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AD: Dr. Oliver, | have been commissioned by the Inter American Journal of Philosophy
(IJP) to interview you as the IJP wishes to publish your insights on the history and
struggle to establish Latin American Philosophy in the USA.

In the interest of this interview, | wish to first ask about your experiences as a woman in
philosophy who chose to specialize in Mexican and Latin American philosophy. What
was this experience like? How did you come to decide to specialize in Latin American
and Mexican Philosophy? And, perhaps more importantly, what were some of the
struggles you encountered as a graduate student and early career professional given
your academic interests?

AO: Thank you for these questions. | will begin by saying that Mexico and Latin America
entered my life long before philosophy did. My great uncle lived in Guadalajara and we
visited often. At a very early age, my fascination with Mexican culture and the Spanish
language began. By grades 3-12, | participated in an unusual, experimental program in
Milwaukee in which students could be immersed in Spanish. Throughout my childhood,
| crossed the US-Mexico border frequently, spending ample time in both the United
States and Mexico, even as it necessitated missing school with some frequency. As a
teenager, | was able to travel throughout Mexico and acquaint myself with many of the
Mexican states, including Mexico City and remote areas of the country. For example, |
camped on Isla Mujeres before the island was developed.

In high school, | was encouraged to pursue science and math, areas in which |
happened to have strengths and interests. Young women at that time were being
encouraged to enter fields in which women had long been under-represented. | enrolled
in Purdue University at first to study pharmacy, which [ initially liked. | somehow failed to
notice that it would be a five-year program with almost no elective courses. My friends
were taking interesting courses to which | would have no access if | continued to study
pharmacy. After two years, | dropped out of the pharmacy program to take courses in
sociology, political science, philosophy, psychology, Italian, women’s studies, Spanish
and Latin American Studies, and other fields.

While reading the student newspaper one day, | noticed that a professor on campus had
recently returned from a Guggenheim Fellowship to Mexico. He was the political
philosopher, Michael A. Weinstein, who had just published The Polarity of Mexican
Thought (Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976). | knew little about philosophy, but
| wanted to know more about Mexican philosophy so | decided to visit his office hours.
He encouraged me to take a graduate course with him, explaining that he could give an
undergraduate permission to take his course. The course opened a new world to me
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and complemented my experience in Mexico. | was far from specializing in Latin
American philosophy at that point, and did not necessarily think of it as an option. While
still an undergraduate, | traveled to a meeting of the American Philosophical Association
where | eagerly attended a session of the Society for Latin American and Iberian
Thought (SILAT) at which | met Fred (Ted) Sturm (1925-2006), Antén Donoso
(1932-2018), and Oscar. R. Marti as well as William L. Reese, William (Jack) Kilgore,
and Walter Redmond. | was encouraged to join their small society which quickly
enabled me to learn of other conferences | could attend. | attended my first Inter-
American Congress of Philosophy two years after that, and presented my first paper
there on “Anti-positivism and Hispanic ‘Marginality.”

After studying at Purdue, | took courses at UCSD in Latin American anthropology and
later at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst where | earned an M.A. in Hispanic
Linguistics. After searching for universities where | could study Latin American
philosophy, and finding that none offered more than a course or two, at UMASS | met a
philosopher from Spain, Francisco Fernandez-Turienzo, who specialized in the work of
Miguel de Unamuno, and Professor Blanche DePuy, who specialized in José Ortega y
Gasset and the Spanish essay. This was a classic case of those interested in Spanish-
language philosophy working in departments outside the philosophy department.
Through the UMASS philosophy curriculum, | was also able to study more traditional
areas of philosophy. Professors Fernandez-Turienzo and DePuy enabled me to study
the areas in which | was most interested, and supported me for a scholarship to study in
Salamanca. By going to conferences throughout this time, | was able to continue
educating myself about Latin American philosophy. | began with Mexican philosophy as
my primary focus, and later developed an abiding interest in the philosophy of Brazil,
Uruguay, and Puerto Rico. As a graduate student, although there was an apparent non-
existence of Latin American philosophy in US-American universities, | was able to study
allied Spanish philosophy and through persistence and conference attendance find my
way into Latin American philosophy. Ultimately, | was able to analyze Leopoldo Zea’s
work as one focus of my dissertation.

In response to your inquiry about “struggles,” | often found myself working in heavily
male-dominated fields. Sometimes | felt | did not belong. Struggling to learn about Latin
American philosophy initially felt like a solitary activity, but the more colleagues | met
north and south of the border, the more | realized it was a promising field even if Latin
American philosophy had also been deemed marginal within the field of philosophy at
large. Early in my professional career, | was fortunate to land a tenure-track position at
American University where Harold E. Davis preceded me. His work on Latin American
social thought helped make my interests and work more easily understood and
accepted there.

AD: A salient theme among the lived experience of people who live across borders (i.e.
geographical, cultural, linguistic, and otherwise) is a sense of in-betweenness. That is, a
kind of ambivalence pertaining to the particularity of their own lived experience in
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comparison to the experiences of others living in less pluralistic environments. Since
your formative years were heavily influenced by your immersion in Mexican and Latin
American cultures, would you say that these experiences from grades 3-12 ultimately
compelled you to switch out of your pharmacy program to pursue the humanities and
social sciences as an undergraduate student?

AO: In some social circumstances | definitely felt my interests and enthusiasm created
some senses of “in-betweenness.” | thought most people | knew in the US would not be
able to imagine what | experienced when | went to Mexico, though there was generally
more curiosity among Mexicans about life in the US. Such an alternative identity also
manifested in feeling very comfortable and welcomed in Mexican culture while
simultaneously occupying the body of a gringa, and a gliera no less. Similarly, clearly
being a Spanish-speaker, with a hard to place Spanish pronunciation, along with an
obvious intense interest and some familiarity with Latin-American cultures, often
attracted a mystified gaze from people in both the US and Latin America. While
sometimes such attention could briefly feel alienating, | more often felt grateful to be
able to traverse two worlds and to be greeted with respectful attention, especially in
Latin America. Although | valued many aspects of my original undergraduate pharmacy
program, when | took a Spanish course on colonial Latin America with Professor
Dolores Marti del Cid (who was related to both Cuban philosopher José Marti and
contemporary Cuban-American philosopher Oscar R. Marti), | experienced a sort of
belonging and was comforted to be immersed again in Mexican and Latin American
topics. That sense of identity and continuity with my earlier life was one of several
factors that contributed to my decision not to continue with pharmacy.

AD: Speaking about your developing interest in philosophy throughout the later part of
your undergraduate program, | would like to know more about your mentorship
experiences early on with philosopher, Michael A. Weinstein. To what extent was his
mentorship fundamental for considering further study at the graduate level? And, in light
of this, what role would you say mentors play today in the decision of students
interested in fields such as Mexican and Latin American philosophy to pursue these at
undergraduate and graduate programs? How do you see yourself as a mentor fulfilling
this role?

AO: The classroom behavior that Michael Weinstein modeled helped initiate me into the
possibility of a life of the mind as opposed to choosing a merely functional life. He
embodied being over doing. | had never before been around someone who could
become so enraptured by entertaining ideas, and who could so readily provide an
intellectual architecture and socio-political context for philosophy, as well as
wholeheartedly embrace the critical life. Attending a class of his was something to
behold and then attempt to interiorize.

His mentorship was imparted first through his modeling and teaching. As a lone
undergraduate in a sea of learned graduate students in his seminar, | remember being
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mortified when he read aloud in class from one of my weekly papers and identified
ideas and interpretations he found valuable. In writing the paper, | had struggled to
grasp the assigned reading and further grappled with how to respond to it critically. |
learned that | did not necessarily need to believe that | understood a reading completely
and that having questions could be a positivity rather than a confirmation of ignorance.
This was not the last time Weinstein would read from one of my papers, and | came to
understand through his discourse and the connections he made that | was capable of
thinking critically and that | had valuable ideas to offer. Because | was able to hold my
own in a graduate seminar, considering further study at the graduate level seemed less
far-fetched and possibly a realistic goal. Outside class, Weinstein addressed questions |
was too timid to raise in class, and perpetually offered suggestions for further reading.
The many file cabinets in his office contained folders with copies of his own publications
and he was also generous in sharing those paper copies, which today would be shared
as internet links. His mentorship did not end with my graduation. We stayed in contact,
exchanged communications, and he went so far as to accept an invitation to be the
external member of my dissertation committee. After obtaining my doctorate, he and |
still occasionally collaborated.

In terms of the roles that mentors often play in the decision of students interested in
fields such as Mexican and Latin American philosophy to pursue these at
undergraduate and graduate levels, | think there are various opportunities and, for me,
obligations | have toward present and former students. Initial contacts with students are
crucial and these usually occur in the context of a class. A primary concern is to realize
that some undergraduates, for example, might only ever take one philosophy course.
Therefore, demonstrating to them that philosophy is a worthwhile endeavor for their
lives and for the world at large seems useful. They need to be exposed to unforgettable
ideas that amaze and intrigue and could serve them throughout their lives. As Weinstein
demonstrated, modeling behavior toward ideas and embracing difference among
human beings can go far toward alleviating possible disinterest or boredom among
students and instead provide opportunities to engage them philosophically in ways that
offer meaning in their lives. Arriving early to class and leaving late affords the
opportunity to catch students one-on-one with quick, but often meaningful exchanges
about what they wrote or said or think. Finding ways to get reticent students to office
hours can further allow for unstructured opportunities to find out what concerns them
and to carefully offer philosophy as a helpful response.

Introducing students to one another when they are interested in similar phenomena can
also lead to fruitful and sometimes life-long relationships among people who did not
know one another prior to class. | remind students that as university students they will
find out about interesting readings, films, artworks, music, etc., which they may not have
time to pursue during a hectic semester, but that they should start a “Beach Reading for
Life” list to which they can continually add items for later reading, viewing, or listening.
In most classes, | make specific suggestions throughout every semester for items to
add to such a list. On lucky days, a student who has taken the initiative to explore a
recommendation will enthusiastically endorse one of my previous suggestions, which
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further convinces students to maintain their “Beach Reading” lists. For students who are
particularly interested in Mexican and Latin American philosophy, | have often
encouraged them to accompany me to lectures and conferences when possible. They
very much value the opportunity to withess philosophers talking with one another and
are energized by experiencing philosophical discourse and conversation.

At the end of a course, | often talk about how Mexican and Latin American philosophy
may continue to inform their lives. | stress that our relationship need not end with the
course and give examples of ways in which alumni stay in contact with me. Then | invite
them to do the same. Mentorship never ends and | appreciate the life-long relationships
| maintain with scores of former students. Most gratifying of all is to remain in contact
with students who go on to pursue careers in or related to Mexican and Latin American
philosophy, whether in academia, law, or non-profit work.

In terms of mentoring students interested in graduate study, a downside is the need for
a serious conversation about the challenge of getting admitted to a PhD program as
well as the possibility that they may not secure a tenure-track position upon earning
their doctorate and to discuss possible alternatives. An upside is that students can now
be encouraged to pursue Mexican and Latin American philosophy as a primary focus.
One can write one’s dissertation in the field without apology. In the past, many students
were advised to do Latin American philosophy as a secondary field while writing a
dissertation on a more mainstream philosophical topic. While studying and reading
broadly to be able to check a variety of AOS and AOC categories on the job market can
be helpful, there exist institutions that would be eager to hire someone with expertise in
Latin American philosophy.

AD: On this note, how did your early incursion into conference spaces such as the
American Philosophical Association (APA) influence your decision to pursue a PhD?
Given the peripheral representation that women and Spanish-language philosophies
had at the time in learned societies such as APA, to what extent would you say that the
representation and importance of marginalized philosophies has changed since your
initial encounter with the Society for Latin American and Iberian Thought (SILAT) at your
first APA conference?

AO: | appreciate your use of the word “incursion” as that appeared to be what women
were doing at the APA conferences of the seventies and eighties. At the first one |
attended in the late seventies, there were only a handful of women at the conference. |
have a distinct memory of Iris Marion Young and | being the only two women walking
through a crowded hotel lobby at one point. We were not together, but each of us had
many eyes turned to us. | felt that men were wondering what we were doing there. |
recall overhearing alienating conversations as | made my way through to the elevators.
For example, in 1982, a cluster of men in the lobby was in conversation about how the
psychologist Carol Gilligan had written a book postulating that men and women may
experience different moral development. “Preposterous!” they guffawed. | suppose
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Professor Gilligan has gotten the last laugh on that one. A more sensible person than |
might have reflected on these sorts of experiences and hit the exit running. What kept
me focused was attending a meeting of the Society for Women in Philosophy (SWIP)
where | met a small group of women (no men) who were very serious about their
philosophical projects and modeled confident, survival behavior. Even more important,
perhaps, was attending the SILAT meeting and engaging with men (no women at that
meeting) who demonstrated that doing Latin American philosophy in higher ed was
possible.

Both the SWIP and SILAT meetings were on the “satellite” program as opposed to the

‘main” program where “real” philosophy was done. In the 80s, analytic vs. continental
tensions in the APA were running high, while what mattered to me at the time was
discovering the existence of others with similar interests. | did ask questions about
where one could pursue a PhD in Latin American philosophy in the US, and was not
met with encouragement about that because only a course or two, if any, was taught at
a very few universities. Ultimately, | managed to worm my way in to the field (and the
APA) under the guise of the Hispanic essay of ideas, and work across Spanish,
philosophy, and Latin American Studies courses at the University of Massachusetts,
Amherst.

Finding more mentors and models, | felt comfortable pursuing my interests in Mexican
and Latin American philosophy. | was invited to write about my “intellectual journey” by
the Journal of World Philosophies for its summer 2023 issue, and in that essay | go into
greater detail about some of these experiences. Regarding how the representation and
importance of marginalized philosophies have changed since my time as a graduate
student, | think we can point to several factors that have helped improve the panorama.
Sheer demographic change in the US has been important as the Latinx population has
accelerated and created scholarship. Other marginalized philosophies, particularly
those of the global south, became more visible and could be viewed as partners.
Movement toward diversity, equity, and inclusion has made more space for women and
Latinx thinkers. We now have Latin American philosophy journals in the US such as this
one, blogs, the Society for Mexican American Philosophy (SMAP), recognition by the
APA, and a rise in English translations of Latin American philosophical works. | value
having that community and knowing many others working in the field. Importantly, there
are many more courses in Latin American philosophy available, and many more
opportunities to incorporate Latin American material in general philosophy courses. We
are far from finished and in many ways the struggle continues, but this enormous
progress reassures us that we are moving arriba, adelante, and adentro.

AD: Dr. Oliver, thank you very much for your time and the opportunity you have afforded
us to know more about your life and journey as a philosopher. Today, many students like
me have the privilege to walk through the path that you and others have paved for us
over the years. Certainly, Mexican, Latin American, and other Philosophies of the Global
South have seen growing support in the United States over the last decade. The

Inter-American Journal of Philosophy Spring 2025

Volume 16, Issue 1, Page 68



Latin American Philosophy in the USA Featuring Dr. Amy A. Oliver, American University, Washington, D.C.
By Allyson A. Duarte Vela, Texas A&M University

emergence of professional societies, conferences, and academic programs with these
course offerings at the graduate and undergraduate levels is a testament to this change.
May this interview serve as a reminder of all of the progress that has been achieved,
and propel those of us along the way to continue our journey!
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