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While Africans and their descendants have lived in Mexico for centuries, many Afro-Mexicans

do not consider themselves to be either black or African. For almost a century, Mexico has

promoted an ideal of its citizens as having a combination of indigenous and European

ancestry. This obscures the presence of African, Asian, and other populations that have

contributed to the growth of the nation. However, performance studies—of dance, music, and

theatrical events—reveal the influence of African people and their cultural productions on

Mexican society. In this work, Anita González articulates African ethnicity and artistry within the

broader panorama of Mexican culture by featuring dance events that are performed either by

Afro-Mexicans or by other ethnic Mexican groups about Afro-Mexicans. She illustrates how

dance reflects upon social histories and relationships and documents how residents of some

sectors of Mexico construct their histories through performance. Festival dances and,

sometimes, professional staged dances point to a continuing negotiation among Native

American, Spanish, African, and other ethnic identities within the evolving nation of Mexico.

These performances embody the mobile histories of ethnic encounters because each dance

includes a spectrum of characters based upon local situations and historical memories.
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Hopkins UniversityThe publication of Afro-Mexico: Dancing between Myth and Reality comes at

an especially important historical moment in the study of peoples of African descent in Latin

America, in particular, Mexico. The hemispheric-wide mobilization of social movements for Afro-

Latin rights has fostered a political milieu that has created new stakes for scholarship while

also opening new angles for study and research. These forces have been admittedly less

prominent in Mexico, but still the nation’s conversation on inclusion, antidiscrimination,

citizenship, and mestizaje (racial mixture) has been influential in recent years in generating a

broader space for the discussion of national blackness. Combined with increased interest in the

topic by foreigners, the past fifteen years have witnessed an efflorescence of seminal

publications on the Afro-Mexican experience, with key works being produced both in Mexico

and in the United States. As never before, we have come to know the experience of Mexico’s

black colonial past more intimately, with a deeper appreciation of the influence of slavery,

freedom, and the colonial caste system. Research on the nineteenth century remains sparse;

however, our knowledge of more modern Afro-Mexican lifeways has improved. Building on the

pioneering historico-anthropological work of Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, whose imprint on

generations of Afro-Mexicanists is indelible, several key studies have now appeared on

Mexican cuisine, literary production, folklore, music, and traditions. In light of the flurry of

scholarly activity that has recently taken place, the corpus of scholarship on Mexico’s black

past is fast forming what might be called the field of Afro-Mexican studies.Within this emerging

field, Anita González’s rich and insightful contribution is as pivotal as it is informative. Afro-

Mexico is a wonderful study of braided, interethnic activity, transcending the usual European/

African dichotomy often seen in African Diaspora studies to include meaningful and deep

interrelationships with Amerindians. By using methodological approaches drawn from the

disciplines of theater and dance studies, the book weaves a powerful interpretive framework by

which to understand the influence of mythmaking and its relationship to nationhood and lived

experiences. By the book’s end, we begin to comprehend the subtleties of how an Afro-

Mexican subtext can be found in the “national” dance tradition of Mexico. The book also helps



us understand the complexities of race while centrally acknowledging that those whom we

might identify as Afro-Mexicans may not actually subscribe to such an identity themselves.

Photography is used strategically throughout the book to illuminate dance steps and

performance audiences and to restage (as much as possible) performance events. This is

among the best works published in English on the impact and meaning of Afro-Mexican dance

in Mexico. In this regard, it is a pioneering work. Along with books such as National Rhythms,

African Roots by John Chasteen and Nationalizing Blackness and Music and Revolution by

Robin Moore, Dancing between Myth and Reality stands as part of a canon of texts designed

to reinterpret the cultural legacy of people of African descent in the broader Diaspora.Preface
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am an African American born in the United States, yet my family bears the name González, the

legacy of a Cuban grandfather. As a child, I thought of my surname and wondered, where did

my family name come from? Are there blacks in Latin America? Later I learned that indeed

there are: millions of them. One summer in the 1970s, seeking to know more about African

Diaspora people, I traveled with my father on the eastern coast of Mexico. We disembarked in

Mata Clara, a small pueblo outside the maroon settlement of Yanga, a site known for its black

citizens. There, we excitedly posed for photographs with as many of the residents who would

agree to pose with the foreign guests. At the time my father and I exulted and marveled over

the skin color that we shared with members of this faraway community. We felt a sense of

solidarity with families that we never knew, couldn’t possibly know. Did it matter to the Mexican

community members that we, like they, were morenos?When, with the support of the University

of Texas, I decided to record and describe this work, I was most surprised to learn that there

were two influential Mexican photographers, George O. Jackson and José Manuel Pellicer, who

were also interested in this topic. Their contributions to the project have been exceptional.

Photographs continue to be the form of documentation most commonly used to “prove” black

presence in Mexico, yet they are deceptive. The visual does not always translate into the

political or the historical, and people who “look” dark-skinned to North American eyes may feel

neither “black” nor a part of the African Diaspora. Nevertheless, photographs from Mexico

attest to the ongoing presence of African-descended people in the country. I am grateful to the

photographers for providing them. I also acknowledge the support of the State University of

New York at New Paltz Research and Creative Projects Award Program, which provided travel

funding for collaborative work with José Manuel Pellicer.Special thanks for this project go to

many individuals: first of all, to my husband, John Diehl Jr., for his encouragement, continuing

support, and meticulous eye; to my children, Xochina and Jonathan, for understanding about

writing; to Ben Vinson for recommending me for the University of Texas residency without really

knowing me. Many people at the University of Texas especially supported this work: Theresa

May at the University of Texas Press nurtured the project from beginning to end, Edmund T.

Gordon and Joni (Omi) Jones at the Center for African and African American Studies

graciously provided me with a research fellowship, Jin Lee assisted with photographic and

computer expertise, and Christen Smith suggested that I “go ahead and really write it.”The



project required the efforts of many. Gwendolyn Gout Grautoff carefully reviewed the

manuscript; Carrie Sandahl read and gave advice; Antonio García accompanied me on my

field trips; Kamal Kalra, Jack Wade, and Jeff Lesperance assisted with photographs; and

Andrea Valeria continually brought me back to Mexico. All of them helped me to realize this

book. Most important, I would like to thank artist-scholars who live and work in Mexico:

Georgina Saldaña, Alex Stewart, Argelia Bautista Torres, Professor Hernández Palomo, Oscar

Jiménez Terrazas, Andres Antonio Reyes Pérez, Guardarrama Olivera, and the members of

Grupo Raíces—Gonzalo Pérez, Argelia Bautista, Octavio Pérez Bautista, Viviana Pérez

Bautista, Argelia Pérez Bautista, Roberto Javier Santos—who took the time to talk to me about

the dances, invite me to rehearsals and classes, and in general share information about the

communities.Oscar and Elena Moreno and Shirley Sweet deserve my gratitude for introducing

me to a world of traditional dance that is largely inaccessible to mainstream populations. To

them I owe my understandings about how chiefs and dance leaders maintain traditional

ceremonies in the contemporary world. I would especially like to thank Padre Glynn Jermott for

his hospitality and ongoing commitment to the Afro-Mexico project—to establishing a

community of Mexican citizens who self-identify as Afro-Mexican.I hope that you, the reader,

will enjoy sharing the artistry of Afro-Mexicans who dance.IntroductionAfro-Mexico: Dancing

between Myth and Reality, as the title suggests, is a book about dancing. But more important, it

is a book about how dance reflects on social histories and relationships. The photographs and

text document how residents of some sectors of Mexico construct their histories through

performance. The idea of Afro-Mexico is, in some ways, an enigma. While Africans and their

descendants have lived in Mexico for centuries, many Afro-Mexicans do not consider

themselves either black or African. Instead, members of this ethnic population blend into the

national imagination of Mexico as a mixed-race country. For almost a century, Mexico has

promoted an ideal of its citizens as a combination of indigenous and European ancestry. This

construct obscures the presence of African, Asian, and other populations that have contributed

to the growth of the nation. However, performance studies—dance, music, and theatrical events

—reveal that African people and their cultural productions have consistently influenced

Mexican society.Festival dances and sometimes professional staged dances point to a

continuing negotiation of ethnic identities between Native American, Spanish, African, and

other constituencies within the evolving nation of Mexico. These performances embody the

mobile histories of ethnic encounters because each dance includes a spectrum of characters

based on local situations and historical memories. The photographs in this book illustrate

dance events that are performed by Afro-Mexicans or are about Afro-Mexicans but performed

by other ethnic Mexican groups. Most of the dances are part of festivals where artists

imaginatively re-create myths and realities of Afro-Mexican lifestyles. In a society where ethnic

heritage is not reconciled, myths encapsulate hidden histories. Afro-Mexicans dance between

myth and reality because neither is finite. There are no unchanging myths and no fixed

realities. Instead, performers find myths in the realities of everyday life and realities that

circumscribe the practice of cultural mythologies. Afro-Mexicans, like most of us, locate

themselves somewhere along this spectrum each time that they express a cultural idea.Race

in the AmericasThe concept of race is continually being redefined. “Race” troubles academic

theorists and affects popular social conceptions about origins and nationality. Political events

like the rise of Barack Obama challenge existing myths about race and bring to questions the

realities of racial mixtures in the Americas. In both local and global communities public

understandings about blackness greatly influence who African Diaspora people think they are.

Clearly, those who reside in Mexico are Mexican. However, self-perceptions influence both self-



esteem and the sense of belonging. Recently, I was traveling by airplane to Costa Chica and

picked up a copy of the magazine Intro*, which services the Oaxacan coast. Inside was a story

about a surfer named Angel Salinas, an Afro-Mexican from Mancuernas, Pinotepa Nacional.

Salinas is a surfing star who has won national and international tournaments. But he wears a

wrestler’s mask to cover his face when he appears in public. The article states that the surfer

wears the mask as “a result of some advice that his mother gave him when he didn’t appear in

magazines because of his dark skin; he decided to do something that would make him different

and that would show a Mexican cultural icon. Now he is known as ‘the masked surfer.’”1 Angel

Salinas feels the need to cover his face in order to feel Mexican. Although Mexico is a country

where, at first glance, the races have mixed to become a “cosmic race,” there are still urgent

social discrepancies that manifest as internalized or blatant racism. This discrepancy between

public policy and daily practices influences the kinds of lives that contemporary Afro-Mexicans

lead.Both North and South America have provided unique opportunities for racial mixing

between Native Americans, Africans, Europeans, and Asians that did not occur on other

continents. The vibrant and sometimes violent merging of phenotypes (physical racial traits)

and cultural ideas has created novel societies within this hemisphere. Americans continuously

struggle to define and articulate the shifting grounds of these racial relationships. In the 2006

anthology Globalization and Race, the editors write, “Blackness is being reconceptualized, a

reconceptualization that requires new forms of interdependence and autonomy and that is

grounded in new ideologies, practices, and modes of communication.”2 Any study of Afro-

Mexican performance involves rethinking the meanings of race and the impact of race on

communities who are discovering new identity associations. Performance, with its dialogical

communicative tools, is one way to examine burgeoning racial constructions in the

Americas.Since the advent of scientific rationalism, race has always been an invention, albeit

one with extreme social and economic consequences. Stephen Mullaney writes about “wonder

cabinets” created by Renaissance merchants that captured all the marvels of the world within

single rooms.3 The hodgepodge of skulls, skins, trinkets, and plants were without a

hierarchical order. In this early age of discovery, all races were equally scattered throughout

the cabinet of wonders. Later, with the advent of scientific rationalism (spurred in part by the

creative experiments of Francis Bacon), plant and animal species became codified. In the

nineteenth century human racial orders were created through a layered system of “scientific”

anthropology.4 Theories of social Darwinism placed European races at the top of the pyramid,

with other races below them. The designations Caucasian, Negro, and Oriental that were

developed in this system persisted well into the twentieth century.5 These artificial definitions

were used to justify social systems such as slavery, apartheid, and Jim Crow segregation. The

growth of the Americas as an interracial society challenges these finite categories. Through the

process of ethnic mixing new racial categories continue to emerge.6It is when societies think

within “gray” areas of social relationships that new performance forms materialize. Performance

—music, dance, and theatre—is one method of expressing shifting perceptions of Afro-

Mexican identity. Performance allows humans to clarify and articulate their history through

embodied expression. By “becoming”—through either masked impersonation or crafted

improvisation—the dancer is able to physically experiment with self-definitions. When Afro-

Mexicans dance as devils, for example, they momentarily embrace their association with evil

acts; they redefine themselves in opposition to mainstream ideals of “goodness.” At the same

time, the same individuals may then negate their image as renegades by singing corridos that

justify their rebellious history. Experimentations with identities assist in the negotiation of social

status, and these negotiations help to define Diaspora as a process. Rather than consider



Diaspora as a formation that tends to “rely upon the idea of an initial dispersal or migration

from an originary homeland,”7 this volume considers multiple diasporic imaginations that

contribute to communities’ perceptions of themselves.Academic Precedents for This

StudyPublished research about Afro-Mexico is a fairly recent phenomenon. Most scholars

attribute early interest in the field to the writings of Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, who published the

first edition of his ethnographic study of Africans in Mexico, La población negra de México:

Estudio etnohistórico, in 1946.8 Beltrán’s volume recognized Afro-Mexicans as a distinct

cultural community within the nation. Mexican scholars such as Barabas, Chávez-Hita, Cruz

Carretero, Eugenio Campos, Guevara Sanginés, Gutiérrez Avila, Jiménez Román, Martínez

Montiel, and Moedano Navarro, working with the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia

(INAH) and the Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, produced several studies of Afro-

Mexican populations in the 1980s and 1990s.9 These publications laid the groundwork for

serious historical studies of the impact of African descendants on Mexico. Later, in 1991,

Patrick Carroll published his English-language historical analysis, Blacks in Colonial

Veracuz.10 U.S. authors have built on the work of Carroll and established a vibrant and

emerging field of Afro-Mexican studies. The historians Ben Vinson III, Herman Bennett, Joan

Bristol, and Nicole Von Germeten examine the colonial period,11 and social scientists such as

Laura Lewis and Bobby Vaughn focus on the contemporary status of Afro-Mexicans.12 My own

work incorporates the historical work of these scholars; however, my research is grounded in

cultural studies and performance studies methodologies as well. My interest is in how

contemporary cultural communities interact within social constructs that have been partially

determined by histories. Dialogic exchanges between local communities lie at the core of my

research.Re-creating the Ephemeral Art: Performance Research Methodologies
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Anita Gonzalez, “Blacks in Mexico!. Photos and essays show how African people live in Mexico

and perform who they are. Dance and ethic identity collide though the world of dance.”
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