme nt by ide alizing the  popular clas se s
as  morally and spiritually superior to the  w ealthy. Thus, rac ism w as ne ve r
really addre ssed in � lm.

Finally, prac tic ally all of the se  discourses  on the  Indian and the mes-
tizo w ere  themselve s rac is t. Alan Knight points  out that this w as char-
acteristic  of post-re volutionar y indigenism ove rall.10 He ex plains  that

To equate e thnicity and race, and to suppose they dete rmine signi� cant
ascribed characte ristics of such strength and staying pow er that they are , in
practic al te rms, immutable, is  to fall prey to racism, even if those  characte r-
is tics are not biologic ally dete rmined. In other w ords, if Mex ic an Indians 
are  w hat they are because  of environmental pressures—and w hat they are
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10. Knight studie s indigenism in Mex ico from 1910 to 1940 but his observations on
racism in of� cial indigenist polic ies are applicable to the 1940s and 1950s as w ell.



scarcely admits of change, since  it is  part of the ir very be ing—then the
que stion of w hether biologic al, environmental, or historic al factors de ter-
mined this be ing is  secondary. It is  the ine scapable ascription that counts
(Knight 1990, 93).

By as signing partic ular traits  to the Indian and the mestizo, w he the r bi-
ologic al or psychological, these artis ts and inte llectuals  w e re  pe rpe tu-
ating rac ist ideas, even w hen they attributed those traits  to environme ntal
or historical factors . Thus, they ex ac erbated one  of the very problems
they sought to re solve—pervasive  rac ism. Furthe rmore , they marg inal-
ized the  Indian from the ir ow n work. As Knight points  out, indigenism
had ne ver been led by Indians  but w as a state  project, presumably w ith
the Indians ’ be st inte rests in mind. Discourse s on the  Indian, in othe r
w ords, gene rally lacked indige nous voice s. At a time  w hen inte llec tuals
w ere  encouraging Mex ic ans to understand and value  the  Indian and their
ow n indige nous heritage, the Indians  themselves  remaine d as  alienate d
from mains tream soc ie ty as  eve r.
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