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Sovereign Joy

Sovereign Joy explores the performance of festive Black kings and
queens among Afro-Mexicans between 1539 and 1640. This
fascinating study illustrates how the first African and Afro-creole
people in colonial Mexico transformed their ancestral culture into
a shared identity among Afro-Mexicans, with particular focus on how
public festival participation expressed their culture and subjectivities, as
well as redefined their colonial condition and social standing. By
analyzing this hitherto understudied aspect of Afro-Mexican Catholic
confraternities in both literary texts and visual culture, Miguel
A. Valerio teases out the deeply ambivalent and contradictory
meanings behind these public processions and festivities that often
reinscribed structures of race and hierarchy. Were they markers of
Catholic subjecthood, and what sort of corporate structures did they
create to project standing and respectability? Sovereign Joy examines
many of these possibilities, and in the process highlights the central
place occupied by Africans and their descendants in colonial culture.
Through performance, Afro-Mexicans affirmed their being: the
sovereignty of joy and the joy of sovereignty.

Miguel A. Valerio is Assistant Professor of Spanish at Washington
University in St. Louis. His research focuses on the African diaspora in
the literatures and cultures of the Iberian world. This is his first
monograph.
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Series editors

George Reid Andrews, University of Pittsburgh
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This series reflects the coming of age of the new, multidisciplinary field of
Afro-Latin American Studies, which centers on the histories, cultures, and
experiences of people of African descent in Latin America. The series aims
to showcase scholarship produced by different disciplines, including
history, political science, sociology, ethnomusicology, anthropology,
religious studies, art, law, and cultural studies. It covers the full
temporal span of the African Diaspora in Latin America, from the early
colonial period to the present, and includes continental Latin America, the
Caribbean, and other key areas in the region where Africans and their
descendants have made a significant impact.

A full list of titles published in the series can be found at:
www.cambridge.org/afro-latin-america
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For all Afro-cofrades
of the past, present, and future

And for my cousin Banni

In memoriam
Jorge Miguel Lopez Valerio

1978-2021
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Morena criolla:
Carbén con alma, viviré a la fama.

(Coal with a soul, I will live in fame.)

Torres, Festin

Aqui estoy, vivo y moreno,

de mi estirpe defensor.

Miguel Herndndez
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Preface

Joyful Defiance

Blackness is an immense and defiant joy.

Imani Perry*

I wrote this book during a turbulent period: between the election of
Donald Trump and the COVID-19 pandemic. Black lives continued
(and continue) to be wasted — disposed of — by state terror. Thus,
from a historical perspective, little had changed in five hundred years.
This became ever clearer to me as I wrote Chapter 2. As that
chapter explores, in colonial Mexico City, Blacks were summarily
executed — hanged and quartered — for their festive practices. The
documents at the center of that chapter underscore the longue durée
of anti-Black state terror. Like the rest of the book, however, that is
not the only story it tells. In 1611, a slave owner beat one of his
female slaves to death. (In 1611, slave meant Black, and Black, slave,
even when it came to “free/d” Blacks.) In protest, more than forty-five
hundred Afro-Mexicans carried the woman’s body through Mexico
City’s streets demanding justice. As they did so, they danced. White
audiences could not understand why they would dance for a mournful
cause. This remains true today, from New Orleans funerals to Black
Lives Matter (BLM) protests. As the Black scholar Imani Perry noted
in The Atlantic on June 15, 2020: white audiences associate Blackness
with tragedy, sorrow, and downtroddenness. As I explore in
Chapter 2, and Perry points out, many see Blackness as a curse. As

" Perry, “Racism Is Terrible. Blackness Is Not,” The Atlantic, June 15, 2020.

Xi
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xii Preface

Perry contends, this is not to see Blackness as Black people see
themselves:

Joy is not found in the absence of pain and suffering. It exists through it. The
scourges of racism, poverty, incarceration, medical discrimination, and so much
more shape black life. We live with the vestiges of slavery and Jim Crow, and with
the new creative tides of antiblackness directed toward us and our children. We
know the wail of a dying man calling for his mama, and it echoes into the distant
past and cuts into our deepest wounds. The injustice is inescapable. So yes, [ want
the world to recognize our suffering. But I do not want pity from a single soul. Sin
and shame are found in neither my body nor my identity. Blackness is an immense
and defiant joy.*

As two opinion pieces, one in the New York Times and the other in
the Washington Post, noted a few days before Perry’s piece, BLM
protesters were seen dancing in the streets of US cities.? (I too found
myself dancing alongside others as we marched.) Like their Mexican
forebears, these protesters were channeling their defiance — of a world
built on the principle that Black lives do not matter, are not lives
— through their bodies-in-motion. They were joyfully defying the
world that denies them ontology — even basic philosophically mean-
ingful Being.* Not only that. In 1611, as in other times, Afro-
Mexicans, like their counterparts across geographies and time, did
not let state terror hamper their festive traditions, going on to replace
exiled and deceased festive kings and queens with new ones and
making plans for Christmas and Easter. Yet these were expressions
not of callousness or cynicism but rather of joyful defiance, affirm-
ations of life. The performances studied in this book express this
radical Blackness, and what could be more radical than performing
as a sovereign people in a slavocracy?

This book studies the joyful defiance Blacks wrought in Mexico
City between 1539 and 1640. It thus documents the first instances of
such defiance in the Americas. It studies how that defiance was born
and fashioned during its early years and how and why it took roots in
the lives of diasporic Afrodescendants. It points to Africa as the
source and the diaspora as the cause. Enslaved into a strange new
world, not all Africans succumbed to tragedy, sorrow, and

* Ibid.

3 Siobhan Burke, “Dancing Bodies That Proclaim: Black Lives Matter,” New York Times,
June 9, 2020; Sarah L. Kauffman, “In Pain and Rage, a Protester Approached Police. And
Then He Danced,” Washington Post, June 6, 2020.

4 See Fanon, “The Fact of Blackness”; Warren, Ontological Terror.
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downtroddenness. Instead, they defied the ontology of that world by
asserting their humanity through festive customs. They baffled white
audiences by being joyful when they were expected to be mournful, by
being independent when they were meant to be helpless, and by
staging lavish displays that confounded the colonial imagination.
This book then is a testament of their joyful defiance, which should
serve as an inspiration for those of us still in the struggle. It proclaims
that the Black past (and present) is not only one of tragedy — most of
all, ontologically — and that to study joy is not to forget pain.
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