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This dissertation provides an ethnographic account of the ongoing and evolving
relations between the construction of nation and cultural production at the Museo
Nacional de Antropologia (MNA, or the Museo) in Mexico City. The MNA plays a key
role in the production, reproduction, and dissemination of representations of Mexico’s
pre-colonial past and its existing indigenous populations as components of contemporary
Mexican nationhood. Historically, the Mexican state has used anthropological knowledge
to inform and implement policies enacted to cement the ties of an ethnically diverse
population to the nation, define and preserve national patrimony, and promote heritage as
an economic resource. The dissertation explores the MNA as an arena for the expression
of the tensions generated by these sometimes disparate agendas. I argue that the MNA,

rather than simply reproducing and maintaining official understandings of the



relationships between citizens and nation, also provides a space for the negotiation and

transformation of these relationships.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation investigates manners of using culture—tracing how the concept is
used as an official ideological construct, and how people understand it on a more quotidian
basis—by providing an account of the ongoing and evolving relations between the
construction of nation and cultural production at the Museo Nacional de Antropologia
(hereafter, the Museo) in Mexico City. In Claudio Lomnitz’s examination of Mexican
nationalism, Deep Mexico, Silent Mexico, he describes nationalism as a “productive
discourse that allows subjects to rework various connections between social institutions,
including, prominently, the relationship between state institutions and other social
organizational forms” (2001: 13). He then goes on to say that nationalism provides
“interactive frames” for the negotiations between “various and diverse social relationships”
(2001:14) and state institutions. One of those interactive frames is the idea of a national
culture.

My work in the Museo provides one means of understanding some of the ways in
which such a frame functions. The Museo plays a key role in the production, reproduction,
and dissemination of representations of Mexico’s pre-colonial past and its existing
indigenous populations as components of contemporary Mexican nationhood.

Historically, the Mexican state has used anthropological knowledge to inform and
implement policies enacted to cement the ties of an ethnically diverse population to the
nation, define and preserve national patrimony, and promote heritage as an economic

resource. The dissertation explores the Museo as an arena for the expression of the
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tensions generated by these sometimes disparate agendas. I argue that the Museo, rather
than simply reproducing and maintaining official understandings of the relationships
between citizens and nation, also provides a space for the negotiation and transformation
of these relationships.

I consider the Museo as both a specific physical site in Mexico City, and as a
space in the national imaginary of Mexico. Many studies of the Museo rely primarily on
textual readings of the buildings and exhibits, sometimes in combination with visitor
questionnaires (Alonso 2008, 2004; Coffey 2003; Pérez Ruiz 1999; Errington, 1998;
Canclini 1995). My research departs from this by combining archival research with
participation in museum work, and detailed observations of, and informal interviews with,
visitors and museum personnel. My work engages with the multiple terrains of museum
spaces: workplace; educational site; leisure or recreation spot for local populations; the
location of particular collections or objects of interest to scholars, specialists, and the
general public; purveyor of images that appear in textbooks and souvenir publications;
landmark in the urban geography of Mexico City; and point of interest on a tourist map or
in a guidebook. This approach allows me to recognize the Museo as a “contested terrain”
(Lowe 2000: 103), a nexus of competing and shifting notions of history, nation, and
national identity.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, followed by five chapters. The
introduction describes the theoretical parameters of the research, and the methodology I
employed. It provides context for my intellectual engagement with the Museo. The first
chapter, “Knowing Your Place,” situates the development of my research questions and

analysis within the frames of my field experiences. The second chapter “Measures of
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Modernity,” describes the expansion of Mexico City and the institutional history of the
Museo within the context of changing conceptions of nation in Mexico. It follows the way
Museo Servicios Educativos (Educational Services, Servicios from now on) guides rely on
“local knowledges” when giving school tours, and traces those knowledges as they
diverge from and intersect with dominant narratives of national history.

The third chapter, “Practicing Death,” investigates the ways in which narratives of
place, nation, and mexicanidad circulate and are transformed during school tours and
workshops. It accomplishes this by focusing on the role of death in the staging and
production of mexicanidad in Museo exhibits and educational programs. Death, especially
in the celebration of Dias de los Muertos (Days of the Dead), occupies a special place in
the creation of a post-Revolutionary mestizo Mexico (Lomnitz 2005), and my
observations at the Museo support this claim. The chapter’s analysis of these events
illuminates moments of congruence and tensions between the “structuring structures”
(Bourdieu 1984) of Museo displays and staff presentations, and those that visitors bring
with them.

The fourth chapter, “Objectifying the Nation,” shifts the frame of analysis from
activities designed specifically for schoolchildren and families to consider more fully the
relationships between objects, people, and museum space. It interrogates the narrative
relationship between archeological past and ethnographic present at the Museo through a
discussion of scale and the notion of the fragment (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, Garcia
Canclini 1989, Stewart 1984). The concluding analysis suggests that objects and displays
already entered into the representational and interpretive frames of museum space remain

viable outside of that space.



The final chapter, “The Ends of History,” brings together two accounts of the uses
of history within and outside the Museo. It examines a training session held for Mexico
City teachers one Saturday, and the tour given to a school group from a small town in
Oaxaca coupled with my visit to their Oaxaca classroom. These accounts illustrate manners
in which publics navigate the constraints imposed by institutions and technologies of the
state and transform sanctioned uses of public space and officially recognized discourses
(Bourdieu 1984, de Certeau 1984). It locates the museum as a space, both physical and
imaginary, in which Mexicans confirm and contest official accounts of nation and national
identity. The analysis understands location as an extension of the physical parameters of
place that includes temporality, the demarcation of a national culture, and the definition of a
national public that embodies the nation. The dissertation concludes with an expansion of
the discussion to include Mexican cultural policy, as evidenced in the laws governing
patrimony, and changes implemented to the national history curriculum at the primary and

secondary levels of school.

I1. Methodology

I began fieldwork in July of 2002 and continued through August 2003." I
employed a variety of methods when gathering material for the dissertation. Archival
work in the collection of the Biblioteca Nacional de Antropologia (National Anthropology

Library), housed in the Museum, and in the archives of the Secretaria de Educacion

' Though the bulk of the material presented in the dissertation was collected during my fourteen months of
residence in Mexico City, I made regular visits to the Museo during the writing of the dissertation. I visited
in November 2003; November 2005; January 2008; July 2008; July 2009; August 2009; July 2010; and
November 2010.
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Publica (Department of Public Education, SEP) informs the discussion of the Museo’s
development as a public institution. As a participant observer, I worked closely with two
departments, Servicios Educativos and the Subdireccion de Etnografia (Ethnography
Department, Etnografia from now on). Tuesday through Saturday, I typically spent eight
to ten hours a day at the Museo. I divided my time between observations in the public
spaces of the Museo, and work within each department. On Sundays, when Mexican
citizens enter the museum for free, I observed for four to six hours in the public areas.

My fieldwork took place while renovations to the Museo, begun in 1998, were
underway.” Both public space, such as the galleries and orientation areas, and staff areas,
such as the storage areas and offices, changed significantly. These were the first
substantial changes to the displays since the Museo’s 1964 opening. The renovations, in
part, addressed changes in anthropological knowledge and museographic practice. Display
space was reconfigured, in order to permit more pieces to be included; wall text was
rewritten. The archeological galleries dedicated to the Mayan cultures and the Gulf Coast
of Mexico, and the ethnographic galleries displaying Mayan cultures and the cultures of
Oaxaca remained closed for the majority of my fieldwork. The Mayan archeological
gallery reopened in July 2003, during the last weeks of my stay. The remaining galleries
opened after I returned to Austin.

I began my participant observation in Servicios Educativos by accompanying the
teaching staff as they led school groups on tours of the Museo galleries. I continued
observing the tours as I began to participate more actively in the work of the department:

answering questions and selling pamphlets at the reception desk, registering school

? Renovations to non-exhibitionary sections of the Museo continue.
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groups, and, after several months, being given the opportunity to lead groups on my own.
Servicios also conducts weekend family activities centered on the celebrations of Dias de
los Muertos and Christmas. I observed and participated in the tours and assisted with the
crafts workshops during the November and December 2002 activities. In July 2003, I
participated in the summer program and workshops the Museo provides for children and
families. I directly assisted the asesores with the preschool age group, setting up materials
and working with the children.

Because of the acoustics in the galleries, and the number of visitors typically
present when tours occurred, I opted not to tape record the tours. For similar reasons, I did
not mechanically record the workshops. Both my experience as an early childhood
teacher, which required making observational reports of children in classroom settings,
and the four years I spent working as an ethnographer in family settings prior to my
fieldwork prepared me for the particular sort of participant observation I undertook in
Servicios. I knew how to attend to multiple conversations and activities at one time; [
learned how to record my observations rapidly, as events occurred; and I was accustomed
to observing groups in public spaces.

When observing the Servicios tours, I stayed with one particular asesora, as the
Servicios staff members are called, and the group to which she was assigned through an
entire gallery tour.” There is not a standard interpretive script for each gallery. Instead, the
asesores develop their own materials and adjust their presentations according to a number
of factors. By familiarizing myself with the presentations of the asesores, I learned which

gallery features each asesora thought most important, how she gauged the knowledge base

3 At the time of my fieldwork, there were eleven asesores, including one who was on sabbatical.
Of the ten working daily, eight were women, and two were men.

6



of the group she was guiding, and how she managed challenges, such as crowded
galleries, or unruly students. After a tour, I used the time to informally discuss the
experience with the asesora in charge. I could also share observations I made of the group:
points at which students expressed whispered confusion, for example, or comments that
indicated particular interest. These conversations provided a nuanced and detailed view of
the asesoras’ own accounts of their practices. I observed each asesora multiple times, and
learned which features of gallery presentations were common to all of the asesores, and
which were unique. In addition, observing the tours served as training for leading tours
myself.*

Most of the school tours conducted by Servicios I observed took place in the
archeological galleries; I had ample opportunity to observe structured and unstructured
visits there. I had fewer opportunities to observe structured tours in the ethnographic
galleries. For the first weeks of my fieldwork, I spent time in the ethnographic section
independently, noting which exhibits attracted the most visitor attention and comment.
After familiarizing myself with the exhibits and some typical visitor viewing patterns, I
developed tracking guides that I added to my observational repertoire. Tracking entails
observing visitors as they move through galleries, noting which displays draw their
attention, their paths through the galleries, and timing how long they spend at individual

exhibits (Hein 1998). I also recorded remarks or conversations that occurred during the

1 explore the role of the asesores further in Chapter 2, Measures of Modernity. There was no
formal orientation or training program for the asesores at the time I was at the Museo. Trainees—
primarily public university students fulfilling their required social service hours—observed, much
as I did, picking up tour management and discipline strategies, and noting the varied styles of the
asesores.
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visit if they pertained to the exhibits or the Museo.’

In Etnografia, I participated in a variety of small projects. I helped catalog
photographs from the departmental photo archives; I aided in preparing an exhibit for one
of the Metro station displays. In fall of 2002, the department sponsored the visit of a group
from Michoacan to construct a Days of the Dead ofrenda on the patio of the Museo. |
assisted the Etnografia staff before, during, and after the visit. With the director of the
Department, I designed a visitor survey aimed at Mexican visitors to the ethnographic
galleries, particularly children and youths from age six to sixteen. Staff from Etnografia
and I implemented the study in March-May 2003. Findings from this study and from the
tracking guides, which I also shared with the Director, supported the department in the
preparation of didactic materials for primary and secondary students.

Though I worked primarily in Servicios Educativos and Etnografia, over the
course of my fieldwork I came to know members of various departments and other Museo
workers. I learned much about the ethnographic holdings from one of the collections
managers, who granted me the permissions necessary to visit the ethnographic collections
area. Helping with the set-up for special events introduced me to members of the publicity
staff and technical workers. I often ate in the staff canteen, and attended internal functions
when invited. I also regularly interacted with the Museo guards, both those routinely
assigned to Servicios, as well those assigned to the ethnographic galleries. These
conversations and interactions enriched the more formal research I did in the Museo,
giving me insight into relationships between departments and categories of workers, and a

variety of perspectives on the Museo.

> The tracking guides are included as Appendix I.
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One of the objectives of my fieldwork was to contextualize the Museo within a
collection of practices and “processes of displaying, framing, [and] interpreting culture”
(Handler 1988: 195). I made use of a variety of opportunities to broaden my frames of
reference. Along with some of the staff of Servicios Educativos, I attended the first
National Gathering of Educational Services of the Insituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia (National Institute of Anthropology and History, INAH) in November 2002, in
San Luis Potosi. Here I met museum educators from across the republic and took part in
roundtable discussions, workshops, and informal talk focused on both the pragmatic and
theoretical issues of interest to Mexican museum educators. During Spring 2003, I joined
the “Museum Pedagogy” class taught at the National Autonomous University by one of
the Museo asesoras for special excursions to other Mexico City museums and, when
possible, for class meetings. This enabled me to have behind the scenes experiences at a
variety of public and private museums, and to see what approaches practicing museum
educators used, and how they explained their choices to students.

At the time of my research, Mexico’s then-president, Vicente Fox, had been in
office for two years. Fox belongs to the Partido Accién Nacional (National Action Party,
PAN). His election marked the first time in over 70 years that the president was not a
member of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party,
PRI).° Fox proposed a wave of structural changes that affected cultural policy and the

management of cultural patrimony, including the restructuring of the Consejo Nacional

% The antecedents of the PRI emerged in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution. Plutarco Elias
Calles, president from 1924-1928, founded the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (National
Revolutionary Party) in 1929. Calles played kingmaker in the subsequent elections, until the 1934
election of Lazaro Cardenas. Cardenas broke with Calles in 1936, renaming the party the Partido
de la Revolucion Mexicana (Party of the Mexican Revolution). His successor, Manuel Avila
Camacho, gave the party its present name.
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para la Cultura y las Artes (National Council for Culture and the Arts, CONACULTA),
the organism that oversees cultural institutions and policies.” Many of the Museo staff
expressed disdain for both the policy directions and the political appointments made by
the administration, with particular vitriol expressed towards CONACULTA’s president,
Sari Bermudez. To them, Bermidez—a journalist who worked for the Fox presidential
campaign and was especially close to his wife, Marta Sahagin—represented what was
often termed “cultura lite,” culture as a profit-driven, superficial enterprise.

Opposition to administration policies extended beyond disgruntled commentary
by individual workers. Sectors of both unions active in the Museo hung banners decrying
the proposed changes in the library and office areas, organized marches, and hosted teach-
in style meetings at the Escuela Nacional de Antropologia e Historia (National School of
Anthropology and History, ENAH). I was aware of two unions functioning at the Museo,
divided according to categories of employment: one for the research units of the Museo,
and another for administrative, technical and other staff. The asesores fell into the second
category. Union rules prevented me from attending regular union meetings, but I noted
publicly posted calls to action, agendas, and meeting summaries. Through one of the
public announcements, I learned of a series of Spring 2003 lectures at the ENAH on the
preservation of cultural patrimony and the effects of globalization on local cultures, which
I attended. Presented by ENAH faculty, and primarily attended by ENAH graduate
students, the lectures helped me understand the role that some faculty and students
thought the ENAH and INAH should play in formulating cultural policy.

I went to the field with the advantage of speaking near-fluent Spanish. My father

’ Discussed in more detail in Chapter Five, “The Ends of History.”
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worked for a civilian branch of the U.S. Navy; my family lived in Spain when I was
young, and I graduated from high school in Panama. Both of my parents and my siblings
speak Spanish, and I was first literate in Spanish. Though I no longer lisp my c or z, |
retain certain traces of a southern Spanish accent. Over various research and personal trips
to Mexico, I acquired a more Mexican vocabulary, substituting “cerillo” for “fosforo”
when I needed a match, and “chabacano” for “albaricoque” when asking for apricots. I
know I do not sound like a Mexican, but to my own ears, I don’t really sound like a
Spaniard, either. When in Mexico, I am accustomed to being taken for one in brief
interactions, such as with shopkeepers, but I never hide my nationality from anyone who
asks. It is not necessarily an asset to be taken for a Spaniard in Mexico. A person with
whom I fell into casual conversation outside the Museo one morning told me “You
Spaniards spit the language; we Mexicans make it sing!”

Most of my friends at the Museo took to referring to me as “chilangola--con el
acento espaniol, pero el corazon chilango™ (a Spanish accent with a chilango heart). A
chilango is a person from Mexico City, though what a Mexico City native is properly
called is a matter of debate. My friends refer to themselves as chilangos, though the word
originally had a pejorative connotation (and in some places still does). During a July 2008
visit, a taxi driver informed me that the proper term for a Mexico City native is “deferio,”
derived from DF (Distrito Federal, the Federal District, as Mexico City is often referred
to in Mexico). Chilangos are people whose families moved to the city “de provincia,”
from the provinces, he said, with obvious disdain. Another word I sometimes hear and see
is “capitalino,” though usually in a journalistic context. I would not claim chilanga status

for myself, though it is unquestionably true that my experience and vocabulary—
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particularly my food vocabulary—favor Mexico City.

When I introduced myself to Museo personnel, I made my university affiliation
and (I thought) my nationality clear. Several weeks into my research, I was very surprised
to learn that at least a few members of the Servicios staff thought I was Spanish. The
question arose during a casual conversation, when the asesora with whom I was talking
asked me what part of Spain my family was from. I must have looked startled, because
she hurriedly corrected herself: “I mean Argentina!” I told her I wasn’t Argentinian,
either, and then, out of curiosity, asked her from where else she thought I might be. She
ran through several possibilities, including Belgium, but not the United States. When I
told her I am from the U.S., she expressed a great deal of surprise: “but you don’t seem
like them!” I pressed her to tell me in what ways, aside from my accent, I didn’t “seem
like them.” She listed off several characteristics, including that I ate food from street carts,
am very animated when I speak and don’t make space between myself and other people
when standing or sitting, and am “calida,” warm.

My fieldwork was sprinkled with moments like that. After the U.S. invasion of
Iraq, in March 2003, I was repeatedly asked my opinion “as a Spaniard” of the Spanish
decision to support Bush’s policies. Sometimes it was more personal. When I helped with
the summer camp activities, [ was surprised to find myself singing along to songs and
chants I sang as a girl. I had forgotten I ever learned them. Perhaps the most revealing
thing about these conversations and moments for me was the realization that my sense of
myself as estadounidensa, from the United States, was such a taken-for-granted part of my
self-presentation. It seemed a fitting place from which to begin thinking about the

premises and understandings built into the construction of national identities.
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A brief note about the way I have represented conversation in the dissertation.
When I first began taking field notes, I wrote most of my own observations and remarks in
English, while recording what others said in the language in which it was spoken. By the
fifth or sixth week, my own notes were a jumble of Spanish and English, and by mid-
November, I recorded everything in Spanish, except for the occasional overheard
comments made in English. I did not use any recording devices in the Museo, as | was
usually accompanying a group or observing visitors in the galleries, where the acoustics
would have made any recording useless.

Anything that appears in quotation marks in this manuscript was written down
between quotation remarks in my field notes. At times, I choose to convey more of a sense
of the exchange that occurred, rather than verbatim quotes. Usually this is because I could
not accurately write down in full what was being said at the time. In these instances, the
comments are not placed between quotation marks. Though in most cases, I render
everything in English, I do at times incorporate the original phrases or sentences, to give
an idea of how individuals expressed themselves. All translations are my own, as are any

errors in recording.

II1. Research Questions

I first began full-time anthropology studies while working as a preschool teacher.
One of the central curricular movements in early childhood education at the time was anti-
bias education. The early childhood education version of multicultural education, anti-bias
education promotes diversity and encourages teachers to examine the assumptions they,

and the families and children they work with, bring into the classroom with them. As the
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title of the basic curriculum guide for the movement—Anti-Bias Education: Tools for
Empowering Young Children—indicates, the developers of the curriculum advocate an
activist stance on the part of teachers.® The authors warn against taking “a tourist
approach, which trivializes and frequently stereotypes the cultures being studied”
(1989:57). They remind their readers that “[L]earning the cultural attributes of one’s own
ethnic identity takes time. Even more so does learning about someone else’s culture”
(1989: 66). But what, exactly, did the authors mean when they wrote about culture? I
began to attend to the ways in which the idea of culture was used, in curricular guides and
teacher workshops, and in everyday interactions I observed in the school setting. As I
moved from a career in early childhood education to one as an anthropologist, I retained
my focus on tracing the concept of culture as it moved through academic, bureaucratic,
and educational sites, and threaded through everyday life.

The Museo provides an especially rich site in which to investigate the
repositioning of culture as “something that is invoked rather than something that is”
(Dominguez 1992: 23). National museums provide a narrative that links material objects
to the nation-state. Through techniques of display, they define the people who
compromise the nation, racially, demographically, and linguistically. Certain languages
are designated “official,” certain populations labeled “minority” or “marginal.” As part of
the move to consolidate culture, national museums often incorporate the attributes of
subjugated groups under the rubric of multiculturalism, or, in some instances, the archaic

or quaint. This enables the state to draw from these practices traits that might contribute

¥ Anti-Bias Education:Tools for Empowering Young Children. Louise Derman-Sparks and the
ABC Collective. National Association for the Education of Young Children. Washington, D.C.:
1989.
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an interesting thread to the national fabric, while leaving aside those that might interfere
with efforts to present the nation as modern and developing.

Theories of nationalism discuss the means through which ties to nation, and the
nation itself, become taken for granted (Anderson 1983; Handler 1988). The identification
of the political boundaries of territory with certain cultural forms and practices acquires a
timeless and unquestioned quality. Bourdieu describes these naturalizing processes as
‘doxa’: the ways in which the order of the social world comes to be considered so obvious
as to require no explanation. Doxa operates at both an internal and an external level.
Individuals participate in a social order structured, in part, by their own thoughts and
actions. As Bourdieu states, “the manner in which culture has been acquired lives on in
the manner of using it”(1984: 11).

The strategies of nation-building rely on the creation of a variety of cultural
technologies dedicated to purveying official accounts of national origin and a
particularized national identity: institutions such as schools and museums, for example, or
spectacles such as parades and festivals. These techniques serve not only to reproduce and
display bodies of knowledge, but also to produce and maintain certain modes of
perception and specific bodily practices intended to govern individual beliefs about, and
ways of being in, the world. These dispositions shape the manner in which individuals
understand, experience, and respond to social structures. The state and these attendant
technologies transform the nation and national culture into products offered to an audience
conditioned to receive them.

The commodification of the nation and its associated accoutrements makes

possible the establishment of a citizenry predisposed to participate in the maintenance of
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existing social orders. However, cultural production rarely functions seamlessly. The
presentation of nationhood and national culture as artifacts permits citizens to act as
consumers, picking and choosing which cultural products and practices they will make
their own. Navigating the constraints imposed by institutions and technologies of the state,
cultural consumers “trace out the ruses of other interests that are neither determined nor
captured by the systems in which they operate” (de Certeau 1984: xviii). Or, to return to
Bourdieu, “between conditions of existence and practices or representations there
intervenes the structuring activity of the agents, who, far from reacting mechanically to
mechanical stimulations, respond to the invitations or threats of a world they have helped
produce” (1984: 471). As de Certeau and Bourdieu recognize, people often transform the
strictures of power in unexpected ways. For instance, museum visitors circumvent the
efforts of museum staff to “exert strong cognitive control” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:
21) over the objects on display by evading attempts to control their movements within
museum spaces and to mandate certain forms of attention.

As concepts of culture circulate, alternatives to the official interpretations
flourish. Brackette Williams notes: “Taking into consideration particular configurations
of nationalist precepts and the nation-building processes of social and cultural interchange
within and across groupings they entail provides a means by which to approach the
concept of culture through the politics of the struggle over meaning as power” (1993:
152). I understand the Museo’s public as more than passive consumers of officially
produced representations. Following de Certeau,, I conceive of the Museo as a locus of
images that allows for interpretations unrelated to curatorial intent. Though Museo visitors

move through a space in which “they remain subordinated to the prescribed syntactical
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forms (temporal modes of schedules, paradigmatic orders of spaces, etc.), [their]
trajectories trace out the ruses of other interest and desires that are neither determined nor
captured by the systems in which they develop” (1984: 34).

This observation seems particularly apt when applied to museum visitors. As John
H. Falk notes “people in museums rarely spend time reflecting upon or synthesizing their
experiences” (1999: 260). He continues: “most learning, but certainly most learning that
occurs in museums, has more to do with consolidation and reinforcement of previously
understood ideas than with the creation of new knowledge structures” (1999: 260). In the
context of the Museo, which is simultaneously a “node in a network of attractions that
form the recreational geography of a region” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 132) for
foreign as well as domestic tourists and a “narrative machinery” that attempts to “inveigle
the general [in this instance, Mexican] populace into complicity with power by placing
them on this side of a power which is represented to it as its own,” (Bennett 1995: 95) an
exploration of the slippage between official attempts to consolidate a particular reading of
an object or practice and individual perceptions of those objects offers a particularly rich
source through which to explore the use of the term “culture” in the manner called for by
both Williams and Dominguez.

These theoretical preoccupations combined with the observations I carried out in
the Museo over time led to the three central questions that guided my research:

1. Historically, how has the Museo, through its participation in the generation,

reproduction, and circulation of anthropological knowledge, fostered efforts by

the Mexican state to create an educated citizenry?

2. How do educational materials and services available in the Museo support or

complicate state-sanctioned accounts of the relationship of nation, race, and
culture in contemporary Mexico?
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3. In what ways does the active engagement of Museo visitors with exhibits and
educational materials coincide with or disrupt Museo attempts to promote
particular understandings of Mexican nationhood and national identity, most
specifically the place of present-day indigenous peoples in the presentation of a
unified cultural identity recognized as Mexican?

IV. In the Museo, 1997-2000

I first visited the Museo regularly in the summer of 1997, while undertaking
preliminary research for a previous project. Though I had visited Mexico several times
before, 1997 was the first year I arrived for an extended stay, and with plans that required
navigating outside of the city’s Centro Histdrico. In the introduction to a recent anthology
of writings about Mexico City, Rubén Gallo writes that it “has become a monster, an
urban disaster, a planner’s nightmare” (2004: 5).” Learning how to get around the city is
no small feat. My hosts handed me the Guia Roji—the thick red street guide to Mexico
City, the constant companion of taxi cab drivers and other city residents—and sent me on
my way, believing I would learn best on my own.

I began slowly, familiarizing myself with the streets of the Centro Historico,
which I identified by their principal commercial establishments rather than by their actual
names. For instance, to arrive at the Mercado San Juan, I crossed over to the Parque
Alameda, went down Calle Chino, home to several Chinese restaurants and businesses,
turned onto Calle Lamparas (the street featuring light fixtures), then again on Chicken
Street, where butchers sold chickens in various states of kitchen readiness. Even with my

own mnemonic devices and the Guia Roji in hand, I spent many frustrated hours searching

for the library I expected to find just around the next corner, or so intent on the guidebook

® The Mexico City Reader, edited by Rubén Gallo. Translated by Lorna Scott Fox and Rubén
Gallo. UWisconsin Press. Madison, WI: 2004.
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I missed the sign identifying the office for which I was searching. I made myself notes for
the Metro, carefully writing the lines, directions, and names of my stops.

I reserved Sundays for less directed exploring. I left the apartment early, by nine
at the latest. I rarely met anyone in the stairwell—sometimes one of the mariachis from
the apartment across the hall, staggering in after an all-night party, sometimes a child sent
by his or her mother to buy pan dulce or tamales. At that hour, the street vendors just
begin to set out their wares, rows of plastic combs, nail clippers, candy, gum, cigarettes
and other sundries arranged on low tables or brightly colored plastic mats. I passed them
on my way to the Metro, which took me along the back of the enormous Palace of Fine
Arts. Mexico City rests on the remains of a lake; the entire city sinks a bit more each year.
The weight of the Palace, built from many tons of imported marble, causes it to sink more
rapidly than other buildings. The rear of the building, constructed without the ornate
architectural detail that adorns the front, reveals the building’s tilt. I tried not to wonder
how these shifts affected the Metro tunnels connecting the pieces of the city I frequented.

Some years before, I had discovered the detective novels of Paco Ignacio Taibo
II, set in a minutely described Mexico City. Occasionally, I set off with a list of locations
from one of the novels, learning the Metro routes and connecting streets by following in
the fictional detective’s footsteps. Most Sundays, however, found me joining the crowds
of residents and tourists in Chapultepec Park. Like so many other spaces in Mexico City,
Chapultepec claims a tripartite history: first, as a recreational area for the Mexica nobility,
then as the retreat of Spanish and other colonial rulers, and finally, as a public park. Its
three sections encompass museums, a botanical garden, a zoo, an amusement park, lakes,

restaurants, performance spaces, almost every conceivable recreational attraction. On
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weekends, the Metro lines approaching the park fill with families and groups of friends
burdened by bags jammed with picnic supplies and sports equipment. The stop designated
“Chapultepec” deposits riders in an underground station that serves as a mini shopping
center. The crowds browsing bins of tennis shoes, or stopping to purchase a CD or
disposable camera eventually emerge onto a path lined by the plastic and plywood stalls
of a multitude of vendors: hats, sunglasses, toys, and an array of foods suitable for eating
out of hand. Gradually, the beaten dirt of the path leads to the paved walkways of the
Paseo de la Reforma and the park itself.'’

Chapultepec appealed to me for many of the same reasons it attracts residents. It
is green and cool, and provides a respite from the asphalt and stone of the city. Soot black
squirrels dart between the trees and beg for bites of tortilla or fruit; hummingbirds flit
among the flowers. I had my own reasons for preferring the park, too. With my family far
away in Austin, I enjoyed the chance to be around children, and Chapultepec is certainly
full of them, careening down the path on tricycles or scooters, trailing balloons and
shards of candied apple, cajoling their parents, abuelos, and tias to buy Styrofoam
marionettes, or superhero sunhats, or to allow them to have their faces painted. I also
enjoyed a certain nostalgia as I ambled. Walking through the park, stopping for a cup of
fruit with lime and chile or a roasted ear of corn reminded me of similar Sunday paseos
of my childhood, full of adult conversation and indulgences intended to keep the children
at bay.

The Museo occupies a central spot in the oldest section of the park. The section

that includes the anthropology museum also includes the National History Museum, the

"% This description reflects the park at the time of my fieldwork, in 2002-2003. Beginning in
2004, the park was given an extensive makeover. Some of what I describe no longer exists.
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Museum of Natural History, and two art museums, the Museum of Modern Art, and the
Tamayo Museum. It is flanked on one end by Los Pinos, the residence of the Mexican
president, and on the other by the monument to “Los nifios héroes,” six young cadets who,
as the story goes, wrapped themselves in the Mexican flag and leapt from the parapets of
the national military academy (now the National Museum of History) rather than allow
themselves and the flag to be captured by invading U.S. forces in 1847.

Visitors approach the Museo by crossing an expansive esplanade, dominated by
one of the largest Mexican flags in the republic. Once inside, they pass through the
soaring lobby to the patio, which opens to the galleries. The permanent exhibit space is
divided between a ground floor dedicated to archeological galleries, and an upper floor of
ethnology halls. In 1964, when the Museo was opened, the intent of its architect, Pedro
Ramirez Vazquez, was “to offer a scientifically exact presentation, that was at the same
time so visually attractive that a visit to the Museum would be considered a true
spectacle” (Ramirez Vazquez 1968: 29). The resulting complex is 45,000 square meters,
encompassing 25 galleries, workshops, laboratories, research facilities, a library and
archives, a theater, a cafeteria, and two gift shops. Much of this remains out of public
view. The lobby floor extends to incorporate all visitor services, the gift shops, an
orientation gallery,'" temporary exhibit space, an auditorium, and the offices of the
director and other managerial staff. There are two staircases in the lobby area, flanking the

entrance. One set leads up to the library, and down to Educational Services. The other

"' Closed for renovation during the time of my fieldwork, and reopened in 2007.
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goes up to research and office space,'” and down to the curatorial, storage, and

construction wing.

' Until 1979, the National School of Anthropology and History (ENAH) occupied the upstairs
space opposite the library. It is now in the southern area of the city, near the archeological site of
Cuicuilco.
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Entrance from the esplanade (top) and the lobby (bottom)
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An immense statue of the rain god, Tlaloc, excavated from a riverbed in the town
of Coatlinchan, in the state of Mexico, marks the approach to the Museo from Reforma. It
is ascribed to Teotihuacan culture of the Classic period. According to several staff
members at the Museo, the statue actually represents Chalchiuhtlicue, “She of the jade
skirt,” Tlaloc’s consort, who rules over rivers, lakes, and ponds. As evidence that the
statue is not Tlaloc, the people who told me this pointed out the lack of the headdress,
fangs, and goggles characteristic of images of Tlaloc, and noted that the figure appears to
be wearing a skirt and headdress much like the ones carved on a figure identified as
Chalchiuhtlicue in the Teotihuacan gallery. They claimed that more current archeology

supports this identification.

-

Figure known as Tldloc, facing Paseo de la Reforma
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Debate over the identity of the figure is not new. The people of Coatlinchan knew
it as la piedra de los tecomates, because when it was still embedded in the ground the
pocked surface collected water, just as the fecomate (a hollowed gourd) does." In 1899,
José Maria Velasco painted a figure from the area of Coatlinchéan that he identified as
Chalchiuhtlicue.'* Five years later, Leopoldo Batres argued that it was actually Tlaloc; at
the 1905 International Congress of Americanists, Alfredo Chavero reaffirmed its identity
as Chalchiuhtlicue.” The plaque on the statue does not specify its identity, describing it
instead as “a monolith” which the people of Coatlinchan “generously donated to this
Museum in 1964.” It further states that the statue is “unfinished and represents the water
deity” of the Teotihuacanos. Printed materials associated with the Museo offer no
consensus. In The National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico: Art Architecture
Archeology Ethnography, a coffee table volume coordinated by Pedro Ramirez Vazquez,
the chief architect of the Museo, the piece is identified as “the rain god Tlaloc” (1968:
14); the guide prepared by Ignacio Bernal, the Museo’s first director, and first published
in 1968, doesn’t picture or mention it all; the 1999 National Museum of Anthropology:
An Essential Guide refers to it as a sculpture “known as” Tlaloc, but really representing
Chalchiuhtlicue. On the other hand, Felipe Solis, the Museo’s director from 2000-2009
said unequivocally that it was Tlaloc (Ponce 2004: 78).

Ramirez Vazquez decided that the principal entrance to the Museo should not face

the street, as the Museo ““is not a commercial establishment” (Ponce 2004: 76). However,

B “Tlaloc no era Tldloc” Armando Ponce, Proceso, September 26, 2004, Mexico, DF.

" Velasco (1840-1912) was particularly known for his depictions of Mexican landscapes.

' Chavero (1841-1906) served as director of the Museo Nacional, the Museo’s precursor. Batres
(1852-1956) worked for the Museo Nacional from 1884-1888. He is primarily known for his
work at Teotihuacdn, where he founded the first site museum in Mexico. It opened in 1910, as
part of the commemorations of the Centennial of Independence.
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he and other members of the Museo’s Executive Planning and Implementation
Committee wanted something eye-catching on the Reforma side to mark the Museo’s
presence. Members of the committee made a variety of suggestions: one of the Atlantes
from Tula, perhaps a Mayan stela, even the Sun Stone. Ramirez Vazquez settled on one
of the gigantic Olmec heads from La Venta. But when a scale model of an Olmec head
was placed on the maquette of the Museo, it looked, in the words of one committee
member, “like a ping pong ball” next to the building. When that failed, Ramirez Vazquez
claims that then-President Adolfo Lopez Mateos suggested the “monolito de
Coatlinchan” (Ponce 2004: 77). At the time, the piece remained half-buried. Though it
was obviously huge, no one knew its exact size. Architects and archeologists were not
sure how, or even if, it could be moved. When they voiced their doubts to the President,
Ramirez Vazquez reports, he challenged them to marshal their technical expertise (Ponce
2004: 77).

After the selection of the Coatlinchan piece, federal representatives were sent to
meet with town officials and teachers from the local school. At the initial meeting, the
town leaders reluctantly agreed to allow the removal of the monolith. A few days later,
crews arrived and began the technical work necessary to transport the piece: the Texcoco-
Mexico highway was widened and fortified, a trailer designed to hold the incredible
weight of such a piece was built, and a system of cables was attached to the stone. The
night before it was to be moved, townspeople opposed to its removal cut the cables,
slashed the tires of the trailer, and, armed with machetes, rifles, and stones, turned the
excavation team back three times. Ramirez Vazquez, describes the conflict thusly:

“[D]uring the night, the local inhabitants cut the wires and sabotaged the trailer. To avoid
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further resistance, federal forces were called in, delicate negotiations carried on, and the
age-old struggle between tradition and change was resolved” (1968: 36). In exchange for
surrendering the piedra, the town received “a road, a school, a medical center, and
electricity” (Ramirez Vazquez 1968: 37). According to newspaper accounts, the
townspeople marked the removal of the statue with “weeping, music, and firecrackers.”'°
In Mexico City—prepared “as if for a fiesta” (Ramirez Vazquez 1968:37)— thousands
lined the streets and packed the Zocalo, celebrating Tlaloc’s arrival.

The acquisition history of the piece calls attention to the narratives of national
progress and tradition, the tensions between official and unofficial versions of history,
and the frictions between national and local claims that underlie the 1964 Museo project.
As a marker of modern Mexico’s emergence from the “fusion of two old and diverse
cultures,” the Museo was “absolutely essential” and part of “a broader endeavor, one of
truly national self-identity” (Bernal 1968: 12). The ability to construct a museum that
“required the utmost in technical resources and innovation” (Ramirez Vazquez 1968: 29)
demonstrated Mexico’s right to be considered a modern nation. The technological
prowess of the engineers and other professionals who designed and built systems to move
massive archeological pieces over long distances—the Coatlinchan figure weighs 167
tons, other items, such as stelea from the Yucatan are similarly sized—provided evidence
of Mexican technical mastery. For residents of Coatlinchén, the possibility of gaining
access to the material fruits of this progress, such as electricity and improved

transportation, medical, and educational services, required that they relinquish a material

% “Tldloc vuelve a su casa en Coatlinchdan,” Laura Cortés, Milenio online, November 16, 2008.
Accessed March 15, 2010. In early 2008, a full-sized replica of the piece was inaugurated in
Coatlinchan. This fulfilled a promise made to residents when the piece was removed.
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claim to their past. As a further reward for their contribution to the project of national
unity, they are the only community whose members have free entrance to the Museo for

life (Ponce 2004: 79).

V. Introduction to Anthropology

Part of the dissertation project I envisioned when I first began spending time in
the Museo included an exploration of the development of anthropology in both the US and
Mexico. I planned to examine a summer culture camp sponsored by the Mexican
government and directed at Mexican-American adolescents. I believed the program drew
inspiration from the Cultural Missions programs sponsored by the post-Revolutionary
government, in which anthropology played a key role. These programs, under the auspices
of the SEP, were designed to “weave a civilization out of the varied cultural strands of
Mexico” (Saenz 1932)."” I understood time spent in the Museo as an opportunity to
explore ways in which nationalist discourse transforms tradition and culture into “objects
to be scrutinized, identified, revitalized, and consumed” (Handler 1988: 16). I paid
particular attention to the gallery devoted to the “Introduction to Anthropology,” as it
provided an example of how the discipline defined itself to the general public.

The purpose of the introductory hall was “to explain what this science
[anthropology] is, the various branches it covers, its aims and methods of work, and what

has been achieved in its study of man” and to “present a universal framework into which

"7 Though mostl