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Artists, curators, and cultural workers all waited eagerly to view the anticipated 
exhibition Ante América. After inaugurating in Bogotá, Colombia, in 1991 and 
traveling to the United States in 1993, the exhibition arrived in San José, Costa 
Rica, where it was hosted by El Museo de Arte y Diseño Contemporáneo in 
1994. It was one of several Latin American art exhibitions in the United States 
and Europe fueled by a growing interest in multiculturalism and an attempt 
to address the growing Latina/o populations, albeit doing so through the pro-
motion of Latin American art.1 Ante América, curated by Gerardo Mosquera, 
Rachel Weiss, and Carolina Ponce de León, was of particular interest for 
Central Americans because its curators presented it as one of the first Latin 

INTRODUCTION
Against Visual Coloniality
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2  Introduction

American exhibitions curated from the “inside” and proposed an expanded 
geographical vision of Latin America by including artists from South America, 
the Caribbean, and of African descent together with Chicana/o and Native 
American artists. Yet, when Ante América arrived in Costa Rica, many in the 
region were surprised at the blatant omission of Central American artists from 
this hemispheric approach. During the exhibit’s theoretical encounter, audi-
ence members questioned the curators on the Central American absence from 
their vision, to which the curators replied that they were simply unaware of any 
artistic activity taking place in Central America.2

The exclusion of seven countries (Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, Hondu-
ras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama) from Ante América revealed to at-
tendees the nature of disappearance of an entire region from a hemispheric 
artistic framework, even when led by desires for diversity. Some understood that 
under the layer of innocent unfamiliarity lie assumptions shaped by colonial log-
ics on who makes art and from what geopolitical locations, for as US curator Dan 
Cameron noted in a review of the show, the three areas overlooked in the exhibi-
tion all shared the most prominent Indigenous populations in Latin America.3 
Moreover, the curators’ selection of the Central American country as a destina-
tion for the exhibition but not considering it as a site of artistic presence reiter-
ated to others the perception of the region as a consumer rather than a creator. 
These realizations became the impetus for a series of regional dialogues, artistic 
initiatives, curatorial visions, art spaces, and a new cultural infrastructure led by 
Central Americans that propelled the artistic scene of postwar Central America 
for years to come, producing renowned artists now included in national and in-
ternational exhibitions, collections, and biennials around the world.4 And yet, 
such moments of disappearance for Central American art are still repeated in 
both research and curatorial projects that collectively form and uphold canons 
in Latin American art in which Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina are defined and 
amplified as Latin American art centers by the inferred voids around them.

The deeper implication of cultural erasure, however, is not limited to inclu-
sion on gallery walls but ripples into sociopolitical spheres in which negation 
of a people’s culture is historically tied to the negation of a people’s history and 
humanity. For Central Americans, visibility and invisibility extend beyond 
aesthetics or exclusion from the canons of art and into the denial and erasure 
of our very existence. Deletion occurs through blatant exclusion of historical 
narratives, reduction into objects of gaze, disappearance into homogenized 
groups and geographies, or existence as targets of empire. Nation-states’ invest-
ment in ideologies of mestizaje (an anti-Indigenous and anti-Black project) 
continue to perpetuate the myth of whiteness, relegating Indigenous peoples 
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Against Visual Coloniality  3

to a romantic past and disallowing Blackness in the region.5 These types of era-
sures are reinforced by an amalgamation of anti-immigrant, anti-refugee, anti-
Black, anti-Indigenous, and anti-lgbtq sentiments in the United States that 
force migrants into obscurity.6

Border zones further amplify Central American imperceptibility. Maritza E. 
Cárdenas has theorized the nonrecognition of US Central Americans as the 
“Other Than Mexican” logic, or “otm”—an acronym first used by US Border 
Patrol to taxonomize immigrants, and a logic that propels the “unintelligibility” 
of Central Americans beyond the border.7 Central Americans’ incomprehensi-
bility, and by extension the unrecognizability of their creative productions, is 
only reversed when they are read/seen by institutions and political entities as 
subjects of suffering and destitute. Thus, Central America remains hypervisible 
in US imaginaries as a tropical site of misery and violence in need of inter-
vention, while artistic and cultural production from the region remains little 
known, or unimaginable. This obscurity further parallels what Sarita Echavez 
See calls “imperial forgetting” in her own work on the Filipino American con-
text as a process in which US empire forgets it is empire by categorically erasing 
those it subjugates and denying them the space and language needed for the 
exploration and articulation of their culture and history.8

Nonetheless, artists in Central America continue to defy a multiplicity of 
erasures, whether it be forceful disappearance, cultural elimination, historical 
deletion, or the normalization of institutional forgetting. In 2003, Guatemalan 
artist Regina José Galindo created ¿Quién puede borrar las huellas?, one of the 
most iconic performances of Central American contemporary art in reaction 
to the repression of historical memory. The state had just approved General José 
Efraín Ríos Montt’s candidacy to presidency despite his involvement in geno-
cide during the country’s civil war (1960–96). Throughout his 1981–82 tenure, 
Ríos Montt oversaw the rape, torture, displacement, infanticide, and murder of 
more than 1,771 Ixil Maya people in Guatemala. Outraged at the state’s histori-
cal amnesia, Galindo, dressed in black, walked silently and barefoot from the 
Constitutional Court of Guatemala to the National Palace, two institutions and 
symbols of power (see figure I.1). She carried with her a basin of human blood, 
only pausing periodically to place her feet inside before leaving a trail of bloody 
footprints between the two locations. As she walked, Galindo passed before a 
line of policing figures, protectors of the nation-state, and after an hour ended 
the action with two feet pointing toward the National Palace—the last of the 
blood-spattered footsteps—where she left the basin of blood and walked away.

As inferred by the performance’s title, ¿Quien puede borrar las huellas? 
(Who can erase the traces?), Galindo confronted the Constitutional Court 
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FIGURE I.1.
Regina José Galindo, ¿Quién  
puede borrar las huellas?,  
2003, performance. Courtesy  
of the artist.
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with its historical amnesia, rejected its narrative of peace and justice, and lo-
cated nation-state institutions as accessories to crimes against humanity. 
Though pained and enraged, Galindo did not utter a word or a scream. In-
stead, with her own body, she materialized a trail of bloodstained footmarks 
that metaphorically made visible the people most erased by the nation-state; 
the red stains created a ghostly presence of the thousands of Maya Indigenous 
people murdered and disappeared under Ríos Montt (see figure I.2). Her cor-
poral gesture evoked the ephemeral and the fragility of life and memory in 
Guatemala while she refused to let the state expunge its role in Indigenous ex-
termination from the collective and historical memory. Beyond the forgetting 
of genocide, she condemned Guatemala’s use of systematic erasure to facilitate 
reoccurrences of state-sanctioned oppression.

Visual Disobedience defies imperial forgetting and the erasure of our human-
ity by offering a panorama of art across three decades in Central America. The 
forty artists and over eighty artworks analyzed in this book attest to both the 
experimentation and the abundance of creativity and art making in the region, 
and to a critical understanding of how colonial legacies and US empire fuel the 
mass exodus of refugees and asylum seekers arriving at the US-Mexico border. 
I specifically focus my attention on a postwar context, beginning in the 1990s, 
when the region transitioned into a period of reconciliation following years of 
US intervention, revolution, and occupation. Yet, as I show, the afterlives of 
violence have produced new emergent manifestations with ongoing displace-
ment, racial and gender violence, and criminalization and repression that cause 
the current exodus and dispossession of Central Americans.

Guatemalan artist Jorge de León gestured at this perpetuity of violence in 
another iconic performance of the region, El círculo (The circle)(2000). Dur-
ing his action, the artist inserted a needle and thread through his lips in a cir-
cular motion, sealing his lips shut as a testimony to the continuity and cyclical 
nature of violence in a so-called postwar region (see figure I.3). Metaphorically, 
he enacted the repeated sequence of silencing and violence that, despite the sign-
ing of peace accords in 1996 that ended a thirty-six-year-long war in Guatemala, 
remained a common form of repression through fear tactics and unresolved in-
justices. De León was not only physically drawing and visualizing with the nee-
dle and thread but also feeling this painful act. His performance conveyed the 
continuous muzzling of historical pain and scarring on the collective body in 
the rotation of state and imperial aggression that the artists in this book address.

The so-called postwar context further marks a transitional moment for the 
region and its creative expression, both politically and conceptually, which in-
cludes a new postwar understanding of historical violence beyond the Cold 
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FIGURE I.2.
Regina José Galindo, ¿Quién  
puede borrar las huellas?,  
2003, performance. Courtesy  
of the artist.
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FIGURE I.3.
Jorge de León, El círculo: Festival 
octubre azul, 2000, performance. 
Photograph by Regina José 
Galindo. Courtesy of the artist.
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War or left-/right-wing rhetoric of the decades prior, and an innovative crit-
ical visual language that includes performance, conceptual, installation, new 
media, and video art. This shift is evidenced in the works of activists and art-
ists like Nicaraguan-born Elyla (Fredman Barahona), who turns to embodied 
performance to push against the left- and right-wing binaries that dominate 
Nicaraguan politics. In Ni azul blanco ni rojo negro (Neither blue white, or red 
black) (2019), the artist walked to the Nicaraguan Embassy from La Carpio, a 
poor neighborhood in San José, Costa Rica, where thousands of Nicaraguans 
settled during the conflict in the 1980s to 1990s and remain marginalized by 
the government (see figure I.4). During the procession, the artist carried a 
baby doll half-covered in red-black (a reference to the Sandinista Revolution 
of the 1970s) and the other half in blue-white (a reference to the now San-
dinista political party led by Daniel Ortega), thus binding patriarchal revo-
lution with contemporary neoliberal politics. Physically engulfed in a black 
dress, the artist mourned the failures of both groups in their attempts at lib-
eration and the colonial legacies still entrenched in Nicaragua that sanctioned 
a shared exclusion of queer, nonbinary, and Afro-descendants from visions of 
the ideal nation-state. Instead, the artist pushed for anticolonial conversations 
that center queer, feminist, Afro, and Indigenous perspectives and autonomy.9 
These interconnected creative dialogues as briefly exemplified with Galindo’s, 
de León’s, and Elyla’s actions offer a new imaginative use of the body and space 
for critical interventions into issues of racial, gendered, and colonial violence 
not previously addressed during years of conflict in the 1970s and 1980s.

While important scholarship has analyzed the social and political nuances 
that form the region’s history and current political climate, to date no US aca-
demic book has offered a history of Central American art, analyzed the cor-
relation between visuality and the legacies of colonialism as they manifest in 
the isthmus, or examined the resulting and ongoing decolonial practices in art.10 
However, with this book I seek not to insert Central American art into Western 
canons from which it has been excluded but rather to expose, disrupt, and dis-
mantle the colonial logic behind systemic violence in the region by theorizing 
creative acts that counter the politics of seeing and invisibility that have been 
used against Central Americans across borders in multiple ways. The emergence 
of Central American art histories thus requires a decolonizing disruption of dis-
ciplinary confines and hegemonies in the art world and knowledge production, 
to dismantle boundaries located not only in geographical spaces and geopo
litical borders that displace migrants but also in conceptual, intellectual, and 
philosophical venues from which Central Americans, and other marginalized 
groups, have long been negated and excluded—including the artistic realm.
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FIGURE I.4.
Elyla (Fredman Barahona),  
Ni azul blanco ni rojo negro,  
2019, performance. Courtesy  
of the artist.
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Visual Disobedience thus offers a contemporary art history of postwar Cen-
tral America through decolonial aesthetics, by which I mean an anticolonial 
reconfiguration of visuality, art, and its principles from the perspective of those 
whom colonial logics place outside the realm of Western art histories, theories, 
and practices. I propose “visual disobedience” as a tactic of resistance within 
decolonial aesthetics—it is a defiance of both state repression and visual colo-
niality; it is an act of praxis and protest against colonial logics and toward the 
decolonization of art and knowledge. Throughout the chapters of this book, I 
frame the practices of Central American artists as collectively forming a visual 
disobedience that attests to the most pressing issues for the region and its dias-
pora, from Indigenous genocide to femicide, anti-lgbtq violence, mass migra-
tion, criminalization, and prison captivity. My analysis of visual disobedience 
in the context of these themes both introduces an array of established and 
emerging artists and offers a critical foundation for understanding the recent 
Central American exodus at the center of US anti-immigrant policies.

DECOLONIALITY AND DECOLONIAL AESTHETICS/AESTHESIS

In La virtualidad del cuerpo: Aparecer y desaparecer en tiempos de guerra (The 
virtuality of the body: Appearing and disappearing in time of war) (2020), a 
performance critiquing the erasure of Afro-diasporic artists from art spaces, 
Afro–Costa Rican artist Marton Robinson eliminated the white walls of the 
gallery altogether and centered the Caribbean jungle as a site of knowledge 
and creation (see figure I.5). In the video performance, the artist pours a white 
glue liquid over his head as a reference to the whitening agenda of nation-states 
in Central America, whose investments in ideologies of mestizaje continue to 
perpetuate the myth of whiteness.11 As the glue covers the majority of his head 
and upper torso, the artist also evokes the white marble sculpture, its connota-
tion of Western high art, of European ideals of beauty, and its placement in white 
Eurocentric art histories. Robinson, who at one point mimics the European clas-
sical white sculpture, begins to wipe the white liquid from his face and head, 
ultimately exposing a failed whitening process over the artist, and thus his cor-
poral resistance to Black erasure in the art world and in the geopolitical spaces 
he navigates. The artist connects a racist logic of whitening of Central American 
peoples with whitening of art spaces and art systems and the masking, disappear-
ance, and reappearance of the politicized Black body. Importantly, Robinson’s 
critiques extend beyond Costa Rica, into a deeper relationship and history be-
tween aesthetics and colonialism that perpetuate assumptions already fused 
into the structures, definitions, and values of the art world.

218-121007_ch01_5P.indd   10218-121007_ch01_5P.indd   10 13/05/24   7:14 PM13/05/24   7:14 PM



FIGURE I.5.
Marton Robinson, La virtualidad del 
cuerpo: Aparecer y desaparecer en tiempos 
de guerra, 2020, video performance (stills). 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Because the Western concept of “art” is entrenched in colonialism, which 
together with US empire is at the core of contemporary Central American 
struggles, this study engages the theorization of decolonial aesthetics by art-
ists, cultural workers, and scholars from the Global South. The term aesthetics 
is a historically determined Western notion and invented formal category with 
which to theorize the senses of a human subject. It reflected a set of princi
ples determined by European intellectual men that focused on specific human 
subjects whose senses and subjectivity they believed were the only ones that 
mattered—themselves. Taste was considered a matter of reflection on the 
senses that only the evolutionary superior species could engage. According to 
racist Darwinian ideas of the time, that meant Western upper-class men. Those 
unable to reflect on the senses, that is, non-Western people, the “underdevel-
oped” or “backward,” could simply only be immersed in their senses.12 Con-
sequently, in early Western art, aesthetics became a body of knowledge that 
implicitly centered art and its sensorial reception, especially vision, as the do-
main of European men. All others (racialized and colonized peoples) were rel-
egated to the subject matter depicted in art, but not the producers or receptors 
whose sensibilities, creativity, and subjectivity required intellectual consider-
ation. As the philosophy of aesthetics was increasingly intertwined with class 
and race, aesthetics became a category of judgment and by extension of moral-
ity and humanity. That is, aesthetics not only upheld the idea of inferior and 
superior races but also perpetuated the idea that racial hierarchies determined 
appreciation for beauty and artistic abilities, thus undermining the creative ex-
pression of subjugated peoples as a way to reinforce hierarchies of human civi-
lization.13 Aesthetics became a colonizing philosophical category, as Robinson 
reminds us in his video performance.

Attempts to decolonize aesthetics have led some anticolonial thinkers to 
the conclusion that no term attached to aesthetics (i.e., political, radical, or even 
decolonial) would stop it from being a colonizing category rooted in West-
ern ontologies that reproduce colonial logics and narratives. The Jamaican 
philosopher Sylvia Wynter proposed a differentiation between aesthetics and 
its colonial counterpart by referring to them as “Aesthetics 1” and “Aesthetics 
2.” The former (Aesthetics 1) relates to the perception of the world through the 
senses, and the latter (Aesthetics 2) is the colonization of the senses through 
the theorization of beauty and taste as defined by Eurocentric thought.14 The 
discourse of Aesthetics 2, she claims, not only projects the class-specific taste 
of Europeans as the general and “universal” taste of the developed world but is 
also imbued with codes that coerce behavior from subjugated people that con-
dition them to live in a colonial world.
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Indigenous proposals to combat aesthetics as a colonizing system emerge 
across the hemisphere. To reclaim the senses and orality in Indigenous knowledge 
making, Bolivian sociologist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui proposes two epistemo-
logical and pedagogical methodologies of praxis. These approaches, which she 
calls “historia oral” (oral history) and “sociología de la imagen” (sociology of 
the image), prioritize Indigenous oral and visual forms to decenter the written 
word as the only valid means of instituting history.15 Meanwhile, art historian 
Jolene Rickard, citizen of the Tuscarora Nation (Haudenosaunee), drawing 
from her own subjectivity and family history, rejects the Eurocentric notion of 
sovereignty. Instead, she theorizes a Haudenosaunee understanding of “visual 
sovereignty” as a dominant expression of Indigenous self-determination, renewal, 
and resistance and as a better method for reading the interrelated space of 
colonial gaze, deconstruction of colonized image and text, and Indigeneity in 
relation to the settler state.16

Along the lines of Wynter’s arguments, members of the modernity/coloni-
ality/decoloniality collective project conclude that aesthetics colonized aesthe-
sis, a term that defines the perception of the world by the senses that they use 
as a replacement for Wynter’s Aesthetics 1.17 The group proposes a revival and 
recuperation of aesthesis (Aesthetics 1) as a way of sensing-knowing-doing in 
the world.18 What differentiates their framing from a “postcolonial” art frame-
work is the concept of “coloniality” and “decoloniality” as coined by Peruvian 
sociologist Aníbal Quijano. Coloniality describes a system of domination con-
ceived through racial divisions, in which the European/Western colonization 
of political and economic spheres continues to be intricately linked to the col-
onization of knowledge systems at the world scale.19 While colonialism refers 
to the historical moment of colonization, coloniality refers to its continuity 
into the present as an ideological and epistemic tool of domination. Interven-
tions by feminist theorists and philosophers further expand coloniality to in-
clude overlooked gendered-raced-sexualities, exposing gender, gendered logics, 
and the category of “woman” to be additional colonial concepts.20

The ongoing occupation of land through settler colonialism and the co-
loniality of knowledge through institutions continue to inform policies and 
state laws affecting racialized peoples in Central America, whether to justify 
the forced sterilization of women in Guatemala; the theft of sacred lands under 
government control in Honduras; the erasure of Indigenous histories and lan-
guages in El Salvador; the oppression of Afro-descendants in the region, espe-
cially in Belize, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Panama; the abduction 
and imprisonment of migrant children at the border; or the rationalization of 
genocide. As I elaborate in the next section, visuality is also entrenched in 
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coloniality. Because we are conditioned to subscribe to Western hegemonies 
through the coloniality of knowledge, Walter Mignolo proposed a rejection, 
or “delinking,” of coloniality and theorized “epistemic disobedience” as an act 
of insubordination against the hegemony of Eurocentric knowledge.21 For me, 
the term was an invitation to question the role of art and visuality within co-
loniality—as these are also embedded in colonial projects and upheld through 
its institutions, such as archives, museums, and universities. How can we lo-
cate, historicize, and theorize the defiance of creatives most affected and erased 
by Western modernity, racial capitalism, and the colonial matrix of power?

While building on these conversations of decolonial aesthetics/aesthesis, 
my interest in Visual Disobedience is less in contesting a philosophical category 
and more in exposing how coloniality and decoloniality function in Central 
America through the sensing-knowing-doing of creatives. I do so by center-
ing anticolonial acts of resistance. Placing these creative acts within a decolo-
nial aesthetics framework allows me to move beyond institutional critique of 
art, and beyond coloniality as subject matter in art (i.e., depictions of colonial 
suffering), toward honoring the praxis of Central American art and creativity 
historically denied to us. Thus, the subtle acts, delicate movements, and brief 
moments of being through which subjugated peoples reassert their existence 
are as key in my framing of decolonial aesthetics as are the long-term battles 
and historical engagements with decolonization that receive recognition. 
Every moment, every gesture, is already a defiance that calls for the death of 
coloniality when one’s own existence is an act of insubordination, as it is often 
in Central America for poor, racialized, and gendered people, and as Galindo, 
de León, Elyla, and Robinson show in their actions.

We can view these artists’ brief moments of creative embodied resistance as 
what Macarena Gómez-Barris calls “decolonial gestures,” which she defines as 
the “smaller spaces and moments of decolonization, in relation to racial and set-
tler colonial projects.”22 The term is useful for me in identifying and centering 
embodied acts of creativity in service of decolonization rather than focusing on 
the commodified product that is often valued in Western art. Brevity or subtle-
ness should not be mistaken as futile, for decolonial gestures are assertions of 
existence and a defiance of erasure that moreover decenter colonial structures 
and frameworks of knowledge, history, and memory. Therefore, valuing both 
the archive and the repertoire, as theorized by Diana Taylor, for this book I’m 
less interested in creative things as fetishized relics and more interested in cre-
ative decolonial acts and who enacts them, with all the history and resistance 
behind them.23

218-121007_ch01_5P.indd   14218-121007_ch01_5P.indd   14 13/05/24   7:14 PM13/05/24   7:14 PM



Against Visual Coloniality  15

An attention to multiple geographies of reason is crucial to a decolonial 
aesthetics in Central America since the region shares a history with other 
geopolitical spaces of creative erasure brought on by colonialism. For instance, 
Nelson Maldonado-Torres notes the unique position of the Caribbean in the 
creation of its own decolonial aesthetics.24 Topologically, the Caribbean is an 
archipelago that under multiple colonial empires also gave way to multiple de-
colonialities. Maldonado-Torres reminds us that the Caribbean, as the first 
site of colonial encounter between the Old World and the New World, was 
ground zero for brutal practices of colonization and dehumanization in the 
making of the modern/colonial world. Thus, a consortium of pioneering de-
colonial thinkers who emerged from the Caribbean (i.e., Frantz Fanon, Aimé 
Césaire, Sylvia Wynter, Édouard Glissant, and Maldonado-Torres himself, 
among others) pointed to the decolonized body and the decolonized senses 
as necessary for decolonization. As Maldonado-Torres explains, “Aisthesis is a 
key zone of struggle as it defines how subjects relate to their own bodies and 
encounter everything in their temporal spatial horizon.”25

The topology of Central America, like that of the Caribbean, has also shaped 
its political history and, as I show in this book, the relation to its spatial and tem-
poral environment. Communities along the Atlantic Coast of Central America, 
like the Garinagu and other Afro-descendant populations, identify with Black 
Caribbean culture due to their history as descendants of Afro-Caribbean people 
and their proximity to the islands. Others perceive the seven Central American 
countries as islands due to the tropical nature and the isolation perpetuated by 
decades of war. However, in their exhibition on Caribbean art, scholars and 
curators Tatiana Flores and Michelle Ann Stephens refute archaic frameworks 
of fragmentation, instead asserting a continuity of connections among the 
Caribbean islands, which one could also extend to Central America.26 Yet, to-
pologically, Central America is an isthmus—a strip of land, a narrow passage, 
flanked by the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans on either side. It is a bridge that con-
nects North America with South America, that is neither North nor South, nor 
the Caribbean, yet is at the center of it all. It is the center of the Americas. Poet 
Pablo Neruda once called it “the waist of America” in reference to corporate col-
onization: “The United Fruit Company / reserved for itself the juiciest / the cen-
tral seaboard of my land, / America’s sweet waist,” which it baptized “Banana 
Republics.”27 That geographic location made the region a target of US imperial-
ism and the geopolitical embodiment from which its artists sensed the world.

But what comes of such a struggle, in which a body senses and thus makes 
sense of its own spatial and temporal context, a context shaped by coloniality? 
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In her study on South American Indigenous and Afro–Latin American com-
munities, whose territories have been made into “extractive zones,” Macarena 
Gómez-Barris reveals what she describes as “submerged perspectives”—those 
ways of perceiving otherwise that offer possibilities of decolonization unintel-
ligible to capitalist and colonial powers.28 Though focusing on sites targeted by 
extractive capitalism in Ecuador, Peru, Chile, Colombia, and Bolivia, Gómez-
Barris offers a framework with which to consider ways of seeing from other zones 
ravaged by racial capitalism and extractivism, such as Central America. From 
corporate colonization by the United Fruit Company to land occupation and 
violence with the Panama Canal, the region faces ongoing and extractive colonial 
projects such as land theft, privatization of water, and the building of hydroelec-
tric dams that disproportionately affect Indigenous and Afro–Central Ameri-
can communities and make them chiefly vulnerable to governmental repression. 
Yet from underneath that heavy cloak of such extractive violence, their creative 
acts both reveal alternative perspectives and expose the incomplete project of 
modernity.

Naming, loving, and writing from those turbulent spaces that produce 
submerged perspectives is another form of delinking from the Eurocentrism 
of the discipline of art and art history and another component of decolonial 
aesthetics. For me, as a US Central American art historian, daughter of Salva-
doran immigrants, it is necessary to dispel what Colombian philosopher Santi-
ago Castro-Gómez describes as hubris of the zero point.29 The zero point refers to 
that geopolitical grounding from which one thinks and produces knowledge but 
which in European modernity and imperialism is imagined as an invisible loca-
tion. That invisible location, which in fact truly centers a European positionality 
as a point of observation, has been passed off as a “universal point of view” and is 
still enforced in Eurocentric fields as objectivity. In contrast, decolonial aesthet-
ics is rooted in seeing, feeling, thinking, and creating from the embodiments of 
those who are erased, subjugated, colonized, or previously colonized, and ac-
knowledges creations from those specific geopolitical groundings as valid ways 
of knowing and being in the world.

What these decolonial thinkers point us to in the many possibilities of de-
colonial aesthetics is that the sensing-knowing body and the geopolitical space 
from which it senses and enunciates produce alternative ways of seeing that 
are incomprehensible to colonialism and empire—ways of seeing that defy the 
heavy cloak of colonization by piercing through it with insubordinate existence 
and love for oneself and one’s communities. It is that love that Maya Kaqchikel 
artist Edgar Calel summons in his series Kit Kit (2014) (see figure I.6). When 
Calel learned of his grandmother’s passing in 2014, he was consumed with lov-
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ing memories of her chanting “kit, kit, kit, kit” when she called birds to feed 
them corn seeds. From his grief and coming to terms with an utterance he 
would no longer witness, Calel used clay earth, the very substance she had now 
become, to depict a repetition of the monosyllable “kit” in different scales, posi-
tions, and directions all across the walls of his grandmother’s humble house in 
Comalapa, Guatemala. What appeared as an abstract visual distortion is in fact 
an acoustic intervention with a range of volume mimicked by the different scales 
of the word and not only honors the memory of his grandmother but transforms 
the space into an archive and repertoire of her song since passersby who read the 
words perform her melody. Calel further re-creates Kit Kit in public and in art-
ist spaces during his travels, thus carrying with him the onomatopoeic sound that 
evokes his grandmother in all dimensions of space and time and that has become 
a sort of artist signature that further fuses them in life and creation (see figure 
I.7). Calel’s variations of Kit Kit extend beyond the visual and embody a Maya 
sensing-knowing way of love, memory, and ancestral honoring.

When we understand how the violence of settler colonialism and colonial-
ity repress ways of seeing/sensing/knowing/being in site-specific locations—
whether in Palestine, Turtle Island, the Caribbean, the Philippines, the Amazon, 
or, as I show in this book, Central America—and when we think and write 
from those spaces, the practice of re-existence becomes all the more radical, 
and the possibilities of decolonial aesthetics innumerable. Artists are central 
to this process because decoloniality is lived and embodied and theorized by 
the people on the ground who are directly affected by multiple systems of op-
pression. Visual Disobedience begins in the recognition that decoloniality does 
not reside in the academy. Therefore, it centers artists as creative makers, think-
ers, and theorists. It is a book from a Central American diasporic perspective 
in dialogue with artists on the ground who are collaborators and friends, who 
dismantle Western concepts of aesthetics and their colonial products through 
a disobedience that is visual, embodied, and activated in real space and time, 
and multisensorial all at once—a resistance rooted in the very human faculties 
a colonizing aesthetics philosophically denies them.

VISUAL COLONIALITY

When we fail to locate a direct correlation between a colonized aesthetics and 
visuality to land dispossession, forced poverty, war and genocide, and other re-
alities of subjugated peoples, a decolonial aesthetics becomes a mere slogan in 
a long list of empty signifiers.30 In proposing a decolonization of art, or a deco-
lonial aesthetics, it is necessary to also establish how colonized aesthetics have 
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FIGURE I.6.
Edgar Calel, Kit Kit series, 2014, 
mural. © Edgar Calel. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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FIGURE I.7.
Edgar Calel, Kit Kit series, 2017, 
window mural. © Edgar Calel. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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come to violate humanity in tangible ways. To do so, I ask, where do we lo-
cate it in actual space and time beyond abstract concepts? This inquiry into 
specificities of colonial violence leads to a more explicit question regarding this 
book: in the praxis of what I call visual disobedience, what exactly is being dis-
obeyed? To build on the vocabulary needed to name sites of colonial violence, 
I propose that there are concrete ways colonization has appropriated visuality 
into a colonizing tool beyond the philosophical category of aesthetics, what I 
call visual coloniality. With this phrase I build on Quijano’s concept to specifi-
cally address the colonization of creativity, images, and artistic production of 
those who’ve been made into subject matter (the topic of an artwork, the thing 
seen in an artwork) that is then transformed into a tool of domination in the 
service of colonization. I’ll elaborate on just three mechanisms of visual coloni-
ality: visual erasure, visual thingification, and visual extractivism, three differ
ent but entangled forms of colonial violence affecting us across space and time.

Visual Erasure

The power of our creative history, and the threat it poses to empire, is often 
underestimated, in part because we have been fed colonial lies that as a vio-
lent region on the peripheries of modernity we have no art, that it only ex-
isted once long ago and is now extinct, that we are now incapable of artistic 
sophistication, or that it can only be “gifted” to us in solidarity by others. Yet I 
want to remind us that the creative force of the native inhabitants of the region 
was so powerful that it posed a threat to European domination at the time of 
conquest. Thus, to visually and epistemically remove that threat, visual erasure 
was an initial and deliberate project of colonialism that continues into con
temporary time. As Ariella Aïsha Azoulay reminds us in the context of art and 
its constitutive imperialism, colonial plunder is not a concluded event but an 
ongoing process.31

In Mesoamerica—what is now Central America—architecture, murals, cal-
endars, and codices that are often preserved today as popular tourist sites or in 
museums and collections held an epistemic value for Maya people before con-
quest. They convey a sophisticated visual and spatial system designed for astro-
nomical calculation, recordkeeping, and the preservation and transmission of 
histories and cosmologies. Like the performances, ceremonies, and ritual acts 
that took place at these sites, this material culture consisted of an ocular, cor-
poral, and spatial system of knowing essential to the order of Indigenous ways 
of being and seeing. Significantly, historical and visual production was a highly 
valued and respected responsibility assigned to a select few. For instance, the 
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ancient Maya highly regarded scribes for their ability to produce written texts 
and illustrations, making writing, painting, and sculpting one and the same, 
highlighting the equal relation between knowledge, power, and visuality.32 
However, through violence, looting, and destruction, European colonizers re-
pudiated Indigenous visuality and knowledge. Such rejection was not merely 
collateral damage of colonization or a sweeping dismissal but rather consisted 
of strategic tactics. They ostracized the visual aesthetics of Mesoamerican 
representation, the proportions of anatomy of the Indigenous bodies depicted, 
the portrayals of space and the location of objects within that space, and the vi-
sual rendering of gods and deities. They rejected this system of representation 
because the visual language derived from Maya anatomy, space, and perspec-
tive located the Indigenous body—not the colonizer’s—as a frame of sight.

As Mignolo has written, Spanish dismissal and rejection of Indigenous 
systems of knowledge was rooted in the Renaissance belief that the Western 
book was the only repository and disseminator of knowledge and that alpha-
betical writing indicated civilization and intelligence.33 Yet, as art historians 
know, Western scholars locate the origin of history and theory of art as a dis-
cipline within the Renaissance, which also coincided with the colonization of 
the Americas. In The Lives of Artists (1550), considered the first written history 
of Western art, Giorgio Vasari shows that artistic skill during the Renaissance 
was judged by the mathematical and geometrical accuracy with which artists 
could “capture” and depict space, perspective, nature, and anatomy. The desire 
to study and imitate nature attributed godlike status to those who were skillful 
enough to accomplish such a task: the artist.34

Renaissance representation simultaneously located the viewer at the cen-
ter of this system. The notion of “perspective” revolves around the observer 
who occupies the one and only central position from which space and all its 
contents are mapped and located. This same notion influenced the measure 
of proportion, which was located in the human anatomy as the center of the 
universe, as illustrated in Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvius Man. A mathematical 
depiction of nature and space allowed the viewer not only to witness a godlike 
creation, the representation of nature, but to dictate nature and locate him at 
its center. In sum, at the time of Spanish Conquest, “mastery” of perspective 
reinforced the status of artist-as-intellectual and the production and recogni-
tion of visual art as intellectual work.35 Thus, in the fifteenth century, the visual 
conveyed power in political and religious spaces not only by being the standard 
tool for measuring the world but also by making a claim to the world from 
the European perspective, effectively situating European man and his ideals of 
beauty at the center of the universe.
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This mutual understanding of the power of art and visuality made Me-
soamerican visuality a threat to European colonizers for it decentered the 
European body, perspective, and ways of seeing as universal. European nega-
tion and destruction of Mesoamerican systems of visuality was not due to in-
feriority or nonexistence as we are led to believe by dominant history. On the 
contrary, recognition of the sophisticated visual system of knowledge was effec-
tively an acknowledgment of it as a danger to the colonial project. It was there-
fore virulently attacked—a violence that has persisted and developed through 
visual coloniality. Targeting and destroying Indigenous visuality is thus not 
just an incursion on material objects, sites, styles, or artifacts. It is also a sys-
tematic assault on Indigenous peoples, knowledges, and beings, initiated at the 
moment of conquest in the service of colonization. It makes the way for the 
imposition of European visuality as the ultimate visual system to aspire to, and 
then all other attempts dismissed as “derivative.” As I discuss in chapter 1, on 
Mayan art and defiance in Guatemala, this makes the safekeeping, preserva-
tion, and new emergence of Indigenous creativity and knowledge a major defi-
ance to visual coloniality. It also encourages us to ask: might the epistemic and 
ontological power of Indigenous visuality still pose a threat to colonial order? 
A threat to the US empire?

Visual Thingification

Aimé Césaire equated colonization with “thingification,” meaning that colo-
nization requires the commodification and objectification of the colonized 
into things, or nonhuman objects.36 This process is one in which the colonizer 
defines himself (as human) in opposition to the colonized (as nonhuman) to 
justify his dominance over the latter. To do this, the colonizer must ease his 
consciousness by seeing the colonized as animal in order to then habitually 
treat the colonized as such. In turn, as Césaire notes, the colonizer “transforms 
himself into an animal,” for the only true body that loses its humanity is the one 
that violently beats, enslaves, dispossesses, exploits, and kills another human.37 
By this logic, the colonizer becomes the true savage of this fabricated and still 
powerful dichotomy. His idea of humanity is therefore, by default, one of inhu-
manity. However, to convince himself and the world otherwise, the colonizer 
remolds the colonized into an image that benefits his economic needs through 
a series of negations. For example, the colonized are not civilized, moral, good, 
intelligent, beautiful, or human.38 It is this multifaceted fictional image, and 
the real consequences beyond the colonial gaze, that, inspired by Césaire, I call 
“visual thingification”: the colonialist practice of fabricating visual evidence for 
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the dehumanization of the colonized through a series of negations for the pur-
pose of justifying elimination.

The visual thingification of Indigenous and enslaved African peoples was 
accelerated with the invention of photography in the nineteenth century and 
projects that aimed to prove racial inferiority through the visual. Its techno-
logical nature was put forth as objective and scientific, and, combined with 
Darwinian evolutionary theories and phrenology studies, contended that ra-
cial inferiority could be identified merely by looking at physical traits and skull 
shape. Soon, photography became a dangerous tool with which to catego-
rize, label, and criminalize colonized peoples and to establish a nonhumanity 
that aided colonial projects. With the rise of mechanical reproduction, pho-
tographic images were disseminated globally. As European travel increased, 
fueled by a desire to experience and possess the exotic colonial lands, photo-
graphic images of untamed landscapes, zoology, botany, and even Indigenous 
and colonized peoples fulfilled European fantasies of discovery and conquest.39 
Images were displayed, consumed, studied, and examined not only to establish 
the inferiority of the colonized subject but also to establish the superiority and 
humanity of the colonizing society.

The visual thingification of Indigenous and enslaved peoples extended from 
the two-dimensionality of the photograph to the corporeal by way of human 
zoos, which consisted of the violent coercion and kidnapping of peoples who 
were held captive and displayed around the world as freaks and animals—a 
practice that only ended in the 1930s.40 Human zoos are rooted in a series of 
displays informed by the nonscientific to racist theories of biological evolu-
tion. These range from pre-Enlightenment cabinets of curiosity, a tradition 
of collecting rare objects, to a fascination with cadavers, anatomy lessons, and 
public executions in the displays of mortality, to the exhibition of “nations,” 
“mankind,” and ethnographic subjects fueling inventions of exoticism and sav-
agery.41 The conquest of the Americas further fueled a fascination with “miss-
ing links,” the Darwinian idea of a linear evolution structured like a chain, 
where one subject displayed the transition to modern human—an idea used as 
proof of evolutionary hierarchies.42

The best-known case in Central America is the kidnapping and exhibi-
tion of brother and sister Maximo and Bartola, who were first exhibited in the 
United States in the 1850s as “The Last Aztec Children.” Born in a small vil-
lage in San Miguel, El Salvador, the children suffered from microcephaly, the 
neurological condition that causes reduced brain and head size, and dwarfism. 
Their physical appearance and size were exploited to prove that they were the 
remaining two “missing links” of a nearly extinct race, and they were exhibited 
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to American and European audiences and offered to scientific communities as 
objects of study and testing. For four decades, Maximo and Bartola were held 
captive, obligated to perform as freaks, and were ultimately forced to marry 
each other to garner further publicity.43

The visual thingification of Maximo and Bartola occurred through the fab-
rication of photographs, promotional material circulated about them, and a 
forced display of their bodies, which were dressed with supposed Aztec garments. 
Additionally, a fictitious illustrated narrative published as a pamphlet told the 
story of their “discovery.” The pamphlet visually connected Maximo and Bartola 
with the ancient Indigenous culture to establish them as the declining and soon 
extinct race and, by extension, whites as the superior evolved race destined to re-
place the colonized.44 As Robert D. Aguirre points out, the children were often 
depicted in profile: a visual strategy to accentuate anatomical and alleged racial 
differences that by the 1850s served as “a cue to look for a deviant subject—racial, 
criminal, or both—within the visual frame.”45 The constant profile-view depic-
tion, along with their juxtaposition with images of archaeological Mayan sculp-
tures and stelae, further associated the children with “a stony, lifeless past while 
dissociating them from the technological modernity of the viewer.”46 As “stony” 
and “lifeless,” Maximo and Bartola were made into artifacts to convey that they 
belonged on the lower spectrum of civilization—as animals, monsters, or things 
detached from humanity. The long history of collecting, storing, and exhibit-
ing Indigenous peoples’ artifacts, ritual objects, and physical remains continues 
today in museums, which are often sites for visual thingification.

Characteristics projected onto colonized peoples in the process of visual 
thingification suggest they are (1) criminal, (2) anachronistic, and (3) mon-
strous. But these do not remain mere ideas or images; rather, visual thingifi-
cation materializes the series of negations used to turn humans into things by 
eliciting very real reactions. Philosopher George Yancy elucidates the nature 
of this process as a series of mythos, codification, ritual, ontologization, con-
structivity, stereotyping, and overdetermination.47 As he describes, the white 
colonial gaze freezes the colonized body through mythopoetic constructions, 
projecting onto the colonized body its own fears. Though these are projected 
fantasies of otherness, the white gaze considers them factual by erasing its role 
in creating such fantasies. The white imaginary then codifies the colonized 
body with attributes (evil, dirty, etc., values opposite to those attributed to 
whiteness: good, pure, etc.). These attributes suggest not only a void of values 
in the colonized but that the colonized body is an enemy of values, and thus 
of whiteness.48 Myths and codes then lead to rituals, through which bodies un-
dergo transformation; that is, the white body physically reacts to seeing the 
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colonized body. Yancy cites the classic trope: white woman sees Black body 
and clutches purse. Thus, an asymmetrical constructed relation forms between 
colonizer and colonized, followed by a process of stereotypification where 
colonizer and colonized become solid types to the colonizer. These types are 
consumed by colonizers unchangeably and unquestionably through overdeter-
mination, which fixes the colonized body, as Yancy states it, as “something it is 
rather than as something that is done to it.”49

Visual thingification is a violence done to Central American people through 
the fabrication of images and visuality. It is designed to render Central Ameri-
cans nonhuman, criminal, and monstrous, not only in the imaginary realm but 
in the physical world. While this may no longer take place through human 
zoos, as was the case of Maximo and Bartola, visual thingification persists for 
Central Americans today with the visual fabrication of the marero (gang mem-
ber) and, by extension, of the migrant and refugee. This visual thingification 
stems from multiple centers of power, including the US and Central American 
governments. The visual disobedience Central American artists enact to protest 
migration, criminalization, and captivity, as I discuss in chapters 3 and 4, defy 
the centuries of fictitious visual narratives fabricated and adopted by govern-
ments to thingify Central Americans, which cause very real corporal violence 
against us.

Visual Extractivism

Extractivism in Latin America, or what is also called neo-extractivism or ex-
tractive imperialism, is not only a current problem of late capitalism; rather, 
it has been a continuous, albeit changing force in the Americas since the six-
teenth century, when the search for silver and gold mines motivated European 
expansion into the Caribbean, Central America, and South America.50 The re-
sources targeted are usually found in zones inhabited by Indigenous peoples 
whose relations to the land are disregarded and ignored. Their communities 
face looting of resources, pollution of water and land, privatization and food 
scarcity, diseases, and decreased life expectancy.51 Gómez-Barris theorizes these 
areas as “extractive zones” and as areas produced by the “extractive view.” The 
“extractive view” is the colonial way of seeing that treats land and resources as 
attainable commodities, “while also devalorizing the hidden worlds that form 
the nexus of human and nonhuman multiplicity.”52 She thus points us to the 
broader phenomenological aspects of extractivism and connects colonial see-
ing to the facilitation of land and resource theft. As complementary to Gómez-
Barris’s “extractive view,” I here extend my concern with extractivism to the 
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direct theft of Indigenous visual design as yet another resource targeted by ex-
tractivism and turned into commodity for profit.

With the phrase visual extractivism, I refer to another mechanism of visual 
coloniality to name the direct robbery of Indigenous visuality, both materially 
and epistemically. The material type of looting is evidenced by European ex-
plorers who stole and looted ritual objects and artistic creations ranging from 
ceremonial objects, textiles and weavings, jewelry, masks, clothing items or 
headdresses, tools and weapons, and quotidian objects. With these items, they 
built private collections and exhibitions and sold rare and valuable objects in 
markets.53 This visual extractivism created the foundation for today’s richest 
museum collections and continues to fuel a market economy in the art and 
museum world. Additionally, an epistemic type of looting under visual extrac-
tivism is seen in Western art history. Consider the most famous and admired 
artists of Western art history, such as Pablo Picasso or Paul Gauguin, who took 
styles, designs, and objects from Indigenous communities, whose own art was 
ignored, devalued, or mislabeled as primitive and naive. Yet, when taken by the 
West, the very same Indigenous visuality was framed as “inspiration” for new 
artistic movements and styles that were then credited to Western artists who 
profited with financial and cultural capital. This type of visual extractivism has 
justified the valorization of Western artworks for massive amounts of money, 
while imbuing them with historical presence and authority. Entire movements 
such as “cubism” or “abstraction” are credited to European artists.

Visual extractivism is practiced even by Latin American governments, whose 
lands are extracted by foreign companies and who find themselves increasingly 
dependent on foreign investment for the purpose of their tourist economies. 
In Guatemala, where an (under)estimated six million people are Indigenous 
(Maya, Garifuna, Xinca, and Afro-descendants), the government fosters its 
economy by promoting tourism to sacred temples and sites, while closing these 
spaces that are important for ceremony to Indigenous peoples today. Likewise, 
it exploits Mayan textiles and weavings as visual bait for foreign travelers, with 
no permission from, or profits returned to, Maya communities. Weavings and 
textiles are worth more than money. Their unique designs visually document 
history, identify specific tribes and identities, encompass preconquest traditions 
passed on for centuries, and enforce ancestral spiritual connections. As sacred 
garments, certain Mayan weavings can only be used by elders or spiritual lead-
ers and/or during ceremonies. Maya women have compared the significance of 
their trajes to that of their own child, as it accompanies them everywhere, even 
in burial after death.54 Their significance maintains continuity for a Maya dias-
pora in the United States, as scholar Floridalma Boj Lopez has argued.55
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When these ancestral visual elements are not exploited for tourist consump-
tion, they are used to target Indigenous peoples and coerce assimilation.56 In 
Guatemala, textiles and weavings are a source of discrimination against Maya 
people, who are ridiculed, humiliated, and verbally abused for preserving an-
cestral garments and clothing. Ladinos are known to use words like embueltas 
(wrapped-up women) as derogatory terms for Maya women that reduce them 
to objects. In her reference to the racialization of clothing, Egla Martínez Sala-
zar explains: “This denotes the clothes Maya women wear are not real clothing 
but pieces of worthless fabric” and belittled as “unprocessed fabrics.”57 That the 
item is considered crude and unrefined, and thus worthless, until it is “pro
cessed” and commodified by a Western entity reinforces the perception of 
Indigenous aesthetics as natural resources that are wasted unless they are ex-
tracted and processed by more “civilized” people. Both national and interna-
tional designers continuously steal Mayan embroideries and patterns to make 
clothing and accessories (shoes, handbags, belts, and other clothing garments) 
that sell for hundreds of dollars throughout the United States and Europe. The 
items are sold as exotic fashionable trends that simultaneously function as sou-
venirs, mementos, and keepsakes. In the colonial mindset, only then do sacred 
weavings and patterns yield profit and value in a tourist economy and market.

Just as Indigenous communities are resisting and defending their lands, water, 
and resources against extractivist corporations all over the Americas, Indigenous 
communities are also increasingly defending their creative, visual, and aesthetic 
resources because of their value and significance to life and being. In 2011, Guate-
mala designer Giovanni Guzmán used sacred K’iche’ Maya designs reserved for 
spiritual male elders for Miss Guatemala in the Miss Universe Beauty Pageant, 
sparking indignation from the Maya community. That same year, the Navajo 
Nation sued clothing company Urban Outfitters, which had launched an entire 
clothing line with the tribe’s name, but lost the case in court because they could 
not prove that the tribe had sufficient prominence. In 2015, two French designers, 
Antik Batik and Isabel Marant, stole huipil designs from the Mixe community, 
an Indigenous people who reside in Santa Maria Tlahuitoltepec, in the south-
western state of Oaxaca, retailed the garments at $365, and attempted to copy-
right the design as their own. Currently, Maya women in Guatemala, led by the 
Asociación Femenina para el Desarrollo de Sacatepéquez (afedes; Women’s 
Association for the Development of Sacatepéquez), are fighting national and 
transnational companies to protect the collective intellectual property of In-
digenous peoples and demanding a halt to the theft of their sacred weavings 
and designs by the Guatemalan government as well as by international fashion 
designers and sellers in companies and online websites like Etsy.58
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Naming visual extractivism as yet another mechanism of visual coloniality 
allows me to more accurately address a type of colonial thieving that has long 
been obscured under art historical terminology. While the words appropriation 
or influence are popular terms in art to address artists’ use of other cultures’ pre-
existing objects and images as their own, visual extractivism acknowledges the 
power abuse and violent repression that comes with visual theft through coloni-
zation. Terms like appropriation and influence may allude to a cultural exchange, 
but visual extractivism emphasizes the explicit thievery of art and visual systems 
from Indigenous peoples as yet another resource that, once commoditized, is 
exploited to yield monetary profits for private entities, megacorporations, and 
the Western art world. By exposing its colonialist logic and function and ex-
plicit thievery, visual extractivism can no longer persist under the innocuous ex-
cuse of cultural exchange or artistic influence, which perpetuate uneven power 
relations, loss, and violence, under the cloak of artistic normalcy.59

Visual erasure, visual thingification, and visual extractivism are just a few of 
the many mechanisms of visual coloniality as it manifests in Central America. 
Visual erasure names the colonial deletion of Indigenous artistic history and 
significance to impose colonial standards as superior and unreachable. It is the 
rewriting of visual history in the service of empire. Visual thingification names 
the dehumanization and criminalization of people through visual fabrications 
as a way to justify both violence done to them and their disposability. And vi-
sual extractivism names the thievery, that of Indigenous designs and visuality/
knowledge in Western art histories, by nation-states, and by non-Indigenous de-
signers. Naming these mechanisms of visual coloniality, which function differ-
ently but are entangled within the colonial project, allows me to identify real 
and tangible consequences beyond abstract theories and thus to contextualize 
the role of art and decoloniality in this book as more than an attempt at inclu-
sion in art historical canons, and rather as a deliberate stand against visual colo-
niality as a system of oppression. Acknowledging how visual coloniality works, 
hides, and affects us, one can begin to make sense of how making art amid colo-
nial violence and negations of our humanity is a radical act of defiance.

VISUAL DISOBEDIENCE

In historizing creative actions, gestures, and interventions, such as the ones 
briefly mentioned thus far and the more than eighty to come in the following 
chapters, I offer this book as a story of survival and creation in the face of era-
sure, invisibility, and dehumanization brought on by both colonial violence and 
colonial ways of seeing. I therefore theorize the artists, actions, and creations in 
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this book within a framework of “visual disobedience” to directly address a 
liberation movement in which Central Americans use art to expose ongoing 
colonialism, defy visual coloniality, and reveal the radicalness of our art and 
visions as we combat death with creation. Three premises of visual disobedi-
ence are key.

First, visual disobedience is an act of informed intervention: it is art as 
praxis. Centuries of colonial legacies and decades of US military intervention 
and anti-immigrant policies have led to the current sociopolitical context for 
the artists addressed in this book. It is from their geo and body politics that art-
ists are using every tool at their disposal to take back public spaces, challenge 
state aggression, expose racist and colonial logics, and condemn ongoing and 
unresolved injustices. It is especially relevant when we consider that, despite 
civil wars and counterinsurgency violence in the 1970s through the 1990s, the 
region now has greater levels of violence than before. This means that there is no 
postwar Central America just as there is no postcolonial Central America. Art-
ists engaging in visual disobedience do not represent suffering and oppression—
they interrupt, expose, condemn, and provide counternarratives and other ways 
of seeing. Thus, their disobedience is an intervention into reality. While vio
lence as a theme remains constant, it is not as an exoticized subject but rather 
as testimony to existence and resistance. Visual disobedience thus understands 
the artists as knowing and capable humans active in liberation efforts.

Second, visual disobedience comprises an all-sensing and questioning exis-
tence where the tactile, auditory, and visual coexist. The experimental art prac-
tices addressed here in performance, conceptual, installation, and video art 
comprise a combination of corporal uses of the body, manipulations of objects, 
physical gestures in space, and a tactile and auditory cognizance that creates 
and evokes memory through an honoring of the senses. Through the remain-
ing visual images of such acts of visual disobedience, as seen throughout this 
book, we can now revisit these historical moments that can be repeated but 
never duplicated. These images here archive visual counternarratives to the he-
gemonic ones created about Central Americans and thus are in confrontation 
with visual coloniality. Visual disobedience centers a sensorial existence in its 
many facets, from the tangible and corporal to the remaining visual images in 
its aftermath—a fusion of archive and repertoire.

Third, visual disobedience is a mutiny motivated by love for those Frantz 
Fanon called “the damnés”—the condemned. It is not merely a disorder by colo-
nial subjects for the sake of appropriating the spaces and resources from which 
it has been excluded—whether the state or the mainstream art world—for that 
is not an attempt to undo visual coloniality but instead an appropriation in 
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order to benefit from it. Rather, I locate visual disobedience as part of a long 
revolt against a historical repression that impedes peace, justice, and a dignified 
way of being. It is a fight against visual thingification, and all the ways in which 
Central Americans have been placed in a zone of nonhuman. In fact, the vast 
majority of the creative work and actions analyzed in this book emerged in mo-
ments of urgency, shock, and pain upon experiencing or witnessing attacks on 
Central America’s most vulnerable, as was the case for Galindo’s ¿Quien puede 
borrar las huellas?, and it is precisely that love that allowed rage to manifest; it 
is love—so integral to a decolonial attitude, as Maldonado-Torres noted—that 
has pushed the artists here to a visual disobedience.60

While the word disobedience evokes anger and rage that irrationally leads to 
insolence, I remind us that in actuality love precedes rage. Love for the damnés 
inspires disobedience of colonial-based structures as a necessary step toward 
self-love—not a love required from the state but a love required from within 
and for each other; the very human ability that coloniality attacks. Thus, I lo-
cate love at the core of visual disobedience, as Frantz Fanon did on his theoriza-
tions on violence, as Chela Sandoval did in her methodology of the oppressed, 
and as Che Guevara did in his revolutionary motivations.61 Visual disobedi-
ence is motivated by decolonial love.

BOOK STRUCTURE

The chapters in the book center on how Central American artists have been 
engaging in visual disobedience for three decades against the most pressing 
manifestations of violence and the attack on the region in a so-called post-
war context. While injustice and movements of resistance are many in Cen-
tral America, I focus on Indigenous genocide, gender-based and anti-lgbtq 
violence, displacement and migration, and systematic criminalization and im-
prisonment. These issues constitute the historical violence of a so-called post-
war Central America and best explain the current phenomenon of women and 
child migrants and their criminalization on a transnational scale.

Chapter  1, “Semillas: Art and Indigenous Defiance in Guatemala,” asks: 
What happens when “bad seeds” defy the demands of coloniality and violence 
enacted on them, and survive and grow? And what happens when they do in-
deed retaliate through visual disobedience? Guatemala’s 1954 coup, backed by 
the US Central Intelligence Agency (cia), set the stage for the thirty-six-year-
long civil war (1960 to 1996) that resulted in the deaths of more than 200,000 
Guatemalans and the disappearance of 40,000 others. Eighty percent of all 
deaths were of Maya Indigenous peoples. Recent investigations and trials have 
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shown that the military, led by former Guatemalan dictator José Efraín Ríos 
Montt, directly executed the genocide of Maya people and their children, 
whom he labeled “bad seeds” to prevent their future retaliation.

This first chapter analyzes the artistic work of Maya Tz’utujil, Maya Kachikel, 
and Maya Q’eqchi’ artists who belong to the generation of Maya children 
targeted by the military government. Their presence today alone is an act of 
defiance. Through their performance art, video art, installations, and object-
based works, these artists depart from Indigenous episteme to bring notions 
of spirituality, gender, and earth relations to the forefront of decolonial visual 
thinking, while connecting the current repression against Maya peoples in the 
region to the continuity of repression brought on by the Spanish conquest. 
Therefore, this chapter addresses visual disobedience of Maya artists against 
the state and against the coloniality of seeing in visual research of Indigenous 
peoples’ culture.

Chapter 2, “A Creative Turn to the Body: Feminist Dissonance and Erotic 
Autonomy in Central American Art,” centers on a postwar historical shift in 
feminism and feminist art history of Central America. Following the peace 
accords and efforts for reconciliation in the 1990s, violence against women in 
the region has been greater than it was during armed conflicts, while countries 
like Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador are among the most dangerous for 
nonheteronormative and gender nonconforming peoples. At the same time, 
performance art became a preferred medium in the region, revealing a depar-
ture from decades earlier, when the representation of women as revolutionaries 
and liberators proliferated in the public art aimed for the masses. This chapter 
asks: How does a creative turn to the body in a postwar context redefine femi-
nism and erotic autonomy in the region? What is revealed when artists bypass 
the right-/left-wing rhetoric of decades prior and expose the various mecha-
nisms of what Latin American, Indigenous, and women-of-color feminists 
have shown to be an entanglement between gender and coloniality?

Through a feminist decolonial reading of selected artworks, I show how art-
ists visually and physically theorize, expose, and condemn a systemic gendered 
violence beyond the physical injury of women, instead exposing the current 
gendered violence as a historical tool of patriarchy and nation-state that also 
functions in the service of coloniality. This chapter shows how through visual 
disobedience, especially in performance art, artists expose and condemn public 
attacks on women and gender nonconforming people that have functioned to 
perpetuate fearful submission. This includes rape and forced reproductive con-
trol, domestic violence and psychological control in private spaces, government 
impunity, Eurocentric notions of beauty and sexuality and anti-Blackness, 
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neoliberal workspaces like maquiladoras (sweatshops), and the increasing at-
tacks on land and environmental activists. This chapter also addresses artists 
that defy, and undo, the nation-state through their own embodied erotic au-
tonomy, while denouncing the nation’s role in homophobia and transphobia.

The third chapter, “Shifting the Border: Central American Art against the 
War on Mobility,” analyzes artworks that respond to the waves of Central Amer-
ican migration as a result of civil wars, new manifestations of violence, and neo-
liberal policies. I decenter the traditional focus on the US-Mexico border as a 
site of migration discourse and show how the conceptual shift of the border now 
extends down to Mexico-Guatemala, El Salvador–Honduras, Nicaragua–Costa 
Rica, and even along the “vertical border” that is Mexico. Shifting the border ex-
pands an analysis of border art beyond the US-Mexico dichotomy and allows 
for consideration of the invisibilized migratory passage for Central Americans 
through the region and Mexico. This journey is often marked by anti-Indigenous 
and anti-Black tensions, abduction, rape, forced sexual slavery, and the killing 
and disappearance of Central American migrants, revealing that the migratory 
dangers begin long before reaching the US-Mexico border.

While criminal violence is understood to be the main cause for mass mi-
gration today, in this chapter I analyze artworks that show how these man-
ifestations of criminal violence are directly related to the decades of US 
intervention and US anti-immigrant policies of the decades prior. The artists 
I analyze expose the complexities dismissed in the media and lost in numbers 
and statistics. They center on the physical journeys and landscape of migration, 
anti-immigrant sentiment within the region, the consequence of migration on 
families, the architecture of remittances and changes to urban space, memory 
and map making in migration, unaccompanied child migrants, and other in-
tricacies of Central American migration. Shifting the border takes us back to a 
site of multiple border cultures and to the visual politics of unequal capitalist 
exchange of what activist, writer, and educator Harsha Walia calls border im-
perialism.62 I show that artists in Central America shift the border in an act of 
visual disobedience to create countercartographies of migration and recenter 
our right to freedom of mobility.

In the fourth and final chapter, “ ‘Los Siempre Sospechosos de Todo’: Art on 
Criminalization, Prisons, and Social Cleansing in Central America,” I address 
one of the gravest consequences following US intervention in Central Amer
ica: the systematic criminalization of Central Americans and their subsequent 
captivity and annihilation through the idea of the marero and the “illegal mi
grant.” The criminality of migrants in the United States has been critically 
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addressed by scholars who reveal how prescribed illegality of migrants enforces 
labor exploitation, global capitalism, and the impediment of solidarity and 
coalition building by positioning oppressed groups against each other in the 
fight for who deserves value. These analyses are useful in considering racialized 
groups in the United States, to which we can include Central American mi
grants. This becomes evident when Central Americans’ worthiness of citizen-
ship protection and human rights is dependent on their not being mistaken for 
gang members or terrorists, the presumed “real” criminals. This chapter asks: 
How do artists in the region, through their visual disobedience, expand and 
challenge the debates around criminality, worth, and citizenship both in the 
region and in the United States? Specifically, how do artists expose the mul-
tiple origins of such criminalization to reveal it as a violence that both precedes 
and follows migrants reaching the US-Mexico border?

The art in this final chapter reveals that criminality is not ascribed to mi
grants only upon reaching the US-Mexico border. As I show, from the making 
of transnational gangs in the United States, to the increase of mass incarcera-
tion in the region, a wave of mysterious prison fires that are burning inmates 
alive, and the construction of mega-prisons, Central American artists theorize 
illegality and delinquency within a broader colonial agenda of dehumaniza-
tion. Beyond a critique of anti-immigrant sentiment, artists reveal and expose a 
carceral logic rooted in coloniality that ties a perpetual criminalization of Cen-
tral Americans across borders and that is inseparable from the colonial agenda 
of social cleansing of poor, racialized, and marginalized Central Americans. 
Thus, I show how collectively their visual disobedience against policing, crimi-
nalization, and imprisonment of Central Americans—both within the region 
and across borders—pushes not for immigration reform, not for selective citi-
zenship, but for an abolition of the carceral logic, the carceral state, and the 
carceral state’s mechanisms of violence.

This book does not pretend to offer a comprehensive art history of Central 
America. Instead, I proceed from the assertion that when a people are forced 
into silence, a scream is an act of defiance; when a people are reduced to an 
image of suffering and victimhood, creating images of oneself is an act of rebel-
lion; and when a people are made invisible through historical erasure, telling 
one’s stories is an act of insurgence. I show how Central American artists have 
engaged in visual disobedience as an epistemic and ontological practice of defy-
ing coloniality and visual coloniality through corporal interventions, manipu-
lations of space and sound, and the subsequent images through which these 
practices live on in our historical imaginaries. This book conveys the radical and 
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resilient nature of Central American artistic creation as acts of defiance and as 
essential in our decolonization. While the dominant idea of us revolves around 
US-centric images of suffering or less-than-human status, this book aims to 
show how Central Americans see our history, our present, our future, and our-
selves. It is written with Central Americans in mind and all whose creative cul-
ture, knowledge, and ways of seeing and being are continuously erased through 
colonization and empire.
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1. For discussions on the tensions and conflation between Latin American and Latinx 
art and artists amid the emergence of multiculturalism or demands for difference in the 
artworld, see Dávila, Latinx Art, and Ramírez, “Brokering Identities.”

2. Pérez-Ratton, Un lugar inacabado, 101.
3. In his review, Cameron stated: “Having offered such a promising curatorial thesis, it 

is disappointing that Mosquera, Ponce de León, and Weiss were not able to extend their 
research into any one of America’s three most predominantly indigenous regions: the 
Andes (Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador), Central America (primarily El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras and Nicaragua), and northern Canada (mainly Quebec, Saskatchewan and 
Northwest Territories) . . .” See Cameron, “Ante América,” 96.

4. Some were in collaboration with curator Gerardo Mosquera, who since Ante 
América became a strong and constant supporter of art in the region. For documentation 
on these initiatives, see Pérez-Ratton and Castellano, Mesótica II; Mosquera and Samos, 
Ciudad Múltiple City; Olmo and Pérez-Ratton, Todo incluído; and Duran, landings 
Ten (the Black Box). During his tenure as director of TEOR/éTica, Miguel López initi-
ated a significant editorial series that recounts many of these events. Books in the series, 
Escrituras locales: Posiciones críticas desde América Central, el Caribe y sus diásporas, 
compile multiple essays by a single author into a standalone volume. They include Cazali, 
Certezas vulnerables; Díaz Bringas, Crítica próxima; Pérez-Ratton, Un lugar inacabado; 
Quintanilla, Zona de turbulencia; and Samos, Divorcio a la panameña.

5. In her seminal article, Juliet Hooker further points to the denial of culture in the era-
sure of Afro–Central Americans. Though both experience oppression, nation-states still 
attribute tradition, ancestral culture, and languages to Indigenous peoples, while Afro–
Central Americans are seen as devoid of culture. The supposed lacking of culture, and of 
cultural identity, is one of several factors listed by Hooker that explains why Indigenous 
communities have been more successful at attaining collective rights over Afro–Central 
Americans. See Hooker, “Indigenous Inclusion/Black Exclusion.” Regarding the US-based 
Garifuna, Paul Joseph López Oro has argued against US racial categories that continue to 
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view Blackness, Indigeneity, and Latinidad as mutually exclusive. See López Oro, “Gari-
funizando Ambas Américas.”

6. Scholars wrestle with how these multiple deletions complicate the making of US 
Central Americans into ethnoracial subjects within the United States. Arturo Arias 
writes about “Central American-Americans” as an intentional reiteration of excess that 
points to how Central Americans are paradoxically positioned outside both Latino and 
Latin American signifiers. For Claudia Milian, Central Americans “disorient” US Lati-
nidades, which are further problematized by the “Blackness” and “Dark-Brownness” of 
Central Americans (i.e., Garifuna and Maya migrants in the United States). As Milian 
explains, “Central Americans are introduced and kept at a safe distance so as not to dis-
orient a U.S. Latino and Latina brownness” (Latining America, 128). See also Arias, “Central 
American–Americans”; and Maya Chinchilla’s poem from which Arias develops the 
term: Chinchilla, “Central American–American,” in The Cha Cha Files, 21–22.

7. Cárdenas, Constituting Central American–Americans.
8. Echavez See, The Decolonized Eye.
9. Early art historical analysis of revolutionary Nicaragua can be found in Kunzle, The 

Murals of Revolutionary Nicaragua, 1979–1992; and Craven, “The Nicaraguan Revolu-
tion (1979–1990).” The revolutionary group turned political party has since undergone 
drastic changes. Throughout the writing of this book, for instance, the former revolution-
ary leader of the Sandinistas, and since longtime president, Daniel Ortega, is protested 
by Nicaraguan citizens for human rights violations, and hundreds have been imprisoned 
or died in the span of a year at the hands of police repression, prompting artists, like Elyla 
and others, to respond and some to flee into exile.

10. This book draws from two bodies of work on Central American art from decades 
prior and the emerging discourse on US Central Americans. The first emerges from 
US scholars who traveled to El Salvador and Nicaragua in the 1980s and 1990s as part of 
the Central American solidarity movement. Notable are publications by curator Marilyn 
Zeitlin and art historians David Craven and David Kunzle, whose research highlighted 
war violence, testimony, and the revolutionary ideals of a liberated society, mostly in El 
Salvador and Nicaragua. The second body of literature comes from Central American cu-
rators, writers, and cultural workers who in the 1990s began to question the region’s invis-
ibility in the international art world and thus the need to produce critical reflection from 
the isthmus. From their dialogues and events, they produced a new body of literature from 
Central America led by curators and writers like Juanita Bermúdez, Rosina Cazali, Pablo 
Hernández-Hernández, Monica Kupfer, Rodolfo Molina, Virginia Pérez-Ratton, Raúl 
Quintanilla, Pablo José Ramirez, Adrienne Samos, and Sergio Villena, among others. The 
third comes from the Central American diaspora, from which I write this book. As either 
immigrants or the children of Central American immigrants, they began to analyze the 
sociopolitical conditions that made them a diasporic community and the challenges they 
endured as migrants, refugees, and Central Americans within a broader US Latinx popula-
tion and beyond. Their intellectual work set the foundation for Central American stud-
ies, carving interventions into Latinx, Latin American, Indigenous, and African Diaspora 
studies. This includes work by Leisy Ábrego, Arturo Arias, Giovanni Batz, Floridalma Boj 
Lopez, Maritza Cárdenas, Gloria Chacon, Jorge E. Cuéllar, Juliet Hooker, Paul Joseph 
López Oro, Cecilia Menjívar, Claudia Milian, Yajaira M. Padilla, Andoni Castillo Perez, 
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Suyapa G. Portillo Villeda, Ana Patricia Rodriguez, and Arely Zimmerman, among 
others. Though strong in sociological, historical, political, and literary analyses, the role of 
art and visuality within the history of Central America and its diaspora, however, is only re-
cently materializing, as in the work of Mauricio Ramirez, Tatiana Reinoza, Carlos A. Rivas, 
and Melanie White, and in the curatorial work of Armando Perla and Alma Ruiz.

11. Afro-descendants in Central America trace their history to both the forceful abduc-
tion and trafficking of enslaved Africans to the isthmus and labor migration from the 
Caribbean islands and the United States. The various peoples that make up the Afro–
Central American population, such as the Garinagu, Miskito, Bay Island Creole, and 
West Indian migrants, have unique histories, challenges, and forms of resistance. In addi-
tion to the previously mentioned, see Cosgrove, et al., Surviving the Americas; Cunin and 
Hoffman, Blackness and Mestizaje in Mexico and Central America; Corinealdi, Panama 
in Black ; England, Afro Central Americans in New York City; Gómez Menjívar, Black in 
Print; Harpelle, The West Indians of Costa Rica.

12. Sylvia Wynter draws on Pierre Bourdieu to discuss these as “taste of reflection” (pure 
taste) versus “taste of the senses” (impure taste). See Wynter, “Rethinking ‘Aesthetics.’ ”

13. The philosopher Immanuel Kant, a canonical figure in Western aesthetics, created 
an “Other” based on their assumed abilities to perceive aesthetics, which he claimed was 
determined by their racial category. Kant posited that these are aesthetic categories that 
serve as guides of conduct and are linked to moral experience, implying that art is not just 
a way of seeing things but a way of being. See Kant, Observation on the Feeling of the Beau-
tiful and the Sublime.

14. Wynter, “Rethinking ‘Aesthetics,’ ” 259.
15. Cusicanqui, “Experiencias de montaje creativo”; Cusicanqui, Sociología de la imagen.
16. Rickard, “Diversifying Sovereignty and the Reception of Indigenous Art.”
17. Among members of the modernity/coloniality/decoloniality collective are Dalila 

Maria Benfield, Arturo Escobar, Raul Moarquech Ferrera-Balanquet, Pedro Pablo 
Gómez, Ramón Grosfoguel, Maria Lugones, Nelson Maldonado-Torres, Walter Mi-
gnolo, Miguel Rojas-Sotelo, Rolando Vazquez, and Catherine Walsh.

18. They attempt to expose how aesthetics is embedded within the colonial matrix of 
power, intervening in creative practices such as biennials and curatorial projects to decolo-
nize the senses. See Barriendos, “La colonialidad del ver”; Maldonado-Torres, “On Meta-
physical Catastrophe, Post-continental Thought, and the Decolonial Turn”; and Mignolo 
and Vázquez, “Decolonial AestheSis.”Additionally, see Mirzoeff, The Right to Look.

19. Quijano, “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality.”
20. They include M. Jacqui Alexander, Aura Cumes, Maria Lugones, Xhercis Méndez, 

Mágara Millán Moncayo, Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, Hortense J. Spillers, and Gladys Tzul 
Tzul, among others. The hemispheric emerging proposals for decolonizing feminism 
are thus led by Indigenous, Afro-descendant, poor, nonheteronormative, and gender 
nonconforming feminists. They include communal perspectives, Indigenous cosmovi-
sions, relations to land and nature, diasporic histories, legacies of ancestral resistance, 
and other modes of knowing rooted in the embodied experience of those marked by the 
coloniality of gender, which is typically excluded from institutional feminism. See Alex-
ander and Mohanty, Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures; Cumes, 
“La ‘India’ como ‘sirvienta,’ ”; Cusicanqui, “The Notion of ‘Rights’ and the Paradoxes of 
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Post-colonial Modernity”; Lugones, “Coloniality of Gender”; Mendez, “Notes Toward a 
Decolonial Feminist Methodology”; Moncayo, “Feminismos, Postcolonialidad, Descolo-
nización”; and Spillers “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe.”

21. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent Thought, and Decolonial Freedom.”
22. Gómez-Barris, The Extractive Zone, 13. See also Gómez-Barris, Lane, and Godoy-

Anativia, “Decolonial Gesture.”
23. In The Archive and the Repertoire, Diana Taylor identifies a parallel existence be-

tween two systems of historical memory and knowledge: the archive, the material and 
archival memory that is resistant to change (as in text, maps, and documents); and the 
repertoire, an ephemeral embodied practice that transmits memory and knowledge (as in 
dance, song, and gesture). Though they coexist, the repertoire, important to Indigenous 
epistemes, is often dismissed as outside the domain of legitimate Western knowledge. 
Meanwhile, the archive, valued for its permanance, is often preferred and preserved to 
serve the interest of the state and its colonial projects. These distinctions are fluid, as 
Amelia Jones has shown in her interrogation of the dichotomous relationship between 
archive and repertoire. Yet they are significant in decentering the Western privilege over 
the visual and material, and for reasserting the importance of the embodied, ephemeral, 
and performative, and thereby recentering the body and decolonizing the senses and 
knowledge. Such distinctions allow me to situate Mayan performances, beyond the West-
ern definition of performance art that emerges from the United States and Europe, as 
rooted in a much longer history of Indigenous systems of sensing-knowing that predate 
art historical categories. See Jones, “Archive, Repertoire, and Embodied Histories,” and 
Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire.

24. Maldonado-Torres, “On Metaphysical Catastrophe, Post-continental Thought, 
and the Decolonial Turn.”

25. Maldonado-Torres, “On Metaphysical Catastrophe, Post-continental Thought, and 
the Decolonial Turn,” 256.

26. See Flores and Stephens, Relational Undercurrents: Contemporary Art of the 
Caribbean Archipelago, exhibited at the Museum of Latin American Art (molaa) in 
Long Beach, California, as part of the Getty Foundation–sponsored Pacific Standard 
LA/LA series.

27. Neruda, “The United Fruit Company,” in Canto general, 179.
28. Gómez-Barris, The Extractive Zone, 11–12.
29. Castro-Gómez, La hybris del punto cero.
30. Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor.”
31. Azoulay, Potential History, 63.
32. Scholars note that Maya scribes, known as ah k’u huns, meaning “he of the writing,” 

were recruited and trained in special academies in calligraphy and the visual, and were 
depicted in unique dress in a myriad of reliefs, murals, and cultural objects. Their visual 
production included individual signatures and names, thus indicating a prestige and 
importance attributed to them by the Mayan court. Along with warriors, high-ranking 
scribes were even common targets for enemies seeking captives during combat. For an 
in-depth art historical account and analysis of the ancient Maya scribe, see Coe and Kerr, 
The Art of the Maya Scribe.

33. Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance.
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34. For a discussion on the long effects of Vasari’s writing in establishing a heteropatri-
archal and exclusionary art canon, see Salomon, “The Art Historical Canon.”

35. See Damisch, The Origin of Perspective; Edgerton, The Renaissance Rediscovery of 
Linear Perspective; and Elkins and Williams, Renaissance Theory.

36. Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism.
37. Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 41.
38. Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 83.
39. For further studies on the intersections of visual culture, landscape, travel, and 

tourism in relation to the colonial gaze, see Fusco and Wallis, Only Skin Deep; Mitchell, 
Landscape and Power ; Pratt, Imperial Eyes; and Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics.

40. For a history of human zoos, see Blanchard, Human Zoos; Cariou, “The Exhibited 
Body”; Corbey, “Ethnographic Showcases, 1870–1930”; and Egan, “Exhibiting Indig-
enous Peoples.”

41. For more on display practices, see Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Destination Culture.
42. Boëtsch, “From the Cabinets of Curiosity to the Passion for the Savage.”
43. Aguirre, “Exhibiting Degeneracy.”
44. Velasquez, Stephens, and Barnum’s American Museum, Illustrated Memoir of an 

Eventful Expedition into Central America.
45. Aguirre, “Exhibiting Degeneracy,” 50.
46. Aguirre, “Exhibiting Degeneracy,” 49.
47. Yancy, “Colonial Gazing.”
48. Yancy, “Colonial Gazing,” 8.
49. Yancy, “Colonial Gazing,” 8.
50. Veltmeyer and Petras, The New Extractivism.
51. Veltmeyer and Petras, The New Extractivism, 1.
52. Gómez-Barris, The Extractive Zone, 5.
53. For more on the colonial history of museums and exhibitions of Indigenous cul-

ture, see Azoulay, Potential History , and Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge.
54. From an interview included in Martínez Salazar, Global Coloniality of Power in 

Guatemala.
55. Boj Lopez, “Weavings That Rupture.”
56. For instance, in El Salvador following the 1932 military-ordered execution of thirty 

thousand Indigenous men and boys, now known as La Matanza, terrorized Indigenous 
Salvadorans concealed their native clothing and ceased speaking native languages, result-
ing in a largely assimilated country today. See Tilley, Seeing Indians.

57. Martínez Salazar, Global Coloniality of Power in Guatemala, 67 (my emphasis).
58. For more on Indigenous textiles, intellectual property law, and the Indigenous chal-

lenge to Western concepts of authorship, see Chacón, “Material Culture, Indigeneity, and 
Temporality.”

59. For further reading on the intersection of art, visual politics, and extractive policies 
and climate change, see Demos, Decolonizing Nature.

60. Maldonado-Torres, “Outline of Ten Theses on Coloniality and Decoloniality.”
61. Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth; Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed; Guevara, 

“Socialism and Man in Cuba.”
62. Walia, Undoing Border Imperialism.
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