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Latin America,, Native America,,
and the Politics of Culture
Clemency Coggins

"C laiming the stones" may conjure the primeval ownership of cultural

property, whether living landscape or ancient ruins, whereas "naming

the bones" evokes ancestral identity and communal spirit. How and when are

cultural property and cultural identity —stones and bones —the same? Once

they were the same and simultaneous, but historically and legally they have

become estranged by time. On the one hand, ancient property, or stones, may

be detached, indeed excised, from a living mother culture that no longer rec-

ognizes its maternity. On the other hand, an ancient culture may be reborn in
a living people who resurrect, or perhaps create within it, an identity —ideal-

ized bones. These are local concerns, but such definitions of culture, and of

cultural property, have become international and vulnerable to political, legal,

and economic forces remote from community identity, and even ignorant of

its existence. In the Americas the high indigenous cultures of Mexico, Guate-
mala, and Peru that were destroyed by the Spaniards in the sixteenth century

are represented today by their living descendants and by innumerable magnifi-

cent archaeological monuments, which bear testimony to the brilliance of

those civilizations. The relationship between these archaeological remains,

"cultural property," and the living peoples has not always been recognized.
Only in the twentieth century are the indigenous peoples of these countries
slowly acknowledged as the distinctive roots of mestizo Latin America —long

after the manifest monumental glories of their pre-Hispanic past had been
appropriated.

The tension between claiming the stones and naming the bones is inherent
in the twentieth-century Latin American political and intellectual movement
known as indigenismo, which recognizes and values the aboriginal cultures of

the Americas while seeking to redress the irreversible historical injustices of

European domination. Indigenismo is a key to understanding issues of cul-

tural property and cultural identity in Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru, where

the most complex ancient American societies once flourished and where the

greatest amount of ancient learning and culture was obliterated. As an edu-

cated pursuit, the love of ruins long preceded the scholarly study of exotic

peoples in western European culture. Indeed in the New World antiquarian-

ism led first to a science of archaeology toward the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury and then to ethnology, the study of living (indigenous) cultures; together

they formed a new study of "man," or anthropology.1 In the Americas it is
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anthropology that subsumes the study and teaching of Native American civi-

lization past and present and, with the intellectual and illustrative support of

writers and painters, engendered indigenismo.
Ancient Maya civilization and living Maya culture were among the first

studied under the rubric of the new science of anthropology. The peninsula of

Yucatan and its Maya culture were remote and not easily accessible from the

capital city of Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) in central Mexico where, in 1520,

the well-documented Aztec emperor had reigned and fallen before the Spanish

onslaught. The isolated Maya never entirely capitulated to the power of

central Mexico and have continued to rebel intermittently until today, as the

oppressor has changed from Aztec to Spanish to Colonial Spanish to the

newly independent and then the modern Mexican state. European explorers,

fired by neoclassical enthusiasms, had discovered the remains of Maya civi-

lization and, finding the pyramids and relief sculpture, as well as the hiero-

glyphic writing system so different from the Aztec, concluded that the ancient

inhabitants had come from Asia, the Near East, Egypt, or even the sunken

Atlantis.

One of these explorers, August Le Plongeon from France, was sponsored

by the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester, Massachusetts, which was

interested in the study of Maya civilization. He was soon replaced by Edward
H. Thompson, a young American engineer who wrote a popular article

entitled "Atlantis Not a Myth" (1879).2 In 1885 Thompson was appointed to

the post of United States consul in Merida, Yucatan, and instructed to report

on Maya sites for both the American Antiquarian Society and the Peabody

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University.3 In the new
spirit of a scientific archaeology, Thompson explored and mapped several
ancient Maya sites and came to know and admire contemporary Maya cul-
ture; in 1895 he bought the large abandoned hacienda of Chichen Itza, with
its well-known archaeological ruins. Today, the Sacred Cenote, or Well of
Sacrifice, at Chichen Itza is a famous tourist destination and a notorious
archaeological site, which provided the first cause celebre for Mexico and its
new policies of cultural patrimony after the Mexican Revolution of 1910. The

well itself became famous in the latter half of the nineteenth century with the

translation into French of a sixteenth-century Spanish document that described

Chichen Itza as an ancient pilgrimage site that would probably have received

gold offerings. The translation was made by the French priest and early

Americanist scholar Charles-Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg, whose enthusi-

asm for pre-Hispanic America inspired several nineteenth-century visitors to

Chichen Itza. Foreign adventurers and romantics were attracted by the possi-

bilities of ancient civilization in the New World.

Although Thompson was not the first to dredge for gold in the Well of

Sacrifice, he was the first to find it, together with many other exotic and valu-

able offerings, during the dry winter seasons from 1904 to 1911. He shipped

most of these objects to Boston, where they were received at Harvard's young

Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnography as artifacts of scientific
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value. Thompson began his work during the prerevolutionary phase of Mexi-
can history known as the Porfiriato, when General Porfirio Diaz governed
(president, 1877-80, 1884-1911). Diaz represented wealthy landowners,
encouraged foreign investment, and took great pride in the modern Mexico

he believed he was creating. He had an interest in archaeology, a pursuit seen

as both nationalistic and patriotic, and appointed the architect Leopoldo

Batres as the national director of archaeology. Hearing of Thompson's exca-

vations at Chichen Itza, Diaz, Batres, and Justo Sierra, minister of public edu-
cation, visited the site in February 1906, primarily to check on Thompson's

activities, which were being criticized by Mexican nationalists and by envious

archaeologists. The genial Thompson entertained them lavishly for three days

and showed them the Well of Sacrifice, where there was no archaeological

activity. They departed, apparently satisfied. There were no official objections
to his work. After Diaz was overthrown in the revolution four years later,

however, Thompson ran out of luck. In 1910 he was obliged to apply in

Mexico City for a permit to continue his work, and the exportation of arti-
facts was explicitly forbidden. The Peabody Museum did not renew its spon-

sorship, and in the wake of national agrarian reform Thompson's hacienda, a

large cattle and wood-producing ranch, was settled by squatters, while his

title to the land was challenged, although unsuccessfully.

In 1921 his house and museum at the hacienda were burned down and

looted. In 1923 the final blow came after Thompson's great friend and spon-
sor, T. A. Willard, published The City of the Sacred Well. In this admiring,

uncritical book about Thompson and his work at Chichen Itza, Willard exag-
gerated the quantity, quality, and especially the value of the gold found in the
Well of Sacrifice. Mexico sued Thompson for one million dollars in com-

pensation. Thompson, who had continually begged his sponsors for money,
died a poor man in 1944, nine years before the Mexican supreme court ruled
in his favor. The collections from the Well of Sacrifice, procured in the name
of science, had not been scientifically excavated, although their dredging was
an engineering feat of which Thompson was very proud. Once the court case

was settled, however, the Peabody Museum studied and published the collec-
tions and presented a representative sample of the metal artifacts to Mexico in
1959. These went to the Museo Nacional de Antropologia in Mexico City, the
remote capital of the national government, long distrusted by the Maya. An

interesting twist in this saga occurred on Christmas Eve 1985, when some of

these gold objects on display in the Museo Nacional de Antropologia were

stolen in a spectacular theft connected with small-time drug dealing; they

were recovered some years later after the objects proved too notorious to

fence. In 1976 the Peabody Museum had insisted that a selection of newly

published jades from the Well of Sacrifice scheduled to be sent to Mexico go

to the museum in Merida, Yucatan, not to the Museo Nacional in the capital.4

This story is illustrative of the changing perceptions of the ancient cultural

patrimony of Mexico, and indeed of Guatemala and Peru, where there were also

highly developed indigenous civilizations and where an analogous sequence of
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political attitudes may be traced —not always in the same order, although the

cast of characters is the same. Historically, pre-Hispanic cultures have been

seen variously as comprising degenerate heathen peoples, as Utopian societies,
as an artifact of classical antiquity, as vanishing and then as enduring culture,

as shared ancestry, as the unknowable Other, as dependable economic resources.

One constant in Latin America has been the gulf between those who define

and those who embody ancient cultural patrimony. This divide everywhere, at
every epoch, is at the heart of the "Indian Problem."

Mexico
In 1519 Hernan Cortes, an educated man, and his company of conquistadores

were stunned by the magnificence of Mesoamerican civilization; nevertheless,

it did not take long to destroy the island capital of the Aztec, claim the land
for Charles I of Spain (king, 1516-56, Holy Roman Emperor, 1519-56), and

dazzle the Spanish monarch with unimaginable riches of gold and silver. Soon

Franciscan friars were sent to this New World to save the souls of the Indians,

who the Europeans saw as belonging to a monolithic pagan culture, even
though scores of languages were spoken in Mesoamerica by many very dif-

ferent peoples. The friars recognized they could convert the Indians more effi-
ciently if they understood native culture, and one of them, the Franciscan

Bernardino de Sahagun, compiled what is described as the first American
ethnography — La Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva Espana (1579;

General history of the things of New Spain). This was an encyclopedic, illus-

trated document in which (converted) native informants recorded the beliefs
and customs of the Nahuatl-speaking Aztec of the valley of Mexico.5 Sahagun
perceived the underlying religious significance of the universal Mesoamerican
calendar and its relation to cyclic time and to the rounds of ritual that
structured both daily life and theology. These were of practical interest to the
proselytizers, as was the array of deities and the native understanding of the
natural world, so that they might be replaced by Christian belief and learning.
There was, however, theological speculation about whether the Indians pos-
sessed rational souls to be saved, since, if they did not, they might be treated

as animals. Were they "noble Indians" or "dirty dogs"?6 The latter possibility

and ensuing enslavement of the native populations led to protests in Mexico

and Spain, mostly by friars, and to laws that would to some degree protect the

Indians, in a "dawn of conscience" that reflected "the first time in history a

people —Spaniards —paid attention to the nature and culture of the peoples

they met."7

A few members of the native ruling families who survived the conquest

kept alive the histories and memories of their past, but these were valued

and recorded by only a few criollo historians (criollos were Spaniards born in

the Spanish New World). It was not until the eighteenth century that Euro-

pean interest in ancient America led to a search for sixteenth-century written

sources about the Aztec. Perhaps the most important single event in the recon-

struction of the Mexican cultural patrimony was the discovery, in 1790, of
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two huge sculptures of extraordinary religious significance for the Aztec.
These were found beneath the cathedral in Mexico City, which had been built
(as was the Catholic Church's practice) on top of the principal Aztec temple
precinct. No surviving examples of Aztec sculpture approached the power

and mythic role of these two discoveries, and they were greeted by nationalists
and antiquarians alike with an enthusiasm rooted in European neoclassicism.

The huge statue of Coatlicue (Serpent Skirt; fig. 1), the beheaded mother of the

principal Aztec deity, Huitzlopochtli, was displayed at the national university

among the casts of Greek sculpture8; it was admired, as it is today, for a terri-

fying imagery that rivals the most horrible medieval depictions of hell. The

authorities found that Coatlicue had not lost her influence on the indigenous

people, however, and she was reburied until 1824, when she was exhumed

and placed in storage. The other sculpture was the great Calendar Stone, per-

haps best known today as the model for a souvenir ashtray. Almost twelve

feet in diameter, this fundamental Aztec scriptural stone records the five

creations of the Mesoamerican world in terms of the five directions (the four

cardinal points and the center) and the count of days since the last creation,

which continues unbroken to this day. Appreciated by a scholarly elite, these

monuments were condemned by the church when they were found to reacti-

vate a living native heritage, presumed long dead. Ultimately, the two joined

the Mexican cultural patrimony in the Museo Nacional de Antropologia,
where aesthetic and nationalistic meanings have replaced their towering reli-

gious significance.

In 1821 Mexico and the rest of Hispanic America achieved its independence
from Spain. The reformers in Mexico were liberals who believed in the princi-

ples of the Enlightenment that involved the ascendance of reason (and the
eclipse of the Catholic Church), freedom and education for every man, land for

all, free trade abroad, and progress9 —although power remained in the hands
of the moneyed few who had survived independence by espousing the sepa-
ratist cause. Many of the founding goals foundered on the rock of agrarian
reform that was the most intractable obstacle to solving the Indian Problem
for all these countries. The many good intentions behind such reform did not,
and still do not, comprehend the radically different native perception of
land, and Indian rebellion over this issue has erupted and smoldered from the
beginning.10

Inspired by the Europeans who were discovering this "new" ancient world,

Mexico created a national museum for its own antiquities in 1825.n In 1897,

under President Diaz, Mexico passed a law that declared all archaeological

monuments and objects the property of the nation and prohibited their

export without special permit,12 a law that had little impact on Thompson's

activities at Chichen Itza. President Diaz was overthrown in the Mexican

Revolution, which continued episodically from 1910 to 1920, advocating

agrarian reform among its many goals. After the revolution, intellectuals and

reformers (usually the same people in Latin America) were supremely con-

cerned with establishing a genuinely Mexican identity. Mestizaje, a mixing of
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Fig. 1. The Aztec earth goddess Coatlicue (Serpent Skirt)
Mexico (Tenochtitlan), 1450s-1520s, stone (andesite?), 3.5 x 1.3 x 1.3 m (Iiy2 x 4!A x 4V4 ft.)
Mexico City, Museo Nacional de Antropologia, Sala Mexica
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genes, or descent from the two aristocracies,13 was promoted as the way to
achieve this identity. Mestizaje involved the concept of indigenismo, which was
an ethnopopulism that became the philosophical position of government indi-
genistas who were champions of the Indians and their languages and cultures,
as well as advocates of education and land reform. The indigenistas resembled

the liberals before them —with the important difference that the noble indige-

nous cultures were newly seen by them as the incarnation of the ancient roots

of modern Mexican culture, although at the same time these originating cul-

tures were believed to have no future.14 This was because the admired ancient
civilizations were most purely represented by the modern Indians —Mexico's

lowest class —who would be incorporated into modern Mexico through mesti-
zaje or intermarriage. This would, inevitably, involve the extinction of remnant

indigenous cultures as they were absorbed into a homogeneous Mexican iden-

tity and would thus solve the Indian Problem by erasing it.

Indigenismo flowered in the 1930s and the 1940s with the maturing of

anthropology and ethnology as disciplines, and the movement was dynami-

cally empowered by the allegiance of Mexican muralist painters such as Diego

Rivera and David Alfaro Siqueiros (fig. 2) who combined admiration of Indians

and their ancient culture with loathing of the Spanish conquistadors and of
United States imperialism to create a rich and evocative pictorial socialist

romanticism. In 1934 Mexico created the Institute Nacional de Antropologfa

e Historia ( INAH). This institution, run by anthropologists and historians,

designed and maintained the country's cultural policies until quite recently,
when it lost much of its power and influence. The fact that anthropologists

were in charge of Mexico's ancient heritage led to a didactic emphasis in

schools and museums on the continuity between the original and contem-
porary peoples, which was very different from such education in most Euro-

pean countries. Whereas Germans in the 1930s were intent on demonstrating
the purebred integrity of their "Nordic-Aryan" ancestry,15 mestizaje, which
involved assimilation, celebrated the admixture of blood. European national
museums were, and are, filled with ancient art from other, unrelated civili-
zations that was viewed as exemplary and broadly educational, while the
national museums of Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru are designed to demon-
strate the enduring connection between past and present. In Mexico, it is only
Mexican cultural and ethnic continuity that is expressed in the architecture

and organization of the Mexican Museo Nacional de Antropologia, which

opened in 1964. A heroic bronze tree, representing the mythological Maya

ceiba that connects the underworld with the heavens, dominates the museum's

vast central courtyard, which is surrounded by two-story exhibits of the vari-

ous Mexican geographic and cultural regions. Each region has its archaeolog-

ical remains displayed on the first floor, as a substratum, while modern Indian

cultures are represented on the floor above. The ancient objects are shown as

works of art on the first floor, with minimal labeling (in the traditional Euro-

pean mode), while on the second floor there are ethnographic reconstruc-

tions of living cultures, with their music and crafts — a relationship that
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Fig. 2. David Alfaro Siqueiros (Mexican, 1896-1974)
Ethnography
Mexico, 1939, enamel on composition board, 122.2 x 82.2 cm (48Vs x 323/s in.)
New York, Museum of Modern Art
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might be interpreted as the living Indian emerging from the dead seed
beneath.16 It is interesting that the powerful and gory Aztec culture was so
effectively destroyed by the Spaniards that there is no second floor above the
Aztec archaeological exhibits; the ethnographic living culture is perhaps best
illustrated by modern Mexico City itself. While magnificent as architecture,
and admirable in concept, this anthropological museum clearly illustrates the
persistent divide between the meaning and uses of archaeology and ethnology
and how unconvincingly they have striven to re-create a seamless cultural
patrimony.

In Mexico, as elsewhere, the 1960s were a time of intellectual debate and
student ferment, which resulted in the complete rejection of indigenismo and
its corollary mestizaje as paternalistic and part of a discredited progressive
philosophy that looked to the future and to economic development, concepts
viewed as tainted by association with the United States. This period of politi-
cization was strongly ideological, leading also to the rejection of North
American scientific methods in the pursuit of Mexican archaeology.17 From
an anthropological point of view, mestizaje was then seen as the dilution of
Indian identity and culture, as an abomination, and as a perpetuation of the
rape of Indian women by Spanish soldiers.18 This uncompromising position
has left only one acceptable possibility —policies of pluriethnicity and multi-
culturalism.19 Philosophically these honorable concepts promote freedom of
cultural expression and belief, but there are two kinds of problems inherent in
the independent coexistence of indigenous groups. One basic problem is that
modern Mexico, like much of the rest of the world, lives by the precepts of a
Western, linear kind of history, in which the individual is the basic unit of
society and property rights are sacred, while indigenous Mexican peoples
have always understood time and history as cyclic and the community as the
basic unit, with the communal use of land. It is difficult to see how these dif-
ferent (but not separate) cultures can coexist equally when their understand-
ing of time and the meaning and use of land are as irreconcilable as they have
always been. The second basic problem derives from the first: in the modern
global economy, principles of independent coexistence tend to entail for the
indigenous population the bitter freedom to continue as the underclass.

Perhaps because cultural patrimony has always been political in Mexico,
and perhaps because the anthropological solution to the Indian Problem has
been to withdraw from interference, the INAH has lost much of its influence
and its centralized control. The politics of cultural patrimony are heading in
two new directions: regionalization and privatization, both involving decen-
tralization. A recent example of regionalization in the state of Oaxaca illus-
trates the best kind of outcome for this policy, which would cede control of
indigenous cultural patrimony, ancient and modern, to the states. Within each
state, regional and community museums are being created, ideally by the will
of the local inhabitants, who as in Oaxaca, have been involved in design,
maintenance, and security, with expertise and some money supplied by the
INAH. It is hoped that each such museum can be supported by local artisanal
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and tourist admission fees. In 1997, there were perhaps a dozen such muse-
ums in existence in Mexico; they may be archaeological, historical, and/or
ethnographic, with the goal of teaching a community about its own archaeol-
ogy and history, instead of representing Mexican national patrimony in large

regional museums, designed and run by the INAH, as in the past.20 Such initia-
tives combine the most constructive use of the ancient and the modern cul-
tural heritage by encouraging local direction and control of the many separate
and distinct cultural strands of Mexico's cultural heritage — although it is not
clear how such museums can sustain themselves.

In contrast, the INAH, once in command of the cultural patrimony of
Mexico, has been subordinated to the Consejo Nacional de Cultura e Arte
(CONACULTA), a larger agency that has revived the kind of nationalistic pro-
motion President Diaz pursued, with the added incentive of the proven eco-
nomic value of archaeological sites as international attractions and generators
of touristic revenues. Thus the money that, when the INAH was powerful and
independent, might have gone to the mapping, excavation, and publication of
Mexico's more than one hundred thousand endangered archaeological sites
has recently gone to the renewed excavation, reconstruction, and presentation
of the few, well-known tourist sites, in campaigns known as megaprojectos,
because so much money has been devoted to them. Mexico's understanding of
its ancient cultural patrimony has thus evolved from rejection to exploitation
through phases of admiration and appropriation.

Guatemala
Many of the same historical processes may be traced in Guatemala, but they
seem narrower in scope as well as geographically constricted compared to
Mexico, which is eighteen times as large. In the sixteenth century the princi-
pal Spanish, and indigenous, settlement was essentially confined to the south-
ernmost mountainous third of what is now Guatemala, and the Spaniards to
the southern half of that. Unlike New Spain (Mexico), the southern Captaincy
General of Guatemala, where the Indians spoke more than thirty Mayan lan-
guages, had no friars dedicated to recording the details of the indigenous
culture, although the highland historical account, the Quiche Popol Vub, was
written down by the Dominican Francisco Ximenez in the middle of the eigh-
teenth century. The brutal and bloody conquest of Guatemala by Pedro de

Alvarado in 1524 set the tone for future subordination and exploitation of the

Maya of the highlands. Compared to Mexico and Peru, Central America
proved to be of no value to the Spanish Crown as a source of silver and gold,
so its agricultural potential was developed through grants by the Crown of

free Indian labor, which successively produced indigenous cacao and indigo
and cochineal dyes for export until, after 1800, these were replaced by the
introduced cultivar, coffee.21 In return for the grant of free native labor,
Spanish and criollo landowners were instructed to convert the Indians, and
they were supplied with friars for this purpose. These evangelizing clergy, who

had the souls of the Indians in focus, moved them into new towns where they
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could be converted more efficiently, as their communities were abandoned and
cultural roots severed. It is ironic that the pre-Hispanic imperial Inca of Peru
had also resettled troublesome populations for purposes of pacification, and
that in recent decades the indigenous Maya of highland Guatemala have been

forcibly moved again for the same reason —social control.22

As in Mexico a mestizo (ladino in Guatemala) population emerged, but

power and politics were the prerogatives of the conservative criollo land-

owners who remained loyal to Spain —unti l independence in 1821, which

in Guatemala was more of a family quarrel with Spain than a declaration of

new principles of freedom and independence. After independence, Guatemala
broke with the rest of Central America and Mexico, to which it lost Chiapas,

and went its own way. In search of a national identity, Guatemalans looked to

the remains of ancient Maya civilization within the Guatemalan highlands to
distinguish themselves from ancient Mexico.23 Although, as in Mexico, liberal
politics were progressive, anticlerical, focused on improving the economy

through trade, and concerned with ameliorating the state of the laboring

Indians, the Guatemalan ruling class made no connection between their own

newly found roots and the downtrodden Indians.

Once the powerful mobilizing and symbolic role played by mestizos and
Indians in the Mexican Revolution —and the role the revolution continues to

play in the Mexican consciousness —is appreciated, it is dramatically illumi-

nating to realize that Guatemala had no revolution. Guatemala was eventu-

ally affected by the politics of the Mexican Revolution, but, on the whole, the

country ignored it. In the late 1930s, while Mexico, under President Lazaro

Cardenas (1934-40), enacted agrarian and educational reforms and formu-

lated an institutional indigenismo in the spirit of the revolution, Guatemala

slumbered under the repressive dictatorship of President Jorge Ubico Casta-
neda (1931-44). After Ubico was overthrown in 1944, a decade of reforms
followed that were supported by the interests of newly influential urban and
university constituencies, separate from the communities where Maya identity
and culture persisted.24 These initiatives included the founding of an indi-
genista institute as in Mexico; significantly, unlike Mexico, however, Guate-
malan intellectuals were not part of the government. Instead, Guatemalan
indigenismo was most memorably expressed by the writer Miguel Angel

Asturias, who won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1967 for novels such as

Hombres de maiz (1949), which describes the life and worldview of the Maya

Indian, who was seen as redemptive in the face of mindless obliteration by

a modern world.25 Consistent with contemporary Mexican indigenismo, the

Guatemalan version saw mestizaje, the racial assimilation of the Maya, as

an answer to the Indian Problem. This solution was not, however, the Maya

one, and, like Mexico, Guatemala has experienced Indian revolts from the

conquest to the present. The Maya, and most indigenous American peoples,

simply want their own land.

The second of the two prolabor Guatemalan governments was ousted

in 1954 through United States intervention in support of the United Fruit
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Company. Since then, military governments, which maintain the power of the
small ruling class and support foreign investment, have controlled Guate-
mala. In response, there arose a highly political, middle-class guerrilla move-
ment located among highland Maya communities that were traditionally
originally unpolitical. The successive military governments retaliated by impos-
ing a regime of state terror, generously endowed with United States military
expertise and European arms. Finally, a peace treaty was signed between the
guerrilla army and the government in December 1996, under Alvaro Arzu
Irigoyen, the first nonmilitary president in forty years. In the thirty-six-year
civil war, over one hundred thousand Maya were killed, and a similar number
fled to Mexico, while tens of thousands more were removed from their home-
lands, effectively destroying their cultural base. Nevertheless, Maya culture
has endured and strengthened, partly in reaction to the years of repression.
There is currently a revival in the use of the more than twenty extant Mayan
languages, and many refugees are returning from Mexico.26 The Maya are
officially acknowledged as never before; Guatemalans have never described
their country in terms of mestizaje, or as a ladino land, as the Mexicans have
tried to do, although the population of Guatemala is 56 percent ladino; the
rest is "Amerindian."27 Nevertheless, the more purely Hispanic businessmen
and landowners still reign in Guatemala, and they still collect Maya antiqui-
ties as a sign of their personal cultivation and national pride. The modern and
the ancient Maya are, however, perceived very differently; the former, while
colorful, remain an unreliable underclass, whereas the latter have become the
second largest source of national revenue, after coffee. Every effort is being
made to promote tourism in Guatemala, as it is in Mexico, and the ancient
Maya sites and picturesque Indians attract more and more people for whom
the government, bypassing the objections of anthropological and historical
constituencies, would turn the ancient sites into theme parks and the Maya
themselves into ethnic spectacles. In this kind of indigenismo, the Maya might
be trapped like flies in amber —except that the interface between the Maya
and the ruling class is in flux in Guatemala, and the Maya, in a growing Pan-
Mayan movement, may choose not to be the designated "living cultural patri-
mony" (as in the Law for the Protection of the Cultural Patrimony of the
Nation of 1997) if this status is primarily for the benefit of Guatemala's role
in the international economy. The evocative definition and official benedic-

tion on the fractious underclass come from above; fraught with ambivalence
and good intentions, the designation overlooks the accelerating obliteration
of the remains of the ancient, or nonliving, cultural patrimony of Guatemala.

Peru
The Pizzaro brothers, tough, professional soldiers, more like Alvarado than
Cortes, conquered Peru only twelve years after Cortes arrived at the Aztec
capital in central Mexico. Their feat was even more incredible than the incon-
ceivable Cortes victories. Cortes had interpreters and powerful Indian allies,

and retreat to the coast was always possible for him. The Pizzaro brothers'
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small company was completely isolated, far from its base on the northern

coast, in the hemisphere's highest mountains where the soldiers, equipped

with superior weaponry, encountered and demoralized contingents of the
equally well-trained Inca imperial army. In the preceding century, the mono-

lithic Inca state had conquered more than three thousand miles of territory,

extending from modern Colombia to Chile, and had exerted centralized con-

trol by imposing the Quechua language, moving populations, and creating a

universal system of governance and tribute. In contrast, in Mexico the Aztec

had exercised dominion over a smaller area, also exacting tribute but tending

to leave the local cultures alone. In both countries Spanish power supplanted
an indigenous state, but in Peru many more native cultures had already been

suppressed by Inca subjugation with the effective imposition of Quechua,

originally the language of a small band of southern highland people. As else-

where, the Indians were brutalized and enslaved by the conquistadores, and
protests were made by the missionary friars and by morally responsible indi-

viduals in Spain. Eventually these protests led to laws that provided some

protection and recognition of the humanity of the Indians, although, as in

Mexico and Guatemala, there were from the beginning bloody, failed revolts

by the Indians. At the end of the sixteenth century, Garcilazo de la Vega, a

noble mestizo descendant of the Inca ruling dynasty, nostalgically described

Inca society as a Utopian, communal, and paternalistic state. In the twentieth

century this view led to a romantic, Marxist appreciation of Inca statecraft.
In 1821 Peru was the last American country to declare its independence

from Spain, and El Libertador (the liberator), Simon Bolivar, led the battle

himself, symbolically visiting the university as part of this historic event.28

Indeed, his liberal French-inspired goals of intellectual freedom and progress

emphasized the ideal of a mestizo Pan-American identity and of political unity
throughout the former Spanish colonial empire. The latter goals were never
achieved, but in Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru the persistent Indian Problem
led to movements of reform that in late-nineteenth-century Peru were expressed
in radical didactic novels that championed the Indian cause. Now more often
described as indianista, these works are seen as transitional, playing on
romantic exoticism rather than expressing the more robust social reaffirma-
tion of indigenismo.29 These proto-indigenista efforts saw Indian culture as
monolithic, separate, and effectively dying. Like Guatemala, Peru had no

twentieth-century revolution, but the effect of middle-class intellectuals and

writers was greater in Peru, where —unlike in Mexico —liberal thought, influ-

enced by both the Mexican and Russian Revolutions, was alienated from the

government. Foreigners attracted by the young discipline of archaeology were

eager to unearth the rich and little-known cultures of ancient Peru; some sug-

gesting that the ancient peoples of Peru had come from Asia, but Peruvian

archaeologists insisted that they were autochthonous.30 The historically late

Inca state was idealized, and indianista writers and painters exalted Indian life

(fig. 3). Theoretically, mestizaje was still viewed as the only viable solution to

the Indian Problem, but Peru's policies of marginalization contrasted with
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Fig. 3. Front cover of the first issue of the indianista publication Amauta, September 1926
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Mexico's ethic of incorporation.31 Indigenismo, in opposition to an upper-
 hispanicismo^2class  faded in Peru in the 1950s, before it did in Mexico and

Guatemala, perhaps because migration to the cities effectively blurred indige-
nous identity. From the 1960s, the provincial cities bred middle-class socialist
resistance and Maoist-inspired guerrillas, such as Sendero Luminoso (Shining
Path), who terrorized both mestizo and Hispanic populations while co-opting
Indians in the 1980s. Focusing on the radical terrorists, the Peruvian govern-
ment paid little mind to the Indian, statistically and officially, apparently
ignoring their continuing presence.33

It is difficult to associate the isolated indigenous Quechua- and Aymara-
speaking peoples of the southern mountains with the ancient cultural patri-
mony of the whole country, so the preservation of that widespread and
invisible heritage may be much harder to promote in Peru than in Mexico and
Guatemala. Like the Aztec, the Inca had conquered their imperial lands only a
century before the Spanish Conquest. They were late on the scene in a country
where there is evidence of complex societies well before 2000 B.C. The cul-
tural patrimony of Peru consists of the remains of more than four thousand
years of strikingly different cultures, spread throughout the country, while the
late Inca were basically a highland people. This diversity was certainly not
evident to the Spaniards, who saw only the dominant Inca culture. Most of
the ancient cultural property of Peru is actually concentrated close to the long
Pacific coast and is not associated with living indigenous cultures or lan-
guages, whereas international tourism in Peru is focused on the mountainous
Inca capital city at Cuzco and at the Inca site Machu Picchu. These places are
not immediately accessible, and Peru has yet to embrace the commercializa-
tion of its ancient heritage and living cultures on a scale approaching Mexico,
or even Guatemala.

Conclusion
Underlying this exploration of the politics of indigenous culture in Latin
America are the questions, What is indigenismo, and what has become of it?
What are the uses of ancient cultural patrimony in the three countries that
harbor the remains of the high civilizations of the Americas?

Indigenismo was inextricably tied to acculturation, assimilation, and mes-
tizaje; and now judged paternalistic, it is dead. The word's ideological bag-
gage, however, has apparently invalidated it, as it has the entire indigenista
enterprise. In the ongoing Zapatista Maya revolt that began in Chiapas in

1994, the Mexican Instituto Nacional de Indigenista has played no significant

role.34 Thus, it seems that in Mexico the indigenismo of the 1940s, exempli-

fied by the literary and pictorial glorification of the ancient Aztec deity and
cultural hero Quetzalcoatl, has collapsed in the wake of debunking by the
social scientists and appropriation by the mythmaking of the tourist enter-
prise. While such a process has also occurred in Guatemala it has, until very
recently, been lost in the horrors of the civil war. In Peru indigenismo has yet
to recover from the country's internal insurrections and long periods of both
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glorification and rejection. Unless the term can be infused with new meaning,
it is sure to remain dormant.

Anthropologists who work with the indigenous cultures of America like to
emphasize that history is continuous. While this is obvious, historians and
guardians of the ancient heritage tend to compartmentalize history for the
sake of explanation, and they seldom make a convincing connection with the
present, which is partly because so many historians in this hemisphere have
no real connection with their country's indigenous past or would rather not
claim that past. This is a completely different attitude toward cultural patri-
mony from that found in Germany in the 1930s, for instance, where antiquar-
ianism led to a suspect demonstration of ethnic continuity and thus to the
legitimization of racial superiority by association with a primordial and
exalted past. Another example of indigenismo involves the Greek claim to the
classical-period Parthenon Marbles, which are not only emblematic of the
country's nineteenth-century political independence but also the very defini-
tion of Greek cultural heritage, although a direct link between modern and
classical Greeks cannot easily be demonstrated. The British, who now own
these Greek classical sculptures, also claim them as central to the nineteenth-
century development of their intellectually classicizing, national heritage, but
they make no claims of genetic descent. Latin American indigenismo, which is
a delayed product of the same early-nineteenth-century period of antiquarian
enthusiasm and political independence, had an analogous goal of cultural
association by appropriation of a glorious past, this was demonstrable in the
New World only on grounds of impure blood, although not on grounds of
intellectual origins, artistic continuity, or even of historical example.

Current cultural trends in Mexico and around the world seem to be head-
ing in two incompatible directions at every economic and social level. These
are, first, toward globalization of the economy and the internationalization of
culture to create a global patrimony and, second, toward the reestablishment
of separate national languages and cultures —perhaps in reaction to the first
impulse. Both these processes, and whichever one prevails, will unavoidably
involve cultural heritage.

The question remains, How is it possible to prepare for both globalization
and localization? International law may be the only formal global mechanism
that presumes to deal with both. In 1970, the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted the Convention on
the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, and Trans-
fer of Ownership of Cultural Property.35 This convention addresses the inter-
ests of individual countries that would preserve their cultural heritage, while
rejecting the interests of markets and consumer countries, which see cultural
property as a global commodity. International law is respected and followed
only as far as it is seen as fair and reflective of a truly international ethical
consensus. The UNESCO convention is slowly gaining such a consensus
and imposing principles of cultural nationalism on the international trade in
cultural property. In defiance of global trends, it acknowledges the nascent

112



L a t i n A m e r i c a , N a t i v e A m e r i c a

national identities of poor countries intent, however unsuccessfully, on creat-
ing and preserving a distinct cultural heritage. All countries signatory to the
convention are equal players in a perpetual international game of cultural
property in which one side has the culture and the other has the money. Usu-
ally the money wins, and a country loses part of its identity. While apparently
remote from questions of indigenismo, the UNESCO convention has been used
effectively in Latin America, where indigenismo still informs cultural policy.36

Where there is the will, the convention may be used by signatory countries as
a weapon against the erosion of their fragile and idiosyncratic cultural heri-
tage in a world war that would expropriate indigenous cultures and flatten
them beneath the juggernaut of globalism.
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The Stones Resung:
Ethnomusicology and Cultural
Property
Helene La Rue

M usic has always been a shared pleasure and delight. Descriptions of
music and music making are found in many of the earliest of travelers'

tales and in the stories of fabled voyages. In the recent past this pleasure was
shared by those musicians and scholars who heard and were inspired by the
new musical styles of cultural traditions unfamiliar to them. It was the advent
of sound recording and the development of computer technology, together
with the ability to manipulate recorded sound and the growth of the commer-
cial saleability of world music, that presented new dilemmas. Music, particu-
larly when recorded, has since become a valuable commodity: at the same
time it is both a cultural treasure and a highly saleable resource —one that is
increasingly easy to misuse.

This essay is concerned with issues arising from the use and reuse of
recorded sound. The development of modern methods of digitalizing and
sampling sound has led to the popularity of new styles of music based on the
computerized manipulation of prerecorded sound. As a result, new demands
have been created for richer, more varied palettes of instrumental timbre and
musical styles. Sources for these new types of sound and effect have frequently
been found outside European music and its more conventional instrumentar-
ium. Traditional copyright law, even for music, has been based on the music
of literate traditions, and until now there has been no need to consider the
aural tradition or to take into account the act of performance itself. It is
because of the new developments of the use of recorded sound that new laws
are now being devised. For example, the World International Property Orga-
nization (WIPO), originally created to work for the protection of the written
word and material culture, has turned its efforts to new fields, including the
protection of musical and performance copyrights. The following is a brief
history of international musical contacts and a look at how this has developed
into the interest in and use of what is known today as "world music." I shall
also outline some of the dangers involved in using other peoples' musical heri-
tage and chronicle the history of the attempts of organizations such as WIPO
and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) to combat it.

The issues involved are not simple. The making of field recordings is no longer
the province of the ethnomusicologist; increasingly, it is that of commercial
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recording companies. It is not only the material being recorded today but als
historic recordings in archives that present their own problems of ownershi
and commitments of care. How are historic recordings to be managed, an
how should this resource be used? To whom do these recordings truly belong
Should they be made public?

A Short Background to the Present Problem
Two things are credited with inspiring the development of the study of worl
musics: Thomas Alva Edison's invention of the phonograph in 1877 and th
rapid development of sound recording as a scientific tool that could be use
for the analysis of music. In addition, ethnomusicology was developed as 
science. Before sound recording, the only method a musician or scholar coul
use to preserve music from the aural tradition was to write it down with th
cooperation and patience of the performers themselves. No matter how har
a musician tries, even the most meticulous repetition of a piece of music wi
vary each time it is played. The recording machine liberated musicians fro
the tiresome repetition necessary for the listening scholar to make an accurat
transcription. It also enabled even those unskilled in musical transcription t
collect music as a part of their fieldwork. Their field recordings were the
taken back to museums and sound archives where specialists transcribe
them.

In the 1960s and 1970s the development of analog and digital synthesizer
led to new possibilities in the use of recorded sound. During the 1980s th
growth of the commercial sales of many traditional musical styles, markete
as world music, and the popularity of the exotic musical sound became a ris
ing market as instrument sounds were sampled and sold as tracks on CD
ROMs designed for use in home sound studios.1 In this chapter, I briefl
explore this fascination with and use of those musics that have inspired th
world music sales. Most of these styles originate from outside the Wester
musical canon, whether classical or popular. I will also discuss some of th
issues that are increasingly involved in the process. These issues are now bein
dealt with at legal levels, and the legal response to these problems is also o
interest. The situation is as follows: we now have over one hundred years o
recorded sound and new technology that simplifies even further the recordin
process. Despite these advances, the rights of many musicians, particularl

those outside the Western unionized traditions, do not appear to be consid

ered in an equitable way.
It is because of the new ease of recording that there has been an increase i

the insensitive use of recorded music, so that now not only are the notes an
melodies of the music reused but the actual performance is distributed as wel

Performance has been abused in another powerful way: recordings are mad

without the knowledge of the performer and subsequently used in a commer
cial release, or the recorded music is sampled, once again used without th
performer's knowledge or consent. In general, there has been little sensitivit

to this issue; in fact, material recorded in this way is even used at times i
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More than Skin Deep:
Ta Moko Today
Ngahuia Te Awekotuku

Taia o moko, hai hoa matenga mou. You may lose your most valuable property

through misfortune in various ways. You may lose your house, your patu-
pounamu, your wife, and other treasures —you may be robbed of all your most

prized possessions, but of your moko you cannot be deprived. Except by death.

It will be your ornament and your companion until your last day.

— Netana Rakuraku1

Te Ao Tawhito: Ancient Times
Ta Moko, an ancient Pacific art form in which the Maori excelled, involves
tattooing patterns on much of the body. Men were tattooed from the waist to
the knees; occasionally on the shoulders, neck, and throat; and most emphati-
cally across the entire face. Women were typically adorned on the chin, abdo-
men, thighs, calves, and back. Density of application varied from tribe to
tribe; some women, usually war leaders, had tattoos covering their faces, simi-
lar to men's. Unlike other Pacific tattooing cultures, the Maori tradition had
one unique feature: the engraved face, in which the skin was cicatriced and
colored, chiseled into a boldly textured relief.

According to British ethnohistorian Peter Gatherole, "Mo&o was remark-
able because the designs were normally cut into the skin of the face with
chisels, not punctured with needle-combs as was the usual case with Maori
body tattoo —and indeed with tattooing elsewhere in Oceania. This carving
technique obviously links moko with wood and other forms of Maori carv-
ing."2 This was first commented on by Joseph Banks, like the artist Sydney
Parkinson (fig. 1) a member of the Endeavour crew, who recorded in March
1770 that "their faces are the most remarkable, on them they by some art

unknown to me dig furrows in their faces a line deep at least and as broad, the
edges of which are often indented and most perfectly black."3

According to the early-nineteenth-century visitor Augustus Earle, Ta Moko
was recognized for its artistry and grace:

The art of tattooing has been brought to such perfection here, that whenever we

have seen a New Zealander whose skin is thus ornamented, we have admired him.

It is looked upon as answering the same purposes as clothes. When a chief throws

off his mats, he seems as proud of displaying the beautiful ornaments figured on his

skin as a first rate exquisite is in exhibiting himself in his last fashionable attire.4
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Fig. 1. Sydney Parkinson (Scottish, 1745-71)
Portrait of a New Zeland Man
New Zealand (Bay of Islands), 1769, pen and wash, 39.4 x 29.8 cm (IS1/? x 11% in.)
London, British Library
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The tattooed face most of all fascinated the newcomers to the islands of
Aotearoa (New Zealand). As distinctive and unforgettable personal emblems,
they were inscribed on deeds of sale and other official documents, including

Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty of Waitangi), which was signed in February

1840 at Waitangi by a convocation of Maori chiefs and Governor Hobson,

who represented Queen Victoria. This treaty is recognized as the constitu-

tional basis of the New Zealand state.

Oftentimes, the tattooed face survived long after death through the artistry

of preservation and the genius of Maori mortuary practice. In an issue of the

Victorian Naturalist published in 1891, T. Steel wrote that "occasionally, in

the case of individuals who had distinguished themselves as warriors or wise

leaders of their people, the heads were preserved intact with the flesh, and

were regarded with great veneration and respect."5 This is endorsed by
another commentator, Robert McNab, who wrote in 1907 that "they were

kept with the peaceful and domestic purpose in providing mementoes to keep
green the memories of warriors passed away."6

While upoko tuhi (preserved heads) are not the focus of this paper, it is

interesting to note that the heads of enemy chiefs were reviled, collected,

abused, and —according to Banks's journal for March 1770 —actually pur-

chased. An old man approached the Endeavour with "six or seven heads," very

lifelike, in his canoe. Banks recorded,

He was very jealous of shewing them. One I bought tho much against the inclina-

tions of its owner, for tho he likd the price I offerd he hestitated much to send it up,

yet having taken the price I insisted either to have that returnd or the head given,

but could not prevail until I enforc'd my threats by shewing Him a musquet on

which he chose to part with the head rather than the price he had got, which was

pair of old Drawers of very white linnen.7

From this grisly beginning, the trade escalated. Soon used clothing was aban-
doned as currency and was replaced by firearms. A government order issued
by Governor Darling of New South Wales in 1831 put a halt to "this disgust-
ing traffic the scandal and prejudice which it cannot fail to raise against
the name and character of British traders in a country with which it has
become highly important to cultivate feelings of natural good will" of the

natives.8 This was shortly followed by an act that imposed a £40 fine and

ordered the publication of the names of those concerned.

About two hundred upoko tuhi are known to have been exported at this

time —about half that number have been repatriated back to Aotearoa and the

stewardship of the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. The dia-

logue about bringing the rest of them home continues.

Te Ao Hurihuri: The Nineteenth Century
With traders of flax and firearms, Christian missionaries were welcomed into

Maori communities by entrepreneurial leaders who valued the new weaponry,
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including, in the late 1970s, New Zealand artists such as Roger Ingerton of
 and style, and Merv O'Connor

covers three or even four genera-
been bereft of the tattooed face.

t marae (ceremonial sites) in the

 imprint the skin —Maori youth

th slivers of razor blade, poking

eir skin in precise designs with a

ed self-mutilation or defiant pos-

lace deep within. Schoolteachers

, but the children's parents usu-

Wellington, a designer of consummate artistry
of Auckland, a canny technician whose work 
tions. The Maori world, therefore, has never 

There has always been at least one such face a

country.
There has always been the compulsion to

just do it, methodically slicing themselves wi

themselves with sewing needles, or jabbing th

sharpened compass point. This is not consider

turing but a compulsion that comes from a p

or others may not understand the compulsion

ally do, fingering their own faded tracings of half a lifetime ago.

For years, body markings have been an emblem of gang membership and

an expression of urbanized, or criminal, Maori identity. Much gang or prison

work is covered by clothing —long sleeves, gloves, and scarves; now, however,

for a variety of reasons, Ta Moko is highly visible and applauded once again.

Members of the international and national tattoo fraternities, including

O'Connor and Ingerton, have also contributed to the skill base and technol-
ogy of this revival. Their decision to undertake facial marking was courageous

and, for Maori, very meaningful. Through their work, the tattooed face (te
mata ora) remained in view.

By 1990, European practitioners were increasingly involved in body mark-

ings. For example, Jan and Birthe Christiansen of Denmark and Henk Schiff-

macher of the Netherlands visited aspiring Maori artists, contributed to
workshops on marae, and stayed in the Maori community for many months.22

Some outreach has also occurred with Paulo and Petelo Sulu'ape, Samoan

brothers who are the premier traditional artists of the Pacific and heirs to an
unbroken family practice that has existed for one thousand years. Paulo was
based in New Zealand and gave workshops in the Maori community and dem-
onstrations at public events until his sudden death in 1999. In the late 1990s,
there were still about twenty Maori practitioners engaged in commercial Ta
Moko, working from shops or their own home studios; a comparable number
of practitioners work in the tribal environment. Considerable movement takes
place between the commercially and tribally based groups, and most artists

undertake some ritual observation during the actual process of Ta Moko, com-

mencing either with prayer or chant. Music, usually chosen by the client and

often performed by his or her supporters, is played throughout the operation.

There are many practitioners working on a casual basis, such as in prisons

and gangs, who may go on to become employed as commercial tattooists. Con-

temporary artists recognize the prison and gang legacy, which has helped to

continue the practice to this day, not unlike the rare individuals who sought out

facial adornment in the 1970s and 1980s despite public reaction and distaste.

Ta Moko has become a significant and potent symbol within contemporary

Maori life; it challenges the non-Maori observer and celebrates the survival of
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Fig. 4. Rikirangi Moeau (Maori, Rongowhakaata Tribe), Turanga nui a Kiwa, Gisborne district,
New Zealand, 1999
Puhoro and raperape designed and inscribed by Derek Lardelli (Maori, Te Aitanga a Hauiti Tribe) of
the Te Toi Houkura (Maori Arts Program), Tai Rawhiti Polytechnic, Gisborne, New Zealand
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an art form that was supposedly extinct, or near to it. It is literally "in your

face." The Maori consider Ta Moko as a treasure to be respected, conserved,

and celebrated as a visible assertion of tribal heritage, political activism, and

kinship networks; as a pictorial remembrance of important events like birth,

death, partnership, triumph, and recovery; and as a commitment to our war-

rior culture. Derek Lardelli, an artist of Te Aitanga (a Hauiti people), reflects,

"It is ours. It is the living face. It is about life."23 This is endorsed by his col-

league Te Rangkaihoro, who says, "The more people see it and get it, the

better, for it must come alive again among all Maori, for our children, for all

of us."24 The patterns that are made on skin today, based on centuries-old

images (fig. 4), will carry and protect the people into the future.

Deirdre Nehua, the granddaughter of Ina Te Papatahi who was one of the

favorite portrait models of artist Charles F. Goldie (New Zealand, 1870-1947),

writes of her experience, "And now it is over, and I have the moko kauae. And

the moko, I know, is a symbol not of an ending, but a beginning. The tohunga
Ta Moko says, 'Kua mutu.' It is done I return from Motu Kowhai. My

journey into a new world is about to begin."25 For Maori, Ta Moko is much

more than an art form. It is an ancestral legacy, a statement of resilience and

survival. It is a gift from the ancestors and should be treated carefully, respect-

fully, and gratefully. It should not be abused, exploited, or commodified. It is

about pride, about potential. It is about the people. Moana Maniapoto, a

Maori lyricist and lawyer, sings

I wear my pride upon my skin

My pride is been here within

I wear my strength upon my face

Comes from another time and place

Bet you didn't know that every line

Has a message for me?

Did you know that?26
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that all his fine artistry will not save his work from automatic extinction — i n

Ireland at least.20

Kettle's "ours" is Catholic, but also conventionally nationalist.
Ironically, the theater project —once conceived as the forum for reconcilia-

tion of different sorts of Irishness —played an important part in distancing
Yeats more and more from Irish majority opinion from 1899 to 1910.1 choose
the latter date because that is when he wrote his elegy for John Millington
Synge, which was also perhaps his first autobiographical essay.21 Synge's
astonishing plays had focused the implicit conflict between what Yeats wanted
the theater to do for Irish identity and how it was perceived by the majority of
the Irish audience. That audience had largely stayed away from Yeats's plays,
or greeted them with a dutiful respect while not really plumbing their implica-
tions. Synge's plays, however, possessed the theatrical magic and the impact
of language, which made instant controversy —never more so than on the
famous first night of The Playboy of the Western World (1907), when the
audience rioted: not so much at the word shift, as Yeats would later claim, as
at a portrayal of Irishness that did not fit with the conventions, or the self-
image, of the newly confident nationalist bourgeoisie.

Yeats deliberately provoked public discussion on the theme, during which
he took a more and more antagonistic line and with calculated offensiveness
attacked the pieties of the majority in the name of artistic experiment.22 Three
years later, in 1910, recalling the events, he wrote that he stood watching the
riots "knowing well that it meant the dissolution of a school of patriotism
that had ruled me since my youth." And in his elegy to Synge, he queried the
utility of all the revered early-nineteenth-century national images, inherited
from the Young Ireland school of romantic nationalism, in which he had been
tutored by John O'Leary and to which he had adhered in his younger days.
Now, he said, the Irish had gained cultural confidence, and neither the pious
stereotypes of Irish moral superiority nor ideal figures immobilized in a
nationalist pantheon were needed any longer.

In a striking image (which he would later recycle), he wrote of the adher-
ence to fixed ideas placing an obstruction in the stream of life, immobilizing
thought and creativity into the worship of a stone image: "Even if what one
defends be true, an attitude of defence, a continual apology, whatever the
cause, makes the mind barren because it kills intellectual innocence A
zealous Irishman especially if he lives much out of Ireland, spends his time in
a never-ending argument about Oliver Cromwell, the Danes, the penal laws,
the rebellion of 1798, the Famine, the Irish peasant, and ends by substituting a
traditional casuistry for a country."

That essay marks the beginning of a period (1910-16) when Yeats defined
his position against the conventional majority of Irish opinion. He began
spending more time in England again, he stood out against Irish bourgeois
opinion on issues like Hugh Lane's plans for a gallery of modern art in Dublin
and the labor disputes of 1913. These conflicts produced some memorable
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postcolonial Britain would itself be transformed in the next fifty years into a

culture that incorporates diversity in such a radical new creative form. This

reorientation has meant that English identity no longer comprises the singular

scenario of a garlic-free world of pinstripe suits and clipped high-pitched stac-
cato voices. It had never been just like that anyway, of course, but one of the

more curious achievements of imperial culture was to impress on the world

the properties of Englishness that encapsulated the identity only of its elite,

ruling class. In the nineteenth century the class war was won at the level of

representation as well as of political power. Of course, as Trotsky always

stressed, it was the ruling upper classes with the power that were the imperial-

ists. The unenfranchised working class had no choice. In the late twentieth

century, however, the world began to perceive that the British as a whole

come in a range of models, not only in class terms but also as a result of the

increasing emphasis on the national and ethnic diversities contained within

the not very United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

As a result of this increasing emphasis on diversity, and as the "crisis in

English Studies" indicated, English identity as such has been left almost in a
vacuum. Everyone in Britain has been so busy deconstructing Englishness and

English nationalism according to its identity in the past, that we have only

recently begun to notice that it has been suffering somewhat of an identity cri-

sis. No one is quite sure what properties constitute Englishness any more,
aside from the continuing class snobbery of the abject remnants of the prewar

middle and upper classes. This is a crisis not only for the English but also for

everyone else in Britain like the Scots —and abroad in places like Australia —

who defines his or her identity against them. There is, as it were, no same for
the Other. One indication of this is that no one in Britain will admit to being
English anymore. Whereas until the 1970s many people used to cover up any
non-English ancestry, since the 1980s, people have suddenly rediscovered
their forgotten Irish grandmother, Anglo-Indian grandfather, or Scottish
roots. What used to be the most valuable attribute —being English —has lost
its value in cultural terms, whereas what used to have a negative value —being
Irish —has gained positive value. This is also true of that curious category

"English literature," which is in the process of breaking up into its regional

traditions and identities. In the same way, instead of the old imperialism of

Standard English, today any self-respecting novelist has to write in the local

vernacular, the stronger the better.

The assertion of literature as a regional cultural property is not, however,

always straightforward. For example, Eagleton's book Heathcliff and the
Great Hunger: Studies in Irish Culture (1995) was largely devoted to an

analysis of Irish literary texts as the historical product of Irish culture.3 The
British Library cataloging description of the book points to continuing diffi-

culties in asserting Irish literature as a national cultural property distinct from
English.
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poverty, inequality, and disempowerment. In contemporary Britain, it is the
poor who are the forgotten minority — the poor are now the unglamorous
other who have been deprived of voice. Booker Prize winners notwithstand-
ing, even fashionable ethnicity, wherever you go in Britain today, still lives in
the poorest part of town.
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Property., Shmoperty! Philip Roth,
Postmodernism, and the
Contradictions of Cultural Property
Ronald Bush

C ultural property rights are only as strong as the cultural identities that
stand behind them and, ultimately, only as strong (or as weak) as the

notion of cultural identity itself. Put another way, examining its proprietary
attachments is an excellent way to get at the difficulties of a claim to cultural
identity. Nor are these difficulties associated only with universalist objections
to cultural authenticity (legal objections, say, to the way cultural property
claims violate constitutive enlightenment notions such as individual rights).
Poststructuralist theory, interrogating categories like authenticity and essence,
also poses weighty challenges to endowing cultural groups with property
rights.

Consider the implied premises of the most widely sympathetic struggle
over cultural property now on the international stage —the Greek call for the
return of the Elgin Marbles. To what Greek culture do the Parthenon sculp-
tures belong —to the city-state of Pericles or the modern nation of Greece? If
it is the latter, it must be that there is something authentic and essential in
"Greek culture" that joins these two and separates them from the nineteenth-
and twentieth-century culture of, for example, Great Britain, which once
insisted that it was the true "heir" of Athenian democracy and civilization.1

But if there is something authentically Periclean about modern Greece, does
it inhere in every Greek descendant and is it uniformly represented in the
expressions of Greek culture throughout the ages? If not, can some of these
cultural expressions be exported? Which ones?

These questions get stickier when group claims on cultural property do not
involve unique and material items like the Parthenon Marbles but immaterial
or replicable things like folk motifs or folk music. Should there be strict con-
trols on the transmission of traditional African music, whether it is explicitly
sacred or simply retains a remnant of sacred significance? If the answer is yes,
who has the right to exert those controls? Should, for example, the commu-
nity impose them against the wishes of a contemporary indigenous musician
who would sponsor their representation outside of their original context?

What about those cases where the representation of replicable material
involves matters of the group's collective self-image, its reputation? For
instance, in matters such as white America's First-Amendment license to
impose pernicious stereotypes on the African American experience, does the
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African American community have a right to exert control over such cases
of its own "cultural property" because of the dangers it faces if it does not?
When should a "culture" censor such representations for the sake of main-
taining collective self-esteem, elevating its reputation among other competing
groups, or discouraging potential persecution? Moreover, who is to arbitrate
disputes in matters over what constitutes pernicious or distorting repre-
sentation? What cultural body decides the limits of such censorship? What
happens, to cite an actual instance, when African Americans quarrel about
whether to censor Mark Twain's putatively sympathetic and memorably pow-
erful use of the word nigger in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn?

Most uncomfortably, what happens when such censorship applies not to
figures outside a national or indigenous ethnic culture but to one of its own?
Does no individual within a culture have the right to transfer or sell cultural
property, even when he or she has produced it? In this last circumstance, the
difficulties involved in deciding who and what constitute a culture become
pronounced and painful, especially when cultural property is understood in
connection with group reputation. On the one hand, did groups of African
Americans, Muslims, Irish, or Jews have the right to censor authors such as
Ralph Ellison, Salman Rushdie, James Joyce, or Philip Roth when they pro-
duced representations that offended many members of their communities?
What is to say that such rebukes have more "authentic" cultural authority
than the writing of the dissenters involved? On the other hand, as it seemed
when Ellison, Rushdie, Joyce, and Roth all came under the heel of such pres-
sure, might it be reasonable to regard matters such as "culture," "race," "iden-
tity," and "inalienable property" as in fact part of the problem rather than
part of the solution?

Reasonable or not, this last suspicion has come to fuel the cultural critique
we now associate with "modernism" and "postmodernism." Put another way,
important modernist and postmodernist modes of self-consciousness have
been generated by an understanding of the contradictions that notions of
"cultural identity," "cultural authenticity," and "cultural property" have
brought to the surface. In the fiction of James Joyce and Philip Roth, espe-
cially, and most vividly in Roth's recent American Pastoral, such issues form
part of the literature's donnee. Nor is the attitude of this fiction toward cul-
tural authenticity particularly sympathetic. To the contrary, in Roth's idiom
the ridicule is all but palpable: "Cultural property?" you ask? Roth's answer
all but screams: "Property? Shmoperty!"

The Artist and the Birth of a Nation: James Joyce as Prototype
The moral focus of both Joyce and Roth can be located in the way that they
render what Roth once called the "country's private life,"2 the way in which
public idealizations and stereotypes shape the individual imagination. Of
necessity, the two novelists start by probing with painful honesty their local
milieu — their neighborhoods, their religious communities, the charisma
exuded by their adolescent heroes. Almost inevitably, they precipitate them-
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can't buy can be owned, and anything that can be owned must be bought and
paid for —in cash or destroyed illusions. In Roth's analysis, when we ignore
this truth and pretend otherwise, as we do when we try to supply metaphysi-
cal wraiths like "America" or "Jewishness" with the false solidity of inalien-
able property, we find that they cannot but betray our faith and upset our
trust. As American Pastoral suggests, it is absurd to talk about the reality of
group identity when even the idea of personal identity is, in the human world
of unconscious motivation, untenable. So in the novel, an older and wiser
Nathan Zuckerman discovers the "picture we have of one another. Layers
and layers of misunderstanding. The picture we have of ourselves. Useless.
Presumptuous. Completely cocked-up. Only we go ahead and we live by these
pictures. That's what she is, that's what he is, this is what I am. This is what
happened, this is why it happened."20 "The worst lesson that life can teach [is,
he says,] that it makes no sense."21

Nor is the ability of the artist or intellectual to clarify matters of personal
or group identity any less hopeless. In the novelist's case,

you fight your superficiality, your shallowness, so as to try to come at people with-

out unreal expectations, without an overload of bias or hope or arrogance, as

untanklike as you can be, sans cannon and machine guns and steel plating half a

foot thick; you come at them unmenacingly on your own ten toes instead of tearing

up the turf with your caterpillar treads, take them on with an open mind, as equals,

man to man, as we used to say, and yet you never fail to get them wrong. You might

as well have the brain of a tank. You get them wrrong before you meet them, while

you're anticipating meeting them; you get them wrong while you're with them; and

then you go home to tell somebody else about the meeting and you get them all

wrong again. Since the same generally goes for them with you, the whole thing is

really a dazzling illusion empty of all perception, an astonishing farce of mispercep-

tion. And yet what are we to do about this terribly significant business of other
people, which gets bled of the significance we think it has and takes on instead a

significance that is ludicrous, so ill-equipped are we all to envision one another's

interior workings and invisible a ims?. . .The fact remains that getting people right

is not what living is all about anyway. It's getting them wrong that is living, getting

them wrong and wrong and wrong and then, on careful reconsideration, getting

them wrong again. That's how we know we're alive: we're wrong.22

The reason the novelist (along with the rest of us) gets people wrong is that
what makes people real to themselves and to us is a myth that Roth in his
prose associates with the "boundary of the individual's identity and experi-
ence"—a "barrier of personal inhibition, ethical conviction and plain old
monumental fear" that often corresponds with both "the problematical nature
of moral authority and of social restraint and regulation."23 As this "bound-
ary" or "barrier" of identity exerts a dubious and life-threatening "claim" on
a libidinal life that is not bounded, continuous, decorous, or ethical, it is the
job of the novelist to counter it by the techniques of "irony, pathos, ridicule,
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[and] humor."24 The transgressive messiness of actual (as opposed to mythi-
cal) humanity requires the novelist to be equally transgressive —to show life
as more outrageous than we expected and to expose the conventions of soci-
ety and its fictions. The outrageousness of postmodern fiction, finally, exists
to subvert the myths of identity and (as Roth's boyhood idol Henny Young-
man did) to "demythologiz[e] the world of the respectable."25

In Roth's world, it is when we feel we are not wrong —when we feel we
can read our own and others' identities —that we are lost. It is when we suc-
cumb to the myth of group identity and embrace what Roth calls the "Ameri-
can" or "Jewish" "pastoral" (thereby subjecting ourselves to the manifold
false claims that misguided individual members of a group make "to being the
legitimate moral conscience of the community"26) that we are propelled, like
Swede Levov, into the tragic farce that is Roth's signature as a novelist. It is
this subjection, no less than the bomb that his daughter throws, that trans-
ports the Swede "out of the longed-for American pastoral and into. . . the
fury, the violence, and the desperation of the counterpastoral — into the
indigenous American berserk."27

Cultural property? In Roth's understanding, cultural property taken
straight is one of the most dangerous poisons there is, to be ranked right up
there with the other mythologies of "the country's private life" such as con-
servative or Utopian politics. Furthermore, although Roth is rightly famous
for his fury against the former, it is the latter that has most recently drawn his
wrath. In / Married a Communist (1998), he remembers "those rapturous
revolutionary days when everyone craving for change programmatically,
naively — madly, unforgivably —underestimates how mankind mangles its
noblest ideas and turns them into tragic farce. Heave-ho! Heave-ho! As
though human wiliness, weakness, stupidity, and corruption didn't stand a
chance against the collective, against the might of the people pulling together
to renew their lives and abolish injustice."28

Nonproprietary Identities and Jewish Doubleness
Despite Roth's fundamental aversion to the idea of ethnic identity, how else
can one think of him but as a Jewish writer? After all, in his essay "Writing
about Jews," Roth tells us he cannot not write about Jews. They are what he
knows, and without them the flavor of his fiction would disappear, just as
"most of those jokes beginning Two Jews were walking down the street' lose
a little of their punch, if one of the Jews, or both, is disguised as an English-
man or a Republican."29 Commenting on this remark, Hermione Lee notes
that Roth's world shares a great deal with the sensibility of Sigmund Freud's
Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, where Freud insists that "the
Jew functions in his deepest imagination ... as his own other, his own inferior,
and he must consequently laugh at himself— This [Freud concludes] is the
famous Jewish humour." She adds, however, that the flavor of Roth's humor
does not so much mirror such humor as struggle with it. It is true that Roth's
characters are, in fact, all, as Alexander Portnoy realizes, living the only lives
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they have "in the middle of a Jewish joke." But, as Portnoy also knows, "it
ain't no joke!" Lee concludes that "Portnoy's Complaint is more than the ulti-
mate Jewish joke; it is a joke against Jewish humour. Roth's protest against
the rabbi's or Jewish mother's self-limiting idea of Jewishness is the same as
Portnoy's complaint at being trapped inside a Jewish joke."30

The sensibility of Roth's fiction, in other words, does not correspond to
some authentic "Jewishness" but rather grows out of contesting the prevailing
idea that there is an authentic Jewishness. Through this contest it arrives at
what it holds to be a more sophisticated notion of identity. This other kind of
identity is for Roth necessarily local, for him Jewish, for that is the kind he
has at hand. It has a negative inflection, however; one that grows out of a
fallen knowledge of all those previous imaginings of Jews. Like Appiah's sense
of postcolonial narrative, it affiliates itself with the necessary ironies and dis-
continuities of the postmodern novel — as in books like The Counterlife
(1987) and Operation Shylock (1993), where identity is fractured into multi-
ple lives, multiple relations with history and community, all with no easy reso-
lution. Not surprisingly, it retains a striking family resemblance to those
ironic traditions of Jewish American humor in which everything can be
changed by changing the inflection of a word. These traditions fuse ethnic
representations of Jews undercutting their historical oppressors with a more
generalized dramatization of the way language and literature can unsettle the
"right" and the "real." Take, for example, the classic Jewish story of "a little
Jewish tailor" on the day of Joseph Stalin's assumption of power:

Standing on Lenin's tomb in Red Square, Stalin was acknowledging the acclama-

tion of the masses. Suddenly he raised his hands to silence the crowd.

"Comrades," he cried. "A most historic event! A telegram of congratulations

from Leon Trotsky!"

The crowd could hardly believe its ears. It waited in hushed anticipation.

"Joseph Stalin," read Stalin. "The Kremlin. Moscow. You were right and I was

wrong. You are the true heir of Lenin. I must apologize. Trotsky."

A roar erupted from the crowd.

But in the front row a little Jewish tailor gestured frantically to Stalin.

"Psst!" he cried. "Comrade Stalin."

Stalin leaned over to hear what he had to say.

"Such a message! But you read it without the right feeling."

Stalin once again raised his hands to still the excited crowd. "Comrades!" he

announced. "Here is a simple worker, a Communist, who says I did not read

Trotsky's message with the right feeling. I ask that worker to come up on the

podium himself to read Trotsky's telegram."

The tailor jumped up on the podium and took the telegram into his hands. He

read:

"Joseph Stalin. The Kremlin. Moscow."

Then he cleared his throat and sang out: "You were right and I was wrong? You
are the true heir of Lenin? / should apologize?"**
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In the story the simple insertion of a question mark changes the entire
force of the telegram, suggesting how problematic words and the things they
create can be, and how the apparent solidities of history and identity can be
undermined by language in an instant. If there is a Jewish identity to be brought

out here, it is at one with this power of ironic negation.

The source of identity conceived in this alternative way, and one of Roth's

talismanic terms, is doubleness. Thus the enormous cost of the perfection of

Swede Levov's "American pastoral" is, his ethnic heritage effaced, to acknowl-

edge "no striving, no ambivalence, no doubleness —jus t the style, the natural
physical refinement of a star."32 Without "doubleness," however, there can be

only catastrophe. Roth's account of both the Jewish and American condition

requires us to remember contingency and conflict, and his insistence strongly

recalls W. E. B Du Bois's famous account of American Negro life as a "double-

consciousness," a "history of strife" in which "one ever feels his twoness —an

American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two

warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from

being torn asunder."33 In Roth this historical condition is universalized. To be

double is to be human. To pretend otherwise is to court ruin.

Thus transformed, the notion of ethnic "identity" (now circumscribed by

scare quotes) positions itself in opposition not to the alternative identities of

other cultural communities but to the kind of false "pastoral" that Roth links

with the ownership of cultural property through Swede Levov's colonial
house. Recall Roth's comment about the loss involved in altering jokes

"beginning 'Two Jews were walking down the street.'" The jokes, he says, lose
"a little of their punch" if one of the Jews, or both, is disguised as an English-

man or a Republican. They lose their punch not because Englishmen or

Republicans have positive alternative identities of their own, however, but
because they are both instances of a false and willed denial of doubleness.
"Englishman" here connotes the false "English pastoral" of, say, Shakespear-
ean idolatry, which is a different kind of joke entirely. And to tell a Repub-
lican joke for Roth requires a language so obscene it could probably not be
repeated in an academic screed, forcing me simply to invoke Roth's wildly
funny but ferocious book about Tricky Dick Nixon, Our Gang (1971).

How much credence should we give to Roth's postmodern skepticism
about cultural identity and its proprietary attachments? How does his brief

against the Jewish establishment hold up against the assertions made by eth-

nic and indigenous communities with long and painful histories of being

demonized and exploited by the hurtful representations of outsiders? As the

passionate and persuasive argument of many of the essays in this volume docu-

ments, the jury is still out on these matters, but Roth's utterances about them

seem too compelling to ignore.
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