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This dissertation narrates a history of how writers and artists in Mexico challenged the 

increasing liberalization of the Atlantic economy in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Anchored in Mexico City between the passage of the 1857 Constitution and the rise of the 

científicos during the Porfiriato, it focuses on particular transatlantic moments in this history, such 

as the reign of Emperor Maximilian I, in order to explore the ways in which new aesthetic forms 

appeared in response to the exigencies of censorship and the precarious conditions of artistic labor. 

The first chapter examines the understudied Mexican period of the Cuban writer and revolutionary 

José Martí. I use what I call the “reflexivity of form” to argue that Martí’s one-act play, Amor con 

amor se paga, develops a theatrical vision of politics. The second chapter moves to the outskirts 

of Mexico City to consider the work of the Greek émigré Plotino Rhodakanaty, who used the 

dialogue form in his philosophical pamphlets and attempts to establish an indigenous commune. 

Through readings of newspaper supplements, legal debates, and public speeches, I recast the 

dialogue form as a way of conceptualizing an alternative pre-history of the Mexican Revolution 

that questions widely held assumptions about its leftist protagonists’ anti-intellectualism. The third 

chapter of the dissertation studies the work of Édouard Manet, whose three-part series The 

Execution of Maximilian drew from and reflected the transatlantic information cycles of 

nineteenth-century periodicals emanating from Mexico City. Manet’s selective focus on Mexican 



periodicals and images, I argue, allowed him to visually reconstruct a collective form of anti-

imperialism specific to Mexico that departs from Romantic narratives of the heroic anti-imperialist 

individual. Finally, the fourth chapter focuses on José Zorrilla’s largely unexamined four-part 

letter to the Duke of Rivas, México y los mexicanos, which demonstrates a surprising awareness 

of the economic plight of writers, artists, and other creative laborers. Zorrilla, I argue, used the 

epistolary form to surreptitiously introduce the economic plight of artists into mainstream Spanish 

as well as Mexican political discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The second half of the nineteenth century in Mexico witnessed a tumultuous series of 

regime changes. Following the liberal Constitution of 1857, the country would witness three 

markedly different forms of government: constitutional liberalism, imperial monarchism, and 

positivist authoritarianism. With each new form of government came a set of regulations on 

artistic expression, political organization, and economic development. Their policies often 

challenged the expectations of Mexicans. Maximilian the First, the Archduke of the Habsburg 

dynasty in Europe who ruled as the emperor of Mexico for three years, from April of 1864 to 

June of 1867, made some, though little use of his absolute power when it came to censorship.1 

Two decades later, however, Porfirio Díaz’s authoritarian regime would not be so forgiving. As 

an anonymous Mexican writer for The American Magazine put it in 1910, just as the Díaz regime 

was tottering, “It is impossible that they [the government] will consent to a free press, because a 

free press would exhibit all the wrongs committed by the present administration, and that would 

lower the price of Mexican stocks and bonds.”2 The interlacing of international trade, 

government, and censorship in the quote is not by accident. Indeed, these became inextricable 

aspects of Díaz’s regime hold on power over the course of three and a half decades. The regime, 

as historian Pablo Piccato succinctly puts it, “managed to control banditry and political dissent, 

guarantee the interests of foreign investors, and enforce liberal legislation on property, with the 

resulting dispossession of large numbers of peasants and the accumulation of wealth by national 

                                                
1 Claude Dumas cites one instance in which Justo Sierra, who would later become one of the most prominent 
intellectuals during the Porfiriato, was censored along with two classmates while performing a one-act play at the 
Academy of Natural Law in San Ildefonso. See Claude Dumas, Justo Sierra y el México de su tiempo, 1948-1912, 
trans. Carlos Ortega (Mexico City: UNAM, 1992), 55-6. 
2 Anonymous, “Barbarous Mexico,” The American Magazine, vol. 71 (Nov. 1910-April 1911), 159; emphasis in 
original. 
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elites.”3 The Ley Mordaza (“gag law”), in other words, went hand in hand with the Ley Lerdo 

(“Lerdo Law”). 

The Lerdo Law is emblematic of this period in Mexico. It encapsulates many of the 

contradictions of the country’s intellectual class, which often failed to consider the wider scope 

of consequences resulting from its legal and political decisions. The Lerdo Law ostensibly 

outlawed large land possessions by “corporate” entities. Although its primary aim was to divide 

the Catholic Church’s large land holdings in the countryside, the law also took aim at communal 

indigenous and peasant land. It brazenly ignored the distinctions between the two. The law was 

approved in 1856 by the moderately liberal regime of Ignacio Comonfort. But the succession of 

wars and regimes made it such that the full implementation of the law would not occur until the 

1870s, under the liberal government of Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada (the older brother of Miguel 

Lerdo de Tejada, the namesake of the Lerdo Law), and especially under Díaz during the 1880s. 

The law’s dramatic impact on indigenous and rural society, however, would be met by an 

equally forceful response. The law’s fragmented implementation elicited a continual stream of 

indigenous and peasant revolts against the central government in Mexico City.  

One of the most consequential of these, in 1868, would carry in popular memory and 

historiography the name of its intellectual indigenous leader, Julio López Chávez. The López 

Chávez Rebellion marked less an origin than a momentous turning point in the series of 

indigenous revolts against the central government. Unlike other indigenous uprisings, such as the 

Guerra de Castas (1847-1901), the López Chávez Rebellion took place near Mexico City, in 

Chalco, and thus compelled the national political and economic elites to take notice. Also unlike 

others, the López Chávez Rebellion appeared to have arisen spontaneously and came paired with 

a written manifesto, Manifesto to All the Oppressed and Poor of Mexico and the Universe. The 
                                                
3 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects: Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 1.  
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Manifesto, explains intellectual historian Carlos Illades, channeled the political ideas of French 

philosophers Charles Fourier and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. He writes, it “situated the 

hacendados, landowners, or latifundistas on one side and the laborers, workers, or proletarians 

on the other, as two opposite poles in the countryside whose confrontation lay at the base of the 

agrarian conflict.”4 It also, importantly, gave a Nahua account of communal society. It advocated 

that Nahua communes work “together in the form they think most convenient, forming large or 

small agricultural societies that guard themselves in common defense, without the need for one 

group of men to order and punish them.”5 The Manifesto’s pairing of indigenous communal 

organization and utopian socialist philosophy, in addition to the revolt’s subsequent spread to the 

neighboring communities of Texcoco and Amecameca, ultimately made the López Chávez 

Rebellion impossible to ignore. 

 The Manifesto of the López Chávez Rebellion, like the other moments in this study, 

captures a moment in Mexico’s nineteenth-century intellectual history when political and 

aesthetic form meet in order to challenge growing liberalization of the transatlantic economy. I 

place form—instead of genre, for instance—purposefully at the center of this study. Form, unlike 

genre, allows for comparisons across disciplinary boundaries thanks to its more copious 

definition. And in this study, I will primarily compare aesthetic and political form. Anchored 

between the European revolutions of 1848 and the rise of the científicos during the Porfiriato, my 

project focuses on key “transatlantic moments” in Mexico’s cultural history, such as the Spanish-

supported reign of Emperor Maximilian I in Mexico. Over the course of four chapters, I will first 

explore the ways in which new aesthetic forms emerged in Mexico as a response to the 

                                                
4 Carlos Illades, Las otras ideas: El primer socialismo en México, 1850-1935 (Mexico City: Era, 2008), 77, 159. 
5 Julio Chávez López, Manifiesto a todos los oprimidos y pobres de Méxicy y del Universo (1868), in Hugo Marcelo 
Sandoval Vargas, La configuración del pensamiento anarquista en México: Horizonte libertario de La Social y el 
Partido Liberal Mexicano (Guadalajara: Grietas Editores, 2011), 182. 
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exigencies of censorship and the precarious conditions of artistic labor. Through detailed studies 

of several writers and artists, I will focus specifically on the one-act play, the history painting, 

the philosophical pamphlet, and the epistle. A renewed encounter with these artistic forms gave 

artists and writers a new vocabulary, and indeed a new framework, for thinking about politics. 

And these artistic genres each showcased the interactions of multiple aesthetic and political 

forms. I then study how these aesthetic forms sparked a turn to political forms, such as the 

commune, the general strike, and anti-imperialism. For the Greek émigré, Plotino Rhodakanaty, 

for example, the dialogic form of his philosophical pamphlets merged with the egalitarian form 

of communal society he advocated in his political writings. Without accounting for the blending 

of utopian socialist philosophy and the indigenous communal administration of land, it is 

difficult to understand why, years later, some of the major figures of the Mexican Revolution 

would underscore indigenous claims to land and the 1857 Constitution as the major intellectual 

forces driving their insurrection.  

TRANSATLANTIC STUDIES 

This study is in primary dialogue with the recent and growing field of transatlantic 

studies. My account of form and politics specifically challenges what I see as the two dominant 

paradigms in transatlantic studies in Hispanism. The critics Julio Ortega and Walter Mignolo 

each represent one side of the existing divide in transatlantic studies between what they call 

“mestizaje” and “indigenismo,” but what I see as more accurately described as purity and 

impurity, or the essentialism of heterogeneity and homogeneity. Julio Ortega has become one of 

the most outspoken proponents of transatlantic studies, focusing especially on the colonial 

moment of contact as a metaphor for his version of the field. Having organized several 

preparatory conferences in the late ’90s, Ortega founded the Transatlantic Project in 1999, which 
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has galvanized many around transatlantic studies as well as sponsored a handful of major 

international conferences featuring scholars and writers from both Latin America and Spain. His 

2003 essay, “Post-teoría y estudios transatlánticos” (“Post-Theory and Transatlantic Studies”), 

which opened an early issue on transatlantic studies in the journal Iberoamericana and has since 

been anthologized, lays out a framework for the incipient field that many since have adopted in 

their work.6 Like Ortega, Walter Mignolo too emerged as a dominant voice from the Latin 

Americanist engagement with postcolonial studies. Whereas Ortega, like Rolena Adorno and 

other colonial scholars, became quickly disenchanted with the subalternist development of 

postcolonial studies, Mignolo borrowed from subaltern studies in order to help develop its 

“decolonial” offshoot. Thanks in part to the dissolution of the Latin American Subaltern Studies 

Group, his name, in particular, and decolonial theory, in general, have today become nearly 

synonymous with what remains of subalternism in Latin America. Although Mignolo himself is 

not often an explicit proponent of transatlantic studies per se, his work has been anthologized in 

its volumes and journals. Mignolo’s comparative style, which often involves contrasting forms of 

knowledge in Latin America and Europe, however, has made his work especially influential in 

the field.7 The nature of this comparative style has attracted many who do consider themselves 

primarily to be transatlantic scholars to decolonialism, adopting it as their own and transforming 

it in turn. 

Transatlantic studies, for Ortega, Mignolo, and most critics in the field, begins with the 

colonial era. “The colonial world was Spain’s true modernity,” Ortega writes, “a paradoxical 
                                                
6 See Beatriz Colombi, Viaje intelectual: Migraciones y desplazamientos en América Latina (1880-1915) (Rosario: 
Beatriz Viterbo, 2004); Christopher Conway, “‘Próspero’ y el teatro nacional: encuentros transatlánticos en las 
revistas teatrales de Ignacio Manuel Altamirano, 1867-1876,” in México trasatlántico, ed. Julio Ortega and Celia del 
Palacio (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2008), 132-157; and Kristine Ibsen, Maximilian, Mexico, and 
the Invention of Empire (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2010). 
7 See Nadia Altschul, Geographies of Philological Knowledge: Postcoloniality and the Transatlantic National Epic 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), and Lisa Surwillo, Monsters by Trade: Slave Traffickers in Modern 
Spanish Literature and Culture (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014). 
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modernity, in effect, but soon a civilization of the political sign of mixture.”8 Framing Spanish 

imperialism in this way, Ortega argues for an understanding of modern Latin America and Spain 

as constitutively bound to one another. One cannot study the colonies in a vacuum that relegates 

Spain to the position of a specter. Transatlantic studies, presumably, would always consider both 

the Peninsula and its early modern colonies side by side in order to understand the imperial 

repercussions of writing, politics, and culture, whether originating in Salamanca or Cuzco. 

However, in understanding modern Latin America and Spain as constitutive of one another, 

Ortega quickly elides the imperial context of the Conquest that brought Spaniards into contact 

with Mayan, Incan, and other indigenous people. The modernity that emerged from this 

encounter was “paradoxical,” as Ortega writes, only insofar as one ignores the political, 

economic, and social forces that brought it about. The Quechua chronicler Felipe Guamán Poma 

de Ayala’s assertion of agency as an indigenous person under Spanish colonial rule, for instance, 

appears less paradoxical as soon as interpretations move beyond considering it an attempt to 

“reconstruct cultural memory and reestablish new mutual spaces,”9 and instead read it as a way 

for an educated Quechua nobleman to negotiate political and economic autonomy with King 

Phillip III of Spain. By ignoring the moment of conquest, Ortega’s proposal for transatlantic 

studies naturalizes Spanish imperialism, glossing over colonialism as necessarily mixed or 

“mestizo.” Many myths used to justify economic, political, and social hierarchies used the idea 

of “mestizaje” to quell what might have otherwise been indigenous and proletarian uprisings 

such as the López Chávez rebellion. Such myths, a memorable example of which is the Mexican 

writer and politician José Vasconcelos’s La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race, 1925), replace past 

grievances with future promises, erasing histories of oppression in the process by taking elite 

                                                
8 Julio Ortega, “Post-teoría y los estudios transatlánticos,” Iberoamericana 9 (2003), 115. 
9 Ortega, “Post-teoría,” 115. 
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mestizos as their starting point. It is clear that Ortega wants to avoid the temptation to search for 

origin stories or narratives of Latin America’s indigenous purity, uncontaminated by European 

contact and conquest. But one need not assert the foundational place of mixture or mestizaje in 

order to do so. Politically dubious and historically inaccurate, originary mestizaje, even in its 

most metaphorical sense as a mere trope or theoretical tool, cordons off questions that might 

otherwise productively interrogate the history of Spanish imperialism. Moreover, it brackets a 

historical event for unconvincing reasons.  

 Like Ortega’s, Walter Mignolo’s contributions to transatlantic studies hinge on key 

dichotomous oppositions. The fact that the titles of two of his books—one of his first 

monographs, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, and his latest, The Darker Side of Western 

Modernity—share everything except for the last term is no coincidence.10 Each book invokes the 

spectral character of a historical period recognized as fundamental for understanding the 

evolution of Europe since medieval times. In both cases, the “darker side,” for Mignolo, is 

colonialism—or coloniality, his preferred term. It is thanks to colonialism above all that Europe 

has been able to evolve economically, socially, politically, and in other ways. This is one side of 

the coin. The other is that the very notions of historical progress that even allow us to conceive 

of such European evolution are flawed in and of themselves. “It is important for my argument to 

conceptualize ‘modernity/coloniality’ as two sides of the same coin and not as two separate 

frames of mind,” Mignolo writes in another book, The Idea of Latin America. “You cannot be 

modern without being colonial; and if you are on the colonial side of the spectrum you have to 

transact with modernity—you cannot ignore it. The very idea of America cannot be separated 

from coloniality: the entire continent emerged as such in the European consciousness as a 

                                                
10 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1995); Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, 
Decolonial Options (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011). 
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massive extent of land to be appropriated and of people to be converted to Christianity, and 

whose labor could be exploited.”11 One of Mignolo’s aims is, thus, to upset the progressive, 

European narrative of history that has given concepts such as modernity their academic, and 

even popular, purchase today. But another one of his aims—of equal importance—is to recover 

forms of indigenous knowledge from Europe’s colonial trappings. Using anthropology, literary 

criticism, and political theory, Mignolo illuminates Latin America’s supposedly unenlightened 

ideas in order to challenge our largely Western assumptions about its different regions, histories, 

and cultures. As he will write later in the same book, “the colonial wound […] leads to a 

pluriversality of paradigms that are no longer subsumable under the linear history of Western 

thought […] The explosions coming out of the theoretical, political, and ethical awareness of the 

colonial wound make possible the imagination and construction of an-other world, a world in 

which many worlds are possible.”12 

Ortega’s assertion of constitutive mixing—mestizaje—is a case in point. It conveniently 

ignores hierarchies of class and race, cannot account for much of Amerindian history, and 

conveniently papers over the disproportionate devastation European conquest wrought on the 

Americas. Yet what Mignolo offers in its place is a narrative of Amerindian purity that he claims 

is isolated from Western epistemology. On his reading, scholars must abandon any hint of 

Western concepts lest they want to oppress their indigenous or Latin American subjects. He 

grounds his idea of colonial difference, which underwrites much if not all of his oeuvre, on two 

fundamentally contradictory claims. According to critics Scott Michaelsen and Scott Cutler 

Shershow, Mignolo “insists that Amerindians did have writing, yet imagines the writing they had 

as one that escapes all of writing’s problems and that exists in the form of an untamed ‘voice’ not 

                                                
11 Walter Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005), 6-7. 
12 Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 156; emphasis in original. 
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yet contaminated by the letter.”13 In other writing, Mignolo extends his analysis beyond the 

colonial period to modernity. Books such as Local Histories/ Global Designs, for instance, argue 

that modernity’s globalization exploits its subjects through exclusion and marginalization.14 But, 

in fact, the opposite appears to be true: globalization exploits its subjects precisely by including, 

integrating, and forcibly assimilating them into a more internationalized labor market. Finally, 

Mignolo’s understanding of knowledge entails a form of embodiment that further advances the 

essentializing notion of indigenous purity. The idea is as simple as it is questionable: linguistic 

colonization by Europeans, he claims, was an epistemological process that violently replaced 

indigenous “complementarity”15 with Eurocentric dualism and, today, in order to overcome the 

effects of colonial violence we must find those embodied, “subjugated knowledges.”16 The idea 

of indigenous purity, egalitarianism, alterity, and non-imperialism is simply assumed, never 

developed. 

 What seems clear from considering Ortega and Mignolo’s proposals for transatlantic 

studies is that both paradigms force upon scholars an ethical, not an analytical decision. For 

Mignolo, that decision has to do with being complicit in Europe’s imperial construction of 

modernity. Insofar as one adopts academic concepts European epistemology has tainted, whether 

Marxist, deconstructionist, historicist, etc., one’s work can be seen as, at the very least, 

perpetuating Europe’s colonial status quo if not actively suppressing indigenous knowledge. 

Therefore, the scholar must make the ethical decision to supposedly break with Eurocentrism and 

support indigenous knowledge in all its egalitarian, pure, other, and non-oppressive character, 

                                                
13 Scott Michaelsen and Scott Cutler Shershow, “Rethinking Border Thinking,” South Atlantic Quarterly 106.1 
(2007): 43-44. 
14 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/ Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
15 Mignolo, Local Histories, 74-5. 
16 Mignolo, Local Histories, 19. 
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less the scholar make the unethical decision to continue perpetuating Europe’s power and 

hegemony over the world, academic or otherwise. This ethical decision obviates the analytic one, 

which might instead be preoccupied with developing a systematic understanding of the colonial 

relationship. 

 In Ortega’s case the ethical decision is not as obvious as in Mignolo’s, but nonetheless 

has the same effect. Rather than asking scholars to choose between supporting a picture of 

historical indigenous resistance or upholding Europe’s colonial regime in modern times, Ortega 

poses the ethical question instead as one of textuality, historical memory, and subjective agency. 

In Transatlantic Translations, Ortega explains that his goal is “to examine how the new was 

perceived in terms of the already conceived, the different constituted by what was already 

known, and the unnamed seen through what had been already seen.”17 But what he clearly 

implies by the “already” conceived, known, or seen is Spanish, not Amerindian. Ortega’s 

proposed mestizaje paradigm cannot account for the wide economic, political, and social 

discrepancies that shaped the colonial encounter, much less its aftermath, and thereby betrays its 

presentation as an alternative disinterested in questions of purity. Far from giving equal weight to 

both sides of the mixture, the idea of hybridization he supports would instead embed imperial 

divisions of power into a transatlantic framework supposedly meant to expose them.  

 Though he is right to criticize Mignolo and others for their self-attributed “enlightened 

culturalist militancy [that] conceived the native as heroic or especially endowed with wisdom, 

and presented him or her as a victimized ‘minority’ in need of compensation,” Ortega proposes 

in its place a rather ahistorical, apolitical, and tradition-oriented approach that attends to “a 

                                                
17 Julio Ortega, Transatlantic Translations: Dialogues in Latin American Literature, trans. Philip Derbyshire 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2006), 9. 
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semantic field of rich textuality.”18 His is philology without history, textual criticism without 

context, discourse analysis without theoretical inquiry. In sum, Ortega’s proposal for 

transatlantic studies merely dresses up Mignolo’s ethical decision in a different vocabulary. For 

Ortega, a scholar supports giving up on “the spirit of the sixties”19 (i.e. critical theory) and 

returning to serious textual analysis or continues to belabor a historical episode that hybridity and 

intermixing have already resolved. Ortega’s ethical choice inversely mirrors Mignolo’s. Mignolo 

supports a project of trying to reclaim some kind of Amerindian purity, of categorizing the entire 

history of modernity as based on a single idea, and of relentlessly supporting the victim he has 

decided to name. Ortega, by contrast, is interested solely in impurity or what he calls 

“intermixing,” in studying textuality devoid of historical context, and of unabashedly claiming 

the mantle of the perpetrator symbolized by the Spanish language. Though seemingly opposite in 

their orientation, Ortega and Mignolo share a common ethical framework for pursuing 

transatlantic studies. Neither seems aware of, let alone interested in, avoiding letting ethical 

decisions overshadow analytical questions. 

 In order to avoid repeating the missteps I have identified in Ortega and Mignolo’s 

versions of transatlantic studies, I have abstained from taking pre-decided, essentialist positions 

on the subjects I study. This starts with studying writers and artists who embraced political 

stances very different from my own. José Zorrilla, who is the subject of Chapter 1, was a known 

moderado, someone who believed in the legitimacy of Spain’s Queen Isabel II but who remained 

a far cry from the romantic liberals and socialists of his day, such as José de Espronceda or 

Mariano José de Larra. By contrast, José Martí, the subject of Chapter 2, was an icon of Cuban 

Independence who was well to the left of Zorrilla. In his essay on Marx’s funeral, however, he 

                                                
18 Ortega, Transatlantic Translations, 9. 
19 Ortega, Transatlantic Translations, 9. 
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advocated for a “mild remedy” to the world’s ills, not “to set men against men,” as he claimed 

Marx had.20 Martí adopted many political hats, but his commitments might have approached 

what might be called liberal anti-imperialism. According to the intellectual historian Rafael 

Rojas, “although the political process toward Cuban independence started in the mid-nineteenth 

century, the age of John Stuart Mill and the height of democratic liberalism underlying the 1848 

revolutions, Martí resembled more a neoclassical republican than a romantic liberal. His true 

Hispanic American teachers were not Sarmiento and Mora, Alberdi and Ocampo, but rather 

Simón Bolívar, Fray Servando Teresa de Mier, Félix Varela, and certainly, José María 

Heredia.”21  

 In another attempt to stem essentialism, this study focuses on the non-canonical work of 

canonical figures. Chapter 3, for instance, considers the Mexican period of José Martí. Judging 

this period to be immature compared to his more widely known North American journalism, the 

overwhelming majority of Martí scholars have ignored his writing in Mexico. The articles that 

comprise his so-called Escenas mexicanas (“Mexican Scenes”) reveal a political side of Martí 

that is key to understanding his late advocacy of strikes and the labor movement at the time when 

he founded the Cuban Revolutionary Party in 1892. Combining such a political perspective with 

a reading of his one-act play, Amor con amor se paga, written while he was in Mexico in 1876, 

however, unearths his economic and moral concerns with late nineteenth century revolutionary 
                                                
20 José Martí, “Tributes to Karl Marx, Who Has Died,” in José Martí: Selected Writings, trans. Esther Allen (New 
York: Penguin, 2002), 131. For some commentary on this essay and Martí’s view of Marx more generally, see 
Bruno Bosteels, Marx and Freud in Latin America: Politics, Psychoanalysis, and Religion in Times of Terror 
(London: Verso, 2012), 29-50; Luis Alvarenga, “El humanismo de Marx desde la perspectiva de José Martí,” 
Estudios Centroamericanos 707 (2007): 849-853; Pablo Guadarrama González, José Martí y el humanismo en 
América Latina (Bogotá: Convenio Andrés Bello, 2003). 
21 Rafael Rojas, Essays in Cuban Intellectual History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 17. Rojas also writes, 
in this same passage: “The political contributions of Martí can be considered from the perspective of these two 
traditions: the liberal stance that originated from the contractual theories of Hobbes and Locke, leading to the 
representative models of Constant and Tocqueville in the nineteenth century; and the republican vein born in 
classical Rome with Cicero and Livy, consolidated in the Venetian and Florentine republics of the Renaissance, and 
reformulated in the late eighteenth century by Harrington, Rousseau, and the American and French constitutions. If 
we compare Martí’s contributions with these two traditions, we find that he owed much to the republican tradition.” 
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politics. I argue that what Rojas calls Martí’s “neoclassical republicanism” is grounded in the 

ideal of collective self-reflection, an ideal that prevents him from becoming more than a 

sometime sympathetic onlooker of the socialist movement at the same time that it rejects a 

purely liberal, individualist account political action. Such an approach to canonical figures is 

meant to complicate previous assumptions about them and shift the focus away from any ability 

to make categorical or essentialist statements. The task is made all the more difficult because of 

the entrenched narratives about such canonical authors. And here is where combining the kind of 

formalism outlined earlier with transatlantic studies proves most useful. The transatlantic 

approach—which, broadly, looks to identify how forces connecting Europe and Latin America 

shape the work of writers and artists—rejects some of the premises of many of these narratives, 

which too often assume a national coherence, for example, to artistic traditions, economic 

histories, and political alliances. Instead of looking for national coherence, a perspective framed 

by imperialism incorporates both sides of the Atlantic and is better positioned to account for the 

main force that allowed intellectuals to shuffle back and forth from Europe to Latin America in 

the first place. 

IMPERIALISM 

Recent work in literary criticism, political theory, and intellectual history has attempted 

to redress canonical accounts of liberalism in light of nineteenth-century Europe’s grand imperial 

adventures. Generally grouped as the “imperial turn,” scholars across a range of disciplines have 

recently put significant pressure on the idea that the intellectual traditions associated with 

liberalism and the Enlightenment are presumably at odds with certain features of imperialism, 

such as domination and subjugation. Such scholarship largely has taken place within the North 

American academy, with the lion’s share of the attention from scholars who self-identify with it 
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focusing on Britain and France. There are a few notable exceptions as it pertains to the Hispanic 

world. Anthony Pagden, identified as one of a number of Cambridge School scholars who paved 

the way for its current development, has contributed significantly to shifting the study of Spanish 

political theory towards an account of its imperial origins.22 More recently, scholars such as 

Michael Iarocci, in literary criticism, and the late Christopher Schmidt-Nowara, in 

historiography, have pushed cultural criticism in this direction.23 The irony of citing these 

newfangled appraisals of empire is that many Latin Americanist scholars have for some time 

incorporated an account of imperialism, whether actual or spectral, into their analysis. In her 

survey of the growing field, Jennifer Pitts, for example, cites contributions to the field from 

postcolonial studies, subaltern studies, and, referring specifically to Latin Americanists, 

decolonialism as practiced in the work of scholars such as Enrique Dussel and Mabel Moraña.24 

While it is certainly true that Latin Americanists have studied and continue to study the 

importance of colonialism in its myriad forms, the specificity of the contributions I have isolated 

here and others is that they examine the Enlightenment and liberal ideals in light of their imperial 

use. By and large, subaltern studies and its offshoots in Latin American cultural and historical 

studies have ignored this crucial nexus. I consider this silence a symptom of the field’s over-

emphasis on sweeping narratives and unworkably broad categories of analysis.  

Marxist scholars for some time now have argued this to be the case. The early-twentieth 

century witnessed a proliferation of critiques of imperialism from the likes of Rosa Luxemburg, 

Vladimir I. Lenin, Rudolf Hilferding, and John A. Hobson, among others. The often reductive 

                                                
22 Anthony Pagden, Spanish Imperialism and the Political Imagination: Studies in European and Spanish-American 
Social and Political Theory, 1513-1830 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 
23 Michael Iarocci, Properties of Modernity: Romantic Spain, Modern Europe, and the Legacies of Empire 
(Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2006); Christopher Schmidt-Nowara and Nieto-Phillips, eds., Interpreting 
Spanish Colonialism: Empires, Nations, and Legends (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005). 
24 Jennifer Pitts, “Political Theory of Empire and Imperialism: An Appendix,” in Empire and Modern Political 
Thought, ed. Sankar Muthu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 352.  
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accounts and stagist assumptions that underlay these critiques, however, is said to be part of the 

reason why, in Marxist scholarship, colonialism has been “displaced into the inexorable logics of 

modernization and world capitalism.”25 Once a primary object of study, colonialism and 

liberalism’s fraternal ties, in other words, have since been relegated to a position of lesser 

importance. A renewed focus on Marx’s ethnological notebooks and his brief forays into 

thinking about capitalist development in non-stagist paradigms, nevertheless, has reopened the 

possibility for studying the specificity of capitalism under imperial conditions.26 Scholars of the 

“imperial turn,” by contrast, have too often and too quickly ignored the economic conditions that 

shaped intellectual thought during their period of study. If any attention is paid at all to the 

shared evolution of liberalism and imperial capitalism, it often arrives in nebulous concepts such 

as “commercial and political greed.”27 “The key to unraveling the shifting ambiguities of liberal 

attitudes toward empire,” writes Andrew Sartori, “might lie in a more rigorous attempt to embed 

the conceptual structure of liberal thought in the sociohistorical contexts of its articulation.”28  

Thus, one answer to the problem of combining the insights from the imperial turn with a 

Marxian attention to capitalist development may be through combining an interpretive analysis 

of texts—with a specific attention to textual form, whether philosophical pamphlet or, in the case 

of the present chapter, oil painting—with a conscious theory of its imperial context. The kind of 

Marxism that might be enlisted for such an approach would pay specific attention to so-called 

heterodox and non-linear aspects of its insight, retaining a fundamental emphasis on 

understanding the uneven relations of power capitalism yields in sites of imperial aggression. 
                                                
25 Nicholas B. Dirks, “Introduction,” in Colonialism and Culture, Nicholas B. Dirks, ed. (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1992), 3. 
26 A touchstone for this renewed interest in Marx’s writings on non-linear capitalist development within Anglophone 
Marxism is Kevin Anderson, Marx at the Margins: On Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Non-Western Societies (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
27 Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 163. 
28 Andrew Sartori, “The British Empire and Its Liberal Mission,” Journal of Modern History 78 (2006): 624. 
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Meanwhile, the interpretative focus on the ways in which authors struggle to reconcile particular 

beliefs about egalitarian associations, or collectives, as I will primarily call them, with critiques 

of military expansion abroad will remain the important contribution of the recent “imperial turn” 

in literary criticism, political theory, and intellectual history. Though focused largely on 

intervening in Hispanic studies, at least two of the chapters of this study, Chapters 1 and 2, hope 

to make a contribution to combining both of these fruitful terrains of scholarship in order to 

reassess the fraught aesthetic and political place in which many artists found themselves in 

Mexico during Maximilian’s Second Empire. 

CHAPTER OUTLINES 

Each of the four chapters of this dissertation undertakes a study of the work of one author 

in particular, though many will be referenced throughout. I spend perhaps an unusual amount of 

time for a literary scholar discussing the historical, political, and economic contexts of each 

author. But I do so because my argument attempts to bring all of these contexts to bear on the 

literary and artistic works I study. Focusing on concepts such as form, I think, allows me to more 

easily make these contextual arguments at the same time that I pay close attention to the texts I 

have at hand. And transatlantic studies, I would add, requires juggling at least two fundamentally 

different contexts, including all their facets. But, ultimately, the texts themselves capture, 

articulate, and reconceptualize the contextual forces in which they were written.  

The first chapter investigates the Spanish writer José Zorrilla’s often overlooked eleven 

years in Mexico. I juxtapose his four-part letter to the Duke of Rivas, México y los mexicanos, 

with his position as the director of Mexico City’s National Theater during Maximilian I's regime 

in order to bring into relief the dilemma faced by mid-century conservatism over whether to 

return to an aristocratic past or embrace the liberal present. Presented in the form of what I call 
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“epistolary literary criticism,” Zorrilla’s book demonstrates a surprising awareness of the 

economic plight of writers, artists, and other creative laborers. Zorrilla, I argue, used the 

epistolary form to surreptitiously introduce the economic plight of artists into mainstream 

Spanish as well as Mexican political discourse. 

My dissertation’s second chapter studies Édouard Manet’s three-part series The 

Execution of Maximilian. Though Manet never stepped foot in Mexico, his series draws from and 

reflects the transatlantic information cycles of nineteenth-century periodicals emanating from 

Mexico City. Manet’s selective focus on Mexican periodicals and images, I argue, allows him to 

visually reconstruct a collective form of anti-imperialism specific to Mexico that departs from 

Goya’s Romantic narrative of the heroic anti-imperialist individual in Spain. I examine how 

Manet’s ironic take on formal visual tropes—including light, color, and subject—undermines the 

conventions of historical painting and comments politically on the form anti-imperial resistance 

should take.  

Chapter three examines the understudied Mexican period of the Cuban writer and 

revolutionary José Martí. During his time in Mexico, Martí, I find, became increasingly aware of 

the aesthetic and political dimensions of what I call the “reflexivity of form.” I use this concept 

to argue that Martí’s one-act play, Amor con amor se paga, develops a self-reflexive, theatrical 

vision of politics in order to address the general lack of support for the city’s labor movement. 

Reading the play alongside his early crónicas, I explore why Martí foregrounds the limitations of 

political and aesthetic form as a means of persuading the public to support working-class 

grievances and call their attention to their own role in exploiting Mexico City’s workers.  

Finally, the fourth chapter moves to the outskirts of Mexico City to consider the work of 

the Greek émigré Plotino Rhodakanaty. Rhodakanaty’s focus on the dialogue form in his 
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philosophical pamphlets and attempts to establish an indigenous commune would later inspire 

iconic figures of the Mexican Revolution, including the Flores Magón brothers and Emiliano 

Zapata. But along the way, his dialogic forms were emptied out of the content they once held. By 

returning to Rhodakanaty, I recast the dialogue form as a way of conceptualizing an alternative 

history of Mexican anarchism that questions widely held assumptions about its anti-

intellectualism. I argue, instead, that Rhodakanaty posits a return to Socratic pedagogy as a 

necessary step on the path toward revolution. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE WORKER AND THE ARTIST 

“I hope that soon will be demanded/ your annexation by the United States, you naïve 

nation!”29 José Zorrilla directed his imperial wish at Mexico following the execution of its 

French Emperor, Maximilian I, on June 19, 1867. A friend and patron, Maximilian had asked 

Zorrilla to direct the country’s until then non-existent National Theater. He spent nearly a year in 

the post, cultivating an extensive network of actors and playwrights to entertain Mexico City 

elites. The National Theater was more of a makeshift arrangement than an established institution. 

And, to make matters more intimate, it found its home in Maximilian’s large estate in the heart 

of Mexico City. The most important relationship he cultivated was thus with Maximilian 

himself. When the news of Maximilian’s death arrived, Zorrilla, already back in Spain, was 

devastated and began reflecting on their friendship. He soon published Drama del alma. Algo 

sobre México y Maximiliano, a book of poetry that frequently veered into political commentary. 

While he had quickly warmed to Mexico and had become a fixture in the country’s literary 

circles over the preceding decade, he appeared, following Maximilian’s execution, to have 

completely changed his opinion about the country he had once called home. Having once praised 

Mexico’s poets for the generosity with which he was received upon arrival, he now condemned 

the nation and its people as ignorant, uncivilized, and power hungry. Perhaps the most damaging 

of comments, however, was Zorrilla’s pointed call for U.S. imperialism to solve Mexico’s ills. 

At the time, such provocations could not have sounded more damning to a Mexican ear. 

A series of wars and treatises during the 1840s and ’50s had reduced the country by half 

its territorial size. More importantly, these land concessions had ceded territory not to the 

creation of an independent nation, but to its colonially ambitious northern neighbor. Across the 

border, ideas such as “manifest destiny” had been used to justify the annexation of Texas in 1836 
                                                
29 José Zorrilla, Drama del Alma. Algo sobre México y Maximiliano (Madrid: 1888), 170. 
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and the invasion of Mexico in 1846. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which brought the 

invasion to a close on February 2, 1948, saw the country lose nearly half of its territory to the 

United States through a combination of annexation and secession. One of the more peculiar 

features of Mexico’s territorial wars against its northern neighbor, however, was the important 

role debt played in authorizing the invasion and justifying its outcome. José Joaquín de Herrera, 

who had served as a general during the war and became president immediately following it, 

retroactively justified signing the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo by pointing to Mexico’s 

obligation to pay its foreign debts. Several years later, on June 24, 1853, the Venta de la Mesilla 

was the name given to the decision by president Antonio López de Santa Ana to sell parts of 

northern Sonora and Chihuahua to the United States. Santa Ana’s underwhelming argument for 

the sale was that it was needed to pay Mexico’s debt to its army, which had fought countless 

wars in the post-Treaty years. Sheltered from popular referenda, Santa Ana’s choice to go to war 

in the first place did not figure into his calculation of the debt. 

More questions over its foreign debt would haunt Mexico in the early 1860s. Following 

their victory over conservatives in the drawn-out Guerra de la Reforma, Benito Juárez’s liberal 

government issued an emergency order on June 19, 1961 to cease payment on all foreign debt for 

two years. “From the date of this law,” read the decree, “the government of this Union will 

receive all of the liquid [gross domestic] product from federal income” and “all [debt] payments 

will remain suspended for a term of two years, including those allocations destined to the debt 

incurred in London and foreign standards.”30 The idea of suspending the payments was to 

reinvest that capital to stabilize the country’s own finances. Politically, however, the popular, 

military, and liberal wave of support that had propelled Juárez into a position of overwhelming 

                                                
30 Cited in José M. Vigil, La Reforma, vol. 5 of México a través de los siglos. Historia general y completo del 
desenvolvimiento social, politico, religioso, militar, artístico, científico y literario de México desde la antigüedad 
más remota hasta la época actual, ed. Vicente Riva Palacio (Barcelona: Espasa y Compañía, 1888-1889), 467-468.  



 
21 

authority had begun to fracture. “In 1861,” Erika Pani explains, “the situation of the Juárez 

government looked more than precarious. It walked a fine line between constitutional order and 

dictatorship. With the safes empty and the country exhausted, it was, on the one hand, being 

besieged by armed conservative groups and, on the other, confronting a profoundly divided 

liberal party.”31 Accrediting nations, including France, Spain, and Great Britain, took no 

sympathy on the Juárez government. Upon the announcement of the emergency order, they 

quickly changed their tone from tolerant onlookers to active interventionists. The United States, 

drawing on the vague sense of obligation included in the Monroe Doctrine from 1823, initially 

attempted to quell European thoughts of intervention. They proposed to take over Mexico’s 

foreign debt outright. As the economic historian Sergio de la Peña explains, the United States 

“proposed the administration of the liquidation of debt, which they would assume with a modest 

interest rate, and would obtain as a mortgage payment territories in the north and concessions 

allowing them to exploit mineral deposits.”32 Juárez rejected the proposal, however, interpreting 

it as an affront to Mexico’s national sovereignty. In the months leading up to 1862, the first 

French, Spanish, and British troops left for Mexico on a mission to forcibly collect debt 

payments. By most estimates, the British were owed over 60 percent of Mexico’s total foreign 

debt while Spain was owed about 12 percent. Mexico owed France a mere two percent of its 

foreign debt. It is then with no small dose of irony that, by the beginning of 1863, the only 

military force left in Mexico belonged to the country that, among the three, had the slimmest 

slice of the debt pie. 

The economic debates surrounding Mexican foreign debt made their mark on the arts. In 

1861, Nicolás Pizarro, a writer celebrated by the likes of Ignacio Ramírez and Ignacio Manuel 

                                                
31 Erika Pani, Para mexicanizar el Segundo Imperio. El imaginario politico de los imperialistas (Mexico City: 
Colegio de México, 2001), 177. 
32 Sergio de la Peña, La formación del capitalismo en México (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1975), 132. 
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Altamirano, published his novel El monedero.33 The novel illustrated the potential of a utopian 

city called Nueva Filadelfia, which had been built, like Rhodakanaty’s communal and 

pedagogical experiments, using the theoretical materials of early socialists such as Charles 

Fourier. The utopian city, the novel tells us, was the brainchild of the protagonist, Fernando, and 

a priest. They were especially troubled by the misery of the poor, which capitalism had treated as 

the dregs of society, so much so that they were shut out of the workforce. The utopian city, in 

their eyes, would take the opposite approach. Everyone worked cooperatively and the city 

quickly became prosperous within a few months. Throughout much of the novel Nueva 

Filadelfia merely provides the conditions and environment for Fernando to go off on heroic and 

amorous adventures. But the city’s existence endured. Its presence guides readers toward the 

diagnosis of “a corrupt and broken society in its highest strata, which lines up segments of the 

dispossessed classes pointing in the same direction.”34 Compared to other novels of the time, El 

monedero stood out for taking exception to the elite management of the economy. It instead 

posited universal cooperation or mutualism, a feature common to much utopian socialist thought, 

as the only ethically legitimate way to administer an economic system. 

Pizarro’s novel outlined an economic critique of Mexican society that would frame a 

significant amount of second Mexican romanticism—the short-lived first Mexican romantic 

movement happened some thirty years earlier, featuring the work of the exiled Cuban writer José 

María Heredia. The second Mexican romanticism was a literary current during the 1860s and 

’70s that included writers like Altamirano, Guillermo Prieto, Vicente Riva Palacio, Alberto G. 

Bianchi, Manuel Payno, and José Tomás de Cuellar, among others. It was much more rebellious, 

                                                
33 Nicolás Pizarro, El monedero, in Obras, vol. 2, ed. Carlos Illades and Adriana Sandoval (Mexico City: UNAM, 
2005). 
34 Carlos Illades and Adriana Sandoval, “Nicolás Pizarro: literatura y utopía en el siglo XIX,” Iberoamericana 22.1 
(1998): 29.  
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narrative, and, as Pizarro exemplifies, interested in social critique than the stately, poetic version 

championed by Heredia. “Pizarro was one of the first Mexican writers to turn the social conflict 

into a literary theme,” explains Carlos Illades, and he “approached it with the conceptual tools of 

[Mexico’s] first socialism.”35 Mexico’s “first socialism” was utopian. The work of Fourier and 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon figured prominently in self-identified socialist circles largely thanks to 

the writings and teachings of Plotino Rhodakanaty. While many subsequent writers would utilize 

the philosophical and political arguments of Mexico’s first socialism, Pizarro made a salient case 

for emphasizing the economic ones. 

Before Pizarro, economic critiques of Mexican society largely took an ironic distance to 

power. Nowhere is this clearer than in the early newspaper Don Simplicio, founded by a young 

group of liberal writers that included Prieto, Ramírez, and Payno. Published from 1845-47, Don 

Simplicio gained notoriety for its scathing attacks on the Santa Ana government. It mocked the 

government’s political failure to unite a country profoundly divided between city and 

countryside, and satirized officials’ aloofness. An article in the first issue by “El Nigromante”—

Ramírez’s pseudonym—under the title “A los viejos” (“To the Elderly”) calibrates this distance 

between the people and the government: “Friends, the masses do not need to study Rousseau’s 

paradoxes, Chateaubriand’s diaries, and the complications of the Digest in order to savor the 

bottle, stroll by wagon, or enjoy a lovely woman. And these are the three principles of any true 

constitution.”36 The distance between the government and the people, it argued, was great. More 

important than their attempt to imitate their European counterparts, Mexican government 

officials failed to address the material nature of that distance. The article ultimately charges elites 

                                                
35 Carlos Illades, “La representación del pueblo en el segundo romanticismo mexicano,” Signos Históricos 10 
(2003): 23.  
36 Ignacio Ramírez, “A los viejos,” Don Simplicio 1.1 (1845): 2; in Obras completas de Ignacio Ramírez “El 
Nigromante”, ed. David Maciel and Boris Rosen Jélomer (Mexico City: Centro de Investigación Científica Jorge L. 
Tamayo, 1984), 171. 
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for being incapable of seeing their own degree of economic privilege. This blindness begat 

another: the failure of liberal elites to address peasant and working-class constituencies leading 

up to the passage of the 1857 Constitution. Many years later, Ramírez captured what many 

thought was the ideological force behind the Constitution: 

 
The Mexican Constitution grounds all of our social relations in a true system of economic 
principles, in the same way that in another time these fundamental laws were based on 
certain religious doctrines of the people; therefore, we think that, like in the Middle Ages 
when the public man should be a theologian, today he should be an economist. […] 
Thanks to the economic revolution, all public power can be instituted for the benefit of 
the people, and individual rights are the base and object of social institutions.37 

 

Ramírez, Prieto, and other liberal writers at mid-century believed that the 1857 

Constitution would usher in a new economic epoch. Much of their hope hinged on the proposed 

disaggregation of land owned by the Catholic Church. The Ley Lerdo having been approved in 

1856, many liberals thought that allowing the government to take control of these holdings 

would result in their just redistribution. If Don Simplicio was any indication, “the urban and rural 

worker [were] considered equal” and it was “mostly typical that the writers [of Don Simplicio] 

spoke on behalf of the workers.”38 By the time of the Constitutional Assembly, however, 

concerns—urban and rural, worker and peasant—had been collapsed, and would be dealt with in 

highly moralistic terms that prevented the working classes from asserting political participation 

or legal rights in economic terms. The elite unification of political subjectivity instead cleared 

the only remaining obstacle for the emergence of a rural bourgeoisie, which, after having 

displaced indigenous communities, as I discuss in Chapter 4 on Plotino Rhodakanaty, would 

look desperately north to the United States for a model of how to industrialize the countryside.  

                                                
37 Ignacio Ramírez, “La constitución y la economía política,” in Obras (Mexico City: Oficina Tipográfica de la 
Secretaría de Fomento, 1889), 2:159; qtd. in Víctor Manuel Torres, “El pensamiento político de Ignacio Ramírez,” 
Historia Mexicana 12.2 (1962): 195. 
38 Torres, “El pensamiento político,” 195.  
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As this consistent stream of references to workers and peasants suggests, liberals and 

utopian socialists in Mexico shared a keen interest in reflecting on questions of labor. Moreover, 

they often did not hide their belief that fixing the country’s social issues involved giving laborers 

more economic rights. Their interest was not simply a populist one; it surpassed journalistic or 

novelistic accounts of the amorphous, yet politically powerful concept of “el pueblo.” Santa 

Ana’s reign stoked lively debates about the amount of hours in the workday, child labor, and 

public education. And it was, in part, thanks to their sensitivity to issues of class that liberals 

enjoyed such a groundswell of public support when they pronounced the Plan de Ayutla in 1854 

to oust him. But it would take a liberal regime to trigger urban workers to organize. The first 

working class organizations appeared in the early 1870s during the administration of Sebastián 

Lerdo de Tejada. Debates about working class issues (e.g. workday hours) often simmered 

underneath the surface of national consciousness, and the liberal governments treated labor 

leaders at arm’s length.  

Part of this alienation had to do with the fact that labor conditions were thought of as 

something unfit for national debate. Writers and artists unwittingly contributed to this climate. 

Those who wrote about labor—in newspapers, novels, poetry, or theater—rarely considered their 

own work to be the fruit of labor. Consequently, they did not think of themselves as workers. 

When they wrote about the working classes, they wrote at a remove, as ethnographers in the 

wilderness of the workers’ movement instead of as active members of that collective 

mobilization. With perhaps the exception of indigenous communities, talk about labor implicitly 

drew a boundary between those who labored and those who spoke about labor. On one side, 

those who labored were conceived of as workers or peasants whose political, economic, and 

social rights other, more enlightened and powerful members of society had to champion. The 
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other side was populated by writers, artists, and politicians who, while politically supportive, 

seldom reflected on their material stake in the labor movement. The arrangement created its own 

strict division of labor between those who thought about labor in abstract terms and those 

compelled to perform it in material ones. And this unequal distribution of manual and intellectual 

labor, furthermore, grossly reduced what might be counted as the working class’s constituency. 

Without writers and artists who thought of their work as work, Mexico’s labor movement would 

remain limited to the very industrial sectors of society elites were comfortable cordoning off 

from national debate. 

ZORRILLA IN MEXICO 

José Zorrilla lived in Mexico for nearly twelve years, from January 1855 to June 1866. 

Zorrilla had emerged in the late 1830s to become over the next decade, following the publication 

of Don Juan Tenorio, one of the most important figures of Spanish romanticism. Upon reaching 

Mexico in the mid-1850s, however, his literary output plateaued. He published three books there: 

two volumes of La flor de los recuerdos—a collection each of works in prose and poetry—and 

Dos Rosas y dos Rosales. He also published three pamphlets of poetry he had read publically.39 

More than a mere curiosity, the downturn in Zorrilla’s literary output most likely resulted from 

the failure to secure venues in Mexico to support his life as a writer. In Spain a writer could 

make a living from a combination of book sales, commissions, lectures, and other kinds of 

literary writing. Mexico, on the other hand, did not yet offer the same degree of economic 

sustenance to literary professionals. Mexican writers often had to juggle more than one 

profession, whether in business, government bureaucracy, or law.  

                                                
39 See John Dowling, “José Zorrilla en el Parnaso mexicano,” Actas del XI Congreso de la Asociación Internacional 
de Hispanistas (Berlin: Vervuert Verlag, 1989), 527.  
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The unsustainable economic conditions of literary writing caught Zorrilla off guard. As a 

result, he spent the vast majority of his time in Mexico residing in the spacious haciendas of 

wealthy friends and acquaintances. In his autobiography, Recuerdos de tiempo viejo (1880), 

Zorrilla recalls one of the first important pieces of advice he received. “You will be living in the 

house of rich people,” a Valencian doctor named Sanchiz told him, “and the hospitality of the 

rich turns out to be very expensive. You haven’t had the time here to set up shop” and your 

friend “Cagigas has not steered you down a good path,” Sanchiz continues. “In the haciendas, 

you have to give presents, like contributing a handful of coins [duros] toward a rooster or a cart. 

These are the customs of the country, and besides, you have to give gratuity to the external 

servants for everything.”40 Sanchiz’s advice didn’t go down easy. Less a commentary on 

Mexican customs per se, Zorrilla’s friend introduced him to the notion of housing dependency, 

the idea that everything from one’s physical mobility to one’s personal decision-making is, to a 

certain extent, dependent on the whims of the owner of your home. Sanchiz attempted to clue 

Zorrilla into an additional obstacle: class expectations. Neither wealthy nor a member of the 

country’s landed class, he was nevertheless expected to meet the expectations of both. His 

dependent relationship prevented him from confronting his friends. And thus his housing 

dependency quickly turned into economic dependency.  

Even as a member of Spain and Mexico’s literary and intellectual elite, Zorrilla could not 

elude economic exploitation. He was likely richer than many of his fellow Mexican writers, and 

yet could not find a stable home or employment. The fact that he had just come from Europe, 

where he led a relatively comfortable life, makes the impact of his new situation all the more 

jarring. The idea here is not to elicit historical sympathy for Zorrilla. Nor is it to somehow 

compare his rather privileged condition with Rhodakanaty’s, Martí’s, or that of a number of 
                                                
40 José Zorrilla, Memorias del tiempo mexicano, ed. Pablo Mora (Mexico City: Conaculta, 1998), 71-72. 
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other foreign writers whose economic dependency clearly placed them in a different class 

altogether. Instead, I focus on Zorrilla because he directly felt and reflected on the thumb of 

exploitation in a way few other foreign writers did. Perhaps because he came from a privileged 

class in the Old World, he felt the economic divisions and pressures in the New World more 

acutely than others. And, furthermore, the ways in which he expressed these concerns made great 

use of his rhetorical and literary abilities. His circle of conservative, elite, and wealthy friends 

back in Spain—his audience—compelled him to articulate his grievances by other means, often 

through the nooks and crannies that result from fusing together old literary forms with new 

political ones. But, most importantly, the case of Zorrilla shows us how such an abstracted 

literary form as the epistolary derives its meaning, shape, and force from relations that may be 

material in nature. In order to answer the question of what happened after Zorrilla began thinking 

of his own writing as labor, we need to first explore the economic situation that precipitated this 

shift in his self-reflective thinking. 

Recuerdos, his autobiography, illustrates his growing dependency with anecdotes that 

smack of picaresque adventure. In one scene that occurs a couple of months into his stay at the 

hacienda of the Count of la Cortina, Zorrilla finds himself alone one day in the house and calls 

the servant, named Valentín, to no avail. He decides to “search through [Valentín’s] interior 

rooms for something that he needed.”41 Scanning the room, his eyes pause over an account book 

in whose open pages he notices his surname. It appears many times. The book includes the same 

three entries for every day: lunch, a ride to Mexico City, and a ride back to Tacubaya. The Count 

had been keeping track of Zorrilla’s every move, noting the cost of each. A combination of 

carceral panopticon and miserly bookkeeping, Zorrilla is taken aback by his host’s need to 

charge him for routine necessities. Following the incident, he became more paranoid about 
                                                
41 Zorrilla, Memorias, 81. 
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money: “The next day, I went to the city by coach, as is fit for a popular and vagabond poet in 

that democratic and republican land, and I subscribed for a daily lunch at the restaurant 

Cocquelet.”42  

Throughout the autobiography, he narrates a partial economic history of Mexico’s landed 

upper classes. They were just beginning to enjoy the new benefits afforded to them by the 

recently approved Ley Lerdo when he arrived. The law, passed by Ignacio Comonfort’s 

government on June 25, 1856, and which was superficially meant to redistribute the sizeable land 

holdings of the Catholic Church, in practice, however, also eliminated collective holdings by 

indigenous groups. The blanket legal mandate targeted both religious and civic corporations, and 

liberal lawmakers reasoned that it might preclude accusations of anti-religiousness from Church 

representatives in the capital. Their bigger worry might have materialized had the accumulation 

of land been allowed to continue, with either the Church or indigenous rebels challenging the 

Mexican state’s central authority. The dust quickly settled on these distinctions. Lasting until the 

Mexican Revolution, the activism of Rhodakanaty, López Chávez, and others in the countryside 

coded indigenous land claims as left-wing. The Catholic Church’s lobbying for maintaining its 

educational and cultural institutions at a remove from the government, meanwhile, typified its 

right-wing partnership with the Lucas Alamán-founded Conservative Party. Despite its lofty 

ideological goals, the actual effects of the Ley Lerdo were to redistribute property into the hands 

of several dozens of individuals. “The expropriation of corporate goods that the Ley Lerdo made 

possible was a relatively moderate form of putting into circulation capital and property that had 

been held up for centuries,” writes Sergio de la Peña. It did so “by transforming the users of the 

land goods into individual property owners.”43  

                                                
42 Zorrilla, Memorias, 82. 
43 Peña, La formación del capitalismo, 126.  
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Zorrilla witnessed this capital accumulation first hand. In Recuerdos, he often remarks on 

the productive capacity of haciendas. “The pulque of the hacienda where the good Count of the 

Cortina had taken me,” he recounts, “produced 750 weekly pesos; which means 3,000 monthly, 

36,000 annually, and 2,000 reales daily.”44 But his observations don’t stop at the level of output. 

He also explores the very entrails of the hacienda system. “An owner of an hacienda in the 

plains of Apan was, even in 1855,” he writes, “like a feudal lord in the Middle Ages: on his lands 

there existed no more law and jurisdiction than his own.” He then explains the contradictory 

status of the indigenous plantation worker, caught between freedom and slavery: “The eight-

hundred, one thousand, two thousand, or more indios that work on [the plantation] are no longer 

slaves. They’re not beaten anymore, not mistreated, nor does the lord have the barbarous right to 

make them die under the weight of excessive work. They are free citizens of a free republic. 

They’re no longer sold, but salaried. But the poor will always and everywhere be victim to the 

lawyer’s trick.”45 He calls the lawyer’s trick the legal distinction between servitude and slavery, 

challenging any position that suggests that limiting the definition of slavery and expanding that 

of freedom would enslave less and free more. 

It is out of this personal position of economic dependency that Zorrilla, a conservative 

not known for his attention to the plight of the working classes, begins to reflect on artistic labor. 

What happens when artists begin to think of their own work as labor? he implicitly seemed to 

ask in his Recuerdos. A decade earlier, Zorrilla’s awareness of what ailed the working classes 

would have been inexistent. Born in 1817 in Valladolid to a magistrate, he broke into the literary 

scene as a young man on the eve of his twentieth birthday after reading an elegy at the funeral of 

Mariano José de Larra, a towering writer and icon of Spanish romanticism. Zorrilla’s youthful 

                                                
44 Zorrilla, Memorias, 77. Typical of Mexico, “pulque” is an alcoholic beverage made from fermented agave sap. 
45 Zorrilla, Memorias, 75-76. 
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rebelliousness would ware off over the next fifteen years and his “personal evolution into a 

comfortable conservatism,” writes Tom Lewis, rendered “spectacular cultural service to Spanish 

moderantismo” and would culminate, by the early 1850s, in works such as Granada (1852).46 

“Begun in 1845-6 in a national context of civil strife and threat of revolution and a personal 

context of dire financial straits and pressing need to win the approval of his ultramontane Carlist 

father,” one scholar notes, “Granada was to be the (unfinished) life’s-work project of signing the 

saga of Spanish unification in the conquest of Granada as a poema oriental, a reaffirmation of 

personal and national identity in terms of the traditional opposition of the Christian and the 

Moor.”47 Promoting unification in a country riddled by wars and revolutions, as Spain was 

during the 1830s and ’40s, characterized the conservative position of the moderado, or 

“moderate,” which, although ostensibly associated with a particular political party, represented a 

general ethos that had taken over much of Spanish politics. As Philip Silver summarizes it, “both 

conservatives and liberals were in competition to promote a common conservative nationalistic 

romanticism.”48 

EPISTOLARY WRITING AND ‘IMPRESSIONISTIC WRITING’ 

Zorrilla’s reflections on what it meant to be an artist-worker did not happen in a vacuum. 

They were given shape by a particular literary form. In the 1880s, autobiography served a 

necessary function when the author well into his sixties decided to finally assemble the personal 

arc of his life and thoughts. But in the 1850s, at the height of Zorrilla’s literary renown, writing 

an autobiography would have seemed a premature genre to choose. He instead wrote what might 

                                                
46 Tom Lewis, “Zorrilla and 1848: Contradictions of Historico-Nationalist Romanticism in Traidor, inconfeso y 
mártir,” Hispania 81.4 (1998): 818.  
47 Patricia McDermott, “Romantic Scribe of Another Tribe: The Representation of Spanish Orientalism in Zorrilla’s 
Granada,” in José Zorrilla (1893-1993): Centennial Readings, eds. Richard A. Cardwell and Ricardo Landeira 
(Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 1993), 99.  
48 Philip Silver, Ruin and Restitution: Reinterpreting Romanticism in Spain (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 
1997), 10.  
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be described as epistolary literary criticism. His four-part letter, México y los mexicanos, was 

addressed to Ángel de Saavedra, the Duke of Rivas, a fellow traveler in Spanish romantic 

drama.49 It was included in the second volume of La flor de los recuerdos, published in Mexico 

City in 1855 (volume 1) and 1857 (volume 2) and while he was in Havana, where he spent four 

months during the winter of 1858-59 (volume 2).50  

Zorrilla’s México y los mexicanos first gives a literary description of the country in a part 

titled “Mexican Panorama,” which treats everything from natural foliage to cultural 

stereotypes.51 The following two parts of the letter—“Literature and the Arts” and “Mexican 

Poets”—critically examine Mexico’s aesthetic history and the conditions of its production. It 

also includes a sequential summary of each major Mexican poet from José de Jesús Díaz to 

Guillermo Prieto. The final part of the letter, simply called “Conclusion,” turns to the author’s 

admiration for the Mexicans he has met in his first couple of years in the country, an experience 

he then connects to a more theoretical disquisition on the purpose of writing itself. México y los 

mexicanos bears some thematic similarities to popular works circulating both in México and 

Europe at the time. Pablo Mora, the work’s most recent editor, points to the travel writings 

                                                
49 José Zorrilla, México y los mexicanos, ed. Pablo Mora (Mexico City: Conaculta, 2000). Christina Karageorgou-
Bastea, echoing the book’s most recent editor, Pablo Mora, and earlier studies of Zorrilla’s work, calls México y los 
mexicanos “una serie de cuatro cartas.” See Christina Karageorgou-Bastea, “Panorama y panóptico en México y los 
mexicanos de José Zorrilla,” Revista Hispánica Moderna 62.2 (2009): 163. From reading Zorrilla’s text, however, it 
seems clear that the work comprises one four-part letter and not four distinct letters to the Duke of Rivas. Zorrilla 
constantly references the supposed “letters” as one whole letter and not four different ones. He mentions at one point 
that, together, they make up the introduction to a future book he will write on Mexican literature. Moreover, reading 
the book does not give the sensation of the passing of time, which one would expect if the chapters were each 
independent letters written at different moments in time. Finally, Zorrilla only includes one date at the end of the 
fourth section that reads “June 10th, 1857.” Presumably, each section would require its own date were they each 
equivalent to a single letter. Mora and most all critics incorrectly, I think, but understandably, assume that each 
chapter constitutes one letter. Such a statement cannot be made definitively because no personal paper trail exists 
apart from the published version of the correspondence in La flor de los recuerdos. Nevertheless, I emphasize this 
point because the formal differences matter for the way in which the present chapter reads the work. 
50 Dowling, “José Zorrilla,” 529. See, too, Guillermo Rivera, “José Zorrilla en América. Datos biográficos,” 
Harvard Studies and Notes in Philology and Literature 14 (1932): 232. 
51 Christina Karageorgou-Bastea has importantly drawn attention to Zorrilla’s Orientalizing description of the 
Mexican countryside in the first part of the letter. Karageorgou-Bastea, “Panorama y panóptico,” 167. 
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Charles Nodier, Alexander von Humboldt, or Madame Calderón de la Barca as possible 

precursors to Zorrilla’s literary description of Mexico.52 All nonfiction, these works nevertheless 

grappled with the country within the framework of a developed form of writing. Some elaborated 

a more costumbrista-style telling of the foreign country, as if presenting a cultural guide to 

outsiders, while others accounted for the new country under the rubric of scientific observation. 

But these writers were not so much concerned with innovating the form in which they wrote, as I 

will argue is the case with Zorrilla, as they were with fine-tuning the conventions of description, 

whether for artistic or scientific ends. Moreover, Zorrilla’s letter combines these two forms—

literary and scientific writing. Thus, the letter is at once part of and far from the travel writing 

genre to which Mora connects it.  

Zorrilla himself distinguishes his project from others that came before it. He even goes so 

far as to address how he thinks they have shaped the assumptions of his current readers. Early on 

in the first part of the letter he clarifies what his task isn’t: “I don’t propose in my letters to show 

the sage maturity of a philosopher, or the meticulous exactitude of a chronicler, or the weighty 

erudition of an antiques expert.” He then, vaguely, points to what it is: “only to extend my 

impressions across the paper with the nimbleness and illogical disorder of a poet,” he writes.53 

While in keeping with the general ethic of ‘live and let live’ that cuts across all four parts of the 

work, his equivocal statement about the rationale of his work begs the question of what it means 

to write letters with the illogical disorder of a poet. What kind of poetic license is this? What 

provokes the anxiety of needing to state this at the outset? And what does that poetic license 

have to do with the fact that the text is written in the epistolary form? 

                                                
52 Pablo Mora, “México y los mexicanos: viaje e historia literaria,” in José Zorrilla, México y los mexicanos, ed. 
Pablo Mora (Mexico City: Conaculta, 2000), 13-14.  
53 Zorrilla, México, 28-29. 
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The epistolary often invites capacious understandings of its role, both in literature and 

society. In a section of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Jürgen Habermas, 

for example, affords the epistolary a central role in the eighteenth-century cultural shift whereby 

private lives became central to bourgeois society. “In the intimate sphere of the conjugal family,” 

he tells us, “privatized individuals viewed themselves as independent even from the private 

sphere of their economic activity—as persons capable of entering into ‘purely human’ relations 

with one another.” He concludes, “The literary form of these at the time was the letter.”54 For 

Habermas, the epistolary form gave voice to a bourgeois desire to have one’s private life stand in 

for one’s public persona. Sometime in the eighteenth century—he calls it the “century of the 

letter”—the bourgeoisie no longer shaped its personal subjectivity at a remove from a particular 

audience.55 It always performed, whether consciously or not, for someone. Everyday life soon 

became the subject of fiction, to be sold and discussed openly in the growing amount of public 

libraries and reading circles. Once thought of as confidential writing whose secrecy was 

guaranteed, letters among friends were increasingly written with publication in mind. “Living 

room and salon were under the same roof,” Habermas explains, “and just as the privacy of the 

one was oriented toward the public nature of the other, and as the subjectivity of the privatized 

individual was related from the very start to publicity, so both were conjoined in literature that 

had become ‘fiction.’”56 Not only did letters beget the epistolary novel, which in turn splintered 

into many genres like the domestic novel, diary, and memoir, they were also, he tells us, the 

necessary conduit for creating a large reading audience that sought out spaces for public debate 

and discussion. Habermas underscores the point: “They formed the public sphere of rational-

                                                
54 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois 
Society [1962], trans. Thomas Burger (Boston: MIT Press, 1989), 48.  
55 Habermas, Structural Transformation, 48. 
56 Habermas, Structural Transformation, 50. 
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critical debate in the world of letters within which the subjectivity originating in the interiority of 

the conjugal family, by communicating with itself, attained clarity about itself.”57  

Pascale Casanova and other critics present an opposing example. Their account of the 

epistolary assumes that letters, whether actual or literary, have some singular truth-content to be 

revealed. Casanova’s history of the “world republic of letters”—the struggle of peripheral writers 

for literary legitimacy in capitalist system—itself relies on a web of correspondence between 

writers and friends, colleagues, editors, publishers, politicians, and within their own fictional 

environments. She often cites epistolary exchanges as if to glimpse something an author would 

not have otherwise said (or at least not in quite the same way).58 The fact that she enjoyed access 

to these exchanges and proceeded to write a book about them, however, points as much to the 

ubiquity of letter writing as it does to a failure to come to terms with the idea that these 

exchanges were already written with us, the outsiders, in mind.  

Casanova and Habermas might disagree over the role epistolary exchanges had in the 

making of the bourgeois public sphere. But each of them offers a paradigmatic analysis of the 

politics of epistolary writing that many critics have unwittingly adopted today. For Habermas, 

epistolary writing after the eighteenth century is always already political. The publication of 

letters consciously created a public space in which to discuss private matters. Each individual 

letter matters less than the overall trend he sees toward the creation of a public sphere 

characterized by the kind of deliberation one might find in the correspondence between friends. 

For Casanova, epistolary writing becomes political through our own reading of it. Inserting 

authorial correspondence into a communication web explains a much larger phenomenon about 

the politics of literature than what might be revealed by a single letter. But the singularity of each 

                                                
57 Habermas, Structural Transformation, 51. 
58 See Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M. B. DeBevoise (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2004), 45, 157, 254, 298, 313, 319, and 325. 
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letter is of fundamental importance for her, as is the assumption that each was written for a 

purely private matter, without us, the public reader, in mind. Each letter, according to this 

paradigm, thus appears as a package of truths waiting to be unwrapped by the perceptive critic. 

Each paradigm, however, misses the moment when epistolary writing no longer operates 

according to an internal subjectivity, whether defined as private and interpersonal or as public 

and constitutive. Correspondences might harbor political truths that it is the critic’s job to 

unveil—otherwise they might simply be a drop in the ocean of historical shifts that take place 

despite the particular effect of each letter. But presumably, they cannot do both. Zorrilla’s 

México y los mexicanos challenges each paradigm by using the epistolary form for both private 

and public ends. The epistolary form served a purpose that was for Zorrilla at once structural and 

individual.  

Throughout the four-part letter, Zorrilla consistently draws attention to its addressee, 

Ángel de Saavedra. Countless uses of the formal, third-person singular “usted” and phrases like 

“my dear Ángel” or “my dear Duke,” which pepper the writing, unambiguously remind us that 

we are reading a letter.59 They remind us of the fact that the letter is not addressed to us. But we 

also encounter times when Zorrilla departs from the idea that what he’s writing is a letter, 

suggesting instead that what we are reading might be part of a book. He tells Saavedra, “I am 

beginning to test my own [fraternity] with the people of Spanish America with this letter, the 

introduction perhaps of a book about Mexico and its things that I will write someday, time 

permitting, as our bullfighting posters put it.”60 Then, at other moments, he backtracks from this 

more certain position to a subjunctive one, racked with doubt. “I would send you a book instead 

of a letter, my dear Ángel,” he writes, “if it were my intention that this volume consciously fulfill 

                                                
59 See, for example, Zorrilla, México, 33, 43, 58, 85. 
60 Zorrilla, México, 44. 
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the conditions of the title it bears, or if I were to propose to make it a complete history of 

Mexico’s literature and men of letters.”61 At first, we think we are reading the introduction to a 

book. But then, we realize it is simply a letter. This constant wavering serves a specific purpose: 

it announces the kind of honesty expected in epistolary writing. If, according to Habermas, 

“through letter writing the individual unfolded himself in his subjectivity,” then that unfolding 

somehow involves an internal struggle over honesty, expressed both to readers and in a self-

reflexive manner.62 

In a seemingly contradictory way, Zorilla’s ambivalence about which literary form to 

use—book or letter—symptomatically signals his certainty about which method to use. He 

clarifies to his readers that he is not an expert—neither a philologist nor a natural scientist—and 

claims that his text is merely an impressionistic piece of writing concerning Mexico and its 

writers. Such a move serves the purpose of obviating criticism. He tells his readers from the 

outset that they should not take his comments too seriously. Yet, at the same time, he wishes to 

claim impartiality, a concept germane to the production of knowledge in either the literary or 

natural sciences of the age. He writes, “I hope that one will clearly be able to see my impartiality 

as much in my presumed book as in the present letter.”63 In the waning moments of the second 

part of the letter, “Literature and the Arts,” in which he summarizes the landscape of artistic 

production, he again denies any bias or vested interest he might be perceived to have. “I think I 

have offered you a clear, though brief review of the state of Mexico and its literature with the 

impartiality of a poet whose judgment and opinion is not influenced in any way by a partisan or 

nationalist spirit,” he writes.64  

                                                
61 Zorrilla, México, 43. 
62 Habermas, Structural Transformation, 48.  
63 Zorrilla, México, 44. 
64 Zorrilla, México, 87. 
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Zorrilla’s repeated references to impartiality here and elsewhere curiously contradict his 

attempt to prevent readers from assuming that his text is a piece of literary criticism. Literary 

criticism in the nineteenth-century, whether in Europe or Latin America, enjoyed the authority of 

impartiality associated with academic scholarship.65 Impartiality, it would seem, more accurately 

characterizes the discipline of literary criticism than his poetic impressions. Attempting to disarm 

readers, his insistence that his work should not be held to the objective standards of literary 

criticism endures through to the very last pages of México y los mexicanos. “If you think [my 

judgment] to be too soft and almost partial,” he writes, “I would say the following: that I would 

never ever practice literary criticism, for […] my knowledge is insufficient for the exercise of 

criticism. I am more a man of action than of theory.” He continues, “And if there’s something I 

know and produce, it’s more by instinct, custom, and practice than by study and science.”66 The 

argument, all of a sudden, doubles back on itself. Soft judgment and partiality align, here, with 

the presumed objectivity of literary criticism. A contradiction in terms, partiality and objectivity 

together characterize, for Zorrilla, the very letter he’s writing. While partiality presumably 

describes the opposite of scholarly claims to scientific understanding, this quote at the end of the 

letter to Saavedra shows the way in which the definitions with which he began break down. A 

brief slippage in writing, thus, reveals ‘impartiality’ for what he means it to be: a way to deflect 

criticism and stave off careful reading in order to obscure other meanings the text might have for 

its readers. What, then, does this passage accomplish? It doubles down on the preventative work 

of ‘impartiality.’ The passage hinges on the distinction between action and theory. Action, in its 

                                                
65 Of course, this impartiality turned out to be a myth. Andrés Bello, himself a philologist who worked on the Poem 
of the Cid, challenged the Spanish academy in a way that revealed its clear nationalistic biases. As Nadia Altschul 
explains, “At a time when medieval epics were deemed to show the essence of their corresponding nations, Bello’s 
silent rejection of the Cid’s national character and his association of the national epic with French imitation were 
particularly unwelcome.” See Altschul, Geographies of Philological Knowledge, 124. 
66 Zorrilla, México, 163. 
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rather blunt presentation here, has little to do with thought, self-reflection, or purpose. Action, 

like impartiality, is instead meant to dissuade readers from using theory to interpret the letter. Its 

placement in the text speaks to its meaning: it is, indeed, a last-ditch effort to steer readers away 

from a kind of close reading. But Zorrilla is too intelligent and self-aware a writer to carelessly 

show his hand. The earlier contradiction that saw him uniting partiality and impartiality, in fact, 

works in favor of his claim that the text is illogical, disorderly, and impressionistic. An illogical 

text works in the world of contradiction, not reason. The seeming slip in the narrative thus turns 

into evidence for why we should read the book in the way its author tells us he meant to write it. 

In the end, this seemingly contradictory passage instead becomes a swan song to the narrative’s 

vacuum-sealed structure. 

Throughout the letter, Zorrilla guards against his most attentive readers, aware that 

rumors and misunderstandings might run rampant and reach unwelcome hands. But the shield 

itself—his claim that the letter simply expresses “the illogical disorder of a poet”—grants him 

the personal license to write without the fear of repercussion. Throughout the letter to the Duke 

of Rivas, his criticisms of Mexico often have little to do with specific people and instead focus 

on larger structural forces or cultural peculiarities. Critics have so far focused on the latter. 

Addressing the descriptions of the countryside in the part of the letter titled “Mexican 

Panorama,” Christina Karageorgou-Bastea has pointed out that, “the description of the Mexican 

capital is the work of an intense orientalization and aestheticization that put American geography 

on the same imaginary plane as objects or images of China, Medieval Europe, Africa, and the 

Persian courts.”67 Mexican readers of the time would have certainly taken issue with Zorrilla’s 

oriental stereotyping. But few, if any, would have felt the need to publicly respond to it. Over the 

course of the letter, he walks the fine line that divides criticism from provocation. For Habermas, 
                                                
67 Karageorgou-Bastea, “Panorama y panóptico,” 167. 
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the epistolary novel became so effective for establishing a bourgeois public sphere in Europe, in 

part, because it was a literary form that outlasted literary movements. It was as much a feature of 

novels during the Age of Enlightenment (1715-1789) as it was during the Age of Revolutions 

(1789-1848).68 The epistolary, for him, extended into the nineteenth-century “the age of 

sentimentality [in which] letters were containers for the ‘outpourings of the heart’ more than for 

‘cold reports.’” Zorrilla’s midcentury work of epistolary literary criticism can be thus understood 

as having taking advantage of this division: it appears as an outpouring of the heart, although, as 

I will argue below, it may be closer in form and argument to a cold report.69 

The letter was a way for Zorrilla to subtly address economic and political questions. 

Before arriving in Mexico, Zorrilla had played an important role in the transformation of Spanish 

romanticism’s association with liberalism to an increasing embrace of conservative thought. The 

watershed moment in the transformation of Spanish romanticism is often seen to be the symbolic 

passing of the torch at the funeral of Mariano José de Larra. Larra had committed suicide at the 

age of twenty-seven. Zorrilla was still unknown. At the funeral, he made his literary debut and a 

generational impression on the literary establishment who had come to pay homage to the late 

costumbrista. He read an elegiac poem in honor of Larra and, anxious for a young writer to fill 

Larra’s shoes, Madrid’s romantic literary establishment instantly adopted him. “The work of 

Zorrilla,” writes Derek Flitter, “sets the tone for Spanish Romanticism in the years after 1837: 

the nostalgic recreation of the Middle Ages as a dynamic era of love, honour and faith; the lyrical 

celebration of Spain’s popular and religious traditions; the return to the fertile dramatic spirit of 

                                                
68 Clearly, this periodization is rough and largely heuristic. The year 1715, though often one of the bookends to the 
Enlightenment French historians cite, works, to some degree, in the Spanish and Latin American contexts. It is the 
year that the War of Spanish Succession ends and Europe’s monarchical power shifts from the Habsburgs to the 
Bourbons. As a result, the new monarchy established, in 1717, the Viceroyalty of New Granada. The endpoint, 
1789, however, does not work well. I use these markers, thus, to appeal to general readers and broader intellectual 
debates concerning the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
69 Habermas, Structural Transformation, 49. 
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Lope de Vega and Calderón.”70 Zorrilla’s turn toward traditional and Catholic themes 

consolidated in the cultural sphere a political shift that, in the 1840s, would have repercussions in 

the political and economic ones. “Zorrilla’s texts unabashedly hawk a cultural romanticism 

grounded in religious conceptions,” writes Tom Lewis. “They aid,” he adds, “directly or 

indirectly, in consolidating moderado political hegemony.”71 Moderados included conservatives 

and moderates who thought Isabel II, and not the Infante Carlos, was the rightful heir to the 

Bourbon throne. With the dividing line being one of support or opposition to Isabel II’s reign, 

they awkwardly found themselves on the same side of the political spectrum and sometimes 

allied with liberals and progressives. A leadership of moderate conservatives, in the name of the 

Moderado Party and under the auspices of a pubescent Isabel II, would govern during much of 

the 1840s. During that decade, Zorrilla’s fame would continue to grow with the play Don Juan 

Tenorio in 1844, his rewriting of Tirso de Molina’s El burlador de Sevilla from 1630.72 Ángel de 

Saavedra, the addressee of México y los mexicanos, had already begun to gather his own fame 

with the publication of Don Álvaro o la fuerza del sino on the cusp of moderado rule in 1835. 

It would be naïve to suggest that, upon reaching Mexico, Zorrilla’s political ideas 

changed. They didn’t. It is, in fact, thanks to Saavedra and Zorrilla that romanticism appeared in 

Mexico with a particular conservative flavor. And this, despite Antonio García Gutiérrez’s 

liberal and, at times, revolutionary influence on Mexican romanticism—he spent the better part 

of the 1840s between Mexico and Cuba. Heredia, who himself spent much of his life oscillating 

between the two countries, helped consolidate romanticism’s conservative political bent when 

                                                
70 Derek Flitter, “Zorrilla, the Critics and the Direction of Spanish Romanticism,” in José Zorrilla (1893-1993): 
Centennial Readings, eds. Richard A. Cardwell and Ricardo Landeira (Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 
1993), 2.   
71 Lewis, “Zorrilla and 1848,” 819. 
72 Zorrilla’s Tenorio became so famous, in fact, that it was appropriated ad nauseam by fellow playwrights over the 
remainder of the nineteenth century. See Jeffrey T. Bersett, El Burlado de Sevilla: Nineteenth-Century Theatrical 
Appropriations of Don Juan Tenorio (Newark, DE: Juan de la Cuesta, 2003). 
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reviewing Saavedra’s El moro expósito (1834) for Revista Mexicana in 1835.73 One of Zorrilla’s 

first missives in the section of the letter on “Literature and Arts” follows suit, taking direct aim at 

revolutionary ideas already in circulation in the Mexican capital. “I won’t easily renounce our 

fraternity with them,” writes Zorrilla, referring to Spaniards and Mexicans. He then issues a 

word to the wise: “In these small-minded times that we are traversing, the demon of politics 

holds so much power over our hearts and has so elevated and unnerved national susceptibility 

that there are many people incapable of thinking that […] Christ had not preached universal 

charity and fraternity to all in the Gospel much better and much earlier than Fourier and 

Proudhon.”74 Written well before Rhodakanaty had arrived in Mexico, Zorrilla’s critical 

comment takes aim, as earlier, at the concept of theory. In politics as in art, he sees theory as 

leading toward a kind of dishonesty. It privileges names over actions. Yet it effectively draws on 

passion and commitment. For him, these pairings are politically dangerous. 

These were not his only complaints about Mexico’s penchant for revolutionary ideas. His 

appreciation of Mexican poetry—which occupies the third section of the letter, titled “Mexican 

Poets”—did not blind him to the fact that the country’s poetic (indeed, literary) output could 

have been greater and gathered more international recognition. He indicts the country’s 

continuous revolutions from Independence onwards as the culprits of Mexico’s literary 

underdevelopment. “Mexico,” he writes, “has had time neither to correct certain vices nor to 

uproot certain preoccupations because it has existed nationally for barely a generation, and that 

generation has spent that time in continuous revolution, which have not had the great results of 

                                                
73 Pablo Mora includes this suggestion in a footnote. The claim about Saavedra’s influence is Zorrilla’s. “Moro 
expósito,” writes Zorrilla, “initiated the revolution of romanticism in Mexico.” See Zorrilla, México, 28, 61. For the 
review, see José María Heredia, “El Moro expósito, ó, Córdoba y Burgos en el siglo X: leyenda en doce romances, 
por D. Angel Saavedra—Juicio crítico de esta obra por D. José María Heredia,” Revista Mexicana (Mexico City: 
Ignacio Cumplido, 1835), 147-171.  
74 Zorrilla, México, 44. 
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those in other nations.”75 His praise is scant, even backhanded: “The only positive Mexican 

revolution has been its emancipation from Spanish domination.”76 In the eyes of the author of the 

Tenorio, political revolutions rarely delivered positive results. Besides putting a country’s culture 

in flux, they are rarely waged over grand ideas, he claims. He uses the First Carlist War in Spain 

as a counterexample: it was a war fought over ideas—moderate liberalism versus absolutism—

and not over partial interests. The liberal outcome of the war, which transformed Spain into a 

constitutional monarchy from an absolutist one, was cemented with the country’s 1837 

Constitution, modeled on the progressive, short-lived 1812 Constitution of Cadiz. In 1845, 

moderados reformed the constitution. It stripped the Courts and the Congress of many of its 

powers and reduced enfranchisement to around one percent, effectively marking a large, 

conservative step in the opposite directions from the constitutions of 1812 and 1837.  

In the letter, Zorrilla marshals this rewriting of history to great rhetorical effect against a 

similarly tenuous liberal regime in Mexico. Mexico’s liberals would soon find themselves 

engulfed in a prolonged Reform War against a conservative opposition, which lasted until 

1861.77 “Such is the case,” Zorrilla concludes, “ that being a republic, that is, with an eminently 

liberal government, Mexico still exhibits an anomaly in its people, in that the majority of its 

political factions hate or fear liberalism and constitutional systems.”78 He, thus, looks for but 

cannot find a Spanish homology in Mexico: a homogenous political body oriented around the 

nation. Zorrilla’s moderado conception of history, however, largely papered over Spain’s deeply 

fractured political body. It was a political body that, to his mind, intellectuals like himself had 

                                                
75 Zorrilla, México, 81. 
76 Zorrilla, México, 81. 
77 For Zorrilla’s discussion of the 1837 Spanish Constitution, see Zorrilla, México, 79. 
78 Zorrilla, México, 82. 
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had an important hand in orienting. And this, despite not having fought in the trenches, whether 

actually or metaphorically, unlike some of his fellow romantics.  

A famous anecdote of the time involves the renowned playwright Antonio García 

Gutiérrez, the author of Simón Bocanegra (1843). On March 1, 1936, García Gutiérrez’s first 

play, El trovador, was performed in Madrid at the Teatro del Príncipe. It was so well received 

that, following the curtain call, the crowd continued to applaud and beckoned the playwright to 

the stage. The crowd became unsettled that the author would not present himself. Finally, after 

some time, one of García Gutiérrez’s friends made his way to the stage and told the crowd that 

García Gutiérrez would not appear because he was in Barcelona fighting against the Carlists with 

the National Militia. The crowd’s cheers, reportedly, grew only louder.79 Returning to Zorrilla, 

he saw the cultural setback caused by Mexico’s early revolutions after Independence—from the 

various coups immediately following nationhood, to first French intervention in 1838 and the 

Mexican-American War in 1846—as proving the bankruptcy of the very idea of revolution itself. 

Further evidence of Zorrilla’s moderado convictions—whose misleading name, 

“moderate,” should not occlude us from seeing the movement’s trenchant Catholic 

conservatism—can be gleaned not only from his account of the effects of revolution but also 

from his account of its causes. In Spain, he contends, revolutions were formal, outlined, and 

fought over grand ideas. In Mexico, they were anarchic, partisan, and waged by the plebes. He 

draws these battle lines even as he conflates “war” with “revolution,” using the latter as an 

umbrella term.80 He chastises Mexico for not having followed Spain in establishing constitutions 

                                                
79 This anecdote can be found in Guillem Martínez, Barcelona rebelde. Guía histórica de una ciudad (Madrid: 
Debate, 2009). 
80 Throughout México y los mexicanos, Zorrilla most often speaks of “revolution” [revolución] as opposed to “war” 
[guerra]. When he mentions guerra, he refers to what we would today call “struggle.” Revolution, then, almost 
exclusively refers to what we would today simply call “war.” Zorrilla does not distinguish politically, for example, 
between the Carlist War and the French Revolution; both, for him, are revoluciones, even though the political 
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that frame the national political debate, instead having given the nation “a carte blanche to 

unchain the plebes against the upper classes, the lazy people and beggars [and] vagabonds 

against the rich and the workers, the pickpockets and troublemakers against honest and peaceful 

men, in order to, in the end, completely dislocate society.”81 He further inculpates the society’s 

lack of norms and structure for having developed an asphyxiating “plebian atmosphere” that has 

suffocated the development of Mexican letters.82 It has done so, in part, because the “plebes,” as 

he calls them, now have more access to reading and writing for newspapers. “Those who 

yesterday were idols crowned with flowers and extoled by writers and poets,” he writes, 

“tomorrow will be the objects of jeer and ridicule by the plebes and venal lampoonists, who dirty 

with the drool of their writings the memory of liberal epochs.”83 The frequency of periodical 

production, beyond making the public sphere more democratic, had redrawn the limits of time. 

Weeklies and even dailies had become the standard newspaper model in Mexico City. The new 

standard had supplanted the monthly model of earlier in the century. Literary circles lagged even 

further behind: theirs was a model whereby debates were carried out in the more extensive forms 

of book-length manuscripts or pamphlets instead of in short and punctual newspaper reviews. 

Two decades later, during the Mexico of Martí, “there were 100 dailies and 250 weeklies being 

published in the capital, most of which were literary or opinion- rather than news-based,” explain 

Ángel Manuel Ortiz Marín and María del Rocío Duarte Ramírez.84 Whereas years earlier, the 

publishing process of reviews allowed for literary circles to discuss them thoroughly before they 

ever saw the light of print, the newspaper had accelerated and democratized opinion-making. 
                                                                                                                                                       
motivations behind their origins oppose one another. This political distinction is important because it allows Zorrilla 
to conflate the actions of military generals with the actions of commoners, indigenous peoples, or workers. 
81 Zorrilla, México, 79. 
82 Zorrilla, México, 85. 
83 Zorrilla, México, 73. 
84 Ángel Manuel Ortiz Marín and María del Rocío Duarte Ramírez, “El periodismo a principios del siglo XX (1900-
1910),” Revista Pilquen 12 (2010). Available online at <http://www.scielo.org.ar/scielo.php?script 
=sci_arttext&pid=S1851-31232010000100013&lng=es&nrm=iso&tlng=es>.  
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Zorrilla nevertheless lamented these developments: no longer did circles of chosen writers, 

essayists, and publishers—the very people who first found, then celebrated and disseminated his 

work—hold as much sway over public opinion as they used to. 

Zorilla’s conservatism is well documented. Aside from his rejection of the causes and 

effects of revolution, even a cursory view of his work lays bare his conservative political 

sympathies. His literary work is informed by a weighty ideological project: to recover the 

aesthetic of Christianity and the Middle Ages as a means of steering romantic sensibility away 

from critiques of the monarchy, traditional customs, and the Spanish nation.85 Flying in the face 

of this twenty-year political backstory, prominent moments in México y los mexicanos show a 

different side of its author. He sympathizes with the plight of artists of all stripes, understanding 

their predicament in terms of labor and employment, not in terms of genius and gusto. During 

this moment, at least, it appears that he holds heterodox and even contradictory political 

opinions. But these only appear contradictory if one assumes a distinction between a writer’s 

literary and economic, social, and political sensibilities. Reading these together, on the other 

hand, shows how dependent these categories become on one another. Aesthetically, the Zorrilla 

of the Tenorio is remarkably different from the Zorrilla of Mexico. The same holds for his 

circumstances, whether economically, socially, or politically. Whereas his earlier theater and 

poetry seem consistent ideologically, in Mexico epistolary literary criticism becomes his 

preferred form of writing. Moreover, it lacks the ideological consistency of his earlier work. His 

letter to the Duke of Rivas often straddles the line between truth and invention. But even as it 
                                                
85 Ironically, Mariano José de Larra embodied perhaps two of these: the romantic critiques of Spain’s traditional 
customs and the nation itself. His artículos de costumbres, such as “Vuelva usted mañana” or “El castellano viejo,” 
satirized Spanish customs and norms at the same time that they critiqued how these were coded as national values. 
Others in this tradition prominently include José de Espronceda and Antonio García Gutiérrez, who later in life 
penned the poem “¡Abajo los Borbones!” during the revolutionary period circa 1868. At the same time, the brothers 
Gustavo Adolfo and Valeriano Bécquer, themselves romantics, together composed a book titled Los Borbones en 
pelota that contained 89 pornographic scenes, painted in watercolor, with captions satirizing the monarchy’s sexual 
exploits. 
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does, the letter’s conflicted narrative leads us to finding an answer in its form. The focus on form 

becomes important after surveying Zorrilla’s later works, which include the autobiographical 

poem Album de un loco (1867), the poetic history of Maximilian’s empire Drama del alma 

(1867), the play Pilatos (1877), his autobiography Memorias del tiempo viejo (1880-1882), a 

volume of poetry Gnomos y mujeres (1886), an epic recreation of El Cid, and scattered speeches 

and poems. “Almost all of his production subsequent to his return from Mexico, in 1886,” writes 

Marta Palenque, “is a response to his desire, and need, to live by the pen,” even as “he continues 

to be anchored in his earlier motifs and cadences.”86 Thus, there exists an important divide that 

separates Zorrilla’s pre- and post-Mexican experience. Before he reached Mexico, he was, 

relatively, economically comfortable.87 After arriving in Mexico and returning to Spain eleven 

years later, he could no longer recover that level of economic comfort. Commissions no longer 

came as easily, as he no longer commanded the literary attention he once had.  

In addition to returning to earlier themes, Zorrilla also returned to earlier forms of 

writing, with the exception of his autobiography. Epic poetry, short poetry, plays, and rewriting 

canonical works in Spanish literature had been staples of the first two decades of his career. 

Following his return from Mexico, they would again become staples of the later decades of his 

career. Although most of the poems included in Gnomos y mujeres, for example, are titled 

“To…” followed by the name of a woman, as if constituting a letter in lyric form, these 

ultimately did not reap the rewards of the epistolary structure he uses to great effect in México y 

los mexicanos. These poems, instead, enjoyed the “easy,” “rhetorical,” and “empty” treatment 

                                                
86 Marta Palenque, “Of Ruidos y Quimeras: Zorrilla and the New Poetic Generations,” in José Zorrilla (1893-1993): 
Centennial Readings, eds. Richard A. Cardwell and Ricardo Landeira (Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 
1993), 114.  
87 Zorrilla was very much in debt when he arrived in Mexico in 1855. Nevertheless, his indebtedness does not seem 
to have affected his literary output. This is largely due to the difference in economic conditions between artists and 
writers in Mexico and Spain. 
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typical of Zorrilla’s poetry.88 Though he remained economically insecure for the rest of his life, 

the author of the Tenorio would never again return to this peculiar form of writing—epistolary 

literary criticism—in which he deliberately published literary and cultural criticism in the form 

of a letter sent to a fellow writer and critic. 

ARTISTIC LABOR 

The contradictory moments that surface in his letter to the Duke of Rivas are centered on 

artistic labor. Zorrilla begins discussing artistic labor with a curious anecdote: upon reading 

Mexican poetry, he notices that each poet mentions his or her place of employment in the 

prologue.89 It is an unwritten rule, he reckons. “It is the case that poets with a good education, 

race, or social standing saw themselves needing to warn the public in the prologue to their poetry 

collections […] that they were lawyers, doctors, priests, or soldiers in order to validate their 

verses and to tell the ugly truth and admit blame for writing them,”90 he writes. Poetry in 

Mexico, he notices, was not treated as a profession, but as a hobby carried out during those 

parentheses between hours dedicated to another, more respected kind of labor. But why did 

workers feel the need to apologize or admit blame for dedicating free time to writing poetry? 

Jacques Rancière has offered one explanation for the nineteenth-century stigma associated with 

manual labor. 

 
In the realm of vulgar fatigue there is no place for vulgar freedom, the sort that is earned 
or lost or regained, that goes astray or loses itself in the intervals of exploitation—the 
freedom of male and female workers who decide that they have the leisure to think of 
something else while working; the time after work to learn; the possibility of writing 
literate prose or verse; the choice of having the children they cannot have or of not 

                                                
88 Palenque notes that critics from Zorilla’s time to ours have continually launched missives at his work based on 
these characterizations, emphasizing in particular those of Manuel de la Revilla and Ramón de Campoamor. See 
Palenque, “Of Ruidos y Quimeras,” 114. 
89 It should be noted that Zorrilla, in the section “Mexican Poets,” mentions two female poets, Dolores Cándamo de 
Rea and Dolores Guerrero. The latter of these was possibly the most noted female Mexican poet since Sor Juana 
Inés de la Cruz, during the seventeenth century. 
90 Zorrilla, México, 50. 
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having the children they should have; the obligation of organizing worker societies that 
they do not have the right to create or the time to run: in short, the luxury that they cannot 
treat themselves to as it is simply—and vulgarly—put by the philosopher-friends of the 
people for the sake of “intellectuals pale as young ladies.” […] The philosopher […] 
rejects above all [...] the elastic intervals of autodidactic freedom. [A worker’s] 
freedom—his own—that would be corrupted if it were refracted in the shattered time of 
worn-down servitudes and saved-up leisures, in the uncertain light of demi-knowledges 
and demi-cultures, in the disoriented space of pathways and dead ends where people 
searched not long ago for what rebellious workers and dreamers called “emancipation”—
the self-transformation of the slave into a human being. The omnipotence delegated to 
worked matter is, first of all, the pledge that freedom cannot come from there. It 
guarantees the right of the only true freedom, that of the philosopher, which is 
conceivable and operative only as the exact opposite of the impotence of serialized 
individuals. If the latter want to be free, they first will have to renounce the freedom that 
they would claim to procure themselves in the calculus of their pleasures and their 
pains.91 

 

Rancière underscores assumed divisions of labor in nineteenth-century Europe whereby 

intellectuals understood their occupation not only as distinct from but also mutually exclusive 

with the manual labor of workers. The clear division between intellectual and manual labor 

allowed philosophers—at the time and since—to freely pontificate about workers. They could 

say an array of things about the economic, political, and social lives of workers because, 

presumably, they were said with emancipation in mind. But the intellectual path from the 

philosopher’s armchair to the worker’s factory only went in one direction. The figure of the 

“organic intellectual” did not exist in the nineteenth century and, hence, it was the job of the 

thinker to provide the emancipatory tools to the worker. Art was often thought of in the same 

vein as philosophy: an idle intellectual practice whose separation from manual labor afforded it 

the same distance from the worker as the thinker. Instead of purely political tools, the story goes, 

artists brought the creative tools with which workers could free themselves from the shackles of 

bondage. These self-serving divisions dovetailed with a critique that had no use for the 

                                                
91 Jacques Rancière, The Philosopher and His Poor, ed. Andrew Parker; trans. John Drury, Corinne Oster, and 
Andrew Parker (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 146-147. 
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experiments in emancipation of workers themselves. Artists and intellectuals who subscribed to 

such divisions consequently could not see the value in activities free of vocation. They could not 

understand why locksmiths penned off-duty poetry, why workers decided to meet in parks to 

discuss politics, or why a tailor would write satirical songs for a newspaper in his spare time.92 

Philosophers largely brushed off these activities, calling them insignificant exercises that might 

distract from the larger, more systemic problems at hand. Rancière make us alive to the 

contradiction inherent to the position of a philosopher: not unlike the aloof bourgeoisie, the 

intellectual class also fails to grasp the material motivations of workers. The bourgeois politician 

and the professional philosopher, for Rancière, coincide in their thinking: workers ought to be 

the grateful recipients of their political representation and emancipatory tools. 

In addition to this theoretical division of labor, Zorrilla points to material obstacles any 

writer might have to overcome in order to practice her or his craft in nineteenth-century Mexico. 

He points specifically to the publishing industry and to the lack of copyright law in the country 

as significant handicaps for writers. “Mexican freedom,” Zorrilla writes, ironically, “in breaking 

with the obstacles the Inquisition placed on the book industry, clerical censorship, and the 

illiterate government of Ferdinand VII, which were the pretext for stemming the contagion of 

pernicious moral ideas or ones that damaged their domination, which might allow the spread in 

New Spain of the writings of English protestants and French revolutionaries, monopolized the 

book industry, not allowing the circulation of that which was not published in Spain (which was 

not an insignificant advantage in a country where books were sold at exorbitant prices).”93 He 

then turns his attention back across the Atlantic:  

 

                                                
92 Jacques Rancière, The Nights of Labor: The Workers’ Dream in Nineteenth-Century France, trans. John Drury 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989), 3-4, 39, 123. 
93 Zorrilla, México, 56-57. 
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Mexican freedom, I repeat, neither brought to the republic the emancipation of 
talent nor produced, as in our liberal revolution of 1833, timely and sufficient 
laws for guaranteeing author’s rights for their work, protecting them from the 
abuses of speculative and reprinting booksellers; nor a theatrical reconstitution 
that would assure the dramatic poets rights to their works, would declare their 
right to a part of the metallic earnings their representation produces for the 
businesspeople, and thereby elevate the profession of literature, ensuring for 
literary writers and poets the means to independent subsistence.94  
 

 The advance of capitalism, even in a country as supposedly backwards as Spain, brought 

with it a struggle between artists, publishers, and the government over intellectual property. This 

struggle shaped emerging copyright laws, which in Spain had first been set during the 

Napoleonic invasion in 1810. In early nineteenth-century copyright law, Mark Rose has argued, 

“the figure of the proprietary author depends on a conception of the individual as essentially 

independent and creative, a notion incompatible with the ideology of the absolutist state.”95 

Building on these insights, Lisa Surwillo has extended this analysis to the Spanish context. She 

argues that, until the Royal Order on Dramatic Copyright of 1837, the Spanish Crown perceived 

the bourgeoisie’s advances in securing what might be considered early intellectual property 

rights as a direct threat to aristocratic control. “The Spanish Monarch’s two repressions of 

literary property, following his return to Spain in 1814 and in 1823 (after three years of a liberal 

interlude in his absolute power), and his refusal to consider it at any other moment during his 

reign,” she writes, “illustrate his perception of its potentially subversive effect on his rule. Before 

there could be stable literary property for dramatic works, these would first have to be recast as 

literary creations that could be appreciated independently from the stage, but also the author’s 

voice in the text would have to supersede the authority derived traditionally from the use of plays 
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as royally regulated spectacles.”96 Mexico had not yet adopted current Spanish law, which 

guaranteed authors—partially nonetheless—the right to be compensated for representations and 

republications of their work. Zorrilla’s argument in México is, thus, a capitalist one. Focused on 

individual property rights, it stands at odds, for example, with the anonymity of collectively 

written work prevalent elsewhere at the time. (In Mexico, one can think here of the anonymous 

satirical newspaper, Don Simplicio, founded by Ignacio Ramírez, Vicente Segura, and Guillermo 

Prieto, which lasted from 1845-47.) But while one might be tempted to cast his argument aside 

as simply reproducing the telos of capitalism, it is important to keep in mind the material 

outcome of securing such rights: compensatory rights for artists would allow them to incorporate 

a new sector of the working classes. A sector of artist-workers might be able to struggle against 

the unchecked accumulation of capital by many publishers and even editors at the time. In other 

words, progress in the realm of copyright law might yield parallel progress in the number of 

writers who consciously thought of themselves as workers. 

Until reaching Mexico, Zorrilla himself had uncritically adopted what Rose calls the 

“figure of the proprietary author.” The figure pictures an author who creates his or her work in a 

at a figurative or literal remove from society, in order to be able to make a legal argument that it 

is original, not based on other property claimants. Publically, Zorrilla understood his craft in the 

terms of an artist-genius whose ideas simply arrived to him. As Surwillo explains, “Zorrilla was 

one of the many Spanish poets who performed this persona. According to both his 

contemporaries’ account and his own memoirs, Zorrilla’s versification was not studied, he 

claimed to have no models, and he created in solitude, with verse verily bursting forth from his 

being.”97 This embodiment of the ideal proprietary author, however, seemed to do him little 
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good. “Although a highly prolific writer,” Surwillo writes, “he famously lived in perpetual 

poverty and, not uncoincidentally with respect to his successful projection of the Romantic ideal, 

maintained constant ties with his principal editores, selling every last literary property to 

them.”98 In Spain, Zorrilla seemed to simply assume this ideal projection of the capitalist world. 

In Mexico, however, he reflected on it critically, indicting booksellers, theater companies, and 

governments for exploiting the labor of artists. “There are very few examples here [in Mexico] of 

theater companies having paid poets for their manuscripts,” he chastises on one occasion.99 “The 

quantities that booksellers have given for verses, today recited by all […], have been so small 

that few if any writers of any reputation in Spain would have accepted them,” he rebukes on 

another.100 He finds it rather shocking that in a country that has enjoyed “thirty years of 

independence and republican government, it has not shaken off such vulgar preoccupations” as 

the property rights of the artist-workers. “Enlightened governments from the most civilized 

nations have their theaters very well subsidized and consider them one of the most efficient 

drivers of enlightenment as well as the most useful form of popular entertainment,” he points 

out.101 The Mexican government has not fulfilled its duty to artists. Its actions have suggested, 

instead, that “the theaters are places of corruption, the writers and poets are crazies condemned 

to misery.”102 

According to Zorrilla, the government’s economic blind eye to the labor of artists, 

furthermore, has aesthetic repercussions. In its failure to pay artists for their work, the 

government devalues the aesthetic object. And with the reduction of that value necessarily comes 

the reduction of its quality. Here is how Zorrilla outlines it: 
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Thus, the people of letters will divide into two classes: one that, having faith in their own 
talent and in their own strength, and neither wanting to abandon their favorite studies nor 
renounce their independence for destinies they deem useless, embarks on letters as a 
profession and produces works that, if they don’t lead to the temple of fortune, at least 
open the doors to fame. Those in this class are few. The other, which, understanding that 
it is more lucrative and comfortable to be employed than to be in the profession of letters 
(and poetry, above all), leave their pen to dry and let their lire get rusty among the dust of 
a mountain of files, cede little by little their place in the literary field and in periodicals to 
others more daring but less competent, who would have never otherwise reached that 
place if those who truly had merit had not abandoned them.103 

 

As soon as exceptional artists discover that it is easier for them to make a living working 

in another profession, Zorrilla tells us, they will stop writing, publishing, and performing. 

Writers and artists with lesser talent will inevitably fill the vacuum left by the earlier, more 

skilled artists. The process, he suggests, will eventually lead Mexico on a path toward cultural 

decrepitude. Instead of cultivating the arts, it will pit artists against one another in a game of 

survival of the economically fittest. It will do so by dividing artists into two competing classes. 

Artists will find themselves in competition with one another—not for critical respect or public 

esteem, but rather for a withering pot of money. Instead of art being the result of skill, thought, 

and critical responses from a community of artists, as the growing culture of cafés and literary 

circles attest, it will become an outcome of economic pressure, forcing artists to prize quantity 

over quality if they want to make a living. This is what Zorrilla implies when he writes that those 

who win the struggle are simply “more daring but less able.” ‘Daring,’ not in the sense that these 

artists take risks in their artwork, but rather in the sense that they publish as much as they 

possibly can.  

He further indicts Mexican liberalism for its failure to live up to its own economic ideals, 

ideals that would give artists the opportunity to sell their labor. From the perspective of the 
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workers, who Zorrilla finds feel guilty for producing art in their free time, Mexico still operated 

according to feudal patronage whereby only wealthy individuals employed artists on 

commission, if at all. And when the state commissioned works in the name of national heritage 

and propaganda, artists received only centavos in return and effectively forfeited future 

authorship over their creations. As he writes at one point, the most artists could hope for in the 

majority of circumstances was fame, not fortune.104  

 Focusing on the plight of artists, as workers, would have inspired heated criticism from 

Zorrilla’s moderado colleagues in Spain. In the mid-nineteenth century, however, Spain’s 

intellectual elites did not appreciate personal correspondence as a source open to polemic in the 

same way as literature, art, or journalism. Hence, the form of the letter itself—the epistolary 

form—might be enough to discriminate among readers. Naïve ones might overlook the letter’s 

political implications, while others, such as Saavedra, would grasp the critique it is meant to 

transmit. But the form in which it was written, I have tried to argue, would have assuaged 

criticism from fellow writers, intellectuals, and politicians on the right. The idea, as I have 

reconstructed it, was to blunt the message for those who would read it indiscriminately from the 

rest of La flor de los recuerdos and sharpen it for those who might be attuned to his strategic use 

of the letter form in a country with scarcely a growing tradition of epistolary writing. The choice 

to write a letter, therefore, did not merely express “the illogical disorder of a poet,” as its author 

made it a point to claim to his readers. Zorrilla’s writing shows that he is acutely aware of how 

the epistolary form influenced interpretation. In Spain, letters were understood as a form of 

confession and Spanish attitudes toward confession, whether religious or secular, were decidedly 

negative.  
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Hazel Gold has cited the “overriding principle of discretion” as the reason why the 

epistolary genre, whether in novelistic or non-fictional form, failed to gather popularity. “If such 

taboos were strong enough to have suppressed the circulation of real-life letters (which could at 

least boast as a redeeming virtue the instruction of the modern-day reader in the history and 

customs of the letter writer’s era),” she writes, “then these same taboos were undoubtedly strong 

enough to have discredited the epistolary novel’s pretensions to the mimetic representation of 

confession and other revelations of intimate, daily experience.”105 In fact, other epistolary 

forms—not including the novel—flourished during the romantic period, especially in reactionary 

thought. Francisco Alvarado, a Dominican friar and scholastic philosopher, used them often, 

including for his famous Cartas de un filósofo rancio (1813), which polemicized with the 1812 

Constitution of Cadiz. So too did Jaime Balmes, a Catholic priest and thinker, whose Cartas a un 

escéptico en materia de religion (1846) doubled down on his earlier work, El protestantismo 

comparado con el catolicismo en sus relaciones con la civilización europea (1842-45), which 

argued that Catholicism defended unity and order while Protestantism embraced anarchy and 

revolt. This, in addition to the work of liberal writers such as José Cadalso and Larra, who used 

the epistolary for the purpose of satire. “One wonders,” Gold writes, “whether the strong 

identification of epistolarity with satirical and didactic prose harking back to [Francisco de] 

Quevedo, [Antonio] Ponz, [Francisco] Cascales and [Benito Jerónimo] Feijoo […] led to a 

proscription on the use of letters within a strictly novelistic framework.”106 Regardless of 

whether that societal proscription took place, Spain’s loss of its last colonies abroad—Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, and the Philippines—in 1898 infected writers, according to Miguel de Unamuno, 
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with epistolomanía.107 The twentieth century witnessed the steady adoption of the epistolary 

novel in Spain and Latin America, and, together with the creative use of letters by writers, this 

began to give letters a different meaning altogether.108  

Notwithstanding its later transformation, the nineteenth-century epistolary genre in Spain 

“tested up to what point the form was its content.”109 In other words, for the Peninsular reader of 

the time, form mattered deeply when it came to interpreting the message the letter meant to 

communicate. Zorrilla’s México shows that it could have been skewed rather heavily indeed. His 

early claims for impressionism, by the end of the letter, are given the lie by the organized nature 

of the text itself. Structural clarity permeates a narrative defined by a fairly exhaustive index of 

Mexican poets, four parts organized according to theme and tone, and a rhythmic comparative 

framework that oscillates like a metronome between Spain and Mexico. The narrative of artists 

seeking passage into the working classes, I have argued, strings these features together.  

 Zorrilla’s letter to Saavedra challenges two dominant paradigms critics have often 

followed when reading epistolary works. Jürgen Habermas is perhaps the quintessential example 

of the school that interprets epistolary works as already written with publication or a public 

audience in mind. He dedicates a section of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 

to the epistolary, arguing that the emergence of epistolary narrative form not only mirrored but 

also contributed to the expansion of a public sphere in Europe. Pascale Casanova is one of many 

who present an opposing example, whereby readers assume that letters, whether actual or 

literary, have some singular truth-content to be revealed.  
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 For Habermas, epistolary writing after the eighteenth century is always already political. 

For Casanova, epistolary writing becomes political through our own reading of it. But 

presumably, they cannot be both. Why? Because both of these paradigms place a premium on 

interiority as a structuring concept. One can either call interiority pure fiction, as Habermas does, 

seeing it as vehicle for expanding the public sphere to women and other disenfranchised people 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Or one can call it pure truth, as Casanova does, 

finding in letters evidence for literary, political, and economic constellations that have otherwise 

been silenced. But it is interiority all the same. Both of these critics fail to notice moments when 

epistolary writing no longer operates according to interiority, whether fictional or true. Not only 

is it possible for letters to be neither private and interpersonal, nor public and constitutive, 

Zorrilla’s México y los mexicanos is a literary work that made that middle ground actual. It used 

the epistolary for both private and public ends. Zorrilla hid his political critique—that artists 

ought to be considered workers in their own right—behind the veil of privacy offered by 

epistolary writing, and in so doing registered the economic marginalization of writers in the 

Hispanic world on both sides of the Atlantic. 

 His own trying economic years as an artist in the Mexican capital informed his decision 

to turn to the new form of writing, the epistolary. But so did narrative concerns about how to 

frame his political challenges to the ruling class without further marginalizing working artists 

like himself. His decision to hide his political critique was surely strategic and personal, but it 

was made in response to the economically marginal position many artists occupied in Spain and 

Mexico. Considering Zorrilla only in his Peninsular context would necessarily ignore the way in 

which he briefly used literary form to advance a political critique. Scholars have largely ignored 

the nearly twelve years he spent in Mexico. Perhaps thanks to this oversight, many scholars of 
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nineteenth-century Spain have not yet substantially considered the transformation of 

consciousness happening in Spain by which artists began to think of themselves as workers. 

Francisco Pi y Margall and Adelardo López de Ayala were two of the many writers who 

struggled alongside the working classes during Spain’s La Gloriosa revolution of 1868, a 

revolution which led to establishing the country’s First Republic several years later. It is through 

a transatlantic framework that puts works such as Don Juan Tenorio in conversation with México 

y los mexicanos that critics can begin to focus on how countries such as Mexico gave writers 

such as Zorrilla a political education they may have otherwise not received back in Spain. 
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The Irony of the Subject 

 

 On the morning of June 19th, 1867, Maximilian the First, archduke of the Habsburg 

dynasty of Europe, and the emperor whom, three-years earlier, Napoleon the Third had installed 

in French-occupied Mexico, found himself standing still on the Hill of Bells outside the city of 

Querétaro. He stood next his two trustworthy generals, Miguel Miramón and Tomás Mejía. He 

had put his hand on his chest as if pledging allegiance and awaited his execution. Maximilian 

had arrived in Mexico as its emperor at the behest of Mexican Conservatives looking to reverse 

the course set by the recently approved liberal Constitution of 1857 and elected government of 

Benito Juárez. Conservatives beckoned French imperial intervention in Mexico. And Mexico’s 

outsized foreign debt granted them the necessary excuse. The French army managed to hold 

Mexico for three years. But following a prolonged and bloody war, Napoleon withdrew his army 

and Juárez’s forces captured Maximilian and the loyalists who were left standing. 

Back in France, Édouard Manet, the well-known but frustrated Impressionist painter, was 

conducting an independent, one-man exhibition. He was, in a sense, competing with the 

Universal Exposition, which was being held that year in Paris, but to which he had decided not to 

submit his work. His fraught and often antagonistic relationship with the gatekeepers of the Paris 

Salon increasingly steered him away from embracing its culture of self-congratulatory high-

mindedness. He instead sought refuge in irony. That summer, sometime in June, he would paint 

View of the Universal Exposition of 1867 [Image 1], a panoramic piece of the Exposition’s 

exhibition halls at a distance, with the foreground made up of different quotidian scenes 

sprinkled across the Champ de Mars: a gardener tending a flower bed, a woman on horseback, a 

boy being pulled along by a dog, and even some soldiers on the grass. “There are clearly rather 
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different kinds of comedy mixed up in this occasion,” writes T.J. Clark.110 The picture’s comedy 

stems from its composition. The image of the Universal Exposition divides the population into 

pictorial fragments. No two strangers cross the boundaries that separate them. There exist no 

compact groups, no chaotic masses, no crowds. Instead, Clark notes its individuality and 

consumerist composition. Manet’s neat depiction of social relations takes an ironic look at the 

accepted bourgeois narrative of modernization promoted by Napoleon the Third and Baron 

Haussmann. They imagined a vision of Paris wiped clean of all its working classes. Manet’s 

irony stemmed from showcasing a Paris wiped clean of its conflictual social relations. Any 

onlooker, bourgeois or not, would have recognized these as having been too idyllic, too docile, 

and, thus, too perfect. 

On July 1st, news of Maximilian’s execution reached Napoleon in France. He was 

speaking that day at the prize-giving ceremony for the Exposition, singing the praises of his 

empire’s pacific and progressive role in world affairs. Although he made no reference to the 

execution, many had already begun to speculate about Maximilian’s possible death, and 

confirmation would come that afternoon in a report published by the Paris-based daily 

L’Indépendance belge. Over the coming weeks, the reports were confirmed, then denied. 

Different sources published articles across Paris that added new plot points to the narrative. And 

columnists in papers from Le Figaro to Le Mémorial diplomatique pontificated on their veracity, 

continually drawing and erasing the lines that connected them. Manet quickly became fascinated 

by the search for facts and the resulting narrative struggle over how to tell the story of 

Maximilian’s execution. So much so, in fact, that he immediately set to work on the first of what 

would eventually become three large pictures of the execution. He would paint the three-canvas 
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series The Execution of Maximilian over the next two years in what would turn out to be the most 

significant pictorial study—in terms of time, scale, and theme—of his life. 

POLITICS IN RELIEF 

 Despite the widespread agreement about the political orientation of Manet’s Maximilian 

series, art historians, by and large, have willfully avoided a political reading of the works 

themselves. By ‘political reading’ I mean an interpretation of artwork that understands the 

representational matrix of symbolism, tone, form, etc. that exists in a particular work to be 

motivated by its social, historical, economic, and political context. Many art historians seem 

unfortunately content to simply trace a work’s provenance, explain its representational 

innovations in strictly formal terms, and grapple with its meaning exclusively in terms of an 

artist’s personal biography, abstracted from of its place in the world. While there is much to be 

gained from these various exercises, this chapter seeks less to speculate about the personal 

genius Manet is said to have had than to place his artwork in the context of a transatlantic space 

whose increasing liberalization only appeared at odds with France’s imperial intervention in 

Mexico. Against the current of successful military campaigns earlier in the century, which led to 

newly independent states across the Americas, France’s intervention in Mexico in 1864 and its 

subsequent installation of the Maximilian monarchy is said to have turned the clock back on the 

latter’s modernization and liberalization. In reality, however, the Second French Empire in 

Mexico and economic liberalism went hand in hand. Manet knew this. He witnessed a similar 

transformation back home in Paris. The authoritarian regime of Napoleon III proved instrumental 

in liberalizing France’s economy and transformed the country’s appearance to match the 

aesthetic ideals of the commercial city. Paris metamorphosed thanks to the swift hand of Baron 

Haussmann, the architect tasked with and responsible for making the city the quintessential 
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example of nineteenth-century modernism.111 Manet witnessed these changes first hand and 

depicted them over the course of several decades, from the lithograph The Balloon (1862) 

[Image 2] to the painting The Masquerade Ball at the Opera (1873) [Image 3] and beyond. 

Falling within this period, his Maximilian series (1867-69) drew attention to both modernization 

at home at the same time that it made visible the tragic ironies of France’s imperial adventure 

abroad. 

 In 1954, Nils Gösta Sandblad became one of the first art historians to first to place the 

Maximilian series among Manet’s canonical works. His documentary approach to the series tells 

a kind of narrative progression over the course of the three pieces, which Manet began to paint in 

June of 1867. He narrates the development over the three works as one of the increasing 

prominence of a “purely personal accent.”112 The personal accent Sandblad refers to is vague and 

elusive, but among the many aspects of Manet’s life it might refer to, it clearly points to the 

painter’s personal frustration with Paris’s institutional art world. Sandblad himself claims as 

much when he refers to Manet’s sense of victimization.113 He derives this account of Manet’s 

personal life from several pieces Émile Zola had published that year. In what eventually became 

a pamphlet about his intimate friend, Zola allegorizes Manet’s trying situation. He depicts a 

“gang of urchins,” meant to stand in for the mob-like public, accosting Manet in the street and 

pelting him with stones. Zola, also in the scene, turns to a policeman, who represents the art 

critic gatekeepers of Paris. Seeking justice, he pleads for the policeman to help out his friend 

Manet. The policeman snubs him, arguing that the stoning itself is just, since Manet “had 
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outrageously desecrated the Temple of Beauty.”114 The allegory invokes Manet’s personal 

history with the Salon. The Salon had rejected his pieces The Tragic Actor [Image 4] and The 

Fifer [Image 5] in 1866.115 During 1867, the year he began his project on the execution of 

Emperor Maximilian, Manet suffered the loss of a friend, the poet Charles Baudelaire, as well as 

an unceasing series of attacks from critics and the public for his one-man exhibition in Place de 

l’Alma. His solo exhibition resulted from attempting to preclude another rejection, this time by 

the 1867 Exposition Universelle in Paris.116 He opened his solo show the same month as the 

Exposition and held it just beyond the latter’s official grounds on the Champ de Mars.117 Years 

later, reflecting on this year in his life, Manet acknowledged the feeling of being constantly 

injured by these critical attacks on his work.118 

 It is this admission of personal stress, it seems, that has given critics the license to 

interpret Manet’s Maximilian series as having been deeply shaped by his tense relationship with 

the Paris art world elite. Writing at the same time as Sandblad, Meyer Schapiro, a Marxist critic 

who might have otherwise steered clear of personalization, observed that Manet chose his 

subjects because they “related intimately to his person or outlook.”119 Since the publication of 

Sandblad’s study, however, it is a sense of victimization that scholars have found most appealing 

for explaining aspects of the tone and mood of the paintings. Albert Boime, another early scholar 

of the Maximilian series, echoes Sandblad and Schapiro’s personalizing move. “Given Manet’s 

state of mind at that moment,” he writes, “we may assume that the figure of Maximilian is in 
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some way an intimate projection of Manet’s feelings about himself.”120 Boime then goes on to 

draw physical similarities between Manet and Maximilian. These similarities stretch from their 

shared “high forehead” and “soft mouth” to their “carefully trimmed beards, parted in the 

middle” and the fact that they were both born in 1832.121 Boime thus takes the personalizing 

narrative to an extreme. In so doing, his account of the similarities between Manet and his 

imperial subject is, among other things, an allegorical argument for reading the Maximilian 

series as the artist’s way of empathizing with the dead emperor. Like Manet, Maximilian 

presumably tried to reason with the people and the policemen. They both miserably failed to do 

so. Manet was then executed metaphorically in the press just as Maximilian was executed 

literally by Benito Juárez’s soldiers. As tempting as it may be to consider these shared narratives, 

focusing on them ignores the glaringly obvious: Manet never shared Maximilian’s politics. 

Boime’s formalist reading offers significant detail about Manet’s possible references, but it gives 

us precious little when it comes to placing his work in the historical conjuncture that was 

Mexico’s Second Empire. Readings such as Boime’s inevitably exercise an emaciated kind of 

formalism that cannot even follow its own personalizing dictates. A minimal gesture towards 

another aspect of Manet’s biography would have revealed his deep antipathy toward the 

Napoleonic project and especially Napoleon III, who originally installed Maximilian in Mexico 

after the 1863 invasion.122 This brand of formalism does not simply ignore, but forecloses the 

possibility for reading Manet’s Maximilian series in a political key. 
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NEGATIVE FORMALISM 

 There exists another kind of formalism that has given rise to important interpretations of 

Manet’s Maximilian series. More open, malleable, and politically conscious than the former, this 

formalism has focused on the more abstract and theoretical aspects of Manet’s works. I will 

focus here on two interpretations that follow from one another, but target slightly different 

aspects of the paintings. The first comes from the writer Georges Bataille, who, in 1955, 

published a monograph on the artist.123 The second is Michael Fried’s, which appeared four 

decades after Bataille’s in his book Manet’s Modernism. Besides the fact that both published 

monographs on Manet, it might seem odd to put Bataille and Fried together. Bataille, whose 

writing is as literary as it is philosophical, will be forever tied to the quasi-academic and 

intellectually groundbreaking Collège de Sociologie (1937-39), which he founded with Roger 

Caillois. The idea behind Bataille and Caillois’s endeavor was to reestablish sociology as “a 

discipline capable of grasping the political force of the sacred, considered as a dimension 

‘heterologous’ to rational calculation but uneliminable from the social.”124 Warren Breckman 

and other intellectual historians have contrasted Bataille’s “irrationalism” with the 

“hyperrationality of the [French] structuralists,” referring not only to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s 

structural anthropology or Jacques Lacan’s structural psychoanalysis, but also to the later, 

Marxist structuralism of Louis Althusser. As opposed to providing structuralist accounts of the 

relations among symbols, Bataille and his kin, Breckman argues, were guided by “a fascination 

for excess, transgression, and what commenters have called the impure or transgressive 
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sacred.”125 Intellectually, Bataille saw himself responding to the sociology of Émile Durkheim 

and the anthropology of Marcel Mauss; politically, he pictured a critique of Hitler’s fascism. 

As an art critic and art historian, Fried’s place in intellectual history is decisively more 

modest. It is nevertheless important within art history itself and, like Bataille’s, Fried’s historical 

interpretation of painting has been nurtured by specific philosophical currents. These currents 

invariably overlap with Bataille’s and thus make the comparison appear less haphazard. Fried’s 

art historical writing, in fact, embraces the very kind of rationalism Bataille’s critiques. For 

Fried, philosophers such as Stanley Cavell provide the path for combining the formalism of 

Ludwig Wittgenstein and Immanuel Kant together with the anti-formalism of Søren Kierkegaard 

and Jacques Derrida. His art-historical project, especially in his treatment of the period in France 

that spans from the late-eighteenth century of Joseph-Marie Vien and Jean-Baptiste Greuze to 

the nineteenth century of Gustave Courbet and Manet, has been one of tracking the shift from 

“theatricality” to “absorption.”126 It is in this account of artistic absorption—the immersion of the 

viewer into the fictive space of the painting—where Bataille’s irrationalism and Fried’s 

rationalism converge. 

 In keeping with his interest in the profane, Bataille’s book, Manet, fixates on the artist’s 

depictions of death. He dedicates sections to works such as The Dead Toreador (1864) [Image 6] 

and The Battle Between Kearsarge and the Alabama (1864) [Image 7], which critics have 

identified as precursors to Manet’s more explicit concern with politics in the Maximilian 

series.127 These works appear perhaps at opposite ends of Manet’s canon. The Toreador 
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showcases his indebtedness to the work of Goya and Velázquez and foreshadows what Bataille 

will identify in the Maximilian as an “all-engulfing numbness” and “indifference” or what other 

scholars have called its “conspicuously inexpressive” or “distant” character.128 Yet the subject of 

the Toreador is far from historical. The Battle subject, meanwhile, is conspicuously historical. 

And scholars have pointed to the haste with which Manet completed the picture, as well as its 

historical content, in arguing for its pro-Union stance.129 Bataille sees Manet borrowing from the 

Battle its focus on momentous historical events in painting the Maximilian series. These two 

works serve as a preface to what in many respects is the climax of Bataille’s book, his account of 

The Execution of Maximilian.  

 I will briefly jump to the ending of Bataille’s discussion of the Maximilian series in order 

to clarify where these paintings fit in the overall narrative about Manet and modern art, which is 

complicated but important to understanding the aim of the book as a whole. Bataille explains 

nineteenth-century art in terms of the denouement of the “supreme forms” of divinity and 

royalty, which, he claims, had dominated art for the previous handful of centuries. In the 

nineteenth-century, the rise of the bourgeoisie in Europe and its particular animadversion toward 

the Church and the aristocracy led to the complete demise of these subjects in painting. Bataille 

goes on to describe nineteenth-century art as having suffered “an anarchy of forms, fraught with 

possibilities, but saddled still with the last remnants of majestic forms, even though no one could 
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possibly believe in them any longer.”130 According to Bataille, Manet principally, but other 

artists as well, such as Cézanne, met the challenge of fashioning a new form to guide a modern 

art no longer beholden to ecclesiastical and regal commissions. “This supreme reality was found 

in the silence of art,” he writes, “what is sacred is mute.”131 Invoking the passion of his Collège 

years, Bataille identifies the sacred with silence, a combination borne of modern introspection or 

“inner transfiguration,” as he calls it.132  

 Neil Larsen has argued that Bataille’s “strongly metaphysical investment in the category 

of negation” governs his account of the Maximilian series.133 Negation, according to Larsen, is 

the watchword for Bataille’s quintessentially modernist move. When interpreting art, the 

modernist move gives power over to the artwork at the same time that it subtracts it from a 

historical context. It is this disconnect between the artwork and its historical context that 

forecloses any interpretation of its explicit critique of capitalist development.134 Nevertheless, for 

Bataille, Larsen argues, “negation” is “unambiguously progressive.”135 “Seeing the difference 

that Bataille sees,” he concludes, “thus presupposes the operation of that peculiar ideological 

effect of modernism that places art”—as opposed to the proletariat—“in the narrative cockpit of 

the revolutionary class.”136 As we have seen, this misconnection between historical context and 

art historical interpretation characterizes so many formalist accounts of Manet’s Maximilian 

series. In addition to the modernist move Larsen identifies, however, Bataille commits perhaps 

the more basic formalist transgression of advocating a personalizing narrative, turning art into a 

direct reflection of the waxing and waning of an artist’s personal emotions. And it sits on the 
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axel of his account of modernism itself. The silence that modern artists such as Manet are said to 

have found, on Bataille’s account, “springs not from any given image, but from the passion of 

the painter who, within himself, fathoms the depths of supreme silence, in which his painting is 

transfigured and which in turn it expresses.”137 Though more theoretically complicated than the 

kind of “intimate projection” formalist critics have supported, Bataille’s “passion of the painter” 

is equally opaque and unhelpful when it comes to describing the silence that underwrites modern 

painting. How can this “inner transfiguration” coexist with Bataille’s hailing of the suppression 

and destruction of the subject in modern painting?138 Such an account might serve, in fact, to 

distance an artwork such as Manet’s Maximilian from the very political, economic, or social 

transformations that give rise to its subject. As Larsen makes clear, Bataille’s radical 

interpretation of Manet bears the unfortunate mark of relying on certain kinds of “metaphysical” 

commitments that one must simply take as given. 

 Nevertheless, Bataille’s account of negativity in Manet, aside from being influential, lays 

the groundwork for a powerful interpretive strategy that focuses on the often-elusive ideas of 

tone and form. Let us start with form. “The people by itself cannot create new forms,” writes 

Bataille in the section dedicated to Manet’s Maximilian. Bataille here is responding to the idea in 

art history that the spectator can make aesthetic judgments that advance formal experiments 

within art. The spectator sees, the critic critiques, and artists subsequently fit their art to the ideal 

model—such is the rather mechanic account of artistic innovation Bataille is attacking. At one 

level, the argument Bataille looks to criticize seems like a straw man: if there is any value to 

artistic accounts of “creation,” it seems clear that the artists alone are the only ones capable of 

creating new forms of art. Understood from a different angle, however, Bataille’s argument is 
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directed at the prominent role of spectatorship in important institutional venues such as the 

Salon. A way of rewording his critique, then, might be to say that art history has given too 

prominent a role to the Salon in shaping generations of artworks.  

 Bataille’s retort is to remind art historians that the Salon cannot itself create new artistic 

forms. In making this argument, Bataille argues for what he sees as Manet’s resistance to the 

Salon’s dictates in the Maximilian series. (Manet’s vexed relationship with the Salon, which 

accepted and rejected his paintings unevenly, sits uncomfortably next to his consistent desire to 

exhibit there as opposed to in small shows with other Impressionists.)139 Following André 

Malraux, Bataille invokes the “pressure of a utilitarian tradition,” which refers to the weight a 

Salon exhibition carried in determining the utility of paintings to its creation of the artistic canon. 

Manet, he claims, resisted this pressure. That resistance to institutional pressure, embodied by 

the Salon, translated into a resistance to the much greater pressure of a certain pre-modern 

emphasis on sentiments and anecdotes. To draw out this contrast, he compares Manet’s 

Maximilian with Francisco de Goya’s The Third of May 1808 (1814).  

 Goya, for Bataille, was the first painter serious about breaking art’s bond with 

sentimental and anecdotal narratives. “Though on the whole his art belongs to the past,” writes 

Bataille, “Goya made a frantic effort to wrench free of those bonds.”140 Describing the Third of 

May, he continues: “The eloquence, the rhetoric of painting has never been carried further, but 

here its effect is that of definitive silence, an outcry smothered before it can rise.”141 For Bataille, 

painting’s eloquence refers to its sentimental register. “The violence they [Goya’s works] 

denounce, they assume by contagion, which means they still belong to the world they strive to 
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destroy,” writes Michel Surya, explaining the notion of indifference in Bataille.142 Bataille sees 

in Goya the beginnings of the rejection of sentimental register, a rejection Manet will complete 

with paintings such as the Maximilian. The sentimental register might best be described as a 

tone: the tone in Goya’s Third of May, for example, would thus be something like inflamed. That 

tone is usually given away by a picture’s symbolic arrangement. In Goya’s case, the figure about 

to be executed, with his arms outstretched, dons a white shirt. Thanks to the clothing of his 

assailants, we know that the central figure participated in Spain’s anti-imperial resistance to 

Napoleon. His white shirt tells the spectator who is innocent and, thus, with whom to 

sympathize. The negative space elsewhere in the picture, as well as the overwhelming amounts 

of grey, confirm this impression. For Bataille, the symbolic white shirt is Goya’s way of 

sentimentally denouncing the violence by way of tone. It is also, however, Goya’s way of 

implicating the picture in the very world it is critiquing. Goya’s tone, in other words, directly ties 

it to the history of its subject.  

 If the sentimental register was the first way to establish a painting’s connection to history, 

the anecdotal was the second. I take Bataille’s reference to the anecdotal register as isolating the 

event-like subject of paintings such as Goya’s Third of May. That event-like subject is at once 

historical and moral, for lack of a better term. It articulates, for Bataille, the shared, yet 

unacknowledged account of historical progress that shaped the nineteenth-century since G. W. F. 

Hegel: history as a sequence of momentous events, whose connected lines reveal the arc of its 

progress. In tandem with this historical feature, for Bataille, each event is told in painting with an 

anecdotal kind of morality that elevates its meaning through the claim of personal experience. 

The man in the white shirt, with his arms outstretched, immediately prompts its viewer to act out 
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of outrage for the injustice against him. It is an injustice that is not merely heard, second-hand, 

but rather seen, directly. “In that vision of a man about to die, flinging his arms with a shriek,” he 

writes, “we have the very image of death. […] In this picture Goya caught the blinding, 

instantaneous flash of death, a thunderbolt of sight-destroying intensity, brighter than any known 

light.”143 Bataille’s emphasis on witnessing death visually, as opposed to experiencing it through 

other means, distinguishes painting from other representational art forms. He sees it giving 

painting the unique advantage of being able to tie anecdote and sentiment together. 

 Manet rejects both registers, according to Bataille. This is especially true in the case of 

his Maximilian series. Bataille follows Malraux again in identifying in Manet’s Maximilian the 

beginning of “the repudiation of ‘all values foreign to painting,’ the indifference to the meaning 

of the subject.”144 The invocation of “indifference” holds Bataille’s attention. It is a word that 

critics at the time used to describe Manet’s works.145 Writing about Manet’s private 1868 show, 

the art critic Paul Mantz, for instance, wrote that, “indifference will be his punishment.”146 

Bataille turns this word inward, into a projection of Manet’s own introspection. Manet’s 

indifference stems from him having “the least concern for the incident itself,” Bataille writes.147 

This is a rather strange and, to my mind, woefully inaccurate assertion. Manet not only painted 

the picture on three different occasions; he, in fact, modified each and started anew twice 

according to the shifting accounts of the incident in the Parisian press. Anxious to release Manet 

from the shackles of history, Bataille speciously objects: “The Execution of Maximilian parts 
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company with the newspaper account of the tragic events at Querétaro. […] The picture 

obliterates the text, and the meaning of the picture is not in the text behind it but in the 

obliteration of that text.”148 Let us bracket for a moment the accuracy of Bataille’s unequivocal 

assertion and instead trace his argument. For Bataille, modern painting releases itself from the 

confines of sentiment and anecdote precisely because it no longer relies on the framework 

provided by its subject. In artworks dating from the nineteenth century and earlier, artists 

themselves rarely gave titles to their works. Velázquez never called his picture Las Meninas just 

as Goya never titled his painting The Third of May. These paintings never needed titles because 

their subjects—whether the Spanish royal family or the Napoleonic invasion of Spain—told the 

viewer everything required to understand and interpret the painting. The imaginary title came 

precisely from the painting’s subject. This is what Bataille refers to when he uses the word 

“text”: to a painting’s title, given to it directly by its subject matter. A misreading of his use of 

the term ‘text,’ in fact, is likely to blame for why art historians, by and large, have ignored 

Bataille’s writing on Manet and especially the Maximilian.149 Manet’s paintings such as the 

Maximilian overcame the identity between a painting’s title and its subject. The picture 
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obliterating the text is thus a rephrasing of indifference to the meaning of the subject. He writes, 

“To suppress and destroy the subject is exactly what modern painting does.”150 

 Bataille’s account of modern painting develops from a reading of tone in Manet’s 

Maximilian. The fundamental tone he sees in Manet’s picture, as mentioned above, is 

indifference. “On the face of it, death, coldly, methodically dealt out by a firing-squad, precludes 

an indifferent treatment,” he writes, “such a subject is nothing if not charged with meaning for 

each one of us.” Goya’s Third of May is a case in point.  

 
But Manet approached it with an almost callous indifference that the spectator, 
surprisingly enough, shares to the full. Maximilian reminds us of a tooth deadened by 
novocain; we get the impression of an all-engulfing numbness, as if a skillful practitioner 
had radically cured painting of a centuries-old ailment: chronic eloquence. Manet posed 
some of his models in the attitude of dying, some in the attitude of killing, but all more or 
less casually, as if they were about to ‘buy a bunch of radishes.’ Every strain of 
eloquence, feigned or genuine, is done away with. There remain a variety of color 
patches and the impression that the subject ought to have induced an emotional reaction 
but has failed to do so—the curious impression of an absence.151 
 
 

Bataille derives his reading specifically from the arrangement of color. Unlike Goya’s Third of 

May, the Maximilian paintings—though the Mannheim and the London much more than the 

Boston version—feature light pastel tones. Moving from right to left, across the canvas, these 

tones become significantly brighter. Such is the coloration of the London and Mannheim 

paintings—Bataille always refers to the latter, “definitive” one—that the pictures appear 

cartoonish, recalling especially the cartoons of Honoré Daumier.152 Adding to the cartoonishness 

of the picture’s coloration are the French soldiers’ over-sized shoes (compared to those of 

Maximilian and his generals’), ballooning trousers, the disproportion between their lower and 
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upper body, and their unrealistic nearness to Maximilian and his generals. The colors of the 

Maximilian are all sharp and bright. The blue uniforms of the soldiers, the green pastures and 

blue skies in the background, Maximilian’s golden sombrero in the Mannheim painting: these 

colors are partially responsible for Bataille’s characterization of its “all-engulfing numbness.” 

Coming full circle, Bataille’s attention to color grounds his account of indifference in Manet’s 

Maximilian. And it is this “callous indifference,” he writes, that seals the autonomy of the artist 

in modern art against the pre-modern pressures of the emotional and anecdotal registers. For 

Bataille, what remains of Manet’s destruction of the subject—of his indifference to the subject’s 

very meaning—is nothing more than “definitive silence.”153 

 Michael Fried, a philosophically inclined art historian as opposed to an art historically 

inclined philosopher, is in many ways a mirror image of Bataille. And the Maximilian brings the 

two even closer together. Fried, by and large, adopts Bataille’s account of indifference in the 

paintings. “What Bataille has right,” he writes, “is the insistence that Manet’s paintings perform 

a certain ‘operation’ and that the nature of that ‘operation’ is in important respects negative, 

repudiatory, destructive.”154 Fried rewrites Bataille’s insistence on the negative operation as 

follows: “Manet’s paintings seek to void or otherwise neutralize the absorptive potential of their 

subjects and more broadly to find an alternative to the excessively absorptive effects by means of 

which his closest contemporaries, Legros in particular, sought at once to adhere to the basic 

premises of the antitheatrical tradition and yet generate the added intensity that was now required 
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to strike and hold—to hold by striking—the beholder.”155 Just as, for Bataille, Manet overcomes 

the tyranny of the subject he depicts, for Fried, Manet overcomes the absorptive effects that 

dominated French painting dating back to Diderot.  

 Absorption is a key term for Fried, and it is decidedly more specific than Bataille’s 

invocation of the “subject.” For Fried, absorption stands opposite “theatricality.” Theatricality 

refers to the idea that paintings are actually made with “the consciousness of being beheld.”156 

Absorption, in Fried’s telling, broke with the tradition of theatricality and characterized paintings 

that did not have that consciousness. Instead, these paintings depicted their subjects in states of 

absorption: the subjects were absolutely absorbed in their own actions—whether dancing or 

thinking—and did not demonstrate any awareness of an outside to the painting. They were not 

aware, fundamentally, that they were being viewed by anyone in the scene of the picture or the 

beholder outside it, standing before the painting. Manet represents an endpoint in Fried’s 

tradition of absorption, which begins in the mid-eighteenth century. As Fried writes, “Manet in 

his most characteristic paintings of the 1860s pursued a strategy of denying or voiding absorptive 

effects while not quite purging his compositions of absorptive motifs.”157 

 Fried’s reading of the Maximilian draws significantly from Bataille’s focus on negativity. 

In doing so, it also adopts the latter’s account of a tone of “indifference” in Manet. At one 

moment, for example, Fried centers his attention on the NCO. In the London and Mannheim 

versions of the painting, the NCO stands apart from the group of soldiers executing Maximilian 

and his generals. Cocking his musket for the coup de grace, the NCO is the only figure in the 

painting on Juárez’s side whose face we can clearly see. He “does indeed seem absorbed,” Fried 

writes, “but only in that mechanical task and at the cost of seeming oblivious to the violence and 
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horror of the execution itself.”158 For Fried, in other words, even what might appear as the 

clearest example of absorption is instead an example of its opposite. “Traditionally,” he writes, 

“obliviousness to one’s surroundings was a hallmark of deep absorption, but in the context of the 

Execution it serves rather to equate absorption itself with indifference (to use Bataille’s word). 

Put more strongly, it’s as if in the Mannheim Execution Manet definitively emptied absorption 

itself of all connotation of psychological depth, as if he rendered it perfectly ‘flat,’ which is to 

say made it equivalent to the conspicuously inexpressive, barely inflected, almost mechanically 

repetitive paint handling.”159 This is a curious turning point in Fried’s narrative. Elsewhere in 

Manet’s oeuvre, Fried identifies clear markers of his break with the absorptive tradition. The Old 

Musician (1862) [Image 9], for example, seems to be “the product of a determination to 

repudiate absorption and its characteristic effects,”160 for Fried. That is because the painting 

shows us a number of characters “lined up before us so we might look at them—so they might be 

beheld—[such] that it comes as a surprise to realize that the only one figure, the violinist himself, 

gazes directly out of the picture to meet our gaze head on.”161 The Maximilian, by contrast, does 

not interpolate its viewers in quite the same way. None of the figures in it appear conscious of 

being beheld. None look back toward the viewer and, in fact, all, save the NCO, appear absorbed 

in seeing the action in front of them—regardless of whether we refer to Juárez’s soldiers, 

Maximilian and his generals, or the spectators draped over the crest of the wall in the Mannheim 

painting. “As Bataille’s remarks suggest,” Fried notes, “the subject of the Execution put Manet’s 

anti-absorptive strategy under extreme pressure.”162 
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 Relieving this pressure and enacting the anti-absorptive strategy is repetition. And here is 

where Fried and Bataille part ways. Whereas Bataille asserts the role of tone in Manet’s 

Maximilian, Fried instead places form at its center. Specifically, for Fried, the form of repetition, 

which breeds collective action in the painting, and not the tone resulting from its color 

arrangement, becomes pivotal for grasping the Maximilian’s innovation. At one point, Fried calls 

what I am about to describe as “the mood of implacable mechanism” that presides over Manet’s 

painting.163 But his account seems less to describe a mood than a form. The form that appears 

most frequently in Fried’s narrative about the Maximilian is the group. He often describes the 

compositional arrangement of the Mannheim canvas, for example, as a constellation of groups. 

An example: as opposed to the London picture, Fried writes, we witness the Mannheim canvas 

“situating the victims farther from the viewer than the firing squad and altering the setting to a 

walled space with a hillside rising beyond it. A group of peasants is shown looking over the top 

of the wall as the execution takes place; farther up on the hillside two other groups seem to be 

seated on the ground.”164 Fried’s description reads straightforwardly. It may be difficult to 

imagine a different kind of first impression of the canvas, one that might avoid the groupings of 

victims, perpetrators, and spectators. But this grouping device not only persists throughout 

Fried’s description of the Maximilian, it indeed structures it. At another moment, Fried argues 

that, “the result [of the painting] is virtually a group portrait of one man dying and two others 

about to die.”165 Contemplating Maximilian and his two generals, he refers to the “treatment of 

the victims as a group” and identifies them on several occasions as a “figure-group […] 

emblematic of Manet’s art generally.”166 And, with respect to the illustrated soldiers, he 
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addresses “the collective action of the members of the firing squad.”167 Thus, the fact that Manet 

has organized the illustrated individuals into groups is important for yet unacknowledged by 

Fried. 

 Why does Fried then not draw attention to what would otherwise appear to be a central 

compositional element of Manet’s Maximilian? His reasons are clear. Fried’s argument about 

form in Manet hinges on his ability to distinguish the aforementioned group portrait of 

Maximilian and his two generals from the firing squad. The “somewhat blurred treatment of the 

victims as a group,” for Fried, stands “in contrast to the methodicalness and precision with which 

the firing squad has been depicted.”168 The contrast he appears to be drawing attention to is, 

more generally, one of technique: the Mannheim painting depicts the group of soldiers in such a 

way that one is distinguishable from the next, with lines that parse the group into clearly 

delineated soldiers, an arrangement that divides each soldier into his parcel of pictorial space, 

and sharp colors—thick cobalt for their uniforms, stark white for their sashes, brunette hair, and 

a slick shade of black for their swords and shoes—that pronounce their corporeal presence 

against the pale backdrop of the dirt floor and the wall. The soldiers in the firing squad, such a 

description leads us to believe, appear as individuals, each with a unique identity. The faded 

treatment of Maximilian and his two generals, by contrast, represents the three characters as a 

figure-group whose individuals have lost all their identity. 

What appears to have given the soldiers their individuality, however, is nothing less than 

its opposite: repetition. Hence, the group form of the firing squad is occasioned by the 

mechanical repetition in the painting of the soldiers’ bodies. Except for height in some cases and 

varying degrees of facial hair in others, each member of the group of six soldiers looks identical 
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to the others. They wear identical uniforms with identical muskets, shoes, hats, sashes, and so on, 

and they have remarkably similar body types and shooting positions. The soldiers appear 

identically individualized. Fried’s description of the repetition of these features sharply 

contradicts his claim that these repetitions supposedly individualize the soldiers. His claim 

especially runs into trouble as soon as we include Maximilian and his generals, which he 

describes as a collective thanks to their blurred treatment. Though, for Fried, the pictorial 

arrangement of the soldiers—not washed but brightly lit—points to their individual 

characteristics, Manet’s treatment of the soldiers, each in identical fashion, betrays any attempt 

to bestow on them individual qualities. Fried does not seem to grasp this contradiction, though 

his narrative illustrates it clearly. 

 Fried, though, offers a description of the Maximilian points in the direction of bringing 

together his account of the group form and Bataille’s account of the indifferent tone. From this 

description, I will thus take several strands and pivot toward fleshing out my own reading of the 

paintings (though I have already alluded to much of it, thanks to Bataille and Fried). The firing 

squad allows Fried to further develop his interpretation of Manet as an anti-absorptive artist. He 

focuses his description on repetition: 

 
Manet’s solution to the problem [of allowing audiences to be absorbed by the subject of 
the painting] was ingenious, starting with his decision to depict the members of the firing 
squad not exactly from behind, which is what we are largely made to feel is the case in 
the Boston ébauche, but as it were from the side, with their backs facing the viewer and 
their heads turned toward the victims just far enough to allow a glimpse of something less 
than their profils perdus; the emphasis falls on their identical uniforms, on the similar tilts 
of their heads, on the Watteau-dancer-like splaying of their feet (the white spats were 
added by Manet to complement their belts), in short on a series of repetitions that range 
from the impassive to the slightly comic and that effectively divest a motif that could 
have yielded a strongly absorptive effect of any but the most vestigial relation to 
inwardness.169 
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 Fried finds the position of the soldiers to be key to understanding the painting as a whole. 

Their half-profile position compels the viewer to avoid attempting to identify the soldiers 

individually. The viewer cannot see the soldiers’ faces and nothing else they wear distinguishes 

one from the next. Thus, instead of dwelling on attempting to identify and thereby 

individualizing the soldiers, the painting directs the viewer’s attention toward discerning what 

they share in common. The viewer, Fried writes, in response turns to “their identical uniforms,” 

“similar tilts of their heads,” and “the Watteau-dancer-like splaying of their feet”—features 

which each of the soldiers share. Fried describes these features as repetitions. These repetitions 

are of line and color, surely, but they are also repetitions of people—social, economic, and 

political repetitions. And, as if channeling Bataille, Fried notes that these repetitions have their 

own tone. The tone, for him, is not merely one of indifference, as it is for Bataille. It includes 

indifference but ranges all the way to “the slightly comic.” Out of the form of the collective 

emerges the tone of the comic. Form and tone in Fried’s otherwise structural account of the 

painting’s composition in fact depend on one another. Specifically, the form of repetition, which 

illustrates the soldiers as a collective—instead of as a number of individuals—yields a comic 

effect. It is as if Manet were echoing Marx’s acclaimed correction to Hegel in the second 

sentence of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, “the first time as tragedy, the second as 

farce.”170 In the eyes of Manet’s liberal audience, the first repetition of a soldier reveals a 

tragedy: the loss of his individual characteristics. The second and subsequent repetitions of 

soldiers give them comical, farcical, and even ironical qualities. 
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IDENTIFICATION AND IRONY 

 The Maximilian certainly diverts the viewer’s attention away from attempting to 

individually identify the members of the firing squad, as if there were something to gain from 

being able to do so. As Fried notices, the movement shifts from individual to collective 

identification. But in moving from the individual to the collective, nothing ultimately shifts in his 

interpretation. Fried’s account is undialectical: it is as if the viewer has learned nothing from 

shifting concern from the individual to the collective. But what if we read Manet’s move, 

instead, as specifically dialectical? Such an account would posit that there does, in fact, exist a 

relationship between the individuals the viewer wants to identify and the collective he or she 

ends up identifying in its place. The outcome of that dialectical move for Manet, I will argue, is 

irony. And that irony, I will further argue, results from the formal, pictorial composition of the 

firing squad group. Manet’s image points to the irony, perhaps in the tragic sense, that liberal, if 

not republican, Salon-going viewers in France could identify Juárez’s soldiers as a collective but 

not as individuals. 

 It is striking, in fact, the degree to which we can identify Maximilian and his officers, 

Miramón and Mejía, in the Mannheim painting. Manet erroneously placed Maximilian at the 

center of the canvas, flanked by his two officers.171 Miguel Miramón is clearly visible in both of 

the London and Mannheim canvases, the first of which Manet had cut into several pieces. 

Miramón is painted with a goatee, and his expression recalls a man swallowing in fear for his 

imminent fate.172 In both pictures, Miramón clutches the left hand of Maximilian. Tomás Mejía, 

Maximilian’s other officer, is only visible in the Mannheim canvas. Explaining the erroneous 

                                                
171 There existed conflicting reports, initially, about whether Maximilian or one of his generals was standing in the 
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who was standing in the center. See Wilson-Bareau, “Manet and The Execution of Maximilian,” 53. 
172 Wilson-Bareau, “Manet and The Execution of Maximilian,” 57-8. 
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placement of Maximilian, Kristine Ibsen has argued that, “Maximilian […] is in the center of the 

group but not of the composition itself.”173 Ibsen is here addressing the compositional 

arrangement of the Mannheim Maximilian, where the soldiers prominently occupy the central 

space in the foreground. That Maximilian is not at the physical “center” of the composition, 

however, does not mean that he does not occupy the thematic, structural, or ideological center of 

the image. These other registers signal Maximilian’s centrality to the image.  

Placing Maximilian—the most visible, recognizable, and highest ranking of the group—

at the center of the picture illustrates the bourgeois viewer’s expectations. The Maximilian affair 

made headlines across Europe and the visitors to Manet’s exhibitions would have almost 

certainly kept up on the latest developments, as if these were the installments of the latest serial 

novel. Maximilian was the protagonist of the drama, with Miramón and Mejía playing 

supporting roles. Manet and his officers have names, they can be easily identified; they are, thus, 

clearly marked as individuals. The Mexican army that executes them, however, remains as a 

nameless collective, a stand-in for the Mexican nation that had as a whole committed a crime 

against France by killing the Emperor. The centering of Maximilian in the picture elicited the 

individualistic tendencies of European bourgeois society. We never know the names of the 

Mexican officers. They cannot be identified in the picture, despite the public’s knowledge of 

who they are by way of the cartes de visite. Instead of invoking religious symbolism or adhering 

to the narrative accounts of newspapers, Manet’s paintings instead play with visual irony.  

The irony stems from showing the viewer the French perspective. Much of the French 

public at the time, especially republicans, was critical of Napoleon III’s regime. As Philip Nord 

explains, “Maximilian’s execution in 1867 at the hands of Mexican rebels exposed the 
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bankruptcy of a policy which, to republicans, had been a disgrace from the very beginning.”174 

But that criticism never turned inward. French republicans often failed to address their own blind 

spots, which notably lacked a Mexican perspective to inform their grievances. In the painting, 

the viewer cannot see the Mexican soldiers. The view of the Mexican soldiers did not appear to 

factor into French public discourse about the imperial invasion or execution of Maximilian. 

Manet incorporates this partial French perspective, ignorant of Mexico’s counter-imperialist 

forces, into the Maximilian series. The viewer of the paintings sees only what the French people 

can see through the lens of newspapers. Thus the viewer can never actually enter into the scene 

of the picture, which is geographically, politically, and historically located in Mexico. The 

viewer of the image can only see from afar, from France. Manet’s republican sympathies, in 

addition to the pictorial narrative, too point in this direction: he was critical of both the right-

wing condemnation of Mexican society and the liberal support of Mexico’s leaders for having 

executed Maximilian. Such an either-or account of the Second Empire in Mexico played into the 

very dichotomous narrative that emerged from Mexico’s lengthy Reform War between 

conservatives and liberals. Manet’s picture overcomes the liberal-conservative, either-or 

narrative about Mexico through irony. The tone of irony in the Maximilian has to do with the 

idea that, even when they make the most effort to see—attending to the influx of information 
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through newspapers and remaining sympathetic, as many republicans were, to Mexico’s 

reclaiming of national sovereignty—viewers can only ever see partially. Manet’s picture points 

to individualism as the limiting factor in the viewer’s effort to invest sympathy in the group of 

Mexican soldiers.  

 More than a century later, the intellectual historian Pierre Rosanvallon—himself a crucial 

waypoint in the recovery of the tradition of Toquevillian liberalism in France—would write the 

following about the iconography of the French Revolution: “Only rarely do the people appear in 

[this iconography] as a collection of individuals or identifiable groups. […] Faceless, the people 

most often take the form of a compact mass, ordered according to geometric principle or 

symbolized by an action.”175 Such a comment aptly applies to Manet and especially to the 

Maximilian. Rosanvallon comments, however, are meant as a criticism of the masses. The 

masses, in his view, ought to appear as a collection of individuals and not as ‘the people’ [le 

peuple]. Liberalism can only acknowledge and accommodate individuals as citizens. Despite 

embracing the representation of the people as a mass, Manet’s work, by contrast, appears to 

reject the view that such collective ordering is negative either pictorially or politically. He paints 

the Mexican soldiers in the firing squad indeed as the kind of faceless mass Rosanvallon might 

have had in mind. But the soldiers represent a collective whose agency French imperial forces 

have stripped from them. Manet’s painting thus deliberately repeats the tropes of French liberal-

bourgeois iconography.  

 The difference is that he did not have to do so. What gives Manet’s picture its ironic 

weight is the selectivity with which he used information circulating in France to inform his 

series. The crucial information he left out was the fact that many of his French viewers knew 
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exactly who the members of Juárez’s troop were, individually. Yet his images treat them, in 

Rosanvallon’s term, as a “compact mass.” A famous carte de visite photograph, titled The 

Execution Squad against a Painted Background [Image 10] circulated widely in Paris in 1867.176 

It shows each of the soldiers’ faces, and most of their bodies, standing with their rifles. This 

image circulated illicitly together with images of Maximilian’s frock coat, waistcoat, and the 

church where his body was taken. As Juliet Wilson-Bareau explains, François Aubert, a French 

photographer in Mexico City, took the images and would later publish many more in the 

aftermath of the execution. “Distributed by Aubert in carte de visite form,” she notes, “they were 

widely copied by other photographic firms in Mexico and Europe. [They] were reproduced in 

France by Disdéri, both individually and as a combined four-in-one print, and distributed under 

the name of the Viennese firm Klein, from their shop on the boulevard des Capucines, thus 

providing cover for images” that were banned in France.177 Not only did Manet see this image, it 

was very likely that it importantly informed the Maximilian. In another one of the carte de visite 

images Wilson-Bareau mentions, for example, Maximilian is shown wearing a sombrero. That 

sombrero appears on Maximilian’s head in the Mannheim painting but not in the others. It is 

another example of the way in which newspaper reports, cartes de visite, and other related items 

in the French press shaped Manet’s series. 

 The fact that these images were censored did not prevent them from being widely 

circulated. Of the contradictions Manet had to endure in France, none was perhaps more 

inhibiting than Napoleon III’s approach to censorship. Though it sometimes censored them, 

newspaper articles critical of the regime appeared in droves every day in the French press. 

Illustrations, on the other hand, were another matter. Honoré Daumier, Manet’s friend and fellow 
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republican, illustrated for Le Charivari. When news broke of Maximilian’s execution, neither 

Daumier nor his colleagues published images that referenced the major event. Yet in the 

newspaper’s written text, its journalists critically analyzed the event in Mexico and the French 

government’s response.178 Only images of Maximilian and his two generals, Tomás Mejía and 

Miguel Miramón, would reach the hands of the French reader legally in the days after the news 

first broke. Other images—namely the four cartes de visite photographs, which included two 

images of Maximilian’s clothing on the day of the execution, one of the execution itself, and the 

group portrait of the firing squad—circulated illicitly.179 Manet saw these photographs and likely 

referred to them for his paintings. Most people who attended his shows would also have seen 

them and understood Manet’s reference. 

 The glimpse of the soldiers’ profils perdus, whose importance Fried underscores, was 

perhaps a wink to the censorious Salon jurors. But the fact that images of the execution itself 

were censored suggests that Manet’s slight depiction of the soldiers’ countenances was perhaps 

more explicitly directed at a particular audience. That audience was broad. It might have 

included France’s republican-sympathizing bourgeoisie as much as Spain’s moderados and 

England’s working classes. Eventually, its audience would also include the middle classes of the 

United States, the site of the series’ only public exhibition during Manet’s lifetime.180 The 

Maximilian was meant to appeal to a certain European fantasy of Mexico’s exoticism at the same 

time that it exposed that fantasy’s prejudice. It was a fantasy that Manet himself had held even as 

he began painting the Boston canvas. As Wilson-Bareau writes, the Maximilian was “conceived 

initially as an imaginative, even ‘exotic,’ Mexican drama, expressed through costume and 
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brilliant touches of color.”181 The subject of a “Mexican drama” would perhaps appease the 

censors, quell the public’s animadversion toward Manet’s work, and charm critics. Over the 

course of painting the three canvases, the French exoticism of Mexico eventually became the 

very ideology Manet sought to criticize. 

 Tone is the linchpin for distinguishing critics from supporters of liberal imperialism. 

Jennifer Pitts shows in her work on liberal imperialists in France that “the thinkers most critical 

of empire are those most inclined to use irony and humor in their arguments. The confidence—

even self-righteousness—of imperial liberalism requires a kind of presumption incompatible 

with the sharply ironic, self-critical stance.”182 Tocqueville, especially, foregrounded this tonal 

distinction. The two volumes that comprise Democracy in America (1835) enjoy numerous 

flashes of irony, appearing most often in Tocqueville’s acerbic critiques of the country’s 

hypocritical treatment of indigenous peoples.183 Yet when turning to Algeria, his irony 

disappears almost entirely. When it does appear in his writings on Algeria, notes Sheldon Wolin, 

Tocqueville’s irony “becomes the measure of helplessness, of the impossibility of halting the 

movement underway.”184 “Tocqueville’s verbal ironies tend to absolve and protect,” adds Cheryl 

Welch. “They function to deflect and hide shame and guilt, rather than to expose them openly to 

                                                
181 Wilson-Bareau, “Manet and The Execution of Maximilian,” 51. 
182 Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2006), 6. In A Turn to Empire, Pitts confines her account of irony largely to the work of 
Tocqueville and Jeremy Bentham. She has recently, however, extended this analysis of irony to the work of Adam 
Smith. See Jennifer Pitts, “Irony in Adam Smith’s Critical Global History,” Political Theory, forthcoming. 
183 Thanks primarily to these comments, many Tocqueville readers assume that he was a staunch opponent of 
imperial expansion. This could not be further from the case. In addition to drawing much needed attention to 
Tocqueville’s support for imperial expansion in Algeria, Pitts makes the case that “Tocqueville’s writings on 
Amerindians and his thoughts on Algeria should be read in light of one another,” reading his contempt for the 
treatment of Amerindians in America as consistent with his liberal imperialism in Algeria. See Pitts, A Turn to 
Empire, 196-203. 
184 Sheldon Wolin, Tocqueville between Two Worlds: The Making of a Political and Theoretical Life (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), 541; cited in Cheryl Welch, “Colonial Violence and the Rhetoric of Evasion: 
Tocqueville on Algeria,” Political Theory 31.2 (2003): 248. 



 
90 

the reader’s judgment.”185 A recognized expert on Algeria in France’s Chamber of Deputies, 

Tocqueville used his parliamentary career to encourage its conquest and settlement, first using 

“literary tropes of the Orient,” then striking a more “empirical tone, bolstered by his own 

observations and by statistics gleaned from government documents.”186 “Tocqueville’s 

characteristic irony is largely silenced in his writings on Algeria,” Pitts notes. “Tocqueville had 

the luxury of the unresponsible observer in America; when, in the case of Algeria, he had 

considerable power to affect policy, he suppressed his skeptical inclinations.”187 The curious 

shift in Tocqueville from irony to a “supercilious tone” directly mirrors a move from 

condemnation to support of imperialism.188 “Perhaps history, like a deus ex machina, would save 

the French from further crimes by making the Arabs disappear,” writes Welch, summarizing 

Tocqueville’s approach to Algeria not without her own dose of irony.189 

Manet’s Maximilian, too, had both foreign and domestic ambitions. It was a two-pronged 

approach to make ordinary what many in France saw as extraordinary. The Maximilian 

foregrounded a critique of the Napoleonic regime’s foreign policy, and it included not only the 

expected indictment of Royalists and Bonapartists but also of Republicans and other left-wing 

writers who insufficiently paid attention to the French intervention in Mexico and, instead, 

focused their ire on the loss in the Franco-Prussian War. In addition to foreign policy, Manet also 

had a critique of the regime’s domestic policy. The subject, tone, and politics of the Maximilian 

series surfaced elsewhere in Manet’s work at the time, making inroads especially in a painting 

such as View of the Universal Exposition of 1867 (1867) [Image 1]. As mentioned earlier, the 

painting shows the Exposition’s exhibition halls at a distance, sprinkled across the Champ de 
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Mars. This background contrasts with the foreground, which is made of up several different 

scenes in a park: a gardener tending a flower bed, a woman on horseback, a boy being pulled 

along by a dog, and even some soldiers on the grass.  

The scene does not appear especially jarring unless, that is, one adopts an ironic approach 

to interpreting it. T. J. Clark, for instance, spotlights what he calls the “comedy” of the scene. For 

him, “the way they fit together or fail to is the picture’s sharpest subject.”190 Though the 

bourgeois art aficionado might be expected to register the scene’s depiction of class, status, and 

actualité, the picture’s comedy “has to do with what these figures are engaged in and in how it 

relates to the painter’s presentation of the scene. The comedy quite often comes from the 

business of seeing itself, in its various aspects: not just how people look as they look at the view, 

but what the looking consists of—the artifice involved in having a city thus available to vision, 

focused and framed as a unity.”191 Unity here refers as much to the picture’s composition as it 

does to its illustration of social cohesion. Clark elsewhere refers to this kind of unity as a 

“spectacle,” developing an important idea popularized by Guy Debord and the Situationist 

International, a group of which he was briefly a part.192 

That Paris became obsessed in the 1860s with visualizing its modernization, as Clark 

argues, yielded a concomitant frenzy over the unified narrative of its modernity. Manet’s picture 

captured the irony of that visual narrative. The image of the Universal Exposition divides the 

population into pictorial quadrants. No two strangers cross the boundaries that separate them. 

There exist no compact groups, no chaotic masses, no crowds. Instead, “the crowd is thinned out 

into individual, slightly vulgar (or slightly elegant) consumers; the marks of class and sex and so 
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forth are broadly handled, and meant as amusement. Everything is held in place by mere vision 

and design, as opposed to the actual, stifling crush” of the crowd.193 Manet’s neat depiction of 

social relations ironizes with the accepted bourgeois narrative of Haussmannian modernization. 

The irony stemmed from showcasing “parts of Paris in which it appears that there are no [social] 

relations, only images arranged in their place.”194 Those images, of course, were at a remove 

from reality. The gentrification of Paris necessary to make way for Haussmann’s image of 

modernity only served to dramatically increase social tensions. Just four years later, these would 

reach a breaking point with the establishment of the Paris Commune. Proletarians declared the 

city to be theirs in defiance of, among other things, the architecture of social unity as Haussmann 

and others envisioned it. 

 Manet’s ironic mode of criticizing liberal imperialism in France drew importantly on 

classical pictorial sources. His use of irony drew as much on the visual culture by omitting 

specific information his viewers would have known as by visually citing earlier paintings only to 

invert their subject matter. Many observers of the Maximilian series have pointed to its 

seemingly direct reference to Goya’s Third of May (1814) [Image 8]. The subject inversion is 

relatively straightforward. The man in the white shirt with his hands outstretched in Goya’s 

image is not comparable to Maximilian and his generals in Manet’s: the first is anonymous, 

innocent, and the victim of French imperial expansion; the second is identified, guilty, and the 

imperial perpetrator. The two figures are displaced in time only by half a century. Yet Goya’s 

image, according to Jacques Rancière, treats “history as a specific mode of time, a way in which 

time itself is made the principle behind sequences of events and their significance.” Putting on 

full display the evocative symbolism of the Romantic style, he writes, Goya’s Third of May is 
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“not just a figuration of ‘the horrors of war’—till then reserved for the minor genre of engraving. 

[…] It is above all a reversal of the tradition of the history painting: the disposition of bodies no 

longer makes sense except by stopping making historia, stimulating the negation of any 

dispositio deriving from some kind of artistic power. History is no longer an anthology of 

examples. It is the power that steals bodies from the virtuous uses of story and example.”195 

Rancière’s observation inverts our expectation of how history was treated by nineteenth-century 

painting. We often assume Hegel’s progressive narrative to be Goya’s, one that traces the long 

arc of history according to moments that punctuate it. Rancière opposes this tacit understanding 

of the history in history painting to the emphasis on time as a principle. Such a view would 

replace the order of history as a sequential series of events. In its place, Goya shifts the meaning 

of time in history painting from the inevitability of “great collective destinies” to embodied 

experience. As Rancière writes, “it is the time where anyone and anything at all make history and 

bear witness to history.”196  

Paradoxically, however, the transformation Rancière isolates seems to place further 

weight on the event-like narrative of history in historical paintings. “History flags itself through 

the sheer excess of what was over any meaning,” Rancière also writes. “This kind of History no 

longer attests to itself in the composition of attitudes and the exemplarity of figures. It attests to 

itself in the analogy shaped from it by its insubstantial characters, who seem to arise from the 

lines and brushstrokes and pictorial material, ready to be swept up again by the power that pulled 

them out of the chaos of colored materials.”197 Rancière here identifies a subjective shift in 

historical painting that begins in Goya’s epoch and matures in Manet’s. “Genre painting 

abandons interiors, shops and inns, and invades the meadows and forests, rivers and ponds 
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reserved for the heroes of myth,” he adds.198 The shift for Rancière, though, hinges on a narrow 

definition of the pictorial subject. One might quickly be able to explain it, for example, by 

pointing to the changing economics of artistic commission. Regal subjects receded toward the 

end of the nineteenth century in France thanks to two factors that reinforced one another: the 

nobility commissioned fewer artworks than it had in the past and the Salon’s importance 

increasingly diminished, especially as it was shaped by subsequent generations of art historians. 

Thus, regal subjects were gradually replaced by bourgeois subjects in painting, historical or 

otherwise. Such a narrow definition of pictorial subject as referring literally to the bodies on the 

canvas obscures the importance collective subjects still retained throughout this period in art. 

Goya’s image, for example, celebrates 1808 as the moment of iconic resistance, a turning point 

in Spain’s collective resistance to French imperial invasion. Though the protagonists of the 

episode remain anonymous, the painting itself seems to embrace the very mythical proportions of 

its historical moment. 

 Manet’s inversion of Goya’s Third of May ironizes the Maximilian episode because, like 

Goya’s picture, it is not beholden to an individually embodied narrative of time. Whether 

Maximilian, as an individual, is the protagonist of the scene is beside the point. His clearly 

individualized depiction in the Mannheim canvas serves, instead, as a foil to the collective, 

faceless mass of bodies that represent Mexico’s anti-imperial forces. It simply makes more 

visible for viewers a contrast between extensive publicly available information and the partial 

information on display in Manet’s canvas. Manet’s painting is Goya’s transported to the age of 

newspapers and mechanical reproducibility. Capturing the particularity of the second half of the 

nineteenth century, T. J. Clark writes, “art seeks out the edges of things, of understanding; 

therefore its favorite modes are irony, negation, deadpan, the pretense of ignorance or 
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innocence.”199 Manet, with his references to Spanish art, appeared to prefer irony. As one critic 

wrote at the time, Manet was “Goya in Mexico, gone native in the heart of the pampas and 

smearing his canvases with crushed cochineal.”200 Irony in Manet not only had to do with the 

contrast between his momentous subjects and the pastel tones with which he painted them. It 

equally had to do with the seeming displacement of his art from its historical age and 

geographical location. Such a displacement in the case of the Maximilian, perhaps not without its 

own tinge of irony, stemmed from specificity. The historical paintings of earlier painters such as 

Goya or contemporaries such as Daumier and Eugène Delacroix registered shifts in the grand 

tide of modernity: in the eyes of so many viewers and critics, Goya’s Third of May, for example, 

stood in for the Napoleonic invasion of Spain.201 Manet’s Maximilian, by contrast, is extremely 

situated, detailed, and eschews the ambitious romantic conventions of pictorial representation 

these artists shared. Manet’s series reveals the uneven texture of newspaper chronicles, cartes de 

visite, and other highly reproducible materials that informed their composition, the same material 

that informed the average literate, bourgeois European who sought an account of the 

execution.202 The paintings themselves chronicle the unfolding accounts of the execution over 

the course of two years: Manet made frequent changes to the paintings, ranging from the position 
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200 Wilson-Bareau, “Manet and The Execution of Maximilian,” 43. 
201 Rubin notes a very different kind of contrast between Delacroix and Daumier, and Manet. See Rubin, “Manet’s 
Heroic Corpses,” 127.  
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of the NCO’s head to the entire outfit of the soldiers, and many of these were owed to the 

changing narratives about the events themselves.203 

The most accepted image of how the Maximilian series came into being also illuminates 

the limitations of traditional art historical interpretation. One critic illustrates that narrative in the 

following way:  

 
Manet poring over a succession of newspaper reports of a distant horrifying event, hoping 
for clarification and definitive truth […] and either not finding it or disbelieving it. […] 
We are also to imagine him picking out what seemed plausible, perhaps because it came 
from a trusted source; perhaps because it sounded accidentally real rather than essentially 
ideal; or because it seemed credibly candid. […] And we are finally to imagine him 
putting and piecing together these fragments, knowing that they did not realistically or 
completely describe what happened, but offered, rather, the means of an imaginative act 
of recovery of something distant and quickly receding into the past.204 
 
 

Critics have drawn attention in a similar fashion to where Manet’s paintings depart from the 

historical record.205 “The ‘facts’ had changed with every fresh report,” writes Juliet Wilson-

Bareau. That Manet depicted something of the scene in a historically inaccurate way, she writes, 

is explained by the fact that “Manet had already elected to follow a particular (in fact erroneous) 

version” of the events.206 

Some persuasive arguments, by contrast, have treated the lack of fidelity to the 

journalistic reports on the execution more as compositional or political decisions than historical 

missteps. Kristine Ibsen and Neil Larsen have articulated perhaps the most open-minded 

approaches to understanding how the Maximilian series works with its documentary context. 

Ibsen presents a conciliatory analysis that works traditional art historical claims into a broader 
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interpretative framework. Taking the example of the Republican army-like uniforms worn by 

Juárez’s soldiers, Ibsen writes: 

 
Critics generally suggest that when incoming narratives and photographs revealed that 
the firing squad was part of the Republican army with uniforms remarkably similar to 
those worn by the French, Manet abandoned the first version and began work on a 
second. It remains unclear, however, as to whether the changes from the Boston painting 
to the Mannheim version reflect an ongoing attempt by Manet to get the facts straight or 
the evolution of his thinking in terms of the painting’s central political allegory, that the 
French imperial government was responsible for the violent denouement of the Mexican 
Second Empire. Although it would be a mistake to overemphasize Manet’s interest in 
documentary authenticity, to some extent both interpretations may be accommodated.207 
 
  

Compared with Ibsen’s, Larsen’s interpretation takes a more uncompromising approach toward 

traditional art historical narratives, captivated as they are more by documentary accuracy than 

interpretative innovation. He sheds what he sees as “the standard identities of frame and time of 

execution,” instead opting for a longer view of what might constitute the Maximilian period in 

Manet’s work. Such a view, he writes, “add[s] an even greater dimension of historicity to this de-

aestheticizing of ‘indifference’” and, as opposed to traditional art criticism, does not “assure it a 

definitive interpretative outcome and protect it from others that are, a priori, dangerous or 

inadmissible.”208 These interpretations make available wide-ranging material, such as France’s 

transatlantic imperial intervention, for the study of Manet’s work. Such a context is difficult to 

account for under the narrow rubric of direct influence and, since Manet did not personally 

experience the empire’s occupation of Mexico, is often dismissed and discounted as a source by 

traditional art history. Yet the art historical boundaries that Ibsen’s and Larsen’s work stretch 

also prompt a reconsideration of one of art history’s staple categories: the audience, both ideal 

and literal. 
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 Manet never exhibited the Maximilian paintings in France during his lifetime. In fact, of 

the three paintings in the series, he only ever publicly exhibited the latter. Scattered comments on 

the series from art critics, fellow painters, and close friends resulted exclusively from private 

encounters in his studio. The Mannheim canvas was the only one that was exhibited publicly 

while Manet was still alive. His now infamous and thwarted attempt to exhibit it at the 1869 

Paris Salon did not quell Manet’s desire to show the last of his Maximilian canvases to a wide 

audience. The Paris Salon jurors warned him in advance that his picture would not pass the 

censors, citing its ambiguous meaning. For Manet, ambiguous meaning was likely the whole 

point. Suzanne Manet wrote in a letter in June 1873 to Jules Michelet, the eminent historian of 

the French Revolution, of her husband’s desire to still show the Maximilian.209 It was finally 

exhibited across the Atlantic as a Great Picture display in New York City and Boston, in early 

December, 1979, and early January, 1880.  

 Great Picture displays were solo exhibitions, usually of only one large canvas, that 

attempted to appeal to a large swath of the public, including the bourgeoisie and working classes. 

They were a way to circumvent academic exhibitions and establish a quick foothold in public 

opinion, as well as to partially resolve financial woes.210 Manet’s entrepreneurial agent for the 

exhibitions, Gaston de Beauplan, sought to take the exhibition across the United States, including 

stops in Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore, and, importantly, wanted reviews of the Maximilian 

reprinted in the Mexican press.211 In order to attract more attention to the exhibitions, Beauplan 

even included a specially commissioned letter of support from Émile Zola. Zola’s novels had 

circulated widely and, with the interest in Zola following the English publication of Assomoir 
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(1877) in the summer of 1879, the idea to include the letter should have sparked enthusiasm in 

Manet’s exhibit, despite his relative obscurity in the United States. 

 The exhibitions, however, garnered very little attention, either from the critics or the 

public. A total of seven reviews were published on the two exhibitions, the majority of which 

appeared in the Boston press.212 But the little interest they managed to arouse is telling and 

foregrounds the historical, economic, and political disconnect North American viewers 

experienced while facing the Maximilian. As Mishoe Brennecke summarizes the critical 

response, “reviewers interpreted Manet’s painting literally, as Mexican soldiers coldly executing 

the emperor and his generals. Apparently encouraged by Manet’s matter-of-fact presentation, the 

critics expressed certain ethnic biases in response to these figures; in particular, they conveyed 

the notion that the Mexican character was indifferent to suffering and death.”213 Despite its 

underlying racism, such a view has almost been universally accepted by academic art criticism of 

the series. This is not, of course, to suggest that any interpretation of the Maximilian as “cold” or 

“indifferent” necessarily stems from racist assumptions. But rather to point out how little art 

historical discourse on the Maximilian has shifted since its very first exhibition. The numbness 

and indifference Bataille sees in the painting, for instance, sits uncomfortably close to the Boston 

Journal’s description of nonchalance or the New York Herald’s identification of curious coldness 

in the painting at the turn of the 1880s.  

Reviewers also objected to Manet’s handling of the facts. “We doubt if the story is told 

with a single fidelity to the real facts of the execution,” commented the reviewer of the Boston 

Saturday Evening Gazette. “A picture such as this is an insult to the understanding.” The critic 
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from the New York Herald agreed: “Historically considered, the whole scene is incorrect.”214 

Subsequent art historical scholarship on the series has suggested otherwise. Most point to 

Manet’s remarkable attention to detail likely resulting from his having kept up to date with the 

latest accounts of the execution published in the French press. They often present a fluctuating 

historical narrative of the event as new information came to light, revising earlier narratives and 

assumptions about what had taken place. Over three years Manet’s worked on the series, critics 

note, he revised the paintings based on the ebb and flow of the press, leading him to restart the 

project twice until being eventually satisfied with the Mannheim version.  

Manet’s brief exhibitions of the Maximilian in New York and Boston may accurately be 

described, in Brennecke’s words, as a “complete failure.”215 They were panned by critics, poorly 

advertised, and woefully attended. And the exhibition series itself was cut short after Boston. Yet 

the way in which they failed so spectacularly with the United States audience reinforces the idea 

that the Maximilian was specifically painted with a European, if not purely French, audience in 

mind. Such a seemingly banal observation remains important because it supports my argument 

for the central place of irony in the Mannheim picture and, indeed, the series as a whole. Manet’s 

irony was completely lost on the US audience. Their “literal” interpretation of the painting, as 

Brennecke points out, would not have been able to grasp Manet’s deeply ironic use of color, for 

instance. What these reviewers saw as cool and dispassionate coloration, Manet’s French viewers 

might have seen as sharply contrasting with the authoritarian ethos of the Napoleon III regime 

and mirroring, in fact, the mythology constructed around Maximilian’s reign in Mexico. That the 

scene would have shared its tone with myth and contrasted it with censorship was what produced 

the uneasiness over meaning in the Salon jurors.  

                                                
214 Brennecke, “Double Début.” 
215 Brennecke, “Double Début.” 



 
101 

In France, viewers would have likely identified this contrast immediately. In the United 

States, reviewers saw the Maximilian in the context of their nation’s fraught political, economic, 

and cultural relationships with Mexico. “To American eyes in 1879-80,” writes Brennecke, 

“Manet’s painting was as much a reminder of the regrettable ending to Maximilian’s life, and the 

implications this brutal event held for the future of Mexico, as of Napoleon III’s abominable 

interference in the New World.”216 Thus, the nature of the audience was fundamental to 

comprehending the full range of historical and political commentary the Maximilian made 

visible. More a commentary on imperialism for imperial culture, the Maximilian made little 

sense as a work of art when read literally, without the cultural context with which to contrast the 

picture’s compositional and narrative meaning. Viewers in the United States took note of 

Manet’s collective grouping of Mexico’s anti-imperialist forces. A critic in the Boston Daily 

Advertiser remarked, “the types of the individual soldiers are in their way quite perfect,” while 

the critic for Art Interchange recognized the picture’s power “in the pose of the figures.”217 

Manet’s emphasis on collective rebellion was not lost on his US audience. Yet his perspectival 

focus on French ignorance of Mexican sovereignty through irony seemingly was. 

In looking across the Atlantic, Europe failed to see Latin America. It instead saw a mere 

reflection of itself. José Zorrilla was a prime example of this blindness. Although México y los 

mexicanos perceptively criticized the lack of institutional support on offer in Mexico for its 

artists and writers, the argument never embraced the perspective of those to whom that support 

would go, the writers and artists. His argument instead hinged on civilization: Mexico ought to 

institutionally support its artists and writers in order to reach European enlightenment. Manet’s 

critique, aside from shedding civilizational pretenses, is decisively more circumspect. It is 
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directed at bourgeois spectatorship, not at the French government. “As victim and executioner, 

seer and seen, the spectator and the model of spectatorship presented in the Execution function, 

then, in at least two important ways,” writes Ibsen. “On one hand, the apparent indifference of 

the principal actors suggests a critique of the collective public, passively absorbing the 

propagandistic images of state violence. On the other, by presenting the emotional reaction of a 

collective popular audience, the canvas suggests a rupture of complacency and, by extension, the 

need for society to disabuse itself of the illusions fabricated by the Bonapartist culture 

machine.”218 Here, I take Ibsen’s identification of the “collective public” to be more particular: 

the gallery-going bourgeois public. Manet’s critique, then, is not a straightforward liberal one of 

an opposing political view. It is instead a critique of the naturalized imperial ethos in the 

bourgeoisie that has prevented viewers from being able to account for Mexican sovereignty. The 

state propaganda the audience “passively absorbs” has rejected the sovereignty of the Mexican 

people through selective accounts of events such as the execution of the Emperor Maximilian. 

Following this framing of the Maximilian, Manet’s emotion of choice to spur viewers from 

complacency is irony. 
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IMAGES 
 
Image 1: View of the Universal Exposition of 1867 
 

 
 
Image 2: The Balloon 
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Image 3: The Masquerade Ball at the Opera 
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Image 4: The Tragic Actor 
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Image 5: The Fifer 
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Image 6: The Dead Toreador  

 
 
Image 7: The Battle Between Kearsarge and the Alabama 
 

 



 
108 

Image 8: Francisco de Goya’s The Third of May 1808 
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Image 9: Old Musician 
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Image 10: carte de visite photograph, The Execution Squad against a Painted Background 
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Manet’s series, The Execution of Maximilian (1867-9) 

Image 11: Boston Canvas 
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Image 12: London Canvas 
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Image 13: Mannheim Canvas 
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THE THEATER OF THE GENERAL STRIKE 

José Martí’s first job was in Mexico City in 1875. He was only 22 years old. He wrote a 

biweekly column and reviews for the newspaper Revista Universal under the pseudonym of 

“Orestes,” an homage to the Greek mythological figure and, importantly, the playwrights who 

immortalized him—Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. In his columns, Martí began to give 

shape to what would, years later in New York City, become his inimical cronista style. Sharing 

similarities with today’s creative nonfiction, Martí’s New York chronicles simultaneously 

embraced the aesthetics of what would later be called modernista literature and the journalistic 

duty to disseminate information about current events. His work appeared in newspapers across 

Latin America, and his chronicles about the United States were often some of the first reports to 

appear in papers such as La Nación in Buenos Aires or La Opinión Nacional in Caracas. Mexico 

was also where Martí first thought seriously about labor organizing. Most people, if they know 

anything about him, know that he spent the last few years of his life organizing tobacco workers 

in Florida for the independence-minded Cuban Revolutionary Party, which he founded. But few 

understand how his thinking about the working classes matured, or where he learned the trade of 

what we today, following figures such as Saul Alinsky, César Chávez, and Barack Obama, call 

“community organizing.” While in Mexico, Martí wrote numerous articles about the country’s 

emerging labor movement. He wrote about strikes and legal cases and edited for the newspaper 

El Socialista, a working-class daily that would, in 1884, become the first in Latin America to 

publish the Spanish translation of Marx and Engels’s The Communist Manifesto.219 

Before arriving in Mexico, Martí was deported from Cuba to Spain just before his 

eighteenth birthday for protesting the Spanish government on the page and in person. As a 
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student in Spain, living out his exile from 1871 to 1874, first in Madrid, then in Zaragoza, Martí 

dedicated himself to simultaneously finishing two licenciaturas, one in Law and the other in 

Philosophy and Letters. In his spare time, he managed to publish a brief memoir about his time 

in prison (“El presidio político en Cuba”), pen an essay criticizing the First Republic’s policy 

toward his homeland (“La República española ante la revolución cubana”), and write a pair of 

articles in the Sevillian daily La Cuestión Cubana (“La solución” and “Las reformas”).220 The 

then young, rebellious Martí was able to accomplish all this amidst one of Spain’s most chaotic 

political periods of the nineteenth century.221 Years earlier, in 1868, Spain had enjoyed its sixth 

revolution of the century, commonly known as La gloriosa. The revolution embodied the liberal 

fervor permeating the streets of Madrid. La gloriosa began with Juan Bautista Torpete’s mutiny 

in Cádiz and ended several years later with the establishment of the First Republic, exiling Isabel 

II to France in the process. But even amidst the ethos of revolution in Spain during the first half 

of the 1870s, Martí saw Spanish politics embodying a crippling contradiction.  

How could the recently proclaimed democratic republic justify its colonial holdings? He 

issued this critique in his essay, “The Spanish Republic before the Cuban Revolution,” which 

was published as a pamphlet in Madrid on February 15, 1873. The essay, which he sent to 

Estanislao Figueras, the first President of Spain’s First Republic, at once welcomes the new 

Republic and quickly holds it accountable for freedom and justice in Cuba. Spain, according to 

Martí, could only correct the contradiction by “not defam[ing] the Spanish Republic, not 

halt[ing] its triumphant ideals, not murder[ing] its brothers, not pour[ing] the blood of its sons on 
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its other sons, not oppos[ing] the independence of Cuba.”222 This early Spanish period of Martí’s 

life saw him engaged in Spanish politics only insofar as it allowed him to reflect on Cuban 

politics. Though nominally supportive of the First Republic, he remained generally disinterested 

in the political laboratory Spain had to offer. Most of his friends in Madrid and Zaragoza were 

Cuban expatriates with whom he would attend political gatherings to keep up to date on the 

political realities back on the island. The young Cuban writer, thus, effectively insulated himself 

from the internal debates in Spain at the time, where liberal and radical socialist circles, 

particularly in Madrid, wielded an unusually direct influence on the series of governments during 

the First Republic.223 

After obtaining a law degree at the University of Zaragoza in 1874, he travelled to 

Mexico. There, Cuban nationalism appeared to take a backseat to becoming part of a new 

community of writers and journalists in Mexico City. Upon his arrival in Veracruz, Martí 

encountered a world where literature and labor were inextricably bound. The journalistic and 

literary classes formed part of the working class, unlike in Spain, the rest of Europe, or even the 

United States, where writers often hobnobbed with the aristocracy and emerging bourgeoisie. 

Martí took a special interest in the struggle of the working classes, in part, for selfish reasons: he 

was thinking about the precariousness of his own employment and what he could do to improve 

it. Labor organizing in Mexico had itself become much more organized beginning in 1871 with 

the Gran Círculo de Obreros [Great Worker’s Circle], the first general organization of workers in 

the country. Though one can trace the history of labor organizing in Mexico back to the first 
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artisanal associations following the Reform War and 1857 Constitution, the Great Worker’s 

Circle represented the first attempt to organize labor in Mexico nationally and bridge classes 

divided along different lines of work.224 Martí, like some of his fellow liberal writers, became 

attracted by the possibilities of participating in the working-class movement. He served as an 

elected representative to the First Mexican Workers Congress in the summer of 1876, 

representing the Sociedad Esperanza de Empleados.225 It is with this modern experiment in 

politics that Martí first began to organize politically and nuance his understanding of labor and 

the working class. Not yet burdened by the pressing practical demands of organizing the fight for 

Cuban independence, his interest, instead, seemed to lie in understanding the working class 

itself—as well as his place in it. His thought was consumed by figuring out what the best way to 

organize them was in order to advocate for improved working conditions, such as the 40-hour 

work week or the 8-hour work day.  

 Martí’s Mexican journalism, however, is largely unknown, even to specialists in his 

work. They have so far painted a thorough picture of him as the seasoned journalist of Escenas 

norteamericanas who experiences the forefront of capitalist modernization in New York City 

during the 1880s.226 Martí’s story is for many a synonym for the writer’s experience of 

modernism. Suffering and surviving the meager wage of writing serial novels, poetry, and 

newspaper columns coincided with the professionalization and commodification of letrado 
                                                
224 See Gastón García Cantú, El socialismo en México. Siglo XIX (Mexico City.: Ediciones Era, 1969), 92-98.  
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del Seminario José Martí, Manuel Pedro González et al, ed. (San Juan: Editorial Universitaria, Universidad de 
Puerto Rico, 1974), 129-197; Julio Ramos, Divergent Modernities: Culture and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Latin 
America, trans. John D. Blanco (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001); and, Susana Rotker, The American 
Chronicles of José Martí: Journalism and Modernity in Spanish America, trans. Jennifer French and Katherine 
Semler (Hanover: University Press of New England, 2000). Ericka Beckman has recently made inroads with this 
interpretation, arguing that, “Martí’s critiques of the market coexisted with aesthetically-driven celebrations of its 
potential.” Ericka Beckman, “Man on the Market: José Martí and the Poetics of Commerce” Revista Hispánica 
Moderna 61.1 (2008): 20. See also Ericka Beckman, Capital Fictions: The Literature of Latin America’s Export Age 
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knowledge. Letrados began entering into the newspaper business in droves, and the breadth of 

their knowledge, which they exhibited regularly, both modernized the crónica genre and 

subsequently became the conditions for journalistic employment. Yet the precarious conditions 

of that employment they experienced as well as their myriad responses to it have largely fallen 

outside the purview of scholars interested in the journalism of Martí or other late nineteenth 

century writers. It should be no coincidence then that Martí’s initiation into political organizing 

occurred in México, during his first job, as a journalist. 

But journalism was his only job. It alone couldn’t calm his literary appetite. It is often 

thought that Martí turned to poetry in order to satiate his deepest artistic urges. Between penning 

a report on the Haymarket Affair in Chicago in 1886 and an essay on the unruly freedom of Walt 

Whitman’s poetry, Ismaelillo, a book of poetry about his love for his distant son, appears to have 

been his respite. But this description really only fully accounts for his later work, when the twin 

pressures of paternity and Cuban politics weighed heavily on his mind. While in his early 20s in 

Mexico, however, other forms of writing—besides poetry—too quelled Martí’s literary urge, 

namely, theater. Theater is not often associated with the image of Martí as the journalist, poet, 

and revolutionary who fought for Cuban independence in the lead-up to the Spanish-American 

War. During his brief, nearly two-year stint in Mexico, which lasted from February 8th, 1875 to 

December 29th, 1876, theater, nevertheless, allowed him to give voice to experiences not suited 

for the anonymous, biweekly, nonfictional format. Theater appeared everywhere in his writing. 

His chronicles for Revista Universal often used theatrical metaphors. His reviews were 

frequently of recent plays and performances that had graced the Mexican stage. He helped 

establish the Alarcón Society, an organization of actors, writers, and theater critics in Mexico 

City. And, finally, on December 19, 1875 he premiered one of his only theatrical works, the one-
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act play Amor con amor se paga, to widespread acclaim in the city’s Teatro Principal. Theater so 

significantly dominated his thinking that while in Mexico, I will argue, he viewed everything 

from economics to love through the lens of theater. 

But what does Martí’s theatrical vision have to do with his interest in labor organizing? 

This chapter will argue that his desire to see Mexican society, economics, and politics through 

the lens of theater made him shift the way he thought about organizing. Whereas his youthful 

spurts of activism in Cuba and Spain appealed to nationalism in an attempt to cut across class 

divisions, his political education in Mexico taught him that emphasizing the fundamental role 

class played in dividing society was the best way to build allies for his cause. More importantly, 

Martí’s contribution to the Mexican labor movement, I will claim, is a focus on self-reflection. 

By self-reflection, I do not only mean a series of practices that are “exercised by the self on the 

self,” as the French philosopher Michel Foucault claims. I am not only referring to the process 

“by which one takes responsibility for oneself and by which one changes, purifies, transforms, 

and transfigures oneself.”227 I specifically mean a form of self-reflection that branches out 

beyond the individual in order to build collective awareness. This kind of self-reflection would 

not ask “how can I care for myself?” or even “how do my actions relate to those of other 

people?” It would instead ask questions such as “how can my actions make me aware of how my 

group is constituted?” or, “what are the parts of our collective subjectivity—that is, our collective 

self-awareness—that are the most vulnerable?” In Mexico, the emerging labor movement had 

not yet asked itself these kinds of self-reflective questions. Martí’s wager was that posing them 

would be a much needed step towards strengthening the worker’s cause. Without accounting for 
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its own basis and periphery, Mexico’s labor movement, he thought, would crumble just as 

quickly as it was built. 

At times, Martí’s account of self-reflection in theater seems to succumb to the very 

“practical” perspective he believes his young audience to have. He argues at one point, for 

example, that part of theater’s merit comes from its ability to produce fame for its actors quicker 

than the natural sciences. At other times, he locates vitalism and other kinds of life-affirming 

rhetoric in theatrical experience. Throughout his Mexican writing, including his so-called 

Escenas mexicanas as well as his poetry and theater, his vocabulary reveals examples of how he 

thought about form. The form of spontaneity became increasingly important to his account of the 

labor movement and how self-reflection might appear as a necessary antidote to some of its 

crippling habits. In his chronicle supporting the hatters’ strike, but also throughout the Escenas, 

he underscores the idea of spontaneity as that which best captures what he calls the force of 

freedom. Today it might seem striking that Martí thought spontaneity was the best form for 

organizing the hatters’ strike—one of the earliest general strikes in Mexico—as opposed to a 

kind of representative democracy. Some thirty years later, reflecting on the failed 1905 Russian 

revolution, Rosa Luxemburg similarly identified the spontaneous force of the masses as the best 

form of political organization. For her, the general strike, nourished vitally by spontaneous 

collective action, allowed the workers to pressure the state and identify a weakness within 

capitalism. Though Martí’s economic understanding was not as sophisticated as Luxemburg’s, 

setting them alongside one another brings out striking similarities in the way they both theorized 

spontaneity as a political form, a collectivity that could unite people organically as well as allow 

them to exhibit their “life” forces. 
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SPONTANEITY AND THE GENERAL STRIKE 

If bourgeois revolutions were for romanticism the form of political organization during 

most of the nineteenth century, the general strike became for modernism the form of political 

organizing during the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.228 From Proudhon and 

Bakunin to Luxemburg and Sorel, general strikes captivated the European left after 1848. During 

the decade of the 1870s, Mexico City witnessed its first general strikes. Though they didn’t go by 

the name “general strike” at the time, workers began to protest together in large numbers, 

paralyzing industry in order to draw attention to dangerous working conditions, incredibly long 

working days, and, especially, the depression of wages. Socialists at the time commented in the 

working-class press on how the labor movement might put pressure on the Lerdo government to 

increase workers’ protections. According to the newspaper El Socialista, it was not until 1874 

that the Mexican public would even hear the word “strike.”229 In Spanish, the world for strike, 

huelga, comes from holgar, which means ‘to rest’ or ‘to not work.’ Holgar further derives from 

the late Latin word follicāre, which means to breathe. The etymology points to the integral role 

of rest in society, with a direct connection to living itself. Just as resting is as fundamental to life 

as breathing, so is being on strike to the life of the labor movement. In 1875, within several 

months of Martí finding his footing in the Mexican capital, a series of important strikes broke 

out, first among medical students, then among hatters. Newspapers, especially left-leaning ones, 

extensively covered the events, detailing each step of the strike. In the case of the hatters’ strike, 

a prolonged process of negotiation reached all the way to the national courts. Like several other 

journalists, however, Martí not only commented on these strikes in the press, he was also 

                                                
228 Joshua Clover has examined the return of the general strike in the 1970s within the broader historical context of 
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. See Joshua Clover, Riot. Strike. Riot: The New Era of 
Uprisings (London: Verso, 2016). 
229 García Cantú, El socialismo en México, 104. 



 
122 

involved in organizing them. Together with several other writers, he thus crucially shaped the 

emerging idea of what a worker’s strike looked like and illustrated in the press the inner 

workings of labor organizing itself. 

During the spring of 1875, the sombrereros or hatters of Mexico City decide to go on 

strike in response to the reduction of daily wages at several workshops throughout the city.230 By 

the time Martí, who had arrived in Mexico at the beginning of that year, signs his first article of 

his so-called Escenas mexicanas for the Mexican daily Revista Universal, several weeks have 

passed since the first hatters began striking and the once small and local movement had morphed 

into one that cut across the various ideologies (moderately liberal to radical) that then comprised 

Mexico City’s left-leaning cultural spheres. By May 3rd, the hatters had formed a syndicalist-

inspired organization, the Sociedad Reformadora del Ramo de Sombrerería, “that set a wage rate 

to which employers had to accede for hatters to return to work [and] an extensive set of bylaws 

or statutes was drafted for the association… Distinctively, one of the objectives of the bylaws 

was to protect the interests of the striking workers.”231 And, three weeks later, on May 30th, the 

death knell of negotiation between the hatters and workshop owners sounded in the radical paper 

El Socialista: “We declare the general strike in all factories and hat workshops established in this 

capital until their owners pay the workers their daily wage according to the rates approved by 

this assembly.”232 Organizationally, the striking workers enjoyed support primarily from three 

                                                
230 For a detailed account of the strike, see Paco Ignacio Taibo II’s introduction to La huelga de los sombrereros: 
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institutions: their own Sociedad Reformadora [Society for Reform], the Great Worker’s Circle, 

and, its journalistic organ, El Socialista. The rest of the spring and over the course of the 

summer, the hatters’ general strike would cull support from a wide range of Mexico City’s 

population, support that traversed class, labor, and societal divisions. Artisans, students, and 

small workshop owners joined the hatters’ struggle against the large, foreign hat factories whose 

wage reductions had originated the strike.233 

On June 10, 1875, Martí wrote about the ongoing hatters’ strike in the capital in one of 

his biweekly columns, titled “In Benefit of the Hatters on Strike,” published in Revista 

Universal. Martí’s article undoubtedly supported the workers’ efforts. As one scholar writes of 

the strike, “the hatters’ strike in the spring of 1875 in Mexico City was practically a paradigm of 

the kind of concerted action that liberals then could tolerate or support under the constitution and 

codes.”234 Many Mexican newspapers, liberal and radical, wrote in support of the hatters’ strike 

and grounded their support precisely in the workers’ and artisans’ adherence to state laws. For 

Martí, however, much more important for judging the strike’s lawfulness may have been the 

origin for the worker’s distress. He called the event an “energetic struggle that [the working 

class] is not accustomed to,” putting them in a “distressing and difficult position, deprived of the 

daily sustenance that they brought from work home, with which they cannot replace with 

anything now.”235 His diagnostic of the situation was that the striking hatters find themselves in 
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in the Castor workshop, followed by reductions in the workshops of Borel, Lebrat, Zolly, and Pelotier” (10).   
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the difficult position of giving up the daily earnings used to support their families in protesting a 

systemic injustice of transatlantic capitalism.  

Unlike his liberal and conservative counterparts, Martí was not preoccupied with the 

standard questions we hear today when workers go on strike: Who are these strikers and why did 

they strike? Are their reasons legitimate? Is the strike violent or peaceful and is it disrupting our 

lives? More than questions, these statements reflected deep anxieties about attacks on private 

property, questions of political purity, and a narrow-minded focus on the moral character of the 

people striking instead of on the political claims they’re making. His chronicle, instead, asked a 

very different kind of question, a reflective one that begins with the individual and quickly 

branches out into problems of class and collective unity: How is it that laboring society can 

support its own when they may not have the material means to maintain the strike? Concretely, 

how are the strikers’ families surviving without any income? His answer comes in the form of 

holding events, as the title of his chronicle suggests, “in benefit of the hatters’ strike,” events that 

might gather over time the funds necessary to maintain their collective action alive. While other 

organizers might focus on waning worker motivation—that is, trying to convince them to hold 

out longer for a better deal—Martí unexpectedly turns to a less obvious but perhaps more 

vulnerable aspect of their lives: their families. He emphasizes the worker’s family as a location 

of political struggle just as legitimate and important as the frontlines of the protest movement. 

One cannot exist without the other. Yet the family is always marginalized in favor of the 

frontlines. 

Martí proposes a theatrical benefit to support the families of the striking workers. 

“Theatrical events are an easy and pleasant means of gathering a not insignificant amount of 

funds,” Martí writes. “The individual payments cheap, the total sum is nonetheless frequently 
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greater than what can be collected by other means.”236 For Martí, the theater can play the role of 

the fundraiser. Performances attract audiences from far and wide. They often appeal, then as 

now, to a more affluent than average audience whose knowledge, let alone support, of the 

striking workers may be scant or inexistent. Martí sees the theater as performing the dual task of 

spreading knowledge about the workers’ strike and the reasons behind it, as well as immediately 

redistributing a not unsubstantial amount of money to the working classes. During the hatters’ 

strike, the theater literally became part of politics, part of the collective struggle of labor against 

what Martí would call its unjust exploitation at the hands of capital. The workers’ strike would 

thus run on free labor—the voluntarism of Martí, the actors, and the other workers that help stage 

the theatrical production—in order to continue.  

By the end of the chronicle, the reader realizes that the theatrical benefit has not entirely 

worked. Martí reproaches the hatters for their absenteeism. None were present for the very 

theatrical production held in their honor. He challenges the workers with a series of rhetorical 

questions. “It could have been that they had no official knowledge of the event until the last 

minute,” he speculates. “But is not tacit enthusiasm the most beautiful? Is not the spontaneous 

meeting the most generous? Does respectful politeness come before the alive and most beautiful 

movements of the heart?”237 Martí does not accept the workers’ claim of ignorance. His 

admonition presents the striking workers with a chance to reflect on their own commitments to 

the struggle. It is, in an important way, an act of moral lecturing. The arc of his argument appears 

as if it might follow a predictable pivot toward individual moral responsibility. But he doesn’t 

make that argument. Instead, he, again unexpectedly, turns to society at large and the working 

class in particular. Workers together and society as a whole, he argues, must provide this 
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important sustenance to workers’ families when workers go on strike. Whereas others might 

have condemned the workers themselves, Martí turns this into a social problem and condemns 

society at large. While “it is true that a good number of generous people have facilitated means 

by which the striking workers can be supported,” he writes, “the number of these is such that all 

personal efforts are in their results insufficient and small.”238 The question then becomes how 

society as a whole can meet the needs of the workers’ families.  

 Here and elsewhere in his Escenas mexicanas, Martí displays his desire for a 

“spontaneous” kind of working class organization, a spontaneous form that equates with a 

particular expression of proletariat freedom. “For him,” writes critic Paul Estrade, “the meeting 

had to have been spontaneous.”239 His aestheticism interacts with his political judgment to 

produce an appreciation of spontaneous union over and against the predictable, manufactured 

forms being produced in Europe at the time. Indeed, he followed his own advice: “Why on this 

new American soil must one live an old European life?”240 he had written in his “Orestes” 

chronicle two weeks earlier.  

Years later in New York City, he would make explicit his disdain for imported ideas of 

political organization from Europe when recommending that the United Labor Party dissociate 

itself from German socialists. “What remains for their triumph, or to be in a position to aspire 

favorably to that probability,” Martí writes in support of Henry George’s candidacy for mayor of 

the city, “is its definitive constitution as an American party free of all ties with European 

revolutionaries.”241 And he was not the only political organizer who faulted the German 
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socialists at the time for brazenly imposing their ideas on the U.S. workers. For Friedrich Engels, 

the German socialists dogmatically imposed upon the U.S. working class a theory they 

themselves did not thoroughly understand. Instead of allowing the North American movement to 

take hold in its own historically specific manner, “European revolutionaries,” as Martí called 

them, imported models for political organization that aspired to theoretical perfection more than 

to class consciousness, political organization, or acquiring material gains for workers. Writing to 

Florence Kelly in late 1886 and recalling his and Marx’s words in The Communist Manifesto, 

Engels suggests that the German socialists ought to “represent the movement of the future in the 

movement of the present.” “It is far more important that the movement should spread, proceed 

harmoniously, take root and embrace as much as possible the whole American proletariat, than 

that it should start and proceed from the beginning on theoretically perfectly correct lines,” 

Engels remarked. “There is no better road to theoretical clearness of comprehension than ‘durch 

Schaden klug werden’ [to learn by one’s own mistakes].”242 Engels, who did not share Martí’s 

nationalists commitments, did share his deep concern for organic political organizing. Later on in 

the letter to Kelly, Engels illustrates where the German socialists went awry in attempting to co-

opt the newly formed United Labor Party: “I consider that many of the Germans there have made 

a grievous mistake when they tried, in face of a mighty and glorious movement not of their 

creation, to make of their imported and not always understood theory a kind of 

alleinseligmachendes Dogma and to keep aloof from any movement which did not accept that 

dogma,” Engels explained. “Our theory is not a dogma but the exposition of a process of 

evolution, and that process involves successive phases.”243 For Engels, as for Martí, the notion of 
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importation and imposition can only ring false. Theories cannot be imported and applied. Rather, 

they must emerge from the specificity of local historical processes. 

 Martí and Engels importantly also coincided in their idea of how to organize the working-

class. Just as Engels berates the German socialists for their utopian tendencies and their inability 

to adjust their strategy to the political realities of the United States, Martí criticizes them for 

misunderstanding the democratic culture that organizing can foster. As Martí explains later on in 

the chronicle supporting George, “a man feels proud of the national factory and does not attack it 

because he has helped build it.”244 The German socialists, according to him, have attacked what 

they have not helped build. Labor itself forms an attachment that renders merely imported 

theories useless. Engels, similarly, suggests that the best way to organize the U.S. working class 

is to cast the widest net possible, allowing for ideological discrepancies and imperfections. 

Engles writes in the letter, “the great thing is to get the working class to move as a class.”245 

Labor movements, according to Engels and Martí, advanced only in so far as they were able to 

address their own limitations. 

 Martí’s idea of the “poet in acts” articulates his rationale for arguing that spontaneity 

serves as the privileged form for organizing workers. The ‘act’ appears to point to close ties with 

anarchist thought: he would have likely encountered in Spain Pierre-Joseph Proudhon's idea of 

“spontaneous order,” which Peter Kropotkin later continued.246 Yet Martí’s account of 
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spontaneous form is perhaps more fruitfully compared to Rosa Luxemburg’s. Luxemburg, whose 

book The Mass Strike would not appear until some thirty years later, importantly shared with 

Martí the experience of living on the periphery of capitalist development. Luxemburg’s The 

Mass Strike appeared in 1906, the year following the first major Russian revolution against the 

Tsarist Empire. In it, she outlines the role the ‘mass strike’ or general strike played in cohering 

the working class as a collectivity in Russia from the last years of the nineteenth century to the 

present. The work today is known as much for its theory of spontaneity as it is for providing a 

detailed historical account of Russian revolutionary activity from 1896-1905. But beyond these 

minimal descriptions, The Mass Strike remains a primary reference point for bridging the divide 

between economic critique and political action. Luxemburg saw in the general strike the 

possibility for inextricably connecting the collective struggle for reforms from within capitalism 

to the broader revolutionary struggle. The collective dimension of the general strike, 

furthermore, made a revolutionary subject out of its participants. For her, the general strike made 

out of the workers a collective subject, a subject that might act as an entity in itself. Moreover, 

collective action constituted this political body, not a pre-fabricated theory from afar. 

 The place the idea of spontaneity holds in Luxemburg’s thought remains a point of 

contention. Though spontaneity, for Luxemburg, supposedly overcomes the gap that separates 

economic critique from political action, she swiftly moves between these two realms. She 

upholds the understanding that spontaneity among the workers arises out of what she calls the 

“elementary forces of economic development.” In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe argue that Luxemburg limits her concept of spontaneity from the 

outset. Having seen workers’ unity happen only the act of the general strike, they argue, 

undercuts the role of proletarianization in the labor movement. “If the unity of the working class 
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were an infrastructural datum constituted outside the process of revolutionary overdetermination, 

the question concerning the class character of the revolutionary subject would not arise,” they 

write. “But if the unity is this process of overdetermination, an independent explanation has to be 

offered as to why there should be a necessary overlap between political subjectivity and class 

positions.”247 This puts Luxemburg’s theory in a bind. Any sort of claim to the unification of the 

working class occurring prior to the general strike might be called economistic. At the same 

time, a claim that spontaneity itself is rooted in a class position would also be called economistic. 

And economism would render useless any theory of action. Spontaneity, by contrast, emerges 

from the process of becoming a political subject, an actor in the class struggle. 

 For Luxemburg, as for Martí, as we will see, spontaneity best describes the vital energy 

of the general strike because it does not strictly rely on class. Moreover, she appears to have been 

well aware of the contradiction Laclau and Mouffe and others have identified in her account. 

“Either the proletariat as a whole are not yet in possession of the powerful organizational and 

financial resources required, in which case they cannot carry through the general strike,” she 

writes, “or they are already sufficiently well organized, in which case they do not need the 

general strike.”248 While economic analysis is decisive for comprehending forms of domination, 

it remains a passive analysis of forms of political action. “Instead of the rigid and hollow scheme 

of an arid political action carried out by the decision of the highest committees and furnished 

with a plan and panorama,” argues Luxemburg, “we see a bit of pulsating life of flesh and blood, 

which cannot be cut out of the large frame of the revolution but is connected with all parts of the 

revolution by a thousand veins.”249 For her, workers must be able to organically stage a general 
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strike. She echoes the first line of the rules document for the International Workingman’s 

Association from 1867: “the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by the 

working classes themselves.”250 Luxemburg continues painting an image of the people as always 

a step ahead of theory. “There was no predetermined plan, no organized action, because the 

appeals of the parties could scarcely keep pace with the spontaneous risings of the masses,” she 

writes. “The leaders had scarcely time to formulate the watchwords of the onrushing crowd of 

the proletariat.”251 The masses, she claims, organize in ways that always outpace any theory that 

comes from outside the working classes themselves. Which is why, one might say, it appears to 

theoreticians, such as her, as spontaneous.  

Luxemburg’s account of spontaneity is anticipated elsewhere in Martí’s writing. 

“Freedom is a spontaneous force: it ought to be developed, not squashed,”252 he writes. Though 

Martí does not repeat this line in his chronicle on the hatters’ strike, he performs it when he 

points out the contradictory stance of workers who do not attend a benefit in their honor. The 

political organization of the hatters’ strikers, for him, was too rigid, too determined in advance 

and, hence, could not so much as comprehend the contradiction outlined above. In his chronicle, 

Martí, at several moments, challenges an orthodoxy he perceives to have taken hold in the 

movement. “This class, in whose general benefit these acts result in, […] will later enjoy the 

benefits of what they now laboriously conquer,” Martí writes. “Will they abandon those who 

began down this road, those who with their lack fertilize the first difficult steps of this new and 

arduous road?”253 Martí sees the hatters’ strike potentially ignoring their own class interests.  
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Several days before the publication of Martí’s chronicle, Guillermo Prieto, one of the 

foremost Mexican intellectuals of the time, shed light on the growing and possibly 

counterproductive collaboration between labor organizations and petty business owners. 

“Drawing a contrast with those capitalists,” notes Prieto, “others certified as just and equal the 

wage rates from petty negotiations, putting at society’s disposal their short-term interests at the 

same time that they identified themselves with their brothers in this delicate crisis.”254 Prieto’s 

indictment reveals a tendency within the hatters’ strike that had been quietly simmering. Indeed, 

within a matter of days Prieto’s article “produced within the workers’ organization a profound 

discussion about whether or not [the owners] should be accepted as allies or even as members of 

the labor society.”255 Openly considering challenges to the status quo in the name of the hatters’ 

strike departed from the way in which party-line liberals or conservatives debated governmental 

policy in Mexico. Party politics largely kept discussions behind closed doors. The labor 

movement staged these discussions in public. Martí recognized that, after Prieto’s article, the 

strike could follow one of two paths. After posing the question of whether workers would 

abandon their brethren, he writes: “Neither is this abandonment ever pardonable, nor can we 

think that the different workers’ circles, more than occupied now with the actions and effects of 

mutual aid, were to belittle in this way their noble work, to debilitate their own efforts, to 

diminish their increasing respectability, and—ignoring those who energetically put forth the 

difficult problem of striking—to negate themselves the right to subsequently apply this just 

system, reprehensible when it serves as an organ for exaggerated requests from the workers, 

savior and necessary when it is used to reject exaggerated demands of the capitalists.”256 Either 

the movement would radicalize and “serve as an organ for exaggerated requests from the 
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workers” or they would remain united in their original requests, which, according to Martí, were 

just and focused.  

Martí, however, outlines another path. Beginning with the very first of his Escenas 

mexicanas, continuing through his chronicle on the hatters’ strike, and reaching his play Amor 

con amor se paga, spontaneity becomes the form of labor organization he thinks workers must 

take up. He frequently fixes spontaneity to other concepts, including “liberty” or “nobility,” in 

order to ground his readers in a familiar political vocabulary. His first chronicle in Mexico, 

published in Revista Universal on May 7, 1875, in fact, resembles his chronicle on the hatters’ 

strike in this respect: he pens both “in benefit of” the laboring classes and offer examples in each 

of what Gramsci might call “organic intellectuals.”257 In the article on the hatters’ strike, he 

singles out “those who energetically put forth the difficult problem of striking” as the 

movement’s organic intellectuals. In his first chronicle, titled “Cinco de Mayo,” Martí identifies 

Ramón Becerra Fabre, a “distinguished Tabascan student […] sent by unanimous vote as their 

representative”258 to the Great Worker’s Circle, as the organic intellectual of the striking 

students. Several days earlier, on April 26, medical students in Mexico City began striking after a 

“conflict flared up because of policy handed down by the director of the Medical School, which 

established that any student in their respective departments that failed to present themselves at 

the alphabetical roll call would be expelled.”259 Chosen in part for his leadership and rhetorical 

brilliance—in Martí’s words, for his “enthusiasm and his word”—Becerra Fabre embodies the 

combination of intellectual and working laborer that the young Martí believes will return dignity 

to Mexico’s working classes. “If the free University becomes a reality,” Martí recalls Becerra 
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Fabre saying, “in a few years the artisans who comprise the Great Worker’s Circle will come 

[…]  holding in one hand the compass of science and the worker’s hammer in the other.”260 

Martí concurred. “The compass and the hammer are made of iron: it is all made from the same 

material; in all hearts flows blood of the same color,”261 he writes. 

 Martí similarly frames this chronicle on the students’ strike with the notion of 

spontaneity. “The 5th of May of this year has offered a new solemnity,” Martí writes. “It has not 

been an imposed enthusiasm; it has been a popular enthusiasm. The most solemn is the most 

spontaneous… therefore, this year it has been the most natural, respectable, and lively 

enthusiasm.”262 More than the hatters, students might be tempted to adopt foreign models for 

their movement politics. Yet, Martí does not hesitate to fold university students into the category 

of the working class. “Students are workers: some work in industry, others work in reason,” he 

writes.263 It is perhaps this seamless combination of intellectual and manual laborers that best 

captures what one might call Martí’s social theory. 

 On August 7, 1875, Martí published another article in his “Orestes” series advocating 

collective solidarity. A massive flood in the city of Toulouse, in southwestern France, during that 

summer had caused widespread damage. The news reached Mexico City and some decided to 

hold a benefit at the National Theater to gather funds to send to France. As with the hatters’ 

strike, Martí saw the benefit as another opportunity to establish solidarity among Mexico’s 

working classes. “There will be felt a common spirit, father of all good and its totality,” he 

writes. “This spontaneous union will astonish and console all in the realization of good work.”264 

How is it, though, that spontaneity leads to collective action, even if that action appears self-
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evident? For him, the answer lies in an ethical impulse. “People will go to the National Theater 

because they should go,”265 he writes. But how, then, can a common spirit of which we are 

nurtured give us the opportunity to act with “spontaneous and free will,”266 as he reminds us 

elsewhere in his Escenas mexicanas? Wouldn’t the determinism of the ethical impulse 

necessarily run up against the spontaneity Martí finds so key to working class mobilization? 

Martí’s sees spontaneity and unity as coterminous. They come together “in the realization of 

good work,” that is, in the process of communication and physical exchange that leads to 

collective action, whether a general strike or an act of solidarity. As Luxemburg argued in The 

Mass Strike, collective action is what gave the working class class-consciousness. Martí sounds 

closest to Luxemburg in a moment when he briefly steps back to consider the workers’ 

movement in Mexico. “It’s a beautiful phenomenon that which one can observe today in the 

working classes,” he notes. “By their own strength they pull themselves up from neglected 

abjection to redeemable and intelligent work: they were before workers’ instruments, today they 

are men that know each other and value one another.”267 Underscoring the importance of 

education, he repeats the idea of workers enjoying in their own labor the marriage of theory and 

practice. He draws the progressive line from instrumental labor to a more collectively conscious 

labor.  

The bonds that make the labor movement adhere are, for Martí, interpersonal: the 

workers’ realization that her or his fellow workers are in the same position. He writes, “Because 

they value one another, they progress; because they move in a narrow sphere, they want to 

expand it. Because they are beginning to gain consciousness of themselves, they justly feel proud 
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of themselves for the progress each one of them confirms. […] The dormant forces awake.”268 

The value the workers find in one another’s condition gives them the social coherence to move 

“as a class,” Engels would say. And, it is this movement as a class—this process of 

unification—that is, for Martí, the development of class-consciousness. The language of 

awakening echoes Luxemburg’s vivid description of the 1905 general strike in St. Petersburg. 

“The sudden general rising of the proletariat […] was outwardly a political act of revolutionary 

declaration of war on absolutism,” Luxemburg writes. “It for the first time awoke feeling and 

class-consciousness in millions upon millions as if by electric shock. […] Thereupon, there 

began a spontaneous general shaking of and tugging at these [social and economic] chains”269 In 

Luxemburg as in Martí, the image of the masses suddenly awakening to class-consciousness 

captures a process that, for them, can only come to fruition in the relationships among the 

workers themselves. As Luxemburg writes moments earlier, the general strike “is a gigantic, 

many-colored picture of a general arrangement of labor and capital which reflects all the 

complexity of social organization and of the political consciousness of every section and of every 

district.”270 If class-consciousness for these two thinkers is to gain any footing, it must establish 

itself precisely in the relationships among workers. Or else divisions within the working class, 

for example, between intellectual and manual labor stratify and undermine collective action. It is 

for these reasons why Martí so decisively champions the students’ strike precisely as a workers’ 

strike.  

AMOR CON AMOR SE PAGA, UTILITY, AND SELF-REFLECTION 

 Stages occupied a prominent position in Mexico City’s cultural scene at the end of the 

nineteenth century. As we have seen in Martí’s chronicle on the hatters’ general strike, they also 
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provided an ideal space from which to promote the working-class cause. But, as Martí constantly 

reiterates in his chronicles, Mexican dramatic arts per se did not entirely exist in the mid 1870s. 

After having suffered in the previous decade a French invasion and the Second Mexican Empire 

(1864-1867) under Napoleon III, Mexico still showed the qualities of a newly founded nation. 

Mexico had yet to establish its own artistic tradition, according to Martí, José Zorrilla, and other 

foreign writers. And this, despite enjoying a wealth of talented artists. “Mexico needs a Mexican 

literature,” Martí affirmed. “The theater’s independence is a step further down the path of the 

nation’s independence. The theater exudes its influence on those who, needing recreation, turn to 

it.”271 Martí conceived of the national development of art as coterminous with that of politics. 

Mexico, he thought, could not be truly independent because it had not yet cultivated its native 

artistic traditions, whether indigenous, European-influenced, or otherwise. “Literature is the 

beautiful form of the people,” he writes, “with new nations, it is an essential law that a new 

literature emerges. […] The theater is a copy and consequence of the people. A nation that wants 

to be new must produce original theater.”272 Originality, for Martí, eschewed European imports, 

such as Spain’s José Zorrilla and Antonio García Gutiérrez, who spent years involved in 

Mexico’s theater. But its aim was, more importantly, to secure stable employment for artists in 

Mexico, who, unlike their European counterparts, did not have many opportunities to practice 

their craft as a profession. Martí, thus, shared Zorrilla’s critique of the Mexican state and its 

disinterest in providing artists with jobs. 

On August 4, 1875, in a chronicle titled “Guasp’s Project,” Martí reports on one of the 

few instances in which the Mexican government, helmed by the liberal president Sebastián Lerdo 

de Tejada, responds to its critics. Those critics, like Martí, wanted to see nothing more than a sea 
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change in the administration’s handling of artistic matters. This instance sees the Mexican 

government for the first time subsidizing a theater company. The project’s namesake, Enrique 

Guasp de Péris, was a Spanish-born actor who, by that time, had resided in Mexico City for 

many years. He “took the initiative,” write theater historians Felicia Hardison Londré and Daniel 

J. Watermeier, “of soliciting government support for a project to promote Mexican drama as a 

means by which Lerdo de Tejada could receive the approval of intellectuals.”273 It marked an 

ideological sea change that would culminate with the científicos of Porfirio Díaz’s dictatorship—

which would begin less than a year later, in 1876. His appeal to use the theater to create “logical 

men” of the kind envisioned by the Puerto Rican intellectual Eugenio María de Hostos coincided 

with the emerging positivist educational paradigm in Mexico of Gabino Barreda. The marriage 

of these two paradigms—one, educational; the other, philosophical—illuminates the kind of 

possibilities Martí saw in the relationship between letrados and politics. Indeed, for Martí, the 

ability for intellectuals like himself to palpably influence debates going on in both the Zócalo 

and the Congreso created the very possibility for staging harmonic pull-and-tug between workers 

and government. Without lettered middlemen, the workers of the Zócalo, Martí thought, would 

not be able to articulate their just claims. If “from the early 1880s, one can easily see Martí’s 

attempt to distance himself from state politics,” writes the literary critic Julio Ramos, it is 

because, for him, “writing had begun to occupy a differentiated place in the public sphere: a 

locus of speech outside the state, from which literature would never cease to criticize the 

domination of political, state-sponsored discourses.”274 But in Mexico, before his move to New 

York City, Martí still held out hope for state cooperation with the demands of the working class. 
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Throughout his Escenas mexicanas, Martí sees the role of the letrado as interchangeable 

with that of the press. “There does not exist an invulnerable government,” Martí states 

unambiguously. “The press should be the examination and censure, never a hatred and ire that do 

not allow a space for the free broadcast of ideas. Never to be accepted is whatever comes in the 

form of an injurious imposition; what is to be accepted is what comes in the form of reasoned 

advice.”275 The press acts as the medium through which the striking workers and the government 

communicate with one another. Indeed, the press might even mold the “hatred and ire” of the 

workers into “reasoned advice” the government can stomach. Martí is careful to reassure his 

readers, however, that the role of the press was not to alter the content of the political message. 

“Urbanity in form does not exclude vehemence in convictions,” he writes. “Whomever has noble 

intentions does not need to consciously forge bad intentions in their counterparts in order to 

defend them.”276 The emphasis on form differs from Ángel Rama’s influential treatment of Martí 

as the “civil poet.”277 Though terms such as “reasoned advice,” “urbanity,” “courtesy,” and 

“restraint” seem to suggest precisely the kind of rhetoric one might find in “civil” discourse, 

Martí acknowledges that the democratization of the public sphere, thanks largely to newspapers, 

eliminated this kind of speech, which was long the domain of letrados. The uneven development 

of capitalism, moreover, created “the fragmentation of that form of social communication once 

held together by the ‘civil,’”278 writes Ramos.  

Martí instead makes use of the language of utility. “Mr. Lerdo did well to happily accept, 

to overcome obstacles, to facilitate the realization of a useful project,” Martí notes. “This 

literature [theater] enjoys a quick way of awarding talent: it is not like science, a very steep rocky 
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wall, in which renown comes after life has left: let yourself be taken by the theater quickly and 

memorably: the applause there received will not be forgotten by anyone.”279 Martí’s own 

language of utility attempts to inscribe the dramatic arts into the increasingly adopted positivist 

framework, for which only “practical knowledge” appeared useful. The utility of theater came 

from the need to entertain a growing Mexico City public, which suffered the sight of seeing 

almost exclusively foreign performances. For him, the inclusion of Mexican theater into their 

entertainment program was also a pedagogical choice that instructed the people of Mexico City 

in their own history and culture at the same time that it provided lasting employment for the 

actors and actresses who wanted to preserve it. But in a more basic sense, Martí recognized the 

government’s coveting of the language of utility. The age of the letrados now a distant memory, 

the new, fragmented intellectual middlemen no longer wielded their influence on government 

and this was, in part, because they did not share the government’s newly acquired positivist 

vocabulary for public communication. This explains why Martí turned to the language of utility 

in his article in support of Guasp’s project. Fame had little place in Martí’s ideals of value. But in 

order to promote Mexican theater, he had to make it appear practical, useful, and productive. 

Another audience for this appeal is, of course, the Mexican youth. “It is not an easy task 

to work for dramatic literature in Mexico,” Martí writes. “A practical systematic philosophy, 

which has as much error as it has philosophical system, dominates a large part of our youth.”280 

He laments having to fulfill the values of positivism in order to justify the theater as a public 

good. For him, such pedagogical, moral, aesthetic, and political instruction should appear self-

evident. Indeed, positivist rhetoric is anathema to the very political culture he has already seen 

from the youth during his first months in the Mexican capital. How is it, he asks, that a youth 
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culture so vibrant in its displays of civil disobedience be so infused with practical and not 

educational considerations? 

 Martí saw the philosophy of positivism strictly as a European import. Throughout the 

Escenas mexicanas, he advocated for Mexico’s literary independence from the Continent, in 

part, as a way of promoting philosophical and pedagogical independence as well. On June 8, 

1875, Martí sounded the warning bell of European cultural invasion in his chronicle “Matters of 

Theater,” the piece immediately preceding his column in praise of the hatters’ strike. “Mexico 

has its life; may it have its theater,” he proclaims. “Every nation should have its own proper and 

special character. ¿Can there be national life without national literature?”281 The symbiosis of 

“life” and “literature” in these sentences showcases Martí’s attempts to secure a principled 

commitment from the government to the arts. He appeals to governmental desires for 

nationalism, placing literature in the role of nourishing national culture. Ready-made European 

imports, he claims, could never do the nationalist work of local artists. In a sense, the arts 

performed for society the function the press performed for politics: the mediating role between 

state and workers that allows for the symbiosis to occur. Without a national literature, Mexican 

workers would grow disinterested in local or national concerns. 

 Later in the same chronicle, Martí emphasizes Europe’s archaism. He points to another 

social force that might come to occupy the empty position left behind by the number of talented 

artists who cannot find work in Mexico. “The Catholic religion has two phases, each of which 

deserves particular consideration,” he writes: “its religious doctrine and a form of 

governance.”282 Unlike positivism, Catholicism was a relic of European colonialism. Like other 

aspects of European imports, however, Catholicism did not inspire the kind of national invention 
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Martí associated with art. “If the Catholic religion doubts its own power despite its supernatural 

origins; if, despite its divine nature, it is afraid of men; if, in order to give man consciousness of 

himself, it wants to take from him the means to that consciousness,” explains Martí, “the idea of 

humanity will rebel; the power of the common will rise up against the power of the tyrannical; 

the peace of all against the insatiable ambition of the few.”283 Metaphysical authority, fear of the 

masses, and human agency summarize for Martí the three forces in Catholicism that conspire 

against Mexican political and cultural sovereignty. He uses the example of Catholicism, in fact, 

to show their interconnectedness. While many during the time of Lerdo’s liberal government saw 

Catholicism as a threat, Martí emphasized its “power of secrets,” which allowed it to widely 

disseminate doctrinal teachings ways that eluded forms governmental control, such as the 

famous Lerdo Law meant to break up large Church land holdings.  

 Martí’s argument against Catholicism also underscores its ability to dull one’s political 

senses. Art, by contrast, cultivates the intellect and rational free will. Julio Ramos has described 

Martí’s commitment to art as linked to what he calls Martí’s “voluntaristic vitalism.” “One must 

insist in the conflicted nature of literature, the political, and politics in Martí,” Ramos argues. “It 

is perhaps this conflict—correlative to the modern distinction between life and literature—that 

lies at the heart of the complexities surrounding his politicization, even his voluntaristic vitalism, 

which demands a supplementary and accessible place for the ‘word’ in ‘life.’”284 For Ramos, 

Martí’s “voluntaristic vitalism” appears when he writes in defense of the pedagogical role the 

press, the arts, and secular education play in modern society. They importantly counter the 

autonomization capitalist expansion necessarily demands of the working classes, including 

journalists, artists, and educators. Indeed, social harmony, one of Martí’s ultimate ideals, requires 
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a general will that resists splitting, alienating, and individualize workers, students, and 

intellectuals. Ramos explains: 

 
Martí’s intense politicization, his vision of becoming “poet in acts,” of bringing the 
poetic word into the center of collective life, seems at times strained, exacerbated. 
Nevertheless, it attempts to respond to what he considered to be the alienation of the poet 
in modernity: his exile from the polis, his estrangement from even the mother tongue. In 
fact, the intensity of this vitalism belies the fragmentation and dissolution of the 
traditional system of “letters” that had until that time been the model of social 
communicability.285 
 

 
 Ramos sees Martí’s political commitments as contradicting, or at least conflicting with, 

his experience of modernization, namely capitalism’s uneven development in the Americas. 

Martí’s own position of authority as a chronicler results from the professionalization of 

journalism, from the autonomization that gives him a platform to speak. Unacknowledged by 

Martí, Ramos suggests that he smoothes over the tension in his thought between an appreciation 

for and a rejection of autonomization. For Ramos, he smoothes over this tension with the rhetoric 

of vitalism, which allows him to write from a position of life-affirming authority regardless of 

his awareness of his own economic position. Ultimately, Martí too swiftly and symptomatically 

moves between an affirmation and rejection of modernity’s fundamental process of 

autonomization or professionalization, without even recognizing his own stake in modernization 

and the way in which it allows him to influence thought.  

 It is also true, however, that Martí’s vitalism erupts in crucial moments concerning the 

workers’ movement. As Ramos himself indicates, by becoming a “poet in acts,” he not only 

attempts to bring the “word” to “life,” but, specifically, to bring the word to a life that is above 

all collective. Naming, indexing, representing—these functions, for Martí, all fall under the 

auspices of a press whose duty is first and foremost to the workers and not to the government. 
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Unlike other journalists, however, he includes self-reflection as a fundamental function of the 

media and often challenges those whom he represents in his journalism. He does not shy away 

from rebuking the workers’ logic for what he perceives as their hatred of elites. It is a rebuke that 

appears elsewhere in his crónicas, notably his account of a funeral for Marx at the Cooper Union 

in New York City in 1883. “He deserves to be honored, for he placed himself on the side of the 

weak,” Martí writes. “But it is not the man who points out the harm and burns with generous 

eagerness to remedy it who does well—it is the man who advocates a mild remedy. To set men 

against men is an appalling task.”286 

Self-reflection appears most prominently in Martí’s one-act, minimalist play, titled Amor 

con amor se paga, which appeared on Mexico City’s biggest stage, the Teatro Principal, in the 

fall of 1875.287 It is very likely, in fact, that he was writing it at the same time as he was penning 

the chronicle about the hatmakers’ strike. The play can be read as much for its artistic quality as 

for its theoretical statement. Subtitled “a proverb in one act,” the play is both metafictional and 

minimalist. To say that it tells a story, in any sense of the word, would be to do it an injustice. In 

broad strokes, the play is about two characters, “him” and “her.” Together, they are trying to 

write a play based on a proverb—“amor con amor se paga”—and a dialogue about love. While 

they’re figuring out how to write the play, the woman asks the man to entertain her by 

performing a comedy from memory on the spot. Secretly in love with the woman, the man 

agrees. Thus begins the play within the play. In the comedy, the man plays a young gallant 

named Julián and the woman plays a shy damsel named Teresa. They begin acting out the 

comedy. But in the middle of the performance, the man breaks character and professes his true 

love for her. She responds, as the title of the play suggests, with her own confession of love for 
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him. The play takes another turn during its last moments. The woman discovers that the man is 

hiding a letter from her. She quickly manages to take it from him and begins to read it aloud. The 

letter says that the comedy we are watching—Martí’s Amor con amor se paga—was written 

hastily with the sole intention of entertaining the audience, not of providing some serious moral. 

The play thus comes full circle. Not only is the comedy—the play within the play—revealed to 

be an illusion within the world of the play. The play itself—Amor con amor se paga—is now 

revealed for what it is. All suspension of disbelief vanishes. 

The metafictional turns in Amor con amor se paga point to Martí’s concern for self-

reflection. From the very title of the play, he foregrounds the importance of accounting for 

oneself in the interest of preserving the social whole. The title is generally understood to refer to 

a Mexican proverb about absentee male partners. It is typically rendered into English as “Love is 

Repaid with Love.” This unsatisfying translation, however, opens up other possibilities. It may, 

too, obscure an important literary reference to self-reflection. Retranslated more freely as Love 

for Love (in the vein of “an eye for an eye”), the title bears a striking resemblance to 

Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure and, thus, to its supposed biblical reference, Matthew 7:2: 

“For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall 

be measured to you again.” (King James). The passage refers to the act of self-reflection. It 

advises us not to say one thing and do another, because eventually we will be measured by the 

very criteria with which we measured others. The title of Martí’s play does not carry the same 

moral weight. After all, it is a work of comedy. But it preserves the maxim about the importance 

of self-reflection. His “proverb” extends to include the whole of society. Individual self-

reflection, in Martí’s mind, changes very little; societal self-reflection, however, has the ability to 
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transform social relations themselves. For Martí, it is not enough to merely be cognizant of one’s 

role in the immediate relations among people. One must also be aware of the public. 

From its opening lines, the play makes a strong case for the self-reflection of political 

bodies. The curtain opens with the female protagonist (simply known as “her”) waiting by 

herself in the middle of the stage. The male protagonist (known as “he”) enters. She says, 

sarcastically: “The gentleman has arrived on time.” He responds to her, melodramatically: 

“Arriving on time was required. Gentlemen are obliged to do so when ladies beg.” She retorts: 

“Envious of your courteousness would be the French courts of the ancien régime.”288 What 

appears as a humorous anecdote which anyone in a relationship can relate to soon becomes a 

prescient commentary on Mexico’s political scene. Three weeks after the premier of Amor con 

amor se paga, Porfirio Díaz would declare the Plan de Tuxtepec, the military document that 

mobilized the insurgency that would eventually overthrow the government of Sebastián Lerdo de 

Tejada. The new government led by Díaz, known as the Porfiriato, would enact a three-decades 

long authoritarian regime. 1870s Mexico, the play warns, looks an awful lot like 1780s France. 

Why? In large part, because, like their pre-Revolutionary counterparts in France, Mexico’s 

political leaders haven’t exercised retrospection and restraint. Just as the French courts acted 

alone to preserve benefits afforded to the Catholic church and taxation schemes that favored the 

nobility, the liberal Mexican government had implemented laws that both redistributed 

indigenous land and invited foreign investment at the expense of local labor. Led by the nobility, 

the French courts in the 1780s didn’t realize that their legal actions might stoke a popular, 

working-class uprising against the aristocratic regime—the very source of the nobility’s 

economic and political privilege. In Mexico in the 1870s, liberal government politicians didn’t 
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realize that laws nominally aimed at redistributing Church property, such as the Ley Lerdo, 

would, in fact, spark a similar uprising from the country’s indigenous and working classes.  

The retort by the female protagonist, thus, serves as much to set the comedic mood for 

the rest of the play as it does to remind its Mexico City audience of their leaders’ failure to 

account for their active role in disenfranchising indigenous peoples and laborers. Historians have 

long viewed the Ley Lerdo as a self-inflicted wound: they point to the political and economic 

vacuum such laws created in the Mexican countryside, paving the way for Díaz and other 

military leaders to organize their troops there for the assault on the capital. Tuxtepec was a kind 

of ‘last straw,’ the culmination of months of military activity and public threats against the 

liberal government. The female protagonist’s line about France’s ancien régime appears to 

directly address its own audience, as if holding them responsible, in part, for Díaz’s plot. Many 

members of Mexico’s liberal political elite, in fact, attended the premier of Amor con amor se 

paga. Alfred López, in a recent biography of Martí, notes that the family of the late president 

Benito Juárez sat in a box next to that of Martí’s family at the premier. “Almost from the start of 

Martí’s time in Mexico,” López writes, “he enjoyed the support and friendship of the country’s 

most powerful liberal politicians, including [then] President Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada.”289 In 

other words, if Martí had packaged political commentary into the play, Mexico’s liberal elites 

would’ve at least listened to his message. And they would’ve had ample time to do so: the play’s 

popular success made it a fixture at the Teatro Principal on Thursdays and Sundays for several 

months, just as the crisis caused by Díaz’s insurrection worsened. 

The question of allegiance to the Mexican government takes center stage halfway through 

the play. Nationalism was on the rise during the 1870s. Though Mexican nationalism today flares 

up in the form of proclaiming mexicanidad, at the time, it was only beginning to be coded in that 
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language. In Martí’s play, nationalism surfaces whenever the protagonists speak of “truth” and 

“law.” One particular scene, which takes place during the play within a play, illustrates the 

tension over fidelity to the nation-state: Teresa and Julián (the characters played by the 

protagonists) get into an argument over what Julián has done to wrong Teresa. Teresa says: “I 

know that to love is to reason and, to the loved this is a very just law. But if we do not like the 

handsome gentleman, is love an obligation?” Julián responds, by way of metaphor: “After 

having opened the wound, the homicidal hand has a duty to charity.”290 Julián, perhaps the 

clearest embodiment of the masculine liberal elite, answers the question about obligation in the 

affirmative. For him, reason and responsibility contribute unconditional goods to society. But 

these goods also work both ways. Teresa’s question about obligation serves to underscore the 

point at which responsibility toward the self and the society diverge. Law and reason may be 

important beacons of Mexico’s embryonic liberal democracy, but, as Teresa stresses, they may 

just as easily be used to coerce its citizenry. As with love, it should strike us as uncomfortable to 

see nationalism as an obligation. Instead, the play makes the argument that self-reflection should 

be the obligation. It should be a form of self-reflection, moreover, tailored to a subjugated class. 

The case of Teresa showcases the continued disenfranchisement of women, especially working 

women, in the nineteenth-century despite a growing dissenting chorus. Throughout the play, the 

female protagonist’s laconic and sardonic responses rehearse the role women played in the 

country’s public sphere: largely ignored, women had to find other ways of entering political 

debates. 

Self-reflection in Amor con amor se paga doesn’t simply concern the internal argument 

of the play itself. It also includes the audience. Though I have so far made the case for some 

moments when the audience is addressed obliquely, I will now turn to the more explicit ways in 
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which the play includes them in its production of meaning. At several moments, including the 

ending with the letter, the characters address the audience as if to implicate them in the scene. 

The female protagonist, for instance, turns at one point to ask the public: “How can I deny him 

all of my love, when I know that he’s aware of it and knows it?”291 More than a mere breaking 

the fourth wall, these lines outline the pattern of knowledge that undergirds the play: he loves 

her, she knows that he loves her, and we know that she knows that he loves her. Moments later, 

she turns to the audience again. “Yes, it is an honest passion [afición] what moves me,” she says. 

The word she uses, afición, in addition to “passion,” can also mean a crowd or audience. It is as 

if she is recognizing the direct influence of the audience in her own decision-making. Despite our 

awareness of the pattern of knowledge, however, it is soon revealed that we, the audience, knew 

precious little about what we were watching. Witness the following lines, read out loud to the 

audience from the letter she steals from him at the end of the play: 

 
[The Spanish actor, Enrique] Guasp came: he wanted 
An inconsequential piece 
To give to you, the public, 
Something enjoyable to watch. 
He commissioned it in the morning; 
And in the morning it was thought; 
More frivolous than gallant, 
It was finished by afternoon. 
It was made, like this, so quickly 
And having just been solicited, 
In such a way that no more 
Could it excite than laughter.292 
 
 
These, some of the last lines of the play, reveal the audience to have been duped all 

along. At the mercy of a hasty commission, the audience has been admittedly subjected to 

frivolous writing just to get a few laughs. Self-reflection, thus, compels audience members to 
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rethink their role within the world of the play and to accept its continual references to Mexico’s 

contemporary political context.  

Several decades earlier, Amor con amor se paga might have been seen as a lighthearted 

take on such a self-satisfied art form as Romanticism. Romanticism dominated midcentury 

Mexican letters, thanks, in part, to the presence in Mexico City of the author of Don Juan 

Tenorio, José Zorrilla, whose Mexican writings I explored in Chapter 1. Working for the 

Maximilian regime during the 1860s, he presided over an earlier iteration of Mexico’s premier 

theater, and Martí’s play would’ve certainly drawn his ire. But what did self-reflection mean in 

the political context of 1870s Mexico City? And what are we to make of the care for the 

collective, societal self that Martí references throughout his play? In the remaining pages of this 

chapter, Iwant to read these insights about self-reflection from Amor con amor se paga alongside 

Martí’s chronicles on the general strike in Mexico City. How exactly did Martí’s theatrical view 

of politics manifest itself in the practice of organizing the city’s workers? 

 Let’s return to the chronicle about the hatters’ strike with which we began. We have seen 

Martí calling in his chronicle for the staging of a performance in order to gather funds to help the 

families of striking workers cope with their lack of income. Martí’s intent was to both spread 

knowledge and gather middle or upper class sympathy for the strike, and to immediately 

redistribute some money to the working classes. We have also witnessed how the chronicle turns 

from celebration to critique. Written after the theatrical function it discusses, which did come to 

fruition, the chronicle’s last paragraphs question the commitment of the hatters to their own 

struggle. According to Martí, none of the hatters showed up to the benefit. “The workers,” Martí 

writes, “were to spurn the occasion to celebrate with their presence, their enthusiasm, and their 

applause the worthy and determined act with which the artisan begins to gain consciousness of 
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his own worth.” Instead, he writes, they chose to “rebel against the dominant capitalist, no longer 

from the respectable domain of justice and reason, but from that which, protected by the misery 

of the workers, they lean on to make themselves even more miserable.”293 His argument here 

appears to rely on an earlier kind of self-reflection, one that makes more use of ethical 

introspection than of societal reckoning. The workers, according to Martí, did not lead by 

example. How should they expect others to attend their function if they don’t attend it 

themselves? Moreover, the language of law and reason that appears in Amor con amor se paga 

surfaces in the waning moments of the chronicle. Except here, these terms appear as ideals that 

the striking workers have not lived up to, not as signs of constricting nationalism. 

Where, though, does theater enter into this critical picture? The next lines in the chronicle 

point us to Martí’s theatrical vision of politics. “It could have been that they had no official 

knowledge of the event until the last minute,” he writes, thinking out loud on the page. “But is 

not tacit enthusiasm the most beautiful? Is not spontaneous meeting the most generous?”294 

Spontaneity, as I have mentioned, is a term that is peppered throughout Martí’s writing on the 

Mexico City labor movement. It echoes later accounts of working class movements, such as 

Rosa Luxemburg’s in czarist Russia, that advocate a balance between organization and 

spontaneity, predictability and unpredictability. But in Martí’s hands, spontaneity takes on a 

theatrical connotation. We are meant to believe, for instance, that each of the metafictional turns 

in Amor con amor se paga—from the confession of true love to the stealing of the letter—erupts 

spontaneously. We are meant to believe that the play within the play was also a spontaneous 

occurrence. And, finally, we are meant to believe that the play itself was written spontaneously, 
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from morning to evening. But these seemingly random events in Martí’s world are just that: they 

appear to be random even as they do not entirely come from nowhere.  

Beyond mere spontaneity, Martí advocates its appearance. The very phrase, ‘spontaneous 

meeting,’ points to the inseparability of spontaneity and organization. In Martí’s world, 

spontaneity is how the labor movement must appear to the “optic of the state,” to borrow a term 

from the critic Jens Andermann.295 The working classes, Martí argued alongside so-called 

libertarian socialists at the time, must give an impression of disorganization in order for their 

spurts of organized action to be effective. The idea was to make the labor movement equal parts 

spontaneous and organized. But in addition to its outward appearance of disorganization, the 

labor movement, Martí urged, needed to be more internally democratic. “Official knowledge,” 

his term for its leaders, should not dictate the actions of workers. This divide required leaders to 

be self-reflective, to be aware of their place within the labor movement. This was a different 

notion of self-reflection than the one they were used to. It didn’t have to do with the individual 

one, so typical of the time, which sought to make politics out of morality. Instead, his advice to 

labor leaders was to adopt a collective meaning for self-reflection—dispatching with commonly-

held ideas of the group as a mere collection of individuals in favor of ideas of the group as a 

coherent entity. Martí’s political education in Mexico might thus also constitute an entry in the 

annals of what we have today come to call “collective bargaining.”  

 Reading Martí’s crónicas about the hatters’ strike alongside his play Amor con amor se 

paga throws into sharp relief his idea of self-reflection. It is one that contrasts with similar ideas 
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circulating among other modernistas. One might find self-reflection in texts ranging from Rubén 

Darío’s Pierrot y Colombina (1898) to Leopoldo Lugones’s El Pierrot negro (1909).296  

But these metatheatrical plays double down on a desire to look inward even as politics 

challenges them from the outside. There exists something of an ideological break between Martí 

and other modernista writers who, like Darío, seemed to be more concerned with creating l’art 

pour l’art than with tapping into la savia de la libertad. Against these accounts, Martí’s 

awareness of and investment in Mexico’s contemporary political moment—and how to change 

it—dramatically stand out. 

PEDAGOGY AND THE DIALOGIC IMAGINATION 

 Reaching Mexico sometime in late February of 1861, the Greek émigré Plotino 

Rhodakanaty encountered a situation eerily familiar to that of Europe at the time. Much of 

Europe was still reeling from the impact of the 1848 revolutions, which had stretched from 

France and Germany to the limits of the Habsburg Empire in Poland, Hungary, and Romania, 

among others. Travelling to various loci of the 1848 revolutions—Paris, Berlin, and Budapest—

gave Rhodakanaty not only a political but also a philosophical education representative of the 

ideas and actions that circulated the left-leaning social spheres of the Continent. But, by the 

1860s these ideas and actions had largely been suppressed: conservative forces had quelled 

revolutionary aspirations within the emerging bourgeoisie and laid the groundwork for a new era 

of imperial expansion following the Crimean War (1853-1856). Not long after Rhodakanaty 

arrived in Mexico would the country experience this imperialism first hand and all but confirm 

its tragic similarities to the Old World. 
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 Rhodakanaty was born into a noble Greek family in Athens on October 14, 1828. His 

father, a doctor and writer, fought during the Greek War of Independence (1821-1829) against 

the Turks, but died shortly before the London Conference on March 22, 1829 that would mark an 

important turning point toward Europe’s recognition of Greece’s national sovereignty. 

Thereafter, Rhodakanaty’s mother of Austrian origin moved the family to Vienna, where a 

young Rhodakanaty would begin his medical studies at the University of Vienna in the mid-

1840s. Before moving to Berlin with his family in 1848, the uprisings in Hungary attracted the 

liberal Rhodakanaty to Budapest. There, he would witness the speeches of Lajos Kossuth and the 

revolutionary fervor that swept across Europe that year, an experience that clearly shaped his 

intellectual and political worldview.  

 After returning from Hungary, Rhodakanaty continued studying medicine. But in 1850, 

the story goes, so transformed was he after reading What is Property? (1840) that Rhodakanaty 

departed to Paris to meet Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.297 After returning to Berlin later that year, 

where he would stay with his family until 1857, Rhodakanaty’s focus on medical studies shifted 

toward political philosophy and the study of languages. Indeed, he never received a degree in 

either Berlin or Vienna. He moved to France in 1857 to seriously take up the study of political 

philosophy and his later work in Mexico shows the deep affinities he developed there for the 

work of Spinoza, Leibniz, German idealism (Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel), and utopian 

socialism (Saint-Simon, Cabet, and Fourier), not to mention his mastery of the entire canon of 

political philosophy, from Plato and Aristotle, through Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, all the way 

to his contemporaries like Schopenhauer and von Hartmann. In 1860, Rhodakanaty published his 
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first work, a philosophical pamphlet titled De la naturaleza (Of Nature), and embarked for 

Barcelona toward the end of that year before arriving in Mexico.298  

 This early political, intellectual, and philosophical itinerary, apart from its notable 

breadth, helps explain Rhodakanaty’s internationalism and explain away any objections to his 

philosophy on the grounds that he merely attempted to import ideas wholesale from Europe. For 

José Martí, of course, it was important for Mexico to build its own national theater. Political 

sovereignty from Europe existed only in theory if Mexico did not emancipate itself from the 

artistic, philosophical, and social tentacles of its European colonizers, Martí warned; it would 

exist in practice once they emancipated themselves from European control in all these domains. 

Rhodakanaty, however, viewed emancipation in much more universalistic terms. “This little 

work also has the objective that the working and agricultural classes of Mexico know the true 

scientific principles on which the sociocratic doctrine is based,” explains Rhodakanaty in his 

prologue to Cartilla socialista [Socialist Note] (1861), his first pamphlet published in Mexico. 

He then extends this implicit indictment to the entire Atlantic world. The sociocratic doctrine, 

“about which so much is spoken and debated today in all the nations of both continents,” writes 

Rhodakanaty, “but without yet being understood in its essence.”299  

 Understanding the fragile balance of power between Europe and the Americas that would 

soon turn Mexico into an empire with the French monarch Maximilian I at its helm (1864-1867), 
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Rhodakanaty shied from treating Europe or France as a monolithic power whose homogeneity 

ran as deep as its penchant for oppression. Instead, with the idea that people on both sides of the 

Atlantic did not understand Fourier’s sociocratic doctrine, Rhodakanaty indirectly pointed 

toward a moment at which what he calls the “pure democratic” system might unravel. Empire’s 

weakest point, for him, would be found in its pedagogical shortcomings with respect to the youth 

and working classes. The Mexican elites largely disregarded the importance of education for 

these two sectors of civil society. Rhodakanaty, conversely, saw in their overlooking of youth 

and working-class education an opportunity to lay the groundwork for converting the incipient 

liberal republic into a mutualist society that would place the working and agricultural classes in 

the center of its utopian cosmology. 

EDUCATION IN MEXICO 

 The question of how to educate the Mexican people emerged most forcefully during the 

debates leading up to the ratification of the 1857 Constitution. “The faith in the transformative 

power of education was present and more alive than ever,”300 writes one critic. Such an article of 

faith would find its fullest expression in Article 3 of the 1857 Constitution: “Education is free 

[La enseñanza es libre]. The law will determine which professions require a degree for their 

practice, and with which requirements these will be issued.” This article codified the most 

serious attempt by liberals to forge lasting educational institutions. At this conjuncture, Mexico’s 

educational system was anything but. Largely private and with little centralized control, 

education had increasingly fallen into the hands of the clergy, military, and conservative factions 

since the War of Independence (1810-1821). Following on the heels of the Plan of Ayutla, which 

aimed to remove the perennial dictator Antonio López de Santa Anna from power, the 1857 
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Constitution inaugurated a period of educational reform in light of its perceived progressive 

potential. “Instruction,” President Benito Juárez declared in his yearly Manifiesto a la nación on 

July 7, 1859, “is the primary base of a nation’s prosperity at the same time that it is the surest 

means to make impossible abuses of power.”301  

 But many within Juárez’s liberal contingent had severe reservations about the 

constitution’s educational provision. The representatives Blas Balcárcel, Luis Velázquez, José 

María Lafragua, Ponciano Arriaga, Guillermo Prieto, and Ignacio Ramírez (known 

pseudonymously in his written work as el Nigromante) all expressed a degree of skepticism 

toward the unconditional provision of freedom of education. Manuel Soto, the representative 

tasked with presenting Article 3 during the proceedings, explained the social problem any 

educational system would be charged with addressing.302 “Man lives in a society in order to 

perfect himself,” explained Soto, “and this perfection is achieved through the development of 

intelligence, the development of morality, and the development of material wellbeing. This, 

gentlemen, is the triple object of the social problem.”303  

 While, for Soto, there existed many reasons to support the freedom of education, the 

principle opened up possibilities for failing on each “object” of the social problem. The 

development of intelligence may be hindered, Soto thought, by an excess of legislation that 

limited certain learning opportunities. “Society does not have the right to suppress with its 

amount of iron those privileged intelligences that stand out amongst the rest like a giant,” Soto 
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told the members of the constitutional congress. “Society has neither the right to chain them nor 

to detain their majestic flight.”304 The second “object,” morality, was almost entirely controlled 

by parents and, thus, any educational system would necessarily be limited in this respect. “We 

cannot subordinate in an absolute way the rights of the parents of a family to the rights of the 

state,” Soto said to temper his colleagues’ aspirations.  We cannot “even under the pretext of 

guarding morality, because, for us, the domestic home ought to be a sanctuary.”305 And, 

concerning material wellbeing, Soto severs the link his colleagues assume exists between 

educational level and employment: “There are a great many lawyers without jobs, many people 

with deep knowledge of philosophy, but that lack a profession. The talented youth that 

distinguish themselves in school are perhaps those who have come, either by chance or 

misfortune, to the most terrible situation.”306  

 For liberal Mexican legislators, Article 3 of the 1857 Constitution was a double-edged 

sword. An interpretation of the freedom of education provision as absolute would keep pedagogy 

in the private sphere, allowing the military, conservative ideologues, and the clergy—especially 

Jesuits—to continue to dominate Mexican education. An interpretation that emphasized state 

control of education, conversely, would dampen the ability for the country’s youth to flourish 

according to its intellectual promise. Its dramatic intervention in the nuclear family structure, 

moreover, would likely deal damaging political consequences to liberals eyeing a stable political 

reign following the civil war-like battles of the Guerra de Reforma (1857-1861).  

 Of all liberal concerns with Article 3 of the 1857 Constitution, however, none seriously 

considered the effect these reforms would have—or fail to have—on the sectors Rhodakanaty 

believed were so indispensible to building a functioning society. The youth, but especially the 
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working classes, were bracketed in most discussions of educational reform. Ignacio Ramírez, in 

his explication of Article 3, defends freedom of education on the grounds that educational 

institutions pre-select those with good morals. “One ought not to be scared of freedom of 

education,” he replies to moderates looking to curtail the scope of this freedom. “The faculties 

attract already formed men [a las cátedras concurren hombres ya formados] that are free to go or 

not go, or children who go based on their parents' wishes [por la voluntad de sus padres].”307 

But, this liberal argument in favor of inclusion, freedom, and, ultimately, voluntarism ignores the 

youth and working classes who, in the eyes of the educational institution, either are not already 

formed men or who have no say over the amount and kind of education they might enjoy. The 

particular phrase Ramírez uses, hombres ya formados, pivots between two equally exclusionary 

definitions: on the one hand, formados means “educated” in the institutional and professional 

sense; on the other, it means instructed in the moral sense. Ramírez’s defense of the freedom of 

education, thus, suffers from a tautological double bind: because only men with good morals or 

who are already educated will attend schools, the schools themselves (and Article 3 by 

extension) will not suffer from immoral abuse or become exploited by those who do not already 

meet certain educational prerequisites. Freedom of education is for those who already stand on 

good moral grounds or already command a certain schooling background.  

 Outside this answer’s field of vision, of course, appear questions of significant economic, 

political, and social consequence. Rhodakanaty certainly perceived these gaps in the liberal 

vision of a reformed Mexican society. The working classes ignored and the peasantry suffering 

the brunt of indignation, his counter to these liberal responses was frequently set to a mutualist 

agenda that questioned the representational structures of so-called pure democracy at the same 

time that it remained wary of a swelling oligarchy produced by economic liberalization. But, 
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from his radical critique of liberal and conservative positions on educational reform emerges the 

practice of antiauthoritarian socialist “direct action.” Pedagogy was, for Rhodakanaty, not only a 

fundamental component of a vibrant political life—he, after all, dedicated his life to teaching in 

his self-appointed professorship of “transcendental metaphysics”—but also society’s primary site 

of struggle and canvas for creativity. In this sense, pedagogy itself became the expression of 

Rhodakanaty’s critique of liberal educational institutions: it was “the active expression of an 

active mode of existence, […] an agent as well as an effect of cultural and political change,” in 

Kristin Ross’s terms.308  

 Seeing pedagogy as an artistically creative and politically oppositional practice availed 

Rhodakanaty of countless students, some of which would go on to play important roles in the 

Mexican Revolution. Working-class and agrarian-movement thinkers like Francisco Zalacosta, 

Santiago Villanueva, Juan de Mata Rivera, José María González, Hermenegildo Villavicencio, 

and Julio López Chávez would follow in Rhodakanaty’s footsteps ideologically and, to varying 

degrees of success, attempted to realize some of his ideals. This generation of antiauthoritarian 

socialists in the 1880s and 1890s, as John M. Hart explains, would, in turn, educate the young 

cadre of Mexican anarchists that are today most commonly associated with the name: Ricardo 

and Enrique Flores Magón, Emiliano Zapata, Camilo Arriaga, Juan Sarabia, Antonio Díaz Soto y 

Gama, Antonio Villareal, and Librado Rivera.309 Given Rhodakanaty’s emphasis on education, it 

should come as no surprise that his ideas were passed down through several generations and 

reached their influential peak during the watershed moment of the Mexican Revolution in 1910. 

But, this emphasis on education flies in the face of years of common characterizations of 

antiauthoritarian or libertarian socialism from the nineteenth-century onwards: anarchism (and its 
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ideological precursors) is often framed as the anti-intellectual counterpart to Marxism’s 

academic, “scientific” analyses. Nowhere did this characterization more clearly become a 

stereotype than in Mexico. “Peasants in rebellion are natural anarchists,” writes Eric Wolf of 

Zapata and his followers’ stance.310 And, in a famous anecdote passed on from generation to 

generation, Zapata’s confidant, Díaz Soto y Gama, captures what has largely become the anti-

intellectual anarchist stereotype:  

 
Presented with a book on anarchist theory by a zapatista colonel, himself an anarchist, 
Zapata read it, after which he said to the colonel, ‘Frankly, although I am not altogether 
displeased by the ideas put forth, I realize that many, many years must pass before they 
can be put into practice.’ To the zapatista general, Serafín M. Robles, who presented him 
with several books on communism, he gave a similar reply: ‘Those ideas seem to me 
good and humane, but I must tell you that it is not up to us to put them into practice; that 
will be the task of new generations and must take who knows how many years.’311 
 

 Whether this episode overstates Zapata’s anti-intellectualism or unfairly singles out his 

apparent disregard for revolutionary ideas written in books instead of essayed on the battlefield is 

beside the point. The fact of the matter is that this stereotype of anarchism has persisted well into 

the present day. To rejuvenate the study of Rhodakanaty’s pedagogy is, among other things, an 

attempt to call this anti-intellectual narrative about anarchists into question. If we were to believe 

what this anecdote implies about Mexico’s revolutionary hero, 30 years earlier Zapata would 

have not only stood out amongst his peers for his condescending philistinism, narrow-minded 

stubbornness, or lack of historical or contemporary knowledge about international revolutionary 

praxis. He would have, instead, attracted the attention of his peers for his utter disregard for 

education.  
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 An autodidact whose only encounter with regular teaching occurred under a brief tutelage 

with the Emilio Vera, a former supporter of Juárez’s liberal regime, Zapata had little patience for 

traditional pedagogical forms and his revolutionary activities were clearly marked by this lack. 

Not more than several months before the notorious Convention of Aguascalientes on October 1, 

1914, Juan Sarabia, a friend of Díaz Soto y Gama’s, was sent by Venustiano Carranza to the 

Zapata camp. He was charged with the task of assessing the possibility of “achieving the 

unification of the armies of the North and South in order to consummate the peace which the 

Fatherland needs so much.” 

 
Once in Morelos, Sarabia had taken the opportunity to size up Zapata, his headquarters, 
and his forces. None impressed him […] Despite Zapata’s boasts, Sarabia learned that 
[his army] comprised active units of only fifteen thousand men—and those still poorly 
trained and organized. […] Zapata himself was ‘like a Messiah’ to his partisans, but ‘of 
education or politics,’ Sarabia concluded, ‘he has not even a notion… He is puffed up 
with pride…’”312 
 

 Zapata’s largely egalitarian political persuasions did not translate pedagogically. In fact, 

it would be difficult to ascribe any pedagogical design to a figure invoked today so readily in 

educational politics. One need only look today to the Zapatistas’ (EZLN) recent establishment of 

escuelitas modeled on immersion-based learning techniques or to a not-so-distant past that 

occasioned the Instituto de Educación Superior Emiliano Zapata in Nezahualcóyotl to witness 

the various educational associations under the name “Zapata.” 

 Zapata might be connected to the immediate pre-Revolutionary period in which 

Rhodakanaty lived. Their contrasting perspectives on the emancipatory role of education in 

revolutionary praxis offer a fruitful starting point. Zapata went only as far as to issue a 

communiqué on April 13, 1917 ordering municipalities to reinstate primary schooling, 
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emphasizing the fact that the matriculated children constitute the future generation (and future of 

the revolutionary movement).313 Rhodakanaty, by contrast, lived the emancipatory promise of 

thinking pedagogically. Mexico’s youth and working classes, thought Rhodakanaty, could not 

pay the price of remaining ignorant to philosophy’s most insightful ideas, whether stemming 

from Plato or German idealism. Pedagogy’s role in this dialectic, then, was necessarily bound to 

a kind of translation. The pedagogue as translator, however, was by no means for him a limiting 

factor to which one must faithfully adhere. Instead, Rhodakanaty viewed the task of translating 

as one that required creativity, spontaneity, and horizontal educational organization. Why? 

Because the most important pedagogical function, and that which was largely overlooked at the 

time Rhodakanaty disembarked in Veracruz in late February of 1861, was not the instruction of 

elites—hombres ya formados—but rather the education of the new generations that would keep 

them in check. 

WHERE POLITICS BEGINS 

 Part of the long subtitle of Rhodakanaty’s socio-political pamphlet Cartilla socialista, his 

first work published in Mexico, reads, “Rhodakanaty, founder of La social, who dedicates this 

work to the use, instruction, and practice of the Working and Agricultural Classes of the 

Republic.”314 From the outset, Rhodakanaty foregrounds the importance of “instruction” in the 

tripartite division of labor mentioned in the subtitle. It is not enough to merely engage in one of 

these tasks; one must be adept at all three. But, instruction, which appears here flanked by 

“practice” and “use,” will soon take center stage in the discussion of socialism’s promise. 

Divided into nine “lessons,” Rhodakanaty in Cartilla socialista makes use of his peasant and 

working class audience for pedagogical purposes. Not only does he charge his readers with the 
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task of instructing their peers in the philosophical ideas of Fourier, but he, more importantly, 

grounds the prospects of the entire doctrine of “universal association” on the ability of its 

members to instruct. Lesson one: 

 
Question: What is the most elevated and reasonable object human intelligence could 
 establish? 
 
Answer:  The realization of the Universal Association of individuals and peoples for the 
 fulfillment of the terrestrial destinies of humanity. 
 
Q:  In what way can the realization of the Universal Association of individuals and 
 peoples be reached? 
 
A:  By way of a system that teaches the knowledge of the object, the adequate 
 means to its realization, and the principles upon which the object and those 
 means are grounded. 
 
Q:  And why are all these circumstances required? 
A:  Because where there does not exist a determined object, there cannot be 
 politics, in the rational sense of the word.315 
 

 Not appearing in these lines is an emphasis on the individual as the purveyor of 

knowledge. What we see instead is a system that distributes knowledge equitably and deeply. 

Universal Association, in Rhodakanaty’s sense, does not only refer to the initial way in which 

social harmony is to be reached. Such an understanding would limit the scope of democratic 

society to a pure foundational moment. It would reduce politics itself to the contradictory 

moment of foundation, to the question of which comes first between good people and good laws.  

 This concern with political origins, captured by the so-called paradox of politics, surfaced 

in the ebb of the French Revolution with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract (1762). 

Rousseau’s concern with identifying “the act by which a people is a people,”316 that is, the very 
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means by which a collection of individual people become a polity, led him to present and then 

respond to the paradox of the lawgiver. “One finds at one and the same time two apparently 

incompatible things in the work of legislation: an undertaking beyond human force, and to 

execute it an authority that is nil,” he explains in Book II, Chapter 7, before outlining the paradox 

of founding: 

 
For a nascent people to be capable of appreciating sound maxims of politics and of 
following the fundamental rules of reason of State, the effect would have to become the 
cause, the social spirit which is to be the work of the institution itself, and men would 
have to be prior to laws what they ought to become by means of them. Thus, since the 
Lawgiver can use neither force nor reasoning, he must of necessity have recourse to an 
authority of a different order, which might be able to rally without violence and to 
persuade without convincing.317 
 

 Rousseau’s solution to invoke a Lawgiver, who “is in every respect an extraordinary man 

in the State,”318 leads him down what Rhodakanaty sees as a questionable political path. In the 

second of an unfinished series of articles in 1883 for El Socialista under the title Estudios de 

filosofía social [Studies on Social Philosophy], Rhodakanaty critiques Rousseau’s idea of a 

social contract for its failure to consider the subterranean psychological dimensions of human 

nature as well as for reducing political life to pure voluntarism. “Rousseau’s citizen gives 

everything for the contract, he comes to form part of the sovereign in his entirety and only in this 

way can he be free,” writes Rhodakanaty. “He is not, then, really free, but only free in voice and 

vote. The law promulgated, he’s a slave.”319 Rhodakanaty, albeit with hindsight, suggests that 

Rousseau’s contract theory may result in despotism of some form as a consequence: 

 

                                                
317 Rousseau, The Social Contract, 70-71. 
318 Rousseau, The Social Contract, 69. 
319 Plotino Rhodakanaty, Estudios de la filosofía social [1883], in Obras, Carlos Illades, ed. (Mexico City: 
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There will always be, in the making of law, a majority and a minority. Well good, 
responds Rousseau: The minority will be slaves! It is the only means man has to be free. 
This is the artifice and the game of the political machine, the means through which men 
will be forced to be free. And, in this way, all of our ideas, all of our sentiments, and all 
of our acts will be or may be governed despotically by the sovereign, that is, by the 
majority.320 
 

 Whereas for Plato it is his emphasis on knowledge and for Hobbes and Machiavelli it is 

their shared emphasis on sensation, for Rousseau it is his emphasis on sentiment that leads him 

to ultimately pave the road for despotic political rule.321 These three categories of human 

nature—knowledge, sensation, and sentiment—must be understood together. Toward the end of 

Estudios de filosofía social, Rhodakanaty pivots from critique to constitution when he turns to 

the work of Spinoza. Spinoza’s positing of the perfectibility of man leads Rhodakanaty to argue 

in favor of the perfectibility of all man-made objects, be they political, social, or economic in 

nature. And, it is this argument for the perfectibility of things that relieves Rhodakanaty from 

dwelling on the question of origins, political or otherwise. 

 Instead of limiting his Fourierian ideal of Universal Association to the moment of its 

founding, Rhodakanaty locates its political importance in the continuation and longevity of the 

socialist project. It is the ability of Universal Association to sustain itself ad infinitum that 

justifies its hegemonic appearance in all realms of life. And, what better way to sustain itself than 

through teaching its citizens the ideals of social harmony, how to achieve them, why these ideals 

are universal, and, most importantly, teaching them to teach these to others. “It is essential to 

educate the educator himself,” Marx reminds us in the third of his “Theses on Feuerbach” 

(1845): “The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity can be 
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conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionising practice.”322 With his focus on 

educating the educators, Rhodakanaty displaces the importance Rousseau puts on addressing the 

paradoxical problem of founding a polis. For Rousseau and many subsequent political 

philosophers, this foundational moment grounds a future society’s political institutions on ideals 

that have been realized, albeit violently and imperfectly, in the past. Reluctant to forever look 

backwards, Rhodakanaty sees in a future Universal Association ideals to which the present social 

and political situation must continually and progressively adjust. 

 The closure of this first lesson of Cartilla socialista might have seemed odd at first. 

Especially striking is its use of “politics”—“where there does not exist a determined object, there 

cannot be politics.” If this is the case, what, then, counts as “politics”? Or, better, what definition 

of politics is Rhodakanaty’s meant to counter? As we see in Rousseau, politics proper only 

comes into being after the virtuous lawgiver imparts the good laws to the people. Rousseau 

understands but seeks to restrict foundational violence, both theoretically and materially, to a 

particular place in space and time so that it does not spread to other realms of politics or persist 

in its various institutional incarnations.323 But, in the guise of encouraging the citizens to move 

beyond this ephemeral site, Rousseau approves of the idea that people can be “forced to be 

free.”324 Rhodakanaty responds to Rousseau’s famous majoritarian claim in an explicit way by 

arguing for the ease with which the social contract can turn into despotism. But, he also responds 

to Rousseau and others whose attention is held by this paradox of politics by calling into 

question the very political character of the paradox. Politics means many different things for 
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Rhodakanaty, but it clearly does not concern the purifying desire to return to the past in order to 

cleanse the present.  

 For Rhodakanaty, a “determined object” must exist prior to politics. The object 

determined ahead of time, in this case, is the Fourierian ideal of Universal Association. This 

determined object orients political actions and their embodiment in governmental institutions and 

policies as well as in class relations and subjective wellbeing. In every case, the orientation 

always looks to a future ideal, a determined object of social harmony that is defined well enough 

to provide guidance but ambiguous enough as to accommodate progressive change by way of 

reflection and renewal. By shifting the point of political inquiry to a time after the founding of 

the polis—after all, we today have no say in how something was founded in the past—

Rhodakanaty effectively redefines politics in a way that attributes significant importance to what 

Marx calls “revolutionising practice” [revolutionäre Praxis]. A revolutionary praxis, for Marx, 

necessarily implies the admission that it is not or cannot be completed. This is what the strange 

translation of “revolutionäre” as “revolutionising” is meant to bring out. Always hanging in the 

historical balance, the gerund, “revolutionising,” more than the straightforward adjective, 

“revolutionary,” continually reminds us of the open-ended, renewable, and interminable 

character of revolutionäre Praxis. Politics should not be sectored off from the inquiry of the 

masses, which in all likelihood pertains to the plight they suffer in the present, and practice 

should not be circumscribed by bureaucratic administration; both politics and practice, 

Rhodakanaty insists, fundamentally have to do with the struggle of everyday life.  

 Beginnings do little to instruct us. This is what Rhodakanaty ultimately concludes. In the 

study of certain foundational moments, like the problem of the lawgiver in Rousseau’s The 

Social Contract, the historical situation which brought these into being frequently gets left 
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behind in favor of making these moments transcendental, if only to extract from them some 

lesson for today’s society. Problems with this lesson, however, not only arise from its ahistorical 

mode of interpretation but also from the congenital limitations it places on pedagogy. Looking to 

foundational moments in this way narrows the framework for thinking the present to one of blind 

fidelity, where possibilities are not opened up by new interpretations of the past but rather 

foreclosed upon. These interpretations then become the layers of hagiographic sediment that fail 

to see beyond this moment of founding, treating the latter as a moral given instead of as an 

artifact of history.  

PEDAGOGICAL FORM 

 Rhodakanaty’s writing makes us alive to not only the critical but also the creative aspect 

of pedagogy. The unidirectional tendency to interpret foundational moments in transcendental 

terms arbitrarily enjoins the sandbox of human creativity to accepted moral codes grounded in 

the past. But, what if we were to shift these registers toward the future, asks Rhodakanaty? Could 

we locate the master authority, if we must, in some utopian ideal that has yet to (or will never) 

come to fruition? Or are we consigned to thinking within the limits of categories whose 

premises, assumptions, and foundations we should not call into question with our current 

historical knowledge? 

 In looking toward the future for a destination, Rhodakanaty looks deep into the past for a 

direction. Cartilla socialista stands out amongst other contemporary works of political 

commentary during late-nineteenth-century Mexico for its critical eye toward the present state of 

affairs. But, also noteworthy is its attempt to practice its own theoretical exercise in the process 

of teaching it. In a passage defending his sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit criticisms of the 

Juárez’s liberal regime, he writes, “we can be assured that the revolutionaries that attack with 
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such fury the order of existing things do not do so because they are enemies of the principle of 

stability, but rather because they hope, with their system, to found anew this principle on more 

solid bases.”325 Rhodakanaty was not the first leftist to challenge this conservative (even liberal) 

stereotype of socialist ideas and he would certainly not be the last. But, perhaps where he most 

differed from many fellow socialists, especially in Mexico, was in his archival mining of the 

history of education in search of a stable pedagogical form.  

 Throughout his political and philosophical works, Rhodakanaty finds that elusive stable 

pedagogical form in the Platonic dialogue.326 Not only is Cartilla socialista written in this 

recognizable dialogic format, but also philosophical pamphlets like its follow-up Cartilla 

socialista-republicana [Republican-Socialist Note] (1883), Tratado de lógica elemental [Treatise 

on Elemental Logic] (1882), and Metafísica trascendental [Transcendental Metaphysics] 

(1881).327 Indeed, in the Tratado de lógica elemental, Rhodakanaty includes the following 

subtitle, underscoring the central role of the particular pedagogical form he has chosen: “in the 

form of a dialogue for its use in the primary and secondary schools of the republic.”328 And, in 

his pamphlet on Spinoza, Metafísica trascendental, he similarly notes in the subtitle: “la Ética de 
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Spinoza, traducida al castellano, concretada y reducida a la forma de diálogo.”329 In both of these 

cases, he includes in the prologue to each work several lines of explanation as to why he has 

decided to use the dialogue form. But these justifications, on the whole, can be summarized with 

the idea that the dialogue clarifies philosophical principles. It makes them easier for the 

students—whether in primary school, secondary school, or university—to understand and to be 

able to reproduce, in sum, to know.330 These practical and even banal statements account for his 

only reflections on why he decided to turn to the Platonic dialogue at a time when philosophical 

treatises and educational textbooks had long been written in narrative prose. 

 But, there are other clues. Rhodakanaty wrote numerous articles for El Socialista and 

other Mexican dailies in which he detailed his criticisms of contemporary educational policy.331 

He also left several statements pronounced during the meetings of the egalitarian association, La 

Social. An organization he founded to in order to teach students and workers the ideas of Fourier 

and other utopian socialists, La Social became the sounding board for many of Rhodakanaty’s 

later philosophical ideas. It is perhaps out of this collective exchange that he decided to return to 

the Platonic dialogue as a way of publically essaying his philosophy. Francisco Zalacosta, 

perhaps Rhodakanaty’s most beloved pupil, was among the group that founded the political 

organization La Social in 1865 along with Santiago Villanueva, Hermenegildo Villavicencio, 

and Rhodakanaty himself. Though it dissolved soon thereafter, the events of the Paris Commune 

seemed to have sparked its more consequential reorganization in 1871. A second version of La 

Social was founded in Mexico City on the March 20, 1871, a mere two days after the Paris 
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Commune had exploded onto Europe’s political landscape.332 And, from the beginning, it was 

associated with the International Workingman’s Association, the Mexican chapter of which, 

owing to Santiago Villanueva, one of Rhodakanaty’s students, had been founded several years 

earlier in 1869.333  

 La Social, in many ways, harks back to Rhodakanaty’s 1861 text Cartilla socialista, in 

which he called for the creation of Fourierian phalanstère in the Mexican countryside. It also, 

however, draws from the more specific idea of the free school. Lesson 5 of Cartilla socialista 

points to such a free school, but emphasizes that such a school alone cannot bring about a more 

just future. In fact, for Rhodakanaty, the free school played an integral role in convincing the 

public of socialism’s promise. “We neither aspire to impose it nor to apply it generally, but rather 

to essay it locally, submit it to practical experience so that society can judge it,” writes 

Rhodakanaty, “leaving the generalization of our system to the spontaneous and voluntary action 

of humanity that, if it finds it superior to today’s system, will not stop hastening to appropriate it 

as soon as it sees its benefits and comforting results.”334 Educational writings and the blueprints 

of the social organizations he founded like La Social (1871) or the free school in Chalco modeled 

explicitly on the ideas of Fourier, “El Falansterio” [“The Phalanstery”], offer a window into 

Rhodakanaty’s sense of how to create an educational system that would progressively move 

toward Universal Association.  

 For Rhodakanaty, education was as political as politics was educational. Rhodakanaty’s 

political writings as much as his works that explicitly deal with education, then, can be similarly 
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mined for their reflections on pedagogical form. Cartilla socialista-republicana, an updated 

version of his 1861 tract, Cartilla socialista, more clearly presents Rhodakanaty’s ideas on the 

politics of his contemporary moment and what political formations he thought were best suited 

for the practice of universal association in the present. Whereas in the earlier version of the 

Cartilla all questions of contemporary political forms of representation—the parliamentary 

system, social democracy, etc.—were left off the table, in Cartilla socialista-republicana 

Rhodakanaty emphatically points his readers toward one than had arisen during the 22-year 

interim between the publication of both pamphlets. The Paris Commune of 1871 re-established 

the form of the commune as a viable political option for organization, and in the new Cartilla 

Rhodakanaty decisively concludes his last lesson with the idea of the commune. 

 
Question: What is the base of this new organization? 
 
Answer:  The central element of the society is the commune. 
 
Q:  What do you understand by the commune? 
 
A:  I understand the commune to be the free municipality, sovereign and 
 independent, marked by a whole and supportive autonomy in all its functions, 
 all directed toward the organization of the economic forces of the republic.335 
 

 The emphasis on the form of the commune and specifically on the necessity for economic 

reforms indicates an important shift in Rhodakanaty’s thought away from the early nineteenth-

century conception of utopian socialism toward a more militant, though still pacifist, 

understanding of how to organize a socialist society. Several simultaneous economic, political, 

and intellectual developments may have accounted for the sudden economic turn in his thought. 

Under the liberal presidencies of Lerdo de Tejada and, earlier, Benito Juárez, Mexico had had its 

first taste of economic liberalism. During the presidential term of Manuel González (ca. 1880-
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1884), the one blip during Porfirio Díaz’s three-decade reign, Mexico’s national bank was 

founded and a railroad from the capital to El Paso, Texas had been laid. And, running 

intellectually counter to these developments, in 1884, the year following the publication of 

Cartilla socialista-republicana, El Socialista would publish the first Spanish translation of Marx 

and Engels’s The Communist Manifesto. For Rhodakanaty, “the federative system was the most 

adequate according to socialism and the ‘commune’ or ‘free municipality’ its basic cell.”336 The 

commune would respond to the economic power of the state with its own self-sufficiency for 

which education would provide its sustenance and renewal.  

 But, what can the commune, in light of its organizing principles, tell us about 

pedagogical form? And, what can the Platonic dialogue tell us about forms of political 

representation? These two questions will guide a two-pronged approach to examining the 

correspondence between pedagogy and politics in Rhodakanaty’s writings. Questioning the 

silence on the pedagogy-politics relationship, Kristin Ross has recently proposed a “pedagogical 

vision of politics” to explain what guided the communards during their 73-day revolutionary 

experiment in Paris in 1871. For Ross, the pedagogical politics of the communards both 

“conceives of teaching as forming the society of the future” and “conceives of politics as the way 

to instruct the world.” She continues: 

 
The right to education is thought throughout to be the condition for the formation of 
political judgment. One learns to become a citizen. A system of education must be 
established whose task is essentially one of uplift and integration through knowledge: the 
worker or peasant is raised to the status of the sovereign citizen—raised, that is, to a 
dignity he or she possesses by right but not perhaps in fact. The peasant must be uprooted 
from his provincial soil just as in our own time the new arrivals, the immigrants or the 
newly poor must be separated from their social or cultural difference by offering them the 
keys to the country: political access through education.337 
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 At the same time that she emphasizes the centrality of education to class mobility—or, 

better, to class dissolution—Ross blurs the boundaries between teaching and learning, knowing 

and not-knowing, civitas and urbs. The implication is not only that peasants must be uprooted 

from the countryside and that the poor be given the lorgnette of the upper class, but rather 

something more earthshaking: that those upper classes, too, exchange their place with society’s 

lower economic strata. Education works both ways. Were education to only raise the workers 

and peasants to the learned status of the elites, the elites would still retain much, if not all, of 

their previously held assumptions, whether racial, sexual, or economic. Only the dialectical 

process of having the upper classes undo their prejudices through educational means, in 

conjuncture with Rhodakanaty’s emphasis on economic redistribution, would solve the question 

of how the working poor were to gain any kind of political representation. 

 This process of giving the working classes access to politics, as Rhodakanaty imagined it, 

would occur at its most basic level through a return to the pedagogy of the Platonic dialogue. The 

dialogic pedagogical form opens up the world of knowledge to the pliability of fiction. Character 

development, dramaturgy, and literary acumen lay the groundwork for essaying the so-called 

“teachable moment” at will. The arc of the narrative itself in the Platonic dialogue becomes the 

stage for teaching thought and imparting knowledge. But, this knowledge and the way of 

acquiring it pass through a process of generating a responsibility for that knowledge. Self-

reflection, as much in the Platonic dialogue as in Martí’s theatrical conception of politics, is the 

means through which one becomes politically educated.  

 In aesthetic terms, writes Michael Frede, Platonic dialogues are “works of art.” They 

extend well beyond the confines of dry philosophical argument, in which the imaginative 
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abilities required for comprehension are reduced to itinerant numbers, shapes, or forms that have 

no direction. “They are pieces of powerful dramatic fiction which by their art manage to give us 

a strong sense of what it would be like to listen to a dialectical debate or even to participate in 

it,” he continues. “They perhaps give us a stronger sense of what is involved in such a debate 

than we could have acquired by actually attending an ordinary dialectical discussion. For they 

represent paradigmatic debates between model characters in characteristic settings in a most 

vivid and realistic way. To this end, they display a mastery of a wide array of literary 

techniques.”338 We could list some of these literary techniques in quick succession: allegory, 

symbolism, framing device, plot twist, imagery, and narrative hook—all of which, in some form 

or another, appear in Rhodakanaty’s dialogic tracts.  

 All these “techniques,” to which we could indeed add others, concern aesthetic form: in 

the most basic sense, the structural properties that make a work intelligible as an aesthetic object. 

The focus here on form in part responds to the hegemony of studies of content in literary 

criticism. But, it also stems from an interest in exploring the reintroduction and use of certain 

aesthetic and political forms, and finding out what they can tell us about one of the most 

“formally” tumultuous periods in Mexico’s political history: a constitution, a liberal regime 

(Benito Juárez), a monarchist regime (Maximilian I), another liberal regime (Lerdo de Tejada), 

and, finally, a positivist-authoritarian regime (Porfirio Díaz) all in the span of merely three 

decades. Such a tumultuous political period, unsurprisingly, corresponded to a similar period of 

chaos in the realm of politically minded literary, artistic, and philosophical practitioners. 

Mexican theater, to take but one example, was itself experiencing an influx of new forms (the 

one-act play, tragicomedy, and political satire) during this period, which included the 
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performances of José Martí’s Amor con amor se paga [Love Repaid with Love] (1875), but also 

Alberto G. Bianchi’s Los martirios de un pueblo [Martyrs of the People] (1875), a work of 

political satire beloved by its proletarian audience at the Teatro de Nuevo México.339 The formal 

aspects of literary or more broadly aesthetic works, in which Rhodakanaty’s pedagogy squarely 

fits, meant more than just the means by which to restrict a piece’s content. A focus on form 

immediately allowed authors to circumvent various regimes of censorship, which increased 

during the liberal period—Bianchi, for example, was jailed for a year for his play having incited 

rallies against the Lerdo government.340 But, this focus, for politically engaged authors like 

Rhodakanaty, also resulted from their endeavor to forever fuse together theory and practice in 

their particular aesthetic domain, whether in the novel, poetry, painting, or pedagogy. As Georg 

Lukács once asserted, “the truly social element in literature is the form.”341 

 The pedagogical form to Rhodakanaty’s pamphlets has several components: the fictional 

dialogue, the question-and-answer format, and the didactic tone. Neither character in the Platonic 

dialogue has a name or even fictionalized personae and is merely presented as either “question” 

or “answer.” But, names are often misleading. While these dialogues could simply be read as an 

internal debate within Rhodakanaty’s own thought, his presentation leads to a more complex set 

of interactions when one takes into account the fact that these were intended for a late 

nineteenth-century Mexican audience. As with other aesthetic forms, the dialectical move, in 

Brechtian fashion, is to involve a work’s audience in the production of its meaning, political or 

otherwise. Rhodakanaty’s ideal form of education would not only stage the uplift and integration 

of the country’s working classes through knowledge, as Ross says. It would also importantly 
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create the conditions for its own reproduction, for its own sustenance, and for the possibility of 

its extension into other social domains. For Rhodakanaty, socialism in every domain—science, 

economics, and the arts—is eminently teachable. 

 Rhodakanaty’s versions of the Platonic dialogue are not as philosophically rich or 

dialectically thick as what we are used to from, say, the Gorgias (380 BCE). But what they lack 

in philosophical depth they make up for in pedagogical accessibility. Rhodakanaty’s dialogues 

find their pedagogical character in this accessibility as well as their comprehensive attempts to 

illustrate the most basic tenants of a given theory. While Socrates often confounded his 

counterparts by zeroing in on certain assumptions they held without justification, Rhodakanaty 

instead broadens the dialogic approach to sequentially consider the various principles that 

comprise a philosophical system. This doesn’t mean that Rhodakanaty accepted wholesale the 

philosophical principles he explained in these dialogic episodes. In fact, there exist many 

moments within his pedagogical work where he makes clear and critiques opposing systems of 

thought. But, for him, pedagogy made a much more fundamental contribution to critique: it gave 

students the raw materials for thinking systemically. Introducing characters into the dialogic 

format, a feature typical of Platonic dialogues, would allow these to embody given philosophical 

positions whose systemic nature could be ignored. Instead of viewing these characters and the 

ideas they expressed as representative of a given philosophical system, students could easily 

explain away systemic injustices by excusing personal missteps, attribute flaws in argumentation 

to flaws in character, or reduce systematic presupposition to individual choice.  

 Rhodakanaty’s attempt at systemic critique flew in the face of many pedagogical theories 

circulating in Mexico at the time. During the late 1860s, Benito Juárez took to reforming 

education in Mexico. His first year in office, in 1867, and again in 1869, saw the passage of a 
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series of ‘Leyes de Instrucción Pública’ [‘Laws of Public Education’] that further wrested the 

educational sphere from the grasp of religion.342 The ‘Leyes’ not only centralized public primary 

and secondary school education in Mexico City and its surrounding municipalities, but they also 

made these both compulsory and free of charge. There’s nothing to suggest that Rhodakanaty 

would have objected to any of these developments, even to the centralization of Mexico City’s 

educational system. But these educational reforms, for him, came at a very high ideological 

price. 

 When the Juárez government set its sights at reforming Mexican education, it fatefully 

appointed Gabino Barreda to the helm of the commission charged with the task of investigating 

the country’s educational problem. Barreda, who would later become closely associated with the 

Porfiriato, was a physician who had been educated in France. He is largely credited with having 

brought Comtian positivism back with him. And, indeed, it was in his appointed capacity to 

shape Mexico’s educational system under Juárez where he first and most influentially essayed 

the positivist ideals that would later be used to justify nearly three decades of largely 

uninterrupted authoritarianism.343 Not long after the Díaz regime had begun, Barreda would take 

up an even more important role as the Minister of Education in Porfirio Díaz’s government, 

recruiting fellow positivists to parallel offices. Barreda and other positivist intellectuals 

comprised a new technocratic class that worked for the Díaz regime. They would quickly and 

infamously come to be known as the científicos—literally, ‘the scientists.’ Together, they are 

                                                
342 These ‘Leyes’ came on the heels of an earlier ‘Ley de Instrucción Pública’ put in place in 1865 by Maximillian I. 
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been collected in a single volume. See Gabino Barreda, La educación positivista en México, Edmundo Escobar, ed. 
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considered the largely responsible for contorting Mexico’s variegated social groups to fit their 

“scientific” theories about economics, politics, and society. 

 Historians, philosophers, and other critics of Mexico’s Porfiriato have dedicated many 

books to describing the regime and its ideological underpinnings.344 But the importance of the 

classroom as the site of struggle over the future of Mexican politics and aesthetics of the pre-

Revolutionary period cannot be overstated.345 Rhodakanaty understood the incursion of 

positivism as producing a potential paradigm shift not only in how Mexico’s educational system 

would be run, but, more importantly, in the way in which Mexico’s working and agricultural 

classes would someday think about questions of social welfare, women’s and indigenous 

people’s suffrage, and the role of the government in society. No longer would Mexican students 

learn the fundamental, unifying principles that underpinned society. Instead, he thought, they 

would learn only its physical aspects without ever exploring the causes of these physical 

manifestations. In an essay outlining what he calls the “school of transcendental philosophy,” 

Rhodakanaty catalogues the initial failures of positivist education during the Porfiriato. “We are 

at the height of the nineteenth century and, nevertheless, it sad to say, the doctrines that are today 

officially professed in philosophy courses at schools are nothing but a systematically modified 

exclusivist sensualism of the Encyclopedist school of the last century,”346 Rhodakanaty 

lamented. “The empiricism of the positivist school,” he continued, “replacing the antiquated 

                                                
344 For some of the most influential sources on the Porfiriato and positivism, see, for example, Leopoldo Zea, 
Positivism in Mexico [1943], trans. Josephine H. Schulte (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1974). 
345 In addition to the literature on philosophical positivism during the Porfiriato, several volumes have addressed the 
more particular relationship between positivism and education during Díaz’s regime. See Mílada Bazant, Historia de 
la educación durante el Porfiriato (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1993); Mary Kay Vaughan, The State, 
Education, and Social Class in Mexico, 1880-1928 (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 1982), 9-77; 
Alberto Arnaut, La federalización educativa en México. Historia del debate sobre la centralización y la 
descentralización educativa (1889-1994) (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, Centro de Estudios Sociológicos, 
1998), 49-94; and Ernesto Meneses Morales, Tendencias educativas oficiales en México, 1821-1911 (Mexico City: 
Editorial Porrúa, 1983), 261-646. 
346 Plotino Rhodakanaty, “Escuela de filosofía trascendental,” in Obras, Carlos Illades, ed. (Mexico City: 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1998), 127.  
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scholasticism of the schools, has come to eliminate the intellectual element of human reason, 

giving physical studies an exclusive ability to develop, reducing science by means of its 

sensualist theories to a catalogue of isolated elements without any further connection than what 

belated experience can supply.”347  

 The antiquated scholasticism Rhodakanaty refers to is the ideology associated with 

Dennis Diderot, Jean le Rond d’Alembert, and other French Enlightenment thinkers associated 

with the Encyclopédie project who professed a pure kind of materialist philosophy. The problem 

Rhodakanaty saw with this materialism was, at least, twofold: it rejected the idea of progress, 

whether technological or social, and it ascribed human actions to heredity, professing 

determinism in the place of free will. Both of these ideas strongly clashed with Rhodakanaty’s 

combination of idealism, rationalism, and metaphysics. He argued that the sensualist 

epistemology of positivism “distrusts any approach to reality that does not go through the 

sensorial register” and, for it, “the ‘laws,’ devised a posteriori, are the only possible connection 

between phenomena, negating the existence of prior causes that produce them: whatever is 

tangible constitutes [positivism’s] cognizable limit; empiricism constitutes its method.”348 

Positivism, in other words, cannot explain anything more than the material world in its present 

state of being. Concepts like imagination, metaphor, and representation played no role in this 

positivist epistemology. 

 Positivism, Rhodakanaty argued, looked to the past only for a justification of its 

particular interpretation of the present and never looked to the future because it assumed the 

organization of material phenomena in the present to be entirely natural. But what exactly was 

the particular interpretation of the present that Mexican positivists affirmed as natural? “In the 
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sphere of politics, positivist science proclaimed the utilitarian principle the most absolute and the 

recourse to force necessary to fix the social order,” writes Carlos Illades. Classical political 

economy, he continues, “whose dogmas produced misery for the majority, constituted 

[positivism’s] economic doctrine.”349 Positivism, then, not only took the material world as a 

given. It made the given present its own future horizon. It appeared either frivolous or 

unintelligible for one to look beyond positivism, like Rhodakanaty and many other “first 

socialists” in Mexico did, because, in order to do so, one would have to posit the present as 

merely one moment along a progressive historical continuum. In other words, one would have to 

see the present as advancing on the past, but not as an end in itself. 

 But, perhaps even more troubling than this, is the fact that positivism assumed a 

particular present that had little or nothing to do with the present of the crowds of workers and 

students that attended Rhodakanaty’s seminars on metaphysics. Positivism assumed a privileged 

bourgeoisie for whom the trials and tribulations of labor exploitation and precarious working 

conditions did not factor into a philosophical position so rooted to the present. So blind were 

positivist pedagogues like Barreda to the fact that workers did not share the same social, 

economic, and political conditions as their bourgeois counterparts that, when Mexico’s First 

Worker’s Congress convened in 1876, they issued a manifesto specifically demanding schooling 

for adult laborers and their children. Enrique Capdevielle, who covered the debate at the 

Worker’s Congress for the newspaper El Proteccionista on April 23, in fact spent most of his 

article reminding the government and employers of the present labor conditions in Mexico. “Just 

as the capitalists alter the value of commodities in the way they see fit, workers too have the 

right to raise the price of their labor, to the point of fulfilling their own personal and social 
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necessities,”350 writes Capdevielle. Capdevielle reaches this conclusion after explaining that 

many workers don’t know the Constitution, the structure of society, or their own rights as 

workers; hence, in Kristin Ross’s words, their demand for political access through education. 

Many groups settled on “helping their members with their ailments, and they think that this is the 

only goal of the association,” continues Capdevielle. “This is a very gross error, for if it is noble 

and useful to help our brothers during unfortunate times, it is no less true that it would also be 

useful that the associations occupied themselves with curing their brothers from a terrible 

ailment, the ailment of ignorance.”351 The social, economic, and political causes positivism 

encountered during its early implementation by Barreda in the Juárez government were severed 

from education at the expense of the artisanal and working classes. Positivists like Barreda, 

consequently, were more interested in teaching workers to ground their morality on science than 

in teaching them civics courses.352 

THE COMMUNE FORM 

 With revolutionary pedagogy, came the commune. The commune condensed the kind of 

organizational form Rhodakanaty so valued in utopian socialists like Fourier: it was autonomous, 

self-sustaining, manageable, and mutual. “For Rhodakanaty,” explains Illades, “the fundamental 

social cell was the commune, that is, the bringing together of the neighborhoods, themselves 

formed by falanges or ‘member communes.’ Communalism consists in the association of these 

bodies.”353 But, most importantly for Rhodakanaty, the commune itself made use of a 

pedagogical form. It provided everyday subsistence for its members and its society as much as it 
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352 See Barreda, “La educación moral,” in La educación positivista en México, 5-12.  
353 Illades, Las otras ideas, 151. 
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reinstated “the formation of schools and of all intellectual elements, which are the most solid and 

positive bases of morality and order.”354 Education writ large—whether formal, auto-didactic, 

practical, or any other kind—underwrote, for Rhodakanaty, the success of the commune. 

 On August 14, 1877, Rhodakanaty offered one of the earliest appraisals of the Paris 

Commune in Mexico in his article, “The American Commune (A Contemporary Appreciation)” 

for the radical daily El Combate. The article gives an account of the Paris Commune, focusing on 

its symbolic dimensions like the destruction of the Vendôme Column, before concluding by 

pointing out the international potential of the idea the commune ephemerally realized. Several 

months later, on October 28, El Socialista would publish a mini-biography of Rhodakanaty 

accentuating his support of the Commune. “At the noisy advent of the Commune in France in 

1871,” writes the biographer, “Rhodakanaty appeared as one of its tribunes, being supportive of 

its doctrines in Mexico. We have also seen him greet with febrile enthusiasm in one of his 

articles for El Combate ‘The American Commune’ as the aurora of happiness for the new 

continent.”355  

 When “The American Commune” appeared, Porfirio Díaz had already reached power a 

year earlier and had consolidated his reign in February of 1877. Many on the left had supported 

his challenge to the liberal Lerdo government and, in return, he made “rather vague promises 

regarding social reform […] to the workers in his plan of Tuxtepec.”356 Rhodakanaty’s article, in 

a sense, may be a response to the continued support of Díaz on the Mexico City left. Díaz 

supporters had increasingly dominated the Gran Círculo de Obreros de México, the country’s 

strongest and most comprehensive labor organization during the 1870s. In response to their 
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support of Díaz, the group surrounding the newspaper El Socialista, of which Martí was an 

editor, withdrew from the Círculo to support Lerdo. By the time the article on the Commune 

appeared, the left was deeply split among pro- and anti-Díaz constituencies. Rhodakanaty’s 

article, however, doesn’t delve directly into themes like indigenous land rights that polarized its 

audience among pro- or anti-government lines, though it does mention the specific plight of 

Mexico’s indigenous peoples. Instead, for the most part it leaves the terrain of Mexican politics 

altogether.  

 Looking to Paris to settle local scores seems to have been a shrewd strategy on 

Rhodakanaty’s part. This was so not only because of the increasing rift on the Mexican left, but 

also because of the split that had already taken place on the international left between Bakunin’s 

and Marx’s contingencies. The Paris Commune of 1871 would be the last event to bring together 

so-called authoritarian and antiauthoritarian socialists—today’s present day communists and 

anarchists—under the same political banner. As Marx reminds us in his writings on the 

Commune in The Civil War in France (1871), “the multiplicity of interpretations to which the 

Commune has been subjected, and the multiplicity of interests which construed it in their favor, 

show that it was a thoroughly expansive political form, while all previous forms of government 

had been emphatically repressive.”357 Some fifteen months after the brutal suppression of the 

Commune on May 28, 1871, during which, the oft-cited statistic goes, some 20,000 communards 

were executed by the French Army, the socialists who had constituted the First International 

Workingman’s Association split along Bakuninist and Marxist lines. The 1872 Hague congress 

irreparably crippled the organization and it would not again regain its potency until well into the 

twentieth century. Rhodakanaty’s utopian and mutualist tendencies clearly aligned him with 

Bakunin and his followers, but “The American Commune” also contains perhaps the only direct 
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reference to the founder of the First International, Karl Marx.358 In addition to the events of the 

Paris Commune, “the withdrawal of the Fourierian doctrine within the panorama of international 

socialism in favor of communism and anarchism,” writes Carlos Illades, “obligated its followers 

[like Rhodakanaty] to add sympathizers from other moderate currents of thought to try to save 

them from their eventual isolation.”359 At the same time, this gave him a wider perspective on 

organizational politics. Ever the unifier, Rhodakanaty’s political experiments in Mexico City 

would not repeat the organizational missteps he saw in its European counterparts. 

 Rhodakanaty’s article on the Commune begins by recounting some of the momentous 

events of those two months in the spring of 1871. Rhodakanaty recalls Henri Rochefort waving 

the socialist red flag, the communards singing La Marseillaise, and the worker’s destruction of 

the Vendôme Column, spurred by the French Realist painter Gustave Courbet. But the primary 

impetus for the article was not only to commemorate the events of the commune, but, rather, to 

track the movement’s guiding political idea across the Atlantic to the Americas. “The Commune 

has exploded in America,” writes Rhodakanaty, referencing the Erie railroad strike of 1877. “A 

simple strike of railroad workers has been the germ that has led to the development of the 

Commune in Erie. Great fires always begin with a spark that, seemingly by chance, lands on 

something combustible or penetrates a stockpile of gunpowder, the explosion of which wreaks 

horrible havoc.”360 By analogy, Rhodakanaty explains that the conditions in Mexico were ripe 

for a similar explosion of the commune. “Hunger, misery, prostitution, unemployment, and the 

                                                
358 Inexplicably, Rhodakanaty seems to have completely misspelled Marx’s name, but the reference and misspelling 
nonetheless make the referent clear enough. “The International,” he writes, “that respectable league of workers of 
the entire world, […] founded by Kart Márinz in London in 1852 in a popular meeting celebrated in Saint Martin’s 
Hall.” See Rhodakanaty, “La comuna americana,” 61. I have hewed closely to Bruno Bosteels’s translation of 
Rhodakanaty’s article. See Bruno Bosteels, “The Mexican Commune,” Communism in the 21st Century, vol. 3, The 
Future of Communism: Social Movements, Economic Crisis, and the Re-Imagination of Communism, ed. Shannon 
K. Brincat (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2013), 161-89.  
359 Illades, Las otras ideas, 150. 
360 Rhodakanaty, “La comuna americana,” 62. 



 
187 

lack of a future as much for individuals as for society as a whole are the determining causes of 

all revolutions,”361 he reminds us. 

 Unlike the Paris Commune, however, the Mexican commune would take place against a 

more culturally heterogeneous background. Mexico, writes Rhodakanaty, “could never 

regenerate itself as long as the six million miserable indigenous peoples are not emancipated 

from the feudal slavery in which they are kept.” They are “victims of the governments and the 

sordid avarice of the landowners, who so strongly oppose their civilization.”362 These oppressors, 

Rhodakanaty notes, don’t understand that the founding violence of the conquest works in both 

ways. As much as they have imposed upon the indigenous another civilization, they have also 

given them the tools and shared characteristics to partake in the international solidarity of 

workers, rural or urban. “Socialism is eminently solidary in the world because its aspirations are 

the simple and constant translation of the necessities of man and the rights of the great human 

family,” writes Rhodakanaty.363 Socialism itself performs the function of translation needed to 

connect the experiences of oppressed peoples from across the globe, whether in France, the 

United States, or Mexico. Thought of as a language instead of as a stagnant political goal, 

socialism acts as a medium that changes and adapts to the phenomena it communicates. In this 

sense, it’s certainly important for Rhodakanaty that indigenous peoples have a different 

civilization to their European counterparts’, but it’s also important that Mexico City’s left circles 

understand the language they speak: not Maya or Azteca, but socialist. 

 A few years later, an article that explicitly linked indigenous calls for land rights with the 

political form of the Paris Commune appeared in another radical daily, El Hijo del Trabajo. 

Published under the title “The Indigenous Question,” the newspaper alerted its readers to a 
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speech by an indigenous leader who, in his call for the state to return stolen land, mixed Mexican 

indigenous traditional claims with recent European calls for revolutionary action. “In him, not 

only did they point out the virtues of municipal government,” write Clara Lida and Carlos Illades 

of the newspaper’s take on the indigenous leader, “but also justified and the methods and actions 

of the Paris Commune, and exalted the principles of justice, equality, and property implied in the 

socialist proposals.”364  

 The indigenous question inverted the paradigm set by that other nineteenth-century 

“question,” the Jewish question. The question was not what was the state to do with the 

indigenous people—how to determine their civil, legal, and national status. It was, on the 

contrary, what were the indigenous people to do with the state. How were the indigenous people 

to recover the land that had been taken from them? How were they to manage their own 

civilization while all the properties of another were being imposed upon them? In a nutshell, 

what ought their political response to be to the systemic violence exercised by the Mexican state? 

The answer, according as much to this indigenous leader as to socialist thinkers like 

Rhodakanaty, was to bring the European and indigenous traditions together to challenge the 

purchasing and sectoring of land under the auspices of the Mexican state. This bringing together 

would require a theoretical shift on the European side away from a teleological conception of 

history in order to harmonize with indigenous claims to the land. 

 Socialism itself had to undergo a change in its conceptualization of time. “The past is in 

the present, just as the present is found in the future,” writes Rhodakanaty. “To attentively look 

and to logically deduce the events of our epoch is to see the future with anticipation.”365 The 

plight of Mexico’s indigenous people revealed histories of oppression that did not always 

                                                
364 Clara E. Lida and Carlos Illades, “El anarquismo europeo y sus primeras influencias en México después de la 
Comuna de París: 1871-1881,” Historia Mexicana 51.1 (2001): 134. 
365 Rhodakanaty, “La comuna americana,” 62. 



 
189 

correspond to the struggles of the city. Corroding layers of teleological assumptions about the 

nature of historical progress, the language of socialism breathed life into these indigenous 

histories that might otherwise remain local, limited, and defeated at the hands of rural 

landowners. Destabilizing time, Rhodakanaty suggested, made the accidents of world history 

more plainly visible than they would have been occluded behind the assumptions that structure 

past, present, and future.  

 “World history would indeed be very easy to make, if the struggle were taken up only on 

condition of infallibly favorable chances,” Marx sarcastically points out in his letter to Louis 

Kugelmann. “It would, on the other hand, be of a very mystical nature, if ‘accidents’ played no 

part. These accidents themselves fall naturally into the general course of development and are 

compensated again by other accidents. But acceleration and delay are very dependent upon such 

‘accidents,’ which include the ‘accident’ of the character of those who at first stand at the head of 

the movement.”366 These accidents of world history, like the Paris Commune, result precisely 

from a blurring of the temporal boundaries between past and present. The form of the medieval 

commune, Marx points out earlier in The Civil War in France, had been refashioned for the 

present condition of class struggle in the city of Paris.367 While there may appear to be 

homologies between the two, one mustn’t mistake the latter for the former. Rhodakanaty 

develops this idea about the mixing of time to include indigenous peoples, a move that, more 

profoundly than Marx’s, threatened the positivist idea of civilizational progress that pervaded 

late nineteenth-century Mexico.  

 Rhodakanaty closes his essay on the Commune by extolling the virtues of the commune. 

According to Rhodakanaty, the commune would cleanse indigenous life of the governmental 
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policies that had allowed hacendados to increasingly buy up land from under the feet of 

agricultural communal organizations, which would come to be known as municipios libres or 

free village governments. It would, too, develop solidarity among the urban proletariat and the 

rural, largely indigenous peasantry. The Commune dialectically brought together the Maya 

history of communal agriculture with a socialist organization of the state, which for Rhodakanaty 

included the “assurance of life, of subsistence, of health and work, of the development of one’s 

physical or intellectual faculties, [and] the guarantee of common happiness.”368 Had 

Rhodakanaty remained committed to a strictly serial conception of history, it is likely that the 

indigenous question would not have played such an important role in his thinking on rural 

organization.369 His recognition of the Paris Commune as an important advance on the Fourierian 

phalanstère points to the former’s flexibility and ability to incorporate other classes and 

communities. As Rhodakanaty moved toward seeing manifestations of the past in the present and 

the present in the future, he also transitioned toward a dialectical conception of history and 

organizational politics. The dialectical process inherent in its form is what made the commune so 

politically salient for him. 

 Rhodakanaty had a perhaps more pedagogical point to make in his article on the 

commune. Symbols can be wielded for pedagogical purposes. They can teach as much as they 

can discipline. The symbols of the Commune taught the communards how to recover meaning 

from icons that had long been buried from public sight. “The red flag of the Commune, whose 

popular flag, symbol of universal fraternity and solidarity of all of the people on Earth, waved 

over the Paris barricades,” he writes, “and the people, inebriated with enthusiasm, saluted it with 
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La Marseillaise.”370 The converse, of course, is also true. The Vendôme Column disciplined 

Parisians into submitting to “the affirmation of militarism, the negation of international law,” and 

to bowing to “a permanent insult by the victors to the vanquished.”371 Moreover, according to 

Rhodakanaty it represented, “a constant attack on one of the three great principles of the 

Republic, Fraternity.”372 One can imagine Rhodakanaty translating this process into the 

metaphor of the black vulture: just as these symbols of deaden the population, they also 

increasingly make visible the very presence of death, from which they must be cleansed. Not 

only, then, was it important for Courbet to order the demolition of the Vendôme Column, but it 

was politically and socially necessary. Perhaps the fact that it would not be accomplished until 

May 16, only a handful of days before the beginning of the so-called “Bloody Week,” was a 

lesson for Rhodakanaty about the failures of symbolic control in the early days of the Commune. 

“It was justly taken down by the inflexible logic of the Revolution,” writes Rhodakanaty, a 

revolution that garnered praise for its “luminous doctrinal principles.”373 Impossible to 

disentangle, the two sides of pedagogy—instruction and discipline—must instead be thought 

through philosophically, that is to say, dialectically, with past, present, and future always in 

mind. 

 Rhodakanaty’s appraisal of the commune came against the backdrop of its swelling 

enthusiasm among many on the Mexican left in the decade following its suppression.374 Far from 

coincidental, the first issue of El Socialista appeared on July 9, 1971, not even two weeks after 

the brutal suppression of the Paris Commune. Francisco de Paula González, who wrote an article 
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for El Hijo del Trabajo in solidarity, summarized the right-wing responses to the new daily, 

among which he mentions that of the old intellectual guard. “The men of the past, those acolytes 

of fanaticism,” he writes, “prognosticated for our nation all the horrors of a Mexican Commune, 

not recognizing, of course, the brilliant maxims of socialism.”375 Almost a decade later, after the 

publication Rhodakanaty’s article on the American commune, conservatives and moderates of all 

shades were still crying wolf about the possibility of a Mexican commune resembling its Parisian 

counterpart. Reporting on the Indigenous Congress, which took place in the capital from 1877 to 

1880, one commenter wrote for La Voz de México, “last week a great many Indians came to 

Mexico as representatives of their communities, all of which are involved in struggles over land. 

They have come to establish an Agrarian League, a type of (Paris) Commune, one that will have 

horrific consequences on our republic: a caste war.”376 The Indigenous Congress was created by 

several labor organizations to give voice to a population the Díaz regime—just like the Lerdo, 

Maximillian, and Juárez regimes before—considered irrational and therefore unable to 

participate in national politics, whether in terms of voting or representing. They challenged the 

state by drafting an entirely new constitution, called the “Mexican Confederation of United 

Peoples,” and, by all accounts, this constitutional process was far more egalitarian than its 1857 

predecessor in theory and practice.377 

 One of the organizations that had helped spur the creation of the Indigenous Congress 

was the Gran Comité Comunero. Created in 1877, the Comité was “the country’s first 

nationwide political association,” according to Carlos Forment.378 For the first time, it broke with 

the binary tradition of local organizing vis-à-vis politics in Mexico City. It included indigenous 
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peoples from Tlaxcala, Hidalgo, Michoacán, and Guanajuato, among other states, and linked 

them with cooperative civic, economic, and military associations. “Its task was to promote 

revolution in the countryside, and its delegates attended village congresses in the states of 

México, Guanajuato, and Hidalgo,” explains Hart. The Comité also became one of Francisco 

Zalacosta’s last attempts to organize the agrarian movement. Zalacosta, one of Rhodakanaty’s 

philosophy students in México, garnered support from the Comité to begin an insurrection 

against the state in 1878 in Chalco, following in the footsteps of his comrade Julio López Chávez 

ten years earlier. Zalacosta, however, did not act alone. Land appropriation by force was one of 

the main strategies of organizations like the Comité. The bulk of the organization’s work, was, in 

a sense, two-pronged—gathering information about land titles and re-appropriating the land to its 

rightful indigenous “owner.” It was the kind of work that Rhodakanaty’s pedagogy constantly 

put into dialogue—juridical and executive, theory and practice. 

 In 1874, a newspaper appeared in Mexico City under the title La Comuna. It published 

twenty biweekly volumes between June 28 and September 20 of that year and was subtitled, 

“dedicated to the defense of radical principles and official organ of proletarianism in Mexico.”379 

On September 24, 1874 La Comuna changed its name to La Comuna mexicana along with its 

subtitle, now “biweekly newspaper dedicated to the defense of the oppressed classes of the 

people.”380 The editor and publisher of the first iteration of the newspaper was Carlos Larrea, 

who, apart from being a member of the Gran Círculo de Obreros de México, had also edited 

Revista Universal, the newspaper where Martí was to pen his pseudonymous biweekly column 

during his first year in Mexico City.381 The first volume of La Comuna included on its front page 
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a speech written by a communard, which served as the periodical’s political creed. The 

anonymous orator first recalls the modern French origins of the commune only to turn his 

attention to an etymological speculation on the word “commune” that might ring true to his 

Mexican readers. “The first who pronounced the word Commune was one of those men who had 

slept in a world of social misery,” he writes, “whom had been touched by the magnetic finger of 

destiny, to whom the future had pointed him toward the path, and who threw himself toward it 

without looking back, with the power given by conviction, with that heroism that only emanates 

from great causes.”382 From here, he moves to develop the international scope of the idea of the 

commune. 

 
As long as exist one man and one woman, the Commune will exist, because great 
principles are immortal and they, without the help of exoticism, break the trail, kill lies, 
and shine in space like a sun of eternal truth. The Commune lives in France as in Mexico, 
in the United States as in Germany, in China as in Arabia; but, it is important that the 
men of good will join forces to work for the consolidation of our principles, so that we 
might give rise to a new Koszciusko for the emancipation of Poland, a Kosuth for the 
freedom of Hungary, a Garibaldi for Italy, a Bakunin for the world; a great man for each 
ideal, to erase the borders between the people, to demolish the thrones and governments, 
to replace with peaceful kisses the sentences of hatred, to substitute a torch with a beacon 
of our own in order to return to the canons that magnificent, eternal hymn for having 
achieved a sole nation, the world; a sole religion, work; and a sole god, freedom.383 
 

Following this passionate speech, in the first volumes of the renamed periodical, La Comuna 

mexicana made its readers plainly aware of the continuation of its political ambitions. 

 
The communism born in Mexico does not distinguish nationality among its members; it 
does not rely upon authorities of any type to achieve its objectives; it does not impose 
superiors of any nature; all of its individuals are equal in their obligations, rights, and 
actions; it adopts a supreme law as the basis of all its operations; no robbing, no killing, 
inflaming; it does not have a determined locality for its work; its meeting place is made 
up of the surface of the earth and the vault of heaven; wherever several communists have 
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gathered, there they have constituted a group; Mexico’s communism will be composed 
by as many groups as can be formed; the newspaper La Comuna mexicana will be its 
organ for intelligence and communication; the great meetings will be symbolically 
announced; the protest song of the communists will be, ‘one for all, all for one.’384 
 

 Plainly clear from these articles is the international scope of the commune. The article 

from La Comuna stresses the universal dimensions of the commune, underscoring its latency in 

nations across Europe, Latin America, and the Middle and Far East. The commune, as much for 

Rhodakanaty as for the unknown communard who delivered the above speech, blurs the borders 

between nations because of its universal reach and, though it may utilize proto-nationalist 

rhetoric, is not reducible to it. As the editorial of La Comuna mexicana reminds us, communism 

does not differentiate among people in terms of nationality, whether Maya, Aztec, creole, or 

mulato. The communard’s appeal to universal categories also fundamentally questions the idea 

that the commune is an imported political form alien to Mexico and its citizens. Many 

conservatives and liberals alike in Mexico would have certainly questioned the intrusion into 

national politics of European concepts. Whether genuine or disingenuous, these politicians, too, 

might have challenged Rhodakanaty and other socialists on the grounds that their theories 

reestablished a colonial relationship with the Old World. Here, these challenges are dispatched 

by a universal argument clothed in a nationalist vocabulary. Importantly, this idea of universality 

is tethered to labor and the productive capacity of a form of organization. Revolutionaries like 

Lajos Kossuth, who had inspired Rhodakanaty himself to take part in the 1848 revolution in 

Hungary, emerged not only from a collective moment of social protest, but, also, from the 

establishing and consolidation of principles—practice and theory. A lack in one or the other 
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would stifle any attempt to realize the abeyant revolutionary impulses behind the idea of the 

commune. 

 During the late 1870s and early 1880s, in the wake of the fall of the Paris Commune, 

Rhodakanaty’s attempt to unify theory and practice via pedagogy and the commune ran up 

against the increasingly dominant idea, especially in libertarian socialist and anarchist circles, of 

the “propaganda of the deed.” Bakunin popularized this idea in works responding to the Franco-

Prussian War of 1870. It was an event that immediately preceded the Paris Commune and to both 

of which Marx’s The Civil War in France can be considered a reply. “We must spread our 

principles,” Bakunin writes in his Letters to a Frenchman on the Present Crisis (1870), “not with 

words, but with deeds, for this is the most popular, the most potent, and the most irresistible form 

of propaganda.”385 Several anarchist groups interpreted Bakunin’s dictum as a license to kill 

those in power politically and economically. In 1881, a group of anarchist militants of the 

revolutionary group Narodnaia Volia assassinated Tsar Alexander II of Russia. The assassination 

culminated a fifteen-year struggle against the monarch and inaugurated what some have called 

modern revolutionary terrorism, which focused on targeted assassinations instead of on the kind 

of state violence associated with the Jacobins and The Terror.386 But, it also cemented the bond 

between anarchism and the propaganda of the deed as revolutionary assassination. The year 

1878, for example, saw two failed attempts on the life of Emperor William I of Germany and 

another on Alfonso XII of Spain. These and other assassination attempts were heralded as the 

fruits of direct action politics. 
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 During the same time in Mexico, after 1867, liberals began to capitalize on laws they had 

installed before the reign of the French emperor Maximilian I. The Ley Lerdo would prove to be 

the most important of these and the one Rhodakanaty and other Commune-inspired socialists 

began targeting even before the events in Paris. Most important to questions of indigenous land 

rights, the Ley Lerdo of June 1856 had “ordered the Church and all other corporate bodies to 

divest themselves of their landholdings,” writes John Hart. “The law’s definition of corporate 

bodies included the traditional rural village governments, or municipios, whose communal 

holdings must now be divided.”387 The Reform War, the reign of Maximilian I, and other 

contests between liberals and conservatives effectively postponed the aggressive exploitation of 

the Ley Lerdo until the late 1860s. From the late 1860s through the so-called paz porfiriana, 

however, “saw this process of village land seizures carried out to an extreme.”388 Rural 

comunidades could not compete with the capital and political power of large-estate claimants to 

the land. Though explicitly aimed at the Church, perhaps the most powerful and consequential 

ideas behind the Ley Lerdo were its authors’ contempt for what they saw as failed productivity 

of the land in indigenous hands. Under the regimes of Lerdo and Díaz, and lasting until the 

Mexican Revolution in 1910, a burgeoning class of local entrepreneurs “purchased a 

considerable portion of the agricultural property made available by the Ley Lerdo.”389 These 

entrepreneurs, thus, reconstituted an economic elite of hacendados that not only controlled large 

swaths of the economic system but also of Mexican land. 

 Though having only arrived in 1861, Rhodakanaty saw these developments take place 

first hand. Revolutionary pedagogy and the form of the commune outlined his responses to the 
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development of capitalism in Mexico. And, in fact, before he began writing regularly for 

newspapers in Mexico City, Rhodakanaty had essayed his attempts to unite theory and 

practice—a dialogic pedagogy with the communal form—in Chalco during the late 1860s. Not 

much, however, is known about what Rhodakanaty did in Chalco. “Probably in March of 1868 

Rhodakanaty and Zalacosta moved to Chalco in order to form an agricultural colony and a free 

school (an extension of the school that he had previously installed in Mexico City) in which they 

succeeded in gathering the peasants from the region,” speculates Illades.390 But the actions of 

Rhodakanaty’s pupils, Julio López Chávez and Francisco Zalacosta among them, were 

instrumental in shaping the trajectory of the socialist movement in Mexico. Their work, too, 

reflects back on the teachings of their pedagogue, Rhodakanty, and indicates the general 

direction in which the latter wanted to take his teaching and political organizing. Just as 

important for studying the theories behind Rhodakanaty’s pedagogy and politics, thus, are the 

repercussions these had on his students like López Chávez, whose rebellion of 1868 sent 

shockwaves across the countryside, and Zalacosta, whose creation of the political organization 

La Social pressured the government at its heart in the Mexican capital. 

 López Chávez was not the first of Rhodakanaty’s students, but his rebellion in 1868 in 

Chalco would be one of the first in Mexico to integrate socialist ideas from Europe with 

indigenous principles of communal land work. Though it’s unclear when Rhodakanaty first 

arrived in Chalco, probably sometime between 1865 and 1868, he and Zalacosta founded a 

school for indigenous peasants called La Escuela del Rayo y del Socialismo, a free school 

“dedicated to the instruction of the campesinos in reading, writing, oratory, methods of 

organizing, and libertarian socialist ideals.”391 Chávez López appeared to be taken by 
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Rhodakanaty’s appeals for agrarian organizing against further privatization of land by way of the 

Ley Lerdo. Of the students at the school, “among them there is a young man who works on an 

hacienda near Texcoco,” Rhodakanaty comments on Chávez López to Zalacosta in a letter. “He 

has already learned how to deliver a speech with a fair degree of eloquence. He has informed me 

that he intends to deliver a speech espousing the virtues of socialism very soon. I have told him 

about you and he has said to me that he will make an attempt to write you. His name is Julio 

Chávez.”392 

 It is, thus, in Chávez López’s speechwriting and the art of oration where we most clearly 

find the stamp of Rhodakanaty’s pedagogy and politics. On April 20, 1868, Chávez López issued 

his Manifesto to All the Oppressed and Poor of Mexico and the Universe, marking the beginning 

of the uprising. The Manifesto “unveil[ed] the ideas of Rhodakanaty and Zalacosta, and through 

them, those of Charles Fourier and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon,” indicates Illades.393 It “situated the 

hacendados, landowners, or latifundistas on one side and the laborers, workers, or proletarians 

on the other, as two opposite poles in the countryside whose confrontation lay at the base of the 

agrarian conflict.”394 Taken from a slightly different vantage, “we might say that two decades 

after Karl Marx and Fredrich Engels and The Communist Manifesto, the manifesto of Chalco 

appeared,” writes Eduardo Flores Clair. “They contain several similarities; they identify class 

enemies, in this case the landowners, government, and church. They describe the workers, the 

proletarian and laborers’ conditions, as trapped by an economic system that had immersed them 

in poverty.”395 Whether from a so-called authoritarian or antiauthoritarian socialist position, the 
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message of the Manifesto was clear: peasants and workers needed to ally against their economic 

exploitation by landowners. 

 The bookends of the Manifesto reflect the two perspectives named above. Its first lines 

open with a call to arms that foretells the bloodshed to be spilt during the uprising. “Let us go to 

the container of blood,” says Chávez López. “What does it matter if this blood is generous? It 

will fertilize our fields; it will give exuberance to the plants and it will leave a trace for the future 

humanity. An infinity of years and centuries have we walked laboriously, suffocated by our 

fatigue, misery, ignorance, and tyranny; the day of sacred revenge is upon us.”396 Setting apart 

the sanguine imagery, these words could have seemingly been lifted from Marx and Engels’s 

own Manifesto or other writings circa 1848 from the likes of Proudhon or Louis Auguste 

Blanqui.  

 The last lines, in contrast, bring to the foreground the kind of mutualism Chávez López 

would have learned from Rhodakanaty’s teachings. “We want to abolish everything that is a sign 

of tyranny among men,” says Chávez López, instead “living in societies of fraternity and 

mutualism and establishing the Universal Republic of Harmony.”397 Striking a milder tone than 

its vivid opening, these last lines of the Manifesto begin to elucidate the kind of agricultural 

organization based on Fourierian principles that Rhodakanaty wanted to found in the 

countryside. “The obvious intent of Rhodakanaty’s curriculum,” as John Hart reiterates, “was to 

produce literate and socialist campesinos capable of effective oratory and possessing knowledge 

of organizing methods.”398 Organizing, in this case, also included how society was to be 

organized after the revolution. If the revolution returned the land to the indigenous peasants, for 

Chávez López and the farmers in Chalco, organization after the revolution meant eliminating the 
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“system of exploitation, allowing all to plant freely in the place of their choosing,” it meant 

meeting “together in the form they think most convenient, forming large or small agricultural 

societies that guard themselves in common defense, without the need for one group of men to 

order and punish them.”399 “What we need,” Chávez López summarizes, “is the founding of a 

social contract among men on the basis of mutual respect.”400 The fusing of Rousseau and 

Fourier recalls Rhodakanaty’s critique of the latter. A social contract based on mutual respect—

mutualism in the language of Fourier and Proudhon—would not run into the possibility of 

freeing the citizen only in voice and in vote and likely ending in despotic rule. Mutualism 

pointed to the give-and-take involved in communal living. It would organize the agrarian 

commune in lockstep with the motto that appeared on the front page of La Comuna: “From each 

according to his capacities, to each according to his labor.”401 It was a mutualism that followed 

Rhodakanaty’s coupling of cooperatives with a rejection of the state. 

 Or, was it indeed that simple? Mutualism, as developed by Proudhon, posited a world in 

which labor exchanged its fruits for other fruits that embodied the same amount of labor. It 

would ideally rid the world of surplus value. While developing the theory of mutualism, 

Proudhon remained mindful not only of how capitalism produced inequalities over time through 

exchange but also of the ways in which credit and debt played key roles in the system’s 

reproduction of inequality. Chávez López’s Manifesto, for all of its spirited calls to arms, forces 

the question of debt onto the table in a decisive manner.402 Between the Marxist call to change 

the world and the utopian socialist plan to do so, Chávez López methodically explains why the 
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situation for indigenous peasants in Chalco has gotten so dire. And it has to do with generation 

upon generation of debt. 

 
Our fathers were bought by the hacienda at the price of one real per day of labor and, 
since it was not possible to subsist on one real, because on the established markets in the 
haciendas items were bought at more exaggerated prices, even those items we produced 
with our own hands, month by month, year by year, a debt amounted that was charged to 
our parents. Who could settle that debt when the working day was not worth more than a 
mere real? Who was going to give our fathers the loan to cover their debts? Who would 
open a credit line for them when credit itself is always in the hands of the unlawful 
owners of production? When we came to this world we found ourselves with the debts 
our fathers had passed on to us and, so it seems, we had been born slaves and with the 
obligation of continuing to work in the same place, under the same system, with the 
punishment of covering that famous debt. But our workday salary also did not increase; 
our credit lines also did not open and we had to conform to the same situation.403 
 

 Though the answer seems simple, it demonstrates an acute knowledge of economics not 

shared by many contemporary liberal and conservative writers in Mexico City, let alone in places 

like Chalco. But it also marks a change in subject without a change in tone, pointing to Chávez 

López’s oratorical abilities. Though Rhodakanaty “spoke about agrarian feudalism represented 

by the haciendas practically without referencing debt peonage,”404 Chávez López made the 

connection between economic exploitation under capitalism and slavery central to his argument 

in favor of revolting to recover sold indigenous land.  

 Rhodakanaty learned from his one-time student. Almost ten years to the day after Chávez 

López gave his Manifesto, Rhodakanaty issued some of his most unambiguous statements on 

socialism and his political project in an article for El Hijo del Trabajo. The article was titled 

“What We Want” and succinctly explained Rhodakanaty’s idea of socialism. Unlike his previous 

writings, however, this article spent more time delving into the economic arguments in favor of 

socialism. “It is necessary, very necessary above all,” he writes in an implied homage to Chávez 
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López, “to strike the ‘agrarian law’ and to dissolve those haciendas, true feudal institutions and 

the location of slavery and ignorance for the indigenous race of the country.”405 “Socialism,” he 

continues, “needs to destroy political economy, because it cannot allow that the proletariat 

continue to be the victim of its absurd doctrines, whose practice, in the last instance, sacrifices 

the pure and sublime idea of eternal justice to the thoughtless calculus of utility, which only is so 

for rich entrepreneurs and capitalists, but synonymous with calamity for the people, for the 

proletarian class of society.”406 From Rhodakanaty, Chávez López learned to make the 

connection from debt to slavery; from Chávez López, Rhodakanaty understood the link between 

slavery and blind spots of all of classical political economy, from Adam Smith to David Ricardo.  

 

 

REVOLUTIONARY PEDAGOGY 

 A pedagogical vision of politics does not only move knowledge from teacher to student. 

As Jacques Rancière intimates in his work on Joseph Jacotot, an “ignorant schoolmaster” often 

times learns as much, if not more, from his or her students.407 And for this exchange to transpire, 

the student and teacher’s will and intelligence must be placed with respect to one another’s in a 

particular way. For Rancière, Jacotot revolutionized pedagogical practice by not allowing his 

intelligence to figure in his relationships with students. Jacotot severed the link between 

intelligence and will that had, until then, governed student-teacher dynamics in eighteenth-
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century Europe. The idea was not that he was more intelligent, and that that intelligence was to 

be passed down to them didactically. It was, instead, that they learn dialogically.  

 Platonic dialogues stage an encounter between two equals. The dialogical process, like 

Rancière’s idea of the “ignorant schoolmaster,” leaves intelligence out of the picture by 

assuming speakers of equal intelligence. What emerges from Socrates’s dialogues with other 

men in Athens, then, has nothing to do with a fight over intelligence. It, instead, concerns the 

process that puts these intelligences on equal footing. Many of Socrates’s counterparts assume a 

higher intelligence. Though their assumption does not usually appear at first, the dialogue 

eventually exposes it and works to disabuse the speaker opposite Socrates of it. These 

assumptions reveal the fundamentally superior intelligence the speakers believe to hold over 

Socrates, while the latter harbors no assumptions about intelligence whatsoever. 

 With intelligence off the table, Rancière turns to the location of the will. Rancière sees 

that, in Jacotot’s pedagogical theory, “a pure relationship of will to will had been established 

between master and student: a relationship wherein the master’s domination resulted in an 

entirely liberated relationship between the intelligence of the student and that of the book—the 

intelligence of the book that was also the thing in common, the egalitarian intellectual link 

between the master and student.”408 Although the student submits his or her will to the master, 

who provides the student with a minimal amount of direction, his or her intelligence governs 

itself. “There is stultification whenever one intelligence is subordinated to another,” he writes. 

  
A person—and a child in particular—may need a master when his own will is not strong 
enough to set him on track and keep him there. But that subjection is purely one of will 
over will. It becomes stultification when it links an intelligence to another intelligence. In 
the act of teaching and learning there are two wills and two intelligences. We will call 
their coincidence stultification. In the experimental situation Jacotot created, the student 
was linked to a will, Jacotot’s, and to an intelligence, the book’s—the two entirely 
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distinct. We will call the known and maintained difference of the two relations—the act 
of an intelligence obeying only itself even while the will obeys another will—
emancipation.409 
 

 Over the short history of Rhodakanaty’s pedagogical works, whether in pamphlets like 

Cartilla socialista or in newspaper articles like “La comuna americana,” the teaching of hitherto 

unknown philosophical ideas operated as a profoundly political act. The onset of the 1880s 

witnessed the rise of Porfiriato’s científicos, an intellectual class with very close ties to the 

government that wanted to keep these philosophical ideas at bay in favor of supposedly more 

scientific, positivist ones. Speculative thinking about this moment might direct us toward asking 

the question of what could have happened to the history of Mexican education, if not Mexican 

politics altogether, had Rhodakanaty and not Gabino Barreda been chosen by Juárez to run the 

system. Would we see today more pedagogical experiments like those being carried out by the 

Zapatistas in the form of escuelitas? Would public schools have organized the relationship 

between teacher and student differently, assuming an equality of intelligence throughout the 

learning process? Or, less ambitiously, what might leftist critique look like today had Mexican 

anarchists, communists, and socialists alike given more of their attention over to the question of 

education (or pedagogy), assuming it as one of society’s most pressing and consequential 

dimensions instead of as a merely secondary concern? 

 Any answers to these questions would be wild conjecture at best. But harvesting 

Rhodakanaty’s oeuvre, as this chapter has attempted to show, one can see many of the outlines 

and much of the content of what late-nineteenth century pedagogy on the Mexican left might 

look like. Utopian socialism following the tradition of Fourier proved to be an ideology 

capacious enough for Rhodakanaty to have recruited followers as different as Julio Chávez 
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López, an indigenous, anti-statist militant, and Santiago Villanueva, a communist-inspired 

partisan of the First International. Then again, though he used the term often, “dogma” as it’s 

understood today didn’t figure in Rhodakanaty’s thinking. Rhodakanaty understood dogma to 

mean something akin to “program,” “plan,” or “form”—that is, in the philosophical sense as the 

organizing principles that guide the layout of an idea.  

 Influenced by the Paris Commune, Rhodakanaty was not persuaded by compelling others 

to follow a given program. He knew such impositions would ostracize many, and a significant 

amount would leave as a result. Ever the medical scientist, Rhodakanaty’s added to his utopian 

socialist principles the important notion of experimentation. Social forms, for him, must first be 

submitted to the judgment of citizens: essayed locally, then proposed in general. Citizens, like 

students, did not learn well from condescension. They did not learn from submitting their 

intelligence to a supposedly higher one. They learned best from debating with equals and 

collectively deciding on the forms that would embody their sovereignty. They learned best 

through imagining their future dialogically. 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has endeavored to show, in part, how political and aesthetic ideas have 

travelled throughout the Atlantic world. It finds in recent scholarship both inspiration and 

interlocutors that share this interest and have been wrestling with these ideas for some time. 

Scholars of transatlantic studies in Hispanism have so far developed a significant body of work 

that addresses this circulation. Alejandro Mejías-López’s The Inverted Conquest (2009), for 

instance, argues that the importation of Spanish American modernismo to Spain is “a thoroughly 

transatlantic story that neither the neo- nor the postcolonial framework has been able to tell.”410 
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“Dismantling the myths of modernity” according to a paradigm of reading transatlantic 

inversions, Mejías-López argues, shows us “that the historical development of Latin America 

finds many parallels with developments taking place in southern Europe. The notion of a 

monolithic Europe hides rather than illuminates these connections and, in so doing, prevents us 

from examining them and their implications.”411 Reading in this transatlantic key, Mejías-López 

echoes earlier work on imperial Spain by scholars such as Michael Iarocci at the same time that 

he questions the way in which subalternists such as Mignolo and Enrique Dussel oversimplify 

concepts like modernity.412 Mejías-López contends that this oversimplification, in fact, 

reinforces rather than challenge conventional narratives about Europe. Advancing a transatlantic 

perspective, which is capable of considering Spain and Latin America together, he proposes an 

account that has the ability to grasp Europe’s own heterogeneous response to modernity as well 

as its vexed uptake by many of Latin America’s writers, stuck in the particularly bourgeois 

position of desiring European culture abroad while defending attempts to develop an organically 

nationalistic at home. 

 Mejías-López’s questioning of sweeping concepts like modernity has set the stage for the 

more recent scholarly turn in transatlantic studies to exploring other available ones that might be 

made more particular. The return of two concepts, “translation” and “world literature,” have 

decidedly oriented Hispanist work in transatlantic studies over the past half-decade. Both 

concepts, whose reemergence has dominated the discipline of comparative literature since the 

early 2000s, broaden the scope of literary studies to account for transnational affinities across 

linguistic divides. In the best of cases, they serve as theoretical vessels for studies anchored in 

specific historical epochs. They eschew, therefore, sweeping appraisals of “modernity” or the 
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“colonial encounter,” which, far from opening up discussions about the longue durée of history, 

instead reduce it largely to historical polemics. A pair of recent books have mobilized these 

concepts to great effect, using the Atlantic as a kind of prism to refract back and forth the various 

kinds of aesthetic glances from both Latin America and Europe.  

 In After Translation (2013), a study of poetry in a transnational context that includes the 

United States, Spain, Chile, Portugal, and Barbados, Ignacio Infante critiques the “essentially 

monolingual framework” that has inhibited transatlantic literary studies in Hispanism and 

elsewhere since its inception.413 Although the transnational turn ushered in a productive series of 

cross-field engagements—between scholars of British and American literature, Spanish and 

Latin American literature, etc.—it failed to break with “the scholarly traditions institutionalized 

in departments of national languages, literatures, and cultures in the United States and 

Europe.”414 In other words, transatlantic studies, for Infante, still suffers from transnationalism’s 

unfortunate monolingual handicap. Though we do not all have the gift, time, or resources to 

develop polyglotism, Infante argues that theorizing translation may help eliminate some 

unquestioned disciplinary assumptions. “These areas of transatlantic research,” he writes, “lose 

an opportunity not only of reintegration but ultimately of properly encountering the inherent 

complexity and spatiotemporal ambiguity at the core of the transnational dimension of their 

objects of cultural analysis.”415 The translation of texts, like the Atlantic Ocean itself, facilitates 

the circulation of ideas between otherwise distant places. Thus, it would behoove scholars to 

consider what happens not only when ideas migrate from one place to another, but when they 

cross the boundaries of language as well. 

                                                
413 Ignacio Infante, After Translation: The Transfer and Circulation of Modern Poetics across the Atlantic (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 2. 
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 Though not explicitly a work of transatlantic studies, Mariano Siskind’s Cosmopolitan 

Desires (2014) develops the concept of “world literature” as it relates to Latin America and the 

region’s projection of European-inspired universalistic ideals. World literature, for Siskind, “is 

[an] attempt to posit a literature that is outside Latin American literature […] where marginal 

cosmopolitans find the bits and pieces they can put together to articulate a nonparticularistic 

cultural modernization.”416 In other words, world literature is a term that expresses the 

modernista critique of the particularism that went hand in hand with the autonomization of 

literature around the turn of the twentieth century. Siskind’s is an important corrective to the way 

world literature has been used so far: following the work of Pascale Casanova, many seek to 

explain the centrality of Paris, and by extension French universalism, in the nineteenth-century 

literary world for writers at the center and on the outskirts of modern capitalism. Siskind 

unearths the assumption in Casanova and elsewhere that the desire for Paris was, in fact, 

achieved. What Siskind finds more productive is to explore why cosmopolitanism was the means 

for attempting to put Latin American writing on the world literary scene and why this 

cosmopolitan project failed so spectacularly.  

 While Siskind and Infante engage with today’s importatn theoretical terms in 

comparative literary studies, other Hispanists have turned instead to material aspects of the 

transatlantic world that express the economic, intellectual, and political divides that separate 

Spain from its former colonies. In her book, The Everyday Atlantic (2013), for example, Tania 

Gentic theorizes the uneven yet constant circulation of newspaper chronicles from Río de Janeiro 

to Barcelona as a way of thinking in a transatlantic mode. “The meanwhile reading implicit to 

the daily newspaper chronicle,” she writes, “suggests that it is possible to break down the border, 
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the nation-state, and even colonialities of power as determinants of subjectivity by critically 

thinking the everyday Atlantic subject as ephemeral and fluctuating. In this way, the everyday 

Atlantic destabilizes essentializing understandings of national or geoculturally-determined 

communities and makes possible other, ephemeral forms.”417 Itinerant newspaper chronicles, in 

Gentic’s approach, are the quintessential transatlantic literary material. Crónicas, she argues, 

critically register ‘in real time,’ as it were, the historical, political, and social connections 

between far flung regions such as Mexico, Cataluña, and Colombia, all the while giving readers 

the nautical sense of movement necessary for apprehending them.  

 Rachel Price, meanwhile, tracks a different kind of materiality. She focuses on the 

“century-long arc, beginning in 1868 and ending in 1968, [of] a thing-oriented aesthetics in the 

Iberian Atlantic.”418 This thing-oriented aesthetics is the subject of her book, The Object of the 

Atlantic (2014), which traces the rise and fall of “concrete” art as a way of reflecting on the 

“transition out of Iberian empire and racialized slavery [] into an era of nominal republicanism, 

which in turn saw more intense globalization and, with it, the eventual erosion of nation-states in 

the face of an absolute reign of the market.”419 Like parallel magnets that influence each others’ 

every move, Price traces the material permutations of an idea, concretism, alongside its 

correlative transformations in politics, history, and economics to show the ways in which certain 

artistic forms can offer nuanced understandings of conventional narratives. A final example of 

this attention to materiality in transatlantic studies may be found in José Luis Venegas’s 

Transatlantic Correspondence (2014). The book focuses on the rise of epistolary genre in the 

period after Spain’s loss of its last American colonies in 1892. It argues that the use of both 
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actual and fictional letters challenge forms of cultural nationalism and imperialism “by 

contesting the temporal homogeneity demanded by organic conceptions of collectivity and the 

kind of historical continuity that unproblematically links colonial and postcolonial times.”420 As 

Gentic finds in her study of the crónica, Venegas also sees epistolary works registering the 

uneven yet ostensibly homogenized temporal connection across both sides of the Atlantic. These 

insights from transatlantic studies compel Hispanists to rethink the condition of unevenness—

now not only in political terms, but also in temporal ones—that so clearly marked the 

development of capitalism in both Spain and its former Spanish American colonies.   

Finally, Lisa Surwillo’s Monsters by Trade (2014) offers one of the first accounts of the 

transatlantic slave trade in Spanish literature from a transatlantic perspective. Mostly ignored in 

studies of nineteenth-century Spanish literature and culture, the transatlantic slave trade, which 

experienced its biggest boom after being ruled illegal, provides Surwillo with an extensive 

roadmap for marking the nation’s deep anxieties over its shrinking empire. Her book, taking the 

baton from studies like Iarocci’s, which questioned previously assumed monolithic notions about 

Spain’s Europeanness, tracks the figure of the negrero—a slave trader or entrepreneur who 

financed trading—across major literary figures of the nineteenth- and twentieth-centuries such as 

Benito Pérez Galdós and Pío Baroja. The rewriting in the historiography of the twentieth century 

of the nineteenth-century transatlantic slave trade as simply a Cuban issue “drew neat lines 

between home and abroad” and marginalized the way in which it spurred Spanish finance and 

economic liberalization.421 A careful attention to literature’s transatlantic gaze, however, tells a 

rather more vexed story about Spanish imperialism. The slave trader, Surwillo argues, “was, 

simultaneously, a symbol of Spanish defiance of the British maritime ascendency, a conduit of 
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wealth for the empire, the occult force behind the government, and an outlaw, in many ways 

beyond the control of Cubans or the Spanish government.”422 In her book, the slave trader is not 

so much a literary figure in the traditional sense as a repository for personal, general, and 

censured commentary on Spain’s political, economic, and legal history, for which official 

documents did the monotonous job of saving face. Though one might say that the topic of the 

slave trade is by its very nature transatlantic, Surwillo’s historically grounded account is one of 

the first to read Spain by Cuba, so to speak, that is, to argue for the centrality of a Latin 

American country in understanding a European one. 

 Over the course of four chapters, this dissertation has drawn on these and other studies in 

order to examine the way in which some of the most powerful and lasting political ideas in 

nineteenth-century Mexico often arrived in peculiar aesthetic forms. Philosophical pamphlets 

and manifestos—inserted into the centerfold of weekend newspapers, whose proliferation 

throughout the second half of the nineteenth century connected left-wing activists in Mexico City 

with indigenous struggles in the countryside with remarkable efficacy—proved to be a useful 

way of attracting young minds dissatisfied with narrow and superficial rhetoric governing 

mainstream political discourse. Especially when given a self-consciously pedagogical 

framework, as Rhodakanaty’s were, philosophical pamphlets aimed to explode the previous 

barriers to entry into the country’s political and intellectual—ultimately, letrado—scene. In the 

same way, more conventional aesthetic forms such as the one-act play were also used in order to 

reach a wide audience. Foreign playwrights, especially Antonio García Gutiérrez in the early 

1840s, introduced Romanticism to Mexican theaters in a way that was deeply politicized. He put 

on works such as Simón Bocanegra—first performed only a year before its author reached the 

Americas in 1844—that were invested in rediscovering and recovering moments in a 
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transatlantic revolutionary history that might connect the germanías in Valencia during the reign 

of Charles V with the Tupac Amaru II rebellion in the Viceroyalty of Perú during the late 

eighteenth century. José Zorrilla, a writer on the opposite end of the political spectrum from 

García Gutiérrez, wrestled with this legacy during his time in Mexico, theorizing his own 

economic insecurity as an artist by way of epistles of cultural and literary criticism. Like García 

Gutiérrez’s play, Zorrilla’s four-part letter to fellow Romantic playwright Ángel de Saavedra 

(better known as Duque de Rivas), too, exhibited not only a sophisticated understanding of the 

effects of economic liberalization in the Atlantic world, but also a unique attention to the way 

aesthetic form might shape the audience of a particular political message.  

Plays such as José Martí’s Amor con amor se paga, despite initial appearances, looked to 

politicize their mostly bourgeois audience, on the one hand, and provide a space for introspection 

for their working class audience, on the other. The form of the one-act play gave Martí a 

flexibility not afforded to writers of novels and poems. Largely reserved for the moneyed classes, 

novels practiced a didactic form of pedagogy that disinterested the bourgeoisie or alienated 

working class people whose concerns were most often not represented. Above all, however, 

reading novels or volumes of poetry was a solitary act. Plays, by contrast, elicited collective 

engagement from its audience, which cut across the Mexican working and bourgeois classes. As 

Martí himself points out in his Escenas mexicanas, working class people had ample opportunity 

and resources to attend performances—the same about which could not be said for books. The 

collective engagement of theater was less didactic in nature, and Martí’s play reflected on the 

ongoing worker’s movement in Mexico City through a seemingly escapist fantasy about a couple 

in love. For many in Mexico at the time, the form of the play, far from didactic and alienating, 

proved multifaceted and engaging. Draped in the tone of melodrama and histrionics, it molded its 
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audience as a whole into a collective political subject. Historical painting, an aesthetic form that 

shuffled in and out of favor with the Paris Salon, was being transformed in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Édouard Manet, Gustave Courbet, and others built on the earlier work of 

Francisco de Goya in order to revitalize a form in accordance with the political transformations 

that were taking place in the Parisian streets. As is the case with Martí and his play, Manet’s 

most influential historical painting was similarly an attempt to spur self-reflection in the 

audience. Manet questioned the assumptions of his own viewers also, like Martí, through the use 

of tone. The strategy would be adapted by many of Manet’s artistic followers in Paris, including 

Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Edgar Degas—the last of which began his career as a 

history painter before turning toward impressionism. Not unlike what Caravaggio’s engrossing 

use of chiaroscuro did for Baroque painting at the turn of the seventeenth century, Manet’s 

dramatic contrast of color and subject to yield irony similarly gave artists the ability to create 

their own alternative collective experience to standardized Salon expectations, which had 

increasingly shut the door on artwork it deemed politically counter to Napoleon III’s regime. 

Tone, for Manet and others, threw open the doors to igniting political consciousness through 

historical painting.  

The present dissertation is by no means an exhaustive history of aesthetic forms and the 

ways in which they have been politicized over the course of the second half of the nineteenth 

century in Mexico. But it is a modest attempt to show how these politicized aesthetic forms 

demonstrated a growing critique of the liberalization of the Atlantic economy, which saw 

workers, peasants, and artists together become aware of their shared precarious economic 

position in Mexican society. Medical students in Mexico City viewed their own work as labor at 

the same time that they deemed the work of hatmakers intellectual labor. Artists joined in the 
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collective struggle for worker’s rights, organizing in unions, representing organizations at 

congresses, and performing shows with the idea of pooling their earnings for the families of 

striking workers. In the countryside, indigenous workers philosophized and mestizo students 

labored collectively in agrarian communes organized according to the principles of French 

utopian socialists, such as Charles Fourier.  

Though the chapters are arranged in chronological order, each builds on the previous one 

in a particular way. Political forms that are local in both theory and practice, such as the self-

conscious artist-worker, give way to more universal and international forms, such as the general 

strike or the commune. In a sense, each political form leads to the next. Between the passage of 

the 1857 Constitution and the dawn of the Porfiriato regime, the Mexican labor movement 

continually grew. As Chapter 3 explains, Mexico witnessed its first labor strikes during the early 

1870s. Newspapers such as El Hijo del Trabajo or El Socialista doubled as political 

organizations. And the Great Worker’s Circle in 1876 brought together laborers from across the 

country to meet, strategize, and announce their political claims. The dissertation’s timeline ends 

sometime around the early 1880s, when Rhodakanaty publishes Cartilla socialista-republicana 

(1883), his follow-up pamphlet to Cartilla socialista (1861), and his work shifts definitively 

toward metaphysics and religion. (Rhodakanaty would found the Mexican branch of the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, also known as the Mormon Church, and become its first 

Elder in 1879.)423 One may wonder why this turn takes place in Rhodakanaty’s writing and 

thinking at all. Although his philosophical forefathers—notably the German idealists—viewed 

religion as central component of their thinking, turning toward religion, especially Mormonism, 

was by no means the most straightforward path for Rhodakanaty. After all, he had amassed a 

small, yet devoted following to his eclectic version of utopian socialism over the previous two 
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decades, many of which, he himself noted, were more revolutionary than he was and, thus, likely 

less religious. A macroscopic perspective suggests that it might have had to do with the rise of 

Porfirio Díaz, whose authoritarian regime pressured and censored critical voices like 

Rhodakanaty’s. Regardless of the cause, Mexican artists and workers who did not curry favor 

with the regime would be left out of institutional politics and forced out of insurrectionary 

politics for roughly the next thirty years. Nevertheless, significant organizing would continue to 

happen just below the surface of Mexican public discourse or even outside Mexico proper.424 

And when the results of that organizing came into the public view as the first decade of the 

twentieth century drew to a close, they were covered with the imprints of the history of Mexican 

political organizing—from the Great Worker’s Circle, in which Martí participated, to 

Rhodakanaty’s utopian socialist organization of agrarian communes. 
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