
976502 - Contemporary Latin(o) America - Assessment Three - Essay

What is the origin of the term 'mestizaje' and what are some of the ways in which 

the term has been ideologically defined and appropriated for different political and 

socio-cultural projects?

'La Albiceleste' vs. 'Los Macacos': how football explains race in Argentina

The term 'Mestizaje' emerged during the Spanish conquest of Latin America in the 

16th Century, referring to the racial intermixing between the European colonisers 

and the American Indigenous population. While this hybrid racial identity was 

central to the nation-building projects of most countries in the region, the 

construction of the Argentine Republic depended on mass European immigration. 

Mestizaje has therefore been ideologically defined as what Argentina is not; the 

Republic is an exception - racially, politically and socio-culturally - from the rest of 

"our mestizo America" (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 21). This perceived (white) 

racial homogeneity results in a denial that diversity exists in Argentina, which 

therefore consolidates the hegemonic position of silence towards race. Football is 

a useful lens through which to examine Argentinians' perception of their imagined 

national community, because it is one of the few contexts where the invented battle 

lines between nations are drawn. The sport offers an insight into how Argentine 

exceptionalism - born of the sincerely-held belief that it is a white nation 

surrounded by a mestizo continent - is a defining feature of Argentina's political and 

socio-cultural project of maintaining a national identity. Despite the increased 

visibility of Indigenous and mestizo groups in the 21st Century, and a common 



willingness to condemn overt racism, this tacit assumption of Argentinian whiteness 

is a powerful form of discrimination against the Republic's racial minorities, as this 

deeply ingrained attitude continues to marginalise mestizaje from the Argentinian 

"racial/national project" (Guano 2003, p. 369).

The origins of the term 'mestizaje' lie in the European settlement of the Americas in 

the 16th Century. Few women accompanied the male 'conquistadores' on their 

voyage across the Atlantic (Gruzinski 2002, p. 42; Martínez 2010, p. 1), prompting 

many colonisers to take local Indigenous women as mistresses (and occasionally 

wives (Martínez 2010, p. 1)). This created large numbers of mixed race children 

labelled 'mestizos' - literally meaning 'mixed', and the process of interbreeding was 

known as 'mestizaje' (Smith 1997, p. 496). The term was tied to notions of 

illegitimacy (Ibid., p. 497), as the children were viewed as the bastard children of 

abuse or adultery (Smith 1997, p. 496; Gruzinski 2002, p. 42), and belonged to 

neither the Spanish nor Indigenous communities (Gruzinski 2002, p. 42). The 

Spanish colonial forces, who were vastly outnumbered by the local indigenes, 

instituted a caste system to assert control and regulate access to legal, social and 

political rights (Martínez 2010, p. 2; Warren 2009, p. 769; Smith 1997, p. 495). 

European-born 'Peninsulares' preceded American-born Europeans ('Criollos'), 

'Mestizos', 'Indios' (Indigenous) and 'Negros' (African) (Acuña 2011, p. 23). This 

system of racial classification established a hierarchical society - with class 

intimately bound to race - with the Europeans at the top, reinforcing a belief in white 

racial superiority (Martínez 2010, p. 2).

Many Latin American nation-states, who generally achieved independence from 



their European metropoles in the 19th Century, embraced their mestizo identities. 

Brazil, whose Portuguese conquerors intermixed with a sizeable Indigenous and 

African slave populace (Farred 2004, p. 55; Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 33), and 

Mexico, whose American Indian population blended with the Spanish settlers 

(Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 33; Smith 1997, p. 505), exemplify how many of the 

Americas' fledgling sovereign states used mestizaje as a symbol of hope, optimism 

and pride (Warren 2009, p. 768). However, Argentina failed to incorporate racial 

heterogeneity into its national identity (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 23). Although 

racial mixing did occur, Argentina "circumvented" the notion of mestizaje by 

purifying or excluding it from their national discourse (Sutton 2008, p. 107). Rather 

than celebrating ethnic diversity, Argentina has tended towards a glorification of 

cultural sameness and Eurocentric ideals of development, derived from the 

Republic's program of mass immigration between 1870 and 1930 (Martínez-

Echazábal 1998, p. 23; Schneider 1996, p. 174; Warren 2009, p. 772).

After declaring independence in 1816 and unifying the rural provinces later that 

century, the emerging Argentine Republic sought to construct a modern nation on 

the back of European immigration, rather than the mestizo population in the style of 

its Latin neighbours (Schneider 1996, p. 174). Article 25 of the 1853 Constitution 

outlined that "the government will promote European immigration" (Ibid., p. 175), 

and there was a stated preference for "races and cultures similar to own own" (Ibid., 

p. 180) because of their "aptitude to work" (Ibid., p. 180) in a country described as 

"the land of work and peace" (Ibid., p. 177). Between 1870 and 1930, Argentina 

welcomed more immigrants in proportion to its existing population than any other 

country in the Americas, and was second only to the USA in absolute numbers of 



immigrants (Ibid., p. 175). The economy expanded rapidly, and by 1930 Argentina 

was the eighth wealthiest country in the world (Wyndham 2012). The national 

identity - informed greatly by the Buenos Aires elites' liberal, positivist discourse 

(Joseph 2000, p. 342) - celebrated the European immigrants' culture of work that 

drove this newfound prosperity and underpinned the "racial/national 

project" (Guano 2003, p. 369).

In this epoch, Argentina's cultural elites ideologically defined the mestizo 

population as a weaker race that needed to be supplanted by European 

immigrants. Influential writers, politicians and academics - notably José Ingenieros, 

Domingo F. Sarmiento and Carlos Octavio Bunge in Argentina, as well as Herbert 

Spencer, Raimundo Nina Rodrigues, Manuel Zeno Gandia, Euclides da Cunha 

and Alcides Arguedas abroad (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 24; Joseph 2000, p. 

341) - employed Social Darwinist principles to argue that mestizaje undermined 

progress in the Americas (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 27). Sarmiento, President 

of Argentina between 1868-1874, was fixated by Enlightenment ideals and 

civilisation's impending eradication of barbarism (Joseph 2000, p. 341), and 

encouraged the "Caucasian race, the most perfect and the most progressive of 

races" to "exterminate savages, to suffocate nascent civilisations" because they 

were "incapable of progress" (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 25). Sarmiento initiated 

a "whitening" process designed to "civilise" Argentina (Joseph 2000, p. 342), which 

included the 'Conquest of the Desert' in the 1870s and 1880s to clear the fertile 

Pampas for European immigrants and economic expansion, which greatly reduced 

the number of Indigenous and mestizo people in the Republic (Joseph 2000, p. 

342, Warren 2009, p. 777). These historical prejudices at the inception of the 



Argentinian political and socio-cultural nation-building project help to explain why 

"Argentina's national narrative does not glorify, like other Latin American countries, 

'mestizaje', but rather stresses the the nation's 'whiteness'" (Frigerio 2002, p. 304).

The influx of European immigrants gave rise to the notion of the "crisol de razas" - 

the 'melting pot of races' - that excluded mestizo and Indigenous Argentines 

(Joseph 2000, p. 336), but nonetheless became the hegemonic attitude towards 

race in the 20th Century (Ibid.). Millions of Spanish and Italian newcomers, in 

particular, were seen to have blended together to form an "amalgama-

tion" (Schneider 1996, p. 186), a new Argentinian "type" (Ibid.), a "union of different 

bloods" that fused together through the process of "cruzamiento", literally 'crossing', 

(Ibid., p. 181) which was a peculiar, "whitened" version of mestizaje that excluded 

Indigenous natives (Sutton 2008, p. 107). Despite barring racial minorities from this 

narrative, expressions like "aca somos todos hijos de inmigrantes" - 'we are all 

children of immigrants' (Schneider 1996, p. 186) - fostered an egalitarian spirit that 

legitimised the discursive view that "we are all the same" (Joseph 2000, p. 336) 

and "we all descended from the boats" (Sutton 2008, p. 107).

The problem with this imagined racial homogeneity is that it marginalises ethnic 

minorities - like mestizos - from the national identity. The hegemonic belief that 

Argentines are all ethnically European, and therefore equal ensures that "race is a 

subject that Argentines almost never address" (Farred 2004, p. 50). Although deep 

inequality exists between whites and minorities - with regards to class, geopolitical 

bullying, policing, land rights and labour exploitation (Wade 2010, p. 45) - race is 

an issue that is "masked, tacit, hidden and displaced … uttered 'sotto voce'" (Ibid.). 



The deeply ingrained belief amongst middle class 'porteños' - residents of Buenos 

Aires, who dominate the political, cultural and economic affairs of the Republic 

(Joseph 2000, p. 337) - that all Argentinians descended from the boats means that 

the issue of race, rather than being strictly taboo, is simply never discussed (Farred 

2004, p. 50). Perceived ethnic sameness makes the issue of race irrelevant. This 

silence is a powerful form of discrimination against the mestizo and Indigenous 

population, who comprise roughly 6.5% of the population (ECPI 2004). By denying 

racial heterogeneity exists, this Eurocentric account of Argentina's nation-building 

project denies the mestizo and Indigenous population a meaningful role in the 

national identity. This "ideological retreat" from the politics of race (Farred 2004, p. 

51), this reticence to discuss the issue publicly (Ibid.), entrenches the hegemonic 

belief that to be Argentinian is to be white, distinct from the mestizo 'Other' that 

occupies the rest of Latin America (Ibid., p. 57). Mestizaje is therefore crucial to 

Argentina's political and socio-cultural project of national identity, because it 

defines what the nation is not.

Football is a useful way of analysing national identity, because sport is a rare 

context where the distinction between national imagined communities is explicitly 

drawn (Gándara 2001, p. 1; Mason 1995, p. 77; Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 548). Like 

all national teams, Argentina's exalted 'Albiceleste' embodies the values and traits 

of the national identity (Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 548), especially when pitted 

against their continental rivals. Football has a unifying effect upon the population - 

evoking opposition between the heroic representatives of your nation and a foreign 

'Other' (Gándara 2001, p. 1) - in much the same way race marks a distinction 

between Argentina and the rest of mestizo South America, establishing a division 



between 'us' and 'them' (Joseph 2000, p. 337). Argentina's brutal military dictator 

from 1976-1981, General Jorge Rafael Videla, articulated football's capacity to 

perpetuate homogeneity; "The sport was an opportunity, the way to express, as 

never before, the feeling of national unity and the common hope of peace, unity 

and fraternity" (Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 82). As a metaphorical symbol of the 

nation with an unparalleled ability to stir up patriotic fervour, Argentina's football 

team enjoys a powerful role in disseminating and perpetuating discourses 

regarding the national character (Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 548; Mason 1995, p. 71).

Argentinians' attitude towards La Albiceleste typifies the exceptionalism felt 

towards the rest of Latin America (Farred 2004, p. 57). Although matches rarely 

feature overt xenophobia, supporters' overflowing emotion and grandiose flag 

waving reflects a characteristically Argentine chauvinism towards their opponents 

(Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 559), especially arch-rival Brazil. It is hard to divorce this 

sense of superiority from the racial policies that underpinned the political and 

socio-cultural projects at the inception of the Argentine Republic; race - being 'not 

mestizo' - is a crucial point of distinction between the Argentina's imagined 

community and its neighbours (Farred 2004, p. 53). Whereas Argentina's 

'selección' is defined as "elegant, skilful, cheeky and lively" (Archetti 1995, p. 205), 

the "the team of the tango" (Farred 2004, p. 52), industrious yet graceful - traits 

emblematic of the European immigrants imported to 'civilise' the Republic - the 

'Seleção Brasileira' play sweaty, instinctive, tactically crude, "samba" football; the 

very title 'samba', a dance of African origin, reveals the significance of racial 

plurality in the Brazilian national identity (Farred 2004, p. 55; Martínez-Echazábal 

1998, p. 33). The widespread use of the slur "macacos" - 'monkeys' - to describe 



Brazilian players in Argentina harks back to the Social Darwinist tenets of 

Sarmiento et al. (Farred 2004, p. 54), and reveals Argentina's deep-seated 

contempt for the racial heterogeneity of its Latin American adversaries.

Juan Sebastián Verón epitomises how the Argentine national identity can 

unproblematically imagine itself as homogeneously white (Farred 2004, p. 56), 

despite patent racial diversity and manifest evidence of mestizaje (albeit less 

extensive than other Latin American countries). Verón, adored by the sporting 

public during his decorated career in Europe and for La Albiceleste, was noticeably 

darker than his Argentinian team-mates, but wearing the blue-and-white of 

Argentina rather than the yellow of Brazil "immunised" him from the constant focus 

on foreign blackness (Ibid.). Despite evidently being "physiognomically" mixed race 

(Ibid., p. 49), his difference was never commented on because of hegemonic 

insistence that "there are no blacks here" (Joseph 2000, p. 336). Due to its 

exclusionist relationship with the rest of mestizo Latin America (Farred 2004, p. 57), 

imagined to be racially inferior, "to be Argentine is to be white, to be other than 

Argentine is to be inveterately Other" (Ibid.). Verón is recognisably not white but this 

difference is never enunciated; like how Argentina is evidently not racially uniform, 

but the myth of racial homogeneity reinforces the prevailing silence on the issue 

(Ibid., p. 56). This "refusal to produce a racialised discourse that attends to Verón's 

racial salience" (Ibid.) encapsulates Argentina's communal silence towards the 

issue of race, which marginalises mestizaje from the national identity.

Despite the strength of this national discourse, a series of factors have challenged 

this false assumption of racial homogeneity in the new millennium (Sutton 2008, p. 



118). Despite a widespread perception that mestizo and Indigenous people were 

eradicated during the clearing of the hinterland in the 1880s (Warren 2009, p. 777), 

there is a sizeable population of racial minorities currently demanding a voice in 

Argentina's emerging democracy (Ibid., p. 773). For instance, the Afro-Argentine 

Museum opened in 1987 with the goal of "allowing Argentines to know our true 

national identity" (Frigerio 2002, p. 304), while the Mapuche community - the 

largest Indigenous group in Argentina - forced an amendment to the Constitution in 

1994 that acknowledges their rights to land (Warren 2009, p. 778). Also, the 

economic crises of the last 10 years have energised a spirit of political protest that 

places established beliefs under scrutiny (Sutton 2008, p. 118). Furthermore, again 

using football to examine attitudes towards race, there is a growing willingness to 

condemn overt racism, like the public derision of Quilmes defender Leandro 

Desábato, who was arrested in Brazil for abusing black São Paulo striker Grafite in 

2005 (Fonseca 2005), and Chacarita Juniors, who were docked one competition 

point for their fans' anti-Semitic chanting against Jewish-backed club Atlanta earlier 

this year (JTA 2012). 

However, it appears that the hegemonic attitude towards race has sustained itself 

in the 21st Century (Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 562; Sutton 2008, p. 111). Football 

has played a central role in the continuity of this national mythology (Alabarces et 

al. 2001, p. 564), through its ethnocentric jingoism (Wade 2010, p. 45; Farred 2004, 

p. 55) and persistent racial slurring of foreign opponents (Farred 2004, p. 54). 

Indeed, the only time Argentina's collective silence towards race is broken is to 

pejoratively label outsiders; 'lawless' mestizo migrants from the Argentine Interior 

(Guano 2003, p. 359) are dubbed "indios desubicados" - 'homeless 



Indians' (Joseph 2000, p. 350) - and economic immigrants from poorer countries 

like Paraguay, Uruguay, Chile, Peru and Bolivia are tagged as "cabecitas negras" - 

'little black heads' (Guano 2003, p. 357) - or "Boliguayos" - a mixture of 'Bolivian' 

and 'Paraguayan', echoing notions of racial inferiority and xenophobia (Gándara 

2001, p. 1; Sutton 2008, p. 112). In addition, the social upheaval that has 

accompanied the economic instability of the last decade has, in some cases, 

reignited racial prejudice and consolidated the belief in white superiority (Guano 

2003, p. 371; Wade 2010, p. 44; Farred 2004, p. 48). Significantly, the media has 

failed to challenge institutionalised racial assumptions or break the silence towards 

race (Sutton 2008, p. 109; Alabarces et al. 2001, p. 548; Frigerio 2002, p. 297), 

which serves to perpetuate the myth of Argentine whiteness, and continues to 

marginalise mestizaje from the political and socio-cultural project of cultivating 

national character.

Mestizaje is a crucial aspect of Argentina's national identity because race 

represents a fundamental point of distinction between the Republic's imagined 

community and its mestizo neighbours. While other Latin American states used 

racial intermixing as a symbol of hope and progress in the New World (Smith 1997, 

p. 505; Martínez-Echazábal 1998, p. 33; Farred 2004, p. 55), Argentina constructed 

its nation on the foundation of mass European immigration (Schneider 1996, p. 

174; Sutton 2008, p. 107; Smith 1997, p. 504), and its national character on an 

imagined racial difference to the rest of the region (Farred 2004, p. 57; Frigerio 

2002, p. 304). Football plays a central role in upholding this racial self-perception, 

by maintaining this distance between Argentina and its Latin rivals, containing the 

racial 'Other' (Farred 2004, p. 53). La Albiceleste signifies elegance, sophistication, 



and 'whiteness' while the yellow shirt of Brazil stands for barbarism and racial 

heterogeneity (Ibid., p. 55). Despite recent challenges to the hegemonic position 

(Sutton 2008, p. 118), the myth of Argentine racial homogeneity remains 

entrenched in the national character thanks to the seminal role 'whiteness' (Frigerio 

2002, p. 304) played in the Republic's early political and socio-cultural projects of 

nation-building.
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