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HOW “INDIANS” THINK
COLONIAL INDIGENOUS INTELLECTUALS AND THE 
QUESTION OF CRITICAL RACE THEORY

GONZALO LAMANA

Looking at Indigenous writings from colonial Peru through the 
underexplored lens of critical race theory

The conquest and colonization of the Americas marked the beginning of a 
social, economic, and cultural change of global scale. Most of what we know 
about how colonial actors understood and theorized this complex histori-
cal transformation comes from Spanish sources. This makes the few texts 
penned by Indigenous intellectuals in colonial times so important: they al-
low us to see how some of those who inhabited the colonial world in a dis-
advantaged position thought and felt about it.

This book shines light on Indigenous perspectives through a novel in-
terpretation of the works of the two most important Amerindian intellec-
tuals in the Andes, Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala and Garcilaso de la Vega, 
el Inca. Building on but also departing from the predominant scholarly posi-
tion that views Indigenous-Spanish relations as the clash of two distinct cul-
tures, Gonzalo Lamana argues that Guaman Poma and Garcilaso were the first 
Indigenous activist intellectuals and that they developed post-racial imaginar-
ies four hundred years ago. Their texts not only highlighted Native peoples’ 
achievements, denounced injustice, and demanded colonial reform, but they 
also exposed the emerging Spanish thinking and feeling on race that was at the 
core of colonial forms of discrimination. These authors aimed to alter the way 
colonial actors saw each other and, as a result, to change the world in which 
they lived.

GONZALO L A M ANA  is an associate professor in the Department of His-
panic Languages and Literatures at the University of Pittsburgh. His publi-
cations include Domination without Dominance: Inca-Spanish Encounters in 
Early Colonial Peru and Pensamiento colonial crítico.
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“How ‘Indians’ Think takes up the task of locating, describing, and analyzing 
[Indigenous peoples’] intervention in European thinking with respect to the 
formation of a race theory spun out of the Spanish conquest of Amerindian civili-
zations.”—Sara Castro-Klarén, co-editor of Inca Garcilaso and Contemporary 
World-Making
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