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How might a discussion of eighteenth-century 
Ibero-American identity contribute to our thinking 
about “Enlightenment Identities,” the organizing 
theme of the 2019 meeting of the International 

Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, held in Edinburgh in July 2019? As 
the conference call for papers noted, the question of identity was much 
debated in the eighteenth century, “in ways ranging from the local, regional, 
colonial, national, federal, imperial, to the global.” Debates about identity in 
the eighteenth-century Ibero-American world were further shaped by 
notions of status and privilege that were grounded in a particular 
transatlantic historical context related to the evolution of Hispanic empire. 
Lived experience complicated enlightened philosophical thinking; practice 
complicated theory. Happily, scholars have come to appreciate the turn 
“from the theorized Enlightenment to the lived Enlightenment” 
(Astigarraga, López-Cordón and Urkia I:155).2 However, the specifics of 
how this turn plays out in Spain and its territories in the Americas are often 
overlooked in discussions of global Enlightenments, as readers of Dieciocho 
are well aware.3  This is my point of departure in this essay.  

The textual production of eighteenth-century Spanish America includes 
repeated references to mestizos —the mixed-blood sons and daughters of 
European-indigenous unions— that are often shockingly virulent critiques 

 
1 This essay draws on a paper delivered at one of two sessions on Peripheral 
Identities in the Hispanic World at the meeting of the International Society for 
Eighteenth-Century studies (ISECS), Edinburgh, July 14-19, 2019. My thanks to 
Yvonne Fuentes, who chaired the session, to my fellow panelists, and to members 
of the audience who all offered valuable insights. 
 
2 Quoted by Bolufer Peruga 7.  
 
3 For a recent overview that incorporates earlier scholarship and includes useful 
bibliography on this question, see The Routledge Companion to the Hispanic 
Enlightenment edited by Elizabeth Franklin Lewis, Mónica Bolufer Peruga and 
Catherine M. Jaffe; the opening essay by Bolufer Peruga, “The Enlightenment in 
Spain. Classic and New Historiographical Perspectives,” is especially helpful. 
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of mestizo character and deeds.4 These critiques notwithstanding, the same 
eighteenth-century archive offers textual evidence of the ways in which 
mestizos developed strategies for negotiating their social, economic and 
legal status, strategies that reflected continuity with sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century practices but also incorporated new elements of 
enlightened thinking. In what follows I want to consider how the lived 
experiences of mestizos and the narrative representations of those 
experiences might expand, or even challenge, our understanding of 
Enlightenment identities. I will argue that mestizaje operated as a category of 
peripheral identity in the eighteenth century Hispanic world…a world 
marked by an enlightened taxonomic imperative and by demographic shifts, 
including increasing degrees of miscegenation, that resist taxonomy. As 
peripheral subjects, then, mestizos are central to our understanding of 
Enlightenment identities and the Enlightenment itself.  

Mestizos embody the idea of identity as plural, positional and 
pragmatic. Mestizaje might be better understood as action rather than 
essence. 5 In their introduction to Imperial Subjects. Race and Identity in Colonial 
Latin America, Andrew B. Fisher and Matthew D. O’Hara discuss identity as 
something that emerges from the relationship between colonial structures 
and lived experiences. They understand identity as “fluid, malleable, yet 
constrained … born out of a dynamic between individuals and the givens of 
cultural and political life” (ix). Rolena Adorno has a similar understanding 
of the term: “I posit ‘identity’ as consisting of many varieties of 
appropriating actions carried out by individuals or communities, all of 
whom exercise agency in subscribing to, rejecting, creating, and modifying 
identities either individual or collective. My point is that identities are 
mobile, multiple and sequential or simultaneous, even within a single 
subject” (35). These scholars of colonial Spanish America are speaking of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but their observations hold for the 
eighteenth century as well, when the Bourbon Spanish Empire endeavored 

 
4 Regretfully, I was not able to consider sufficiently the role of mestizos in my 2013 
book, Domesticating Empire: Enlightenment in Spanish America. This essay is a first step 
in addressing that omission. 
 
5 Fisher and O’Hara offer a very useful distinction between ethnicity and identity as 
they relate to identity: ethnicity involves “the relational aspect of intergroup 
dynamics” while identity “connotes a multimodal approach to the construction of 
personhood that recognizes no primary factor” (9). In her introduction to To Be 
Indio in Colonial Spanish America, Mónica Díaz provides an overview of discussions 
among historians about the use of the term “identity” in the context of broader 
discussions of identity formation and identification as discourse and practice (9). 
Amber Brian, talking about Chichimec representation in mestizo historiography, 
references Stuart Hall’s seminal discussion of the construction of identity as “not 
an essentialist but a strategic and positional one” (Hall 1996; quoted by Brian 143). 
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to transform its viceroyalties, centralizing and modernizing the imperial 
administrative structures put in place by the Hapsburgs.6  

Mestizos also embody the idea of a lived rather than a theorized 
Enlightenment, an Enlightenment that scholars have come to understand as 
geographically expansive, involving the circulation of people, commodities 
and ideas far beyond the continental confines that traditionally served to 
define it. Mestizos challenge philosophical and demographic categories as 
they cross boundaries and circulate throughout the peripheries of the 
colonial world; they rework entangled colonial hierarchies through their 
everyday engagement of social and administrative relationships, formally 
and informally.7 This engagement, which can be glimpsed in historical 
accounts and legal documents, affirms Jesús Astigarraga’s observation that 
“the Spanish Enlightenment was essentially pragmatic, utilitarian and 
applied” (The Spanish Enlightenment Revisited 9).  

 
Hapsburg foundational fictions  

Questions related to identity —what we now might think of as race or 
ethnicity— informed administrative practices during the Bourbon era and 
charted the conceptual and geographical spaces mestizos inhabited in ways 
that were unique to the Spanish American eighteenth century. These 
practices, while emerging from an enlightened agenda of centralization and 
modernization, were inexorably grounded in concepts that dated back to 
the sixteenth century or even earlier. These include “limpieza de sangre” 
(blood purity), “dos repúblicas” (two republics), “vecindad” (citizenship), and 
“casta/raza/calidad” (caste/race/status). I will briefly discuss these 
foundational concepts before moving on to consider how they play out in 
the eighteenth century.  

 
6 A number of important recent studies underscore the continuity between 
coloniality and modernity, in particular in the area of litigation. In Andean 
Cosmopolitans. Seeking Justice and Reward at the Spanish Royal Court, José Carlos de la 
Puente Luna studies native Andeans who traveled to Spain in the sixteenth century 
to seek legal redress. Michelle A. McKinley explores the experiences of enslaved 
women in seventeenth-century Peru in Fractional Freedoms. Slavery, Intimacy, and Legal 
Mobilization in Colonial Lima, 1600-1700. McKinley’s archival research on how 
subalterns found recourse in the colonial legal system intersects with Bianca 
Premo’s in The Enlightenment on Trial. Ordinary Litigants and Colonialism in the Spanish 
Empire in which the author examines instances of eighteenth-century jurisdictional 
agency by non-elites. These accounts of subaltern negotiations of identity 
complement the instances of mestizo engagement that I examine in this essay. 
 
7 In their border-crossings, mestizos remind us of Charles Withers’ idea of the 
Atlantic Enlightenment as “sets of connected edges, a conceptual and geographical 
space defined both by sites on its margins and by the flows that moved between 
them” (42).  
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The concept of limpieza de sangre, or blood purity, deeply embedded in 
Spanish legal and religious customs, developed in medieval Iberia to 
distinguish among Christians, Jews and Muslims as a climate of convivencia 
(whether real or merely performative) gave way to growing hostility and 
resentment. Religious differentiation became racialized and, as blood purity 
crossed the Atlantic to the Americas, it led to the construction of the new 
social beings at modernity’s core: (1) the racialized triad —Indian, Spaniard, 
black— and (2) bureaucratized beings – created in tandem with institutions 
of state” (Silverblatt 102).8 In this new context, classification based on 
religion, physiognomy and lineage informed social hierarchies of 
casta/raza/calidad (caste/race/status), complicating official and informal 
negotiations of identity.   

In the early years of conquest and colonization, Hapsburg Spain 
established a two-republic system comprised of a “Republic of Spaniards” 
and a “Republic of Indians.” But what appears as a simple division between 
two clearly differentiated communities —Spaniards and Indians— became, 
in fact, “a sprawling collection of royal legislation, local administrative 
policies, and informal practices” used to govern its territories in the 
America (Fisher and O’Hara 4).  The category “indio” served to determine 
who would receive legal protection from both the Church and the Spanish 
Crown and at times also recognized the autonomy of native communities, 
while identifying the kinds of responsibilities with which indigenous 
persons and communities were obliged to conform. The category “español” 
came to encompass capaciously not only Spaniards but everyone else, 
including castas, or those of mixed-race.9  Thus the simplicity of the initial 
binary eroded over time, as individuals and communities employed different 
identities at different moments to respond to different sets of 
circumstances, in order to develop what Mónica Díaz calls “survival 
strategies in the colonial world” (9). Miscegenation led to a blurring of the 
binary as well and to the creation of new categories and hierarchies. Ralph 
Bauer and José Antonio Mazzotti note, “In colonial Spanish America, for 
example, where the particular colonial exchanges between Spanish, native 
American, and African cultures had produces a regionally, highly variable 
mosaic of cultural and racial mestizaje (racial mixture), the category criollo was 
used to distinguish American-born peoples of European descent not only 
from peninsular Spaniards, Africans, and Indians but also (and often 
primarily) from those of mixed ancestry (mainly mestizos) in an elaborate 

 
8 See also Greer, Mignolo and Quilligan, “Introduction (9-15). 
 
9 See also Díaz, “Indio Identities in Colonial Spanish America” 1-2; Seijas 126.  
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system of castas (castes) in which the criollos inhabited a privileged yet highly 
ambiguous position” (34).10  

During the sixteenth century, first-generation mestizos were considered 
part of the “República de españoles.” They did not hesitate to claim their 
place in that republic, advocating vigorously for their right to recognition 
and inclusion and highlighting the consanguinity that linked them to 
Spanish culture, to an increasingly idealized Amerindian historical tradition, 
and to the land itself.  Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, born in 1539 and 
undoubtedly the most distinguished and best-known mestizo writer of the 
colonial period, claimed elite status through both his maternal Inca and his 
paternal Spanish lineage. In the Comentarios reales (Book IX, Chapter XXXI), 
he explains the name “mestizo,” proudly declaring, “Aunque en Indias si 
dicen sois un mestizo lo toman por menosprecio, me lo llamo yo a boca 
llena y me honro con el” (279).11 Inca Garcilaso’s embrace of his mestizo 
identity provides a model for agency based on multi-lingual and multi-
cultural competency, geographic mobility, and an emphasis on Christian 
identity. Indeed, multi-cultural competency is how Inca Garcilaso 
demonstrates his biological mestizo identity, although his elite lineage 
remains front and center in his articulation of authority.  

As the number of non-elite mestizos increased, however, accepted 
understandings of identity evolved from the two-republic binary to 
awareness of increasing socioracial and legal complexity. Spanish monarchs 
initially viewed intermarriage as a convenient strategy for conquest and 
conversion, particularly given the dearth of Spanish women who traveled to 
the Americas, but they soon retreated from that position. “Mestizo” came 
to be synonymous with “illegitimate,” as few prominent Spaniards married 

 
10 As the title of their edited volume -- Creole Subjects in the Colonial Americas. Empires, 
Texts, Identities -- indicates, Bauer and Mazzotti are primarily concerned with creole 
subjects. I would suggest, however, that the possibilities and limitations of criollo 
subjectivity intersect with those of mestizo agency in the broader context of 
eighteenth-century debates about the degenerative influence of the New World that 
have been studied by Antonello Gerbi. As Bauer and Mazzotti observe, “the 
significance of the time and place of an individual’s birth gradually lost significance 
relative to the ever-present influences of the natural environment on individuals 
and entire cultures after birth” (5). This is why mestizos and criollos sometimes 
found common cause against European interlocutors and at other times found 
themselves on opposing sides of a socio-political divide.  
 
11 According to Margarita Zamora, “Boasting of his racial mixture, he challenged 
colonialist racial stigmatization. As a mestizo, he also mediated between disparate 
languages and cultures. To see in Garcilaso’s mestizo identity only a ‘conciliating 
and totalizing synthesis’ of his Spanish and Amerindian heritage, however, is to 
miss the ethical-political thrust of the racial discourse of the Royal Commentaries, 
which becomes even more forceful in the General History of Peru” (185). 
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indigenous women, and mestizos became a suspect category associated with 
the low strata of the colonial social hierarchy.12  

One additional concept that is key to understanding early modern 
identity in the Hispanic world is “vecindad” (the status of being a neighbor or 
participating in a community). Vecindad, as Tamar Herzog has explored, was 
how citizenship and belonging were understood in early modern Castille. 
The concept traveled to the Americas when Spanish conquistadors 
established settlements and brought jurisdictional communities into being 
through a combination of violence and notarial rhetoric. Initially the 
Spanish American experience mirrored what had happened in medieval 
Iberia, where the establishment of communities affirmed and put into 
practice Spanish control over not only territories but also the existing 
inhabitants of those territories. With time, processes emerged for 
incorporating new members of the community —newcomers who hoped 
to establish themselves as “vecinos” and thus be in a position to enjoy the 
benefits of citizenry such as land grants or the opportunity to hold public 
office. Unlike in Spain, however, where vecindad continued to be relevant as 
a legal classification, in Spanish America belonging became associated with 
social reputation, or “calidad.” Documents reflect the effectiveness of 
invoking reputation as evidence of belonging (or at least the attempt to do 
so), as in the oft-cited phrase “es notorio y consta” (it’s notorious and 
proven). 

The shift to reputation as a basis for vecindad was, in fact, a closing of 
the ranks that amounted to an exclusionary strategy, mostly having to do 
with marginalizing and controlling ‘castas,’ or persons of mixed blood.  As 
intra-viceregal immigration grew (along with the number of mestizos), the 
distinction between originarios and forasteros —that is, between long-time 
locals and outsiders or transients— became more and more important, 
further reinforcing the power of reputation and a reliance on comportment 
and custom to determine acceptance and identity.13 Communities were, 
Herzog argues, “continuously constructed by a multiplicity of agents 
working to defend particular interests” (205).  In this process mestizos, seen 
as different not only in race but in customs, were often disadvantaged. One 
might argue that this exclusionary structure had been anticipated in the 
“Republic of Spaniards/Republic of Indians” system, which had no room, 
by definition, for mixed blood members (Herzog 43-45).  

 
12 For a fascinating discussion of the label “mestizo,” see Rappaport’s introduction 
to The Disappearing Mestizo (1-24). 
 
13 Mariselle Meléndez suggests that understandings of “foreigner” as it applied to 
other imperial subjects (in particular, French travelers to Cartagena) were similar to 
fluid understandings of mestizo or casta identity (“Negotiating subjectivities” 142). 
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Mestizos, as members of the Republic of Spaniards, in theory enjoyed 
the same rights as white Spaniards by virtue of their claim to Spanish and 
Indian blood. But they were in practice socially inferior to those of pure 
European descent (criollos), and this was reflected in the ways in which casta 
categories were delineated in the evolving legal code.14 In later 
developments, for example, debates arose about whether encomiendas could 
be inherited by mestizo children. In newly founded convents, Spanish nuns 
enforced a sartorial distinction between Spanish and mestiza novices (Burns 
32-33). Over time, the prejudice against mestizos hardened into additional 
exclusionary legislation related to their dress and access to weapons. But the 
exclusion itself opened up a space for negotiation.  Mestizo exercised 
agency by negotiating the right to bear arms, which had to do with the 
social status (“calidad”) of the individual rather than a fixed relationship 
between the individual and the state. Robert Schwaller notes that “the 
extension of sumptuary rights to distinguished non-Spaniards represented a 
New World adaptation of the long-standing Iberian tradition that rewarded 
status and service with privilege, a process that itself impeded the creation 
of a monolithic and rigid racial hierarchy” (Schwaller 240).15 Here and 
elsewhere, as we have seen, Iberian traditions adapted to New World 
contexts, and foundational fictions related to ideas of blood purity, 
community and status accommodated New World realities on the ground. 

 
When and how is someone a mestizo?  

Adaptation and accommodation presented multiple opportunities for 
exercising agency. As Joanne Rappaport reminds us, mestizos “had no 
specific obligations to a collectivity, as was the case with Indians and 
Spaniards, nor were they required as a group to pay certain kinds of taxes, 
as were mulattos; they were not subject to tribute, as were Indians, nor to 
servitude, as were African and African-descended slaves” (11).  Since these 
racial and ethnic categories were often used for taxing purposes, individuals 
often had material cause for contesting or changing those categories. Thus, 
we see legal documents where in certain circumstances, a self-proclaimed 
mestizo identity becomes a way of contesting mulatto or African identity 
and its attendant obligations. Rappaport emphasizes that, “The central 
question is not ‘Who is a mestizo?’ or ‘What is a mestizo?’ but ‘When and 
how is someone a mestizo?’,” pointing to the experiential and pragmatic 

 
14 “Mestizo” did not exist as a separate category in official census date until well 
into the eighteenth century, though the century saw an increase in the number of 
“Declaraciones de Mestizo” (Mincholm 173). See Quispe-Agnoli for a discussion 
of mestizo and other casta categories (94-98). 

15 Mestizo petitioners mobilized the rhetoric of honor on their behalf on many 
occasions, not only as individuals but to form mixed race militias; mulattos and free 
men of color exercised this agency as well (Vinson). 
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elements of how identity was defined in the Hispanic empire (4).  She 
suggests that instead of focusing on identity as a state or a product, we 
think about identification as a process of self-ascription (Rappaport 4; 
Althouse 154).   

Rachel O’Toole makes a similar argument in Bound Lives as she tracks 
how “close proximity led to a blurring of casta boundaries” —particularly 
when they were not perceived to be useful in labor or market relations 
(119). According to O’Toole, this process of claiming and discarding casta 
categories depending on the particular circumstances “suggests an 
alternative vision of the colonial state as a web or a net, and not a totalizing 
instrument of surveillance” (168).  Casta categories provided important 
points of leverage but did not inexorably freeze one’s status. Rather than 
stable identity markers, “…they constituted a series of disparate procedures 
that were relational in nature, generated out of the interaction of specific 
people through particular speech-acts” (Rappaport 5). Given that identity 
categories carried with them rights as well as responsibilities whose relative 
weight was something to be measured in a process that frequently involved 
negotiation or even contestation, an individual’s label, whether it was self-
ascribed or assigned by others, might vary according to the particular 
context. This explains why, generally speaking, mestizo identity was as 
much social, positional, and discursive as it was biological. Mestizos at times 
identified with Indians (particularly the indigenous elite) and other times as 
Christians; as we have seen, mestizo status was often invoked to avoid 
penalties or invoke privilege, or to deny African-descendant status. 

In this relatively fluid environment, through much of the eighteenth 
century, mestizos found ways to function creatively and effectively on the 
social and geographical peripheries of empire.  Informal “passing” was 
often the best means to improve one's social, economic or racial status, as 
the Spanish Visitador explains to his Indian companion in a corrosive —
even offensive— passage from El lazarillo de ciegos caminantes: 

 
El indio no se distingue del español en la configuración de su rostro, y así, 
cuando se dedica a servir a alguno de los nuestros que le trate con caridad 
la primera diligencia es enseñarles limpieza; esto es, que se laven la cara, se 
peinen y corten las uñas, y aunque mantenga su propio traje, con aquella 
providencia y una camisita limpia, aunque sea de tocuyo, pasan por 
cholos, que es lo mismo que tener mezcla de mestizo. Si su servicio es útil 
al español ya le viste y calza, y a los dos meses un un mestizo en el 
nombre. (385-86) 
 

 Castas enjoyed some upward mobility and, in rare cases, were able to 
be legally recognized as white through what was known as “gracias al sacar” 
—that is, the purchase of an official dispensation of whitening that meant 
an improvement in their social status. Though never widespread, this 



  Anejos de DIECIOCHO 6 (Fall, 2020) 
 

93 

 

practice offered the possibility of an official re-designation of one’s identity 
(Twinam 249).16   

Eighteenth-century mestizos moved into and around colonial urban 
spaces, smaller towns, and the hinterlands as subjects and agents of empire, 
often playing a prominent role as unofficial bilingual intermediaries 
(Schwaller 713). Like “indios ladinos” (“latinized Indians who spoke 
Spanish), mestizos were cultural brokers. While they did not formally hold 
administrative positions, their multi-linguistic fluency and geographical and 
social mobility gave them a distinct advantage in cross-cultural negotiations. 
They were able to draw on a complex network of family ties, residence and 
occupation that served to facilitate expanding inter-ethnic unions in frontier 
zones and urban areas.  The colonial city was seen as a “locus of civilized 
life,” serving as mediator and buffer between its (civilized) inhabitants and 
the surrounding (barbarian) population (Kagan and Marias 26-27).17  The 
concern for order and symmetry was represented by Hispanic notions of 
urban design (exemplified in the plaza, the grid, and the central location of 
the seats of ecclesiastical and civic authority).  Criollo concerns about the 
spatial irregularities of eighteenth-century viceregal centers like Lima and 
Quito, where a diverse group of inhabitants lived in close proximity with 
one another, were probably inevitable. But fears about the dangers posed by 
mestizos were voiced both in urban spaces and in frontier zones, in the 
colonial center and the periphery. Mestizos represent a problematic in-
betweenness, challenging conventional binaries such as savagery-civilization 
and Indian-European. This ambiguity regarding the place of mestizos in the 
colonial social and legal world provoked deep anxiety among Spaniards and 
criollos. The anxiety is reflected in the ironic self-description of the 
purported narrator of El lazarillo de ciegos caminantes, which I have used for 
the title of this essay: “Soy peje entre dos aguas” (I’m a fish between two 
waters).18 The comment refers not only to historiographical genre but also 
to casta and status, rewriting Inca Garcilaso’s proud declaration of his 
mestizo identity almost two centuries earlier (99).  
 
In-between enlightened taxonomies 

So how does this cultural and historical context of eighteenth-century 
mestizaje intersect with the Enlightenment? Enlightened thinking on race 

 
16 See Jackson for a concise rundown of the range of restrictions against Indians and people of 
mixed background (4). 
 
17 “In colonial Spanish America the city was the hallmark of civilization and also 
the focal point of community identity” (Brian 145). 
 
18 For a discussion of the ironic rewriting of the historiographical legacy of Inca 
Garcilaso in El lazarillo, see Stolley, El lazarillo de ciegos caminantes 103-117. 
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and difference relies on geographic determinism and the Linnaean 
classification system, both of which fall short in terms of providing a 
context for understanding the indigenous and mixed-race populations of 
Spanish America, as a quick overview demonstrates. Emmanuel Kant’s 
1785 essay, “Definition of a Concept of Race,” posits four races based on 
geography and skin color (black, red, olive yellow, white), but gives little 
attention to the native inhabitants of Spanish America.19 Thomas Jefferson 
confesses in Notes on the State of Virginia that, “Of the Indian of South 
America I know nothing” (Kramnick 662).20  Neither Kant nor Jefferson 
would have fully understood the establishment of the two-republic system 
that provided the foundation for Hispanic imperial administration; they had 
little experience with the open and widespread miscegenation that 
characterized Hispanic empire in the Americas in the eighteenth century.  
While the Linnaean four-part scheme of human difference (the white 
European, the red American, the tawny Asian, and the black African) is 
often invoked as the starting point of human classification, its very neatness 
is illusory. Linnaeus recognized that his categories were provisional, 
although he chose not to speculate on hybridization as a function of human 
diversity (Koerner 122). Staffan Müller-Wille cautions, “Even in his 
proposals to interpret the diversity of life as the outcome of repeated 
hybridizations, Linnaeus did not build on the apparently obvious example 
of interracial mixing among humans, in stark contrast to Buffon” (193). So 
Linnaean taxonomy remains resistant to placing mestizos. “Naming was 
part of Spain’s colonial project – it provided a method for keeping track of 
individuals and dictating their place in society” (Seijas 125).21  But this 
colonial taxonomic project was aspirational or performative more than 
pragmatic, and mestizos constitute an uneasy, slippery site of resistance. 
References to the deployment and negotiation of mestizo identity for legal, 
laboral or social ends abound in eighteenth-century Spanish American 
writing – whether it be in legal documents, narrative accounts, or even 
poetry and theater —fleshing out enlightened thinking in ways that have 
often been overlooked. I’ll now turn briefly to two contrasting examples of 

 
19 Speaking of “The Difference between the Races” in his 1764 essay 
"Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime," Kant describes Arabs 
as “so to speak, the Spaniards of the Orient…,” but in his discussion of the 
“savages” of North America he makes no mention of South America (Kramnick 
637-639). 
 
20 He was, however, familiar with the writings of Antonio de Ulloa and owned a 
Spanish edition of the Noticias Americanas (Hill, “The Georacial Past” 38). 
 
21 Seijas has studied ‘indios chinos’ in eighteenth-century Mexico as an example of 
“the fluidity of identity in the Americas” that belies a larger preoccupation with 
naming and categorization (123). 
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mestizo agency —one positive, one negative— both from the Andean 
region.22  

 
Mestizo agency 

Juan de Velasco’s Historia del reino de Quito en la América Meridional 
(written in Italy in 1788-1789 after the Jesuit expulsions of 1767) offers a 
natural and moral history of that part of the Viceroyalty of Peru and, in the 
process, characterizes mestizos as troublemakers who were especially 
vulnerable to vice and dishonesty. Velasco’s dim view stems in part from 
recent events such as the 1765 urban uprising in Quito (“Rebelión de los 
barrios”) and the 1780 Tupac Amaru rebellion, both of which fueled 
rumors that Indians and mestizos would join forces against Spanish 
authorities. After exploring at length the mineral, vegetable and animal 
aspects of the kingdom of Quito, he turns In Book IV to the “Rational 
Realm,” following the binary organizing of the “two republics.” Having 
discussed the indigenous inhabitants of the region, Velasco includes a 
chapter on the “Moral Character of other classes of persons”  (“Carácter 
moral de las otras clases de personas),” among which he includes Spaniards 
(that is, European born, or chapetones, and criollos), mestizos and their 
descendants, and Africans and African descendants, including mulatos and 
zambos (I: 351). Velasco, like many of his criollo contemporaries, felt that 
mestizos were inclined to vice and embodied a particular potential as 
troublemakers: “los mestizos la que merece llamarse ‘el oprobio de los 
habitadores del Nuevo Mundo [...] porque siendo casi generalmente 
ociosos, sin empleo ni ocupación, no siendo obligados por la autoridad 
pública al trabajo, como los otros, se entregan sin freno alguno a los vicios, 
de que es la ociosidad fecunda madre’” (1:357).  

In the Historia Velasco is primarily concerned with what he fears is the 
weakened power of the creole elite, and he laments that the plebian classes 
of the city of Quito have been irreparably hybridized by racial mixing. 
However, he distinguishes between moments when as a group they behave 
honorably (as “plebe”) or badly (as “mestizos”). Estefanía Flores offers a 
persuasive close reading of Velasco’s use of the term “mestizo” as a 
negative marker, differentiated from “plebe,” whose disruptive actions 
during the “Rebelión de los barrios” are seen to have a reformist or 
corrective impulse (393).23 She observes, “el término mestizos connota un 

 
22 It is worth reminding readers that the lived experience of one area and one 
particular imperial power cannot stand in for all eighteenth-century experiences; 
this is especially true with regard to the negotiation of identity and difference. For 
example, the eighteenth-century Caribbean was organized around a plantation 
economy built on sugar and enslaved persons in which racial mixture was seen to 
be especially threatening to the social order (Bindman 4).  
 
23 See also Cañizares Esguerra 251. 
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grupo humano que pone en riesgo la preservación de la comunidad y 
difícilmente tiene cabida en el cuerpo político, por el problema que conlleva 
controlarlo y someterlo a la ley” (393).  She notes that Velasco’s concern 
has to do with the pernicious effect of mestizos on Quito’s legal and civic 
structures, reflecting the general anxiety experienced by criollos in view of the 
city’s increasing levels of demographic diversity.24 It is in fact the very 
ambiguity that characterizes mestizos that allows for their disruptive 
potential to the social order and positions them to evade certain obligations 
such as mita labor and tribute. Mestizaje, Flores argues, is for Velasco a 
disruption, the result of a failure of governance that at certain key moments 
in Quito’s history, was a void that only the Jesuits could fill, a disturbance 
that only the Jesuits can quell. In a sense, mestizos become a negative foil 
for Jesuit agency —an example of the pervasive power of yet another group 
of peripheral subjects. 

But there were also notable instances when educated mestizos came 
together to petition viceregal authorities for redress of perceived injustices, 
sometimes directly addressing the king and often making common cause 
with indigenous caciques.  These moments present clear evidence of 
enlightened agency. One such instance came in 1748, when Indian and 
mestizo leaders who had gathered in Lima for festivities celebrating the 
coronation of King Ferdinand VI decided to organize to address their social 
exclusion, the injustice of the repartimiento de comercio, and other issues. The 
result was a manifesto written to be delivered to the King, the 
“Representación verdadera,” and a memorial in Latin written to the Pope, 
the “Planctus indorum” (Indian Lamentation). Both documents, as yet 
unpublished, have been studied exhaustively by Alcira Dueñas as examples 
of a network of Andean scholars wielding literacy as an effective tool of 
resistance and activism; she uses “Andean” as an identity marker that 
encompasses indigenous peoples as well as their mestizo descendants (3). 
The “Representación verdadera” combines a denunciation of abuses by 
corregidores and parish priests with theological and political arguments about 
why Indians and mestizos should be able to join religious orders, hold 
religious and secular administrative positions, and be educated in “science 
and letters” (Dueñas 83).  One might say that the document is the heir to 
Guaman Poma de Ayala’s accusations in the Nueva Corónica y Buen Gobierno 
rather than the proud universalism of Inca Garcilaso. Dueñas reminds us 
that mestizo scholarship and activism played an important role but often 
overlooked role in the Spanish American lettered city and the enlightened 
Republic of Letters, bridging the worlds of Spanish and Indian republics:  

 
These cultural brokers challenge the idea that mestizos sought to 
distinguish themselves from their Indian ancestors and that Indian and 

 
24 We see a similar anxiety in Catalina de Jesús Herrera’s Secretos entre el alma y Dios, 
as I have discussed in Domesticating Empire (138-142). 
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mestizo worlds tended to separate as colonialism progressed. Their 
scholarship forces us to reconceptualize the relationships between Indians 
and mestizos. Particularly from the late seventeenth century onward, 
intellectual Andeans appeared to advocate for the rights of both groups 
together; even more intriguing, the mestizo relatives of the Indian nobility 
appear to have been included as important members of the “Indian 
nation,” to whom the broad opportunities demanded also applied. Thus, 
Andean texts contribute to the problematization of the ethnic ascriptions 
of the colonial society beyond legally established definitions to the actual 
resignification of such categories by Andeans themselves. (6)25  
 

These texts challenge traditional categories surrounding identity and 
traditional expectations about who speaks to whom about what kinds of 
concerns. They are the product of shared experiences and they exemplify 
the Enlightenment as pragmatics and practice.  

 
Conclusion 

Nowhere is the complexity of race, caste and status better reflected 
than in eighteenth-century casta paintings produced in New Spain (and, to a 
lesser extent, in Peru). 26 Constructed as multi-panel compositions of sixteen 
to twenty portraits, each illustrating a family grouping made up of a father, a 
mother and a child, casta paintings reflect the realities of miscegenation, as 
well as eighteenth-century criollo anxieties regarding those realities. The 
complex hierarchies of race, caste and status are communicated not only 
through the play of color, light and darkness, the faces and bodies of those 
portrayed, but also their clothes, interior and exterior physical surroundings, 
and the material objects that surround them. Both Ilona Katzew and Magali 
Carrera, who have studied the casta paintings exhaustively, recognize the 
irony that they flourished as a pictorial genre —a taxonomic snapshot of 
Spain’s eighteenth-century imperial subjects in the Americas— at a time 
when the precise categories they illustrated were becoming blurred or 
disappearing. Indeed, Rappaport observes in her book The Disappearing 
Mestizo that unfortunately everyone now reads colonial identity as if it were 
a casta painting, overlooking the fact that these fascinating family portraits 
rely on frames and formulas of taxonomic identity that are limited in their 

 
25 Dueñas emphasizes that while educated mestizos presented themselves as both 
“Indian” and “Christian,” they always considered themselves as members of an 
elite (254). 

26 Although outside the scope of this essay, we see another fascinating example of 
the flexible role of casta and calidad in the efforts to professionalize medicine that 
bring to the fore questions about how to categorize —legally, racially, socially— 
individuals of mixed descent in colonial society and about the relationship between 
race and knowledge, explored by José Jouve Martín. 
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ability to fully communicate the fluidity and complexity of the social and 
racial hierarchies portrayed (4).  

I have tried to suggest how the category of ‘mestizo’ resists taxonomy 
and escapes the frame that attempts to enclose it, functioning as an example 
of peripheral identity in the eighteenth-century Hispanic Enlightenment 
world. The mestizo subject, located somewhere in between legitimized 
negotiation and disruptive protest, occupies a new terrain of subjectivity 
and agency.  Mestizos help us to better understand Enlightenment identities 
by reminding us that “the mutual complicity between identity and 
difference is both disruptive and recuperative due to the constant 
reconfiguration of the former through the latter” (Kefala 1). The examples I 
have cited demonstrate that eighteenth-century mestizos were practiced 
participants in civic life even as they inspired deep anxiety among white 
criollos. The idea of “constitutive peripherality” is helpful here: that is, 
mestizos participate, but they do not fully belong.27 They embody “in-
betweenness” as both discourse and practice. They are the “peje entre dos 
aguas” referenced in my title and an important story of Enlightenment 
identities.   
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