LATIN AMERICA AT THE END OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:
CONTRIBUTIONS TO WESTERN CULTURE

After three centuries of Spanish and Portuguese colonial
rule, followed by a century of passionate political confliect,
at the beginning ' of the twentieth century the nations of Latin
America and the Caribbean entered on a pericd of artistic
openness, seeking for a mode of expression peculiarly their
own. They were strongly aware of a need for national identity--
an identity which would justify their claim to a place in Western
culture as representatives of an area of civilization which
owed its origin to the encounter between.two powerful, splen-
_dorous: worlds, one the colenizer, the other the colonized.
Although ﬁomposed of a goodly number of-cﬁuntries, each with

_its own traditions,-varying -in their degree of cultural devel-.
opment, speaking,diffaring,laﬁguages,nfhe area has nonetheless
" nown 'a‘common history. The pre-Hispanic period which came
to an end in 1492, the three-hundred-year colonial period
which followed, the nineteenth century which brought the estab-
lishment of-independeﬁt republics:, and our own twéntieth century
all bear witness té the creative powers of the inﬁabitants of
the Western Hemisphere. Their artistic achievements, deriving
from widely -wvarying social and cultural conditions, permit
of multiple, often cqntrgdictory readings.

It is precisely the differences and similarities among the
countries of the area which have made of Latin America and the
Caribbean an important, evea fundamental compcnent of Western
culture. It has often been said that world civilization

remained incomplete



until the discovery of America. From that time on, the contri-
butions of the New World have been many and far-ranging. We
do not propose to place Latin America on the same footing Qith
Europe, whose cultures run much farther back. Unguesticnably,
however, Latin American civilization has been underestimated,
owing to the fact that the area was first viewed as a mere
supplier of colonial products;and in more recemttimeé as a de-
pEnﬁency of . extraregional centers of economic power.

Still, the c0untriéh of Latin hmerica—-underdéveloped,
in i. process of development, or what you wilﬁ;-have a.place
of their own in the history of humanity. Their history re-

flects a "Latin"™ reality, with charecteristics all its own,
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strongly tellurié, and chargeﬁ with spiritual and human
values inherited from the great pre-Hispanic civilizations
which spread over large areas of the continent. Despite
material difficulties, Latin America has kept fully.up with develop-
ments in Western culture. In this regard I recall an cobserva-
tion by a great Latin American artist, Fernando de Szyszlo of
Peru, who holds that while Latin America is classed as part
of the Third World, from the cultural viewpoint it belongs to
the First World. ;

There is no getting arcound the fact that Latin America
entered the twentieth century as an area of underdevelcpment
and will leave- it in the same state, despite all thé efforts
that have been made to improve the situation. With specific
rezaprd to . cultural development, one cannct fail ta ﬁcte

that it has almost always come about with but marginal reference
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to economic and sccial conditions which have affected the
region during the course of the century. This means that
cultural:activity--of all types and in all areas--is innate
to the peoples of Latin America. . The region has placed great emphasi
cﬁ economic development, neglecting the social and cultural aspects
so important to advances in the path of civilization. Develop-
ment has not been an overall process.

At the end éf the twentieth century, the region finds itself
in a state of crisis. The economic models adopted in pursuit
of development have proved a failure. Insufficient attention
was paid to tcultﬁral'needé in moments of relative prosperity. As a m®s
the nations of Latin America are confronted with a situation of extren
difficulty, for which there is no foreseeable remedy, from whiéh
there is no easy escape. Fortunately, there is continuous and
increasing cultural activity. It is preciseiy'this activity wﬂich,'
now as in the.past,makés of Latin America a wvital, dynamic.force
on the world stage. While the product may not find acceptance
among United States and European theorists, it assures
the reéipn'éf a position on the highest level of development.
This has been rendered possible by the fact that, no matter what the
political; social, and economic canditiéii?iave prevail?d, there
has always been freedom of creative expression in Latinlﬁmerica.
This freedom has been exercised by ecreative talents without
prejudice of any kind. Latin American culture is the summation

of all the results and products of this creative activity. The

contribution Latin America is making to Western civilization



e
today in literature, music, and the visual arts cannot be
denied. Although they are clearly reccgnizable, recognition
is not easily granted, since history tends to be written from
the economic: viewpoint, taking as a premise that only developed
or industrialized countries are capable of producing "good"
or "pure" art. (It would be difficult-to conceive of chemical
purity in the art area!) By definition, culturel development
or evolution is an opén-prﬂcess, which permits of all types of
mixtures, influences, appropriations, and juxtapositions. It
is wvital an& dynamic; change and enrichment come about through
encounter with . other civilizations, different or similar in
characfer.: This is the way it has been in Latin America;.
this is the way ‘it has been in other parts of the world. Visual art,
literature, and music, as i produced in Latin America,are
Latin American in nature, and,like their counterparts in other
el relilsre

areas of the world,they derive from minglings, from worldwide
conjunctions of cultural circumstances, from appropriations,
and from rejections. They are individual creations which
reflect the vitality of an area rather younger than some others.

A few names suffice to indicate the original ccntribut%cns
which Latin American creative geniuses have made to world :
culture. We have Rubén Daric, the great Nicaraguan poet;
Gabriel Garcia Mirquez, the Colombian winner of the Nobel Prize;

Jesfis Soto, the Venezuelan coriginator of kinetic art; Joaquin

Torres Garcia, the Uruguayan theorist and painter responsible



for the doctrine of Universal Constructivism; the three

great Mexican muralists--Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Sigueirecs,
and José Clemenf Orozco; and . Brazil's celebrated composer Heitor
Villa-Lobos. . One could go on for long enumerating the
creative spirits who have enriched the eultural history, not

just of Latin America, but of the whole Western world.
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