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Introduction

Understanding Maya Religion in the New Millennium

Recently two books (Molesky-Poz 2006; Hart 2008), authored by non-anthropologists with intimate knowledge of Maya religion, have depicted an ongoing tradition of Maya religious thought and practice, a Maya spirituality, which is portrayed in both books as an indigenous religious system with roots in the preconquest Maya culture. At the same time, other research reported in recent years (Mackenzie 1999, 2005; Deuss 2007) clearly indicates that there are two somewhat different, and potentially conflicting, takes on Maya religious tradition within the indigenous communities of highland Guatemala today. One is embodied in perpetuation of the syncretized local community religions known as Costumbre, the practice of which, in its many local manifestations, has been documented by anthropologists over the past seventy-five years. Another, Maya Spirituality proper, derives initially from efforts at systematization and communication of a standardized Maya religion by indigenous religious entrepreneurs (Mackenzie 2005:452–81) and is based primarily on use of the K’iche’ divining calendar and on reading and application of the Popol Wuj, the surviving sixteenth-century charter myth for the K’iche’ polity centered on K’umark’a’j (Utatlan).

Maya Spirituality is a religious movement situated culturally and politically within the broader patterns of Guatemalan indigenous cultural activism. Informed by a historical understanding of the evangelization of the Maya, it seeks to eliminate Christian influence from Maya religious practice and to return to a pure Maya religion. Thus it has been characterized by Mackenzie, utilizing terminology developed by Stewart and Shaw (1994) from the analysis of similar nativistic religious movements within the postcolonial world, as an antisyncretic movement that is in some respects opposed to the syncretized Costumbre tradition from which it emerged. We see these currently as reform and orthodox sects, respectively, within indigenous Maya religion.

The writing of this book reflects an effort on the part of three ethnographers working in Santiago Momostenango, and focusing there on the expressive culture performed in the annual festival, to account for how these two traditions are interacting within a single local community and how community members’ agendas for adapting Maya religiosity to a very new and continually changing, transnationalized political economy are perpetuating and changing Maya religious tradition. To place this effort within the context of an academic tradition in Maya-focused ethnographic work, we seek to continue the investigation of the deep generative principles expressed in local Maya cultures (Gossen 1986), an idea recently reformulated as the schemas that define a characteristically Maya cultural logic (Fischer 2001) resulting in the perpetuation of a Maya way of life and a distinctive Maya worldview, even in the face of sometimes radical societal and economic change and pressures to assimilate to national and transnational cultures.

Our central focus, though, is on efforts by traditionalists to perpetuate the Costumbre tradition, which allows us to investigate how the production of Maya religious expressive culture is adapting to a rapidly changing and transnationalized festival. Clearly Maya Spirituality has emerged from Costumbre, and specifically from K’iche’an variants of Costumbre, and so is one such mode of adaptation. For now, though, it is best understood as a cotradition with local variants of Costumbre proper and in some respects, in its antisyncretism, as a competing, alternative sect, a different tradition, though one with a shared ancestry and some common interests, for example, in the protection of sacred sites. Our approach to the traditionalist religion develops case studies related to a traditional sacred dance and to the sponsorship and production of the cofradía ceremonies within Santiago’s festival that illustrate the dynamics of this latest effort at the “reconstitution” of Maya culture (following usage in Farris 1984), an effort that can finally be observed and documented while it is occurring rather than reconstructed by looking at snapshots of several ethnographic presents arranged like beads on a string and then trying to interpolate process. This on-the-ground investigation of unfolding adaptive strategies also facilitates the documentation of individual agency in a way that has been largely missing from previous studies of Maya religious change and reconstitution processes. Finally, Fischer’s (2001) analysis of the effects of his imputed cultural logic on the production of identity and on new models for economic production did not explore the implications of Maya cultural logic for the production of religious culture, an area of investigation that is clearly related to but analytically distinct from the construction of identity. Thus we hope to fill in a gap in the description and analysis of Maya culture that is noticeable in the recent focus on Maya identity and on the pan-Maya movement and its reflection in Maya Spirituality. What agendas and strategies are currently manifested in the actions of local traditionalists to perpetuate a local Maya religious tradition? What are the consequences of the implementation of these strategies for the tradition itself, for example, in the revision of its institutional arrangements or in the transformation of its ritual symbols? And what are the consequences for the menu of religious choices within the increasingly pluralistic local culture? Finally, what does the research indicate about the current relationships and the prospects for conflict and cooperation between the practitioners of Costumbre and their cultural activist neighbors in the production of religious performances within a local village’s annual festival and, by extrapolation, in the broader culture?

THE FIELDWORK AND ITS SETTING IN THE NEW MAYA WORLD

The fieldwork between 2005 and 2011 that is the basis for most of the ethnographic material in this book began with a desire on the part of the senior author to update Renewing the Maya World (Cook 2000) in order to document and interpret the recent history of the traditional Maya religion called Costumbre and especially its cult of the patron saint, which he had studied in 1975–1976, and to consider its prospects. Detailed discussion of the fieldwork agenda and of strategies relevant to the several components of this project is provided at the outset of each of the ethnographic chapters. However, an impressionistic portrait of the setting of the fieldwork is provided here to set the stage for a discussion of the conceptual framework employed in conducting cultural investigations and analysis in an emergent and shifting local manifestation of a rapidly changing and as yet poorly understood new Maya world.1

Costumbristas are still active in Momostenango, and though changed in significant ways the cult of the saints is still viable and still pursues traditional goals of reconstructing and renewing a world inherited from the ancestors. Yet some things are very different, and the Maya world has been redesigned so thoroughly that it is a Rip Van Winkle experience to visit it after a prolonged absence, to discover that the Momostenango of thirty years ago, even the Momostenango that Cook visited several times in the early nineties without observing major changes, is gone and exists only in the dream time of memory. The closed corporate community, construct or reality, is no longer closed nor corporate and is perhaps no longer a community.

While Renewing the Maya World (Cook 2000) began with a slow bus ride into town from the high bunchgrass plateau to the south and situated Momostenango in the headwaters of the Usumacinta River and its classic period sites, focusing on a Maya world and largely ignoring Guatemala, this book would begin with a dauntingly fast ride from a gritty commercial zone near the central bus depot in Guatemala City to Momostenango in a pickup truck owned by a successful indigenous Momostecan entrepreneur who started life as the son of a milpero in an aldea, and used to walk into the market barefoot from his father’s house at two in the morning with fifty pounds of tomatoes on his back, and now owns several buildings and businesses and six vehicles. In this book Momostenango has three banks, where there were none in 1976, two ATMs that work quite well, and a couple of Western Union offices that do not. A major construction boom in the urbanized center was mostly financed by remittances and, perhaps in a contemporary expression of the institutionalized envy that still bubbles below the surface, some also claim by drug money. On the edge of town a modern and very comfortable hotel, constructed up to normal international standards and managed up to urban Guatemalan standards, opened in 2008.

Though the resident population is about twice the size it was in the 1970s, most of the able-bodied young men are away for months and years at a time seeking gainful employment (for Momostecan migrants working in Guatemala City, see Offit 2011, 2008). Everyone has relatives working in the United States. The women and children were barefoot in the 1970s but they wear shoes today, and most of the young women in town have a pair of high-heeled sandals. While the blanket market on Sundays used to extend around three sides of the park and sometimes also out into the plaza, there are now only six merchants and their wares are displayed along only part of the southern side of the park. Lots of ancient, massive foot treadle looms stand idle under corrugated metal roofs in household compounds in Barrio St. Isabel, and in some aldeas milpa land is resting for a lack of manpower to keep it in production. Milpas in some aldeas have been abandoned and little adobe houses are boarded up, as the owners have moved to town or Guatemala City, often leaving their parents and their children behind while they pursue employment.

Maya day-keepers still make offerings of copal and candles at hilltop shrines, but they interrupt their invocations to answer cell phones, and the invocations may have been learned from teachers in classes in Quetzaltenango and often come directly from the Popol Wuj, which had been lost to the Maya and was not known or used in the oral tradition of indigenous religionists in 1976. Two Maya ritualists today may be performing ceremonies at adjoining fires on the same altar, with one burning candles and the other not because candles were introduced by the Spanish conquerors and so do not belong in real Maya religion. The twenty-one cofradías have been whittled down to eight. The hilltop ancestral altars where the shaman-priest, the mother-father (chuchkajaw) of a local lineage segment, made offerings for his agnatic kin have been abandoned, sometimes along with many of the nearby houses, though in many cases the altars were abandoned a generation ago as local families converted to Catholic Action and later to Pentecostalism. Evangelical churches are everywhere today, as opposed to the single New Jerusalem congregation in 1976.

Between about 1980 and 1990 the people of Momostenango adjusted as best they could to Guatemala’s civil war (see Carmack 1992; Menchú 1983). Momostecans were spared the large-scale local violence that characterized this decade in Quiché (Falla 1993), the Ixil triangle (Stoll 1993), or the Kanjobal region (Montejo 1987). The relative lack of local military intervention and the absence of massacres or population displacement resulted from the lack of effective guerilla organizing within Momostenango, and Carmack (1995) relates the relative safety of Momostenango to decades of strong support there for right-wing political parties and the military. The most obvious lasting effect of this terrible decade on Momostecan indigenous religion, the subject of this work, is that cofradía service was replaced by civil patrolling and never recovered after the war.

THE FIELDWORK AND ITS SETTING IN THE ACADEMIC WORLD

Herein, then, is an assessment of the current situation of the publicly and privately performed indigenous cult of the patron saint in Momostenango, a unique place but also emblematic of, and in many respects typical of, what is happening in the K’iche’ towns and in post-peasant highland Maya villages generally. Fundamental shifts are still occurring in Momostenango, and they require fundamental shifts in ethnographic perspectives from those that were accepted practice thirty years ago if viable understandings of indigenous religion are to be realized. Thus an assessment of some of the recent arguments and tentative new perspectives that structure the work of contemporary Maya ethnographers is undertaken here in search of an appropriate and useful way to think about the new Maya world as a subset of the new and transforming world of global indigenous/traditional peoples and societies.

While the current work is not explicitly organized as a dialogue or a conversation, it follows several years of conversations while doing fieldwork between a natural history–oriented, and it might be fair to say stubbornly and self-righteously traditional, social anthropologist with a structuralist bent who came of age in the anthropology of the early 1970s and an economic anthropologist who is twenty years younger, with a strong grounding in critical theory tinged with postmodernism and postcolonial thinking who was trained in the 1990s and early twenty-first century. Here, then, are some important conceptual issues that shape our vision of the field setting and that have been tentatively resolved in this collaborative attempt to make sense of the situation of the K’iche’ Maya cult of the patron saint in the new millennium.

It is our endeavor to investigate within a specific, defined social formation with a documented history (Santiago Momostenango, a post-peasant Maya village) and within religious life there how the dialectic between the individual and culture (between agency and structure) is being enacted and how the transnational economic and social infrastructure and the related media-generated transnational/global-modern/postmodern symbolic system interacts with local tradition, in this case as local agents struggle within a fast-changing and therefore liminal context to produce religious expressive culture for local consumption. To what extent is the cult of the patron saint in Momostenango today the embodiment of Maya tradition, what Nancy Farris (1984) called reconstituted Indian culture, and to what extent is it, like ethnicity and identity, a construction utilizing selected symbols to tell a new story?

Though we accept the need to update ethnography via multisited research (Marcus 1995) in a world of interconnections and flow of people and capital, we believe that our findings thoroughly revalidate ethnography located in “the village,” not as a closed universe unto itself but as the most important single and spatially definable nexus for understanding both the perpetuation and the construction of culture within the complex webs of relationships in the contemporary multisited world of Maya social life. We seek therefore to use a local ethnography to better understand the post-peasant society and to rethink the village as a place where there is a dynamic and constructive encounter between locale-based traditional community and the postcommunities that it has given rise to in its encounter with the forces described above.2 Thus a specific village is the setting, and named actors in that place illustrate an ongoing historical transformation as tradition, custom, and preexisting knowledge on one side and a new economic order and new, imported institutional arrangements on the other side both stimulate and constrain the actions of individuals caught in the middle, who are involved in redesigning key religious institutions that will meet their goals and function effectively in the new world. Here, within the production of a village festival, traditionalism (i.e., Costumbre, a syncretized world order with locally rooted symbolism), concretized as ritual (costumbre) expressing the motivating ideology for some actors, confronts an indigenous constructivism (i.e., cultural activism, antisyncretic religion with more universal symbolism) that is intentionally changing culture, though at least in part guided by an indigenous cultural logic. Meanwhile everyone is forced to adjust to a privatized, neoliberal order and the failure of the traditional economy of subsistence farming and production for regional markets to provide a livelihood adequate for raising a family or supporting great public blowouts, especially in light of expectations of enhanced levels of consumption. In this endeavor we seek to provide an understanding of symbolic production and cultural performance/spectacle production that is missing from the current analysis of how Maya cultural logic has more concretely affected economic production and identity construction in highland Guatemala (Fischer 2001).

While some influential ethnographers of the Maya have shifted from village-based studies of Maya culture to the study of Maya identity, the endeavor here is to revalidate not just the local but also the study of village culture, though that culture must be understood as complex, pluralistic, and hybridized and as involving both tradition and innovation as factions with different agendas negotiate with each other and together negotiate new terrain. The village, then, is here construed simultaneously as an ongoing local community in the traditional ethnographic sense, seeking social and natural renewal through its collective religious practices, and a refuge for postcommunitarians who need a place of return and of validation and for whom, therefore, the local cultural performances in the annual festival generate both symbols and attached feelings of nostalgic recognition, which they may use to construct personal meaning and identity.

For the actors encountered in this story, neither an abstracted, nonlocalized set of traits like food preferences and ways of dressing nor a shared ethnicity and history seem to provide an adequate repository for meaningful symbols and reconstitutive symbolic action. It is rather the return to Momostenango and the participation in the place and in the larger local community of living and dead that is performed there annually that provide renewal and meaning. A Momostecan indigenous identity is derived from participation in the Momostecan fiesta, but identity does not capture the full measure of the emotional renewal that comes from walking again with family, with the living and the dead, as “the local” and the locale are experienced and celebrated. Thus it is local culture construed as tradition, and participation in it, that provides interpenetrating and mutually reinforcing resort or escape as well as refuge and identity for the actors encountered in this story, even, and perhaps especially, those physically and culturally displaced by a new economy.

This investigation of patterns and processes perpetuating, reconstructing, and revitalizing an indigenous Maya religious tradition occurs intellectually within two rather liminal settings. First there is the rapidly changing and fluid community of Momostecan actors in the story, and then there is the community of academics whose intellectual constructs, models, and understandings have lost the solidity and predictability of the functionalist paradigm that provided a generally accepted format for research and writing about Maya villages and their cultures for most of the twentieth century, or at the very least a clearly articulated model to react against.3

Another of the important features of twentieth-century thinking about highland Maya culture was that it was clearly localized and articulated within bounded villages (Tax 1952). Villages were at one and the same time understood as peasant communities and as syncretized but still fundamentally indigenous communities. They had adapted to external forces deriving from an exploitative political economy and to ecological stresses caused by epidemics and depopulation and later to environmental degradation and land shortage caused by population increase (Macleod 1973), but their religions, values, and institutions were also powerfully shaped by “deep generative principles” (Gossen 1986: ix) that derived from several millennia of milpa farming, decentralized living in patrilineal and gerontocratic local communities, and economic roles as tributaries subservient to militarist elites. Periodic cultural adjustments were made during crisis periods, producing several stages within postconquest indigenous culture history (LaFarge 1940, 1962), but each evolutionary episode in this punctuated equilibrium was followed by a period of relative cultural stability once local cultures had “crystallized” (Foster 1960) into new, adapted regional patterns.

Perhaps today we are observing the fluidity and experimentation of one of these liminal crisis periods, but it is problematic to expect that a complex of regionally similar local cultures expressing fundamentally Maya generative principles in their institutions will crystallize on the other side of a transnationalized, neoliberal interregnum, and we cannot know without the advantage of historical hindsight when a crisis is ended and a new, crystallized pattern is established. The community of scholars observes the current flux and it generates a lot of thinking and writing, but so far without a true consensus on how best to think about and talk about what is happening. A dominant paradigm is missing, and academia seems as contentious as ever, but without the clearly defined positions or schools of the ended golden age in which reasonably clear functionalist and Marxist paradigms were in contention. Before advancing an analysis of the cult of the saints within contemporary village life and Maya tradition, then, it seems advisable to perform a thoughtful review of the interpretive issues and current areas of contention within the academic community and to stake out a position so that our perspective is clear.

POST-PEASANTS AND POSTCOMMUNITIES AND RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

The understanding of the local folk religion of the highland Maya that developed in the anthropological literature in the twentieth century placed it within a historical context of conquest and colonialism (Tax 1952) and saw it as part of the adaptation of a distinctive sort of community that was closed to influences, including marriages, with the world outside of the local village (Wolf 1957). These communities had at least some collective or corporate control of land by extended patrilineal households and even had a clan-like social structure (see, e.g. Carmack’s [1966] alaxik and Vogt’s [1969] sna). The local municipalities were construed as meaningful cultural entities (Tax 1937) and as repositories of locally adapted bits and pieces of what had once been a widespread Maya religion that had survived differentially in different communities due to variable patterns of local mortality and to the specific histories of communities with different modes of adjustment to the economic and political forces exerted by the Guatemalan nation-state (Vogt 1964; Mendelson 1967).4

There was general agreement, though, that the local folk religions were syncretized blendings of Spanish Catholic and indigenous traits and that they were also the religions of peasants, utilizing the standard definition of rural communities existing in subordination to extractive urban centers within states. They paid tribute, taxes, or rent to the elites and locally utilized labor-intensive technologies in which the household was the primary unit of production and consumption and most families supported themselves via subsistence-oriented farming, with some specialization of some land-poor households in craft production and in regional sales of locally produced goods (Wolf 1955, 1966). Peasant communities had folk traditions that were different from the literate great traditions of the urbanized civilization, or nation-state (Redfield 1955, 1956), and local folk beliefs and ceremonies operated in domestic and personal life, coexisting and sometimes contending with ecclesiastical cults that tended to dominate public space (Farris 1984). Peasants occupied marginal hinterlands subject to the exploitation of their natural resources and cheap labor by metropoles (Wallerstein 1979).

Within this overall framework, communities in indigenous highland Guatemala were typed as more or less traditional according to their articulation with national labor markets. The more traditional ones conformed to the peasant farming/crafts production model described above, while less traditional rural proletarian communities were more vulnerable to market forces and to the influences of the economic and political strategies employed by Guatemala’s elite, since their populations supported themselves primarily via exporting wage laborers to the plantation sector (C. Smith 1978; Carmack 1995). These latter communities tended to be the ones that could not afford to maintain local systems of festival sponsorship by the latter part of the twentieth century (W. Smith 1977).

The folk religions of the highland Maya within the dominant twentieth-century model then were nestled and nurtured within local peasant communities, to which they were adapted through a cult of the patrilineal land-controlling ancestors (McAnany 1995) and annual ceremonial cycles closely linked to vegetative fertility (Carlsen and Prechtel 1991; Cook 2000) that conformed to theoretical expectations of “cosmological” peasant religion with a focus on agricultural and human fertility and without concern for individual salvation (Weber 1963).

However, even at the generative moment of the mid-twentieth century when ethnography, finding the discipline’s traditional focus on tribal and band-organized societies to lack operationality in a world lacking isolated tribal societies, was developing a substantial literature on peasants and traditional society as an alternative research domain offering the requisite contrast with the industrialized and urban West, there was recognition that much of the world’s rural population did not really conform to the classic peasant type.5 To the extent that rural villagers were articulated with modern mass culture and industrial economies, Clifford Geertz (1961) advocated recognition of proto- and post-peasantries. In fact, similar concerns had been raised during the decade preceding Geertz’s coining of the term post-peasant.6

More recently, in an exuberantly postmodern tract, Michael Kearney (1996) has resurrected the term post-peasantry. Kearney is mainly focused on deconstructing Western anthropological dualism and its purported tendency to objectify and essentialize “the other” by creating reified social types (e.g., peasants) that then codify and constrict thinking, reinforcing and abetting the Western ethnocentrism hidden within social science. This ambitious philosophical and political project is not relevant to our limited objectives, but Kearney also offers a well-constructed explanation for the emergence of new and complex economic formations from what were once peasant communities and societies. Without seeking to engage here the full panoply of capitalist, Marxist, and postmodern theorizing mobilized by Kearney, a nuts-and-bolts summary most relevant to the task of understanding the post-peasantry as a context for the analysis of religion seems useful.

Kearney tells us that “peasants are mostly gone and . . . global conditions do not favor the perpetuation of those who remain” (1996:3). His village-level ethnography in Oaxaca therefore was supplemented with multi-sited work in Mexico and California in the 1980s to depict a seemingly traditional local society that was supported by transnational patterns of production and consumption, indicating that San Jerónimo, the Oaxacan village, was in fact a “transnational community,” a “greater San Jerónimo” (17). The explanation for the emergence of a global post-peasantry composed of lots of “greater San Jerónimos” is that rather than following one of the alternatives for peasants outlined by theories of development in the twentieth century—that is, either the modernization of family farming or proletarianization—the peasant communities of the world have developed intermediate forms. These intermediate forms are not, however, transitional to one of these theoretical poles (82) but rather represent what may be persevering adaptive arrangements in their own rights. The labor of these intermediate populations in Mexico and Central America is complexly articulated with capitalism by mixing subsistence farming, local penny capitalism, wage labor, tenant farming, and participation in the growing informal sectors of regional and national urban economies with migration to the United States. Following Alain de Janvry (1981), Kearney sees post-peasants as participating in a “disarticulated economy” in which poverty in the rural areas prevents those areas from becoming a substantial market for consumer goods, with the result that the national economy is export oriented and “the modern sector is thus dependent on the sale of luxury goods and export to developed nations in return for capital investment” (91). Rural population pressure, combined with increasing environmental degradation that comes from heightened levels of consumption in the villages, subsidized by wealth produced outside of the community, forces members of peasant households into urban informal economies, which then grow at an exponential rate. These “disarticulated” economies “result in a proliferation of the informal sector, that is, a growth of post-peasant urban and rural poverty” (94). At various points the post-peasants have also been referred to as infrasubsistence producers, semi-proletarians, semi-peasants, small peasants (a traditional term in the “older agrarian literature”), and peasant-workers (111).7 Importantly for our objectives here, though, Kearney states, “Fuller anthropological treatment of these semiproletarians and semi-peasants must, in addition to exploring their economic and productionist nature, also inquire more deeply into their cultural and social identity” (111).

Our inquiry here is related to this suggestion. It is an effort to better understand the culture (as opposed to the cultural identity) of a post-peasant community through the lens of its religious life, with a narrow focus on the indigenous tradition or cotraditions. Religious institutions adapted to life in a peasant village and carried mainly by peasants living in the hamlets surrounding the administrative center of Momostenango fifty years ago will either disappear as their post-peasant children and grandchildren convert to the new faiths being marketed by religious entrepreneurs or will adjust to the new setting by developing modified and new institutional forms that work there, and even then only if there are emotionally salient reasons to perpetuate the core rituals and ritual symbols. In an illustrative example, the complex of altars for family welfare (the warabalja) and for crops and animals (the winel) belonging to locally coresident patrilineage segments (see B. Tedlock 1982; Cook 2000) have no obvious purpose in families that have largely abandoned the land and for whom milpa-based subsistence farming is just one of five or six main strategies to meet basic needs and to articulate with a global economy. These altars are almost totally abandoned today, and few local patrilineage segments, now often divided into Costumbrista, orthodox Catholic, and Evangelical Protestant families, maintain a chuchkajaw rech alaxik (mother-father of the clan) to make the offerings at the altars. Yet calendrical divination and offerings at public altars have recently made a big comeback, though in individualistic rather than familial applications. There are important social implications to the construction of post-peasantries, in addition to the economic and broad typological ones emphasized by Kearney. Thus, prior to the investigation of the Momostecan festival as the arena for performance of post-peasant indigenous religion, it is necessary to consider the theoretical implications for community of the massive move to a post-peasant condition in western Guatemala.

Writing of the post-peasantry in Indonesia, Bruner states,


anthropologists should no longer study in villages, and if we do, then our view of that village should be radically altered. As I have shown, the set of beliefs and practices that exists within the physical confines of the village would now be a very incomplete characterization of contemporary real-time Toba Batak culture because so much of that culture is located elsewhere . . . all over Indonesia and the world at large. The village population is demographically skewed as a disproportionate number of widows, children and old people live there. . . . To take the village as the unit of analysis, and then to see forces as impinging from the outside, is no solution because many of the forces already exist within the village and within the consciousness of the villagers. (1999:474)



The implications of this assessment then are that post-peasant villages are no longer communities in the way that peasant villages were, in the way suggested by Redfield’s (1955) definition of the little community or in the closed corporate communities of mid-twentieth-century thinking about the indigenous cultures of Mesoamerica. And yet Bruner goes on to consider that there are other meaningful ways to think about community and to relate community to the village. From the perspective of an analyst of Western tourism a village may become a “specially constructed locality, a performance space” (Bruner 1999:475) occupied by tourists and by natives coming from their various communities. These native communities for many are no longer villages as such. The Batak now constitute a “postlocal” or “radically delocalized” community organizing themselves in delocalized enclaves that might be referred to, after Ortner (1997), as postcommunities. Yet the postcommunitarians need the villages as symbolic and ritual centers. While recognizing that for the young a village may be a place of drudgery and isolation to escape from in favor of the opportunities and excitement of the larger world, the village also represents a place of origins of lineage, kin, and ancestors, and even Batak who were born elsewhere often identify with the ancestral village. Of clear relevance to an effort to study the festival in Momostenango and its traditional cultural performances, Bruner provides the following description of the Toba-Batak village in the twenty-first century: “For some wealthy urban elders, it is a place to be buried, to return to the afterlife, to be forever with the ancestors. For yet other sophisticated Batak living in transnational spaces, the village becomes an imaginary place, a sacred center, a site of memory, which they glorify in nostalgic and even romantic terms, much as this ethnographer first did in 1957” (1999:475).

In Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah depicted a modern American society in which our communities are delocalized lifestyle enclaves rather than the cities, suburbs, neighborhoods, or villages where we live. We create these enclaves, often in the form of informal groups of friends, via identification with others occupying a similar stage of life and position in society and also having values, recreational interests, and hopes similar to ours. We are, it would seem, more radically delocalized than the post-peasants, lacking a place of origin to which we can return, and so, though our lifestyle enclaves may represent a model for some forms taken by post-peasant postcommunities, they shed little light on the function of the village in a world of translocalized community.8

In analyzing the American high school reunion Ortner (1997) investigates a phenomenon of greater potential relevance to the post-peasant village as an idealized and nostalgic performance space, but in the contemporary American case the main purpose is that of reuniting with a group of people and the place is of little importance. Based on a case study in Newark, New Jersey, she identifies four kinds of postcommunities that develop and persist within an American high school’s graduating cohort and that are activated in the reunion process. Neocommunity is constructed by people who have moved away from Newark but not to a great distance and who keep in regular touch with each other, while invented community is formed when graduates living in colonies in Florida construct opportunities to get together. Translocal community involves the maintenance of ties via telephone, letter, and internet contacts. Finally she suggests a more abstract kind of community, the community of memory, a collective sharing of memories of people and events that does not constitute a physical network of interaction per se but is activated within the reunion context and is the main motivation for participation in reunions. Our goal in the investigation of the village festival is not to apply this framework, developed specifically for American society, nor to develop a comparable typology of Momostecan translocal or postcommunities, but rather to seek to understand what specific arrangements among local and nonlocal postcommunities are actually mobilized in perpetuating and strategically revising the indigenous religious performances within the festival, which is understood to be a performance within the village in its primary role for postcommunitarians as a performance space.

While twentieth-century anthropologists thought of highland Maya villages as peasant communities, most also thought of them as indigenous communities, local Maya versions of peasant communities, postconquest neocolonial peasant communities that retained significant continuity with the preconquest peasant communities from which they had descended. During the ideological turn of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries this image of peasant villagers living in communities that perpetuated indigenous values and institutions was attacked, and a debate ensued in anthropology as radical constructivist ideologues portrayed the traditional view as an essentializing false consciousness. This produced intergenerational discontinuity among Mayanist ethnographers while also creating intellectual and political tension between the new generation of ethnographers and indigenous Maya intellectuals and activists, who saw that radical constructivism threatened the authenticity of Maya culture, which was of paramount importance to their agenda (Nelson 1999:133; Fischer 2001:10–11).

If the village in the fiesta is thought of in its role as performance space, then clearly the question of the nature of the performance is of great importance. Will the performances emphasize traditional reenactments motivated by supernatural beliefs and a worldview that emphasizes renewal of an eternal order and appeals primarily to the nostalgia of postcommunitarians, or will performances emphasize enactments of newer, post-peasant themes that are probably influenced by Maya tradition and its guiding cultural logic but are fundamentally expressions of the needs and concerns of status groups that have emerged recently and whose articulation with the transnational economic order eliminates the salience of cultural performance as even nostalgic re-creation of an inherited social and natural order? A polarizing debate about constructivism is and always has been counterproductive and is tangential to our purposes, since the roles of both perpetuation and construction of culture within the indigenous religion are central issues. The debate is nevertheless an important element in the academic history that we seek to set forth here as context.

CONSTRUCTIVISM

The initial approach in ethnology to the understanding of the evolution of indigenous religion was to identify a syncretised and enduring indigenous tradition that made successive adaptations to new contextual constraints but retained a core of continuity (e.g., LaFarge and Byers 1931; LaFarge 1947; Oakes 1951; Bunzel 1952; Mendelson 1959); this emphasis was dominant through the 1970s and persisted well beyond (see, e.g., Holland 1964; Mendelson 1965; Carmack 1966; Vogt 1969; Gossen 1974; Hunt 1977; Bricker 1981; B. Tedlock 1982; Gossen 1986; Hill and Monaghan 1987; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993). However, there was a countervailing thesis driven mainly by Marxist theory within anthropology but also supported by the Mestizo nationalist agendas of Mexico and Guatemala (Hale 1996), according to which Indians were defined as a rural proletariat and local Maya cultures were interpreted not as expressions of an evolving indigenous tradition but rather as adaptations and accommodations by a marginalized class to economic exploitation and political oppression.9 By the late twentieth century this difference in perspective had become a rancorous debate, with Maya activists and many anthropologists seeking and finding extensive cultural continuity within the historical changes in Maya villages and their institutions while the new generation of ethnographers, championing both the constructivist models mentioned above and postcolonialist critiques of culture as a misleading and politically conservative reification, not only depicted the other camp as romantic essentialists but in some extreme cases argued for elimination of the culture concept.10

Mayanist scholarship in the 1990s recognized new forces at work in the highland Maya world in Guatemala, especially the explosive growth of Protestantism and the emergence of a pan-Maya movement. In response to the desire to establish a new research agenda that could apprehend broader issues and wider contexts than the typical village ethnographies of the past, some Mayanists advocated a shift in emphasis to the interpretation of national social and political movements (pan-Mayanism or Maya cultural activism; see Fischer and Brown 1996; Warren 1998) and to issues of identity formation, ethnicity, and cultural politics (Watanabe 1990, 1992; Fischer 1993, 1999, 2001; Wilson 1995; Nelson 1999).

The end of the 1990s embodied a desire to move beyond the overstated, unfruitful, and politically charged constructivism debate (see, e.g., Fischer 2001:9–14 for a salutary if partial retraction of the overdone critique). Concerned with the potential for conflict between the agendas of constructivist anthropologists and Maya activists, Fischer (1999; 2001:15–19) attempted to bridge the divide with his ethnographically illustrated concept of a cultural logic that shapes cultural construction during episodes of cultural change, similar in inspiration to various earlier, structuralist searches for the “armatures” of a resilient Maya tradition (Hunt 1977; Bricker 1981; Gossen 1986; Carlsen and Prechtel 1991; McAnany 1995). Similarly, Watanabe (1995) argued for an anthropological responsibility to move beyond self-serving and untenable postmodernism and also to move beyond what he called the romantic (essentialist) and tragic (constructivist) argument about Maya culture to an investigation of Maya identity. Since the Maya still see themselves as a people apart and have not disappeared, he asserted, anthropologists have turned from “objectifying Maya culture as some romanticized primordial essence or tragic contrivance of colonialism to questions of the nature of Maya identity itself” (35).

But not everyone abandoned the “objectification” and study of culture for the study of identity. A new emphasis emerged in the 1990s with a focus on the impacts of transnational economic forces on the village-level Maya and their institutions (Goldin and Metz 1991; Goldin 2001; Green 2003; Burrel 2005; Little 2005). Our goal is to contribute to this latter agenda, with a specific focus on religion in the new Momostenango, investigating the processes of adapting and reproducing Maya tradition and institutions in this new, emerging, and still very liminal world. For this purpose highland towns like Momostenango, which once were depicted as closed communities with local, distinctive cultures (Tax 1937), now represent settings within which actors engage each other in the dual and complexly related processes of transmitting and constructing local cultures. Cultures because, for several centuries, and in spite of widely shared municipio-level culture, Maya towns have been ethnically pluralistic and also divided by class or status groups within the indigenous population (see Carmack 1995; Grandin 2000), with important Weberian implications for the construction of institutions and, since the mid-twentieth century, if not earlier, for receptivity to new religious ideologies appropriate to the needs and interests of emerging “status groups” with different ways of engaging the social and natural worlds and so with different worldviews and different models for community.
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