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English Abstract

We adopt and adapt van Fraassen’s notion of a philosophical stance as the core of a
framework for comparative philosophy. Examining works by Vasconcelos from all
periods of his life as a public intellectual, we identify four key commitments of his
philosophical stance: hispanismo, cristianismo, his view of philosophy itself, and his
views about race, which we show emphasize purity, homogeneity, and superiority. When
then explore Anzaldua’s philosophical stance as displayed primarily in Light in the Dark/
Luz en lo oscuro. We find that, despite Anzaldua’s brief reference to Vasconcelos in
Borderlands/La frontera, there is very little in common in these thinkers’ philosophical
stances. We conclude that Vasconcelos’ philosophy has very little to contribute to
liberatory philosophies of difference that value heterogeneity and complexity of
relations.

Resumen en espaiol

Adoptamos y adaptamos el concepto de una postura filoséfica de van Fraassen como
el poste fijo de una estructura para comparar filosofias. Al examinar las obras de
Vasconcelos de todos los periodos de su vida como intelectual publico, identificamos
cuatro compromisos fundamentales de su postura filosofica: el hispanismo, el
cristianismo, su concepcién de la filosofia misma, y sus ideas sobre la raza, las cuales
mostramos enfatizan la pureza, la homogeneidad y la superioridad. Posteriormente
exploramos la postura filosofica de Anzaldua tal como se manifiesta principalmente en
Light in the Dark/Luz en lo oscuro. Hallamos que, a pesar de la breve referencia de
Anzaldua a Vasconcelos en Borderlands/La frontera, existe muy poco en comun entre
las posturas filosoficas de estos pensadores. Concluimos que la filosofia de
Vasconcelos tiene muy poco que aportar a las filosofias liberadoras de la diferencia que
valoran la heterogeneidad y la complejidad de las relaciones.

Resumo em portugués

Adotamos e adaptamos a nogao de postura filosdéfica, de van Fraassen, como o cerne
de uma estrutura para a filosofia comparada. Ao examinar obras de Vasconcelos, de
todos os periodos de sua vida como intelectual publico, identificamos quatro
comprometimentos centrais de sua postura filosoéfica: o hispanismo, o cristianismo, sua
concepcao de filosofia e suas concepgdes a respeito de raga, as quais, mostramos,
enfatizam a pureza, a homogeneidade e a superioridade. Em seguida, exploramos a
postura filoséfica de Anzaldua, tal como exibida primordialmente em Luz en lo oscuro.
Descobrimos que, a despeito de breve referéncia por Anzaldua a Vasconcelos, em La
Frontera, ha muito pouco em comum nas posturas filoséficas desses dois autores.
Concluimos que a filosofia de Vasconcelos tem muito pouco a contribuir com as
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filosofias da diferenga que visam a libertagao, pois elas valorizam a heterogeneidade e
a complexidade das relacoes.

Introduction

In his early political writings on education reform, his more philosophical writings,
and his later public discourse about Mexico to a then newly formed television-viewing
audience, Vasconcelos exhibits a consistent and unapologetic hispanismo and
cristianismo that frame both his aesthetic monism and his views about race, culture, and
lo mexicano [1]. We explore and analyze these and other key aspects of Vasconcelos’
philosophical stance to expose their assumptions, which he seems never to have
questioned. With these assumptions before us, we sketch an interpretation of
Vasconcelos’ philosophy that dissolves the appearance of his purportedly paradoxical
support of antisemitism in the short-lived cultural magazine Timdén, which he edited. We
then address a more pressing challenge: understanding whether and how one can use
Vasconcelos’ views fruitfully to serve the interests of liberatory philosophies of difference
such as Gloria Anzaldua’s.

We begin by adopting and adapting van Fraassen’s notion of a philosophical
stance as an inclusive framework for comparing philosophical views. Exploring works
from all the periods of Vasconcelos’ life as a public intellectual [2], we identify four key
components of his philosophical stance. Focusing primarily on Anzaldua’s “now let us
shift... conocimiento... inner work, public acts” (“now let us shift” hereafter) from Light in
the Dark/Luz en lo oscuro, we then sketch the key elements of Anzaldua’s philosophical
stance. We conclude that despite Anzaldua’s very brief reference to Vasconcelos in
Borderlands/La frontera, and her reading of La raza césmica (Lrc hereafter), there is
very little that Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance can contribute to a liberatory, inclusive,
philosophy of difference such as Anzaldua’s.

On the Concept of a Philosophical Stance

Describing a thinker’s philosophical approach, instead of searching only for their
arguments to defend specific philosophical theses, has the potential to function as a
more inclusive framework for exploring and comparing philosophical views from
disparate traditions. Although these are not van Fraassen’s motivations, we can adopt,
and adapt, his notion of a philosophical stance for this purpose. In The Empirical
Stance, van Fraassen says:

...a philosophical position can consist in something other than a belief in what the
world is like. We can, for example, take the empiricist’s attitude toward science
rather than his or her beliefs about it as the more crucial characteristic... A
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philosophical position can consist in a stance (attitude, commitment, approach, a
cluster of such—possibly including some propositional attitudes such as beliefs
as well). Such a stance can of course be expressed, and may involve or
presuppose some beliefs as well, but cannot be simply equated with having
beliefs or making assertions about what there is (van Fraassen 2002, 47-48).

Metaphorically, a philosophical stance is a state of readiness for dealing with
philosophical challenges that may include beliefs and arguments to support them,
though it is more than that. A philosophical stance includes a variety of commitments
about which van Fraassen is not so immediately clear. For us, an important cluster of
commitments involves accepting community practices and norms for how philosophy, or
philosophical thinking, is done, expressed, and evaluated. Thus, the concept of a
philosophical stance is a meta-philosophical concept. With our addition to van
Fraassen’s view, which we cannot fully defend here, a philosophical stance is roughly
similar, mutatis mutandis, to Kuhn’s notion of a scientific paradigm (Kuhn 1962), or,
perhaps more accurately, to the notion of a standpoint as construed by Wylie (Wylie
2012) [3].

From this perspective, changing one’s philosophical stance would be a significant
change to how one views the world and roughly comparable to reconceptualizing the
world when adopting a new scientific paradigm; to change one’s philosophical stance
would be to change one’s cosmovision. For example, van Fraassen explains what it
would be like to adopt the empiricist philosophical stance:

Being or becoming an empiricist will then be similar or analogous to conversion
to a cause, a religion, an ideology, to capitalism or to socialism, to a worldview
such as Dawkins’s selfish gene view or the view Russell expressed in “Why | Am
Not a Christian.” That is so, and not perhaps a prospect to everyone’s liking. But
let us not color the project with guilt by association. If | am right, all the great
philosophical movements have really been of this sort, at heart, even if different
in purport; what | favor is that we should do what we do without false purport (van
Fraassen 2002, 61).

Although we will not defend van Fraassen’s sweeping claim about the great
philosophical movements, we agree with him that we should aim to philosophize in good
faith. To do this, we should be as intellectually honest as we can be in displaying our
own philosophical stance and in our efforts to present someone else’s.

Vasconcelos’ Philosophical Stance
Vasconcelos displays philosophical commitments that begin to outline his
philosophical stance in his early work on educational reform. From the outset,

Vasconcelos framed his campaign against illiteracy and poverty in salvific terms that he
soon compared to the missionary work of the Franciscans and Dominicans. The first

Inter-American Journal of Philosophy Spring 2026

Volume 17, Issue 1, Page 3



The Philosophical Stances of Vasconcelos and Anzaldua by Francisco Fernflores

circular announcing Vasconcelos’ campaign, which he penned as a metaphorical call to
arms, uses language that seems clearly to evoke the notion of salvation:

Los paises en visperas de guerra llaman al servicio publico a todos los
habitantes. La campafia que nos proponemos emprender es mas importante que
muchas guerras... El pais necesita que lo eduquen para poder salvarse
(Vasconcelos in Meneses 2002, 311).

Countries on the eve of war call all inhabitants to public service. The campaign
that we propose to alight is more important than many wars... Our country needs
to be educated so it can save itself [4].

That a country needs to save itself need not have religious overtones. It could, for
example, have merely patriotic ones, which are certainly present later in the same
circular when Vasconcelos says:

iBandera! jBandera tricolor! jBandera de México! Te ofrecemos con toda el alma
procurar la unién y concordia entre nuestros hermanos los mexicanos, luchar
hasta destruir el analfabetismo y estar siempre unidos en torno tuyo, como
simbolo que eres de la patria, para que México obtenga perpetuamente la
libertad y la victoria (Vasconcelos in Meneses 2002, 313).

Flag! Tricolor flag! Mexican Flag! With all our soul, we promise to procure unity
and harmony among our Mexican brothers, to fight until illiteracy is destroyed,
and to be united around you always, symbol of our homeland that you are, so
that Mexico can secure liberty and victory in perpetuity.

Implicit in these remarks is that the Mexico to which Vasconcelos patriotically refers as
la patria begins, for him, during the conquest by one of his favorite strong-man heroes,
Hernan Cortéz. It is not the Mexico that other near-contemporary Mexican scholars,
such as Jorge Carridén, believe is born with independence in the 19th century
(Vasconcelos et al. 1957). Explicitly, we see the Manichean fervor of Vasconcelos’ call
to unify in a struggle against illiteracy, ignorance, and poverty.

In Indologia, published in 1926, Vasconcelos describes his inspiration for his
educational campaign as follows:

Nos inspiramos asi en el ejemplo de los misioneros para marcar lineamientos de
una escuela util al pobre y capaz de remover todas las capacidades de una raza.
De la labor misionera procede toda esta conciencia indigena semiculta o culta
que en medio de infinitos tropiezos ha ido levantando la esperanza (Vasconcelos
in Meneses 2002, 326)

We were inspired by the example of the missionaries to establish guidelines for a
school that is useful to the poor and capable of stirring up all the capabilities of a
people. This semi-cultured or cultured indigenous consciousness, which amidst
an infinity of stumbles is raising our hopes, issues from missionary work.

With more than one aspect of Vasconcelos' philosophical stance present in this
quotation, let us start by noting the more obvious point. Vasconcelos repeatedly states,
in various places, that it is only because of the hard work of the missionaries that
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indigenous people were able to begin to ascend from the primitive state in which Cortéz
found them to something that is beginning to approach culture. For Vasconcelos, the
work of the missionaries to convert indigenous people to Catholicism leaves us with
some hope that one day Mexico will ascend out of its primitivism.

The clear distinction between the cultured and primitive state is a trope that
Vasconcelos continues to use throughout all periods of his writing. For Vasconcelos, to
be cultured or “civilized” (as opposed to “primitive” and “barbaric”) involves accepting
Catholicism. For example, in the much later prologue to Lrc from 1948, Vasconcelos
says: “Una religion como la Cristiana hizo avanzar a los indios americanos, en pocas
centurias, desde el canibalismo hasta la relativa civilizacion” [*A religion as is
Christianity made the American Indians advance, in just a few centuries, from
cannibalism to a state of relative civilization”] (Vasconcelos 1925, 45).

For Vasconcelos, to be cultured is also to embrace Spanish culture, which he
believed was at its zenith during the conquest. Mexicans’ neglect of Spanish culture is
one of the primary reasons for their failure to ascend as a nation. For example, in E/
desastre, Vasconcelos says:

La inspiracion para la ensefianza de los indios nos vino, como era natural, de la
tradicion espafola. Por haberla negado, olvidado, nada logré la Republica en su
siglo de vida independiente (Vasconcelos in Meneses 2002, 321).

The inspiration for educating the Indians came to us, as was natural, from the
Spanish tradition. Because The Republic rejected and forgot that tradition, it was
unable to achieve anything during its century of independence.

We see from these quotations two of most salient commitments of Vasconcelos’
philosophical stance: His commitment to hispanismo and his commitment to
cristianismo. We have also seen his Manicheanism, accompanied by a yearning for and
commitment to salvation, and an important, if rather crude, distinction between the
“primitive” and the “civilized.”

Vasconcelos’ hispanismo is also clearly present in Lrc, where he states that
conquerors such as Cortéz were admirable, valiant men who brought civilization to the
Americas. Vasconcelos explains:

The Spaniards went to the New World with the overflow of vigor left after the
success of the Reconquest. Free men like Cortez, Pizarro, Alvarado, and
Belalcazar were not caesars nor lackeys, but great captains that joined
destructive impetus with creative genius... They all felt equal before the king, like
the Cid, like the great writers of the Golden Age felt, as all free men feel during
great epochs of greatness (Vasconcelos 1925, 13).

The conquerors, according to Vasconcelos, were admirable heroes who knew how to do
the difficult things men have to do when facing great, and often physical, conflicts. Had
they continued to rule, the conquerors would have established a free and unified Latin
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America that, for historical reasons, was related to the bumbling Spanish crown, but
would have eventually emancipated itself from Spain. However, according to
Vasconcelos’ version of events, two things prevented this outcome.

First, Vasconcelos blames the caudillos who arrived shortly after the conquest
with “spoil[ing] the work of Spanish genius in America” (Vasconcelos 1925, 14). Their
mismanagement of the colonies led to a general decline and loss of the gains made by
the conquerors. Second, it was these later arrivals, and not the original conquerors, who
turned their backs on Spain in what Vasconcelos regarded as nothing short of treason.
He says:

...we Spaniards by blood or by culture, began denying our traditions at the
moment of our emancipation. We broke off with the past, and some even denied
their blood saying it would have been better if the conquest of our regions had
been accomplished by the English... the anti-Hispanic preaching and the
corresponding anglicizing... perverted our judgment from the beginning
(Vasconcelos 1925, 14).

For Vasconcelos, the entire quest for independence by Latin American countries is a
mistake based, primarily, on self-serving interests of individuals trying to establish their
own nations and what Vasconcelos calls “provincialism and... the absence of
transcendental plans” (Vasconcelos 1925, 15). He explains: “To divide, to tear to pieces
the dream of a great Latin confederation, seemed to have been the goal of some of the
ignorant practical men who fought for independence” (Vasconcelos 1925, 15).

Philosophically, Vasconcelos’ most significant remark is that, unlike Simén
Bolivar, the main proponents of independence in Latin America failed to have
“transcendental plans.” These sorts of plans, for Vasconcelos, were always about
adopting a cosmovision his own version of which he began to outline in his collection of
essays titled El monismo estético as early as 1918.

El monismo estético is a more focused and less polemical, if equally ambitious,
work than some of Vasconcelos’ middle and late period pieces. In this early work, we
see two further aspects of Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance that will be useful for our
understanding of Lrc: (1) Vasconcelos’ conception of philosophy as a synthetic
discipline, and (2) the outlines of Vasconcelos’ aesthetic monism and the conception of
beauty that underlies it, which is grounded on the notion of rhythm in music.

Vasconcelos’ view of philosophy, which he probably developed during his
involvement in the Ateneo de la juventud, is to regard philosophy as a “synthetic”
activity that combines insights gained through something akin to divine inspiration or
divine intuition. A philosopher gathers these insights, which the philosopher gains by a
sort of mystical “seeing” that is fundamentally an aesthetic experience, and organizes
them into a system. Vasconcelos says:
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Fui creado en la creencia de que ya no es posible construir nuevos sistemas de
filosofia. La escuela inglesa, empirista, evolucionista y plagada de cabezas
menores de ensayistas, nos condenaba a concebir el mundo, como una
sucesion de hechos, que deben ser expresados en estilo narrativo y detallista
(Vasconcelos 1918, 3).

| was raised with the belief that it is no longer possible to create systems of
philosophy. The English school, which is empiricist, evolutionist, and is plagued
with lesser minds of essayists, condemned us to conceive of the world as a
succession of events that should be described in a descriptive (narrative) and
detailed way.

Vasconcelos rejects the then popular view that creating philosophical systems is
foolhardy. He also rejects the “English school” and its emphasis on a detailed analysis
of experience. For Vasconcelos, a philosophy that focuses on this type of reductive
analysis of experience will never arrive at any deep, fundamental insights about the
nature of reality and our relationship to it.

Vasconcelos portrays himself as a vanguard reacting against the philosophical
trend in Mexico at the time. He sharply contrasts his work with that of Rodo:

Nuestro José Enrique Rodé, haciéndose eco de su tiempo, nos hablaba de
perspectivas indefinidas y renovaciones perpétuas; nada de principios
fundamentales, ningin concepto esencial: empirismo cientifico, pluralismo
inconsciente, pragmatismo, filosofia literaria; tales son las plagas espirituales en
que nos hemos criado (Vasconcelos 1918, 4).

Our José Enrique Rodo, echoing his time, spoke to us about indefinite
perspectives and perpetual renovations; he spoke nothing of fundamental
principles or of any essential concept: scientific empiricism, unconscious
(assumed) pluralism, pragmatism, literary philosophy; such were the spiritual
plagues upon which we were raised.

For Vasconcelos, an empiricist philosophy that focuses on an epistemological
reductionism in an effort to understand human experience and the limits of knowledge
entirely fails to appreciate what is most distinctively human about us: our individual and
collective spirit’s effort to ascend to the heights of ineffable wisdom. He explains that in
contrast to the approach of the “English school,” his approach emphasizes something
that no amount of criticism of prior philosophical systems could vanquish: “la intuicion
de la sintesis” [“the intuition of synthesizing”] (Vasconcelos 1918, 4).

Vasconcelos’ view about philosophy itself remains constant throughout his
writings, though he addresses both the role of the emotions and the relationship
between philosophy, science, and logic more explicitly beginning in the middle period.
For example, in Etica, Vasconcelos says:

En esta era contemporanea, posracionalista y poscientifica, el filésofo se esta
atreviendo a poner en juego la emocién como elemento de conocimiento junto
con la experiencia y con la légica (Vasconcelos 1931, 10).
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In this post-rationalist, post-scientific contemporary age, the philosopher is daring
to put the emotions into play as an element of knowledge (wisdom) alongside
experience and logic.

Vasconcelos continues to construe the philosopher as a kind of “seer,” who uses the
imagination to intuit ineffable truths that the philosopher experiences as a kind of
aesthetic and rhythmic unity with the One. Comparing the role of the imagination in the
poet and philosopher, Vasconcelos explains:

El filosofo esta obligado a usar la imaginacion en el mismo grado que el poeta,
pero cuidando de no contradecir al fisico y de no violar la regla del légico... un
poeta sabio: esto es un filésofo... Esto es lo esencial del fildsofo: el don de
transcender (Vasconcelos 1931, 11).

The philosopher is obligated to use the imagination to the same degree than the
poet, but being careful not to contradict the physicist nor to violate the laws of the
logician... a wise poet: this is a philosopher... This is what is essential to the
philosopher: the gift (talent) of transcending.

Although here Vasconcelos no longer aims ambitiously to create a new style of
philosophical writing that will mirror the rhythmic aesthetic engagement with the One
exemplified in profound musical works such as Beethoven’s “Seventh Symphony” (see
Vasconcelos 1918), he continues to emphasize his view that philosophy ought to aim for
a transcendental and mystical contact with the Absolute. The philosopher uses the
imagination just as much as the poet but taking care not to violate the laws of physics or
logic. Thus, Vasconcelos arrives at his pithy description of a philosopher: “un poeta
sabio” [“a wise poet’] who has “el don de transcender” [“the gift of transcending”].

To complete our preliminary sketch of Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance, we
need to consider his views about other human beings, whom he split-separates by
nothing more sophisticated than a collection of stereotypes based on skin tone and hair
texture, geographical locale, culture, ethnicity, or nationality [5]. Vasconcelos’ pejorative
generalizations in Lrc are well-known. However, two issues motivate us to take a closer
look. First, there is a recent and recurring narrative, mostly in non-academic or
academic-adjacent writing, that Vasconcelos was a staunch defender of racial equality
until 1929, the year he failed to win the Mexican presidency. Second, examining the
conceptual core of the process that Vasconcelos suggested would lead to the “fifth race”
sheds considerable light on a component of his philosophical stance that is consistent
throughout his works, viz., his views about race and their relationship to superiority and
homogeneity.

Don Hector Vasconcelos has recently tried to explain, which he clearly
distinguishes from justifying, his father’s antisemitic and racist statements [6]. When
asked by the interviewer of the Enlace judio to address not only the antisemitic writings
and illustrations that appeared in Timén but also remarks his father made in Lrc, Hector
Vasconcelos replies:
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Ahi ocurre otra cosa que yo lamento profundamente. Si mi padre llegd a tener
sentimientos verdaderamente racistas, que yo no lo recuerdo en su discurso
diario, cuotidiano, pero si hay textos y cuestiones, como las que tu mencionas,
me parece deplorable en un hombre, que en los anos veinte, o sea veinte afios
antes, habia sido un paladin de la igualdad racial. Estoy pensando en unas de
sus obras mas famosas, La raza césmica, que precisamente presenta la idea
qgue en América Latina se podria dar la fusion, fusion total de todas las razas, sin
qgue ninguna fuese superior a otra. Toda la idea del mestizaje que mi padre
promovié como rector de la universidad nacional y como primer secretario de
educacion, pues, esa postura estaria en contradiccion absoluta con cualquier
sesgo racista de sus ultimos afos (Vasconcelos, Hector 2018, 16:52).

There’s another thing that | deeply lament. If my father came to hold truly racist
views, which | do not recall in his daily, quotidian, discourse, though there are
texts and questions as you have mentioned, | find it deplorable in a man who, in
the twenties, that is twenty years earlier, had been a staunch defender of racial
equality. I'm thinking of one of his most famous works, La raza césmica, which
clearly presents the idea that the fusion, the fusion of all the races, could take
place in Latin America without any one race being superior to others. The whole
idea of mestizaje that my father promoted as Rector of the national university
[UNAM] and as first Secretary of Education, well, that stance would be in
complete contradiction with any racist foray of his later years.

Hector Vasconcelos, unchallenged by the interviewer after his reply, perpetuates the
view that Lrc and his father’s promotion of mestizaje provide us with clear evidence of
José Vasconcelos’ strident commitment to racial equality in the early 1920s. Hector
Vasconcelos then goes on to explain that losing the presidential election of 1929 had a
dramatic effect on his father’s psyche, which likely led to his father’s radicalization.
Although we do not wish to dispute Don Vasconcelos’ psychological profile of his father,
we believe the reading of Lrc he suggests does not bear the weight of critical scrutiny.

Conceptually, Vasconcelos’ views about race in Lrc are unclear primarily because
the term “raza” has, in contemporary Mexican Spanish, which in this regard is
continuous with the Spanish Vasconcelos used in the early and mid-twentieth century, a
broader meaning than the term “race” in English. The Diccionario del Espafiol de
México lists the third meaning of “raza” as “Grupo humano que se distingue de los
demas por ciertos rasgos culturales, histéricos, linguisticos, religiosos, etc: la raza aria,
la raza judia, razas semiticas” (DEM) [“A group of people distinguished from others by
certain cultural, historical, linguistic, religious etc., features: the Aryan race, the Jewish
race, semitic races”]. So, it is not surprising that we see Vasconcelos talk about the
“Hebrew race” (Vasconcelos 1925, 35), the “Hispanic race” (Vasconcelos 1925, 38), the
race of “mestizo people” of Latin America (Vasconcelos 1925, 38), and in some places,
even of the English as a race (Vasconcelos 1925, 33).

Nevertheless, the key element of his view in Lrc is that the fifth race is supposed
to be the endpoint of an idealized progression of improvement for the human species
that is the result of aesthetic eugenics. There are two important elements of this view
we wish to illustrate: (1) mestizaje and aesthetic eugenics are not compatible since the
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former emphasizes heterogeneity while the latter emphasizes homogeneity, (2) the
process of aesthetic eugenics assumes an absolute standard of Beauty characterized
by an unspecified collection of positive attributes, neither of which Vasconcelos ever
questions.

The term mestizaje has, and has had, a spectrum of meanings. At one end, we
find the colonial meaning of mestizaje and its correlates mestizo or mestiza as part of a
cluster of caste designations based on the racial identities of a child’s parents. In Lrc,
there are passages where Vasconcelos seems to be using the term mestizaje (or
mestizo) with roughly this meaning. Strictly speaking, this use of the term precludes
calling a girl, for example, whose father is German and whose mother is Amerindian a
mestiza. At the other end of the spectrum, there are contemporary uses of the term
mestizaje and mestizo or mestiza, such as Maria Lugones’, that use the latter terms to
mean merely a certain kind of blended or “curdled” identity (Lugones 1994).

Regardless of its precise meaning, mestizaje is a process that combines. It is not
a process that connotes any sort of directionality toward a “better” state. Suppose we
focus on the colonial meaning of mestizaje, as Vasconcelos seems to do in Lrc. The
question of whether mestizaje leads to a population that is, in some sense,
homogeneous and “better” than the ancestral population is a biological one. However,
the fantastical scenario Vasconcelos depicts in Lrc does not constitute a well-defined
biological thought experiment. Although a biologist may correct us, it seems that in a
free and open society, even if the process of mestizaje was extensive, it would not lead
to a population whose individuals would become significantly homogeneous.
Vasconcelos is working with an impoverished understanding of Mendelian genetics that
self-consciously and vehemently rejects a Darwinian understanding of inheritance [7].
The latter suggests, however, that without imposing non-natural selective pressures
(e.g., the state allows only blue-eyed humans to procreate) or catastrophic ones,
mestizaje, by itself, would produce a heterogenous population. Even if the population
did display some degree of homogeneity in the long run, it is unclear whether members
of that population would tend to have more “positive” attributes as Vasconcelos
construes them, such as the ability to dance or sing well.

For Vasconcelos, however, the gradual emergence of la raza cosmica, is not the
result of mestizaje in the sense of unrestricted human reproduction in a free and open
society. Instead, it is the result of an aesthetic eugenics founded on two critical
assumptions that Vasconcelos himself seems never to have questioned: (1) an absolute
standard of Beauty and positive traits, and (2) an underdeveloped view of inheritance
that treats the fifth race as if it is the result of the mereological sum of all positive
attributes of each of the four “great races.”

Vasconcelos uncritically assumes that each of the “great races” has certain
positive attributes that distinguish them beyond other races. This is not a sophisticated
view, since Vasconcelos leans on nothing more than stereotypes. The positive attributes
of a race are examples of the absolute concept of Beauty or give rise to examples of the
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absolute concept of Joy. Similarly, for Vasconcelos, each race has a certain collection of
negative attributes. These negative attributes contribute to the ugliness, depravity, and
decline of the human species. Without any justification, Vasconcelos treats these
negative attributes as “recessive” Mendelian factors.

For Vasconcelos, the development of the fifth race is the result of human
reproduction guided by taste. Taste, when properly educated, identifies attributes that
are truly beautiful, because for Vasconcelos there is only one standard of Beauty.
Gradually, a race of humans emerges each member of which has only the sum of all
positive attributes of each contributing race. Thus, for Vasconcelos, the fifth race is both
homogenous and superior to any one of the four “great races.” It is the highest human
form, both physically and spiritually, and is uniquely suited to commune with the One [8].
Yes, in a sense, everyone who is a member of the fifth race is equal. However, they are
equal because they each have all the same positive attributes, physically and mentally,
to approximately the same degree. Any lack of a positive trait, as judged by
Vasconcelos’ implicit and unquestioned standards, would thus be a deficit. Thus, for
Vasconcelos, diversity in a population is clearly a deficit.

The process leading to the fifth race is thus a process of purification leading
humans “upward” to a “better” state. Aesthetic eugenics selects for beautiful people and
traits to such an extent that people who are “ugly” but whose taste is properly educated
(to aspire to the absolute standard of Beauty Vasconcelos assumes) would choose not
to procreate. Vasconcelos says:

Uniones fundadas en la capacidad y la belleza de los tipos tendrian que producir
un gran numero de individuos dotados con las cualidades dominantes. Eligiendo
en seguida, no con la reflexion, sino con el gusto, las cualidades que deseamos
hacer predominantes, los tipos de seleccidn se iran multiplicando, a medida que
los recesivos tendran que desaparecer. Los vastagos recesivos ya no se unirian
entre si, sino a su vez irian en busca de mejoramiento rapido o extinguirian
voluntariamente todo deseo de reproduccion fisica (Vasconcelos 1925, 72)

Unions based on [intellectual and aesthetic] capacity and beauty would have to
produce a great number of individuals gifted with the dominant [best] qualities.
Choosing in an uninterrupted way, not with the faculty of reflection, but with the
faculty of taste [el gusto], the qualities that we wish to make predominant, the
types suitable for selection will multiply, so that the recessive types will have to
disappear. Recessive offspring would no longer unite amongst themselves, but
instead would either search for quick improvements or they would voluntarily
extinguish in themselves all desire for physical reproduction.

The “recessive offspring” would have, in Vasconcelos’ vision, enough of an educated
taste to recognize in themselves that they are not the type of person that can contribute
to the betterment and beautification of humanity. In this way, Vasconcelos adds, “poco a
poco, por extincién voluntaria, las estirpes mas feas iran cediendo el paso a las mas
hermosas” [‘little by little, by voluntary extinction, the uglier lines will yield to the more
beautiful ones”] (Vasconcelos 1925, 72). The fifth race, then, is supposed to be not only
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superior in terms of having all positive attributes in their highest form, but also in terms
of being the most beautiful race.

In the very same passage from Lrc quoted directly above, we find clear evidence
that Vasconcelos did not even believe that the four “great races” were equal. Through
the process of aesthetic eugenics, he explains,

Los tipos bajos de la especia seran absorbidos por el tipo superior. De esta
suerte podria redimirse, por ejemplo, el negro... Las razas inferiores, al
educarse, se harian menos prolificas, y las mejores especimenes iran
ascendiendo en una escala de mejoramiento étnico, cuyo tipo maximo no es
precisamente el blanco, sino esa nueva raza a la que el mismo blanco tendra
que aspirar con el objecto de conquistar la sintesis. El indio, por medio del injerto
en la raza afin, daria el salto de los millares de afios que median de la Atlantida
a nuestra época, y en unas cuantas décadas de eugenesia estética podria
desaparecer el negro junto con los tipos que el libre instinto de hermosura vaya
sefalando como fundamentalmente recesivos e indignos, por lo mismo, de
perpetuacion (Vasconcelos 1925, 72).

The lower types of the species will be absorbed by the superior types. From this
good fortune, for example, Black people could redeem themselves... The inferior
races, as they become educated, will make themselves less prolific, and the best
specimens will ascend a scale of ethnic improvement, whose highest type is not
exactly the white person, but that new race toward which the white themselves
will have to aspire with the objective of conquering the synthesis. The Indian
[Amerindian], by being grafted onto the related race, would leap the thousands of
years that separate Atlantis form our age, and in just a few decades of aesthetic
eugenics Black people could disappear along with the types that the free instinct
of beauty will indicate are fundamentally recessive, and for that reason, not
dignified to perpetuate.

We find here an author stating that Black people need to redeem themselves, and that
Amerindians, by being grafted onto the evolving fifth race, could “advance” thousands of
years. We also have an author that speaks favorably of Black people disappearing
along with other inferior types that are “recessive.” So, it becomes extremely difficult to
regard this author as a “paladin de la igualdad racial”’ [“a staunch defender of racial
equality” (Vasconcelos, Hector 2018, 16:52). This difficulty increases when we find
statements by Vasconcelos that display a combination of racism and sexism. For
example, he says: “...we see with profound horror the marriage of a black woman with a
white man. We would feel no repugnance at all if it were the union of a black Apollo and
a blond Venus, which goes to prove that everything is sanctified by beauty”
(Vasconcelos 1925, 31). The narrative Hector Vasconcelos is trying to promote seems
untenable.

Although the commitments we have outlined do not exhaustively characterize
Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance, we hope they begin to outline the overarching
cosmovision that informed Vasconcelos’ works [9]. While his philosophical stance may
have emphasized some of these commitments more than others at various periods of
his life, we think we have enough evidence to begin to contest the narrative that paints
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Vasconcelos as a defender of racial equality and mestizaje in the early period but who
shifts radically, after 1929, to becoming a proponent of antisemitic hispanismo and
cristianismo.

Anzaldua’s Philosophical Stance

Even a preliminary sketch of Anzaldua’s philosophical stance reveals
considerable conceptual challenges for any, except the most detailed and selective,
effort to use Vasconcelos’ philosophy to support the liberatory aims of Anzaldua’s
philosophy. Here, we focus on Anzaldua’s philosophical contributions from Light in the
Dark/Luz en lo oscuro, because we agree with Keating that although this work illustrates
that “Anzaldua is a provocative philosopher of the highest caliber” (Keating in Anzaldua
2015, xxxvii), it may not receive the philosophical attention it deserves because of
Anzaldua’s “outsider status” (Keating in Anzaldua 2015, xxviii). More narrowly, we focus
on “now let us shift... conocimiento... inner work, public acts” (“now let us shift”
hereafter), because this chapter displays Anzaldua’s best effort to develop a
decolonized approach to wisdom (insight, conocimiento) based, as Keating notes, on
Anzaldua’s “subaltern ontologies,” which are “underappreciated and often ignored”
(Keating in Anzaldua 2015, xxix).

As Keating says, a unique feature of Anzaldua’s decolonizing approach is that
she does not merely write about suppressed realities and ways of knowing, she writes
from within them producing works that are “innovatively decolonizing” (Keating in
Anzaldua 2015, xxix). Anzaldua’s decolonized epistemology offers a perspective that is
different to Cartesian, empiricist, and Kantian epistemologies all of which emphasize an
atomic self who single-handedly can gain wisdom through self-reflection. In their place,
in “now let us shift,” Anzaldua sketches a road to wisdom (conocimiento) through a
phenomenology of suffering and healing that emphasizes both feminist concepts of an
embodied self that is embedded in a complex network of relations with the natural,
manufactured, and spiritual world and metaphors, symbols, and stories from indigenous
philosophies, especially those of the Mexica people.

“‘now let us shift” is both a description of Anzaldua’s experiences, an auto-historia
of how she developed her practice of spiritual activism, and an invitation for us, the
readers, to co-create our own identity and conocimiento. Our goal as readers is to make
progress toward our own version of spiritual activism through an honest, self-reflective
engagement with the text. Anzaldua says that “now let us shift” is an “offering,” a
humble and hopeful act of sharing. Her hope is that the reader will be able to identify
with being, or having been, in one of the seven stages of conocimiento and, by reading
the entire progression through the seven stages, see a way forward to a better state.

Anzaldua states clearly that the seven stages of conocimiento are not
necessarily stages that any one of us experiences in a linear progression. We may be in
a given stage, e.g., the Coatlicue stage, and move to any different stage at any time,
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e.g., the nepantla stage, and this can happen within the span of a day, a week, a month,
or a lifetime. Similarly, we may be “stuck” in one stage for days, weeks, months, or
years. So, while Anzaldua’s stages of conocimiento do display a progression toward a
way of being with less suffering and a bit more wisdom, this progression is
fundamentally different from Vasconcelos’ view of the spirit ascending toward the One.

There are several layers of philosophical complexity in “now let us shift.” To frame
Anzaldua’s conception of philosophy, let us focus on the relationship between the
reader and the text and the role that writing (or a narrative) plays in the construction of
reality. In the Preface of Light in the Dark/Luz en lo oscuro, Anzaldua explains:

This text is about acts of imaginative flight in reality and identity construction and
reconstructions... My job is not just to interpret or describe realities but to create
them through language and action, symbols and images. My task is to guide
readers and give them space to co-create, often against the grain of culture,
family, and ego injunctions, against external and internal censorship, against the
dictates of genes (Anzaldua 2015, 7).

Anzaldua is inviting us to do philosophy. By actively reading her text, an activity that is
akin to co-writing the text for Anzaldua, we each reconstruct our identity (our “self’) and
develop our unique conocimiento. So, this is not an invitation to read a traditional
exposition of a philosophical system nor is it a Cartesian invitation to philosophy (see
Williams in Descartes, 2017). Anzaldua clearly states: “I don’'t write from any single
disciplinary position. | write outside official theoretical/philosophical language” (Anzaldua
2015, 6). This is a crucial aspect of her philosophical stance, because it is a self-
conscious effort to recognize and legitimize “excluded selves, especially women, people
of color, queer, and other groups” (Anzaldua 2015, 6). If we do accept her invitation, the
result is neither an organized system of insights about the Absolute nor unrevisable,
foundational, universal truths. Instead, we each gradually develop a collection of relative
truths that we take out to the world always with an open mind to revising them. This is
why, for Anzaldua, “Knowledge is relative, and reality is a composition” (Anzaldua 2015,
43). Thus, for Anzaldua, the path toward conocimiento leads to a perspective that
values what Anderson calls, in a different context, “ontological heterogeneity” and
“‘complexity of relation” (Anderson 1995, 30-31) [10].

Already we see stark differences between Anzaldua’s philosophical stance and
Vasconcelos’. There is none of the cultural colonialism implicit in Vasconcelos’
hispanismo and cristianismo in Anzaldua’s view. Nor do we see anything resembling
Vasconcelos’ quest for purity and superiority based on the absolute and unchallenged
standards of Beauty and Truth that underwrite his aesthetic monism. Instead, Anzaldua
emphasizes an eclectic spiritualism that respectfully incorporates and, to some extent,
reconceptualizes “symbology systems such as the Tarot, | ching, dowsing (pendulum),
astrology, and numerology” (Anzaldua 2015, 120). Most importantly, Anzaldua displays
how important metaphors, symbols, and practices in the Mexica tradition can help us
reach a more compassionate understanding of each other that will lead to progressive
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change. Part of this involves, for example, recognizing and contesting the way in which,
in the more traditional, Anglo-European-based philosophies (broadly speaking), “those
seeking alternative forms of knowledge [typically women] have been demonized”
(Anzaldua 2015, 120). For Anzaldua, we each must work hard to undo the regressive
and oppressive homogenizing tendencies of colonial ontologies and epistemologies that
we have seen inform Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance.

How, then, might we understand Anzaldua’s brief reference to Vasconcelos in “La
conciencia de la mestiza/Towards a New Consciousness” (Anzaldua 1999, “La
conciencia” hereafter)? First, let us recall Keating’s warning that the Gloria Anzaldua of
Borderlands/La Frontera is not the same as the Gloria Anzaldua of Light in the Dark/Luz
en lo oscuro (see Keating in Anzaldua 2015, xxxiii). We want to be open to the
possibility that Anzaldua’s philosophical stance gradually shifted over time.

In the epigraph to “La conciencia,” Anzaldua modifies Vasconcelos’ motto for
UNAM when she writes “Por la mujer de mi raza hablara el espiritu” (Anzaldua 1999,
99). In the accompanying footnote, she explains: “This is my own ‘take-off on José
Vasconcelos’ idea” (Anzaldua 1999, 119). Although her colloquialism, which she flags
with quotation marks perhaps to indicate that the expression is a neologism, is difficult
to understand at first glance, it seems Anzaldua is clearly indicating that she is
appropriating, modifying, and transforming Vasconcelos’ famous dictum. She is not, for
example, providing an interpretation of Vasconcelos’ dictum. She is merely giving credit
for the source of her insight. It would have been different if, for example, Anzaldua had
said “this is my take on Vasconcelos’ idea.”

Interpreting Anzaldua’s epigraph depends on how we understand two key terms:
“‘mi raza” and “el espiritu.” First, given that Anzaldua is here leaning more heavily into
developing a mestiza consciousness, which she does not emphasize to the same
degree in “now let us shift,” by “mi raza” she probably means “my race,” which she is
using to refer to gente mestiza.

However, as we have seen, the meaning of the term “raza” in contemporary
Mexican Spanish is a bit subtle. In discussions involving identity, “la raza,” or often
simply “raza,” is a term that very roughly means /o mexicano (that which is Mexican, see
‘raza” in DEM, #4) a key portion of which is having some suitable, but always
unspecified, element of indigeneity. Sometimes, in public discourse, la raza connotes
not only /o mexicano, but more generally /o latino (that which is Latin-American). So,
perhaps a more suitable translation of “Por la mujer de mi raza...” as used by Anzaldua
is simply “Through the women of my people...,” which uses the term “my people” to
designate a wider group that includes people with a variety of overlapping identities
whom Anzaldua identifies, which includes, for example, Chicanx people and Queer
people.

The second challenge in translating Anzaldua’s epigraph is that, as we have
seen, for Vasconcelos “el espiritu” designates the One, the Absolute, and in his later
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period, the Roman Catholic God. However, there is nothing vaguely resembling this kind
of monotheism in Anzaldua’s philosophical stance. Although Anzaldua does sometimes
seem to find a kind of monism appealing, it is a monism that is significantly different
from Vasconcelos’ and instead reminiscent of, and maybe inspired by, the monism of
the Mexica. Given Maffie’s interpretation (Maffie 2015), Mexica monism is entirely
antithetical to the concept of the Absolute especially if one equates, as Vasconcelos
does, the Absolute with a single, supernatural God. If we use the definite article to
translate Anzaldua’s dictum as “through the women of my people, the spirit will speak,”
we should remember that for Anzaldua “the spirit” could denote any spirit, for example,
the moon-spirit, or earth-spirt, or the sea-spirit. Thus, Anzaldua’s adaptation of
Vasconcelos’ motto is not direct evidence that her philosophical stance has much in
common with Vasconcelos’.

Because we have access to them, there is some hope that Anzaldua’s reading
notes on Lrc may shed some light on what she thought of Vasconcelos’ philosophical
stance especially concerning race. Our review of these notes found no evidence that
Anzaldua interpreted Vasconcelos as presenting an argument for racial purity and
sameness grounded on absolute conceptions of Beauty, Joy, and God. Similarly, we
found no evidence that Vasconcelos’ cristianismo and hispanismo in Lrc made any sort
of impact on Anzaldua.

Instead, Anzaldua’s reading notes on Lrc seem to emphasize that mestizaje does
not lead to inferior people. She notes that, as Vasconcelos says in the 1948 preface,
this view stands in stark contrast to “the theory of the pure Aryan” (Anzaldua 2024, 5).
Of the five points marked with a checkmark, the first four emphasize that, in contrast to
the views of “Anglos,” a fifth race that is the result of racial mixing is not inferior.
However, Anzaldua does not here, or elsewhere in her notes, record anything that
suggests that the purifying aspect of Vasconcelos’ aesthetic eugenics made any sort of
impression on her. The phrase “aesthetic eugenics” does not appear in her notes. Thus,
we can conjecture, somewhat cautiously pending further research, that in her
eclecticism, the main view Anzaldua extracted from her reading of Lrc was to register
her agreement with what she took to be Vasconcelos’ view, viz., that racial mixing does
not lead to inferior people. However, Anzaldua did not adopt any of the homogenizing
commitments from Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance.

Conclusion

By adopting van Fraassen’s notion of a philosophical stance to characterize the
outlines of someone’s philosophical thinking and how, roughly speaking, they approach
the world, we have argued that Vasconcelos’ philosophical stance, to which he
consistently adhered throughout all his works, is remarkably different from Anzaldua’s.
More generally, because Anzaldua is one example of philosophers who do not see
difference as immediately implying a deficit, and who value the inclusion of a wide
variety of perspectives, we have suggested that there is little from Vasconcelos’
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philosophical stance that aligns with Anzaldua’s pluralistic, inclusive philosophical
approach. Although we do not believe that we have satisfied Quintanilla’s hope for a
sustained effort to reveal the intellectual structures of Vasconcelos’ philosophical works
(Quintanilla 2017), and there is much work to do, we hope our contribution can be a
modest starting point that inspires further research.

Francisco Fernflores

Philosophy Department

California Polytechnic State University
San Luis Obispo, CA
ffernflo@calpoly.edu

Appendix: Objections and Replies
Briefly, we wish to discuss three objections to our interpretation and approach.
Objection |

In Etica, Vasconcelos states that fantasy is one of the three indispensable tools
for the philosopher. He says, “Tres instrumentos son indispensables al filésofo:
conocimiento, emocion, fantasia” [“Three tools are indispensable for the philosopher:
wisdom (insight), emotion, and fantasy”] (Vasconcelos 1931, 12). Lrc is best understood
as a work of fantasy, as an effort by a philosopher to gain conocimiento through the use
of fantasia. Thus, we should not read Lrc as containing Vasconcelos’ developed
philosophical views about race.

Reply |

We agree that Lrc is a work of fantasy. Vasconcelos is not describing a sequence
of events that he expects to unfold in the future. However, the statements from Lrc we
have used as evidence of his philosophical stance are consistent with similar claims he
makes elsewhere and in all periods of his works. This, together with the hopeful vision
in Lre, strongly suggest that Vasconcelos did not intend Lrc to be a dystopia; it is instead
a utopic fantasy. So, it is reasonable to suppose that Vasconcelos believed his utopic
fantasy was a source of philosophical insight about race and the highest physical and
spiritual form human beings might achieve. If our view is roughly correct, that view of
humanity is antithetical to inclusive philosophies of difference.
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Objection Il

The discussion of Anzaldua’s philosophical stance is far too brief and does not
fully do justice to her contributions in Light in the Dark/Luz en lo oscuro.

Reply Il

We agree. We are currently working on a more detailed presentation of her
philosophical stance based on a closer reading of “now let us shift.” However, we
cannot include that here. Still, despite the brevity of our presentation, the difference
between Vasconcelos’ and Anzaldua’s philosophical stances is considerable. It is hard
to imagine Anzaldua genuinely adopting, in any significant way, any of Vasconcelos’
central commitments, and conversely. There are points of agreement among their
philosophical stances, to be sure. For example, both Anzaldua and Vasconcelos share
the view that wisdom is ineffable. However, these do not outweigh the differences that
preclude us from concluding that the philosophical stances of Vasconcelos and
Anzaldua are considerably different.

Objection IlI

The paper makes too much of the notion of a philosophical stance. Why not just
talk about their views directly?

Reply Il

One challenging aspect of interpreting the philosophical contributions of
Vasconcelos and Anzaldua, especially for those trained in the history of Anglo-European
philosophy that focuses on the “analytic” tradition, is that they both write in a rather
“literary” style. Because of their view about what philosophy is, neither Vasconcelos nor
Anzaldua display a defense of philosophical theses using direct arguments. From this
perspective, their writing stands in sharp contrast with, for example, Descartes’
Principles of Philosophy, Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, or
Quine’s “Two Dogmas of Empiricism.” Without using the notion of a philosophical
stance, our description of the views of Vasconcelos or Anzaldua may be open to the
objection that although these thinkers had a philosophy, they did not do philosophy. We
may then find ourselves in a position, such as Stehn has taken, of defending the claim
that, for example, Anzaldua is a philosopher (Stehn 2020).

However, using the concept of a philosophical stance, we can talk about
Vasconcelos, Anzaldua, Hume, Descartes, and Quine using a common framework. The
notion of a philosophical stance allows us to include explicitly in our discussion what
each thinker believes about the nature of philosophy and how philosophical claims are
justified. So, while the concept of a philosophical stance needs more development, we
hope the results of using the concept in this paper make it worthy of future research.
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Notes

[*] Some of the research for this paper was supported by a grant from the
College of Liberal Arts, California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, CA.
This paper also benefited greatly from the philosophical mentoring and support of
Rachel Fernflores.

[1] We use the term cristianismo to designate an unquestioned commitment to
Roman Catholicism. This is common usage in Mexico City among “educated” people in,
e.g., discussions about the conquest. See, e.g., (Vasconcelos et al. 1957).

[2] Implicitly, we divide Vasconcelos’ work into three periods: the early period
1919-1929, the middle period 1929-1948, and the late period 1948—1959.

[3] These comparisons are meant here only to be suggestive. We more fully
explore them elsewhere.

[4] All translations for works quoted in Spanish and translated herein are by the
author.

[5] We borrow the concept of split separation from Maria Lugones (Lugones
1994).

[6] By “racist,” we mean sweeping generalizations, often based on stereotypes,
about an entire group of people who share a racial, ethnic, national, or even cultural
identity. We use the term in this very broad sense, because Vasconcelos’ sweeping and
pejorative generalizations are not always specifically about race as currently construed
by, e.g., the U.S. Census Bureau, nor are they confined to generalizations about what
Vasconcelos calls “the great races,” which he designates with four colors.

[7] For example, Vasconcelos use the Mendelian concept of a “recessive” trait as
a negative value concept. He then applies it indiscriminately to entire human beings
when he talks about, e.g., “recessive offspring” (Vasconcelos 1925, 32)

[8] Despite his repeated use of the term “aesthetic monism” throughout his early
and middle period works, Vasconcelos’ philosophical monism is conceptually unclear.
Frequently, he adopts a standard monotheistic creationist view that distinguishes the
created beings from their creator. The communion with the One Vasconcelos yearns for
is still an encounter between two spirits. This is quite different from a consistent and
thoroughgoing monism that would treat the human spirit as merely one “aspect” or
“guise” of the One. Thus, Vasconcelos’ ontology stands in sharp contrast with the
monism of, for example, the Mexica people (see Maffie 2015).

[9] We have not, for example, discussed Vasconcelos’ sexism, machismo, or
caballerismo, nor have we discussed his paternalism toward indigenous peoples.

[10] There are subtle philosophical differences between what “ontological
heterogeneity” and “complexity of relation” means for Anderson and could mean for
Anzaldua. However, what they both would seem to share is that we adopt these values
for social and political feminist, and more broadly humanist, reasons.
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