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From a certain point of view, the history of anthropology seems to be a process of continual growth regarding socio-cultural phenomena, areas and configurations under study, topics and forums of debate, educational and research institutions, as well as analytical, methodical and technical perpectives. In geographical terms, the corresponding concept would be that of extension: from a few nuclei of specialists who emerged during the second half of the nineteenth century on “a small peninsula of the Asian land mass” (Wolf 1987:465) and what was then its North-American prolongation, anthropological practice has expanded increasingly to the point that today it is present in many parts of the world. 

I insist that this manner —in a certain sense justified— of reconstructing the development of the discipline carries with it the danger of passing over anthropology's internal heterogeneity, its fractures and its discontinuities, and of being unable to adequately take into account the emergence of new situations. 

One of such novelties of recent decades is, despite in some cases having begun considerably before that, the increasingly strong manifestation of the relatively autonomous existence and reproduction of particular anthropological traditions in numerous countries of “the South”, that is, in regions previously considered solely or nearly exclusively spaces in which anthropological research generated in and directed by institutions located in the founding countries of the discipline was carried out. 

As has been indicated in one of the first important reflections on the topic,1 the existence of, as they were then called, “non-Western” anthropologists is not the same thing as the existence of non-Western anthropologies (Asad 1982:284). And indeed: the character and properties of the so-called “peripheral anthropologies” or “anthropologies of the South” are yet to be defined.  Yet could it be supposed that the anthropological discipline, created originally to study “others” that were so in relation to the industrialized, urbanized and literate European world of the nineteenth century, has not changed in some way upon taking root various generations later in precisely these different cultures and upon being utilized generally, yet not always, for the study of their internal “others”?           

This text can be understood as a contribution to the pending clarification of said anthropologies of the South2 through the analysis of one of them. By this means and simultaneously, the paper attempts to obtain elements that may be used for the elaboration of a new perspective of anthropology as a “global discourse that entails an ensemble of paradigms, styles, practices and forms of political consciousness” (Ribeiro and Escobar 2000:2).

As can be seen in what follows, to be able to adequately understand Mexican anthropology, it is necessary to make permanent reference to the particularities of the national socio-political system, of which this anthropology forms part. More particularly, the reader will note that the identity of this scientific discipline and professional practice finds itself profoundly rooted in the Mexican nation’s own search for identity. 

For these reasons, in the following pages I will first discuss the relationship between the nation-State and anthropology as one of the keys for understanding the make-up of an anthropological tradition, and then briefly outline some of the principal features of contemporary Mexican society and of its anthropology. In the second section, I will reconstruct the historical development of Mexican anthropology, putting special emphasis on its treatment of the indigenous peoples as its “internal other” and in the dialectic between class and culture, ending with a brief general characterization of the most recent decade.  In the final section, I will describe in detail a series of traits and intrinsic tensions in Mexican anthropology today that will provide elements for a possible contrasting with other anthropologies of the South and North.3
1.
Constituting Factors of Anthropological Knowledge

Anthropology and the Nation-State 

Although the origins of the present phase of globalization can be found in the sixteenth century, and in spite of the fact that the first anthropological scientists constituted themselves as an international (north Atlantic) community in the second half of the nineteenth century, the nation-state remains the most important organizer of anthropological activity. The nuances of the nation-state’s role depend on whether it belongs to the group of central or peripheral countries, as well as according to its general historical / cultural / linguistic background. To the degree that the nation-state, with its peculiar tendency toward the homogenization of key aspects of life, also directs the legitimization of the social order in force, it sets the limits for and on occasions directly intervenes in the generation of so-called scientific knowledge.  


Said form of knowledge cannot be reduced to a set of declarations constructed according to certain conventions called methodological prescriptions. Rather scientific knowledge is a result of the actions of concrete individuals and groups. The varying and changing networks of relationships —at the institutional level as well as among colleagues, with funding sources and with transmitters of knowledge, as well as with actual or potential users of the results of scientific investigations, etc.— in which scientists find themselves immerse and the also always-changing general sociopolitical conditions that frame said networks, are not exterior to scientific knowledge, but rather are constituting factors of it.4   

One should keep in mind here that a scientific tradition or (sub)discipline defines itself principally through a specific question about reality, thereby ‘grasping’ reality in a certain way. In the case of anthropology, this perspective is that of alterity: any particular phenomenon is considered and studies as an integral part of the socio-cultural multiverse. 5  Yet given that this perspective must always be elaborated from the experience of a unique concrete historical reality, and given that the basis of scientific knowledge is precisely the particular reality under observation, this particular reality not only forms part of the process of the generation of knowledge, but also contributes to the shaping of the anthropological tradition or sub-discipline in question.6
It should be noted that the empirical field in which all social sciences develop is constantly changing; in anthropology, this experience is so strong that it has become one of the causes of the discipline’s cyclical ‘crises’, as every so often anthropology’s practitioners fear the imminent ‘disappearance’ of the phenomena their ancestors and classic authors dedicated themselves to understanding.  But it must be taken into account tha the socio-cultural multiverse in which specific phenomena appear and disappear is, if not caused by, then at least always modeled by the state in whose territory it is located.  To make this statement is not to assign to the state its own essence.  Rather, the state should be understood as a mechanism for ‘configuring’ or ‘filtering’ situations and, especially, ‘social problems’ that it itself sometimes generates, sometimes only ranks and makes explicit and tries to spread, hide, play down, attend to, and make present in so-called public opinion, in expert circles and in the actions of its apparatuses. 

Thereby the topics (and the perception of those topics) which anthropologists of a particular country take on as subjects of study (and to whose modification they sometimes try to contribute using the knowledge they generate about them) are established and sustained by the concrete actions of state institutions.  

All of the above indicates that to understand the configuration of any particular anthropological tradition, one must begin by considering the field of sociopolitical forces and rules in which the daily activity of the generators, communicators and users of anthropological knowledge takes place — understanding this field not merely as the ‘context’ of the generation of anthropological knowledge, but, as already noticed, rather as another of its dimensions.

Brief Overview of Mexico and its Anthropology
For the same reason and before undertaking the discussion of the key features of anthropology as a generator of knowledge located in and referring to one piece of the universal socio-cultural mosaic, it is necessary to briefly characterize that piece:

●
Mexico, a country with a territory of two million square kilometers, with nearly one-hundred million inhabitants counted in the national census and several million more in the United States,7 is characterized by extreme social inequality.  In this economy that ranks among the top ten in the world, the legal minimum family wage of the year 2003 is equal to four US dollars per day.

●
Although the country is predominantly mestizo en demographic and cultural terms, a significant percentage of its population belongs to one of the sixty-two native ethno-linguistic groups that live in Mexican territory.  Of the approximately ten millions of inhabitants considered by the census to be indigenous, two million live in large cities and the rest lives primarily in the rural zones of the center and south of the country, in conditions —according to nearly every social indicator— at the base of the social pyramid.  

●
The third important characteristic of the country is its vicinity to the principal superpower in the world, which traditionally has exercised an enormous influence on Mexico as well as its cultural environment (such that, for example, a large number of Mexican anthropologists who have completed an academic degree outside Mexico, as well as those who have taken sabbaticals or finished postdoctoral degrees, have done so in the United States). Until the recent past, I insist, there existed in the majority of intellectuals and some spheres of the state apparatus certain nationalistic tendency, which was most clearly expressed through Mexico’s relatively independent foreign policy (which supported Cuba and the Nicaraguan sandinistas and acted as mediator in the the Salvadoran and Guatemalan civil wars). However, neither the predominant consumption patterns nor many other aspects of daily life in Mexico escape from the molding influence of the social and cultural norms generated in its powerful northern neighbor.        

●
The social-political consequences resulting from the Mexican Revolution of 1910 make up a fourth relevant feature. The 1917 Constitution was not only one of the most progressive in the world when it was created, but also effectively established, during more than seven decades and in spite of all the manipulations and twists, an important union movement and, above all, an educational policy and an agricultural policy unique in Latin America.  

●
Finally it must be pointed out that during the twentieth century Mexico has remained free of ‘national security’ governments.  This marked Mexico with a distinctive intellectual, political, scientific and academic lifestyle, and left as a consequence, especially during the twenty most intense years of dictatorship in Central and South America, the arrival in mass and even the permanent incorporation of social scientists coming from those countries into the Mexican academic community, so complementing the habitual presence of graduate students in Mexican anthropology programs.  

Today, Mexican anthropology constitutes a widely consolidated disciplinary and professional field, although its visibility in public opinion and policy has varied with time.  In those areas, the National Institute of Anthropology and History (or INAH, which controls almost all the archeology in the country, administers the majority of history and ethnology museums and is the employment source for almost every single archeologist and many other anthropologists) and, to a lesser degree, the National Indigenous Institute (or INI, among whose employees professional anthropologists are a minority) have always played important roles.

Two statistics illustrate the current situation. One: currently Mexico has nineteen bachelor’s degrees in anthropology, eighteen masters degrees and nine doctorates, to which can be added various graduate programs that are not formally anthropology programs but which regularly allow students to write theses of an anthropological type.  Although the majority of these programs are concentrated in the country’s capital, one third of the thirty-two federal entities has at least one academic program and there are several more in preparation. Between 1998 and 2000, six hundred seventy-two bachelor’s degrees (licenciatura), two hundred thirty-five master’s degrees and ninety-eight doctorates were awarded in anthropology. Two: In 2001 there were twenty-nine scientific and general anthropological journals and annuals, as well as a dozen specialized bulletins, belonging to the different branches of anthropology.8 In addition, anthropologists write regularly in a good number of multidisciplinary or other social science journals, as well as in cultural supplements and even in newspapers.  

2.
Mexican Anthropology: Topics and Paradigms

Conception and Treatment of the Internal ‘Others’

While modern scientific Mexican anthropology has its roots in the political and social reordering provoked by the Mexican Revolution of 1910, it also forms yet another link of a tradition of thought that began with the Iberian invasion: reflection on the confrontation of the civilizations involved in that event.9 The crucial dispute regarding the human status of the inhabitants of America and the consequent obligations of the colonial power toward those inhabitants was in a sense the starting point for Mexican anthropology10  and its principal ‘others’, the indigenous peoples. These peoples would live out the following centuries separated from the Spanish and Creoles in their “Indian republics’, but in numerous social interstices, above all urban ones, a demographic sector later called mestizo grew larger and larger, augmented by the descendents of slaves brought from Africa.  

The liberal discourse of independent Mexico did not distinguish between citizens based on their ethnic roots, at the same time that it legitimized the only partially successful intent to dissolve the geo-economic bases of the indigenous societies through the expropriation of their lands which, after all forms of sociopolitical organization till then existing rule had been almost totally destroyed by the colonial power, were possessed and worked in communal forms of organization. For that reason and under the influence of positivist evolutionism, the intellectual precursors of the Mexican revolution generally subsumed the indigenous population in the rural problem of the country, which they proposed to resolve by way of agrarian reform and the industrialization of the countryside.  


The Constitution emanated from the Revolution, with its for that period extraordinary individual guarantees and social rights, does not contain any mention of the indigenous population.  Yet two of its most significant articles for the characterization of the post revolutionary regime, those referring to the ownership of land and to education, became the two principal axes around which indigenous activity would spin, to which — due to the wide ignorance about the indigenous population— intense research activity was added as a third.              

An emblematic initiative in this sense was the action-research project on the population of the Teotihuacan valley, the primary results of which served the first Mexican anthropologist with a doctorate in the elaboration of his thesis in 1921.  It was a project of regional orientation considered to be pilot, which consisted of first getting to know in detail and later improving the situation of the highly indigenous population, that a recent retrospective analyzes in the following manner: 

Anthropology in Mexico is born, really, from a very vivid, lacerating socio-cultural reality that still exists today.  From this reality comes the application of the integral method that contemplates the study of the population in its three stages of development —pre-Hispanic, colonial and modern— to learn its historical origins and thereby be in conditions to help the population.  In that way, in contrast to other countries where anthropology or one of its branches served for colonial ends, in Mexico it appears as a practice for the good of the marginalized and traditionally exploited groups (Matos 2001:39).

Manuel Gamio had been a student of Franz Boas, who played a decisive role in the initial stages of the International School of Archeology and American Ethnology in Mexico City, which was interrupted by the events of the Revolution.  Later on, Gamio became the first head of the Department of Archeology and Ethnography (created in 1917), which was not added on as a branch of the educative sector but rather formed part of the Secretary of Agriculture and Development.   

A large expansion of indigenism occurred during the popular and nationalist presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940), who put down the foundations for the development of anthropology in the country. In 1937 he founded the previously mentioned National Institute of Anthropology and History, which till today is responsible for all archaeological sites, has many centers of administration and investigation throughout the country and carries out important editorial activity. In the same presidential period the First Inter-American Indian Conference took place in Patzcuaro, Mexico, in consequence of which the Inter-American Indian Institute (or III, an institution of the Organization of American States and editor of one of the oldest social science journals in Latin America, América Indígena) was founded in Mexico City, and in 1948 the National Indigenist Institute (INI, which was converted in 2003 in National Commission for the Development of the Indigenous Peoples, CONADEPI). The panorama was completed in 1938 with the creation of an academic department of anthropology, 11 which was incorporated in 1942 as the National School of Anthropology and History (ENAH) into the National Institute of Anthropology and History; to this day it is the most important center for anthropological formation in Latin America and it provides on the level of licenciatura, master and doctoral degrees all the sub-disciplines of social anthropology, ethnology, physical anthropology, linguistics, ethno-history, history and archeology.  


This anthropological science was designated to occupy itself with important tasks for the country; above all, with the study and conservation of the pre-Hispanic and colonial patrimony as well as the examination of and the attention to the precarious situation of the indigenous groups. While those who completed the first of these tasks conducted it largely on a technical level, had no great theoretical pretensions and were principally interested in the shaping of a complete panorama of ancient history, those who completed the second task widely assumed the theoretical orientation and the methodology of the so-called North American culturalism, which was supported through the translation of its principal works in a government publishing house and in diverse research programs directed by North American anthropologists.  


The emblematic figure of the epoch is Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran (1908-1996), a doctor turned ethno-historian and social anthropologist, who during his long life combined indigenous activity in directive positions with that of prolific author on all the theoretical and practical aspects of indigenism.  According to his definition, indigenism “is not policy formulated by Indians for the solution of their own problems but rather that of non-Indians targeting the heterogeneous ethnic groups who receive the general distinction of indigenous” (Aguirre 1992b:24).  In contrast to the orientations of past generations, rejected as “assimilationist” or “incorporationist” and accused of lacking the respect for indigenous cultures as one of the roots of the modern Mexican nation, Aguirre defined his position as “integrationist”, in the sense of an “induced acculturation” (1992a:43); consequently, it was an indigenism which adapted the “ideology of the mestizo [as] the method and technique of national unification” (1992a:119). With this goal many “indigenist coordination centers” were founded; located in the ladino urban nuclei of the so-called “intercultural regions”, they were to foment the slow approach of the indigenous population to national culture, principally through government actions developed in the fields of primary education, health, promotion of economic and communicational activities as well as legal counsel in agrarian issues. Anthropological research would precede the establishment of said centers and would accompany the development of their activities.  


  Almost at the same time, nevertheless, that this original version of applied anthropology which practically defined Mexican anthropology would arrive at its culmination during the federal administration of 1970-76 (during which time Aguirre worked simultaneously as director of the INI and as a sub-secretary of the Secretary of Education), critique of this same anthropology became stronger. In this critique were gathered the dependency theories then emerging, the rejection of US-imperialism, the dissatisfaction with explanations of the social reality that derived from the superstructure, the postulate that any local phenomena must be understood in the frame of global processes of exploitation and domination of the Third World and the hope of a near and radical transformation of the so openly unjust social structures. Marxism became the articulating axis of what was frequently called “critical anthropology” or “engaged anthropology” which in a short time became hegemonic.  In an early manifesto indigenism was denounced as an instrument of an unacceptable “westernization and modernization of the indigenous” (Nolasco 1970:85) whose goal was to “eradicate the ethnic personality of the Indian” (Bonfil 1970:44), against which the right to “self-determination” of the indigenous groups and the construction of a “pluri-cultural state” was demanded (Bonfil 1970:56). Others later rejected indigenism as part of the “capitalist project of dissolution of non-capitalist societies” (Diaz-Polanco 1981:37).  


The development of this critique (for certain, full of internal oppositions) and the search for alternatives consolidated in a governmental period of nationalist and third-worldist tendencies and the intent, manifest to a large degree in a new agrarian law, to revive the revolutionary tradition dulled by the regimes following Cárdenas. As a result of all this, the indigenous population ceased to be a subject of study and when it was, it was seen almost exclusively from the angle of its belonging to the peasant population, with which it seemed to share domestic and communal organization, submission to exploitation and domination as well as the occasional protest. Simultaneously, the superstuctural sphere —customs and language, religion and cosmovision— that traditionally had occupied a central place in anthropological work, was reduced to the epiphenomena of ideology and alienation. And nearly at the same time, the dizzying urbanization, that over the course of the ‘70s converted Mexico in statistical terms into a predominantly urban country, inspired a growing number of anthropologists to enter the fields of urban and labor anthropology, bringing with them the hope of finding in the mobilizations of these “new” social subjects the beginning of the longed-for social transformation and the shared conviction of contributing, with their scientific study, to that transformation.

But even after the exit of Aguirre from the indigenist organizations, his conception still prevailed inside them, although they were later assimilated into what was first called the combat with “marginalization” and later with “poverty”, phenomena, doubtless, exacerbated throughout the country by the neoliberal policies instrumented after the explosion of the problem of foreign debt in 1982. 

The book by Guillermo Bonfil, México profundo (“Deep Mexico”), in which he analyzes the history of Mexico since the arrival of the Europeans as an unending battle between the Western and Mesoamerican civilizations and diagnoses the relevance of and the potential for updating the latter civilization, meant for the anthropological community a call to attention for having forgotten the indigenous population which must be taken into account if one tries to adequately understand the complexity of the Mexican society and to reconstruct it on real bases of equality and freedom. Yet Mexican anthropology’s most successful book was not able to provoke a different indigenist policy, although it was a key point of reference in a brief interlude of an attempt of a more participatory indigenism. It did contribute, in contrast, to the strengthening of indianism and, in particular, to the self-esteem and the mobilization of numerous indigenous organizations and intellectuals, with whom the cited author maintained narrow ties and whom he promoted through different mediums;12 it also contributed to the cementing of a more adequate concept of “the indigenous problem” because it made clear that it dealt with the questioning of the model of country and not with an obstacle caused by the backwardness of a demographic minority.


In the country’s democratization, which grew stronger beginning in the mid ‘80s and lead, for the first time, to a candidate from an opposition party winning the presidency of the Republic in the year 2000, the indigenous groups’ situation and demands played practically no role whatsoever. In 1992, two controversial modifications to the Constitution brought them briefly back into the national limelight. On one hand, motivated by the Covention 169 of the International Labour Organization concerning indigenous and tribal peoples in independent countries and by the preparation for the commemoration of the first 500 years of the American-European encounter, one addition made, for the first time, mention of the indigenous population in the Constitution, recognizing it as the base of the country’s multiculturalism. On the other hand, the modification of a different article put an end to the agrarian reform and made peasants’ lands vulnerable to the forces of the market, permitting individual allocation of the ejidos (the most common form of land tenancy among the indigenous population), as well as their rent and sale.      

Finally, it was the indigenous themselves who demanded the attention of the country. Precisely the day that the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) entered into effect, on january 1st, 1994, the Chiapanecan neo-Zapatistas initiated their armed uprising, whose brief military phase and very publicized demands provoked over the course of various years an intense debate about the situation of the Mexican indigenous peoples, the national project, and a complicated process of negotiation between the rebels and the federal government which was finally left cut off. 

At the same time, indigenist policy began to break apart: on one hand, new programs were established and people of indigenous extraction were named for various directive posts; on the other hand, the number of uncoordinated indigenist agencies increased, the resources assigned to the indigenist apparatus were reduced, and the Inter-American Indian Institute’s activities were frozen.  

In the anthropological community all these situations provoked an authentic boom of studies and events about the most varied —and often very ‘traditional’— topics related to the indigenous peoples, their cultures and the inter-ethnic relations in the country, simultaneously reflecting on the destiny of a pluri-cultural Mexican nation. However, the efforts to systematize and share existing anthropological knowledge with specialists, political actors, public opinion in general and the indigenous groups and movements still do not correspond to the objective needs of the country. At the same time, there are very few anthropologists that are truly familiar with any of the indigenous cultures, from which a language barrier (among others) separates them.    


In the manner discussed, Mexican anthropology of the last three decades strongly contrasts with its first four decades of life as a modern science in the country. In its first stage, the past and present indigenous groups were almost the only phenomena studied by anthropology and the anthropological knowledge generated about these internal ‘others’ was tightly linked to a strategy for their transformation directed by the state, in the goal of completing the process of national formation. The second stage began with the eclipsing of this topic, but later and in good measure due to the indigenous mobilization itself, the situation of the indigenous peoples and the design of a model of country that permits their incorporation as different, has become one of the principal topics of anthropological research and a perspective that permeates many other topics as well.  

The Culture-Class Dialectic

The process described in the previous section is interlaced with and made clear by the sequence of four hegemonic paradigmatic positions in Mexican anthropology over the near-century of its existence as a scientific discipline.  


The strong influence that North American culturalism exercised on Mexican anthropology in its first phase has already been commented on. However, it is evident that this influence was not that of mere imitation, but rather of a creative transformation of said theoretical orientation to understand in the manner of the social sciences the situation of the country and to direct the formation of a national culture through the extension of government institutions’ radius of action toward demographic nuclei still far from them. To do so, the weight of the relativist component of the original theoretical focus was strongly reduced, and this focus was combined with a evolutionist perspective for which the nation-state constituted a universal, though still not entirely achieved in Mexico, stage. As an inheritance of the concept of culture inherited from the nineteenth century, the nation in Mexico could not be thought of as anything but homogeneous, especially regarding the superstructural sphere. Just how strongly the national unity was understood as uniformity was still evidenced in the late ‘80s, when some Mexican anthropologists rejected the demand for indigenous autonomy, considering it as unavoidably damaging national integrity and sovereignty and even as dangerous for being potentially separatist (and thereby exploitable by the US to weaken the country in the same way that it had on the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua). At the same time, the orthodox Marxist positions refused to recognize in non-capitalist forms of production anything except pre-capitalist survivals and they objected to the multi-lineal model of evolution, contrasting it, as had Aguirre’s indigenism, with the idea of the necessary conversion of the peasant and indigenous population into proletarians.  


Due to the strong position of the National Institute of Anthropology and History and the National Indigenist Institute within the anthropological community, the union of the four traditional anthropological sub-disciplines —nuanced, I insist, by the addition of an important historical component— was maintained and ultimately made definite. This component had already been expressed in the conception of the first nineteenth century institution of importance for Mexican anthropology, the National Museum of Natural History, Archeology and History (founded in 1865), and it was constantly reinforced by the presence of archeological vestiges all around, the colonial centers in the major cities and the state doctrine’s insistence of the mestizo character of the Mexican people, represented emblematically in the “Plaza of the Three Cultures” of Tlatelolco, where an inscription in stone defines the result of the final battle of 1521 in this manner: “It was not triumph nor defeat, it was the painful birth of the mestizo people that makes up Mexico today”. Therefore, the protection and reconstruction of spectacular historical sites and buildings, the creation in mass of archeology-history-ethnology museums throughout the country and the use of indigenist policy to achieve the cultural homogenization of the nation contributed decisively to Mexican anthropology’s consolidation, which thereby gained itself a prominent place among the social disciplines (between which the limits are blurry), an achievement that is rare even in those countries where anthropology was born.


Regarding the real transformations achieved in the indigenous regions by what Aguirre called “the Mexican school” of anthropology, few evaluations exist outside of the National Indigenous Institute’s reports, yet it is striking how many “pilot projects” were never converted into projects of regional transformation. This is primarily due to the six-year rhythms of public administration, to the fact that the indigenist institutions were preponderantly limited to tasks of coordination and not execution, and to the resistance that the indigenist activity provoked among regional elites, who, despite expressing occasional admiration for the builders of the pre-hispanic pyramids and temples, frequently felt threatened by the possible or real demands from the descendents of those builders in respect to lands, financing and public services; in this context we must remember that even today, the word “indian” is used in Mexico more as an insult than as a plain denomination for one part of the population.


In spite of the serious conflicts that it caused, the critique of “established” anthropology that appeared in the late ‘70s as a result of the external and internal factors mentioned above developed rapidly into a substitute for the previously predominant theoretical orientation, especially in the university institutions in the capital (keeping in mind that in that time there were only two anthropology schools in the rest of the country, founded in 1957 and 1966), and it lead many anthropologists to distance themselves from indigenism (however withouth slowing down their engagement in other offical agencies related to social politics). The fact that the different branches of this “new anthropology13 held in common an interest in the analysis of the social structure and its precise position in dependent capitalism undoubtedly propitiated a greater attention to the until then little-known British and French social anthropology.  But the general frame of debate and of investigation was that of Marxism, at first rather rudimentary, mechanicistic and economicistic and oriented by soviet manuals, later more flexible and influenced principally by then world-renowned French and Italian Marxists and Marxist anthropologists; the thinking of a long series of Marxists considered “heterodox” or “renegades” by the “official” Marxism of the era, as well as the ideas of a good number of Central and South-American left-wing social scientists, not a few of whom lived, for a period of time, as exiles in Mexico, were also very important. Neo-evolutionism or multi-lineal evolutionism, widely fused with Marxism, also played a very important role, explainable by the Mexican anthropology’s already mentioned traditional attention to historical processes of long duration, as well as by its own capacity to join diverse theoretical anthropological currents. During those years the opposition to “culturalism”, which with no hesitation was often identified with North American “cultural imperialism”, was so strong that the word culture practically disappeared from anthropological texts.14 Even debates and studies as well known as the analyses of the media done in the Southern Cone during the ‘70s or the very original critiques of the capitalist ideology in general and the educational system in particular such as those of Freire and Illich motivated very few concrete anthropological studies, while socio-cultural aspects until then highly researched such as language, family relationships, normative systems or religion were now left to one side.  This was probably an extreme consequence of the search for more suitable models of social analysis that would bring to light the multiple relations of exploitation and oppression in force in the country, which manifested themselves in a particularly crude manner in the rural countryside.  It must not be forgotten that not a few anthropologists and students were tied, in one form or another, to political, social and religious organizations and movements of leftist orientation and who, though they escaped from the repression common in the rest of Latin America, still remember with anguish the pre-olympic massacre of 1968. In light of all this, it is not strange that the anthropology generated from the late ‘70s until the late ‘80s was characterized by a strong tone of denunciation and social criticism, almost independent from the intentions or personal preferences of many of its practitioners. The inexistence of an industrial proletarian as a revolutionary subject predetermined by Marxist theory, on one hand, and the fascinating Cuban and Chinese revolutions and the ups and downs of the Latin American and Vietnamese guerrillas, on the other, turned the analysis of the rural population extremely cold, especially the debate regarding the future of the peasantry15 and the controversy about the Asiatic mode of production.16 

In the ‘80s the word “culture” slowly reappeared in Mexican anthropology, propitiated by Gramscian Marxism. The concept of “popular culture” permitted a fructiferous connection between the discipline’s typical microscopic studies of urban barrios, rural-to-urban migrant groups, factory workers and union movements, on one hand, and a global frame of analysis from a class perspective, on the other.  As a result, the effective segmentation of work, daily life, political interests and symbolic expressions of the most populated sectors of the Mexican population came to light in increasing detail, and terms like “labor culture”, “urban culture”, etc., began to proliferate; at the same time an analytical isolation of these social groups was avoided though the maintenance of a familiar comprehensive theoretical scheme and the customary tones of critique of the system.  The significant advance of the democratization of political life beginning in the mid ‘80s contributed to increase interest in the superstructural sphere and in the subjectivity of social actors and, consequently, in the field of “political culture”. Anthropologists also began to pay some attention to the indigenous populations again, although for a long time only as part of the “popular cultures”.  

In spite of the refutations from indigenist anthropology, during these twenty years the institutional growth of Mexican anthropology has been constant. Research centers were founded and various universities opened departments of anthropology (almost always social anthropology17), the number of museums and long-term archeological projects grew, graduate degrees multiplied (note that in the early ‘70s there existed only one masters degree and one doctoral degree program, both at a private university), and all these institutions have been benefitted by the increase in full-time faculty positions and by the relative ease with which reunions can be organized and publications of all types edited. It is important to point out, however, that outside of the capital there are almost no anthropological libraries deserving of that name and no university has managed to gather a base of materials on any theme, not even on the indigenous groups of its region, that would make it possible to avoid having to go to foreign universities for any significant research in anthropology or history. Nor should it be ignored that a very high percentage of the research done even in academic institutions is limited to ethnographic description or historical “inventory”.


From the beginning of the ‘90s, a somewhat disturbing and contradictory panorama appears.

●
On one hand, the presence of anthropology —especially of social anthropology/ethnology— in academic institutions continues to grow and gain strength. The graduate degrees in particular continue to increase in number and frequently attract professionals from other (social as well as medical and agricultural) disciplines. One the other hand, however, a silent transformation of the university system is leading to a decrease in the importance of fieldwork, especially in teaching programs; it is also the reason why many professors, most of whom constitute in their families the first generation with an academic degree, have choosen to organize their activities in function of a rationality of productivity. Yet there is no organized response from the anthropological community to this matter highly relevant for the conception and future of science and scientific research.

●
On one hand, the number of publications (books as well as periodicals, often of very good quality) is growing, and reflection about Mexican anthropology as such has also augmented. Yet on the other hand, the infrastructure of the majority of the research and teaching centers does not permit even the collection of and familiarization with the anthropological knowledge generated in the same country, leaving completely aside what occurs in the rest of Latin America and the Caribbean or other parts of the South.

●
On one hand, the presence of anthropologists in diverse areas of public administration and national political debate remains strong. Yet on the other hand, the weakness of profession-based organisms has made it impossible to join forces or coordinate any internal debate nor direct one towards society at large; in addition, there is an ever-widening divide between anthropologists who work in academic institutions and tend to assume the representation of the entirety of Mexican anthropology, on one side, and, on the other, those who work in state administration and frequently penetrate, in very creative ways, into both the public and private sectors, including the growing sector of Non-Governmental Organizations. In this context, the contrast between the political contents of many anthropological discussions carried out in general society and the de-politicization of the university institutions also merits attention.  

●
On one hand, there is an increasingly rich variety of topics for research and publication where matters that for years were not investigated, such as religion, the culture-nature relationship, life in the big cities and art, have a fixed place and where newer topics, such as relations between genders and generations, the study of migration and political cultures, and juridical anthropology have been added. Yet on the other hand, all these investigations and publications are carried out almost without any contact between each other and without debate (which is evidenced, for example, by the absence of critical reviews of writings and events).18
●
Finally, Mexican anthropology’s definitive recuperation of the concept of “culture” —that important identifier of the discipline— can be signaled as a characteristic trait of doubtless significance; although there is not uncontested hegemony, a semiotic approach seems to predominate. Consequently, the superstructural angle (politics, law, religion and communication) also prevails in respect to the indigenous topic. Paradoxically, in that manner, what the first manifesto of the Zapatista movement denounced as “the undeclared genocidal war against our peoples” and the socioeconomic sphere present in their demands for “work, land, roof, food, health, education, independence, liberty, democracy, justice and peace” (Comandancia General 1994:35) for all Mexican people, are left out of the line of vision. Could it really be said that the concept of culture, which was to correct the economicistic y mecanicistic narrowness of the sociologistic and objectivist vision previously in vogue, in the end did not remedy it but only substituted it? And, in effect, whereas before references to social class, the class war, imperialism and revolution were almost obligatory, one now finds the mention of difference, diversity, globalization and intercultural dialogue. 19
3.
Perspectives on the Identity of Mexican Anthropology

This text has shown that Mexican anthropological science has been so narrowly tied, on various levels, to the Mexican socio-cultural and political system that it would be impossible to understand without making reference to that system.  

a)
The presence of the indigenous peoples has been and continues to be defining for Mexican anthropology in two mutually complementary senses (which, for certain, confers the term “multiculturality” in Mexico, as well as all of Latin America, with a significantly different meaning than that used in Europe). Since the arrival of the Spaniards in the sixteenth century, these “others” have presented a problem of knowledge and of political and social action (while the external “others” were not seen as a problem of knowledge, but rather only as a problem of action, that is, motive of imitation and of rejection). After solving this problem by way of a subordinated co-existence typical of every colonial order, the liberalism of the nineteenth century decreed its inexistence.  The post-revolutionary regime recognized it anew as a problem of national transition —for which it was not included in the Constitution—, and fomented the establishment of anthropology as an instrument to diagnose the indigenous’ situation starting from their most ancient antecedents and to distinguish between what was conservable (which was little according to Gamio and more for Aguirre) and what had to be suppressed. Indigenism was born in that manner as an original creation of research-action that was oriented more by anthropology’s origins (the concept of the nation in the nineteenth century) than by the model of Indian-White and Black-White relations in the country where relativistic culturalism originated. In this sense, all of the most original theoretical formulations developed by Mexican anthropology in the twentieth century, ranging from Aguirre’s concept of acculturation as a universal process and as a strategy of social policy to Bonfil’s model of the battle of the two civilizations and passing through the different intents to understand the peasant mode of production as a possible base for a model of development oriented by a nature-society relationship opposed to that of industrial capitalism, shared an equally original, although not always explicit, multi-lineal evolutionist vision: on one hand, the possibility of a unique Mexican route to modernity, and on the other hand, the existence of a diversity of modernities.  

b)
Also in this evolutionary multi-linearity one can find the diverse intents to identify a Mexican anthropological tradition, in whose beginnings the places of Montaigne and Hobbes, Rousseau and Herder are occupied by Bernadino de Sahagún and Bartolomé de las Casas, by José de Acosta and Francisco Javier Clavijero —although frequently in the teaching programs Mexican anthropology (cut off, for that manner, from any relationship with other Latin American and Caribbean anthropologies) is presented more as an “annex” or as a simple “adaptation” of the dominant anthropology, seen as universal. Congruently with this, the not very frequent publication of Mexican anthropological texts in foreign journals of international circulation, all of which are edited in the countries where anthropology originated,20 are sometimes seen more as a mark of certification than as participation in the global process of communication.  

c)
The mention of the names of the precursors of Mexican anthropology shows modern anthropological science to be the most recent link of five centuries of intellectual efforts to clarify and define the collective identity born in New Spain.  This task, I emphasize, is far from being a merely intellectual enterprise —ever since the first Creoles or the instigators of the Independence tried to undertake it, the matter of identity has been of immediate political relevance— as it continues to be in decisions about the country’s educational, scientific and technological systems or in respect to the 10 million Mexican-born residents of the United States. For those reasons the task in not a merely intellectual enterprise, because it can directly affect those who undertake it. Sometimes in terms of personal identity, as in those instances when one discovers in one's own culture or even in one's own family history the second or third root of Mexican culture. Sometimes in terms in expanded or diminished employment opportunities, as in when one begins to legislate on linguistic rights. Always in political-cultural terms, when one discusses the redefinition of the project of nation. And, if the pending legal reforms were to advance in a serious manner, also in economic terms, as the scant public budgets will have to be redistributed in a new way.  

d)
The general disturbance in the social sciences of many places, sometimes identified with and sometimes promoted by the discourse on globalization and on the alleged end of the grand narratives, influences also Mexican anthropology. But the lack of perspective regarding the future of democracy in the country weighs heavily in these moments as well, beyond the economic problems and beyond the problems that in other parts of the world this form of organization of public power is facing. The push of an entire generation, which finally achieved a system more or less free of political parties, with effective vote counts, alternation in the principal positions of public administration, and the first steps toward a redefinition of the relationship between the three powers, seems fatigued face to face with the demands for the inculturation ot the idea of human rights, with the conversion of the demands for “respect for indigenous cultures” in just and practicable laws and regulations, with the uneven dissemination of the values of transparency, accountable responsibility and critical participation toward all the social spheres.  It is also the disturbance of the meaning, the role and the future of the state.  

e)
In this context a parallelism between the history here explained of Mexican anthropology and that of the hegemonic anthropology portrayed in the usual textbooks that are also used in Mexico demands attention. The latter, as is known, has endured, after its first and only paradigm of nineteenth century evolutionism, repeated transformations of such breadth that they can only be described as ruptures: structural-functional anthropology, diffusionism, and culturalism were understood as re-foundations of the discipline, just as marxism would be half a century later and, three decades later, the neo-Boasian anthropology sometimes called postmodern. Mexican anthropology has also known substitutions of this type. Curiously, unlike the first radical challenge of indigenism, which corresponded to a generational change, the recent eclipsing of marxism was carried out without a generational change and practically without controversy.  

f)
Finally, it must be pointed out that, in contrast with past decades, in which the controversies about the dependent development of the country included the topics of the rules and the cognitive characteristics of anthropological science, of its social function and its insertion in a world scene marked by cultural imperialism, today this type of discussion is nearly extinct. At least partially, this is due to the acceptation, without real questioning, of the external and internal pressures on all Mexican social scientists to conform their activities to supposedly universal productivist canons demanded since the nineties, in many forms, by the national educational apparatus. 


It seems that this situation has reinforced the fact that in Mexican anthropology, the topic of its changing influence on diverse areas of Latin America— in reaction to which other parts of the South have criticized Mexican anthropology in much the same way as those Mexican anthropology used to criticize the powerful anthropologies of the North— seems never to have posed any concern at all.    


In this context it is interesting to note the presence of some indications that past and presente Mexican anthropology, independently of its theoretical perspectives or specific institutional insertions, will soon have to subject itself to a type of critical judgment that until now was only thought necessary for the hegemonic anthropology of the North. This is so because, to the degree that some indigenous cultures continue their revitalization, more observations of the type made by a Mayan ethnolinguist could emerge with respect to Mexican anthropology practiced by non-indigenous people: “Our dominators, by means of anthropological discourse, have reserved for themselves the almost exclusive right to speak for us.  Only very recently, we have begun to have access to this field of knowledge and to express our own word” (Alonso 1997:320).    

Final Comment

Due to the reasons pointed out in the introduction of this text and expounded upon throughout it, the trajectory and current situation of Mexican anthropology is as unique as that of any country or of any national or linguistic-cultural anthropological community. It is also obvious that this anthropological tradition has not been formed as the immediate effect of a simple dissemination coming from the main countries where the universal anthropological science originated, nearly a century and a half ago. Rather, as a result of a diverse array of both exogenous and endogenous impulses, among which the diffusion of Euro-North American anthropology has played an essential role, Mexican anthropology has molded itself via a constant search to understand and to act upon the socio-cultural diversity of the country, which has served, up until now, as its principal object of study. 

Similar observations would be ring true in any place where ‘native’ anthropologists have made their appearance, “native” anthropologists who, in contrast with other anthropologists, principally “study or studied their own societies” (Boivin, Rosato y Arribas 1998:16).21 The systematic inventory of the “anthropologies of the South” and their comparison will reveal more clearly their characteristics, their weaknesses and their potentialities. This does not suggest that these anthropologies be totally distant to, nor that they should be understood as necessarily opposed to, Northern anthropologies. 

Instead, clarifying the properties of the diverse anthropologies of the South, whose societies of origin formed part of the initial anthropological program as “objects of study,” will contribute to clearing a path toward a new conception of universal anthropology, in which —as occurs, for example, in the cases of French and English anthropology (Asad 1982:284)— differences will not necessarily lead to hierarchical divisions, but rather will be accepted as variations of a common base.Thereby, the universal anthropological tradition would accept the historical challenge of assuming for itself the essential trait of the human reality which it studies: to be one and diverse.     

Notes

1 The symposium “Native Anthropology in Non-Western Countries,” Burg Wartenstein, 1978, funded by the Wenner-Gren Foundation (Fahim 1982).
2 For an elaboration of the concept of “peripheral anthropologies,” see several texts of Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira (1988; 1998); for that of the “anthropologies of the South,” see number 6 of Alteridades (<http.//www.uam-antropologia.info/alteridades/alteri_06.html>)  and for the common idea the intent of a discussion in volume 17 of Critique of Anthropology. Some of the considerations of the Catalan anthropologist Josep R. Llobera (1990:109-126) are also enlightening.
3 I am grateful to Andrés Medina and Roberto Varela for their observations on a previous version of this text and to Jennifer Cassel for translating it into English.

4 I have elaborated this idea in more detail in Krotz 1987. Medina (1996b) has demonstrated the intrinsic relationship between ethnography and nation in the cases of three important anthropologists from Cuba, Mexico and Peru. The anthropology-nation relationship also appears in several of the contributions to the cited symposium on native anthropologies (Fahim 1982). 
5 For more on the anthropological question and alterity see Krotz (2002:49-76).

6 This relative dependence of anthropology on its “available” empirical objects is made visible by the emergence of the so-called political anthropology. While this branch emerged as such between the two World Wars in those European countries interested in consolidating a colonial administration in areas with still strong and even challenging to imposed powers, North American anthropology of the same era did not produce anything equivalent to study its preferred objective, the Indian peoples secluded in their reservations, until World War II and its consequences propitiated the study of political cultures and national characters.

7 We must remember that until the middle of the nineteenth century, the majority of the US regions where Mexican migrants live formed part of Mexican territory.

8 This type of information can be consulted in the diverse volumes of the annual Inventario Antropológico, edited since 1995 by the Department of Anthropology of the Autonomous Metropolitan University

9 For further information see Villoro 1979, Marzal 1981, Oehmichen 1999 and Sánchez 1999.  For a general history of Mexican anthropology, see volumes 1 and 2 of the work coordinated by Carlos Garcia Mora (1987-1988), for a brief synthesis, Krotz (1991).

10 For that reason, Ángel Palerm (1974) dedicated one third of his history of the precursors of ethnology to these authors.

11 It was originally created as part of the National Polytechnical Institute’s School for Biological Sciences, also founded in the period of Cárdenas, of importance as a place for the formation of professionals from popular sectors and for the attention to the needs of the majority of the population.

12 See, as an example, the analysis of an educational program for indigenous ethnolinguists (Nakamura 2001).

13 This term became the name of the country’s oldest current anthropology journal, founded in 1975.

14 Regarding this topic see Krotz 1993.

15 A detailed recount of this controversy can be found in Hewitt 1988.

16 See especially Palerm (1972; 1977) and for a critique, Medina (1983:55ff).

17 Andrés Medina (1996a:89-91) has signaled the existence of a bifurcation in Mexican anthropology in one line focused more on ethnology (associated with the focus of Boas) and another more socio-anthropological (associated with the indigenism originated by Gamio).

18 One exception has been, during the second half of the 1990s, the discussion about indigenous autonomy, although in part it reminded one of the scheme of the intramarxist debates of the past in centering on the question of the “true” representation of the interests of the “authentic” indigenous.

19 However, there has been an attempt to show that “those anthropological approaches practiced by a minority remain healthy, that is, ‘they are not in crisis’” (Jáuregui 1997:52).

20 It must be pointed out here that very often, even when a Mexican student obtains a graduate degree in a foreign country, (s)he usually does the fieldwork for his/her thesis in his/her place of origin. 

21 It should be remembered that this situation is not totally new, but neither the fact that European anthropology, from its beginnings, concerned itself with its internal others (which lead to the bifurcation of an ethnology directed toward the non-European social reality and an ethnology also called folklore, the study of popular cultures, etc. directed at Europe’s internal reality, nor the interesting reflections on “anthropology at home” in some parts of the anthropology of the North can be discussed in this work.
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