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ABSTRACT

BEARING CULTURE, WIELDING CULTURE:
POWER, INDIGENEITY AND ‘MULTICULTURALISMS’ IN A MIXTEC VILLAGE

By
Holly Dygert

In recent years, indigenous rights activists have impelled the Mexican government
to claim a ‘multicultural’ approach toward indigenous populations in lieu of its
longstanding assimilation approach. Situated within this context, this dissertation
investigates formulations of indigenous culture in contemporary Mexico. [ examine
conceptions of indigenous culture within two projects devised to stake out divergent
futures for indigenous communities: the Mexican development program IMSS-
Oportunidades and Mixtec cultural revitalization efforts. Through a community-centered
approach, I investigate how residents of a Mixtec-speaking village targeted by both
projects encounter, interpret and deploy these conceptions in their everyday contests with
one another.

Multicultural claims notwithstanding, IMSS-Oportunidades programmers and
providers regard indigenous culture as an impediment to modernity. Mixtec cultural
revitalizationists’ efforts to realize a vision of modernity grounded in the valorization of
Mixtec culture diverge markedly. Nonetheless, developers and revitalizationists share a
common perception of indigeneity as the antipode of modernity. This oppositional
framing accords with modemist perceptions of indigenous subjects who lack modern
training as ill-equipped for modernity. Accordingly, developers and revitalizationists

alike target their efforts toward youth who have acquired training in the requisite modern



skills and knowledge (e.g., literacy, Spanish facility) through the formal educational
system.

In the village, youth interpret the constructions of indigenous culture they learn
through their encounters with developers and revitalizationists in ways that correspond
with these modernist polarities. They interpret ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ constructions
alike as evidence of the backwardness of those people, practices and perspectives most
associated with indigenous culture. Among villagers, women with limited to no formal
education are widely regarded as bearing an especially true expression of indigenousness.
These women bear much of the suffering meted out in the process of denigrating
indigeneity, and they enact a crucial front-line politics as they combat the denigration of
indigenousness in their daily lives. As youth wield these formulations of indigenous
culture in their everyday contests with ‘culture-bearers’, they spur the denigration of
indigenousness. This dynamic evidences the perniciousness of ‘multicultural’
formulations of indigenous culture, which predicate claims of the value of indigenousness

to modem life on the exclusion of the quintessentially indigenous.
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INTRODUCTION

When I began conducting research in a small Mixtec village in southern Mexico,
Pueblo Verde,' I was struck by the varied and often flexible and complex family forms I
observed. While preparing for the research, I had expected that the vast majority of
villagers would form their families in similar ways and would maintain their marital
commitments throughout their lives. Based on these presumptions, I considered that it
might be prudent to withhold details about my split family from the community, as
negative assumptions about split families could lead some villagers to perceive me
poorly. Nonetheless, my observations of Verdeans’ diverse families assuaged my
concerns. Thus, I shared with my hosts — Na Beatriz and Ta Rodolfo® — that my mother
and father were divorced, that he had remarried, and that both parents had raised my
siblings and me.

One afternoon, while Ta Rodolfo and I finished the meal of tortillas and black
beans Na Beatriz had served us, they asked me more about my family. | was surprised to
find from their queries that they had not understood my situation in the terms that 1 had
assumed. Instead, they asked me — quite contemptuously — How could my father have
ZWwo women? I explained (again) that he and my mother had divorced thirty years earlier,
Aand that both of them were content to be apart from one another. 1 assumed that I had
Clarified the apparent misunderstanding during the momentary silence that followed my
€X planation, but Na Beatriz proved me wrong when she broke the silence, and asked me

Whether my mother was angry. As we continued to discuss my family, I repeatedly told

! . .. . .
N I substitute pseudonyms for the name of the municipality and all informants.
Na and Ta are Mixtec terms of respect for older villagers, similar to Mrs. and Mr.






them that the divorce was a positive resolution to both of my parents’ desire to terminate
the relationship, and that the new families worked well. They maintained their
interpretation that my father had abandoned my mother and her children to pursue a
relationship with his “7ia ‘an w1, second woman. Repeatedly, they mulled over what 1
said and then asked me additional questions that signaled that I had failed to persuade
them to adopt my perspective. In the end, my host got up slowly from the table,
chuckled, and said, “Dos mujeres!” — Two women! He nodded his head smiling as he
walked out of the door. My hostess also nodded her head while she concluded the
conversation, but with a stern look of concern and disapproval concluded, “Nda 'vi
nanalu.” — Your poor mother.?
During the year [ worked in Pueblo Verde, this is the only topic that moved my
hosts to argue with me. According to them, a man and a woman cement the formation of
their family when they have children. In doing so, they make a lifelong commitment to
remain together and carry out their complementary duties in ensuring the wellbeing of
their family. Their responsibilities as husband and wife to one another, as well as to their
children, remain even in cases where the couple separates. [ was utterly unsuccessful in
™My attempts to convince them that the divorce was beneficial, and they continued to refer
to my stepmother as my father’s jia ‘an uu.
This uniquely lively discussion dizzied me, especially our glaring inability to
Teconcile our different opinions. As I reflected on the interchange in the days that

followed, I reasoned our impasse in terms of cultural incommensurability. The idea that

3
Quotes that have not been translated to English reflect the language employed by the speaker. In this
discussion, Ta Rodolfo and Na Beatriz spoke to one another in Mixtec, Ta Rodolfo drew from his Spanish

fr\]dlfency to converse with me in that language, and Na Beatriz, who lacks Spanish language skills, spoke in
iXtec.



a particularly wide cu/tural gulf precluded my hosts from understanding my family as |
do seemed fitting. Accordingly, I reasoned that my hosts’ unwillingness to adopt my
understanding reflected the relative homogeneity of family forms in this seemingly
‘traditional’ “out-of-the-way-place” (Tsing 1993), and that this lack of familiarity with
different kinds of families circumscribed their ability to comprehend my family in my
terms. Although I struggled to understand my hosts’ apparent ignorance of the diverse
familial arrangements 1 had already encountered in the village, I concluded that their
insistence on the idea that a married couple is joined forever reflected their rootedness in
family values of a passing era in village life.
As the research progressed, however, my hosts’ intimate engagement with the
diversity of expressions of family in the village challenged me to rethink my
assumptions. I watched as their own family was torn apart over a conflict between them
and their adult daughter when she became pregnant and decided not to formalize her
pPartnership. When that occurred, I learned that their family had been repeatedly
reconfigured by conflicts and reconciliations associated with my hosts" efforts to force
their adult children to live by these ideals. My hosts pursued varied strategies to impose
this ideal vision of the family on non-family members, as well. They promoted
““traditional” marriages to young people; they supported the efforts of a young couple to
Marry by taking the role of their absent parents in sponsoring the union; they pursued
le gal and social channels to force absent husbands to return on behalf of women whose
husbands had left them. In short, my hosts were deeply and passionately entangled in
Ongoing contests over the ideal family. As [ continued to carry out the research, I learned

that these contestatory entanglements are not anomalous to my hosts. My interviews with






villagers indicate that disputes over the family have been the norm throughout recent

history, and date back at least to when the oldest villagers were forming their unions.
During the moments when I conducted the research, these contests largely revolved
around questions of monogamy, serial monogamy, and struggles over formalizing

commitments, which were linked with women’s ongoing struggles to negotiate

relationships that they found more beneficial.

Within this context, our ‘dispute’ over family was unremarkable, excepting my
failure to register it as a dispute. My hosts openly contested my conception of my family
because it conflicted with their opposition to serial monogamy. Nonetheless, | initially
drew from assumptions that my hosts and I inhabit different cu/tural spheres to conclude
that my hosts *failed to grasp’ my family, and to construe the conversation as a failure in
communication. This explanation resonates with widespread assumptions that the

cultural spheres inhabited by indigenous peoples are especially different from their
Western counterparts, particularly owing to the homogeneity and stagnancy of
indigenous cultural forms. Reconceptualizing the discussion as a dispute required
rethinking these assumptions to consider my hosts and me as inhabiting a common

Cultural realm and sharing a basic level of understanding therein.

The idea of ‘culture’

The traditional conception of culture posits easily definable groups whose
Members share common practices, values and beliefs. Roy Wagner (1975) advanced a

COmpelling critique of the concept over three decades ago in Inventing Culture. In this



work, Wagner described the distinctiveness of the vantage point the traditional
anthropological conception of culture affords to anthropologists, as he observed,

The New Guineans see the anthropologist’s creativity as being his interaction with them,
rather than resulting from it. They perceive the ficldworker to be “doing” life... For his
part, the anthropologist assumes that the native is doing what e is doing, namely
“culture”. [1975:26, Emphasis in original.]

Wagner affirmed the consequentiality of the adoption of the perspective that people ‘do
culture’, as ‘culture’ presumes “a very basic kind of difference between [people],
suggesting that there are different varieties of the phenomenon of man™ (1975:2).

Many anthropologists have rejected the culture concept during the three decades
that have intervened since Wagner made these observations. Yet, at the same time,
ordinary people have widely adopted the concept as a frame for reckoning who they are

and where they fit in the world. The culture frame provides a map for conjuring the
similarities individuals share with some and the qualities that differentiate them from
others. My own experience suggests the pervasiveness and profundity of ‘culture’s’
influence on people’s everyday lived experience: the concept profoundly shaped my
Initial interpretations in Pueblo Verde even though I came of age as an anthropologist in
the wake of a sustained and thorough “culture’ critique.

This study examines the politics of this popularization of ‘culture’. 1 approach the
COncept as a real and consequential anthropological invention. Quectzil Castaieda (1996)
has insightfully captured how this starting point challenges common perceptions of ideas
as inventions that (necessarily) fall short in capturing the real practices they are intended
tO narrate. Rather, Castafieda asserts the realness of ‘culture’ (1996:17):

The real pattern, the “lived-in culture,” is an abstraction embodied in its own
representation of an imagined world and not in the supposedly recal world outside of its
reification. [Emphasis in original.]



I adopt this starting point to investigate how ‘culture’ is “‘embodied” as a true and
consequential invention in everyday social life. I am especially interested in analyzing
how contemporary articulations of ‘indigenous culture’ influence the subjects perceived
as bearing the truest expressions of the notion, whom I refer to as culture bearers. 1
employ a tri-pronged approach to evaluate the politics of contemporary formulations of
‘indigenous culture’ from this vantage point:

First, I examine the (re)formulation and (re)deployment of notions of indigenous
culture with widespread purchase within two current political projects, the Mexican
development program Oportunidades and indigenous Mixtec cultural revitalization
efforts. 1 examine how Oportunidades workers and Mixtec revitalizationists interpret

indigenous culture and its salience as they design strategies to realize their goals.

Second, 1 analyze Oportunidades employces’ and Mixtec revitalizationists’ efforts

to carry out these strategies. I highlight the subject-making efforts in which they teach
individuals ‘culture’ as a frame for reckoning the ways in which they resemble and differ
from those around them. I refer to the subjects who have adopted the culture frame as
Wielding culture.

Third, 1 examine how the difterential dissemination of ‘culture’ shapes Verdean

SoOcial life. In particular, I examine how the divergence between those who wield culture
and those who bear culture shapes villagers” ongoing cultural contests, focusing on
CoOntests over the ideal Verdean family.

As the vignette above suggests, and as discussed in greater depth below, critical

analyses of culture readily focus attention on the concept’s contributions to shaping

€ncounters between ‘groups’. In this study, [ aim to provide an additional eye onto the



politics of ‘culture’ by privileging the family as a dimension of cultural life. Because of
the great divergence in the burdens women and men bear in relation to biological and
social reproduction (Browner 2000, 1986; Ginsburg and Rapp 1995; Greenhalgh 1995),
the family provides an excellent vantage point for analyzing how conceptions of cultural

difference contribute to transformations in villagers’ relationships with one another, as

well as with other ‘groups’.

Organization of the dissertation
I situate the research questions within anthropological and feminist debates about
culture and scholarly ethics in Chapter One, “The Politics of ‘Culture’”. Chapter Two,
“Power and Indigeneity in Mexican History” situates the investigation within historical
context. I trace changing orientations toward indigenous culture and forms of rule
through the history of New Spain and Mexico. In Chapter Three, “Research in Context:
Methodology and Settings”, I introduce the community and populations under
€Xamination, and detail the research methodology.

Chapters Four and Five examine articulations of indigenous culture in the two
“Projects’ under investigation in this study: Mexican development and Mixtec cultural
Trevitalization. As I examine how Oportunidades employees and Mixtec revitalizationists
CoOnstrue culture in these chapters, [ consider how they differentially position indigenous
People in relation to culture. In Chapter Four, “Culture, Power and Pathology in
Oportunidades”, I examine how Oportunidades program designers and service providers
CoOnceive of indigenous culture and utilize these ideas in designing and carrying out

Program initiatives. Chapter Five, “Culture and Power in Mixtec Cultural Revitalization”



examines how revitalizationists conceive of Mixtec culture and its salience for their
efforts, and how they have drawn from these ideas in devising revitalization strategies.
Chapters Six, Seven, Eight and Nine focus on Pueblo Verde. Chapter Six,
“Movement and Meaning in Pueblo Verde” examines Pueblo Verdean social life in the
context of widespread short- and long-term migration. In this chapter, I foreground the
struggles of ‘the women who remain’ — namely women with limited wealth and formal
education — as they work to enforce social and cultural continuity in this context. |
highlight the concerns and conflicts that have arisen as some villagers adopt derogatory
perceptions of local experience. In the process, I analyze how the differential adoption of
the culture concept among villagers — those who wield ‘culture’ versus those who are
perceived as bearing ‘culture’ — shapes Verdean contests. Chapter Seven, “The Changing
Verdean Family” situates villagers’ ongoing contests over the ideal family within this
context. I examine in more detail how power relations grounded in gender, generational,
educational and economic differences shape Verdean social and cultural processes.
Chapters Eight and Nine examine how villagers engage with developers’ and
revitalizationists’ conceptions of indigenous culture within ongoing contests over the
ideal family. In Chapter Eight, “Encountering Others Within” I examine how villagers
€ngage developers’ conceptions of indigenous culture as they contest ideal family size
among one another. I observe that IMSS-Oportunidades’ efforts affirm and contribute to
the distinctions between those who wield ‘culture’ and those who bear ‘culture’ examined
in Chapter Six. Next, in Chapter Nine, “Valorizing ‘Culture’ in Verdean Cultural

Contests,” I examine villagers’ adoption of revitalizationists’ perspectives. 1 contend that



revitalizationists > perspectives on Mixtec culture shape Verdean contests in ways similar
to those of developers.
I return to consider and synthesize the findings of the dissertation in relation to

politics of culture and the ethics of anthropological scholarship the final chapter, “The

Politics of ‘Culture’ Revisited.”
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CHAPTER ONE: THE POLITICS OF ‘CULTURE’

“Culture’ and its critique

Throughout much of the history of the discipline, anthropologists have conceived
of the diversity of human experience as universally structured by an underlying entity
called culture. During the first two-thirds of the 20" century, in particular,
anthropologists shared a solid grounding in the idea of culture, even while debating the
nature and substance of this entity. The claim of ‘culture’s’ universality enabled
anthropologists to explain seemingly incomprehensible ideas and practices not only as
reasonable, but also as part and parcel of a common human experience (Povinelli 2002;
see especially Chapter Two). Anthropologists distilled the ethical posture of cultural
relativity from the concept’s precepts, arguing that the ultimate incommensurability of
cultures — each one can only be properly understood and justly evaluated from within its
own cultural context — necessitated ‘intercultural’ respect.

Notwithstanding many anthropologists’ zcal to explain human difference in ways
that promoted human understanding, beginning in the 1970s, anthropologists and others
began to identify ways in which the field has contributed to the colonial and postcolonial
processes that marginalize the subjects of anthropological inquiry. The publication of
Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1978 greatly influenced this critical introspective turn, as
he analyzed how Western scholars constructed difference while claiming to represent it.

Specifi .
pecifically, he €xamined how ‘Orientalists’ constructed Arabs and the East as the

‘other’ : .
against which the West defines itself. Said’s work raised the specter of
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anthropologists”’ collusion with colonial and postcolonial forces of marginalization, as
anthropologists claimed to render ‘others’ intelligible to a Western self.

As anthropologists turned a critical eye toward anthropological scholarship, they
identified ways in Wwhich, indeed, the process of ‘explaining difference in terms that made
sense to a Western: audience’ often entailed creating, affirming and fomenting
assumptions about alterity (e.g., Abu-Lughod 1991; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Fabian
1983; Trinh 1989; Rosaldo 1993 [1989]; Wagner 1975). For example, Johannes Fabian

(1983) implicated the rhetorical conventions anthropologists employed for fortifying
presumptions about the alterity of anthropological subjects. Fabian argued that these
conventions contributed to the production of a time-space continuum wherein the
geographic distance separating anthropological subjects and the audience of
anthropological accounts corresponded with a temporal plane. The anthropological
subjects of distant regions exemplified living history — the primitive ‘other’ — in contrast
to the Western audience of anthropological works, who occupied the modern here and
now.

While Fabian analyzed how some of the taken-for-granted anthropological
conventions contributed to the construction of the alterity of anthropological subjects,
many others scrutinized the field’s key conceptual tool — culture. Critiques of the
concept’s contribution to exclusion and domination are grounded in observations of the
differentia] application of “culture’ in practice. That is, despite claims of the universality
Of‘culture” amh‘"’POlogists have uniquely used the frame to reason the experience of
"on-Western subjects (Rosaldo 1989 [1993]; Tsing 1993). As Renato Rosaldo (1989

[1993]) obsery,
S ¢ . . .
€rved, ‘culture’ has consequently acquired salience as an essence or a trait
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uniquely born by non-modern, non-Western ‘others’. The concept bears key assumptions
associated with this specificity of application, reflecting assumptions about the traits
perceived to differentiate anthropological subjects from the modern Western self, namely
a lack of differentiation within ‘groups’ and a lack of agency. The ‘culture’ analytical
approach contributes to these assumptions, as it entails analyzing the ideas, values and
practices that individuals express and carry out in their daily lives as manifestations of a
coherent, systematic, reasoned and hidden symbolic realm. This approach entails
interpreting individual action as a product of the force of this hidden realm and
emphasizing practices held in common. Consequently, anthropological subjects emerge
from ‘culture’-based accounts as undifferentiated, lacking in agency and governed by
external forces (Abu-Lughod 1991). These anthropological subjects diverge from and
affirm the distinctiveness of the Western subject, self-identified as the unique subject of
freedom, individuality and agency.

The assumptions about the alterity of anthropological subjects that interpolate
‘culture” shape the power-laden fields within which anthropologists and the intended
audiences of anthropological works engage with anthropological subjects. Yet, the
territorial dimension of “culture’ helps to obscure these relationships. ‘Culture’ presumes
that anthropological subjects reside in territorially-attached, seamlessly bounded semantic

realms that contain meaning and social relations (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). In drawing
from these assumptions to craft ‘culture’-based accounts, scholars have depicted
anthropological subjects as residing in geocultural fields detached from the West, and

their socj
Ocial processeg as generated and contained from within (e.g., Redfield 1960).
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Anthropologists have often depicted indigenous people as bearing the ‘truest’
expressions of cultural difference — “pristine’ forms of alterity uncompromised by
contaminating W estern influences. As a result, assumptions about the difference and
distance of anthropological subjects have often been particularly pronounced in writings
on indigenous people (Appadurai 1988). Yet, while anthropologists analyzed indigenous
peoples’ ‘cultural distinctiveness’ as a product of internal ‘cultural mechanisms’, these
subjects were suffering massive dislocations caused precisely by the links that connected
them to others: victimization by state-led development schemes that appropriated their

resources and mandated relocations (Tsing 1993, 2005), forced assimilation projects
(Povinelli 2002); settlers’ continued encroachment on their land and other resources
(Collier 1994; Sponsel 1997); and continued violence and even genocide (Gordon and
Douglas 2000; Menchu 1983).

Robert Gordon and Stuart Sholto-Douglas (2000) provide a compelling critique of
anthropological complicities in these colonial processes in their investigation of the
struggles of the ‘Bushmen’ during the 20" century. Gordon and Douglas juxtapose
anthropologists’ and others’ repeated depictions of the San as residing in an autonomous
geocultural realm of alterity with evidence of the exploitation, proletarianization,
conscription into war and even genocide they suffered throughout the 20" century.
While culturaljst assumptions about the San often legitimated this exploitation, Gordon
and Douglas make a compelling case that these assumptions have greatly facilitated
“*ploitation by obscuring these processes.

* A rather self-evident ethical stance toward ‘culture’ emerges from these critical

reflections
one of rejection. Accordingly, many anthropologists have abandoned the
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concept. Indeed, Lila Abu-Lughod (1991; also 1993) has promoted “writing against
culture”: that is, Writing about and representing people’s lives in a way that circumvents
the construction Of difference. Abu-Lughod focuses on the particularities of everyday
experience in order to subvert culture. She explains (1993:27),

By insistently focusing on individuals and the particularities of their lives, we may be
better able to perceive similarities in all our lives... The dailiness, by breaking coherence
and introducing time, trains our gaze on flux and contradiction; and the particulars
suggest that others live as we perceive ourselves living — not as automatons programmed
according to ““cultural” rules or acting out social roles, but as people going through life
wondering what they should do, making mistakes, being opinionated, vacillating, trying
to make themselves look good, enduring tragic personal losses, enjoying others, and

finding moments of laughter.

Abu-Lughod’s explicitly ethically-motivated rejection of culture and focus on the
particularities and felt experience of individuals’ lives converges with other post
structural desires to theorize meaning without an underlying entity or force called
‘culture’. Post-‘culture’ approaches to meaning share an emphasis on the processuality,
contestedness and territorial unboundedness of meaning. At the very least, processual
approaches unsettle the notion that meaning is generated by an underlying entity (c.g..
Watanabe 1992). At best, they regard meaning as existing only as fragmentedly
articulated in process, as actors negotiate it within concrete and always shifting power-
laden contexts (e.g., Stewart 1996). Furthermore, the severing of meaning from its
territorial bounds has prompted a focus on how “global flows” form these power-laden
contexts (Appaduraj 1996; see also Tsing 2005).

In addition to devising post-‘culture’ anthropological approaches to meaning,
some scholars have tackled ‘culture’s’ production of alterity by laying bare the power-

laden pr,
oc . . . . .
Processes through which particular articulations of the concept take form. In this



vein, Quetzil Castaiieda (1996:25) promotes the deconstruction of existing notions of

cultural difference as an “ethical style of research™:

In this ethical style of research, the ethnographer consciously intervenes with an explicit
(versus impplicit) political and practical agenda in the politics of knowledge in which a
cultural cormmunity is situated. The difference between this and a paternalist ethic typical
of colonialist anthropology... is that the goal here would be to reveal the political
dimensions of and the power relations underlying the representations of culture that are

produced in and through ethnographic practices.
Thus, through the critical introspective turn in anthropology, anthropologists have
devised new approaches to meaning and strategies for combating the apparent hegemony
of culturalist assumptions in broader social life. In no small part, a desire to devise an
ethical approach congruent with the desires, interests and struggles of the subjects of
anthropological accounts has led this shift.

Nonetheless, Juan Julian Caballero, a leading Mixtec cultural revitalizationist, has

identified precisely these innovations on ‘culture’ as hindering their efforts for justice.

He writes,
Ampng the problems we must face are some scholars who not only do not valuc
Indigenous cultures, but disqualify our work in favor of cultural specificities. [Julian
Caballero 2001b:22; my emphasis.]
Ju i3 > . . . )
an Julian Caballero’s concerns beckon transformations in the meanings of ‘culture’ that
were . ..
underway even as anthropologists elaborated these critiques of the concept. Below,

l examj . . ..
mine how these transformations have unsettled understandings of the politics and

ethiCS of ‘Culture’ .
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The transforming fields of ‘culture’ politics
While anthropologists have identified many ways in which ‘culture’ and those

who wield it have contributed to the marginalization of those perceived as bearing it, in

recent decades, members of groups marginalized by the denigration of cultural alterity

have embraced cultural distinctiveness and promoted it as a thing of value in their efforts
to fight marginalization. This culture-based strategy has been particularly important in
indigenous rights activism, and especially among indigenous rights activists working
through networks that articulate with the transnational level (Brysk 2000). These
activists draw from the deep and widespread resonance indigenous culture gained
through the colonial and postcolonial periods, even while fighting particular designations
of indigenous culture as inferior. The corresponding culture-based efforts reverberate in
two critical directions. First, celebrations of indigenous culture provide common footing
for the establishment of communities with a sense of commonality and shared interests.
Second, activists capture wider support for their efforts as they promote celebrations of
indigenous culture that appeal to a wider audience. The effectiveness of these
reverberations for advancing activists’ aims depends on activists’ adeptness in utilizing
channels with familiarity while concomitantly remaking these channels in ways that

diverse audiences find compelling and that contribute to their aims.

The recent adoption of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples by the

United Nations on September 13", 2007 attests to their success. By gaining affirmations
of their rights at the multilateral level, activists gain benchmarks that they can press their

nation-
States to conform to (Donnelly 2003). These efforts have effected a widespread —
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if uneven and fragmented — codification of ‘multicultural’ principles, which ground
affirmations of indigenous peoples’ rights in their cultural distinctiveness.

The critiques of culture that scholars elaborated during the 1980s and 1990s seem
ill-equipped to address the shifting terrain of ‘culture’ politics that culture-based
indigenous activism and the related efforts to institutionalize multicultural principles
beckon. While Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1991) exhortation to ‘write against culture’ may
combat the marginalization of anthropological subjects, it may just as easily undermine
one of indigenous activists’ most successful foundations for combating this

marginalization. Kay Warren (1998) has drawn from her work with pan-Maya activists

in Guatemala to illustrate the dilemmas that emerge between ‘culture’-critiquing

anthropologists and their ‘culture’ wielding informants. Warren recounts that she entered

the field armed with critical perspectives positing culture as an invention, only to find
that the Maya activists she worked with relied on essentialist depictions of Maya culture
for their political efforts. Moreover, she observed that a critic of the pan-Maya
movement deployed the same constructivist understandings of culture she subscribed to
as a tool for undermining and discrediting pan-Maya activists’ efforts (1998:41).

Observations that the culture critique can and has undermined indigenous
peoples” efforts have reinvigorated anthropological debates over the politics of culture
and the ethics of scholarly representations. In response, many scholars have identified
the critique as ethically wanting, and sought alternatives. For example, Edward Fischer
(2001, 1999) advanced a theoretical approach to ‘culture’ that he claims responds to
amhmpologists’ critiques of the concept while still supporting activists’ aims. He

grounds hj . . .
S analytical framework in the notion of generative cultural principles,
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underlying principles that drive change in ways that produce cultural continuity.
Fischer’s approach effectively addresses critiques that the traditional culture concept’s
emphasis on how underlying structures produce continuity precludes understanding of
change. Nonetheless, his focus on how underlying structural forces drive change
conforms with the approaches to culture that have produced images of anthropological
subjects as lacking individuality and agency. Fisher’s proposal also fails to address
concerns about how ‘culture’ contributes to the creation of hierarchies of human
difference by disseminating the notion that there are ‘different varieties of man’, to
paraphrase the early observations of Roy Wagner (1975:2).
More recently, Charles Hale (2006) has promoted a different tack. Hale
(2006:104) charges that the culture critique errs — in the final instance — in its privileging
of scientific and academic goals:

Cultural critique, and the approach to ethnography it has spawned, is politically
positioned, with primary (or even exclusive) commitments to the institutional space from
which it emanates.
Although Hale gestures to the political and ethical concerns motivating the ‘culture’
tntique, he ultimate ly characterizes critiques of culture as waged with primary concern
for scj i
Scientific goals. He asserts (2006:101 )
Proponer.lts of cultural critique, driven by the search for cver-greater analytical
:otr_np lexity and sophistication, object to the politically induced analytical closure that
c:-:i tl'VI st rescarch often requires. The criticism that follows from this position of cultural
that“_ll{e 1S nOt that activist rescarch lacks objectivity or that it has become politicized but
1t 1is simplistic, unproblematized, and undertheorized.
In contr
aS ‘" ki “ . 1 » o M
t. he advocates an engaged” form of “activist research”, in which scholars who

work with j .
INdigenous actjvists adopt a commitment to producing work that contributes to

activistg®
£0als. In the face of continual change — which shifting meanings of ‘culture’
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exemplifies — Hale claims that this strategy enables scholars to contribute effectively and
appropriately to indigenous peoples’ ongoing struggles against marginalization.

In depicting the culture critique as a narrow reflection of (elite) academic
concerns, Hale taps into more widespread criticisms of an apparent disconnect between
academic works and everyday life, a critique that scholars have waged most boisterously
against post-structural works. Other scholars working with indigenous people have also
recently charged critics of culture with a reckless imperviousness to real world concerns

For example, Richard Lee (2006:471) recently cautioned anthropologists that

There are signs of a dangerous disjuncture between anthropologists’ views and thosc of

indigenous people. Currently some anthropologists seem to be more interested in the
constructedness of indigenous historics and identities, at the expense of focusing on their

hopes and aspirations.
These characterizations of the ethics of the culture critique turn on assumptions
that indigenous rights activists’ strategies benefit ‘indigenous people’. This claim, in
turn, rests on the assumption that indigenous people have shared interests that indigenous
activists willingly and effectively gauge and promote on behalf of all. Contrastingly,
evidence of differen ces among indigenous people, and of the complex and varied ways in
which these differences articulate with ongoing ‘group’ struggles, raise questions
fgarding to whick indigenous people anthropologists should lend their support.
Furthermo r- <, the complex, shifting, dialogically-constructed terrain of culture politics
raises questions regarding the extent to which actions that contribute to one’s interests are

self-evj
dent. Ipthe rest of this chapter, I analyze the implications of difference and the
dialogjc
gical Nature of politics for the politics of ‘culture” and scholars’ efforts to stake out

an ethj
cal approach to the concept.
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“Situatedness” and the politics of representation

Most of the anthropological critique of ‘culture’ I synthesized above implicates
the concept for inventing group difference. Recent trends suggest that this dimension of
culture’s inventiveness may contribute to subaltern peoples’ efforts to combat
marginalization. Yet, feminist critiques also implicate ‘culture’ for obscuring difference.
Indeed, feminist scholars have assembled a massive body of work challenging claims that

‘groups’ share common interests. This dimension of ‘culture’ poses more intransigent

dilemmas for cultural politics.
Feminist analyses of how forms of power and inequality with salience within and

between ‘groups’ intersect to shape individuals’ experiences (e.g., hooks 2000; Mohanty
1988; Narayan 1997; Nelson 1999) provide a particularly relevant and compelling
challenge to assumptions that indigenous leaders promote commonly-held interests. In
these works, feminists analyze how the different kinds of power relations we treat as
isolated in theory interweave in practice, and shape individuals’ experiences in the
process. Owing to the multiple determination of these experiences of marginalization,
subaltern women have often been forced to struggle against the denigration of their group
identities even while engaging in broader alliances to promote their gender interests
(hooks 2000; Merry 2005; Mohanty 1988). Likewise, they often encounter gender-based
Marginalizatiop while collaborating to fight for ‘group’-based interests (Afkhami 2001;
Hemande 2 Castillo 1997, 1994; Moghadam 1994; Narayan 1997; Speed et al. 2006).
Feminig scholars have elaborated approaches to the politics of knowledge and
representati0n grounded in these observations of the particularities that shape individual

€Xperienc
€S- Inone particularly compelling and influential analysis, Donna Haraway
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(1988) observes that all knowledge is “situated” within particular contexts, and that all
claims to knowledge are consequently “partial”: partial in the sense of the term as
incomplete as well as in the sense of the term as subjective (see Harding 1991 for a
different approach). This approach challenges scholars to consider the specific ways in
which all knowledge claims inhere a partiality shaped by speakers’ social locations.
Interestingly, Charles Hale (2006:100) references this work in laying out the

Justification for his ‘activist anthropology’ approach. He writes,

Once we bracket objectivity and affirm the intersubjective character of social science
research, one might expect the floodgatcs to open to a growing interest in activist
research methodologics and their endorsement as legitimate scholarly activity within the
discipline. For those who affirm the idea that knowledge is produced through a dialoguc
among politically situated actors, it would secm a relatively easy and logical step to
incorporate this process more integrally into one’s rescarch method—especially when

one shares a political alignment with the subjects of study.

Yet, Haraway’s insistence on the partiality of a// knowledge unravels Hale’s
characterization of a singular plane of politics based on ‘groups’ of indigenous people, as
she directs attention to the forces that multiply and fracture interests and the alignments
they correspond with. Hale’s “political alignment” entails an unacknowledged
Prioritization of fields of struggle that simultaneously subjugates other planes of struggle,
such as those related to gender, class and age. Thus, Hale employs a superficial — a

art. —_ 1 s : [T " :
Partial — reading of Haraway’s notion of “situatedness” to interpret the concept as

illuminatin £ a path toward his approach.

Some recent works have indicated the salience of these insights into how multiple
Planes of POwerand inequality interweave to shape people’s experiences of
mﬂrginalization for indigenous activism. These works illustrate how the diversity of

us ; s . . . . . .
Subjects social locations and experiences frames divergent interpretations of
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their interests, and grounds engagement on varied fronts and in diverse forms of struggle.

In these contexts, presumptions that the particular goals and strategies pursued by

indigenous rights activists are the sole legitimate vehicle for indigenous rights struggles

can contribute to the suppression and marginalization of other forms of struggle. So

observes Kaushik Ghosh (2006) in his analysis of indigenous rights struggles in India.

Ghosh describes the marginalization of a long-standing history of locally-situated rural

indigenous peoples’ political contest as movements articulating with the transnational
indigenous rights movement have been privileged as the sole legitimate medium of
indigenous activism. To make matters worse, Ghosh observes that elites and those
indigenous people who have participated in the incorporative schemes of the Indian state
have been especially well-positioned to take advantage of the opportunities the
transnational indigenous rights movement has provided. Ghosh’s account illustrates how
assumptions that transnationally-articulated indigenous rights activists pursue the
interests of ‘indigenous people’ contributed to the marginalization of those whom
academics and others typically imagine as the ultimate beneficiaries of indigenous rights
efforts.

Maria Elena Garcia (2005) has described a somewhat similar dynamic in her
SXamination of indj genous rights efforts in Peru. Garcia describes discrepancies in how
urban indigenous ri ghts activists in Peru and the rural indigenous populations they aim to
‘“mpower-> Conceive of their interests, and the contests these discrepancies produce. The
Hrban activists Promote an intercultural educational project whose cornerstone is the
‘eiching o f indigenous languages in indigenous communities. Through the educational

Project, -
ban activists aim to reverse denigrations of indigeneity produced through
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colonial and postcolonial histories and promote the recognition and affirmation of
indigenous culture as a thing of value in and for modern life among rural indigenous
people. Yet, many of the intended subjects of these ‘empowerment’ initiatives reject the
imposition of an intercultural educational project, regarding it as something that will
consign their children to a life of poverty and exclusion in a wider racist social context.
Indigenous rights activists regard these sentiments as evidence that a colonial false-
consciousness has seduced rural people into rejecting their culture. Garcia describes the
coercive strategies activists deploy, including drawing from the authority and threat of
the state, as they work to impose this ‘empowerment’ on rural indigenous people.

Consequently, in this case, too, a front and form of culture-based indigenous struggle

with widespread legitimacy contributed to the marginalization of more locally

contextualized struggles.
Feminist scholars’ observations of the gender politics of formulations of “culture’

raise additional cautionary flags for facile claims that indigenous rights activists’
interpretations of culture benefit ‘indigenous people’. Feminist scholars analyzing
contexts in which formulations of culture have provided a basis for mobilization have
fepeatedly described how male movement leaders uphold notions of culture in the name
of group interests that simultaneously affirm their own authority and diminish women's
power (A fkkhami 2001; Moghadam 1994; Narayan 1997; Papanek 1994). Women active
in the Maya Zapatista movement have fought these tendencies by taking advantage of the
P°liticiZati0n of indigenous culture to challenge so-called traditions that negatively

influen
€€ them (Hernandez Castillo 1997, 1994; Speed et al. 2006). In many cases,
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however, women'’s exclusion from these formalized political spaces circumscribes their

opportunities to influence activists’ cultural constructions.

These observations attest to the relevance of calls for attention to particularity for

current anthropological conversations about the ethics of indigenous cultural politics.

The definition of ‘progressive’ politics varies among indigenous populations, as
individuals’ particular social locations shape their determinations of their interests, the
struggles they engage in and how they engage in these struggles. Thus, a recognition of
the particular ways in which factors such as gender, rural/urban residency, nation,
socioeconomic status, class, education, age and other locally salient dimensions of social
difference shape how indigenous people are situated is a necessary precursor to devising
ethical approaches that contribute to the struggles and aspirations of ‘indigenous people’.

Finally, there is an important degree of correspondence between the

anthropological culture critique’s call for attention to particularity to subvert the
construction of ‘group’ difference, and feminists’ call for attention to how conceptions of
‘group” difference obscure the particularities of experience. The emphasis on

particularities Lila Abu-Lughod (1993,1991) develops in her call to ‘write against

ulture” js also responsive to feminist observations of how the particularities of social
locati : . . ..
ation di fferently shape experience and interests. Both of these critical approaches

share i . . . .
an inherent danger, as their focus on particularity undermines a ground of

€omm i - . . - .
onality that facilitates collective action. Nonetheless, the explicit ethical concerns
guidin i . .. .
g this pursit of particularity and a recognition of the situatedness of all knowledge

claimsg
(HaraWay 1988) provide a measure of insulation from this danger.
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In sum, despite claims of the ethical imperviousness of the culture critique, I
arrive at the critique through a feminist and anthropological route driven by explicitly
ethical concerns. The interweaving of multiple salient dimensions of difference in
shaping people’s experiences and interests makes ethics a complex and differentiated
field. Consequently, I regard attention to particularity as a prerequisite for staking out
ethical approaches. My approach in this work is explicitly partial — I analyze the politics

of culture by examining how formulations of indigenous culture influence a particular

group of rural, Mixtec-speaking indigenous women.

Beyond participation: The cunning of culture

Just as difference complicates the politics of culture, so, too, do the intricacies of
political contest. Critiques of the politics of representation — of which the preceding
discussion is part — direct attention to unequal access to important fora in which actors
articulate interests, translate them into concrete strategies and pursue these strategies.
These critiques typically rest on uncomplicated understandings of politics: individuals
gauge their own interests and promote them when afforded the opportunity, and success
amives in the form of institutional capitulation to their demands. They hinge on the claim
that if only effective strategies for creating a truer, more representative articulation of
interests were invented, changes that respond to the interests of the diversity of

indj
‘genous People could be realized. Indigenous people could force the state to

implemen . . . . . .
€ more responsive measures, which would gain material form as codifications

ofindi
genous people’s rights. In this progressive political process, (good) affirmations of
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the rights of indigenous people would dislodge existing (bad) orientations towards
indigeneity and obstructions to these rights.
‘Progressive’ readings of political change as a product of ‘good’ politics
motivated by subalterns, or ‘bad’ politics driven by the state may be persuasive in their
broadest outlines. Nonetheless, these readings eschew the dialogical nature of political
contest. Even the most dramatic moments of political change are well analyzed as
multiply-determined momentary accommodations in the context of ongoing struggle (see,
e.g-, Joseph and Nugent 1994). Importantly, the accommodations these struggles produce
bear the stamps of the multiple parties engaged in these ongoing struggles. This
distinctly dialogical productivity necessitates a more careful consideration of how
particular changes can reflect and contribute to the struggles and aspirations of
indigenous people, while simultaneously frustrating those same struggles and aspirations
Transnationally-linked indigenous activists’ articulations of indigenous alterity

readily evidence the dialogical nature of ‘culture’ politics. These activists owe much of
their success to their adeptness at remaking and redeploying received notions of
indigeneity. They have seized existing conceptions of indigenous cultural difference, and
reinterpreted and redeployed them as a foundation for their efforts. Kay Warren (1998)
‘Mployed Gayatri Spivak’s term “strategic essentialism™ to describe these creative and
inventive Processes in her analysis of Maya cultural revitalization in Guatemala. For
many, the term Pe€gs an aura of frivolousness to indigenous activists’ cultural claims.

Yet, this is j .
1S 1nvention in an analytical sense, one deeply-situated and thus constrained by

hiStOric
al ang contemporary understandings. As Tania Li [2000:151] notes,

nei t%“’“}’? self-identification as tribal or indigcnous is not natural or inevitable, but
€T 1s it simply invented, adopted, or imposed. It is, rather, a positioning which draws
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upon historically sedimented practices, landscapes, and repertoires of meaning, and

emerges through particular patterns of engagement and struggle.

The notions of indigenous cultural alterity that transnational indigenous rights
activists have adopted, refigured and deployed in their efforts resonate precisely because
they play on historical and contemporary understandings with widespread currency.

These ideas gain currency because they ‘fit” with what we know about the world. They
seemright and they feel right. While the contextual contingency of meaning challenges
readings of  indigenous activists’ strategic essentialisms as frivolous and unauthentic, it
simultaneously raises cautionary flags for the politics of contemporary formulations of
indigenous culture: What historical understandings do formations of indigenous alterity
suemmon?

The discourses valorizing indigenous culture with the most widespread resonance
build on assumptions that the indigenous subject is exterior to the modern world.
Indigenous rights activists frequently contend that this exteriority positions indigeneity to
address the wants, ills and dilemmas of modern life. Most profoundly, fantasies of
indigenous alterity play on Western desires to escape modern life. In addition,
indigeneity can offer solutions to a whole host of modern dilemmas: indigenous people
are better environmental stewards (Conklin and Graham 1995; Muehlebach 2001); they
have more Just social relations; they lack social differentiation and contest; etc. In short,
indigenous Cultural alterity becomes a metonym for better environmental stewardship,

better Social subjects, better economic models, or a more moral just version of modernity.
Inr efleCting on these dynamics, Beth Conklin and Laura Graham have critiqued

how
Prevajj; . .o . . . . . .
ling understandings of indigenous alterity circumscribe the discursive fields in
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which indigenous activists articulate their demands. Conklin and Graham (1995:701)
assert,
In Amazonian identity politics, Indians’ power — to the extent that they have any —
derives not from traditional forms of money, powcr or patronage, but from Westerners’
ideas about Indians.

These authors rightly critique the power relations constraining indigenous activists’
strategies, though they most certainly overstate their claim. Indigenous activists have
reformulated articulations of indigenous alterity in undeniably powerful ways. Activists
have reformulated indigenous culture in ways that provide themselves and those they
seek to represent with a prism for the understanding of self and other that challenges the
historical denigration of the indigenous self. In the process, they have laid a foundation
upon which groups of people with shared interests have been and are being formed.
Finally, activists have deftly elaborated the substance of indigenousness in ways that
support their political claims, particularly rights to self-determination and land
(Muehlebach 2001).

Recent critiques of multicultural political reforms also evidence the over-
determination of cultural politics, and its significance for gauging the politics of
‘Positive’ formulations of culture. Elizabeth Povinelli (2002) and Charles Hale (2005,
2002) have recently elaborated critiques of multicultural reforms that challenge
Perceptions of multiculturalisms as facile capitulations to indigenous activists’ demands.

The Capitulation vantage point obscures the channels for coercion and constraint
Multicultyry) reforms invariably create, even as they create new opportunities for
"figenous People to ward off these forces. Both Hale and Povinelli argue that the

Multicy]
tural r eforms they examine pose dangers to indigenous people, as elites have
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formulated and utilized them in ways to ensure their own rule. Povinelli describes how
leaders of the Australian nation-state used multicultural reform to disarm the critique of
the Australian nation-state’s colonial relations. Settlers devised multicultural reforms,
which they claimed provided a more expansive space for the indigenous other within the
Australian nation. Crucially, this process did not involve a devolution of control. For
Povinelli, the “cunning of recognition” is that within the multicultural nation, indigenous
people must learn to maneuver these settler constructions of alterity, which includes
knowing when and how to approximate and distance themsclves from certain (valorized

and repugnant) symbols of alterity. Povinelli observes (2002:49),
At the most simple level, no indigenous subject can inhabit the temporal or spatial
location to which indigenous identity refers — the geographical and social space and time
of authentic Ab-originality... Producing a present-tense indigenousness in which some
failure is not a qualifying condition is discursively and materially impossible.
Ultimately, rather than providing a greater space for indigenous participation in the
Australian nation, Australian multiculturalism redefines the mode and terrain of
government. Somewhat similarly, Charles Hale (2005, 2002) argues that Central
American leaders have devised a circumscribed multicultural project to disarm the threat
indigenous peoples’ claims to self-determination pose to the neoliberal project. For Hale,
“multiculturalism menaces” because it marginalizes those indigenous subjects who
Pursue more radjcal projects demanding self-determination. Thus, the dialogical nature
of indigenous ‘culture’ politics unsettles facile distinctions between ‘positive” and
Tegative readings of indigenous culture, along with the translation of these readings into
Multicultyry) reforms.
The €Xamination of multicultural reforms intimates a final consideration. To the

Extent th
At these jdeas ‘work’, they travel. Indeed, they only work through travel, as they
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are formulated into policies and projects that are adopted and imposed in different places.
These processes, too, are dialogical, but the “dialogue” here occurs within a much more
expansive frame, within the diverse contexts in which projects and policies are devised
and carried out. This study targets this understudied area of cultural politics. How do
these ideas travel? What meanings do they beckon and acquire in the processes that

Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (2005) describes as “friction™?

Conclusion

Even in this apparent ‘multicultural’ age, where many scholars have urged
anthropologists to abandon the culture critique, there are multiple reasons to linger on the
politics of culture, as I do in this study. First, the emergence of ‘positive’ readings of
indigenous cultural alterity associated with ‘multiculturalism’ does not necessarily signal
the disappearance of ‘negative’ readings. Second, difference and the dialogical nature of
politics give cause for approaching even ‘positive’ readings of indigenous cultural alterity
cautiously and critically. Differences among indigenous people intimate that culture
politics influence them differently. The dialogical nature of politics can introduce
“menace” and ““cunning” into apparently positive discursive articulations and
multicultural reforms.

If calls for an ethical approach to ‘culture’ index a desire to contribute to
ndigenous People’s struggles against exploitation and their efforts to negotiate better
circumstanCeS, responding to these questions about the politics of culture is essential. |

“eage these questions through the analysis I develop in the pages that follow. I examine

Porary fomulations of indigenous culture, analyze the social processes through
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which these formulations travel, and emphasize the implications of these processes for
those among indigenous people who are perceived as bearing the most authentic
expressions of indigenous culture. A key moment that Roy Wagner (1975) directed
attention to in his critique of ‘the invention of culture’ over thirty years ago lies at the
heart of the ensuing analysis: the adoption of culture as a frame for reckoning similarity
to and difference from others. While Wagner noted how the adoption of the culture
concept provided anthropologists with a unique vantage point, [ analyze the social
processes through which ordinary people are “incited” (Povinelli 2002:13) to view
themselves and others — in varying degrees — as culture-bearers. In turn, I analyze how
the differential dissemination of the concept influences relations among those whose

experience the concept is used to narrate.
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CHAPTER TWO: POWER AND INDIGENEITY IN MEXICAN HISTORY

The distinction between Indian and settler acquired singular importance with the
colonization of “New Spain” in 1521. This distinction has taken different forms during
the almost five centuries that have transpired since, as elites and indigenous people have
renegotiated its meaning and its significance for shifting strategies of rule. This chapter
examines these shifting configurations of indigenousness and strategies of governance in
the history of New Spain and the postcolonial Mexican nation-state. 1analyze four
periods: colonial rule; the early nation-building period of the 19™ century; the post-
revolutionary early and middle years of the 20" century; and the period of crisis and

neoliberal reform that began in the last quarter of the 20" century.

Two of the most significant transformations in this history occurred with the
transition from New Spain to Mexico: the dismantling of colonial rule and the rise of the
liberal model of the Mexican nation. A few short decades after Mexico had gained
independence, elites advocating a liberal Mexican nation triumphed during the middle of
the nineteenth century. They implemented a series of reforms aimed at ushering in a
form of government grounded in the free, equal and self-determining individual.

The demise of colonial rule and the rise of liberal societies symbolize a great
moral shift in Western consciousness: post-colonial nation builders created just liberal

nation-stateg in the wreckage of the unjust colonies. In this historical rendering, above all
e, the cr €ation of separate institutions with distinct logics of rule for the government of
*ttlers ang indigenous people symbolize the immorality of the colonial state. The

Postco] - .
olonijg] liberal nation-state, grounded in the ideal of the free and equal individual,
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appears in marked contradistinction and as solution to this unjust colonial organization of
government.
Nonetheless, in surveying the history of indigenous people in Latin America,
Hector Diaz Polanco (1997) observes that a distinctly colonial mentality of “indigenism”
has guided Latin American governance strategies throughout colonial and postcolonial

rule. He writes,

...indigenism... involves policies that have been thought out and designed by non-Indians
to be applied to others. [Indigenism] docs not assume any consideration of the points of
view and interests of those others. Rather, it assumes a more or less blatant denial that
thes e others have anything to say about their own affairs and destiny. [1997:23]

The continuity of indigenist governmentalities through colonial and post-colonial forms
of rule reflects the modeling of the individual subject deserving of the rights necessary
for self-determination in the liberal state on the modern European individual, itself
construed in contradistinction to the indigenous. In this context, the spaces mestizo (of
Spanish and indigenous heritage) elites afforded to indigeneity reflect what Elizabeth
Povinelli (2002:12) describes as the shifting boundary that demarcates the “limits of
tolerance” and sequesters “repugnant” expressions of alterity. During the earliest
Moments in which elites articulated a liberal imaginary of the Mexican nation, they
afforded no place to indigenousness therein. Thus, liberal elites saw indigenous people
4 requiring leadership to acquire the willingness, desire and ability to participate in this
ights-based nation. These limits shifted importantly from the nineteenth to twentieth
‘“Mturies, and again beginning in the latter decades of the twentieth century. I examine
ese shj fts below, and analyze the opportunities they provide for indigenous people and
the new, dangerg they create. I begin by examining how ‘indigenousness’ gained form

and howw, ; .
'ts significance shifted throughout the period of colonial rule.
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Colonial rule
The colonial imposition wrought an unparalleled disaster on the lives of the

indigenous people of the land newly designated New Spain. The initial violence of the

conquest yielded to a series of epidemics that ultimately diminished the indigenous
population to a fraction of its pre-Conquest size. William Taylor’s (1972:17-8)
estimation of population decline in the Valley of Oaxaca is indicative: he estimates that
350,000 people lived in the Valley at the time of the conquest, and that this number had
declined to 40,000-45,000 by 1630.*

In the context of this monumental decline, the indigenous people of the land faced
severe social and cultural dislocations. The colonizers remade the indigenous social
hierarchies that had provided the basis for meaningful social engagement, reducing
indigenous social differentiation to elite rulers and commoners. Concomitantly, they
forbid the indigenous people of the land from carrying out many of their everyday
cultural practices. The colonists were particularly zealous in their intolerance for
indigenous religjon: they outlawed indigenous religious rites and destroyed sacred sites
and other material artifacts related to the practice of religion. Even as the indigenous
inhabitants of the land watched their communities dwindle and their social and cultural
worlds disintegrate, their tribute burdens multiplied. Faced with this severe, multi-
fronted dislocation, many committed suicide. Others simply ‘wandered off in despair’,

aba : . ..
ndoning thejr communities.

6o

In face
> de . . - N
COngregac;, (‘; ©Pulation prompted Spanish administrators to institute a program of resettlement, or
7%. 1n which they relocated indigenous populations into more centralized and populous

COmm ..
Tcﬂacynnles durin the late 16" and early 17th centuries (Ouweneel 1995:762; see also Perkins 2005a;
lano 2000, g the y 762, 1 ;
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Yet, many communities survived. Those that did encountered the imposition of a
colonial system with two primary goals: the extraction of the colony’s wealth and the
Christianization of indigenous people. The Crown devised a dual ‘republic’ system to

pursue these goals, establishing a Republica de indios and a Republica de espaiioles.

“Racial”> group determined membership in these republics, and, in the process,
determined individuals’ rules, rights, and obligations to the colony. The dual republic
system of government of New Spain provides a good example of what Kaushik Ghosh
(2006:508) has deemed “exclusive governmentalities” — logics of rule in which
assumptions about the alterity of indigenous people underwrite the imposition of separate
and distinct modes and structures of government.

The Crown implemented colonial rule relatively quickly by recognizing and
formalizing the rights of indigenous rulers, who were designated caciques. In short
order, the colonizers imposed an additional government structure that functioned
alongside of cacicazgo. The new cabildo or town-council system of governance included
elected leadership positions responsible for governing local politics. In contrast to the
strict hereditary requirements of cacicazgo, the cabildos were meant to function without
regard for heredity. Nonetheless, cacigues regularly occupied the highest cabildo
Positions, gobernadores, in practice (Ouweneel 1995).°

Ronald Spores (1967:120) has observed that cacicazgo provided a great measure

of continuity in everyday villagers’ experiences in the earliest years of colonial rule.

Even
S . . . .
O, cacicazgo was a crucial technology of colonial rule: cacigues served as key

M

Terracj
lano . . L. . Lo

r (2000) identifies the declining status of women rulers as a major transformation in governance

Wi.th the establishment of cabildos in Mixtec communities. Although colonial administrators
o IXtec women rulers as cacicas in recognition of their rule over Mixtec communities along
™Men were not afforded similar status in the new political institutions.
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intermediaries for the administration of colonial rule. Thus, Michael Ducey (2001:527)
ap>»tly characterizes cacicazgo as “Janus-faced: on the one hand, it was part of the
add rninistrative system of New Spain, and, on the other, it was one of the few institutions
s t= ffed by the Indians themselves” (2001:527). The contradictions stemming from
< =a < iques’ dual loyalties to the communities they represented and the colonizers they

= « w—wved made the cacigue-community relationship rife with conflict.

While indigenous nobles had collected tribute in goods and labor on their own
> = half prior to the conquest, as cacigues they were also charged with ensuring that their
<= <= xxmunities met the requisite tribute and labor demands of the colony. Thus, cacigues
= <= 11 ¢cted tribute on behalf of the Crown, in addition to on their own behalf. In addition,
e encomienda system placed a major burden on indigenous peoples’ labor and
= = curces during the early years of the colony. The Crown devised the encomienda
== == tem to reward those who had played an important role in the conquest; encomienda
£X =~ ¢ these individuals the right to exact tribute in goods and labor from particular

< <> xmunities. The system was revamped in short time because of recurring reports of
A uses by encomenderos (Diaz-Polanco 1997:8). The changes established a system of
1 S b or draft called repartimiento in which demands on indigenous peoples’ labor were
X" grularized and divided among encomenderos, the Crown, clergy and others. The new
= stem required those making demands on indigenous people’s labor to compensate them
< ilZ)id.). Nonetheless, Hector Diaz-Polanco (1997:8) rightly emphasizes that even as the
Qhanges made the system less susceptible to the whims and abuses of individual

€*»2comendos, they institutionalized the exploitation of indigenous labor.
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Encomenderos were eventually replaced by A/caldes mayores, Crown-appointed
ad muinistrators who oversaw indigenous communities (Taylor 1979:15). Alcades mayores
b e nefited from the reparto de efetos, through which they enjoyed a monopoly on
> o viding certain goods to the communities whose administration they supervised. The
7~ arto de efetos often led to an illicit practice, wherein alcaldes mayores supplied
< <> xnmunity members with raw materials to produce goods, which they purchased back at
<= >x ceptionally low prices. In response, the Crown eventually outlawed the reparto de
< 7 <105 in 1790 (ibid.). Nonetheless, it continued in many places, often through the
<= <> 1 lusions of Alcades mayores and caciques (Chance and Taylor 1985).
The Crown provided institutional mechanisms for indigenous people to fight the
D es of Spanish administrators, settlers and indigenous elites. Indigenous people were
x T ect subjects of the Crown, and laws established and regulated the extent to which
= ® T ers could make demands on their labor and resources. Moreover, indigenous people
had their own tribunals to press their claims. These mechanisms help measure the power
> X other members of colonial society, while also importantly corresponding with the non-
< < o nomic motivations of colonization associated with the proselytizing agenda of the
"hurch. William Taylor (1979:18-9) provides a useful reminder that the missionary aim

>V as not simply a facile way of legitimizing the colonial enterprise, but a key agenda that

1 Tnportantly shaped the colonial experience:

Iberian Catholocism was in the sixteenth century was a component of the government —
not a separate compartment but an all-pervasive influence on the formation and

implementation of state policy.

Accordingly, even as the Crown devised a colonial system aimed to exploit the labor and

Tesources of the indigenous population, the Crown continually sought to ‘protect’

'\ndigenous people:
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Royal paternalism carried with it a view of sedentary, converted Indians as perpetual
minors, “nifios con barbas” (children with beards), as an eighteenth-century priest put it,
who needed special protection and consideration in order to learn the ways of Christian

civilization and the obligations of royal vassals. Royal laws frequently enjoined “looking

out always for the welfare of the Indians™ and “giving greater protection to the Indians.”
[Taylor 1979:17]

X xx digenous people quickly learned to navigate these opportunities to press their claims in
«= «> 1 onial society. Indeed, most of the existing indigenous accounts of colonial life and life

B> =1 or to the conquest reside in court records.®

Indigenous people used the courts to pursue different kinds of struggles. For

< =< ample, cabildo officials used these channels to fight abuses by Alcalde mayors
™ X erraciano 2001:150). Yet, as noted above, relations between communities and
“— <= cigues were often particularly conflictual (Perkins 2005b; Ouweneel 1995; Terraciano
= € Q0. Kevin Terraciano (2000) and Arij Ouweneel (1995) contend that the colonial
X< < onstruction of indigenous leadership sewed the seeds of caciques’ decline. Both
S wathors argue that the Crown dismantled the ground of reciprocity — upon which pre-
x5 sspanic rule was based — in the process of transforming indigenous leaders into
“— <z cigues. This reciprocity had been contingent on leaders’ fulfillment of key obligations
2 T luding providing protection and religious services. Although the Crown
X N stitutionalized indigenous leaders’ rights to exact tribute, caciques were not provided
"MV 1th the spiritual and material resources to reciprocate in a way that legitimated their rule

In the eyes of those they ruled.

Given these circumstances, some communities complained to Spanish authorities

About abusive caciques and refused to pay tribute beginning in the 16™ century

©
For example, in his study of Mixtec history during colonial rule, Kevin Terraciano (2001:9) notes, “Most
Of the surviving sources were used as evidence in local civil and criminal disputes adjudicated by the
Spanish alcalde mayor in a given administrative and legal jurisdiction, or alcaldia mayor”
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(T erraciano 2000:33). Moreover, some subject towns sought independence from their
<z Heceras as early as the 1550s (Terraciano 2001:124). Disputes between caciques and
tIh ose they represented became especially pitched during the 18" century, when the
< covery of indigenous populations placed increasing stress on limited resources
€ uweneel 1995:763; Chance 2003). In this context of increasing land scarcity, conflicts
== m—oOse as caciques sold lands to Spanish settlers that community members had regarded as
T X eir own (Chance 2003). Complaints against caciques surged after 1700 in the Mixteca,
== wxd many subject communities sought independence during the 18™ century (Terraciano
= € 00:34). In acquiring independence, these communities ended their tribute burdens and
A= s putes with caciques over rights to land (Monaghan et al. 2003:143; Perkins 2005b).
Yet, while many communities sought secession from municipal seats to rupture
TEaejr relationships with their caciques, caciques and communities often did come together
<> defend interests emerging from a sense of shared community (Perkins 2005a:29). In
fact, caciques occasionally ceded lands to subject communities (Monaghan et al.
=2 O0s3: 134) and purchased lands for the community (Perkins 2005a:25). Communities
2.1 s 0 sometimes sought and acquired the help of their cacigues and former caciques in
<A e fending their property, which was often needed to demonstrate historical attachments
T O land (Perkins 2005a:29; Monaghan et al. 2003). Thus, John Monaghan and his

< Olleagues (2003) report that some communities sought ‘replacement’ cacigues when

their leaders died leaving no one to inherit the position.

Ostensibly, the colonial hierarchy created two racially-distinct groups: indios and

€Sparioles. Yet, studies of cacicazgo provide a more complex and often contradictory
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p icture of how colonial hierarchies shaped conceptions of group identity and individual

J1o yalties. 1 examine changing colonial conceptions of group difference below.

7 Fz e shifting criteria for reckoning difference
Caciques unsettle the notion of a colonizing settlement of espaiioles with rights to
T ke labor of a separate settlement of indios. The special place of indigenous caciques in
t T e colonial hierarchy hints at how the practicalities of rule shaped the actualization of the
<= <> 1onial caste ideology into a system of governance, even at its inception. Likewise,
<A = stinctions among esparioles became pivotal in the earliest years of the colony, as
= «= pninsulares (espafioles born in Spain) claimed privileges not enjoyed by their criollo
< “==.spaiioles born in the colony) counterparts.
Although the dual-republic system only recognized indios and esparioles, another
=x <up importantly shaped the conceptions of human difference that emerged in the
1xy terplay of received colonial categories and everyday experience — Africans. Spanish
= < onists initially enslaved indigenous people of the new land, but the decline in the
1 T adigenous population prompted them to bring African slaves to the colonies (Diaz
o lanco 1997:24-5, 32). As the colony aged, processes of ‘miscegenation’ among negros
CB1acks), indios and esparioles further undermined the facile distinctions underlying the
<A ual-republic system.
Beginning in the 16™ century, ‘racial’ mixing prompted the elaboration of an even
T™Nore detailed racial taxonomy. In addition to peninsulares, criollos, indios and negros,
the emerging classification included mestizos (those of espariol and indio parentage),

Mulattos (those of espariol and negro parentage), and zambos (those of indio and negro
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parentage) (Katzew 1997:4). Later, in the seventeenth century, castizos (light-skinned
r7ze s tizos) and morizcos (light-skinned mulattos) were added to these categories (ibid.).
"X I e result was a detailed racial caste system in which peninsulares occupied the most
> x1vileged position, followed by criollos, the “castas” of mixed parentage, indios and
»2 < xzros. llona Katzew (1997) rightly observes that elites’ ongoing anxieties about how
= I ysical expressions failed to match the racial hierarchy prompted their ongoing
= w-xuggles to capture and order the physical expressions of difference into a hierarchical
<= = sste system. As Katzew argues, the “casta paintings” elites created during the
<= = gxhteenth century provide an especially compelling view into this elite panic over the
== «=tual physical blurring of ‘race’ in a system of racial hierarchy. Casta paintings usually
Ixac luded a series of sixteen paintings in which parents of different ‘racial stock’ were
= T < ured along with their offspring, who were labeled and categorized.
In addition to the inadequacy of the racial hierarchy to capture actual physical
<A 1 Fferences effectively, the cultural criteria increasingly used to read places within the
"= < ial hierarchy further threatened the racial hierarchy. Katzew (1997:8) observes,

The eighteenth century in Mexico saw the increasing blurring of social boundaries as the
necessary consequence of racial mixing, but also of the change in the distribution of
wealth. In addition to the frequency of intermarriage, which legitimized interracial
liaisons, Mexico's society was marked by a more frequent "passing” of one racial/social
category to another.

Xy part, this was influenced by the economic growth of the 18™ century:

The great economic expansion in Mexico during the eighteenth century allowed a number
of families from lower social groups-descendants from Indians and slaves-to amass great
wealth and buy their way into the elite by purchasing certificates of legal "whiteness"
called gracias al sacar (thanks for letting out).

Ultimately, ‘miscegenation’ and economic transformations greatly shaped a shift toward

the use of cultural considerations for navigating difference.
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The distinction gente de razon, or people of reason, gained widespread salience in
th e context of this system of ‘racial’ privilege that increasingly relied on cultural

1 d entifiers of status. William Merrill (1997) reports that the distinction was initially used
t <> identify non-Spanish members of “castas” who were not indigenous and spoke the

== p>anish language (see also Vigil 1973). This early usage indicates that key cultural
= ~mmbols acquired importance for determining the status of individuals within the ‘racial’
X ierarchy. The culture-based hierarchical reasoning opposed gente de razén who
<A < minated key Spanish cultural practices to their indigenous counterparts. Thus, in time,
€ X e term gente de razén came to include Spanish speakers, as well, and was used

W= X1 marily to designate non-indigenous people from their counterparts according to

= ™. Jtural considerations. The growing salience of a cultural hierarchy signaled by genre de

T = =4n suggests a multidimensional change in reckoning difference.

In Oaxaca, Spanish and mestizos did not often settle outside of the cabeceras, or

I < ad towns, within the Indian towns. William Taylor reports (1979:27):
The administrative and commercial cabeccras of Oaxaca gencrally were more
Hispanicized and had more non-Indian residents that their sujetos politically subordinate
communities, but even the cabcceras — Teposcolula, Nochixtlan, Tlacolula, Zimatlan and
Ocotlan — were still largely composed of Indian peasant farmers.
Thus, ‘miscegination’ was not a great influence on notions of difference shaping these
<O mmunities. Nonetheless, these shifts in reckoning difference likely exacerbated the
Tenisjons contributing to cacigue-community conflicts. As discussed above, the colonial
< <acique system created an indigenous elite with contradictory accountabilities to colonial
Tulers and their communities. In addition, cacigues were the vanguard in the adoption of

800ds, styles and skills of Spanish distinction. For example, in his study of the Mixtec

©Xperience during colonial rule, Kevin Terraciano (2001:203) reports,
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In general, most native yya [caciques] owned furniture and a variety of European and
native goods in the colonial period, whereas ordinary fiandahi [commoners] possessed
very few European items and kept mainly native goods in their huahi [home].

INA Ooreover, elite members of indigenous communities were among the first to adopt
== p>anish surmames:

Yya [caciques] and toho [nobles] were the first to be baptized and the first to adopt

Spanish names after the conquest. By 1550, most yya [cacigues] and toho [nobles] had a
Christian baptismal name and a calendrical last name. [Terraciano 2001:151]

X mx addition, many native nobles learned the Spanish writing system by the second half of
T I e sixteenth century:

European priests taught alphabetic writing to the sons and grandsons of native nobles
who had practiced the art of writing on dcerskin. [Terraciano 2001:15]
E O ssession of these goods, styles and skills of Spanish distinction conferred even greater

== T =aatus on caciques.

Indigenous modes of rule depended on and enforced a gulf between the nobility

2 2 d commoners prior to the imposition of colonial rule. Nonetheless, cacigues ' use of
== panish goods, styles and skills as sources of distinction within the colonial ‘racial’
L3} 1erarchy — which subordinated the indigenous to the Spanish — introduced a thorny edge
O 1 betrayal to this gulf. As the colonial period matured and eventually yielded to the

1P Ost-colonial Mexican nation-state, and the cultural reading of the ‘racial’ hierarchy
Eained sway, indigenous elites identified themselves with greater ease as gente de razon,
Along with others who spoke the Spanish language and used Spanish-inspired styles of
dress, and in contradistinction to the indigenous commoners they had governed. This

further complicated the ambiguities of cacique loyalties. In doing so, it undoubtedly

further incited commoners’ mistrust of and conflicts with caciques.
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I e early Mexican nation-state
In the beginning of the 19" century, native-born criollo elites disaffected by the
P> xivileges afforded Spanish-born peninsulares generated a movement for independence
£ om Spain. They struggled for over a decade (1810-1821) before claiming victory in
1 8321. The victory was bittersweet, however, as it inaugurated a period of extreme
2 w1 stability and disarray that lasted throughout most of the century. Repeated coups, the
1 «> ss of extensive territory to the United States, and the recolonization of the country by
I e French during the 19" century attest to the problems elites encountered in establishing
<=ontrol in the new country. Conflicts over the kind of government that should provide
® I e bedrock for the new nation greatly contributed to this instability. These conflicts
<X 1 verged along a conservative-liberal axis: conservatives sought to maintain the structures
= £ power and privilege of Spanish rule, along with the integration of church and state,
"\ hile liberals promoted a new model based on the individual liberties of the equal
<= 1 tizen, the rule of law, and the separation of Church and state.
Despite the divergences in liberals and conservatives’ aspirations for the fledgling
T ation, they shared a common perception of the indio as inadequately prepared to
< oOntribute to a modern nation. Indeed, the trends toward a culturally inflected bi-modal
T Aacial hierarchy that were evident in the colonial period continued during the early
™M exican nation-building period of the nineteenth century. Yet, while the gente de razon
hierarchy utilized cultural characteristics to synthesize the frenzied differentiation of
Tacial categories that occurred during the latter part of colonial society into indios and
Non-indios, early Mexican nation-builders reinvigorated the racial underpinnings of this

distinction. They identified the mestizo offspring of the indigenous inhabitants of the
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land and the Spanish colonizers as the essence of the emergent Mexican nation (de la
Peiia 2006; Stavenhagen 1998).
Liberals triumphed toward the middle of the century, and enacted key pieces of
Y egislation to ground the emergence of the liberal state. Most importantly, they created
T he Ley Juarez (1855), which established equal citizenship and terminated the special
E—orivileges enjoyed by members of the Church and the military, and the Ley Lerdo (1856),
~—hich privatized corporate landholdings. Moreover, they established individual civil

X Jberties in the Constitution of 1857.

«<_itizenship and land rights
The privatization of corporate landholdings in liberal reforms posed a great threat
T © indigenous people, as it included the lands the Crown had allotted for indigenous
<= ommunities. In addition, liberal reforms brought less obvious threats to indigenous
> eople. Kaushik Ghosh’s (2006) analysis of how institutional contexts in India have
S Thaped the strategies indigenous adivasi people have devised and utilized to resist
Targinalization and pursue their interests is useful for understanding the consequences of
Y 1 beral reform in Mexico. Even as early liberal reforms in Mexico promised to rid the
= ountry of the scourge of colonial rule, they threatened to foreclose important channels
“>here indj genous people exercised control in colonial society. Consequently, indigenous
P eople repeatedly refused to relinquish certain colonial norms and institutions, even while
< mbracing some of the opportunities the reforms provided.
- For example, the shift to a citizenship-based polity institutionalized in the new

<7Unlamienyos provided indigenous communities with the much-desired opportunity to
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get rid of Alcaldes mayores (Ducey 2001). Nonetheless, as Michael Ducey (2001)
observes, the ‘racial’ criteria for participation in the colonial Republic de indios had
ensured a degree of control. Thus, the shift also brought with it the potential to
rarndermnine indigenous political control. Moreover, while the liberal strategists who
drafted the Ley Lerdo were especially intent on dispossessing the landholdings of the
Church, the law also mandated the privatization of the corporate landholdings of
1 d i genous communities. The privatization of indigenous lands had a great potential to
d e leteriously influence indigenous people. It led in many cases to a great dispossession
o £ indigenous lands and the creation of a landless peasantry. Nonetheless, the disarray
that characterized most of the 19" century limited leaders’ ability to enforce these
Imeasures, and the impacts of the measures were uneven. In this context, the ability of
1 xdigenous communities to manipulate colonial and postcolonial legal norms and their
< orresponding ideas about the place of indigenous peoples in the new nation was often
< Omnsequential in determining their fate.
Thus, many indigenous people fought the deleterious consequences of post-
< ©lonial government by refusing to relinquish the norms and institutions of colonial
E Ovemnment. For example, Michael Ducey (2001:531-2) describes how some indigenous
< Oxmmunities rejected the imposition of the ayuntamiento and instead maintained system
£ governance they had used within the colonial Republica de indios. Thus, in
= Ommunications with state officials, they referred to themselves as representatives of the
= < omun de indios , and retained governing positions that were not recognized as part of

€ ¢ new liberal Mexican government (ibid). At the same time, these communities
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appropriated liberal ideals of citizenship that had acquired salience to pursue their
interests and claims including the critique of slavery (2001:532-3).
Jennie Purnell (2002) provides a similar description of how Oaxacan villagers
d e ftly deployed colonial and postcolonial norms to fight the privatization of their lands
1e gzislated by Ley Lerdo. She describes how individuals claimed both individual (i.e.,
11 b eral) rights and communal (i.e., colonial) rights while pursuing resolutions to their
d 1 s putes over land-holdings. Indigenous peoples’ struggles to maintain their lands also
c o ntributed to the endurance of cacicazgo into the postcolonial world as communities
relied on caciques to demonstrate their land rights (Monaghan et al. 2003). In examining
these contests and others like them, Jennie Purnell (2002) and Francisca Mallon (1994)
a £firm how indigenous people successfully negotiated the meaning of liberal reform and

the Mexican nation through these disputes.

= cdducation

Although liberals and conservatives shared a common perception of indigenous
P> <ople as ill-suited for participation in a modern Mexico, liberals argued that proper
Euidance would ‘cure’ indigenous populations of these ‘impediments’ (Mallon 1994:88).
They identified the educational system as a key strategy for preparing indigenous people
to Pparticipate in the modern nation. Francisca Mallon (1994) describes some of the
< Onflicts these early educational efforts generated in her analysis of these efforts in the
T ighlands of the state of Puebla during the late 1860s and early 1870s. She reports that
~ allagers throughout the region initially pursued schools eagerly, as they anticipated that

< <Hucation would provide youth with the skills necessary for successfully achieving their
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goals. The realities of education dashed these aspirations, however, as parents’
educational goals conflicted with those of educators and officials. Mallon (1994:82)
reports,

... as it came to be practiced in this region over these years, the expansion of schooling
also became a way of teaching people how to march to the state’s tune. Children needed
to be schooled in the ways of ways of “civilization™: getting to school on time, learning
respect, making school a higher priority than the agricultural calendar or the family
economy. Almost immediately, questions of enforcement and surveillance surfaced, as
teachers experienced the frustrations of poor attendance and seeming nonchalance toward
learning. In this context, education was no longer a popular aspiration to progress, in
forms and with calendars that the people controlled. It became instead a potentially
authoritarian and racist discoursc about the need to force ignorant or religious villagers,

almost without exception Indian, against their own judgment and for their own good, into
the enlightened sphere of *‘science.”

Txa response, frustrated parents frequently rebelled against the schools, and some pursued
< T¥orts to establish private schools as an alternative (Mallon 1994:84). Where these

<= O nflicts over the methods, substance and goals of education arose, educators and

< fficials explained them as evidencing parents’ ignorance. Mallon (1994:88-89)

< X plains,

Indian peasants, in this context, were not ready to participate in the public sphere; they
put their family interests and their religious beliefs before their civic duty to educate their
children. Racism became, in this context, a nested discourse of control: local, regional,
and national intellectuals of liberal persuasion had the obligation to educate the masses in
spite of themselves. The liberals were to create the citizen, through a process of
education and surveillance.

« onflicts over the agenda of educational efforts have arisen repeatedly throughout the

p Ostcolonial era, as parents have fought educational strategies that conflict with their

aspirations for their children.

T /1e imposition of authoritarian rule

Porfirio Diaz (1876-1911) established centralized control and stability for the first

time in P ostcolonial Mexico by strictly imposing order and brutally repressing contests to
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that order. In large part, he relied on jefes politicos, or political chiefs, to enforce order
and pursue his program of economic modernization (Falcén 1994). Diaz deemed
indigenous communal lands vacant and seized them, forcing the newly landless people to
W ork in the mines and haciendas (Barry 1995:16). Consequently, the consolidation of
1rdi genous lands that liberal reform had prompted accelerated during his rule. Most of
the 200-400% increase in private land holdings that occurred in Oaxaca during the 19"
< entury occurred during Diaz’s rule (Chassen-Lopez 1998:101), primarily in lowland
A xeas of the state (Clarke 2001:34). The marginalization of much of the Mexican
P> Opulation through land expropriation contributed to Diaz’s downfall. Over ninety-six
I < rcent of people in the countryside lacked land by the time a revolutionary movement
> usted Diaz in 1911 (Cockroft 1983:91). Revolutionary leaders including Emiliano
Zapata rallied against the Porfirian expropriation and consolidation of lands with their
< alIs for tierra y libertad, land and liberty, which animated the seven year Revolution
C1910-1917).
Francie Chassen-Lopez’s (1998) account of a contest over landholdings in
P inotepa Nacional — the major urban center of the Mixteca Baja region of Oaxaca — that
1 ntersected with the revolution sheds light into how the entrenchment of the division
b etween gente de razon and indios intersected with the expropriation and consolidation of
1 andholdings. Chassen-Lopez reports that liberal legislation had led to vast consolidation
o f landholdings in the region under study, which provided the context within which
MM ixtec-speaking landless peasants attempted to take back the lands of a sizeable class of
ranchers with relatively extensive landholdings. A chronicler of the events that unfolded

who identified the ranchers according to ‘race’ characterized half of the ranchers as
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“Mixtec” (1998:105). Nonetheless, they self-identified as gente de razon in the contest

that unfolded, aligning themselve; with the other large landholders struggling to maintain
their vast landholdings against Mixtec-speaking peasants who self-identified as “gente
Zr1dlyygena” or “naturales”. Thus, Chassen-Lopez (1998:105) notes,

By the second half of the nineteenth century, however, the definition of an indio, of
ethnicity, indicated cultural (language, dress, and customs) preferences far more than
phenotype. Despite themselves having indigenous or African ancestors, as did mestizo or
ladino middle classes throughout Spanish America, the Costeiio ranchers felt no
contradiction considering themselves white and assuming a denigrating attitude toward
indios and Afro-Mexicans.

Chassen-Lopez’s reflections indicate that the process of realigning identities to a racially-

11 flected cultural hierarchy that had begun in the colonial period was very developed by

Th e beginning of the twentieth century. In contrast to the racial hierarchy originally

E=Tounded in a distinction between esparioles and indios, in the conflict in Pinotepa

N acional, people identified themselves and their interests according to cultural indicators

that differentiated indios from gente de razon.

Given the major place of concerns over lands in galvanizing support for the
xTevolutionary movement, observers would anticipate that intersection of the conflict with
the revolutionary struggle would aid the landless peasants. The revolutionary forces, did,
an fact, adopt the side of the Mixtec-speaking landless peasants initially. Ultimately,
Ihowever, they realigned and gave their support to the ranchers. This realignment proved
d isastrous for the landless peasants: the revolutionary victory enabled the ranchers to
regain control of local government, and they persecuted those who participated in the

uprising for years to come thereafter (Chassen-Lopez 1998:116-7).

Nonetheless, the revolutionary victory generated institutional transformations of

more far-reaching consequence for landless peasants, as it led to the institutionalization
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of agrarian ideals in the Constitution of 1917. Article 27, in particular, collectivized land
ownership through the establishment of ejidos, communally-based land rights provided to

Peasants. Moreover, Article 27 provided for the restoration of communal lands to

1nd1 genous people as comunidades agrarias.

" e twentieth century Mexican nation

Twentieth century Mexican nationalists strived to end factionalism and foment
wamnity by promoting the mestizo as the cornerstone of the emergent Mexican nation, much
A s their nineteenth century counterparts had done following the war of Independence.
~ Otwithstanding this similarity, perspectives on indigeneity and orientations toward the
> 1ace of indigenous people in the Mexican nation changed dramatically following the
T wvolution. Post-revolutionary national architects celebrated indigeneity as imbuing the
#2722 estizo nation with unique character and value. Nation-builders used archeological
<idence to support the image of a distinctive Mexican nation with a glorious indigenous
P ast (Gonzalez 2004), and commissioned music, literature, artistic works and
Aarchitectural monuments to celebrate the combined indigenous and Spanish national

heritage (De la Peiia 2006:293).

This indigenista7 incarnation of the Mexican nation, however, included a
 ecidedly circumscribed space for indigenous people to participate in the nation. Mestizo
e lites celebrated indigeneity to the extent that doing so contributed to their efforts to
create a cohesive nation with a distinctive character that distinguished it from other

modern nations. Although they celebrated indigenous people and their own indigenous

7 . . . . - . .
Observers commonly characterize the celebration of indigeneity and concomitant pursuit of the

‘assimi 1 ation’ of indigenous people into the Mexican nation that predominated during the 20" century as
indigertis ey, or indigenist.
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roots as imbuing the Mexican nation with a distinctive flair, much like their nineteenth
century forebears, they aimed to devise a modern Mexico modeled on European forms of
nationhood, and they regarded most of the lived distinctiveness of indigenous people as
Ccontrary to this effort.
President Lazaro Cardenas’s (1934-1940) reflection on the ‘Indian Problem’
c onveys the orientations toward the place of indigenous people in the Mexican nation that
<mmnerged in this context. He asserted,

Our Indian problem is not to maintain the Indian as Indian, nor of Indianizing Mexico,
but it lies in how to Mexicanize the Indian [while] respecting his blood, preserving his
emotion, his love for the land, and his unbreakable tenacity. [Quoted in Gonzalez
2004:143]

" Ardenas’s references to “Our Indian Problem”, “Indianizing Mexico” and “Mexicanize
the Indian” clearly designate the limits of indigenous peoples’ place within this
Z 72figenista nation. This nation was mestizo, and it was indigenist in Hector Diaz
PP olanco’s sense of the term. Indigenous people were not rights-bearing subjects,
< mpowered through liberal channels of citizenship to self-determination, but problems
Tor mestizo subjects to solve.
Just as for the liberal elites of the nineteenth century, twentieth century nation-
Builders’ ‘problem’ was to find effective interventions for transforming indigenous
s ubjects who lacked the desire and skills to participate in this nation into effective self-
gzoveming liberal subjects (Foucault 1991; Gordon 1991; Lemke 2001). Yet, the nation
building of the 20th century added a further dimension to this ‘problem’ — nationalists
aimed to create indigenous people who preserved certain traits perceived to add value and
distinction to the nation. Thus, the law that created the National Indigenist Institute in

1948 includes the following claim:
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These indigenous groups maintain cultural characteristics that can be utilized to the
benefit of national culture, as they will continue giving the country the features that
distinguish it from other communities in America and the world [Diario de Debates 24
de diciembre de 1948, cited in Hermandez Castillo 2001:29; my translation.]

‘W ith successfully designed interventions, indigenous people would relinquish the cultural
characteristics that impeded them from participating in the modern Mexican nation, but

retain characteristics that would confer greater distinction on the nation.

4 »2corporation through education

During the early post-revolutionary period, nation-builders reset their sights on a

T'=deral education system as a means for creating this modern nation. The Secretary of
E= dycation (SEP) was established in 1921, and José Vasconcelos, a leading proponent of
The modem mestizo nation and author of the influential book La Raza Cosmica, 1925,
O cCcupied the directorship of the organization during the first half of the 1920s (Lewis

2 001:61). Vasconcelos worked to disseminate modern, “civilized” values throughout the
< ountry in his post as Director of the SEP during the first half of the 1920s. Stephen
X_ewis (2001:63) reports that Vasconcelos began this effort in 1922 by sending out

< <missionaries...to study the socioeconomic and cultural conditions of the people, to

1 miterest community members in education, and to recruit prospective teachers.” He

Cc ontinues,

...these educators were expected to emulate the first Franciscans who arrived in Mexico
almost exactly 400 years earlier. This time, though, the "good news" was overtly secular,
emphasizing community development, modernization, and "incorporation" into the
national mestizo mainstream through the dominant language, Spanish.
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The “missionaries” and the educators that followed them were charged with
teaching indigenous people the ‘civilized’ knowledge, orientations and skills required for
participating in the modern Mexican nation. A teacher clearly articulated the civilizing

aim of these efforts while reporting on the progress of his work. Stephen Lewis
(2001:64-5) reports that the teacher related that

a few ethnic groups in the state "have forgotten their prior life and now dress well, speak
Spanish and have acquired some culture"—such as the Zoques and the Chiapanecas who
inhabited the western lowland regions along the Grijalva River. The Mam, who lived
along the Guatemalan border, were also "more or less civilized"; only the absence of
schools had stunted their "development." The highland Maya, however, were "indifferent
to progress” and "live[d] like savages." "The race possesses the great virtue of its love
for work, they have good souls, and they are noble, obedient, [and] very respectful,” he
wrote. However, "among their defects is their exaggerated ignorance, their apparent
denial of ideals, and their love of liquor."

T he imposition of the Spanish language was one of the first priorities in this “civilizing”
effort. Yet, the educating mission was not confined to the classroom. Teachers
irnple:mented vaccination and delousing campaigns, built basketball courts, led national

festivals, and led movements for prohibition of alcohol in the communities where they
W orked (Lewis 2001:66-7).
Not surprisingly, indigenous people often rejected this project, along with its
X e ssage of inferiority and the interference in daily life by outsiders. In recognition of
thiis, jdeas about the place of indigenous languages in the Mexican nation began to shift
YW ithin the SEP in 1940, as strategists identified indigenous languages as important to the
Civi lizing mission. By that time, however, the effort to incorporate indigenous people

M TO the nation had shifted from the educational system to a newly created sector of

8O~ ernment dedicated to addressing the ‘Indian Problem.” Anthropologists would lead

these efforts.
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Incorporation through development

Although the civilizing effort was focused on the educational system during the
1920s and into the 1930s, Mexican anthropologists had claimed that the anthropological
eX pertise best suited them for directing this work (de la Pefia 1996; Walsh 2004). The
articulation of this claim by Manuel Gamio, considered by many to be the founder of

M exican anthropology, was especially influential. Gamio asserted,

Anthropology in its true and widest conception should be basic knowledge for the
carrying out of good government because through anthropology one knows the
population which is to be governed and for whom the government exists... [In Latin
America] a minority made up of pcople of belonging to the white race, and whose
civilization is derived from Europe, has been concerned only with its own progress,
leaving aside the majority of indigenous race and culture. The obvious ignorance (even
on the part of those who have wished to better the situation of the majority culturally and
economically) is due to the fact that the majority indigenous population has not been
studied in a sensible manner. [Quoted in Walsh 2004:142]
G amio thus promoted a key anthropological role in the creation of a nation:
Aanthropologists would facilitate “good government” by devising and conducting research
On indigenous people, which policy-makers and program designers would utilize to
Eenerate policy that effectively reaches its goals. He put this vision into action as
IDirector of the nation’s first anthropological dependency, the Direccién de Antropologia
C 1 918-1934), which carried out research on indigenous people (Walsh 2004:130).
Gamio thus well positioned anthropologists to lead the civilizing mission when it
W as taken out of the educational system and established as a sector of governmental
A d ministration in its own right. The Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940) administration took

this step in 1935, when it established the Department of Indigenous Affairs, charged with

C O ordinating, overseeing and implementing state policies for indigenous communities.
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A leading anthropologist, Alfonso Caso, directed this organization. The National
Indigenous Institute (INI) took over these activities in 1948 (de la Pefia 2006:282).
Alfonso Caso again occupied the directorship of this organization. INI developed
Indigenous Coordinating Centers (CCls) in regions with large indigenous populations.
T he first of these was established in the highland region of the state of Chiapas, in San
Cristobal de las Casas. Shortly thereafter, in 1951, CCls were established in eight states,
1ncluding Oaxaca (Gaillard 2004:258). As the Program expanded in the decades to come,
there were fourteen in indigenous regions of Oaxaca in 1975 (Clarke 2001:170). The
CCIs developed and implemented strategies for providing services aimed at
““incorporating” indigenous people into the nation, including Spanish language education,
health services, and training in industrial agriculture and tourist arts (Gonzalez
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