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charge to it, there was a long tradition of Anglo-American and European au-
thors who traveled to Latin America to seek exotic objects of knowledge or
useful objects for trade. For example, Mexican critic José Joaquin Blanco ex-
plores the famous obsession with indigenous Mexico in writers like Artaud or
Bataille, who, with a tourist’s Spanish, rudimentary and second-hand anthro-
pological concepts, no knowledge of Mexican history, and no understanding of
indigenous languages, imagine and create a Mexico that fits their preconceived
notions (Blanco 26). These notions then find their way into several of the many
elaborations of postmodern theory where the staged exoticism of half-imag-
ined indigenous practices resonated strongly with Western anti-canonical cul-
tural projects. At the same time and in a parallel fashion, this transformed,

fetishized, and transculturated version of indigenous America serves as the -

spur for what Mario Vargas Llosa calls the “sed de exotismo,” thirst for the ex-
otic, that has created an Anglo-European market for Latin American cultural
artifacts. As George Ytdice notes in one of the most important and lucid elab-
orations of postmodern theory in the Latin American coniext, “not only did
professionalized, superstar novelists like Fuentes or Vargas Llosa sideline ‘vo-
cational’ writers . . . , they also sought to integrate with the growing consumer
culture among elites . . . that made popular and indigenous cultures irrelevant
unless they too integrated or ‘transculturated’ into consumer society” (Yudice
11). It is no wonder that Latin America in general, and these novels in particu-
lar, are often acclaimed as postmodern avant la lettre, while concurrently met-
ropolitan thinkers decry the lack of theory in Latin America.!. Furthermore,
there is something about the sidelining of indigenous cultures, while appropri-
ating and even highlighting a certain aestheticized indigenism, that seems to
me to mediate an important and underdiscussed thread of the modernism-
postmodernism debate as it affects Latin America.

In the broadest possible terms, this debate involves questioning the

processes involved in defining any particular cultural identity at all, and of

tracing the conceptualizations of cultural identity with respect to their textual
inscriptions. Any Western recognition of indigenous voices also and inevitably

points toward the aesthetic and institutional models that frame this act of

recognition within the context of a specifically Western institutional hierarchy.
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missing others to Western culture; the subsequent packaging of the exotic oth-
ers has, however, tended to turn them into safely exotic artifacts for domestic
consumption. :
Accordingly, this study is a two-part project that will fit this strained rela-
tionship of texts and theories irito an uneven dialogue between north and south.
In the first part, I will explore two exemplary Anglo-American texts in this un-
even cultural exchange, texts which enact variations on the theme of the cosmo-
metropolitan’s encounter with the irreducibly alien: The Plumed Serpent, D.
H. Lawrence’s classically obsessed modernist novel of an Englishwoman in
a post-revolutionary Mexico convulsed by an Aztec revival, and Keep the
River on Your Right, Tobias Schneebaum’s impressionistic-ethnographic ac-
count of his stay with Amazonian cannibals. A second, complementary sec-
tion will look at one of the representative texts in Latin America’s “postmod-
ern” exoticization of the alienated other within its borders: Mario Vargas
Llosa’s EI hablador (The Storyteller). There is a grating consistency in all

_ these texts. On the one hand, they all pose a commitment to indigenous

America as a theoretical and artistic position by which the author achieves a
significant insight into the workings of society and linguistic form. On the
other hand, in each book this privileging of indigenous culture is jarringly
matched with a tone ranging from dismissive to flippantly jocular: “Quetzal-
coatl and all that.” .
Speaking from the Anglo-American side of the dialogue, Marianna Torgov-
nick’s Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives offers an exceptionally
helpful account in focusing the terms of the discussion, although her principal
examples are seldom drawn from the Latin American context, either repre-
sented or imagined. Torgovnick examines the multifarious ways by which cer-
tain societies in the Third World (those coded as “primitive”) and their arti-
facts are not only consumed, but also constructed in the West, thus displacing
the societies from the very matrix of meaning that, in Western eyes, should

have positioned them as identities and licensed their voices in a shared dia-
- logue. The primitive is that patina of the alien that allows Westerners to project
" their own dreams and fears and thereby to see themselves that much more
. clearly. Tt is much less a dialogue with another culture than a strained mono-

As Satya Mohanty reminds us, “Notwithstanding our contemporary slogans of
otherness, and our fervent denunciations of Reason and the Subject, there is an
unavoidable conception of rational action, inquiry, and dialogue inherent in
this political-critical project” (Mohanty 26). If, on the one hand, metropolitan
postmodernist critics and wrifers intuit a missing something or someone left
out of traditional Western conceptual frameworks, on the other hand, the epis-
temological possibilities of native self-representation pose significant ethical
and political challenges even to iconoclastic cultural projects. One typical
postmodern reaction to the High Modernist canon has been to seek out these

logue about some detached and rejected essence of a Western self. Thus, she
finds, “To study the primitive is . . . to enter an exotic world which is also a fa-
- miliar world . . . The primitive does what we ask it to do. Voiceless, it lets us
speak for it . . . The real secret of the primitive in this century has often been
the same secret as always: the primitive can be—has been, will be (?)—what-
ever Euro-Americans want it to be. It tells us what we want it to tell us” (Tor-
govnick 8-9). It is this never-never land of projected fantasies that Torgovnick
explores in her book: not the thing itself, but the history of giving voice to that
thing; not the trope of the enigmatic native, but the story of Euro-American
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attempts to penetrate or to appropriate the enigma; not the drama of identity
with its play of false analogies, but its potential, and therefore displaced, ex-
plosiveness. Here again, the indigenous peoples seem almost naturally to offer
themselves up as ready-made postmodern artifacts, ripe for theorization. Fur-
thermore, as James Clifford reminds us with reference to native objects that
find their way into Western collections, these aesthetic artifacts return to us
with a specific psychic charge: “At a more intimate level, rather than grasping
objects only as cultural signs and artistic icons, . . . we can return to them . . .
their lost status as fetishes—not specimens of a deviant or exotic “fetishism’
but our own fetishes” (Clifford 229). .

In the Anglo-European works under discussion here, as in other similar
novels from this tradition, violent death is the narrative crux—the metaphori-
cal fetish—that serves as a convenient shorthand for the unleashing of primi-
tive forces that can/will rewrite history, returning “civilized” men and women
to their primitive origins, while at the same time underlining the absolute dis-
tinction between two theoretical stances, two historical moments, two cultures,
two races, two gender orientations, so as to enact the thoroughly “civilized”
drama of leaving the tropics, of stepping forward into the future and into the
writing of the novel. Unlike the Latin American texts which, no matter how
close their ties to the Anglo-American romances of the primitive, cannot re-
solve the strain of double voicing, cannot entirely lay the primitive to rest, the
Anglo-American storyteller seems less problematically both to locate meaning
in the primitive, and then to search out the conjectural uncodings of this con-
structed locus of signification. The effect in both Latin and Anglo-American
texts is of a strained theatricality, but it hinges on a somewhat different mis-
reading of the generalized/derived trope.

D. H. Lawrence’s The Plumed Serpent stands out among the hundreds of nov-

els and stories written by Anglo-Americans and set in Mexico for the particu-- |
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.%ooE: dominates their habitual outlook on life; they are idiotic and childlike
in the intensity of their misguided fervor; despite their beautiful skins and
“richness of the flesh” they stubbornly exist in “the complete absence of what
we call ‘spirit.”” They are, finally, a people very like the gods Lawrence insists
they still worship: ugly, incomprehensible, violent, unreasoning, unlovable
ungraceful, unpoetic, charmless (Lawrence, Mornings in Mexico 35-36, on
53-55, 69). |

Even worse, they terrify Lawrence with their obscurely menacing blank-
ness: “And to this day, most of the Mexican Indian women seem to bring forth
stone knives. Look at them, these sons of incomprehensible mothers, with
their black eyes like flints, and their stiff little bodies as taut and keen as _,A:Zom
of obsidian. Take care they don’t rip you up” (55). Lawrence’s straightfor-
s@&w racist warning clearly addresses itself to a white, Anglo-European au-
dience that can be expected:to share his discomfort when facing an alien cul-
EH.o that refuses to be penetrated by the wise and poetic gaze of the British
sﬂﬁmh Nevertheless, the positioning of that alien people also hints at some-
thing the white man reads as possessing a penetrating menace of its own. It is
Ew stone knife that both compels and repulses Lawrence; he wants to appro-
priate the ritual of the stone knife on his own terms, freeing it from the dark
people whose spiritless, brutish minds are incapable of manipulating its force.
At the same time, he intuits that the Mexican Indians are, vaguely, in them-
mw?om the stone knives, and that they could turn on him. It puzzles and enrages
him that the tool will not come quietly to his hand. After all, as Lawrence rea-
sons, “That which is fit only to survive will survive only to supply food or con-
tribute in some way to the existence of a higher form of life, which is able to do
more than survive, which can really vive, live.” In these terms, the Mexican In-
dian (reptile, insect, stone knife) is fit only for service:

Life is more vivid in the Mexican who drives the wagon, than in the two horses in -
the wagon.

Life is more vivid in me than in the Mexican who drives the wagon for me.
We are speaking in terms of existence: that is, in terms of species, race, or type.

[(Lawrence, Porcupine 357)

lar forcefulness of Lawrence’s obsession with, and equally forceful rejection
of, that country and its people.? This fascinated attraction/repulsion is at the
heart of his imaged rebirth of a cult of Quetzalcoatl. On the one hand,
Lawrence found a challenge to his literary powers in the exoticism of the Mex-
ican Indian, upon whom he intermittently projects a laudable lack of artificial-
ity, a physical majesty, and a commendable fervor for uncontaminated reli-
gious rituals. In his depiction of this sensual and anti-rational other, Lawrence
allows his own messianic ideas free rein. On the other hand, Lawrence is re-
pelled by the actual Indians, who deviate from the script he has written for
‘them with depressing frequency. The men creep along insect-like; “reptilian

There is no significant point to be gained in belaboring the obvious implica-
tions here. Lawrence found in Mexico the tabula rasa upon which to write the
story of his own obsessions, and the alien other provides a more malleable
form for this self-imagining than the resistant molds of his own countrymen.
To the degree that Mexico confirms his fictional image, he loves it and its peo-
ple; to the degree that it insists on deviating from his dream, on confirming a
stubborn incomprehensibility, he rejects it utterly. Mexico exists precisely and
pecifically to nurture his infinitely more vivid species. Unsurprisingly,
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Lawrence considered the tale of that fantasy, The Plumed Serpent, to be his
best novel. .

One of the curious twists in the reception of the novel is, as Ruffinelli
points out and Torgovnick confirms, that “Mexico” serves both the author and
his critics as a convenient symbol that does not require deconstruction. In
Lawrence’s account of Mexico, Torgovnick notes, “the primitive is put to the
service of the West: its sensuality clarifies through contrast Western rational-
ity . . . They have what the West has lost . . . The primitive lets Lawrence re-
turn to origins, rewrite Western history, and imagine a radically different kind
of future” (Torgovnick 162, 169). The spiritual direction taken in the West is
“pale” in both senses of the word, so Lawrence turns from Western Eucharist
to black volcanic glass, from the prissy, bloodless Christianity to the sensual,
bloody Aztec religion, resurrecting/creating an alternative past as his contri--

landscape: “Lawrence’s prose reflects the extremely subtle nearly impercepti
ble changes of light, the feeling of panic when torrential szm begin to fall m:m
terror of darkness descending on the altiplano, the shimmering S@mmno:vm f
the sky at EE@E in harmony with the respiratory rhythms of the great mowomw
msa Eo pulsing heartbeat of women” (Paz Alternating Current 14). Strikingl i
in this manner, Paz reiterates uncritically one of Lawrence’s oo.zqa Enm%u
wwoﬁm” ::_n:m.zgwoms women to an anthropomorphized vision of landsca Mw
Zoﬁo@ .Hsm_m: women seem to bring forth stone knives” (Lawrence); :wrm
sky at twilight [is] in harmony with the respiratory rhythms of the great wﬁwﬁomﬂ
and the @Emm:m heartbeat of women” (Paz). In both wmmmmwmm the EE;B&M
§.8.m on life at the expense of the women, who are aommao,&maNmQ as th
sptrit of the mountain or the heartbeat of the land. In this respect, the Zo&omm
snEmz ﬁm.zm a step below the male primitive/savage/native: not M::u\ does sh
exist o_:m.ao rational diScussion, but, as Torgovnick notes, “once she Q:oao
WM H”HES:MP she ﬁ made to embody the landscape, Esaoﬁm throughout in EM
| &mw: me %&oﬂ%ﬂﬁo fallacy” (Torgovnick 155). She is reduced to a prop in the
Latin American(ist)s, it seems, enter the dialogue, if at all, only on Western
terms, m:.a only as confirmatory voices (if differently accented ones) in this
oms.,\oawco: among men extending from Lawrence and Paz to more recent
ozrom. like Ruffinelli. It is a Iong conversation, echoed in the romantic Latin
American novels contemporaneous with Lawrence, though unknown to him
] of .Em early part of the twentieth century. In those Latin American :mmos,
building novels, Doris Sommer finds, “the rhythms of male desire and fem H-
SGB:EQH - .+ [raise] the ideal gender types to national proportions Mo
, using &%@8:” thetorical moves: metonymic aggrandizement for Eo.a.:. _uw
,oS@r.oﬁo substitution for the female” (Sommer 56). Men become mmEMHMV
wooam S.Eo land; good women become the Land itself, birthing E&ozrooa,
e@ﬂ%ﬁ in the form of good sons or obsidian knives. The praiseworth OM v
; lenating quality determined as a consequence of this metaphoric m:_um&:ﬂo:
pales H.Hoﬁ to the fact of substitution itself, and significantly, all the metaphors
. f nation-forming derive from an examined overlay of c,vmmﬁonz m mw
non-Western landscapes and cultures. e en
Modern Mexicans look on their founding Ewgm. including the myth
mﬁmzoo exploits, with a well-justified skepticism that derives partly b.oB%m:

with itself.

Ruffinelli would agree with this assessment, but he adds a Latin American-
ist’s perspective on this dialogue: “lo curioso es que la visién mexicana de
Lawrence se juzga siempre a la luz de otros ojos extranjeros, es decir, a la som- .
bra del desconocimiento del mismo pafs que Lawrence conocié y desconocié”
[it is curious that Lawrence’s Mexican vision is always judged by light of other
foreign eyes, that is to say, in the shadow of an unfamiliarity with the same
country that Lawrence knew and did not know] (Ruffinelli 93). What these
shadowed foreign eyes see of Mexico, then, is the invented Mexico that
Lawrence loves, and not the alien Mexico that Lawrence repudiates.
Ruffinelli’s own study intends to partially remedy that lack, and he concludes
that, because of Lawrence’s obsession with seeking a personalized version of
utopia, that novelist underutilizes his opportunity to elaborate a theory of Mex-
ico’s own conscious return to its origins, in its effort to elaborate a coherent
discourse of nationalism in the aftermath of the 1910—20 revolution. Yet,
Lawrence’s occasional insights are valuable, as the privileged position of the
detached outsider often is valuable, in preserving certain sketches of land-
scapes, certain shades of perception about Mexican hermeticism and cruelty &
permeating the atmosphere in those years of recovery from the bloodiest war

in Mexico’s history (115).

Tt is the mix of insights and incoherence that has proved most disconcerting
to the relatively few Mexican writers who have discussed this novel. What
strikes me most, and concerns me the most, as a feminist Latin Americanist, l thought systems. That clash is, in fact, central to Mexico’ d .
not only the enclosed and strictly delimited dialogue between Westerners th | he Quetzalcoatl story. Quetzalcoat], Ew winged serpent EM understanding of
implicitly, if unwittingly, excludes Latin Americans from commenting on 4 orter of humankind, the culture god signifying a mmm ::m.: - 0829” and com-
work in which they are prominently positioned as subject/objects, but also t peared from the Valley of Mexico in 987. Prophecy foretold M.o:onmso.zv Q_mmw,
terms upon which Latin American thinkers insert themselves into that ongoing . Cortés’s appearance precisely in a ce acatl year both fulfilled MM return; Herndn
dialogue. Thus, for example, Octavio Paz praises Lawrence’s depiction -0 demonstrated the error in Aztec theological claims aEmo E:MWM@%\WN M%M
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back 6. simple E.:nms people. I loathe the very sound of Quetzalcoatl and Huitzilo-
,nooE_.H. H.éoci die rather than be mixed up in it any more. Horrible really, both Ramén
and Cipriano. And they want to put it over me, with their high-flown bunk, and their

Z1, N—HD z1 H m K Huu.o reste @m:w\ mu
: > ..o am E—O € men putting names
H(AN—E 1t _Mﬁ t v al ate ITe! T, 1 I S —O—ﬂ OM S m

origins in a case of mistaken identity—the white man is taken for the god.
Quetzalcoatl has returned (to destroy Aztec civilization); Quetzalcoatl has not
returned (the legitimacy of Aztec hegemony crumbles). It is, curiously, pre-
cisely this ancient and doubled myth of origins—the beneficent god Quetzal-
coatl, founder of Tula and ancestor of the Aztecs, versus the destructive Span-
ish non-god, the false Quetzalcoatl, founder of New Spain and literal father of
the first mestizo—that Lawrence adopts in his novel, suggesting a revitalized
cult of Quetzalcoatl not so much as a religious rewriting of the Conquest, but
as a legitimation of the spiritual purity of the noble savage. The unlikely part-
ners for Ramén—the Quetzalcoatl figure as well as the lightly disguised figure
of a Republican Roman—are a former revolutionary general, Cipriano
Viedma, reincarnated through ritual as the war god, Huitzilopochtli, and Kate
Leslie, the new white explorer, who is talked into both marrying Viedma and
serving as his spiritual consort, the mother-virgin goddess that Lawrence,
oddly, calls Malintzi.

Fortunately for the comfort of early-twentieth-century readers, canny (or
post-menopausal) Kate Forrester Tylor Leslie (Viedma?) is spared the natural
consequences of her marriage to the Mexican general. Though Kate has “gone
native” to a suspect degree, miscegenation cannot occur, perhaps because
white, European Kate is able to hold her own against the pressures exerted on
her by charismatic Mexican men. Nevertheless, Lawrence’s decision to make
his protagonist a woman violates one of the more consistent traditions in this
type of fiction—that of the white, male explorer—and deserves comment both
in its own right and in relation to the results of this violation of narrative con-
-vention on the structure of the novel. I want to look at two passages that repre-
sent cruxes in this respect, the first between Kate and Cipriano, at the moment
when he first tries to insist upon her conversion into a Mexican goddess. Why
Cipriano (and Ramén) insist upon her participation in this ritual is not altos
gether clear. Apparently they choose her, in particular, because she is both an
erotic object and an inherently superior being whose alienness and natural no-
bility contrast to the heavy physicality of the inscrutable and childlike Indians

that surround them:

‘

Kate’s role, then, is to learn to become a savage, to “be swallowed up” in the
Homcﬁao.ﬂma ritual of the Aztec gods as her Mexican counterparts have been
Moﬂ. mr..m 18 not swallowed up in the same way; the Mexican men allow their ocﬁw

primitive heritage” to come alive once again in them; the foreign woman
fights the parallel experience of a swallowing up in the alien culture as yet an-
oEoH unreasonable male demand for unconditional female submission to his
wishes. In her own defense, Kate insists that she, like her creator D. H
Lawrence, “lives” in the peculiarly intense sense he m?om. to that word ms.m wm“
Ecm.m:o certain privileges on that basis alone. Becoming an Aztec m,omaomm
Justisn’t enough of a fringe benefit.

Malintzi, unlike Quetzalcoatl and Huitzilopochtli, was not an Aztec god-
dess, Eo.:m: many of the attributes Lawrence gives her seem to derive from
the qualities of a mother goddess like Coatlicue or Tonantzin traditionaily
~ rooted to the land both as womb and grave. Malintzin (or Zm::omo or Marina)
s.mm the ﬁmao of Cortés’s interpreter and mistress; she was also E,m mother of
- his mestizo son. Cortés called her “mi lengua” (my tongue), and her betrayal
of her @.aow_m, by tongue and body, is Mexico’s enduring shame and most rep-
Bmoa.maé object lesson for the dangers of letting women out of the house and
m_._oésm them to speak. The invented syncretic maternal goddess Tonantzin—
S@c of Guadalupe has endured as Mexico’s national symbol; Malintzin-
w\_m_.:_or@, of course, has entered the common vocabulary as an insult meaning
_ a.w;o.ﬁ; Asking Kate to betray her people, in effect, by becoming the repre-
entative and spokeswoman for the revitalized Aztec religion neatly reverses
nd aomc:z_mam Mexico’s own origin myth, where Quetzalcoat] returned as a
%282:6 white man with a traitorous indigenous woman as his spokes-
/oman and consort.

. The second conversation occurs between Ramén and Kate sometime after
the ceremony in which she accepts her role as the virginal goddess Malintzi
s Cipriano’s counterpart and “the soft lodestone to magnetise his blade om

‘ma.o_: QNAV. In this conversation, Ramén clarifies the price of Kate’s ritual
deification:

“  You treat me as if I had no life of my own,” she said. “But I have.”

“A Tife of your own? Who gave it you? Where did you get it?”

T don’t know. But I have got it. And I must live it. I can’t just be swallowed u

“Why, Malintzi?” he said, giving her a name. “Why can’t you?”

“Be just swallowed up?” she said. “Well, I just can’t.” :

“I am the living Huitzilopochtli,” he said. “And I am swallowed up. I thought, s
you could be, Malintzi.”

L “Itis 205&@%:_“ H.om:%,: said Kate, as they rowed over the water, “how—how splen-
awsm can feel in this country! As if one were still genuinely of the nobility.”
‘Aren’t you?” he said. .

“Yes, I am. But everywhere else it is denied. On
- Xes, . One here feels the full f ’
0bility. The natives still worship it.” ) pree of one’s

“Oh!” she cried to herself, stifling. “For heaven’s sake let me get out of this, a
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“At moments,” said Ramén. “Later they will murder you and violate you, for having
worshipped you.” S

“Is it inevitable?” she said flippantly.

“I think so,” he replied. (478)

Nobility is Kate’s birthright; she believes she is intrinsically mcwnng Uwom,:_mo
her blood is “another, finer fluid” than that of the .oogwsoam wwa Eoﬁw(_oEM@
peasants who taunt her with their “strange, reptilian Em#mﬁw:om Em.ﬁ ‘Blood is
one blood” (456). It is because these ooBEo.:o? despite their Hnw_wﬁmzoom Rm
spect the superiority of her more refined spirit, her @@H Eooa, that they %Mo
chosen her, a foreigner, to become the incarnated Malintzi. m.ﬁ@.ﬁﬁ:oﬁm, .mﬁ °
very point in which her natural nobility is acknowledged and inserted into

“atin American” meaning system—the triad Quetzalcoatl/Huitzilopochtli/

Malintzi—her foreignness dissolves and her HomEBmo%. :oﬂ. only as Enmw_mu\mﬁ
mother/virgin goddess, but also as the voice of/for Mexico is establishe H ! w@
provides the connection to European high culture that the o&c.omﬁma Eam\_N ou
Ramén and Cipriano, are unable to make alone. At 3@. same time, Wmﬂo: M :
minds her, the common people’s animal resentment will o<@ﬂ.:=m=% _.,.VEMW on
down. To the degree that her difference from them cannot be internalize AH M

orientation is modern/spiritual to their primitive/corporeal), she @oooEomH €
obvious sacrificial victim, both the unwanted oﬂoEQ.: that must be owﬂ ou mw
well as the representative of the best that can be wogoxom EHQ.&: Bmoomwzw-
tion. In Lawrence’s novel, however, this Qomomﬂo.q avoided topic wm ﬁmo @M M:-
tial vitality of a miscegenated race and culture, in equal parts desired an

desirable, resists its own spiritualized/brutalized conception in ritual and in

narration.

Kate’s ambivalence to the Mexican Indians is concocted of inherited preju-
dices combined with the author’s own particular obsessions. Thus, for Torgov-

i i jor stories abou
nick, Lawrence retells “in personalized terms the two maj

primitive peoples he inherited from the nineteenth century: primitive peoples

as dangerous and irrational . . . ; primitive peoples as the idealized noble sav

age . . * To these inherited stereotypes Lawrence adds his own gendering

twist: the first, or “feminine,” story represents “the E:.Baé as mwmo:o”ﬂow
as a cautionary tale for the modern West; the second, ‘masculine /Momaw, Guow
the primitive as regeneration, as the last best hope .H,Oa the modern Mmo: Eom.
govnick 159). What is interesting to me, .:ou,\oéﬁ is the mmmmoo to m,\# o
inherited prejudices intersect with Mexico’s own, creating a partia

but one with an entirely distinct political edge. The mystique of the superio

quality of white people’s blood sounds familiar in miscegenated Mexico as th

trope of an inherited (from the Spanish) passion for “purity of the blood” thal}

undergirds the classist and racist prejudices of goxmmmsm to this day. _>m M:
same time, alongside the obsession with pure blood, the myth of the glor
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Aztec past helped the colonial creoles endow their struggle for an independent

- identity from Spain with a moral or spiritual authority. Thus, Paz writes,

Siglienza y Géngora proposed to the viceroy the idea of using Aztec, rather
than Roman, emperors as the theme of a triumphal arch celebrating good gov-
ernment. Furthermore, Paz finds, “noteworthy, too, is the frequency with
which, in all texts of this period, there appears the adjective ‘imperial’ applied
indifferently to the Aztec state and Mexico City” (Paz, “Flight of Quetzal-
coatl” xvii). Even more interestingly, the same general division that Lawrence,
with his nineteenth-century prejudices, discerns between the degenerate and
the regenerative forms of the primitive obtains in seventeenth-century Mexico
as well, where the exaltation of the disappeared Aztec past—a mythic inven-
tion parallel to the equally mythologized Roman empire in stature and spiritual
status—is paired to an absolute denigration of and disgust for the living In-
dian. Early-twentieth-century Mexico, despite its official exaltation of “the
cosmic race” (Vasconcelos) unmistakably downgraded the indigenous com-
ponent of that mixture of blood as shiftless peons while pointing ritually to
Benito Judrez, the Indian president, as a sign of a national lack of racial preju-
dice. Patriotism, consequently, in the post-revolutionary period familiar to
Lawrence, as in the period preceding independence, involves a resurrection of
an invented past, along with a rejection of the living present.
Finally, Lawrence’s image of the revived religion of Quetzalcoatl seems to

‘have less to do with coincidental parallels to Mexican myth, nation-forming or
‘not, and a good deal that aligns it closely with the work of his contemporary
‘Georges Bataille, who imagines a sinisterly subversive Aztec America, one

that offers a devastating critique of the rational obsessions of the civilized
world. In his reading/celebration of the Aztec civilization, Bataille emphasizes
he value of openly affirmed human sacrifice, and he explicitly underscores the
ercely intense sensuality of the sacrifice in his masculinist fantasies. The Inca
ivilization, says Bataille, is dull, but the Aztecs, “the liveliest, the most se-

ductive” of the American natives, had “air and violence, . . . poetry and humor”

Bataille, “Extinct America” 4-5). In another article Bataille clarifies that he
ants “to become part of the history of sacrifice, not of science,” and while he
had nothing more serious to say of the reasons for our joy than the Mexican
43 of his own satisfaction,” he hints that “only when death is at stake does life
eem to reach the extreme incandescence of light” (Bataille, “Sacrifice” 68).
ike Lawrence, Bataille seems to feel that the joy reaches a special incandes-
ence when the element of miscegenation is factored into the sacrifice:

Englishwoman, transfigured by a halo of blond hair, abandons her splendid body to

16 lubricity and the imagination (driven to the point of ecstasy by the stunning odor of
ay) of a number of nude men.

Her humid lips open to kisses like a sweet swamp, like a noiseless flowing river,
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i . en-
and her eyes, drowned in pleasure, are as immensely lost as r@w mouth. onuﬂ M_MM "
i d handle her, she raises her marvelou ,

twined human beasts who embrace an . he
heavy with dazzlement, and her eyes open on a scene of madness. (Bataille, Visions of

Excess 85)

Bataille’s vision, like that of innumerable pulp novels, u.zﬁmgm.@m the WM_MNMM%
like image of the blonde Western beauty against the @oﬂ.:ommmmgo gaze _ o.&o
through “primitive,” over-sexed, and racially othered men. It is wMoS.mo_ M y
iconi f the woman and the iconic bestiality o
contrast between the iconic beauty o :
the men that proves so stimulating; madness and aomm& are _&M:mﬁ%ﬂw_. HMMH_W
i i ifyi tic charge for the implicit whi
comitant results, intensifying the ero : e
ival of the old gods requires blood saci ,
vovyeur. In Lawrence too, the reviva ble fice,
m:w\smr the assurance that the men executed as part of 5.0 E::Nnowo&_:: M:m
ual, mere brutish Indians after all, are criminals deserving of death placate
Kate’s more queasy conscience. , . o
As in Lawrence’s novel, Tobias Schneebaum’s smﬁwﬁ/\o ww his eight Eo.”wrw
in the Amazon with the Akarama people tells of the writer’s encounter SM ha
i he virile noble savage an
imiti t represent at the same time !
primitive people tha ! . ble savage and e
i his story, Schneebaum too
degenerate cannibal. In telling t o
‘ mm%mENoa act of ritual violence. Furthermore, m.orzoocmca structures Em MMM:
as that of an educated Westerner who, like Kate in The E:S.m& Serpent, _m. .E-
detached from the Latin American culture observed, and H.::m_q m:M. mwmwi
i British writer, he blurs his own subjec
ally part of that culture. Like the > Dlurs | ‘ :
::M wrm: of the native, thus lending the account an insider ,m mﬁ:oﬂcm mowﬂmw-
baum, with the ostentatious rejection of the ethnographer’s reasoned an

. jecti is.
tanced account of his field work in favor of a more subjective account of h

) . - ime a
experiences, treads close to the novelist’s 858@ .Io is at the mmmbo MEHM
Western person who marks his ethnographer’s training in _“ﬂo ..@a. .Bw wwmmum

i i loser to the native than the imagine
then, he is apparently taking a step ¢ . . od fesh
object of a Lawrence or a Bataille. If as in Lawrence, the Latin American in

tially seems mysterious, unfathomable, and intensely male, nevertheless, the

Anglo-European, by virtue of adoption into this alien culture, soon learns
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“Now that I’ve begun this diary, these letters, whatever they are, it is difficult
to know how to go on . . . And I think of all those who will read this. My
friends, that is. You, that is” (16). The readers become friends, people with
similar intellectual and aesthetic interests and ideological goals, and these
multiple friends (literate and unlettered) condense into those of his friends
who can read and who both sympathize with and influence the form of this
telling: the shadowy shapes of “C” and “M,” the anthropologist and the artist,
and perhaps, the less shadowy shape of the Spanish wanderer, Manolo, whose
tortured homosexuality causes him to exile himself in the jungle, in the fur-
thest outpost of Catholicism. These friends are further condensed into the
figure of the letter’s recipient, the intimate ur-Friend, “You, that is.” That is to
say, me. I, the letter’s recipient, am @\ﬁmawmmcm in a long, and long-distance,
conversation with my friend who, writing from the immediacy of the moment,
from the day-by-day experience, needs my insight, my detachment, in order to
evaluate the adventure as a whole. “There will be no pretense of objectivity
hére,” Schneebaum warns (16). He is feeling his way along, depending on in-
stincts, and he continues, inviting my participation, “I must tell my own story
in this same way; perhaps you will connect it all together and analyze my mo-
tives and methods” (20). Not only am I urged to listen to the story, but to per-
form the eminently postmodern occidental critical act of forging connections
among scattered fragments and theorizing about methodological issues based
on sparse evidence. .

One effect of the method is immediately clear. Schneebaum quickly estab-
lishes a relation of immediacy and intimacy between himself and the reader
 that suggests his powers of intuition and empathy, hinting at the strikingly
unique qualities of his sensibility (and of his sexuality) that allow him not only
to make contact with the Akarama and avoid being eaten in the initial meeting,
but also to become one with that people in what is, after all, a relatively short
stay. Furthermore, the letter-writing strategy, with its intimate, informal tone,
and its half-bewildered account of developing events, permits Schneebaum a
latitude in narrative construction decried in the more formalized accounts of
ethnography or anthropology. In some sense, Schneebaum’s intense self-

everything there is to know, even to the @owa. o.m vooosasm, as mo%wowwﬂ%
does, the spokesperson for “my people” and privileged Mx@romﬁoﬁ Mommw A EM,
if le, as we know from
f life” (Schneebaum 130, 177). These people, .
Mwo_omzwm to the book, are a cultural variant lost to humanity. They have no
eech, no future. . . )
» Schneebaum is deeply aware of the audience in .,szmo terms our smu\%m
life” needs both explication and defense. After opening .Eo story of ?m me,_\os
in medias res with a chapter that begins, “Manolo came into the clearing be .
‘me .. ” (3), Schneebaum starts his second chapter, with a mental &oﬁ_zwo :
mnrwm.mmww&% sketched narrative jungle, through direct address to the rea

Schneebaum’s visit with the Akarama took place in 1955, when he went to
Peru on a Fulbright fellowship. And, he notes in a preface to the original 1969
dition of Keep the River on Your Right, “although I kept notes at the time, it

s taken me all these years to come to the actual writing of the pages that fol-
ow’—a very delayed letter, indeed, and one reciprocally conditioned by the
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late 1960s and Rachel Carson rather than the mid-fifties. Time enough for con-
templation, one would think. Time for analysis to have taken Ewoo at some
level. But again, analysis is left to me, that is my job as reader, my job voom.Em.o
I can read; Schneebaum places himself, the writer, fictitiously on the “primi-
tive” side of the divide, ranged alongside those who neither read nor find any
reason for analyzing actions. :
Schneebaum is also aware that the readers of the second edition of the nar-
rative are different from the first edition’s readers twenty years earlier. Read-
ers in 1988 are more consciously concerned about the problem of Q.owoam@-
tion in the Third World, have been appalled by the Union Carbide disaster in
India, and remain deeply incensed by Western insensitivity to other cultures.
As the author tells us in his new preface to the 1988 edition, he discovered a
few years after the book originally came out that the entire Akarama H.voow_o
had been wiped out by trans-Amazon highway constructors, who used Eo@w-
diary bombs to kill them. It is not so much, or not only, that the Gm% were “a
simpler time, a more beautiful time,” but that memory makes it so; thus not
only nostalgia, but also outrage condition the old-new m:.x% of the >w.w35m
people. Curiously, however, Schneebaum’s own outrage is more for EBwo:
than his Akarama friends: “I had searched out that particular encounter with-
out realizing the fulfillment that would thereby come to me . . . An entire cul-
ture disappeared, and with it went a whole section of my life” Aworno.ogca
preface). What we readers—what I—tend to forget is that Keep &m River on
Your Right is, precisely, a narrative of a period in our friend Tobias. Schnee-
baum’s life. As is more obviously the case in Lawrence’s novel, the Akarama
in Schneebaum’s narrative serve as the correlative of the other within; they

focus and rechannel and empower his repressed sex/sensuality. His trip to the-

deepest, most unexplored regions of the Peruvian Amazon is a homecoming
and a self-encounter.

Thus, one of the most striking things for me, as I read Schneebaum’s narra-
tive, is the network of allusion he deploys to define himself and his H.@.maoﬂ‘ in
terms of a shared cultural heritage. On his first night in the Mission, his EEQ
overflows with possibilities that derive from a well-established background in
Tarzan comics and afternoon television serials: “Of course, nothing rm@co:.&w
there were no snakes, no tigers, no headhunters, no tarantulas. Yet my .B:a
overflowed with all these possibilities” (9): his mind, and, by osmosis, mine as
well. The image that prevails is not that of an uneventful evening, but Sﬁrmﬁ&
a jungle full of potential adventure and rife with aw:momowm encounters with
exotic men and beasts. Schneebaum’s decision to journey, like Kurtz and Mar-
.lowe, into the heart of darkness, to go, Star ﬁ,mlemo, where no one has mo.:m
:before, ratifies this first impression. Perhaps because his command of Spanish
-is shaky, and he speaks the other languages of the region not at all, Schnee-

ibaum, like Lawrence, is freer to dream, to invent the “rightness” and love he -
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feels bursting out around him in all directions. “It is becoming the realization
of a dream, my being here,” he says, “it’s as if I were back in Bomba the Jun-
gle Boy, my favorite reading in my early teens” (19). Events are profounder,
richer, sillier, by relation to the pop-culture context.

Our shared cultural context includes not only Tarzan and Bomba, however.
He also expects me to share his interest in T. S. Eliot, to navigate in the ideo-
logical waters familiar to The Nation’s readers, to sense this friend’s connec-
tion to Hesse’s Steppenwolf (he borrows Manolo’s Spanish translation to read
by candlelight while native men and women are conducting' orgies on the
beach under the crescent moon), to recognize his allusions to Proust: “the
shock of cold water was my madeleine” (41). The first moments of his en-
counter with the Akarama function as another madeleine, a shock of foremem-
ory of an event yet to take place. From the beginning, he feels that he can un-
derstand these people without the slightest familiarity with their language, that
an empathic bond allows them to communicate with each other (76, 78-79).1,
his reader, am evidently meant to share that bond as well. But in- 1988, and
even perhaps in 1969, we might well suspect that Schneebaum, like the crazy
old priest in the frontier mission “most of the time . . . makes himself misun-
derstood” (26), that the experience of mutual comprehension might be consid-
erably less mutual than he imagines, that in constituting himself the speaker
for the people, he is, again like Lawrence, actually speaking only for a con-
struction of his own desire.

He sees the Akarama in terms of certain basic categories—human, and
eaters of other humans—and as he hopes they are—“the first men who had
ever walked upon the earth.” This implicit confusion of what he is, or how he
sees himself, with what he hopes and what he sees of the Akarama conditions
all of his (mis)understandings of his adoptive people, his longing for their pris-
tine innocence, for their knowledge, as well as his recognition that he is for-
ever expelled from the Eden of their lives:

In writing, T think. That is, in writing here, it has become necessary to put thoughts
together to go down on these pages . . . And coming upon my people, now my lovers,
my friends, I shed my past as I did my clothes, even knowing inside me that I could
never be a Michii or Yoreitone, that a shirt, though gone now in shreds, though it no
longer is an object for which I have any desire or need, remains forever something that
Iknow has somewhere a use, and I can never strip myself of the knowledge of how to
open a button, how to put my arms in sleeves, how to put the tails inside a pair of pants.
To become Michii, I must not only rid myself of the need to write, but also of the very
knowledge that writing exists . . . ,

Time after time they ran their hands over my chest and belly and penis. They
touched with gentle fingers my nose, my eyes, my ears, my hair, and they prodded into
my navel with their noses. They repeated one word over and over, Habe, habe, and it
has taken me all this time to understand its meaning: “ignorant one.” (69-71)
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Schneebaum knows that he is ignorant because he writes, that in order to un-
derstand the Akarama and to be like them he has to forget his knowledge of
Eliot and Proust and Bomba the Jungle Boy. Yet, at the same time, he realizes
that he thinks in writing, and that he will continue to write during his time with
the Akarama, using whatever makeshift ink and paper he can devise. The end
result of all of his thinking, and all of his writing, has a single, simple conclu-
sion. He now understands the most basic fact of all; he sees the Akarama as
brothers, lovers, friends, Ais people, while they see him as a mascot, a pet, an
“ignorant one.” He continually puzzles over why these eaters of their fellow
human beings have not eaten him; it does not occur to him (or at least does not
occur to him in the pages of this narrative) that they might see him as inedible.

As is the case with Lawrence’s novel, there is a violent blood ritual at the
heart of Keep the River on Your Right that seals the spiritual relationship be-
tween the white Euro-American and the native Latin American. In The Plumed
Serpent, Kate witnesses executions and accepts her elevation to a goddess; in
Keep the River on Your Right, Schneebaum takes part in a graphically de-
scribed male fertility ritual of hunting, killing, and eating men from another
Amazonian group, followed by ritual homosexuality. The entire process,
Schneebaum hints, is at the same time a deeply religious ceremony, a celebra-
tion of life, a declaration of identity, an assertion of the hunting male’s domi-
nance over his prey, and a nutritional necessity. This is The Heart of Darkness
from Kurtz’s side of the divide between barbarity and civilization, a Heart of
Darkness where the values are, Bataille-like, inverted: “I was hypnotized by
movement always up and down, kaleidoscopic lights that flickered through my
iris, a chant that soon became a roar that drained out thoughts that came my

way . . . I took a piece of meat that Michii held out and ate and swallowed and-

ate some more, and entered the circle again to dance” (106). At the same time,
Schneebaum feels a wondering guilt at having gone so far native that he eats
human flesh, that he loses both writing and thoughts in the chant “Mayaarii-
ha,” “roaring jaguar.”

The roar of the jaguar sounds throughout the rest of the narrative, paired to
its minor key partner, an obsessively repeated, written sentence: “I am a canni-
bal.” In sharing the Akarama males’ ritual meat, he declares himself irrevoca-
bly one of them; in reflecting upon his participation in their communion, he
knows that he is equally irrevocably set apart. No matter how deeply he goes,
or thinks he goes, into their practices, he is not one of them. He suffers a crisis
‘of identity; they do not. Their laughing attitude towards death, their frankly rit-
val homosexuality are intensely unlike his own lacerated needs, at least insofar
as we, his friends, can filter them through the writings of and conversations
with his alter ego, the other writer in this narrative, the Spanish homosexual
‘Manolo, whose only reader is the one man who understands him, his friend,
Wﬁozmm Schneebaum. For all his love of Bomba and other exotica, and despite
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his conversion experience with the Akarama, for Schneebaum the drama of
meaning is played out in a field that has nothing to do with Michii, Yore-
itone, or his other Akarama companions. Schneebaum, inevitably, processes
these experiences in terms that have to do with letter writing for a Western-
educated audience, albeit a sympathetic one, and not for his Amazonian
friends. “I am a cannibal,” he writes, “but I am no savage” (181). For the
Akarama people, neither of the two clauses has any linguistic or existential
referent, and the distinction Schneebaum makes between “cannibal” and
“savage” is utterly meaningless, as would be the distinction Western society
makes between people according to sexual preference. “Here I am,” they say
simply, “a roaring jaguar.” Tobias Schneebaum/ for all his adventures, is still,
or perhaps more intensely, Bomba, the jungle boy, a little lost, oppressed by
lingering twinges of superiority.

But what of th¢ Akarama? Just as the reader of the 1960s is different from
the reader of the 1980s, so too I posit that the Akarama, as given to us by To-
bias Schneebaum, need to be read differently. The Akarama of both decades
are deeply misunderstood people. Previously taken to be bloodthirsty, primi-
tive savages, Schneebaum shows us that they are really happy, loving, commu-
nity-oriented people. While the community he describes seems strangely de-
void of women, there are any number of good reasons for Schneebaum’s
inability to mingle with the- female groupings as easily as he does with the
men. Yet because even the Akarama men whom Schneebaum personalizes by
reference to a name and a couple of personality traits seem so sketchily drawn,
the reader is ultimately left to her own devices. Thus, the Akarama of the
1960s are genial inversions of their hippie counterparts up north. They groove
on peace and togetherness, love and understanding, and are real back-to-nature
folks. If they seem a bit simple, they are endearing in their simplicity. The
reader of 1988, unlike the reader of the 1960s, knows the Akarama have been
brutally extinguished, and our sympathy for them is conditioned by this fore-
knowledge. Theirs is now a tragic story of the cruelty and violence of the white

- man, whose inexplicable conviction of his rightness and superiority colors this

moral tale. Darinimbiak’s death seems a foreshadowing; the curing of Pendiari
and Awaipe’s ills, an ironic commentary on the greater tragedy to come.
Schneebaum ends his narrative with the reflection: “I go where my legs will

. take me and if I look ahead, it seems like time gone by, for I see myself no mat-

ter where I g0, forever here” (184). His memory—here and now in 1969, or
here and now in 1988, or here in the now of this critical study—is all that re-

- mains of an entire people, but it is a people processed and reprocessed as the
‘site of self-construction, of critical analysis. “Here I am,” says the Akarama,

only a memory now, the roaring jaguar stilled in the jaguar-skin throw rug, the

. “here” unaccountably shifting locale.

There are several points that need to be made briefly, and by way of con-
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clusion, about the body of texts represented by these works. (1) For reasons on the novel by D. H. Lawre
that still require exploration, ritual violence, or what I’ve been calling a West- Schneebaum. As Michael Fischer notes “bifocality,
ern fetishization of violence—as opposed to banal or inexplicable violence— i ;

plays an essential role in these narrations about the exotic, “other” America, dence between societies: members of o:ﬂm:HmmmMMMmMOMm mg.s:sm intetdepen-
and ritual is linked to an explicit, temporally conscious positioning. In these cal readers of ethnography. No longer can rhetorical figur, ﬁom :M Ho.mm.u.zmgu.\ omE-
works, time is manipulated as a value structure, either to contrast a timeless, the ‘exotic’ be used with impunity; audiences have @m o m. EM:E,,\ e o
primitive existence (Akarama, Mexican Indians) with a time-bound one - 199). Postmodern readers can no _. ecome multiple” (Fischer

(Schneebaum’s New York; Kate’s London),? or to suggest a variation on what hous cultural objects as our own feti
Bataille calls the “empty toxicity” at the doubled end of history when modes _
of consciousness and production and modes of excess, sacrifice, and art will
join (see Stoekl 107-8). One compelling feature of this paradigm is the link-
ing of sexuality and violence with the “primitive” culture, suggesting that the
familiar postmodern trope of the end of history also predicts a return to this
imagined primitive past. I do not believe that the underlying connection with
utopic and/or pastoral discursive traditions is insignificant. (2) Issues of domi-
nation also need to be explored. Both Lawrence and Schneebaum, in their dif-
ferent ways, manipulate an ingrown sense of superiority as a tool for opening
up and understanding an alien culture. In his article “The National Longing for
Form,” Timothy Brennan hints at the imbrication of such a desire for mastery
with self-indulgence, and with destruction, as well as with the colonialist’s un-
conscious linkage of “to enlighten” with “to control.”” Brennan focuses on the
motives that have, in a large sense, been at the basis of imperialism. “The ,
‘novel of empire’ in its classic modernist versions . . . has been blind to the : Torgovnick ends Gone Primitive with the reminder that her book is i i
impact of a world system largely directed by Anglo-American interests, how- ,mmoa in particular ways, and offers only one stud 008 18 ltsell bi-
ever much it involved itself passionately, unevenly, and contradictorily in - les of the phenomenon: “The present study has traced, in e

some of the human realities of world domination” (Brennan 48). Likewise, i @EEESmEfS#on MMMMMVM H%_Mo-om:-
Torgovnick reminds us that the sense of the literary recuperation of the prim- ve lines of primitivism that ol major
itive upon which such works as Lawrence’s and Schneebaum’s depend is nei- rent selection of texts. Some of th » Neces-
ther coherent nor particularly well-founded, and that closer scrutiny uncovers ) © ol those texts
nationalistic biases, ethnocentric prejudices, and sexist values that are now
impossible to defend (Torgovnick 3). At the same time, the strong connection
between nation and narration needs to be uncoupled and explored, especially,
as is the case in these texts, when the underlying notions about narrative con-
struction seem at odds with the concept of nation under discussion. This prob-
lem seems particularly acute when exploring the origins (Lawrence) or

. . In response to such epistemological complicati

MMMJM WOMMJ%:S@@% momaoE%. have a tendency to m:WEoEmE %M MNNMMM MNM

o EM \ Mm.omm mwa aooo.mENg Western bias in earlier versions of post-

thinkers s&oﬂmhwﬂ__mowmmmﬂwmwhmcm - Hhmmm %Ewﬁ.oms o

e oncerns. It wi ion i

w.woo:m%m: of 5.5, paper &ﬁ texts like Mario Vargas Eﬁw%w M.Mu mewwmwnm%ww

.mOﬂWRcma, ,i:or seemingly presents a response to Kate’s Malintzi and
cebaum’s Bomba the Jungle Boy, in actuality distance themselves very

little, if at all, from the strong, if di i
) , g, if discredited, paradi
works as those of Schneebaum and Lawrence. b S Tepresented by such

° .. . But I can imagine alternati
sarily, be based on an'entirely diffe

.. . : ial order, includin
arginalized in the West (Torgovnick 248). Mario Vargas Llosa %ma“ﬂw

%Mwmo_owm of the :.mwa de exotismo,” thirst for the exotic, relieved in these
pron Mowc MM mmzow_o&. wo.mr wma finds EEoEm&% invidious the exploitation
A “pro oﬁ.m:m: ﬁ:& World writers by well-fed European leftists

, m their own preconceptions about Latin America and their own frus-

boundaries (Schneebaum) or gender inflections of stories/myths/rituals about’ mﬁoQ.BEm:QOE about their own countries. The simple fictions ab i
narration/nation. ! says Vargas Llosa, are what they demand mMa what wMom o:_”H. L
These trends are disturbing ones, and implicitly undercut much of the ovet tions feed both their Bomba-the-Jungle-Boy exoticism and th 4 mao : m:o.:
theoretical and political discursive positionings of postmodern thought. Oth | programs. On the occasion of a speech by a working-cl - Wo&o.m_-
scholars, similarly aware of this problem, have turned to the Third World fo §/0ught to address a group of Danish intellectuals, he as.:mmm S%Mm&mMMﬁMMW

more authentic, or at least more culturally sensitive, renderings of this pos enthusiastic reception of an exceptionally one-sided and biased
modern indigenist paradigm that I have been discussing through my commen g ccount of life in Pery: ase



o

86 - D.A. Castillo

The Tropics of the Imagination + 87

La razén principal es, sin duda, ese fenémeno de transferencia tan frecuente en los
intelectuales europeos que dicen interesarse en América Latina. En realidad, se intere-
san en una América Latina ficticia, en la que han proyectado esos apetitos ideolégicos
que la realidad de sus propios pafses no puede materializar, esas convicciones que la
vida que viven desmiente diariamente. La compensacioén de su' frustracin es ese otro
mundo, al que se vuelven a mirar a fin de que les muestre siempre lo que quieren ver .
[The function of the third-world writer] consistia en resarcirlos vicariamente de la des-
gracia que es para ellos—los pobres—vivir y escribir en un pafs culto y democratico
donde los sindicalistas prefieren ver la televisién, en sus casas propias, en vez de editar
las novelas de los escritores revolucionarios que les elevarfan la conciencia. (Vargas
Llosa, Contra 343—44) )

[The main reason is, doubtlessly, that very common phenomenon of transference in-
European intellectuals who say they are interested in Latin America. What they are re-
ally interested in is a fictitious Latin America, onto which they have projected those
ideological appetites that the reality of their own countries cannot materialize, those
convictions that the life they live contradicts on a daily basis. The compensation for
their frustration is that other world, the one they go back to again and again so long as
it shows them exactly what they want to see . . . [The function of the third-world writer]
consists in vicariously indemnifying their disgrace, which for those poor intellectuals
consists of living and writing in a civilized and democratic country where union orga-
nizers would rather watch television, in their own homes, rather than publish the novels
by those revolutionary writers who would raise their consciousnesses.

Nevertheless, the question I want to ask this text is, first of all, to what degree
does Vargas Llosa’s affirmation of the political and artistic complexity of such
work as his lay claim to Western attention through a deployment of stylistic
RQEE:% that are both white-male canonical and “universal” rather than local
in orientation, and secondly, how much of the authority of Vargas Llosa’s
novel derives from the reader’s sense that in it, unlike in traditional ethno-
meEom_ accounts, the novelist speaks for the margin because in this book he
licenses his own, differently constituted, margin to speak for itself?

In EI \EE&&Q\ the problem almost too easily breaks down into a question
of narrative orientation. There are two narrators, both Peruvian: one speaks
from Florence, having chosen the route of westernization (though he agonizes
about writing the story of the Machiguenga Indians), the other from the unex-
plored (by westerners) rain forest of the Amazon. In depicting a reality that is
at least double, <w__,Hmmw Llosa would seem to respond to those European intel-
lectuals he describes who want Latin America to retain a straightforward,
Aairy-tale simplicity. Yet, at the same time, his bid for relevance comes uncom-
fortably close to duplicating their analogous anxiety. Those European intellec-
tuals he critiques want Latin America to provide a standard of relevance for
their ideological programs, to provide them with the forum that their own peo-
ple, too involved in television to bother, deny them. But when he turns to his
.own society, Vargas Llosa describes the Latin American writer as a person
similarly, although for different reasons, without a place: “En una sociedad en
que la literatura no cumple funcién alguna porque la mayoria de sus miembros
no saben o no estén en condiciones de leer y la minorfa que sabe y puede leer
1o lo hace nunca, el escritor resulta un ser anémalo, sin ubicacién precisa, . . .
- una especie de loco benigno™ [In a society in which literature has no real func-
.tion whatsoever because the majority of the members of that society do not
.know how to read, or are not able to do s0, and the minority that knows how to
Ho..mm and can read never does so, the writer turns out to be an anomalous being,
without any precise position . . . a type of benign madman] (Vargas Llosa,
G&Eﬁ 93). Western intellectuals look to Latin America for the practical vali-
. dation of their theories; Latin American intellectuals, hints Vargas Llosa, look
: 0 .mioco for their reading public. Vargas Llosa, then, is concerned with the
. writer as exile and exemplary citizen, and with the strained linguistic/literary
modes of coding a text for two different and incompatible audiences, the more-
or-less indifferent educated elite of his own country, and the relatively unin-
ormed reader abroad. I need not go into the implications of this practice.
mo<o.8~ years ago Ferndndez Retamar pointed out the orientalizing tendency
n his contemporaries’ targeting of the reading publics in Europe and North
America, and he has eloguently explored the issues involved in inscribing a
C.&: American identity for (or against) a supposedly “universal” audience.
His Calibdn confronts the issue of cultural and linguistic alienation not only

Vargas Llosa, then, decries oversimplification of complex Latin American re-
alities in order to exploit specific Latin American difficulties for first-world
aesthetic enjoyment, and finds particularly reprehensible the political erotics
of a continuing exoticism that insistently rewrites Latin America in terms of
Western intellectual desires. From his point of view, amply supported by many
thoughtful critics, his own difficult, highly fragmented, self-reflexive, emi-
nently postmodern novels make their claim on Anglo-European attention
through reference to a nuanced multi-cultural Peru reaffirmed in its multifari-
ous vitality rather than displayed as an uncomplicated and easily marketable
folklore. To counter first-world intellectuals, or writers like Lawrence and
Schneebaum, who find western tools of analysis adequate for the study of any
culture, in El hablador Vargas Llosa proposes a model in which the production
of knowledge is a joint undertaking. A western-trained narrator and a
Machiguenga storyteller speak alternatively in the text, implicitly to each other
and to us, who find their complementarity and the grounds for dialogue in the
textual interstices. The immediate attractiveness of such a work is that, unliké
those works studied by Torgovnick, in El hablador Vargas Llosa, ostensibly at
least, does not pretend to speak for or from the margins of his own (in Western
terms) marginalized society. Instead, his point-of-view character speaks from
the very center of that society—Lima, Peru, and Florence, Italy—while giving
the Amazonian storyteller (almost) equal space to speak in his own voice.
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in relation to the Spanish-speaking Latin American’s relation to indigenous
and other minority peoples, but also in terms of a vexed consciousness of the
overriding effects of cultural imperialism.

There is a second issue beyond the ironies involved in a fall into exoticism
‘when the frenzy to escape such orientalizing tendencies is at its height, how-
ever. Not only are Europe and Latin America caught in a mutually validating
narrative bind involving the very heart of postmodern critical and theoretical
practices, but both the Europeans he critiques and Vargas Llosa himself use the
exofic as the validating trope of authenticity. Like the ingenuous proletarian
writer who repeats to the Danish audience all the stereotypes about an exotic
Latin American city that they most desire to see fulfilled, so too Vargas Llosa,
the Latin American city dweller, looks to the exotic margins of Peru for the
image of an authentic narrative voice. If the Western intellectual or the metro-
politan storyteller is a barely tolerated benign madman, the same is not true in
the Amazon. The Machiguenga storytellers, the narrator tells Mascarita, “son -
una prueba palpable de que contar historias puede ser algo mds que una mera
diversién . . . Algo primordial, algo de lo que depende la existencia misma de-.
un pueblo” [They’re a tangible proof that storytelling can be something more
than mere entertainment . . . Something primordial, something that the very
existence of a people may depend on] (Vargas Llosa, Hablador 92/Storytellei
94). The Machiguenga storyteller is at the center of his culture in a way the
Latin American novelist or Western intellectual can never hope to be, but hi

very existence there, on the margins, describes the conditions by which they
can imagine a way out of the multifarious postmodern fictional impasses an
achieve cultural empowerment. Fiction in the Amazon is not just the amusing
lie that supplements reality,” it is the reality that constitutes a community, val!
idating the old ties between a nation (however defined) and narration in a p
ticularly strong sense. Academic fascination with such a model of dynami
empowered ethnicity is entirely to be expected, since this model -allows fot':d§
reimagining of the interplay between speaker and society that we, in our t
light admissions in conference corridors, uncomfortably suspect to be highl}
attenuated in postmodern theorizing and literary practice.
Furthermore, while the fully empowered Machiguenga oral storyteller;is
new, the novel that runs simultaneously along two well-defined tracks has’
come a well-established feature of Vargas Llosa’s recent work; La tia Julia'y !
escribidor and Elogio de la madrastra both use a similar technique of setting
up two narrative voices, and Carlos Alonso suggests in an article on tia Julig
that the divided novel “can be read as an example of that more general curré
within postmodernism which seeks to explode the chasm between high 4d!
low cultures by using popular forms and discourses to produce objects that:0sg
tensibly belong to high literary culture” (47). Clearly, if we agree with Alo
we conclude that Vargas Llosa is concerned with setting two discrete narrat
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Eomom. mEo.E\ side so as to abstract the essential components of storytellin,
_ MSSH 1s so interesting about Vargas Llosa’s recent efforts, however, is that %@
ox.w_o%m.ﬂrm chasm” in the chasm itself, in the double and aoczoéqowowm text
unlike as in, say, Historia de Mayta where he exploits/explodes the %8096,
mos.dc_m from within for high-art ends. Vargas Llosa’s doubled text reminds me
again of Barthes’s formulation that “Culture . . . recurs as an edge,” an edge
Mwm%oa. in the moﬁro.aomo seam between pleasure and i&o:oo“ _uogomz
smﬁomﬂmw MMMMWM%WM:EEQ the destroyer mourning/reveling in the loss of
. Vargas Llosa’s double narrative, then, is caught in a bind that is at least
triple. (1) The Machiguenga storyteller represents the best hope for a revital-

- 1zed, constructive narrative tradition at the center of culture rather than at the

MMMMMMM% seam, but Emﬂ_,s@mﬁﬂiwom novelist who E@w.ﬁo write a story about
. guenga oral storyteller is unable to find a voice that is either “au-
Eosco: .Qom\ 104) or even “credible” (152/158). (2) Ethnography, the alterna-
tive traditional method of explicating the primitive to the anﬁ.w is suspect
on ‘ooﬁ.r cultural and ideological grounds. Concern about :o:lﬁmmm >Eo%om:
: Investigators’ motivations for field study in the Amazon is widespread, and
: H_SH. only in fictional accounts.’ As one of Vargas Llosa’s characters mmwm, not
m:.:ao_% tongue in cheek: “la Etnologfa es una seudociencia inventada wo,a los
8ringos para destruir las Humanidades™ [ethnology is a pseudo-science in-
<w:ﬁ.m\ g gringos to destroy the Humanities] (34/32), and the Instituto
Lingiifstico de Verano or the Dominican priests who staff a mission at
Gw:.cm::g, both organizations acknowledged in Vargas Llosa’s endnote, im-
plicitly have their own nefarious reasons for wanting to study >EmNoamw In-
&.msm m.sa their languages (e.g., veiled hints that such organizations have been
mro object .dw virulentas controversias,” “of virulent controversy” [69/71])
To go native—in Schneebaum’s terms, to blur the distinction omc::um_\
fhavage—would seem to find a way out of the contradiction by replacing the
om.an._-oamioa, canonical author with an indigenous figure. Nevertheless
the ._s&m.mso:m storyteller by definition does not enter into any dialogue m_uo:m
.Eﬁmr.ﬁ, living or dead, and remains completely outside the burning
nflict in postmodern aesthetic modes. Without the intervention of the mod-
Ih; somaﬁﬂoa author-figure, there is no book. Without a reader who ac-
pts narrative fragmentation, there is no community bound together (rather
lian cut on the edge) of the story.
asﬁ /\.ﬁmmm Llosa attempts; then, is a both/and operation: he includes both
e .E:Eo informant (the Machiguenga storyteller) and the analytic framework
lie .somﬁoEmNoa intellectual). The storyteller blurs all temporal modes into a
“eosnm_:ocm. present line: “‘Estamos vivos,” decian. Y ellos segufan andando”
., m<a te alive,” they said. And they went on walking] (44/43). Like Schnee-
baum and the Akarama, they live in the “here,” with no time or inclination for
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western-style analysis. The intellectual, in contrast, on.rmENom the Ho:o%wo-
tive mode of meditative reflection upon a history now “visto con mm mw«mcwoim
del tiempo” [with hindsight] (21/19), where the tell-tale BN&AQ . Mm indicates
the direction contemplation must take: “;Sentfa ya esa fascinacion de 059”:-
jado por los hombres del bosque y la Naturaleza sin ro\zmﬁ por las oc.E:.mm
primitivas, mindsculas, desperdigadas . . . ? ; Ardia ya en él ese ?omw mo_uam~_\o
brotado oscuramente de lo mds hondo de su personalidad . .. .w m_., ya r.mgm
comenzado todo eso” [Did he already feel that mwo_.wcoc:m.mmmo._smﬁo: for the
peoples of the jungle and for unsullied nature, for minute @EB::.AV o::::wmﬂ.. ..
Was that ardent fell feeling, spring from the darkest depths of his personality,

already burning within him . . . Yes, all that had already begun] (15/12-13).

The narrator’s “ya” (“already”) betrays his B@m_omo_om%,. his repeated mm_aom%ﬁ:
marking the repetitious and necessary scene oﬁ m:m&@.m of an event not ye m
and already defined. This narrator, our westernized guide to the >BwNoF.H

aware of the role of the reader, aware of his own role, aware m.m .éo: of the in-
stitutional status of a certain kind of privileged intellectual activity that creates

its own, albeit rejected, community, one defined by a shared matrix involving

Kafka and Proust, Corin Tellado and popular television programs, local news

and literary gossip. This familiar narrative territory, m_wogm.&sm with the Em
possibly exotic realm of the Machiguenga mﬁod\.ﬁozoﬁ inevitably mcmm@.ﬁm m m,
own blurring of edges, it own narrative recharting. ﬂ.ug the mHoQS:Q. s 0 _
mish-mash of news and gossip retold and mixed with E%.E. and :m.,&.m_ozw
tales, all spiced with ritual expressions begins to sound mzm?o.ﬂocm_% simi mnmo
the westernized writer’s combination of travelogue and gossip about ?oﬂ S,
flavored with references to reading, spiced with E@BQ allusions. Woacoo . Mo
its essential components, the wandering storyteller begins mo Eow H._Wo ﬁ.rm gﬁw m
setting novelist, just as the novelist adduced the hablador’s kinship witl

European troubadour, the Brazilian caboclo, the Irish %mmn.g.m A.ma
158—59/164—-65). The Machiguenga serves, ominously, as a defamiliarizatio

device in the continuing story of the Western intellectual’s long monologué

about himself, never fully escaping into (or from) the social matrix that.d

clares the Western writer a benign madman and the Zmoamco:mm storytellera
defining element of community. Slyly, the story about the Zmogmcwsmm mﬁoaﬁ.%,
teller does get written; our mistake would be to take it as a Machiguenga stoty,

rather than a talented westerner’s variation on his own m.EoEomB@r_om_ aﬁ%
Vargas Llosa’s triple bind is understandable, wo%mm.m Ewwomwmzo.. >:§w
nature of that problematic suggests not so much the ws:.mg.gmm B:E-OM_\ urg
Latin American as someone far more similar to the Danish intellectuals Varga
Llosa belittles before finally rejecting. Like EoB., Vargas Llosa owoowm
specific and stereotypical representative of an exotic culture so as to rea

predrawn conclusions, not in this case about the revolution of the proletaridt

but rather about the role of the committed writer in (post)modern society. Wh

The Tropics of the Imagination + 9]

is of concern to me; however, is the particular framework of literary allusion
chosen to surround the Machiguenga elements. In this novel, the overt text of
the westernized narrator’s admiration for the social status of the Machiguenga
storyteller is paired with a repressed subtext hinting at the impotence of the
Machiguenga people, who need a converted westerner to come in and revive
their dying civilization, and also implying the physical and spiritual monstros-
ity that is the most they can hope to achieve for themselves in the best of cases.

The narrator’s first image of the Amazonian tribes is accompanied by a gri-
mace of distaste. What else, he asks, can a modern, cosmopolitan Peruvian
feel for those subhuman beings that sit around naked in the jungle, gabbling
EooEEo:o:mME% and eating lice? “Esos hipibos, huambisas, aguarunas,
Yyaguas, shapras, caripas, mashcos representan en la sociedad peruana . . . un
horror pintoresco, una excepcionalidad que los otros compadecian o es-
carnecian, pero sin concederle el respeto y la dignidad que sélo merecian
quienes se ajustaban en su fisico, costumbres y creencias a la ‘normalidad’”

“{In the Peruvian social order those Shipibos, Huambisas, Aguarunas, Yaguas,

Shapras, Campas, Mashcos represented something that he could understand

better than anyone else: a picturesque horror, an aberration that other people
-tidiculed or pitied without granting it the respect and dignity deserved only by
i those whose physical appearance, customs, and beliefs were “normal”]

(29-30/28). The narrator’s original “picturesque horror” ostensibly changes as
the novel progresses, and he too begins to appreciate and yearn for the unques-
tioned respect in which the Machiguengas hold their storytellers. Neverthe-

88, underlying this superficial change persists the image of an unredeemable,
ncurable monstrosity.

i The first monstrosity lies in the Indians’ “perfectionism,” their lack of
luman compassion: new mothers will bury alive or drown babies born with
hysical handicaps or deformities of any sort (27/25). Yet, despite this horror
f deformity, despite their tendency to let themselves die if afflicted by even
he most minor illness, the Amazonians seem to support more than their share
human grotesques. The spiritual monstrosity that the narrator “knows”
bout finds its parallel in the physical deformation all around him when he
daches the Amazon. He describes his impression of Urakusa, an Aguaruna
wn; first, the “espectdculo acostumbrado” [familiar spectacle]: “tetas col-
tes, nifios de vientres hinchados por los parésitos, pieles rayados de negro”
ngling tits, the children with parasite-swollen bodies and skins striped red
black], and then something new, “un especticulo que nunca olvidé: el de un

llombre recientemente torturado” [a spectacle I have never forgotten: that of a
gan recently tortured] (the torturers were whites and mestizos who objected

0:the Aguaruna leader’s foresight in trying to improve living conditions for

811 people) (72—73/74). The implication is that the unassimilated Indians are

nstrous; the semi-assimilated ones are victims of horrible and subhuman




' the streets. You scare people.” (13-14)
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treatment; the fully assimilated (e.g. city-dwelling) Indians are merely pa-
thetic. As the narrator rhetorically asks himself later, “;de ‘salvajes’ libres y
soberanos habian empezado a convertirse en ‘zombies’ . . . 7 [Or were they,
rather, from the free and sovereign “savages” they had been, beginning to turn
into “zombies”?] (157/163). The poles of his transformative equation are not
insignificant; they suggest no roles for the Indian in westernized imagination
other than minor parts in either “Tarzan” or “The Night of the Living Dead.”
By contrast, the linguists and anthropologists who immerse themselves in this
world are “personajes faulknerianos de una sola idea, testarudez intrépida y
alarmante heroismo” [a character out of Faulkner—single-mindedly, fearlessly
stubborn, and frightening heroic] (178/184).

On one of the narrator’s subsequent trips to the Amazon, he travels with the

Schneils to visit a Machiguenga town, in itself an anomaly for this people

whose most basic, traditional belief is that the wotld continues to exist because
they never stop walking. Characteristically, the narrator’s first impression is of
deformity: “uno de los nifios tenfa la cara destruida por esa especie de lepra
que es la uta” [the face of one of the children was eaten away by a form of lep-
rosy known as uta] (162/168)—but the monster is not shunned by his peers; in-
stead, he interacts freely with the other children. The narrator wants to empha-
size both the physical horror and the unquestioning acceptance of monstrosity;
in order to maintain the argument, however, he has to make a baroque and
rather unconvincing distinction between the Indians’ monstrous pursuit of per-
fectionism that leads to infanticide of children with birth defects, and their
natural lack of discrimination against those unfortunate individuals whose
handicaps or deformities occur after birth, the only way he can maintain the
strong linkage between monster and savage.
The narrator reinforces this connection through the figure of Sadl Zuratas,
- Mascarita, who is inextricably linked to Kafka’s man-monster Gregot
Samsa on the one hand and the Machiguenga on the other. This young man,
deformed by an immense mole covering one side of his face, is monstrous in
various senses of the word. The drunk in the bar summarizes society’s unin-
hibited reaction to his appearance:

—iPuta, qué monstruo! ;De qué zoolégico te escapaste, oye? . .
El borracho alargé las manos hacia €], haciendo contra con los dedos, como _Om
nifios cuando les mentan la madre.
—T4 no entras, monstruo. . . . Con esa cara, no debfas salir a la calle, asustas a la
gente. (16) .
“Son of a bitch! What a Eo:mai What zoo did you escape from? ...
The drunk stretched out his hands, making hex signs with his fingers, the way chil-
dren do when they’re called bad names. .
“You’re not coming in here, monster. . . . With a face like that, you should keep off
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Mascarita’s enormous mole is a variant on the prominent nose stereotypically
thought to be the physical sign of a Jewish heritage, and, indeed, Mascarita’s
father is a Jew, but as the child of a mixed marriage, a monstrous birth, he is re-
jected by both his parents’ peoples on those grounds. Mascarita is also mon-
strous in his humor, in his rejection of western models of knowledge, in his
passionate commitment to the peoples of the Amazon. He is obsessed: with
Kafka, and especially “The Metamorphosis,” “que habia releido innumerables
veces y poco menos que memorizado” [which he had read countless times and
virtually knew by heart] (19/17), and has a pet parrot he calls Gregorio Samsa.
It is, in fact, Kafka’s tale of the man-insect that serves as the most persistent
literary touchstone for the entire novel. The Machiguengas and Gregor Samsa
are Mascarita’s twin obsessions, and through this obsessive linking they be-
come identified. Mascarita is a Gregor Samsa; in the Machiguenga world “a
los monstruitos, a los gregorio samsas, los despefiaban” [little monsters, Gre-
gor Samsas, were hurled from the top of a mountain] (277/25). At the same
time, the Machiguengas are the Gregorio Samsas of Peru; only among them
can another Gregorio Samsa hope to feel at home. Soon, through an incompre-
hensible metamorphosis, or .conversion experience, Mascarita becomes a
Machiguenga; more, he is the Machiguenga storyteller quoted in this book.
The Machiguenga, it seems, have no native storyteller left, for although
habladores are spoken of in the plural, the only one we hear of, meet, or sec
depicted is this adopted member of the tribe, the monster, the misfit, who can
only find acceptance among these picturesque and primitive people.

If Mascarita’s conversion had beer complete, the novel would fit more

neatly into the tradition of tales of the primitive in which romantic and mon-

strous interpretations jostle for priority. Monstrously, Mascarita’s.conversion,

like his physical metamorphosis, is halted halfway. Once he is fully accepted
as a hablador, that is, as one of the people upon whom the very existence of
the Machiguenga depends, he employs that power to redefine the nature of the
community, at first subtly, later more blatantly. From the first, there is a mys-

ery surrounding this albino graft onto the tribe. The Machiguengas, a friendly
nd open people, “no tienen reservas sobre nada. Pero sobre los habladores, si”’
They don’t keep anything to themselves. Except anything having to do with
he habladores] (169/175); the cosmopolitan narrator surmises that these peo-
le were not, and had no need, to protect the institution of the storyteller; quite
he contrary, since the storyteller was at the root of their sense of community.
nstead, “lo protegfan a €l. A pedido de él mismo, sin duda” [They were pro-
ecting him. No doubt because he asked them to] (179/185), and.the specific

staboo spread to the abstract level.

Mascarita also changes the: nature of the Machiguenga belief system in

(other, even more fundamental ways. One of the horrors of assimilation, says
' the narrator, is the process by which an independent people is converted into a
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herd of victims, losing the primordial, untouchable depths (167/172) by learn-
ing to sing the national anthem in Machiguenga and to tell Bible stories in bro-
ken Spanish. Mascarita changes the fundamental nature of his adopted people
in just such basic ways. The Machiguenga never travels alone; they are a wan-
dering but gregarious people. Mascarita refuses any companion except his par-
rot. The Machiguenga do not use names: “su nombre era siempre provisional,
relativo y transetinte: el que llega o el que se va, el esposo de la que acaba de
morir o el que baja de la canoa, el que nacié o el que disparé la flecha” [Their
names were always temporary, related to a passing phenomenon and subject to
change: the one who arrives, or the one who leaves, the husband of the woman
who just died, or the one who is climbing out of his canoe, the one just born, or
the one who shot the arrow] (81/83). Mascarita does not dissolve name into
function in such a fashion; instead, he insists on retaining his nickname, and on
hearing it repeated back to him, preserving his unique identity, attaching the
Spanish word “Mascarita” to the abstract Machiguenga word for “one who
speaks”: “lo llamo con una palabra que inventé para él. Un ruido de loros pues.
A ver, imitenlo. Despertémoslo, llamémoslo. El lo aprendié y lo repite muy
bien: Mas-ca-ri-ta, Mas-ca-ri-ta, Mas-ca-ri-ta . . .” [I call him by a name I in-
vented for him. A parrot noise. Let’s hear you imitate it. Let’s wake him up;
let’s call him. He’s learned it and repeats it very well: Mas-ca-ri-ta, Mas-ca-ri-
ta, Mas-ca-ri-ta . . .] (224/234).

Finally, as the narrator hints, Mascarita’s transformation has less to do
with his adoption of the Machiguenga belief system than with his Jewish prej-
udice towards another community that, like his own, is both marginalized and
wandering (233/243). Certainly, the long, boring hours he spent in synagogue
and the other long hours he spent in a Christian society have their effect on
the stories he tells his adopted people. Like the Bible instructors, but more in-
sidiously, Mascarita inserts the stories of those other peoples into the com-
pendium of news and legend. He tells the story of “Tasurinchi-jehova” and
the Machiguenga-Jews who were cast out by the Viracocha-Christians and set
to wander the earth. I do not want to suggest that what is at issue is the ques-:
tion of retaining some sort of illusory purity of the untouched primitive as an;
alternative social matrix. What is at issue in this novel is a problem of compet-
ing narrative modes—westernized and Amazonian—in which the eccentri
monstrous form of narration is subsumed, almost imperceptibly, into a parody
of the same old Judeo-Christian tale. It is perhaps because Mascarita retains
his westernized sense of self and heritage and identity that the narrative “I”” can
so easily recreate the long-desired story of the Machiguenga hablador, and do
so, moreover, in a form that exactly reproduces the seemingly less authentic
(because more overtly western-biased) accounts of ethnographers like Tobias
Schneebaum and Kenneth Good (the latier does, in fact, also include the inter-
mittent voice of the native informant in the brief italicized paragraphs provided

by his partially westernized Yanomama wife, Yarima). We could, in fact, argue
that Vargas Llosa’s account, compared to the accounts of the European
thinkers he criticizes, is all the more disturbing because in it the Machiguenga
voice seems less mediated, seems more like a transcription of the native speak-
ing out or speaking back in his own voice, on his own terms, from the margins
of the margin.

Like Schneebaum’s narrative or Lawrence’s novel, then, Vargas Llosa’s El
hablador describes the experience of giving oneself over to another way of
seeing. This is, in itself, an honorable endeavor. What ultimately disappoints,
however, is that in the Latin American novel, as in the British and the Ameri-
can’s works, the apparent duality of vision is coupled to no interplay. We see
what Kate or Tobias or Mascarita sees, and we have an intuition about what the
Mexican or the Akarama or the Machiguenga does not see, but at all times we
are still looking through the mediated vision of Western eyes. Politically, this
narrative technique conforms perfectly to Vargas Llosa’s pro-acculturation
stance with respect to indigenous peoples in the Americas.’ Because Vargas
Llosa’s novel only apparently privileges (or gives equal time to) the au-
toethnography of the Machiguenga, there is no bifocal or multiply conceived
discursive encounter in the narrative, no countervision to throw the western-
ized conclusions into relief or put them in perspective. While in each case we
are told, endlessly, about a contradiction between a western individual and a
non-western collective subject, in each case the collective transposes itself into
narrative as a mediated transcription of a single individual’s idiosyncratic vi-
sion. As William Rowe says in a recent article, “Those parts of the text that
present the voice of Zuratas as'a Machiguenga ‘storyteller’ read like a bad in-
digenista novel . . . These passages . . . have virtually no intellectual content”
(Rowe 60-61).

In her reading of J. M. Coetzee’s Foe, Gayatri Spivak suggests that “there
can be no politics founded on a continuous overdetermined multiplicity of
agencies” (Spivak 166), and she continues: “perhaps that is the novel’s mes-
sage: the impossible politics of overdetermination (mothering, authoring, giv-
ing voice to the native ‘in’ the text; a white male South African writer engag-
ing in such inscriptions ‘outside’ the text) should not be regularized into a
blithe continuity, where the European redoes the primitive’s project in herself”
“ (174). Coetzee’s novel, Spivak reminds us, does not hold together in a contin-
:uous narrative space. Tellingly, for all their surface fragmentation, all three of
the books examined in this paper do hold together as the exotic “there” reveals
itself as another face/mask of the western “here.” All of them suggest that they
are limit texts—this is as far as we can go into the jungle—when in fact they
- mark only the first threshold we must cross.

“We” the readers may resist co-optation into the cultural community of the
text’s value system on various grounds. As Torgovnick writes, “the language
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5. See Kenneth Good for a U.S. take on this issue.
6. Vargas Llosa writes, for example, that “if forced to choose between the preserva-
tion of Indian cultures and their complete assimilation, with great sadness I would

choose modernization of the Indian population because there are priorities”
(Writer’s 36).

of ‘us and them’ . . . is powerfully, almost infinitely seductive. Today we seem
to have a choice of which ‘us’ is ‘us’: the humanist ‘us’ . . . or the imperialist
us’.” And, Torgovnick adds, even if we are able to choose among the multiple
and fragmentary versions of “us,” “we still need to ask what is excluded from
the ‘us’” (Torgovnick 145). Clearly, all three of these works show, both the hu-
manist “us” and the imperialist “us” share a common Anglo-European cultural
frame and both, in Mary Louise Pratt’s succinct formulation, “continue to lo-
cate the whole planet with respect to a European-based historical natrative”
(Pratt 8). Neither Tobias Schneebaum’s subjective ethnography nor Vargas
Llosa’s ostensibly de-centered and multiply voiced novel shift this undertheo-
rized cultural bias. Alternative knowledge systems, including those of women-
centered and non-western-determined texts, are still all too often among those
excluded from the expansive, universalizing “us.” The politics of postmodern
indigenism continue to betray the fact that in our western textual universe
“Quetzalcoat] and all that” still have limited consequences for our revisionary
intellectual projects, and until we begin to address the implications of this bias
our postmodern theorization of indigenous disruptions as textual resistances
will remain seriously flawed.
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