Octavio Paz, Labyrinth of Solitude. 

Make sure you read the back cover before you begin.   Based upon what it is says on the back cover, what kind of book do you except this to be?     What does the blurb say is the subject of this book? 

Chapter One: The Pachuco and Other Extremes. 

Paz begins this chapter by drawing an analogy between an adolescent (experience of singularity and solitude) and the nation and people of Mexico.   What do you think he means by this analogy? 

What is a "pachuco?"   (You might want to do a Google or Yahoo image search so you can see what he is talking about.)   What is his relationship to America?   Why do you think Paz begins his exploration of Mexican identity with young men living in Los Angeles? 

According to Paz, what are the differences between Mexicans and North Americans?   Do you agree? Has he characterized North America correctly? 

Chapter Two: Mexican Masks 

At the top of page 33, Paz says, "the history of Mexico, like that of every Mexican, is a struggle between the forms and formulas that have been imposed on us and the explosions with which our individuality avenges itself."   What do you think he means by this?   How does this relate to the idea of "masks" introduced at the beginning of the chapter? In what sense do you think this is a description of a peculiarly Mexican struggle, and in what sense do you think it might be universal? 

Taking that idea about "forms" that have been imposed on us, what are the various forms masculine and feminine, male and female, which have been imposed on the Mexicans?   For example, how does he compare the way the Spanish, the North American, and the Mexican conceive of women?   Or, to put it another way, in what sense are the "macho" and the "mala (mujer)" forms that have been imposed on Mexicans? 

What does Paz mean when he says that perhaps the woman would prefer to be treated with less respect? (p. 38) 

What definition does Paz give for what love "really" is? (top of p. 42) 

Chapter Three: The Day of the Dead 

Before you read this chapter you might want to do an image search on the web (e.g., Yahoo or Google) for images of "The Day of the Dead."   Look at some of the images and try to imagine what function they might serve in Mexican Culture. 

According to Paz, what is the function of fiestas for Mexicans? 

What are the various attitudes towards death represented in Mexican history and in the various cultures of the modern world? (pp. 54-61) 

The last section of this chapter (pp. 61-64) is a little tough.   According to Paz, how do Villaurrutia and Gorostiza conceive of the relationship between life and death? 

  You should re-read the two paragraphs on p. 64 a couple of times. Can you summarize them (in your own words)? 

Chapter Four: The Sons of La Malinche 

What is Paz's theory of history?   Look especially at the paragraph at the bottom of p. 71 and top of p. 72. 

What do "chingada" and "chingar" mean in Mexico? 

How does Paz explain the popularity of the Virgin of Guadalupe? 

Who was La Malinche?

What is the significance of the phrase, "Viva Mexico, hijos de la chingada"? 

Chapter Five: The Conquest and Colonialism 

In what ways did Aztec society prepare the way for the Spanish Conquest of Mexico? 

How did the Spanish colonization of Mexico differ from the English colonization of North America? (Hint: what role did baptism play in Spanish colonization?) 

  Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz was a remarkable woman. Mexican, living in the second half of the seventeenth century, she was a genius.   She studied and wrote about art, music, science, literature, and philosophy until she was rebuked by a bishop.   She renounced her books and learning in a letter signed with her own blood, and then wrote nothing else until her death.   Given what you've already read in this book, why do you think she is such an important figure for Paz? 

Chapter Seven: Mexican Intelligentsia (beginning on p. 166). 

  On page 169 Paz lists some of the problems with trying to find a philosophical solution that will "give meaning to our presence on earth" and yet still be "Mexican."   What are those problems? 

What does the last sentence of the chapter mean? 

Chapter Eight: The Present Day. 

What were the accomplishments of the Mexican Revolution (i.e., what did it do for the people?) 

What challenges did Paz think Mexico was facing when he wrote this book? Do you think much has changed?   Do these concerns apply to other nations too? 

The last paragraph of this chapter (p. 194) is a like a summary of the first 193 pages of the book.   Reread this paragraph several times trying to figure out how you would use it to explain to someone what this whole book is about. 

Chapter Nine: The Dialectic of Solitude 

  What is solitude? 

What is love (see especially p. 196)? 

How does Paz describe the relationship between love and marriage? (pp. 197-202) Do you agree or disagree? 

  What is the relationship between solitude and the development of the person (pp.202-204)? 

What is the problem of "modern man," according to Paz? Do you agree? 

