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Latin American Incorporation of Multiethnic Cultures


Latin America and the United States are often juxtaposed, as though the multitude of countries within Latin America can be put side by side to the singular United States. Once political borders are removed or ignored though, a comparable relationship can be made between the two massive geographies. Within Latin America, unifying themes are prevalent, and while they do not create a black-and-white image of all the encompassed countries, topics such as religion, race and independence can be simplified to make understanding the area easier. Simplified, Latin America has truly been able to become the proverbial “melting pot” of ethnicities, as peoples of indigenous, African and European descent have intermarried and created a wide spectrum of ethnicities generally accepted and understood throughout the region.

From the time of the first transatlantic crossing of Christopher Columbus in 1492, indigenous and European peoples, and soon afterwards, blacks have come into contact with each other in a way not seen in the United States. While the early settlers of the English colonies coexisted with the Native Americans, it is rare to come across stories of racial mixing—as the story of Pocahontas and John Smith is a tall tale exacted from an exceptional case. Although much of the settlers’ survival was due to help from Native Americans, these relationships never lead to a serious mixing of ethnicities. In Latin American countries though, “there may be several hundred minority groups within a single country” (Goodwin 6). This comes from a more accepted coalescence between races that have also created such religions as voodoo, with variants like Santeria and Candomble, amalgamations of original African religion with Roman Catholicism (Adderley). During slavery in America, there were recorded interracial relationships, but instead of becoming members of a tiered hierarchal society based on whiteness (Stavans 21) as in Latin America, these people were recognized as blacks at best and outcasts at worst. New Orleans is an exception to the rule, as long term French influence, in comparison to that of English Protestant (Paz), as well as being one of the largest harbors for the import of slaves (Van Sant) created a unique environment for a similar hierarchy in the United States. Today, New Orleans is part of a growing United States Latino population, also apparent in Los Angeles, New York and Miami (Stavans).  Within this immigrated population, the United States recognizes “seventy different variations of Latinos” (Stavans 8) in the country, to a comparative homogenized white European ethnicity. Latin America takes pride in its plethora of people’s histories (Stavans 4) with a stress on oral history (Adderley), while the United States relies on a near definitive textual history of white European settlers, verifiable in the textbooks of American children. 

In reference to Mexico, Octavio Paz says in “The Telltale Mirror,” “what we are really doing is calling several quite different historical entities by the same name.”  Even within the confines of Mexico, Paz finds the stereotypes put on his mother country to be discriminating and illogical. Yet the necessity for human thought to properly grasp ideas requires a simplification of cultures to find parallels. To compare the United States and Latin America this is essential, especially in regards to the treatment of ethnicity within each area. As easily as Latin America recognizes variations on ethnicity, there are likewise discriminating hierarchies and racial riots found throughout, in contradiction to the overall belief of acceptance. Meanwhile America is known for its emulsion of people from all across the globe, cohabiting the same environment, but rarely mixing. This notion as well gives into a larger stereotype that is not the epitome of truth. Instead, this should stand merely as a representation of how we treat people of differing ethnicities, in the United States as well as Latin America—but not the reality in which we live.
