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It is an exciting time for us literary scholars working in Latino/a studies. We got a Norton 
Anthology of Latino Literature in 2010, a subsequent hiring boom, and even a fledgling Latina/o 
Studies Association, yet the field remains dynamic and open-ended, with much essential 
work yet to be done, especially as scholarship unfolds across and along existing and 
emerging comparative, translocal, and global contexts. At the same time, Latino/a studies 
exists in a realm of ongoing epistemological instability.  Is it Latino/a, Latina/o (as in the 
association), or simply Latino studies (as in the anthology)?  What of other terms such as 
Hispanic, of the many national identities that encompass Latinidad (more on that term later), 
and of performative, decolonial terms such as Chicano/a and Nuyorican, that root Latino/a 
studies in the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s?  Does not Latino/a studies still rely 
on a set of binaries that urgently need to be questioned? (I am thinking of the way the Norton 
Latino is framed around the terms Anglo and Hispanic, as well as the recent rise of the terms 
Latin@ and Latinx on social media, largely in the context of queer, feminist, and trans- 
activism invested in nonmasculinist and/or nonbinary political imaginations.) 

 
This slippery epistemological ground is in many ways the subject of Claudia Milian's 
groundbreaking Latining America: Black-Brown Passages and the Coloring of Latino/a Studies, a 
book whose title and subtitle signal the impressive breadth of its disciplinary intervention. By 
“Latining” and the related “Latinities,” Milian refers to the many ways in which bodies and 
texts become Latin/o/a, and her readings of a range of literary and cultural texts reveal a keen 
eye for the diversity and complexity of “passings” and “colorings” that shape Latino/a 
studies. In that sense, Milian's book is a critique of how  
Latino/a  studies has more or less institutionalized itself at the expense of engaging with the 
implications of this diversity and complexity, especially given present-day geographies and 
subjectivities. 

 
Brownness is of course central to Milian's project, and one of the book's great contributions is 
the richly polemical way in which it brings a contemporary, transnational politics of 
brownness (and blackness, since they are uneasily entangled) into the foreground of Latino/a 
studies. Nowadays often considered theoretically and politically problematic, brownness has 
nonetheless been fundamental to Latino/a imaginaries, although often in ideologically 
overdetermined forms, from the radical left (the brown/bronze raza politics of the Chicano 
movement) to post-1960s conservatives (Richard Rodriguez's Brown: The Last Discovery of 
America). Here  Milian echoes the late José Esteban Muñoz in understanding brownness for 
the affective and political potential to “enact different bodily and social forms,” thereby 
“interrupting or rerouting the Latino or Latina signifier” (109). Yet Milian's focus is not so 
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much on affect—and on the terms and pitfalls of identification and embodiment—as it is on 
mapping the topographies of brownness.   

 
Crucially, Milian looks to new demographics and to groups traditionally underrepresented in 
Latino/a studies, such as Guatemalan Americans (among other Central American 
nationalities) and, to a lesser extent, Dominican Americans, in remapping Latino/a 
brownness. In doing so, she connects current fear-mongering about the “browning” of the US 
(a demographic browning increasingly driven by Central Americans and Dominicans) to the 
legacy of a coldwar ideology that so profoundly shaped contemporary Central American 
realities (and arguably Dominican reality as well). Such groups, then, are “Latining” the US 
in the sense that they are bringing with them new experiences of migration and empire and 
new vocabularies of brownness (and blackness) that urge us to consider “how 
multidirectional processes of Latinness travel, break, and alter at the level of meaning, 
geographies, and peoples” through “a Latin, Latin-American, Latino, and Latina 
triangulation” (1). Milian's book is at its exploratory best when boldly and pithily mapping 
literary and cultural phenomena that older Latino and Latina configurations would miss, 
from riffs on the “Latin” spatialities of Junot Díaz's novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 
and the animated TV series Dora the Explorer to readings of Peruvian-themed graffiti in New 
York's East Village. Paradigmatic in this respect is the chapter “Disorienting Latinities,” with 
its insights into a number of Latino/a novels as they articulate a distinct and interruptive 
Central-American Americanness shaped by the cold war and migration. After reading 
Latining America, especially alongside earlier monographs on Central-American Americans by 
Arturo Arias, Ana Patricia Rodríguez, and others, it is hard not to rethink the politics of our 
becoming Latin and the coordinates of our America. This book will be a valuable tool in 
getting students to map the limits and the evolving coordinates of our field, and I plan on 
teaching it in an upcoming graduate seminar. 

 
As is to be expected with a book as ambitious and wide-ranging as this, Latining America's 
missed opportunities are as teachable as the vast ground it covers. One limitation of the book 
is its lack of significant attention to Afro-Latin@ studies. In the epilogue, Milian reflects on the 
“@” in the title of Miriam Jiménez Román and (the late) Juan Flores's seminal The Afro-Latin@ 
Reader: History and Culture in the United States (2010) in the context of a broader and much-
needed reflection on the “disembodied” quality of a term such as Latino/a and on how this 
“canonical institutional vocabulary” presents “an enunciatory challenge insofar as such 
words and subjects do not exist” (157). In fact, Jiménez Román and Flores's reader 
underscores the inadequacy of such institutional vocabularies and how Afro-Latin@s have 
long challenged and critically revised them, in the process creating counter-institutional 
spaces and alternative vocabularies of belonging.  

 
While Milian defends in passing the book's lack of substantive engagement with scholarship 
on Afro-Latinidad, it is especially perplexing in the case of her reading of Evelio Grillo's 



ALH Online Review, Series IV  3 
 
memoir Black Cuban, Black American (2000), where she opts for an elaborate—and perhaps 
needlessly ponderous—reading of the memoir through Du Bois's “double consciousness.” 
Milian's valuable insight—that the tensions between Cuban and American modes of 
blackness in Grillo's memoir can be brought into productive focus through a hemispheric 
Latin-ness that bridges the US South and global south—could have been developed just as 
forcefully, and in a less belabored fashion, through an Afro-Latin@ framework that stressed 
the spatial politics of diaspora.  
 
Milian is only partly right when she writes that “Other than Latinidad, there are no 
additional key terms in Latino/a cultural studies that encapsulate the nuanced ways that 
Latinoness and Latinaness have been entered, recalibrated, exited, entered yet again, and 
enlivened by different groups” (6). Yes, Latinidad is central to our contemporary 
understanding of our field as comparative, translocal, performative, and provisional, but so 
are terms such as diaspora and border, both surprisingly marginal in a book such as this one. 
After all, there are scholars applying the term “border” in transnational Hispanic Caribbean 
contexts (see Jorge Duany) as well as scholars of the Chicana borderlands looking to a 
renewed and revised understanding of diaspora (Emma Pérez receives passing mention). 
Having read Latining America, I cannot help wondering: what would Latino/a studies look 
like if we expanded our theorizing of borderlands to include not only the Mexico-U.S. border, 
but also the Guatemala-Mexico one, or the one between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, 
and if we foregrounded the shifting, transnational valences of Central American brownness 
and indigeneity in conceptualizing Latino/a diasporas? I am grateful to Milian's book for 
helping me refine, enrich, and challenge my thinking about borders and diasporas, but I wish 
the book had engaged with these terms more substantively. Thankfully, Milian has provided 
students and future scholars with many potentially fruitful points of departure. 
 
Similarly, I am not exactly sure how Milian's Latinity(ies) differs from Latinidad(es), a term 
with a critical history at least two decades long. Even Milian's titular Latining is not that far 
from Agustín Laó-Montes's influential theory of “the production of Latinidad” in Mambo 
Montage: The Latinization of New York (2001), coedited with Arlene Dávila. Milian nods at the 
history of the term Latinidad in the introduction, where she refers to Laó-Montes, but she 
ultimately does not clarify what her Latining/Latinity(ies) are or are not with regards to 
Latinidad(es). To be sure, Milian highlights the multifocal production of identities across the 
Americas, but existing formulations of Latinidad already foreground hemispheric 
dimensions. Inasmuch as it does not sufficiently clarify its theoretical investments as they 
relate to these key terms in the field, Milian's book risks reproducing the very epistemological 
impasse it helps us confront.  
 
Still, Latining America is a must-read, and will be read for years to come, for how it 
interrogates the institutionalization of Latino/a Studies through the lens of new and not-so-
new Latino/a subjectivities. In a US context where these new Latinities are too often seen as a 
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political and cultural threat, Milian's book powerfully reminds us that Latino/a studies has 
some difficult work to do, work that will likely (hopefully) shake up its disciplinary 
foundations. To paraphrase Afro-Latin@ visionary Arturo Alfonso Schomburg (sadly not 
mentioned in Latining America), Latino/a studies must not simply react to the sand of media-
fueled controversy; it must also claim the dust from its decades of digging.           

      
 

               
         
 
   
 
 


