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1 Abstract

Attending to the felt quality of experience, this work looks at how a community of
Mexican campesinos go about their life while cultivating coffee, trying to make sense of how
villagers feel, know, and understand the world "on their own tenns". The aim is to work through
(and from) the plane of the body, a narrative strategy that seeks ta convey some of the give an
take ofeveryday life; the joy and salubrity that are often bounded in moments ofgood heal~ the
sorrow and pain that poverty entaUs. But since "weil being" is not "culture free" but guided by
moral and aesthetic constraints, 1 map out the cultural "building blacks" ta see how local notions
of health and illness tie ioto feelings of integrity or fragmentation. L~ we look at what social
ideals underscore notions of personhood and how these shape local experiences of land.

Pour répondre à la qualité sentie de l'expérience, cet ouvrage montre comment une
communité de campesinos Mexicains qui concentrent leurs vies à cultiver le café, essaye de
donner sens à la manière dont les paysans sentent, connaissent, et comprennent le monde dans
"leur propres termes". Le but est de travailler à travers (et à partir) du plan du corps; une
stratégie narrative en guise de transmettre les douleurs et la salubrité qui sont souvent
detenninées par des moments de pauvreté et de bonne santé. Spécifiquement, mon interêt est
d'explorer la façon dont les notions locales de santé et de maladie se lient aux sentiments
d'integrité et de fragmentation. Pourtant, puisque le bienêtre et la maladie ne sont pas "exempts
de culture" mais guidés par des contraintes, il s'agit d'examiner les sensibilités culturelles et les
valeurs esthétiques qui animent les expériences locales.



.....for me ail nature is silenced with the ticking of the lawand its meassure."

Nietzche; from his poem Againsr the Laws
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Preface

As a child and young boy. [ grew-up in [wo towns in rural Mexico. Since birth. 1 lived in

Tepoztlan. a small town of Aztec heritage in the state of Morelos that is now a popular site not far

from Mexico City. Then. at the age of four. our farnily changed states and travelled south to

Michuacân. to an agrarian puebla calied Tacâmbaro. At the time (and even much later)~ [ did not

realise the poignancy of these experiences. and how present they would be in the rest of my adult

life. [had little idea that. twenty-seven years ahead. 1 would be using them as a platfonn to write

about the Mexican campesinalo. as 1have come to know it over the years.

[ have been living in Canadét lor almost eleven years. going back to Mexico every so often

for a visit. As a bachelor [ studied in the departments of Latin American Studies and Trans-cultural

Communications. in Simon Fraser University. For the most part~ [ learned about the field of

·development'. particularly in relation to Mexican peasants. Like most students~ 1 found more

information than 1 could leam and a series of new perspectives which gave me new handles on the

world. But one of the most valuable things 1 leamed during my years of study, was to see Mexico

from the outside. through eyes of Canadians and other foreign cultures. The issues that were talked

about the most during classes related to class inequality, abuse of human rights, and the

environmental negligence !bat deteriorated the quality of life in Latin America. The strategies we

studied followed the general guidelines of sustainable development, a view tha~ in general~ seeks to

balance the asymmetric power relations by ~~empowering" people. In theory, the belief is that putting

power back in the hands of peasants helps address the skewing of incorne distribution. ecological

destruction, and gender inequality.

The material was valuable. Ver, 1 felt that the way in which we were choosing to talk about

Mexico was limited to a perspective that, due to the analytical tendency of academic life, did not

convey a campesino's life the way he or she experiences it. To me., a great deal was being left out,

although at the time 1 could not aniculate weil what exactly it was that we were omitting from our



accounts. Ail [ knew, like Many other students pointed out themselves, was that the accounts we

were reading did not report on the vital dimension of people's experiences, resulting in

interpretations that were either ··too cold" or "'tao dry". What we were after, as [ now see the

problem, was to understand development as an activity occurring in a vital context; of the "·felt

quality" intrinsic to moments of health and illness, of joy and shame. This became especially

important because we. after ail, were trying to make sense of economic and political activity as it

contributed to people's "well being" and "'levels of satisfaction". The buzzword was to ""qualify

development". We leamed about "social relations". '''alternative economic systems", '''political

structures". and "sustainable forms of irrigation", but we never really got a feel for how these events

contributed to the sensory grounds of people's sense of joy, health, or sorrow. The vitality of

people's experiences simply slipped between the cracks of our methodology; meanwhile. we

continued to talk about '''well being" by using quantitative variables such as ·'life expectancy".

"Ievels of satisfaction", and "per capita incorne".

Since then, l've been pursuing this query. The issue became particularly pressing to me

because [ have seen how Mexican campesinos, despite their financial difficulty and the hardships

that their Iife entails. have always valued and maintained a great sense of vital disposition towards

Iife. Unfortunately, this animic richness, this vital salubrity, did not come through in our classes, and

neither were they considered in the methods and goals of development projects. ln my estimation,

aspiring to people's "weil being" does not rnake any sense unless we talk about it in tenns of a

sentient condition. attending ta deveJopment activity as it hinders or facilitates local senses of pain,

joy, or cornfon.

This is the context that animates this work, a continuation to a query that, unknowingly,

began to take fonn in Tepoztlân and Tacambaro and which, today, continues to grow as 1 write this.

This work" then,! is about "'making sense" of the Mexican campesinato as a sensory experience that is

vital" considering how people feel,! know, and understand the everyday life ~'in their own terms".

2



ChapterOne

Introduction

Since the late seventies and early eighties, people in the field of developrnent have been

eagerly working on "qualifying" development activity, trying ta make our models more sensitive

towards the degradation of the environment the skewing of incarne distributian. and ta gender

inequalities. It seems to me that this general trend to qualify economic and political activity is a

vital "turning point,,1 for the way we see, feer. and understand development work; mainly, because

we are now trying ta ~"make sense" of development by anending to sacicrpalitical changes as lhey

are féli by people. as opposed to understanding these changes in Mere quantitative, functianal, and

structural terms. For instance, we no longer interpret development activity in tenns of ~economic

systems' and 'political structures' ooly, but we understand it as an activity that impacts how people

feel, make sense of, and understand these changes. 1suspect that this is what we are trying to get at

with our categories "weil being", "Ievels ofsatisfaction't. "quality of life''. and "standards of living"

-ta leam about the "felt-quality" of people's experience and report on how feelings of salubrity,

sorrow, and comfort. tie into moments ofpoverty or good health.

At the risk of simplifying a spectrom of views and glossing over what will he explored

below. 1believe that the general trend ofdevelopment circles is ta place '~sustainable development"

within a field of life that is sentient, trying to understand socia.political activity as poignant

experiences that impact the "sensory grounds" of people. But although we are striving to direct our

effons towards this goal and continuously allude to human sentience in our reports and govemment

meetings -ta how people feel and experience development change- we seem short from achieving

it. The failure seems partly due to our commitment to objectivist methodolagies and ethnographie

realism which, for their mere analytical nature, treat experience from a more cognate, (ess sensate,

1 pointofview.
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So far. people in development have been qualifying development activity by committing

themselves to a semiotic view ofculture.. privileging interpretations that ground their understanding

in symbolic actions, structural relations, or deep psychic processes~. [n general.. these type of

approaches see culture as a rich "forest of symbols" where the significance of a myth or a funeral

can be discovered by slowly peeling off semantic layers of meaning, and thus arrive at the deepest

lever of analysis. But, by studying culture as a "semiotic system".. and thus attending primarily to

what social performances "mean" and "are about".. we neglect to consider how a ritual.. a harvesl or

a story. is experienced "on its own terms". Consequently, while symbolic approaches consider the

representations and "meanings" perceived in myths, stories, and social gatherings, they rail to show

how these "things"J. as Geertz caUs them.. affect their participants. The significance of a runeral..

for example, lies tor Geertz in its bounded meaning, and not in how the presence of death might

engage, trouble. or disturb relatives and friends..$ Concealed in these kinds of descriptions are the

emotional forces and visceral understandings that shape how people confront.. make sense of, and

moum the loss ofa close relative or friend. When sociallife is "conceived as organised in terms of

symbols".. when the l'rapture of being alive" is reduced to a mixed-bag of icons and signs, we leave

a great deal out.

Similarly. to speak of development in terms of symbolic fonn. perception, and

interpretation. as opposed to talk about it in tenns of performance, sentience.. and experience, also

entails a great loss. Basically, the significance of harvesting, dancing, or digging a ditch. get

reduced to simply meaning and representation, and not on how they might engage, amuse. and

delight its participants. [n his book, The Body and Emotion. Robert Desjarlais notes that "'our

understanding ofa people's ethos is not necessarily limited ta analytic insights. We can also begin

to sense, through non-verbal, visceral means, something of a people's sensibilities by attending to

the patterns, orientations, and concems that commonly impact on their lives."s Culture is, after aIl,

about appreciation and comprehension, about empathie fonns of understanding that engage not just

4



an intellectual approach but also cali for a visceral comprehension. 1believe that we can enter into

a much richer conversation across cultures if we use an approach that focuses on people's senses.

For instance~ we can learn about health and '~well being" as it is Iived and encountered, getting a

teel for the piercing effects of joy, comfo~ and pleasure, that are often bounded in moments of

salubrity. We can also develop sorne appreciation for poverty as a sensory condition~ attending to

the worries and unwelcome anxiety that '''low standards of living" are known ta occasion. ••A

concem with the bones''. writes Kapferer, '''ignores the flesh and blood. the spirit and vitality of

form.'.6

From January ta April 1994 [ visited Rio Negro, a small community of Mexican

campesinos who make a living from the cultivation of cotfee in the state of Chiapas. [found that

the culture of an ethnographer who was brought up in an age of mechanical reproduction varies

greatly when contrasted with one of a rural village where local experience is informed (and

expressed) by a particular system of ·'aesthetic" value. The clash of views and cultural

understandings is most vividly expressed in the way local villagers and visiting govemment

agronomers confron~ make sense ot: and define coffee cultivation. While agronomers treat coffee

cultivation from a technical point of view and as a Mere economic activity (i.e. raising yields while

preventing soil erosion), villagers from Rio Negro experience their fields in more vital ways and as

an integral pan of a larger cosmology. Coffee fields in Rio are like a busy "intersection,,7 where

social dynamics are created, power relations played ou~ religious heliefs rehearsed~ space

imagined~ and gender enaeted. For instance, don Francisco invites only certain relatives to share

his crops, shows his appreciation ta the "spirit of the earth" after each harve~ and is able to

maintain his fields because his wife stays in the village ta attend house-chores. How can we begin

to improve the quality of Iife of a local community by introducing them to an advanced market

economy if we do not even have a basic grasp of what locals fmd most significant about their

5
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experience as coffee cultivators? Gregory Bateson once wrote: ~·Break the pattern which connects

the items of leaming and you necessarily destroy aIl quality.,~8 Similarly, to alter the dynamics of

coffee cultivation and modify the economic base of a mountain village without attending ta the

··framework of leaming". entails changing the larger cultural dynamics in which agricultural

practices. and Rio's identity. are embedded. What fallows is an attempt to spell out this larger

context and 50 gain insight into haw coffee is interrelated to religious. social. political. and

community Iife.

The intent of this work is. then. ta make sense of haw Riols ways of being. feeling. and

acting, tie into the cultivation of coffee, and how a better comprehension of this May lead ta more

integral forms of development that seek to contribute ta people's sense of pleasure. joy, and

comfort. To find out what people find significant in Iife we need to sketch the ··cultural

sensibilities" that animate and infonn local experience. attending to the salient cultural fonns and

"embodied values'" that inform haw locals talk, relate to village members, asses an ecanamic

opportunity. and experience everyday life.

Johnson's book. The Body in the ~\{ind, seems helpful here. He attempts to sketch a

"geagraphy of human experiencelt that "seeks to identify the chief contours (structures) and

connections that our experience and understanding exhibit." Johnson tries ta comprehend haw the

basic., nanprapositional dimension of human imagination shapes our understanding af lagic,

rationality, and deductive process. He finds that truth and meaning are not simple relations

"between symbalic representations and objective (mind-independent) reality", but rather that

certain "embodied schematas" help structure human experience. These schemata, which vary from

our sense of "balance" to the "experiential gestalt" of containment, emerge from physical

experience and then get projected metaphorically onto abstract meanings and rational connections.

For instance, our bodily sense of space, force, and kinesthetic balance, influence which metaphors

we find salient for defining moral boundaries, intentionality, and the notion ofequality.

6
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Most importan~ Johnson points out that mauy of our basic orientations towards the world

stem &Om tacit bodily forces rather than From propositional, rational, and objective categories.

This shift of analysis, from the rational idea to the visceral sense of force, is a significant tack in

methodology. It breaks away from objectivist accounts which "have a tendency ta interpret

embodied experience in terms of cognitive and linguistic models of meaning."9 Through his

"geography" Johnson pries an opening into the study of experience as a phenomenological

condition, allowing us to hearken on humans as sentient beings that comprehend with the body as

much as they understand with the mind. Seen in this light, an ethnagraphy of felt experience

becomes a type offüh/en- Verstehen, a task of emphatic and vicarious understanding of "how an

individual as embedded in a (linguistic) community, a culture.. and a historical context..

understands.,,1Q Like Johnson, 1 feel the need to get at the cultural schemas and embodied values

that animate Rio's experience -to see the living man move inside his SUit.1l

Choosing felt experience as the focus of this work should not be taken to mean that [ am

essentializing a subject's culture. My concem is ta contribute to a body of literaturel2 whase

concem '~is neither ta prove that the primitive is wrong nor to side with him against us, but to set

itself up on a ground where we shaH both he intelligible withaut any reduction or rash

transportation."I) [seek to explore, then, the character of felt experience, not human nature.

But since fonns of understanding are particular to people's experiences, we must attend to

the cultural differences between city-people and rural Mexican campesinos, especially when this

involves a comparison between literate city-people and an oral-rural society Iike Rio Negro.

Sentiments of fear, joy.. and suffering, may he grounded in particular nerve endings and thus may

be felt across cultures. But the cultural sensibilities that give charge to these feelings9 animate their

volition, and ultimately help mïtigate their force9 may not coïncide across cultures.14

7



The Setting

ln the wake of an ecological crisis and a rising concem for the environmen~ the Mexican

govemment bas reacted by giving more incentives (and offering less restraints) to the protection of

the nation~s ecosystems. Mexico's move to enter into the North American Free Trade Agreement.

coupled with national environmental activism, has instigated the govemment to create many new

natural parks. ls Ofthe 92 parks that have been declared since 1985~ twelve biosphere reserves have

been established across the country. One of the most important biospheres is El Triunfo. in

Chiapas. It is a mountainous region of ricb genetic diversity that spreads over 120.000 hectares of

deep ravines and steep hills, an impressive geographicallayout that serves as a giant sponge which

captures a significant percentage of the total rainfall for the whole state of Chiapas. The great

number of tributaries that originate in the region constitute a strategie source of water that feeds

one of Mexico's most important rivers: Rio Grijalba, where sixty percent of the nation's total

electric energy is produced.

Over the past ten years or 50, El Triunfo has been the goal of a development project that

tries to integrate social and economic objectives within an ecological framework. [nside the

biosphere lie a series of human settlements: fincas/6
~ ranches, and numerous communities of rural

campesinos that cultivate coffee for a living. Rio Negro, the village where 1 conducted my

research. is one of these communities, located almost al the heart of the Reserve at the end of a din

road that winds through the mountains. For the past four years, the community has been

approached by govemment agronomers. Their goal is to help Rio become self sustainable by,

among other things, diversifying their agricultural praetices away from coifee monocropping and

introducing them to the cultivation of staple foods (i.e. tomatoes, onions, fruits, radishes). Ta

avoid disrupting the ecology of the sail, the agronomers have also been working on introducing

villagers to organic forms of cultivating coifee. The project is well-intended and profits are

8
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beginning to show. Howevery the introduction ofthe community into an advanced market economy

has been done with Iittle consideration for how development changes could disrupt the cultural

dynamics that give health and weil being to people. One of the goals of this work is to illustrate

how moments of health and illness are bounded within a larger sphere of cultural practice and

valuey and how these conditions tie into coffee cultivation and Rio's identity.

Rio Negro is a craggy village located in the south-west corner of Chiapas. perched at an

altitude of approximately one thousand meters above sea level in a Misty Forest almost bordering

Guatemala. (see figure 1) To the north and south of the village lies the sharp ridges and rugged

topography of the Sierra Madre de Chiapas, a segment of mountains which constitutes part of the

massive mounrain range that stretches along the entire American Continent, connecting Alaska and

Tierra dei Fuego. To the east, beyond the foot of the sie~ extends the central plateau of the state.

For Rio Negro. like the rest of the coffee..communities that lie on the eastem flank of the Sie~ the

east represents the only means of communication ta urban areas. This is so because the chain of

mountains that stretch from north ta south serves as a natural geographical division that separates

the west coast ofChiapas from the ioner eastem plateau. Although plans are underway. no road has

yet been built across the mountains. Thus. the communities that are established furthest up the

slope of the sie~ such as Rio Negro. are considered frontier towns. One way of reaching the

western plains of the pacifie coast on the other side of the sierra is to trek through the intricate

mule-paths that extend beyond the crest of the mountains. The alternative is to circumvent the

sierra by way of Tuxtl~ the capital of Chiapasy and connect to the Pan-American Highway that

coasts the Pacific Ocean.

The hamlet is an asymmetrical ensemble of sorne twenty-seven adobe houses. [t sits on a

hilly terrain facing a nan'Ow valley which is currently being used to graze cattle by powerfial

ranchers. (see figure 2) It is perched halt:way up a steep mountain and is flanked on bath sides by

two gulliesy each ofthem with a small running river. The river on the east side is considered part of

9
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Rio's tenitory and locals use it for washing their clothes, drinking water, bathing, and ta c1ean their

eoffee-berries during the harvesting season. It is also an identity source for Rio Negro (Black

River) since the town was named after the dark eolour ofthe river's water. The river on the western

gully, on the other hand, is used ta a minimum since it constitutes the ooly water source for Puerto

Rico. a neighbouring community located an hour's walk down the valley.

Rio Negro is completely surrounded by cotfee pareels that extend into the neighbouring

hills and down ta the foot of the mountain where the valley begins. Since loeals do not demarcate

their pareels with artificial divisions ta distinguish their fields but simply use particular land-marks

(i.e. a rotting log or a large rock), a visitor's tirst impression of the area is one of a large and

eontinuous plantation that extends over the hilly terrain of the region. It is only after someone

points out these tacit divisions that separate fields beeome visible and comprehensible.

The fields spread outward from the periphery of the village. The parcels closest ta the

town belong ta the founders of Rio Negro or ta one of their family members who inherited parts of

lands. a short and convenient distance relay coffee sacks between house and parcel. Short distances

is an advantage for locals because it saves them time while sparing them forro the hardships of

having to carry home heavy loads ofcotfee from distant places. The plots farther away, sometimes

over an hour walk, are owned by fanners who anived late to the repartition of land and had ta settle

for what was left available.

Since the optimum condition for growing coffee is a cool shade. fanners shield

their coffee plants from the sun's hot rays by letting wild and domesticated trees grow randomly

throughout their fields. The effect is panicular: the canopies of the trees intertwine into a kind of top

mande that spreads weil above the eoffee plants, creating a naturaJ green roof that casts shadow onto

the hill while allowing the breeze to blow through the fields to ventiJate the plants. Apparentlyy this

prevents the reproduction of pests. While sorne trees were already there before the fanners began

cultivating the hills, others have been introduced and planted according to their selective use (Le.

Il
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1

fruit and lumber trees). The scattered trees that stand in each parcel also anchor the soil with their

roots and prevent it from being washed away down the steep slopes, especially during the rainy

season (June ta August) when the town receives between 2500-4000 ml 17 in torrents that wash down

the steep hills.

Besides providing coffee plants with shade and maintaining the soil humid and cool, trees

also have a home-use. After the harvesting season of caffee is over, sometime in late May, when

locals have finished selling their grain for that year. the men groom their fields and prune the

overgrowth of large trees. Once the overgrown branches have been eut and have fallen to the

ground, the branches are then gathered sporadically throughout the year and canied ta town ta

kindle the stoves and heat the earthen avens. This is a responsibility usually reserved for young

boys, girls, and women. In Rio Negro, there is a strong division of labour according ta gender and

age groups. While girls help their mothers cook, bake, c1ean, and wash, young boys relay messages

between houses, recollect wild foods, and fetch wood in the coffee fields. Men are in charge of

looking after the fields, commercialising the family's coffee, and working for paid labour after the

rainy season is over. when difficult financial times set in.

Since coffee fields vary in quality as much as in size, sorne fields are too small and do not

hold the sufficient number of trees that are needed to meet a family's demand for firewood.

Families who own less than four acres of land do not manage ta supply their houses with ail the

wood they need for the whole year and, consequently, are forced ta rely on relatives and friends for

access to other people's fields. Asking pennission to collect wood from another field, like any

other favour, is often underscored by moral and ethical notions of personhood, of what it entails to

be a '~good" or ""bad" neighbour. Depending on how people are related and how much wood is

collected during the year, villagers tacitly assess the gesture and, ideally, try to "reciprocate"

(con-esponder) in ways that show a similar disposition. How people make sense of their actions

and thase ofothers is one ofthe main concems ofthis work..

13
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Methodology

Since our concern lies with how villagers perceive. feel, confront and ascribe meaning to

the warld, this narrative begins at the plane of experience -an attempt ta base our account (often

tacitly, always partially) on the local gestalt that patterns how reports are uttered. sentiments

expressed, and embodied gestures transacted. The essay is about the emotional discourse that

patterns the cultivation of caffee in the way (or. better, in my understanding of how) villagers of

Rio Negro experienced it: haw and why was caffee adopted and still maintained as the main crop,

how pressing cancems of economic austerity affect how people make decisions, and how social

tensions -from community obligations to family strives- bond individuals into particular clans.

To convey the relt quality of people's experiences. 1use Desjarlais' ··archaeology of feelings". to

use his words. Briefly put. it is a uphenomenology ofembodied aesthetics" that concentrates on the

play between image, feelings. and experience, from the cultural forces that shape. make sense of.

and charge feelings of despair, anxiety, and salubrity, ta the Itsociocultural institutions,,18 that

assuage the pains and vital disposition bounded in these sentiments. How do local ways of being.

knowing, and feeling, tie into experiences of commitment, financial indebtedness. or moments of

health?

Since 'ways of being' are not "free-floating but are driven by social dynamics that influence

the very marrow of experiencelt19
, one of the central points of this work is to place emotions

squarely in the centre ofsocial practices and the natural environment that constitutes them. In this

way emotions may be seen as sentiments that get their force and meaning from their location and

perfonnance in the "public realm of discourse" -as enacted and used rather than as static codes

"analyzable apan from social practice."20 [take 'discourse' as a point of entry into the study of

emotions for several reasons. First, emotions must be understood not simply as internai states,

irrational, and neutral; but as shaped by social idioms ofcommunications that affect social practices
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(Le. an avoiding gaze from a woman to represent the imposition of moral behaviour on attitudes of

women towards men). Second~ the temporality implicit in discourse allows us to see emotions as

'forces'~ that wax and wane over time rather than seeing them as static and homogeneous units.

The focus here is to treat emotions as vital forces: to convey sorne of the intensity bounded in

emotions on a moment-for~moment basis~ getting a "fee) for" how the piercing effect of pain enters

the body in moments of sorrow. how it inhabits it whiJe grieving, and how it assuages local

anatomies to restore health and salubrity. Third~ discourse also breaks away from the terms culture

and ideology as definable categories that connote certain coherence, unifonnity, and timelessness.

This approach sees meaning in practice where rhetorics of power and contradietory discourses are

negotiated in a continuously changing situation~l. allowing us to move away from a monolithic

view ofculture. and to see it as a changing and dynamic process.

Abu~Lughod writes that focusing on discourse allows not only insight into tlhow emotion is

informed by cultural themes and valuestl, but it also shows how emotion "serves as an operator in a

contentious field of social activity. how it affects a social field~ and how it can serve as in idiom of

communicating, not even necessarily about feelings but about 5uch diverse matters as social

conflic!. gender roles. or the nature of the ideal or deviant persan.tin ln Rio Negro. social ideals of

honesty, integrity, and dignity, mark cultural notions oftrust and friendship. A friend who wants to

live up ta what his or her social raie entails will work through these cultural understandings to try

and behave in ways that contribute to these sentiments. Seen from this Iight. emotions are not

simply a reaction ta what happens but "interpretations ofan event, judgements about situations."n

Once we grasp the cultural charaeter of an emotion. how people use and assess the impact

emotions deliver, we cao begin to understand them as potent idioms of communication that affect

how relatives plea for favours, friends show their affection and disposition to help, and people pay

respect to their eiders by adding the prefIX ~~don" when calling on their name. The advantage ofthis

approach is that we cao place emotions within the larger social context we are studying and thus
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explore how local concepts of emotions borrow from "broader cultural themes that reflec~ in their

ideological shape, the forms of indigenous social relationships.,,24 This means that we can

comprehend the realities of others not by applying wholesale Western categories on body, speech,

and mind, but by working from the ··ground up" and attend to how local experience contributes to

notions ofpersonhood and personal identity. ln my estimation. one of the problems of·sustainable

development' is that the methodology it uses ta interpret the •expressed wishes of the recipients',

lacks a consideration for the local system which natives use to define themselves to themselves25
•

ln the words of Lutz, we ·"psychologize others'" making a ·"concept-for-concept" translation; Le.

Western notions ofdepression become native's "·50ulloss", poverty becomes misfonune, etc.

Note that although 1 use ""discourse" as the point of entry ta this study, my treatment of it

varies from the way it is treated by Most of the literature. For instance, Abu-Lughod, following

Foucault, recommends that we treat emotion as a '''discoursive practice", attending to language as

spoken rather than ·"said". She believes that if we approach emotion in this manner --for ··what

discourse is, what it does, and what forms it"- we can understand how the force of an emotion

acts on people. Abu-Lughod sets out to study the ··discourse of love·,l6 in an Egyptian

community and finds that '''Iove-poetry'' is used by young people as a '''discourse of rebe1lion''. as

a vehicle to express sentiments of love that ""challenge the social system and the authority of

elders,,27. Apparently, young people who use love-poetry to '''assen their freedom" from eiders

"are notjust tolerated" but, according to the author's interpretation, are '''actually admired." She

concludes that this "ambivalence about love-poetry -the discomfort surrounding it on the one

hand, and its glorification on the other-· reflects a fundamental tension in the organization of

Bedouin social and politicallife.,,28 Whether the cultural sensibilities that lend value to people's

motives to sing love-poetry have more to do with the preoccupations of the author than with the

Bedouins people themselves, is difficult to say.
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But to focus on how language is spoken, rather than on what is being "said", does not go

far enough. With Abu-Lughod's account we learn that reciting love-poetry among Bedouin

people carries ethical and moral undertones of "rebellion" and "self-assertion". She recognises

that the efficacy of these rebellions is not so much on what they '''mean'' or "represent", but on

the emotional impact they deliver. Ye~ her account only "tells" us about the felt quality ofthese

experiences and why we need ta consider them as such, but it does not "show" us, in any

significant way, how moments of "discomfort" and "disapproval" might feel like ta the people

living them. Discourse, then, reveals a web of somatic, social, and political forces that act on

people, but it fails to convey how these forces, in their sensory form, are feh and expressed by

the participants themselves. Above aIl, to reduce love-poetry to rhetorical strategies only, to a

mechanics detached From the heart, would do justice ta neither the people signing them nor to

the people to which the sangs are intended. With her account we miss on the pleasure, joy, and

lust that, ultimately, charges love with value and significance. In my estimation, reciting love

poetry may spark feelings of "disapproval" and "discomfort" between the young and the eiders,

but the value of the experience does not reside in creating distances and antagonisms. Ta miss

how love is integral, encompassing, and empathie, is to miss on a great deal.

Since experience not only occurs within a social setting but is also influenced by the

particulars of a place, we must be equally attentive ta how space is imagined, adobe houses built,

and the intricate web of mountain paths that eonnect sister eommunities experienced. The way the

village is laid-out, the hilly terrain that hearths it, and the "misty mountain forest" that loeals

inhabi~ are, for them, a representative part of the real world rather than "a great outdoor museum",

as most ecotourists who visit the reserve come ta experience it. lance made a comparison between

the flat landscape that eharacterises eastem Canada ta the jagged terrain of the sierra where Rio

Negro sits. After listening to my comment, a local replied in a conclusive tone: "So, this is still

what is normal." (had no response.
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Locals' conceptions of the land work in specifie ways to shape the conceptions of

themselves. In Rio. there are particular features in the landscape that act as "situating devices".

reminding the people about "the system of rules and values according to which villagers expect

each ather ta organise and reguJate their lives."29 For instance, there is a wooden cross that sils

next ta a path not far from the town, marking the spot where a man (tram a sister community) had

been killed a year before my arrivai ta Rio Negro. He had been stabbed ta death by a man from Rio

because he. the deceased, '''was always exhibiting his pride ta others. bragging and cheating on the

people that helped him:' Apparently, on the night ofhis death, he stumbled onto a man to whom he

owed some money and, unapologetic for the disturbance he had caused ta the lender's family. said

he had no intentions of paying anything back. According ta one local, ~'he not only refused to

hanour his debts but even threaten to kill if he was not left aJone." The men argued and the

machetes swung. The next moming he was found dead on the path. Since ~~everybody in the town

knew the kind of man he was, there was no need to cali for the intervention of the federal police".

The matter was settled among the people of the town and minimal land compensations were paid to

the family ofthe deceased.

The cross, 1 believe, serves to remind bypassers of an anecdote of moral implications, of a

story about maintaining equilibrium in social life by controlling the expression of personal desires

that may n10 against the social grain; in this case, the expression of greed and pride at the expense

of social hannonyand honouring personal debts. If a landmark such as the cross embodies (meta

)narratives of moral value, cao the parcels where locals cultivate their corn and coffee also

incarnate specifie conceptions about what it means to be a proper campesino? The task is to see

how local ways of conceiving the environment are relevant to an understanding about man-land

relationships, and how, in tum, relationships of land-man work to influence patterns of social

actions. Specifically, 1 wish to concentrate on the play between cultural notions of land and
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emotional distress~ from the cultural forces that mould and make sense of experience~ ta the way

local campesinos attend to these felt understandings.

But the question remains: how to articulate what lies "on the hidden side of words" onto the

fixity ofa few words on a page? How ta grasp the experience of a rural campesino~ in ils sensory

fonn, and then render it back in the written fonn? James Femandez30 fmds that when lacking a

common meta-narrative to translate across cultures it is useful to "~give primacy ta the imagination".

anending to the effects and impressions that particular "'image compositionsn evoke in readers. By

verbally ··pictoriaIizing our topic" through the aid of visual language, and considering the

'''grammar by which these images are conjoined and transfonned". it is possible to recover the

context '''in which primary perceptions are evoked". 1intend to conduct my work along these Iines~

"transfigurating,,31 the imagery that animates these primary perceptions from Mexican to Canadian

culture 50 that, in the end, the reader May sense and evaluate their poignancy and significance.

My role is to act as a transloeutor betwixt and between cultures. anending to the concrete

manifestations that specifie imagery evokes from people (the fear summoned by the presence of a

hungry ghost, the salubrity generated bya eolourful scenario ofhealth). Similar ta the waya rayof

"light penetrates a window to iIIuminate a house's interiors,,J2, 50 can the play of socially derived

images~ cultural metaphors, and allegories in action~ give us insighls into the grammars of Rio ~s

culture -into the gist of a joke, the cadence of a greeting. Fortunately, we cannot "live another

people's lives,,33. thus leaving a couple of hidden drawers soundly uninspected. But if there is an

"inside to experience as weil as an outside,,34 (namely~ a private experience that marks the seat of

our individuality and one that is social), we could sit and "listen ta what, in wards, in images, in

actions~ locals say about their lives.,,35
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ChapterTwo

The Aesthetics ofEveryday LiCe

House-poor~ indebted~ and about ta harvest his four acres of land~ don Hilario, an older

village member. fell iII and remained in bed for three consecutive days. 1visited the second day: 1

found him wrapped in filthy blankets in an adobe room that was dimly lit sombre. and cool. The

smoke of the kitchen tire wafted into the room through the unsealed cracks of a cheap carton door

that was half-hanging and precariously held together; it impregnated the room with a smell of stuffy

and stagnant air. After one of his daughters had whooshed the chickens out of the room and

brought in a chair for me to sit he ordered her to kindle the tire and reheat sorne caffee.

[ sat next ta don Hilario on a home-made wooden stool and began a trivial conversation

while 1drank my coffee. After a while~ [ inquired about his health condition and asked him if he

would be participating in the harvesting ofhis pl04 which was sUPpo5ed to begin in about four days

or le5s. With uncombed hair. an opaque gaze~ and a languid speech. he ilIustrated an etiology of

anxiety and despair while he laid in his bed, a bunch of coffee sacks stacked together on a

compacted earthen floor. He repeatedly lamented his precarious tinancial situation and complained

about the economic pressures he was facing. Besides having to meet the family's needs and making

the payments of last year's debts, he also needed to make sorne savings for the rainy season when

food and employment become scarce. Apparently, don Hilario's harvest did not look as prosperous

as last year's, and he worried that he would not he able ta pay back his debts in time, a default that

would bring him "sharne" and a reputation of a tlbad debtor among the people he knew". "A man

without a ward ofhonour", he feared, "is untrustworthy. No onetakes him seriously."

Apparently, what aftlicted don Hilario the MOst was that Fél~ his oldest and hardest

working son.. was not going to he able ta help him with the harvesting ofthe family's plot due to an

accident he, the son.. had suffered. Don Hilario complained that without his son's help he was
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forced to hire~ feed.. and house a day-labourer for two consecutive weeks, an expense that the family

could barely afford.

Don Hilario had fallen iII four days later after Féli~ who was carrying a heavy sack of

coffee and wearing a pair of gripless plastic shoes, slipped down a steep slope and sprained his

ankle; an accident that kept him in the house for twenty-three working days. Hiring and feeding a

Guatemalan labourer to replace Félix, plus the pressure ofraising sorne money to pay for the cost of

sending his son ta a nearby chiropractor. amounted ta sorne unexpected expenses that don Hilario

could not meet without "eompromising"l part ofhis harvest at half-priee. Compromising his coffee

at sueh bargain priees so early into the season meant a great deal to don Hilario and his family, •

especially since the berries had not even been picked from the trees yet and needed harvesting. For

one thing, he could not afford the annual supply of corn and beans that the family needed ta get

through the year. Deciding ta compromise his coffee also rneant that he was back in the debt cycle

once again. with the whole family bearing the burdens of going barefoot, eollecting wild food to

feed themselves, and having no alternative but ta rely on relatives for favours.

Ten days after my tirst visit, don Hilario and the rest of the villagers, sturnbled onto sorne

unexpected sources of govemrnent credit. The federal govemrnent, in its attempt to maintain

control over rural unrest and soothe the rage of dissatisfied peasants who threaten ta join the

Zapatistas iftheir conditions were not irnproved, improvised credit-packages and began funnelling

thern to the remotest areas of Chiapas; including Rio Negro and the nearby comrnunities. Each

campesino received seven hundred thousand pesos in compensation for a "poor year ofharvesting",

or about one third ofa yearly incarne. Apparently, this unforeseen rnoney helped to mitigate sorne

the pressure that was aftlicting don Hilario, making him feel more appeased and less troubled. He

seemed to be especially relieved ta know that with this new money he would be able to pay his

debts and "not have to rely on his relatives for borrowed money", as he put il.
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1 begin with this anecdote because it exposes sorne of the MOst fundamental concems of

this work: the basic tenets running through the everyday life of indebted fanners, the embodiment

of pain, and the resolutions (at least partially) of these tensions. This passage also conveys a little

about how people in Rio Negro malee sense of moments of austerity and how they go about

recuperating their vital disposition to engage back in work. But hefore we can start assessing how

don Hilario was aftlicted by the loss ofhis son, or how he recuperated his conviction to work when

he stumbled onto unexpected sources of credit, we must tirst look at how people in Rio Negro

construe and experience their bodies in everyday life -how he or she experience pain, salubrity, or

gender. This daes nat mean that 1will jump iota the muddy terrain of 50 called "experience-near,,2

ethnographies and apply wholesale Wesl.em categories on indigenous forms of understanding.

Instead, 1want ta begin trom the otht:r end of the spectrum, ta try to map out the "common graces

and embodied values that govem how villagers go about their lives, walk down a hiIlside, or talk

with neighbours; the forms and sensibilities that contribute ta the sensory grounds',J ofan indebted

campesino or an energetic persan. What are some of the common concerns that pattern the lives of

local campesinos? Why did don Hilario fear to ask a relative for borrowed money? In this way we

will not just he calling out the sounds and smells ofa Mayan village by tirst impression, but rather,

we will work within the culture in question and see how local cultural sensibilities and embodied

values act as the "building-blacks" to sensory experience. Sensations are essential in Riols daily

life, but these experiences "only make sense to participants through the values and grammars

specifie to a people.1f4 If this is so, then 1suspect that what is needed is to sketch the contours of

Rio's culture to arrive at a basic understanding of the long social history (i.e. including a colonial

past) that patterns how villagers make sense oftheir experience, whether they converse, redistribute

the harvesting rights, or assess troubled times.

To do this we first attend to the imaginative structures that animate sensory experience and

mould a people's moral system. These aesthetic values and moral constraints, l suggest, stem from

22



the exigencies ofdaily sociallife. Isser tells us that "aesthetic value is like the wind, we know of its

existence only through its effects.,,5 Indeed, we may develop some appreciation for the cadence ofa

greeting by attending to its effects on its participants, but it is aIso important ta know why one

greets and what this entails. How are these aesthetic values contested and redefined as they are

played out in practice? Just as the meaning ofa story resides "not in the original but in the present

tellings", sa do the meanings of graces and embodied values "respond ta shifting cultural and

historical contexts,,6 that are particular ta a time and place.

This chapter, then, begins ta map-out the physiologic dimension of embodied aesthetics

and the moral propensity !hat constrains local forms ofexpression and style. Since the focus of this

work is ta avoid imposing our cultural categories onto others, 1will work from the "ground-up" and

attend to how people in Rio Negro work through a system ofaesthetic value to define their reality.

My use of the tenn "aesthetics" borrows form the way Desjarlais defines it. Aesthetics, he

maintains. is not meant ta "define any overt artistry or performative genres -art, music, poetry-

but rather ta grasp (and tie together) the tacit leitmotifs that shape cultural constructions of

bodily and social interactions. 1 see such aesthetics forms -which include, [for the people of

Rio, values of integrity, hannony, and completion]- as embodied through the visceral

experience of cultural actors rather than anicuJated through concrete artistic or philosophic

tenets. With the tenn ~'aesthetics of experience", then, 1refer ta the tacit cultural forms, values,

configurations, and felt qualities to local experiences.,,7 Don Hilario, for instance, worked

through a cultural system of aesthetic value to make sense of his discomfol1 of having to rely on a

relative for borrowed money. His fear and anxiety, for example, were grounded in local notions of

personhood, of what il entailed to be a man of honour and integrity. "Being bounded by moral

obligations", Johnson maintains, "involves being within a metaphorical space where forces afmoral

constraint &Ct upon you."S A prelude that sketches the felt quality of Riots moral topography, for

instance, May help us understand why was don Hilario 50 reluctant to ask a relative for borrowed
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money; a requisition that don Hilario entertained in discomfort and uneasiness because of the

ethical undertones that such favour a entailed.

In Rio, asking for borrowed money is not free-floating but entails a position in public

discourse, a sentient interpretation of events where, bath lender and receiver, are bounded by a moral

space where notions of responsibility, honesty, and obligation, act as forces upon the subjects. While

relatives are expected to lend money and assist others in times of need, debtors must aIso confonn ta

the ethical obligations to pay back. Otherwise, debtors may spoil their reputation and that of the

whole family. bringing shame and "distrusC onto ail members. '~If you don't pay back, people will

lose trust in you. Even friends will not respect you much." Someone wha honours his or her debts,

on the other hand, is considered a person of trust and integrity. Morality is especially poignant in Rio

because the town does not resort to the use of the national legal system ta regulate internai Iife.

[nstead. they rely on a set of cultural nonns that act, and are enforced al, a moral and ethical plane;

someone who is not able to pay his debts in time may feel the embarrassment of shame, eroding his

sense of integrity and ··his ward ofhonour".

Seen from this light, the penalties for defau[t (which inc[ude: sculling, distru~ and a lack of

respect) make more sense if we treat them as bodily experiences, assessing how the effects ofsculling

work on the bodies of people by inflicting feelings of shame and distrust. [n fact, the Mexican

gavernment has been using th is strategy as a way ta guarantee loan payments when credits are given

out ta rural campesinos. With the social program Credito de la Palabra (Credit by Ward ofHonour),

campesinos are eligible for loans fram the govemment on the condition that, if and when payments

are not honoured, their names would be displayed on a Hst in a public place~ usually on the outside of

the town's school or church. With the approach [ suggest here, attending to the felt quality of

experience, we can begin to map out the cultural sensibilities that pattern moments ofshame and thus

make sense ofthe discomfon and uneasiness that this entails. After ail, it is this felt quality ofshame
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and disgrace that the strategy of the govemment is trying to get a~ ··shaming campesinos ioto paying

their debts", as one of the agronomers ofthe Reserve put il.

Don Hilario, for instance, feared asking a relative for borrowed money because of the

embarrassment and shame that this would entail. As it was, he already owed money ta the

govemment, relatives, and a middleman. The feft quality ofhis experience (pain and anxiety) and the

embodied values that constrained his sense of personhood (shame. distrust) were antagonistic to the

moral ideals that underscore feelings of honesty and integrity. His fears and anxiety. as 1read it were

occasioned by an unexpected financial pressure that put him in a position where he could not live up

to his social raie -he could not pay back his debts in time and honour his reputation as a man oftrust.

Likewise, he recuperated his disposition to work when he leamed of the govemment credits.

alleviating him fram the anxiety that put him in despair. This anecdote shows us sorne of the criteria

on which perceptions of health and discomfort are based, how the efficacy of feelings of shame and

distrust tie into cultural understandings of integrity, dignity, and hanour. Seen &om this light, the

sensibilities of don Hilario's malaise are a question of aesthetic value. To understand the poignancy

of his anxiety and how effective his recovery was, we need to attend to the underlying causes of his

illness, from the words that gave imagery ta his illustration of malaise ta the values that gave form to

his restoration of health.

So far, 1 have mentioned that notions of health are underscored by feelings of integrity,

showing how don Hilario' s fear and anxiety tied into local concepts of fragmentation,

untrustworthiness, and dishonour. This shows how human experience, case the culture of the

Mexican campesino, is variably composed within a particular cultural setting of moral, philosophie,

and political value. ln the subsequent section [ will examine, in more detaiI, how the basic ·'building

blocks" of integrity and cohesion wark through an aesthetic system ta contribute to local

compositions (and conceptions) ofhealth and weil being.
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Animos as Sensory Forces

One way in which the Reserve has changed the culture of Rio is in the re-working of the

town's ethnic identity. As part of the program to commercialise coffee and modernise the

community, the agronomers of the reserve are encouraging local campesinos to change the way they

present themselves. Agronomers believe that if villagers present themselves as cafëtieu/tores instead

of eampesinos. they will create a favourable impression on the business men that buy their grains.

'~The tenn cafetieu/tar", an agronomer explained to refer to the differences to that of a campesino, '''is

something more specifie, it sounds more technical and professional." Consequently, local villagers,

who have recently being introduced to television and its propaganda, have increasingly been using the

1 teon "'cafetieu/tar" when they travel outside the village to sell their coffee.

Among themselves, however, fanners continue to refer to each other as ·"eampesinos". As [

see il, the decision to cali each other campesinos is intended to situate themselves within the

traditional cultural boundaries that define the Mexican campesinalo, an aesthetic system that shapes

the moral value and emotionaI force of the experience in ways that are particular to Rio's '''grammars

of experience·'. [n so doing, people of Rio Negro compose, manage, and evaluate their actions by

working through a local Jens of aesthetic value that sets the criteria upon which judgements of

ugliness. health. and proper behaviour are made.

. But since moments of health and local styles of greeting are not neutral, but entail a posture

toward the world, a "gut feeling", they engage not only an intellectual approach, but cali for a

visceral., emotional, and moral stand. [n coming to understand the embodied values of a Mexican

campesino we cannot simply ""map a societyts system of beliefs", report on its symbolic meanings,

and expose i15 deep psychological processes. It is also important that we attend to the cultural

sensibilities, felt qualities., and embodied values intrinsic in times of health and distress. The focus

here, then~ is on the way in which people of Rio Negro offer help, recollect firewood. or ""put
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together" a birthday reception, and on the somalie ~~constraints on form and style that underIie,~g such

cultural interactions.

[ suspect that villagers of Rio cali each other campesinos to allude to common realms of

experience and thus "jumpstart'" an aesthetic system where notions of personhood, grace, and value,

govem a person's sense of what is proper, tasteful, and healthy. One of the main values that

underscores the everyday life ofMexican campesinos concems local notions ofhealth and weil being.

For villagers of Rio Negro. as for most people in the region, health implies not only well-being on an

individual scale, but also entails that one's family, social.. and cosmic relations proceed with grace

and hannony. If a persan is lethargic.. morose, and apathetic.. he or she is considered to be disjunctive

and ill. unable ta properly engage in work and relate ta family members and friends. '·One's body

becomes lazy". as don Hilario described the effeets.. ~·always wanting to stay home and rest". This

condition brings unweleome pensiveness and an inability to communicate these feelings to others, a

sort of retreat into the depths ofone's body that brings isolation and a sense ofdetachment fonn one's

family and fiiends.

A person who is considered salubrious and healthy, on the other hand.. is said to have animas

and a general sense of purpose in life. Animas (literally: animated spirits) is a Spanish term that

refers to the vital essence of a living person on whieh other physiologieal funetions rest (volition.

vigour. luS!, and motivation). Animas are vital forces that bestow volition ta the body and will to the

mind. It is a spiritual essence that gives impetus and force ta engage in life -the vital disposition ta

pull early form bed.. walk up a hill, and harvest ripe coffee bernes. ~4Animas are always goOO", a local

told me once during a community basketball toumament, ~4because they give you energy to play

faster and better."

Anne West10, talking about art and perception~ suggests that creation is an altemating

process that is undivided. uThere is no harmonious image", she writes, "but a visible world that is

multiple and changing." The same applies ta animas: they are animated energy forces that are
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multiple and changing~ they enter the body~ take certain shape. and fade with time. This demands that

we attend to them in a similar fashion to what West suggests. focusing on animas as forces and

processes rather than units and fonns.

Since animos are fluid and can be lost or induced. villagers try to engage in activities that are

likely to generate these effects. Thus. people in Rio Negro try ta achieve a sense ofcohesiveness by

participating in social gatherings or by taking membership in group activities (basketball tearns, ..the

church·" or the local band). Intrinsic ta health. then. is a sense of cohesion and compactness which

locals try to achieve by gathering into tight family packs. clan groups. or as a community as a whole.

··lt is better to prune the fields with people you know'\ Paco said one night. ··because they animate

you when they yell andjoke with you."

During the four months of my visit 1 witnessed a re-occuning event that did not seem to

have any major significance ta me. It was not until 1came back ta Montreal. while sorting out my

notes and piecing together the puzzle, that the realisation of the event hit home. Here is what 1wrote

in my journal while in Rio:

After dusk. whcn the men have finished 'pulping' the bernes and the women have began to boil the corn of
tomorrow's meal, the men often stroll the town looking for small infonnal gatherings that happen outside
people's houses. Since tacit clan divisions pattern the town's sociallife. villagers prefer to stroll in areas where
they can expect to find particular friends and compadres. The town consists of three main social clans. ail which
are distributed among three uneven geographic clusters. Since 1have becn allocated to house with Fulg6r and
his family 1 am situated within a panicular position in the town's hierarchy. In order not to breach social
etiquette and respond to the moral boundaries that confme people's mobility among the clans, 1am restricted
from seeking membership in other groups. My observations. thus, are mostly based on the interaction of the
clan to which Fulg6r helongs.
Tonight, like most other nights. people gathered to talk in the front patio outside of Fulg6r's house. And like
most nights, the goal of the conversation seems to he purely for entenainment purposes. The topic is
unimportant as long as the story, tale, or joke, engages the attention of the people present The greater the effect
of the story, the more people value it-and the person telling il On this occasion, three villagers began a
humorous conversation about cotree priees and this year's harvesting yields. Half-joking, but with a hope of
truth, they wondered if this year's prices would keep rising now that coffee plantations are being destroyed by
the armed conflict in the northem pan of the state. Basically, they wouId speculate about what they would do
today if they could sell their cotTee at the price often years ago. Immediately after Mincho had frrst introduced
the idea with a tone of wishful-thinking, a series ofjokes triggered a dynamic of humorous remarks and funny
commcnts. Nestor teased Mincho about his ripped plastic shoes and, in a joking gesture, told him that if he
could sell his coffee at the priees of ten years ago "he could afford new shoes and not threaten the people with
his toes". They found this utterly funny and roared with laughter. Immediately, Taneho suggested that getting
rid of his ripped shoes may not be a good idea after ail because. considering the political situation in Chiapas,
Mincho could use his tces to scare the Zapatista anny in case they threaten te take over the town. For about ten
minutes, a streak of jokes followed one after the other, ail of them borrowing a theme from the previous
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comment and trying to built on the climax of the story. Then, the pauses got longer as the topic became
exhausted. The three men remained in the patio for a while longer, trying ta stan another conversation.
However. comments were abrupt and fragmented and no dynamic developed this time. After a long pause of
silence. Nestor got on his feet. said farewell for the night, and set otTon a path ta retum home. Not long after,
the other men did the same. 1came back inside the house to continue on with my work. (Journal entty of
March (4)

The way 1see it now, the poignancy of this anecdote lies not only with the gist of the jokes

themselves, but in the re~occurrence ofthese social gatherings and villager's propensity ta engage in

them. These '''reunions'' pravide a forum that often, but not always, "works" to alleviate personal

distress. By altemating between reality and fiction (Le. between harvesting yields and imaginary

priees), locals generate an "argument of images"11 that, if effective, '''claws'' into people's

experiences and activates their imagination in particular ways. The imagery of the above anecdote

reveals a scenario of sensory experience where harvesting yields and high market priees induce

people to attend to a scenery of abundant wealth, new shoes, and an army retreating in fear. These

imagined sensations, depending on individual cases, can "'hook" and divert a persan's attention ta a

rich and colourful landscape exterior to his or her own sluggish ""sensorium". This shift, 1argue,

jolts the body and instils a sense ofvitality that is absent when a persan lacks animas. A persan who

feels detached, morose, and iII, can thus be "'awakened" by an array of images that, through their

cumulative effect. jumpstart the body and set it on a course for restoring health. However, the

efficacy of these narratives is not contingent on the skills of the teller alone, but also depends on haw

empathie each person relates to the plot of the story. Villagers consider narratives effective if they

strike a chard in people's experiences. [n this sense, stories are ~'good" when they jolt the body and

alert the senses. ··They make people feel more alive", as dona Recuerdos explained the effects.

Seen from this light, the significance ofa narrative lies less with the cerebral message it may

occasion than with the visceral and emotional impact it delivers. By actively participating in the

construction of a (group-)story, always trying ta built on the climax, people of Rio engage in an

invigorating process of story-telling that, by its mere convivial nature, demands that people be alert,
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anentive~ and responsive to its unfolding. The imagery of the narrative~ to use Coleridge~s tenn~

creates "hooked atoms" 12 of resemblance and affinity that alert Iisteners to the full experience of the

story. rather than just its telling. As this suggests, the significance ofa story does not only lie with its

"·symbolic representation" or the ·"web of meaning" that underlies it; but rather. the efficaey of night

gatherings is on how weil they entertain. disgu~ or delight its participants. In this sense, it is the

bodily impact of the ritual. more than its metaphorical structure, that effects change and value.

Indeed. when 1asked loeals about the nature of these gatherings and what they appreciated the MOst.

they alluded to the visceral and the emotional responses that "'good" narratives evoked in them. '''We

Iike them because they leave us feeling content, with force to work harder!", Nestor said half smiling

as he enacted an exaggerated version of his answer. Other times~ when narratives involve hungry

ghosts and evil spirits, they ·"frighten and spaok people"~ as we will see in chapter four.

These night-gatherings show cultural values of cohesion and integrity in practice. helping

generate feelings of animas and salubrity in people. But since these "ways of being" entai1 a

historicity and an informing social p~ it is necessary to explore in more detail the political ~"building

blocks" and cultural hues that shade feelings ofcohesion and integrity. The gist ofthe joke ofNestor

and the scenario painted by Tancho make reference to a common past that is deeply felt in Rio·s

everyday Iife. The next chapter attempts to lay out the context that animales these experiences~

focusing on the play between feelings of integration and fragmentation, inside and outside, health and

iIIness.
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Cbapter Three

From a Social History into a Village Cluster: The linderpinnings ofCohesion and Integrity

One of the main concems patteming Rio's Iife has ta do with its colonial pasto Although

the Mexican revolution is often understood as a national phenomenon that swept across the entire

nation. its effects were mostly regional and confined to the central and northem parts of Mexico.'

The southem states of the republic were left untouched in a colonial past of slavery. debt-peonage,

and with a powerful oligarchy that acted as both govemment and patron to a mostly lndian

population. It was not until the late 19405 and early 50s that some of the fruits of the revolution

began to take effect in southem Mexico, including Chiapas. One of the most influential effects of

the revolution was the fonnulation of Article 27. a constitutional clause that guaranteed ail

Mexicans a piece of land.

One drizzling moming, don Francisco didn't go ta his parcel and stayed home ta repair

sorne tom baskets. 1 asked him to recount his story about how he, and two of his closest

compadres. settled the region and established Rio Negro. Specifical1y, 1asked him to speak of his

experiences as a migrant and recently mamed man. Apparently, the history of Rio Negro goes

back sorne forty years, when don Francisco, don Elias.. and don Genaro, were able ta leave the finca

where they had worked and settle their own land. Refening to Atticle 27, he explained that while

working at the finc~ they had leamed through word-of-mouth that the federal govemment was

guaranteeing access to land; that "aIlland-less campesinos were legally entitled ta property without

having to pay for it." For the indigenous families that Iived in near slavery conditions in the three

tincas down in the valley, the land-guarantees became their emancipation.

According to the three village members, this is the basic context that animated their initial

search for land. Without quitting their jobs in La Su~ a tinca located in the most southem part of

the valley, the three men discreetly began to search for a place to sertie. Since the entire valley and
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most of the fertile soils were controlled by the owners of the three fincas, don Francisco and his

colleagues decided ta explore the slopes of the Mountains surrounding it~ testing more marginal,

less productive. areas of land. Apparently, they had agreed ta survey the areas independently. only

informing each other when a favourable area was found. Then. as a group. they would visit the

areas te survey it. assess i15 viability. and discuss the possibilities for a potential settlement.

Who exactly "discovered' the slopes on which Rio now si15 was never made clear during

the interviews; each of the men recalls being the first person to have spread the news to the others -

an ambiguity which loeals use to boost their own prestige. However.. they ail recaU having visited

the area together on several occasions, where they meditated over the inclines of the slopes.. the

fertility ofthe soils, and the accessibility ta fresh water and wild food.

Apparently. the three men initiated their migration from the southem point of the valley.

They moved north. crossed the length of the eotire valley, and climbed half-way up the face of a

distant meuntain. There, carved iote a steep slope that inclines at approximately thirty degrees

angle, they found a combioation of elemen15 that set the potential for a senlement: access ta

running water, fertile soils, and an abundant supply of materials to built a home and sustain a

family. When they arrived in the region where Rio now sits, they dispersed into a particular

fonnation and. with sorne discussion and compromising, they agreed on the extent of land that each

would own. Don Elias took over the eastem part of the village. In total, he claimed twenty-four

acres of land that went beyond, but did not include, a narrow river that rushes down the eastern

gully. Since the property ofdon Elias first descends the slope of the mountain to the river's edge.

and then climbs up the skirts of the opposite mountain, the layout of his territory embraces both

sides of the river. As such~ villagers have always respected the fields flanking the river as private

propeny, but consider the water to be for communal use. Don Genaro says he claimed an initial

eighteen acres of land and~ sorne years later, added another two atop a distant hill. The western

flank of the town was claimed by don F~cisco, who managed to hold control over thirty acres of
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fertile land. 1suspect that his ability to hold onto the majority ofthe land was partly the result ofan

asymmetrical relation that existed between him and the other two members while they Iived in the

finca. He used ta be the foreman to a group of fifteen people. a status of prestige that baught him

favourable treatment and reputation. To sorne exten~ 1find that the political hierarchy of the finca

helped set the tone and tempo ta the type of relations afterwards in Rio Negro.

Today. the geagraphical layout of the town is arranged according ta this initial

arrangement. Raughly. Rio is camposed of three main family clans. each headed by the elderly

founders of the town. Most village life is played out alang these kin lineages. with relatives

building their hauses close ta other relatives. sharing the adobe-avens. and allawing access to the

fields of each other when in need of recallecting wood to kindle their kitchen tires. Besides kin

relations. alliances across generations also shape the social dynamics of the town. This double tier

has created two systems of authority that. although interdependent and inseparable.. are played out

interchangeably depending on the issue that is in question. On the one hand there are clan Iineages,

organised according to seniority and personal merits. On the other hand there are generation

alliances. dividing the men of the town into {wo categorical groups: Ejidatarios Capacitados and

Ejidararios Congregados. While the vote of a capacitado caunts as a ·'full vote" in community

decisions. the vote of a congregado counts as only half. Since ail eider members have the most

experience. they make up the group of the capacitados. The men of the younger generation, most

ofthem between 20 and 35 years old. fonn the group of the congregados.

Experience and skill, however, are oot the only criteria used to allocate people to either

group. Any ·~outsider" who is accepted as a new member into the community, despite his or her

age, must begin as a congregado. Only after a person earns enough merits -Le. showing that he is

a hdecent and proper persan to the commuoity"- can he become an ejidatario capacitado. In this

way, ~new-comers~ are welcomed into the community but ooly granted limited power in the

decision-making of village affairs. As one campesino put it: "We must first get to know a persan
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and see that his family are trustwonhy people before they become capasitadosn
• The phrase

"1rustworthy people" (gente de confianza) refers not only to personal trust towards a person but it

also implies that the person who is being trusted is sociaHy situated~ accountable within the

hierarchy of the town. As we will see, notions of trust and empathy rest on principles of group

cohesion and integrity, and one way in which a person becomes ""trustworthy'" is by fonning social

bonds with members of the community, either by marring into the community or establishing a

compadrasgo with another member (see below).

Since feelings of integrity and cohesion are intrinsic ta health and weil being in Rio

Negro, villagers have created a set of social relations that, as a whole, weaves ail members into

an integral web of fathers, sisters. cousins. and compadres. In fact. the household ofdona Chona

is the only family which is currentIy not related ta the town 's kinship. She is a divorced woman

who belongs to an Evangelical sect (Adventist) that, although tolerated. is not weil accepted by

the people of the town. It is the house farthest away from the village cluster, perched sorne five

minutes away atop the edge of the eastem gully. The other thirty-eight families living in Rio are

integrated into a web of kin relations; ail adult members are either related through blood ties or

compadrasgos. The term refers to a relationship that is formed between the parents and the god

fathers when the two couples unite ta baptise a child: while the men take the title of compadres

the women become comadres. Although it is accepted to become a compadre to one's brother or

cousin. locals prefer that the bond be made with members of the village who are outside the

family lineage. There is not one adult man or woman in the village who is not related to

someone else by compadrasgos. Even the people who do not have childreo (the criteria for a

compadrasgo) are engaged in these kinds of relations. Besides creating an intricate web of

family ties, compadrasgos are also strategically used ta integrate newcomers into the town's

kinship. Don Ramon, a Guatemalan campesino who migrated ioto the region seven years ago,

was integrated ioto the village kingship by becoming the compadre ofdon Miguel, an ioflueotial
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individual who is simultaneously the town's priest and the president of a local coffee coop (see

below).

·'People from the Outside"

Today, communities like Rio Negro are established as separate hamlets from the fincas.

organised aecording to their own principles and "ways of doing things". However. their

independence is only partial as sorne villagers continue to relay on seasonal employment in the fincas

when their savings run out. What makes their independenee partial is their laek of access to

transportation. especially when trucking their cotIee out of the eommunities and into the market.

Thus. while communities operate as self-contained units to regulate internai matters they are also

interrelated to a larger whole that. historically, has not always worked in their favour. This play

between '~inner" and ··outer" worlds contributes to sorne of the basic fonns and tensions marking

Rio's society. a kind of '~fluid boundary" that underscores local notions of trust. reciprocity, and

wholesomeness. These values and their social demarcations are most vividly manifested in the way

local villagers relate among themselves and in how they interaet with illegal Guatemalan workers and

the middlemen who visit the town ta buy coffee.

At first glance. the town'5 only means of communication with the outside seems ta be a

rough dirt road that travels across the valley before it zig-zags through the coffee mounrain fields.

Rio Negro is the head ofthis snake-like road, looking onto one of Mexico's last remaining tropical

jungles. Sorne twelve years ago, the raad was only a mule path, connecting Rio Negro to one of

the fincas down bellow in the valley. Today, it is used to transport coffee and as a commercial

avenue for ··travelling vendors" who sporadically visit the town to sell fresh vegetables, fruits, and

(although prohibited by the community itsel!) alcohol. But as one learos with time, hamlets Iike

Rio Negro also have many ~'back doors" that connect the village to an intricate web of multiple

mountain paths. Beyond the coifee fields that surround villages lies a series of mule-paths that
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lecals use te visit relatives in distant communities, relay messages, exchange corn sacks, or trudge

down to seek heIp during the rainy season when the main raad closes down due to untraveling mud

conditions.

These mule paths connect Rio Negro ta an incredibly large network of small communities

and ranches, extending ail the way into GuatemaIan tenitory. While [ was in Rio, a group of three

Guatemalan travelling vendors visited the town for two consecutive days. As a group, they paid

individual visits to each of the twenty-seven buildings to offer their merchandise to the people

(clothes, kitchen utensils. plastic shoes, and other practical supplies). With a heavy sack on their

backs and a pair of home made guaraches (Ieather sandaIs), they trek the Sierra in search for

clients, roaming the vicinity in the ejidos2 ofToluca, Puerto Rico, Laguna, and Nueva Colombia.

The narrow mountain paths are also used by Guatemalans who cross the sierra in search of

seasonal work. Generally they end up working in the large ./incas of the valley, but sorne of them

are hired by the campesinos of villages like Rio Negro when the harvest is at its peak and extra

labour is needed. The agreement between local campesinos and Guatemalan workers is generally

the same as in the tincas: a place to rest, food, and a low salary of four dollars per day.

On an early moming, 1 accompanied don Genaro up to his mi/pa (corn field) to fetch the

last corn cabs of the season. On the way back, we walked down a narrow mountain path, zig

zagging into a winding tunnel through people's coffee fields. We passed a group of five persons who

were harvesting the plants for the first time in the year; there were three family members and (wo

Guatemalan workers. As we wound down the dusty path and made our way into the town, don

Genaro exchanged a salute with each local~ usuallya nod of the head while mumbling the person's

narne. But when we reached the Guatemalan workers, nothing was acknowledged; don Genaro

simply kept walking while the (Wo workers continued harvesting the coffee plants. Sorne days later, 1

recounted the incident to Tancho and asked him about its significance. As ifdiverting me to another

topic ofconversation~he concluded that they U are not accustomed to greet them. No person here does
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that". [began ta notice how day labourers~ especially if they are migrant "chapines") from

Guatemal~ are often treated with distrust and reservation.

[n general. locals distrust foreigners or. as they put i~ "personas de las afueras". The

phrase refers to "persons from the outside'~~ as in belonging yet independent and self-contained.

Local conceptions of space -from body to house ta cosmos- are always carried out along spatial

boundaries that mark moments of inclusion or exclusion~or "in" and "out". [n this case. "personas

de las aflleras'~ refers to a regional ··out". to communities with which people of Rio Negro do not

have much interaction or familiar knowledge. Judging by the comments of people and the type of

alliances that are formed through trans-community maniages~ the projection of this mental map

onto the hilly terrain of the region would include three neighbouring communities bounded by an

"inner" region. Beyond lies an (unbounded-)outer world. According to this spatial division of

value~ people from Guatemala are "the least known" because, as one local explained. "none of

their family members or friends is related to someone in the vicinity." Feelings of distrust and

reservation. as [ read them, are grounded in villagers' inability to situate a person within a familiar

kin lineage. an inability ta make social references or a 'famïly map' of the person's identity. "[f

the person's fam i1y is known to us". said don Elias one day, ''then we know that he is not going to

come inta the town and do something to offend us. If he did~ he would put the whole family name

inta shame."

Values that mark "inside" and "outside" boundaries are also apparent in how cultural notions

of"collectiveness" manifest themselves in community lire. Rio's sense of collectiveness is marked

by values ofautonomy and interdependence, shaping how people construct their houses into a family,

lay their buildings into clans, and integrate the clans into a single village cluster. Houses in Rio

mostly consist of adobe bricks, a compacted earthen floor, and a structure of wooden beams

supporting a tin roof. Ali houses are constructed by hand and, with the exception of the tin roof,

made from materials round in the immediate environment. To give structure and fonn to adobe

bricks, people use pine needles mixed in wet soil. After the mixture has been mashed with the feet
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into clay, the paste is poured into a rectangular wooden mould~ letting it dry in the shade for three

days. (see figure 4) The wood for the house's beams~ doors~ and frames, is ~·taken out" (sacar) trom a

family owned "'aserraderd', a primitive sawmill in the forest where locals ....fell" a tree, construct a

rudimentary structure ta roll and hold the log into place~ and saw by hand the desired beams. It is

considered proper not to talk much about the location of the aserradero since wood.. a symbol of

wealth.. is regarded as a matter bener kept within the family. "We don't say where it is''', Tancho said

jokingJy, "otherwise people will want it."

Most houses basically consist of a single adobe that is divided into two rooms: a sleeping

chamber and a space ta store their tools, food, and the coffee harvest. The kitchen is often.. but not

always.. a separate building. Ali famiIy menabers sleep in a single room.. with the chiIdren and adults

sharing the available beds; but each with his or her own blanket. Sleeping chambers are considered

private and are used only at night when people retire for the day, the l'est of the time people gather

outside in their patios or in the kitchen when it is time to eat a meal or to take refuge from the rain.

[n Rio.. people believe that it is wise to control the expression of personal desires that go

against the social grain, keeping certain thoughts and feelings private while avoiding any kind of

behaviour that is proud and arrogant. In a similar way.. rooms are used to store objects that symbolise

wealth and status: planks of wood, animal skins, and, occasionally, a television. Notice, for instance..

the wooden planks that rest on the beams ofdon Francisco's house. (see figure 5) Displaying them in

public is considered bad taste because the persan "would he showing her pride, how much better she

is from the l'est of her people." Pride, in Rio, is especially disapproved because it brings feelings of

rancour and envy that occasion counterproductive social tensions, working to separate and fissure

groups apart. When 1asked Félix to talk about pride he replied: ~'We don't like it because it brings

distinctions among us." To avoid this, villagers try to behave in ways that prevent feelings of

rancour.. fission~ and fragmentation by controlling the fonn and style ofantagonistic behaviour.

Values ofautonomy and interdependence are aise apparent in how particular families group

themselves inta clans. This is apparent not only in how blood ties and compadrasgos interrelate
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families into a group, but also in how people of Rio Negro physically layout their buildings into a

configuration that reflects clan associations. As 1 mentioned above, Rio Negro consists of three,

roughly defined, family clans, each headed by one of the founders of the town. Since its beginning,

the village has expanded from the initial three buildings that perched on the hill to the twenty seven

houses that now constitute the town. Although autonomous in their own way, most houses are laid

out according to a clan arrangement in three clusters: an eastem. central, and western clan.

The interelatedness that unites families into clan entails values that often. but not always.

contribute ta social hannony. Individuals are autonomous, yet accountable and defined by the social

context in which they are embedded. In this sense, a persan derives part of her identity from the clan

and family she belongs to, but membership in a clar. or family has its responsibilities and obligations.

Indeed, Rio's concept of personhood is partly founded on this tension. In a clan, an ideal person

coexists in ways that sustain social harmony and prevent fission, contributing to the prosperity of ail

while maintaining his or her own sense of identity. For instance, not ail villagers have access to a

patio to dry their coffee grains, nor do aIl members own their own pu/pero, a manual grinder that

crushes coffee bernes and separates the pulp From the seeds. (see figure 3) To overcome this

shortage, villagers often rely on clan members for access to their patio and equipment. Since

individual behaviour is constrained by local concepts ofpersonhood (ofwhat it entails ta be a ~'good"

or "bad" clan member), the favours are often retumed sa as ta show a similar disposition that

contributes to the health of ail. When Tancho married the daughter of don Genaro, for instance, the

latter gave him access to his aserradero, lent him his hand saw, and helped Tancho build his house.

Since then, Tancho has made himselfaccessible when his help has been needed, assisting don Genaro

with the sowing of his mountain maize, lugging heavy loads of coifee to town, and providing

assistance with house-chores.

On occasions, however, a member May rettact his or her help and deny access to his patio or

pu/pero. If his actions are not legitimate and cannot he accounted for, he or she is said to ·'have

greed'" or he troubled by something that makes the persan disjunctive in community life. When this
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happens. when the persan does not live up to his social raie as a proper member over a long period of

time. he is usually disapproved of by the communiry since his actions (i.e. not granting access to a

patio) not only put one member into an awkward situation, but reverberates in the village as a whole.

When a member is suddenly deprived from access to a patio, for example. family clans must

accommodate ta the unexpected changes sa that the needs ofa stranded member can he fulfilled and

his cotTee is not wasted away. ln these cases, the persan responsible for the disruption is shown

disapproval until. ideally, he or she performs in congruity to what his or her raie entails.

Showing disapproval, however, does not mean that villagers simply force a persan ta behave

in ways that they see fit. but rather, it involves placing the subject within a 'space of questioning'

where he or she can reflect on his behaviour. ln Rio's society. long periods of ""disjunctive

behaviour''' in a woman attract the attention of clan members. They investigate the roots of the

person's trouble and see the ways in which the situation can be corrected. Generally, this involves

showing racit signs of disapproval. However, the element of disapproval does not work as a

"punishment" in the literai sense of the word since the goal of the intervention is not to shame the

individual but to facilirate reparation. The effectiveness of the reparation works through empathy, a

process by which the person is enticed to reflect on his or her own "uncooperativeness' and the

disruption that this has occasioned on the rest of the village. The point here is to accent that it is the

desire. and not the obligation of the persan, that marks the efficacy of change. Only if the person

continues ta behave in ways that continue disrupting clan dynamics does a more diligent punishment

apply, often involving the intliction ofguilt and, in severe cases, a tacit process by which the persan

is isolated from clan life.

Rio's collectiveness, and the values of autonomy and interdependence that define il, is also

reflected in the way family clans tie together into a single village cluster. Through the everyday use

of the body -sharing an adobe, harvesting cotfee- villagers tacitly sense and reflect the values that

go into the compositions ofcorporate groupings. That the houses ofthe town are tightly packed into

a cohesive cluster is no coincidence. The values that go inta the composition ofcorporate groupings
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is clearly seen in way in which the village chooses to present itself as a single unified whole to the

outside. During Holy Week the communities of the region are accustomed to invite each other to

participate in mass. On one occasion, 1accompanied the people of Rio Negro to Puerto Rico, a sister

hamlet that lies an hour away, flanking the valley. Fourteen adult members and eleven children made

the pilgrimage to Puerto Rico, ail dressed in their best c10thes and shoes and with the women carrying

a collection ofwild tlowers to give as a present.

We walked along the main road through the valley in separate small groups. When we

reached the detour into Puerto Rico, ten minutes before arriving to the town~ we sat in the shadow of

a large tree and waited there for the rest orthe group to arrive. Only when we were summoned ioto a

single group did we begin ta make our way through the coffee fields and into the town's church.

When 1asked Tancho why we had not gone into the town and waited for the rest of the people whiJe

we drank a soda at the local store, he replied that ·'it was better ta come in as a group. If we ail had

come in separate groups~ the people here wouJd not know who the people of Rio Negro are."

People's preference to present themselves as a unified whole was made clear on another occasion.

While trekking on a winding path on our way back ta Rio Negro we came across a small mountain

ranch in the middle of the forest. On the outskirts of the ranch, demarcated bya man-made ditch, don

Miguel stopped and began a trivial conversation until Dorotea, who was lagging behind, had caught

up to us. Again~ we made our way through the ranch's property as a unified group so that the people

in the ranch would know '~who and how many of us are".

Coyotes: Friend and Foe

During the harvesting season of coffee (February to April), when the communities of the

region have grains to sell, a series of '''coyoles" (middle-men) truck the din mountain roads of the

Reserve searching to buy coffee and collect the payments for old debts. Most of the coyoles of the

region live in Jaltenango, an old hacienda tumed into a town which is now the head of the
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municipality for most of the communities that sit on the eastem flank of the Sierra. The pebble

street town is not big, but counts with electricity, running water, a sewer system, and access to one

. paved road that connects the region to Tuxtla Gutierrez, the capital ofChiapas.

Although ail coyotes "working the reserve" occasionally visit the communities at random

in search for new clients, a tacit moral code is at work among themselves, marking the territorial

boundaries to which each man is ·"entitled". At the same time, each community shares a tacit

'contract' with a particular coyote: ideally, while villagers sell their coffee only ta him, the coyote

·"corresponds" with gestures and favours that show empathy. respect, and a general disposition to

help in times of need. This is not to say that the coyole does not take advantage of villagers' lack

of access to transportation and that he only acts as a friend to local villagers; after aU. coyotes do

honour their nick-name~ and exploit the marginal conditions of local communities. [say this sa as

not ta reduce the relationship between villagers and the cayole to only political rhetoric and

matters divested from pleasure, friendship, and trust. [tind it necessary ta attend to how local

campesinos and the coyote try to behave in ways that ease antagonistic tensions because, in my

estimation. it is precisely the playon this ambiguity (i.e. between feelings of trust and suspicion)

that marks the tension of the relationship. By attending ta feelings of trust and suspicion in

practice we can also see how villagers confron~ make sense of, and actively construe a dialogue

with the coyotes. In this sense. local people are not simply passive victims of an oppressive

system but active participants tha~ although they are al a disadvantage, make use of moral and

ethical codes to negotiate the tenns of their trade with the coyote.

This last point is important because, unlike most Iiterature on i'third world people", [ wish

ta show the resilience and determination with which people of Rio Negro live their lives -even

when this involves negotiating at a disadvantage with govemment officiais or the coyoles

themselves. Sa called rural "third world people" have long been oppressed by the socio-political

structures and cultural stigma that were left behind by colonialism, but it would be a mistake to

simply portray them as passive victims ofan exploitative system without attending to how they, in
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their own terms~ shape their world in ways that is more conducive to a healthy and pleasant

lifestyle. Here~ 1am not talking about the '''human resources" or the "political strategies"'t of which

Attwood5 or Ostrom6 speak't or the ·l.grass roots" initiatives that locals use ta organise themselves

into political groups and so establish a fishing co-operative. Rather, here 1 wish to focus on the

more mundane aspects of everyday life and talk about how local villagers, although living in

poverty't maintain a salubrious sense of vitality. 1do this not to romanticise poverty and the harsh

conditions that rural life often entails~ as we saw with don Hilario. 1 focus on how people maintain

(and carefully cultivate) a sense of vitality sa as not to mistake the material conditions of poverty

with the animic quality intrinsic to misfol1une. More than once have 1 heard a tourist say that

people in Mexico ··are so poor but look so happy and vital". Indeed" we do not often hear about

the vital condition of people when reading development reports on poveny. But failing ta report

on it only impoverishes our understanding of how "1hird world people'" shape their world in ways

that bring a sense ofdignity and pleasure ta their lives.

During the harvesting season, when coffee is being trucked out of the Sierra into

Jaltenango~ a number of business men take up temporary residence in Jaltenango and act as

·l.intermediaries''t between the coyotes and large international caffee warehouses. These

intennediaries work thraugh the International Stock Market via cellular phones (there is only one

phone in Jaltenango) and buy the coffee from the coyotes at approximately 30 percent more than

the priee the coyoles paid to villagers (at approximately $120 Canadian dollars per 70 kilos). By

the time the coffee arrives ta our table in North America., after it has passed through the stock

market and another warehouse in a foreign country for distribution, its price has been marked up

by t'ive hundred percent. Somewhere in between the hands ofdon Francisco and our cup of coffee

in North America lies a substantial capital gain, with the people and the jungle of Rio Negro

bearing the burdens ofa high~tech international market economy.

One of the goals that the reserve has "to raise standards of living" is to bypass the coyote

and Iink Rio Negro to an international warehouse. During my visi~ the agronomers of the reserve
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were providing legal and technical support to three communities, helping the local people

consolidate ioto a co-operative called Campesinos Ecologicos de la Sierra Madre de Chiapas

(CESMACH). [t is composed of 120 campesinos from three commuoities (Rio Negro being one of

them) whose goal is ta sell organically grown coffee abroad. From a financial point of view. the

advantage ofcultivating caffee organically is twa-fold: while its price is roughly 30 percent higher

than conventional coffee. it is also not controlled by the International Stock Market; and thus. it is

not susceptible to artificial price contrais and market mechanisms. The paradox is that local

campesinos. unable to afford chemical pesticides and fertilisers. have been growing organic coffee

for sorne time now. However. they have not been able to sell it as such because they lack the legal

certification ta show that their coffee lives up to the criteria for organically growo grains. The

problem is one of 'recognition'. Local campesinos hope that once they are consolidated ioto

CESMACH. they will be able to act as a political group and ask the govemment for a '~quality

stamp" that guarantees their coffee as an organically grown product.

Don Silvio

The local coyole that visits the area of Rio Negro is don Silvio. a fifty year old meslizo of

pale skin and green eyes who drives a yellow two-tone truck. (see figure 5) He has been a friend

of don Francisco for over thirty years and until recently, before the reserve began to help local

communities into organising their own trucking of coffee iota Jaltenango, held the monopoly of

most of the coffee grown in Rio Negro and neighbouring villages. The relationship between local

villagers and d~n Silvia carries the ambiguity of trust and suspicion described above.

Taking into consideration how much the coyole earns for acting as a middleman, people in

Rio Negro expect to be paid according to the going-price of coffee for that day. The problem is

that such news does not travel to Rio Negro on a regular basis, and oot everyooe who visits the

town knows the priee ofcoffee at the time. Thus, villagers ofteo rely on their own estimates when
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selling their sacks ta don Silvia. This asymmetry in access ta priee information is not as

advantageous ta the coyoles as il may seem at tirst. In Rio, there is a strong ethical code at work

when coyotes and villagers set a price for their coffee, a dialogue that is mediated through a moral

understanding about people's sense of integrity and .4word of honour". If villagers '"discover that

don Silvia took advantage" of them on a certain day, if his priees were "100 low" for that day, the

coyote will lose credibility in the eyes of people and his reputation will come ta haunt him the next

time he visits the town to buy coffee. According ta social ideaJs, it is considered proper that don

Silvia paya price that ref1ects the market value for that day. If don Silvio does not live up ta the

integrity that his social raie entails, local campesinos can sell their sacks to one of the other

coyotes without bearing the responsibility of breaching the social etiquette that underlies notions of

trust and honesty.

Thus. to avoid losing people's trust and reflect values ofhonesty and integrity, the coyole

tries (ta an extent) ta buy coffee at priees that will put him above the rest of the pack. This is one

way of showing the community his respect and disposition to help while advancing a sense of

personhood that is congruent with local notions of friendship and trust.

[ have tried ta show, however brietly, how the relationship between locals and don Silvio

is rooted in, and bounded by, a larger sphere of grace and value: the cultural aesthetics of Rio. The

moral constraints underlying honesty and integrity mediate how don Silvia and local villagers

negotiate on a priee, assess each other's behaviour, and responded to the meanings of their

gestures. For instance, we leamed that a person's health and weil being rests on principles of

cohesion and integrity. The extent ta which the actions of don Silvia contribute ta (or hinders)

these sensibilities is often used as the criteria on which perceptions of personhood are based. If

don Silvio takes advantage, then villagers feel cheated, and have a sense of distrust and a lack of

empathy for the coyole. If he pays "fair priees" and shows disposition to help, villagers value his

contribution to their weil being. Meaning, here, is not about monetary prices aJone but on how

propositions about priees are advanced and how these propositions correspond to notions of trust,
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friendship~ or suspicion. How people value their relationship with don Silvia is a question that is

assessed viscerally~ on haw the relationship~ which includes financial ideals~ contributes (or

hinders) ta people's sense of comfon~ pleasure~ or distrust. These sensibilities~ as 1 have tried to

show, tie inta an aesthetic of the everyday; on the culturally derived schemas that go into the

composition of people's sense of health or ilIness.
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Chapter Four

Corn and Milpas: Embodied Health and Divine Value

This chapter is designed to answer the last question posed in the introduction to this

work. 1will look at how a campesino 's experience of his or her land works in specifie ways to

shape the conceptions of themselves, and vice versa. But since our concem is not only with how

campesinos think about land, but also with how they come to know, feel, and understand the

experience, we look at the play between concept and feeling, and sa evaluate the force and

significance that this has on local people. To an extent, we have already begun to do this,

exploring how villagers' spatial boundaries give meaning and fonn ta feelings of trust and

suspicion (i.e. "people from the outside"). Here. 1 specifically wish to explore how the local

mi/pas (corn-fields) tie into experiences of fear, salubrity, and comfort. In Rio, when a person

falls iII, when harvest yields suddenly drop, or when unknown forces disrupt family relations, most

villagers consider it commonsensical ta partly treat the physical manifestations of iIlness by

attending to its spiritual causes. We saw, for instance, how loeals strolled the town al night

whenever they lacked animas. looking to gather with fiiends and relatives. Similarly, villagers use

dry cobs of corn to invigorate themselves with divine force when away in the mountains.

Apparently, corn soothes people's fears and anxieties, etfecting a change of bodily sensation that

brings comfort and serenity.

Most people of Rio Negro are campesinos of Mayan descent who, despite the

advancements by the Catholic and Evangelical churches, continue to worship Christian saints as

weIl as sorne traditional Mayan deities. People of Rio live in a universe that is populated by etemal

gods, mortai humans, and hunting spirits. While sorne spirits and gods are considered allies to

humans and can thus be beseeched in times ofneed, evil spirits and ghosts are avoided because they
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can inflict grief and suffering when people cross their ··pathsn
• Robert Desjarlais1 has round

samething similar in the land ofYolmo people~ in NepaJ. The way 1understand il, Volmo people~

who come from a line of Buddhist descenl, use a spatial metaphor to divide their world iota three

stratified realms: the '·celestial land of gods". '"the telluric land of humans", and a ··subterranean

heU". This view. as 1 read il, denotes a world where humans are sandwiched between a layer of

gods and a heU of demons. a horizontal stratification of space where value deteriorates as we hover

doser to the ground.

The spatial criteria that people use in Rio Negro to distinguish the habitat of these entities

is guided by different principles. The aesthetic system that govems Rio's cosmology does not lock

gods~ humans. and ghosts. ioto such spatial grids of value. Instead. people of Rio Negro live in a

universe that is much more fluid and assorted~ where one can expect to find terrestrial gods as weil

as astral ghosts. For instance. the god ofcom~ one of the Most imponant deities for Mayan people.

inhabits just beneath the surface of the earth. [ find this difference to be an important one. mainly

because it lays out a commonsensical logic where land~ Mountains. and valleys house beneficial

gods and not just host "subterranean demons". For villagers of Rio. the universe holds three

distinct realms (gods. humans.. and evil spirits), but these realms do not correspond to the horizontal

arrangement ofspace that Desjarlais finds. That people in Rio Negro find value in ooearthen deities"

becomes highly significant for Mexican campesinos who, almost by definition. construe a great part

of their identity fonn their relationship to the lan~ adobe, and corn. ln Rio, while hellish demons

are koown ta roam the air by night, sa do certain gods inhabit the soil ta ubestow it with force and

energy~.

[n the land of humans exists a gamut of forces and beings. Depending on the nature of the

entity and the spiritual fortitude of the persan, they can inflict suffering on people or be of aid in

times of trouble. Saints and gods, for instance, are allies ta humans and can be beseeched when a

persan finds him or herself in apuras. Apuras cao refer to a stressful social
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situation in which a villager, usually an adult, cannot live up to the expectations of his or her social

role. Don Hilario, for instance, called onto San Antonio when he realised that the year's harvest

was not going to be enaugh ta honour his old debts. However, a person can also find him or herseIf

in apuras in the presence ofa ghost or hungry spirit. especially ifaway from the persan's protective

social context. Seing frightened is considered dangerous because the experience jolts the body out

of composition and throws it out of balance, allowing the fonnation of bodily fissures and the

possibility of loasing one's soul. When this happens, when people are spooked.. people beseech the

saints (and each person has his or her own favourite one for each occasion) and cali for their

protection and aid. [n response to these ghostly threats, villagers try to live in ways that bring

health: they avoid crossing rivers at night where haunting spirits are known to hide, they recite

birthday chants before dawn to protect infants "from the demon's claws", and behave according to

social ideals that bring a sense ofcompletion, purity, and wholesomeness.

The relationship that Mexican campesinos have had with saints and gods has been a

particular one.2 People of Rio believe that saints have the responsibility to help humans since

saints, having walked the earth at one time before they became etemal, are acquainted with

villagers' experiences and troubles. While saints are much more immediate and intervene in

human atfairs constantly, gods, who inhabit the same cosmos, act more Iike neighbours: always

present but each with his or her own sense of purpose in life -somewhat rernote and OIYmpian.

Gods must generally be honoured during particular times ofthe year, especially after the harvesting

season is over, when villagers need to revitalise the earth and "restore its lost energy and force". Ta

do this, people hold a small fiesta on their fields where they delight the gods with tirecrackers,

music, food, and drink. The most important deities are the "god of corn", the "spirit of the earth",

and Christ; and ail ofthem are symbolised through a clay figure ofChrist during the ceremonies.
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Com and the Aesthetics ofHealth

ln Rio Negro~ corn is not simply a symbol of god or the representation of an ancient Mayan

myth. but rather~ it is a visceral incarnation ofdivine force that is vital. engaging, and affective. Sleeping

by a pile ofcorn while away in the mountains~ as we will see~ soothes fear and anxiety. making people

feel more secure and "at peace". When corn cobs are ripe and can be eaten by wild animais, people in

Rio protect their harvest by sending one family member. usually a teenage son. to sleep in the mi/pa. His

duty is ta vigilante the harvest for about three weeks~ keeping wild predators away~ and guard against

potential raids by members ofneighbouring communities. During the tirst two weeks ofvigilance. when

the cabs are still green and can only be eaten by large animais. loeals only need to guard their fields

during the nigh~ when noctomal predators (foxes. racoons~ and wild boars) roam the proximities in

search for food. Later. however~ when the cobs ripen and small redents begin to get at their harv~

villagers take the precaution of vigilating their mi/pas during the day as weil. To accomplish this more

efficiently, they usually bring to the Mountains a pack of domesticated dogs. and build, as a lookout

poin~ a rudimentary hut on the highest point of the field. From their hu~ they sit atop their maize in a

dry shade that overlooks MOst of the harve~ encouraging their dogs to patrol the fields at random as

they sniff for wild mice. (see figure 6) Despite locals' diligence and the precautions they take to avoid

lasses, a great number of cobs are lost each season. In a good year't famiIies can expect to lose about a

third oftheir corn to wild animaIs. "On occasions"'t don Genaro lamente<L "we've lost it aiL"

Since the town is completely surrounded by coffee fields9 the mi/pas are located far away from

the village, usually deeper into the reserve in one of the nearby mountains that lie nonh of Rio Negro.

The mi/pas are generally small fields in the forest that have been cleared, tilted, and prepared for

agriculture. The possession of the land is based on who clears the forests and on how often he't and on

rare occasions she, "works the fields". The average size is two acres and, generally, the fields are rotated

throughout the year with com9 beans, and squash, the three main staples ofRio Negro along with rice.
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":'\IIEN OF CORN"

"'Ien of Corn"

When il IS lim~ lu gl) 10 rh\! monte 1wih.krn~:'Is} and sl~ep alon~ in the milpus. ir is n~c~ss~lry

tu rak\! some precautions to pr~v~nr rh~ assallh l)f an ~v il spiril or a hungry ghusl. Li rc rail y. rh~ rerm

monte rn~ans mounrains. Hl}\"'~\'cr. Il is a laJcncd tcrm rh~ll .\-Iexiean ~:lmp~sinos lIS~ nfrcn ro œt~r tu

a Il.lcatlun in "'ipace rhar has a particular ~l)srnological value. Spccifkally. Ir r~fcrs to a

place Ihar is will!. Jisonlcrcd. unknown. and dungcrous. El monlc. in rhis ,cnsc. "spalially

anchurs·· ~ p~uplc "uutsllok" rh~ pnH~CII\'l.~ houndarics of 'mciely when: a pcrson. Jivcst~J t'mm the

,0cl:II ~nnrex( th:H hcarths :uhl prur~c(s loc:a1 villagers. must ue( on his or her own tcrllls. Sincc in
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"el monte roams the tiger [jaguar] and the evil spirits" people are advised not to venture in it,

especially at dusk when hungry ghosts and wild animais are known to come out ofhiding.

Being far away from the town, according to local belief: means that a person is

temporarily disembodied from his or her circle of family and friends, fragmented from a protective

social context that generates health and fortitude. To make up for this physical isolation and protect

their "soul" (a/ma) from being "enchanted',4 by a gho~ locals try to maintain their body weIl

compacted and composed. ln doing sa, a person may better contain his or her spirit inside the body

and preven~ in case that an assault occurs, dangerous bodily fissures from opening up. [ntegrity, in

Rio, is greatly valued (if not necessary) because it gives people a sense of cohesion and ·'force"

tha~ if effective, makes it harder for a ghost to get at the iuside of a persan and enchant his or her

spirit. To behave in ways that generate feelings of integrity, dignity, and honesty, viIlagers try ta

avoid situations that generate rancour and ilI humour.

To avoid ·~enchantments" while away in the mi/pas, local campesinos take the precaution

ofsleeping by a smaH pile ofdry corn cobs at night To people ofRio Negro, and ta most Mexican

campesinos, corn is a conjurance ofassociations, embodiment of forces, and a spectrum ofmeaning

whose mots go back ta pre-colonial times (see below). Today, corn is considered ta he the

"essence ta the bones of Christ" (and of humans too), replete with a divine force that is vital.,

immediate, and affective. "If kept near a persan", Tancho explained while we were still on the

mi/pa ofdon Genare, "corn provides protection and bestows people with vigour and force".

Mesoamerican societies have Iinked corn ta sources of divine force for lime immemorial,

and for each culture (Toltecs, Olmecs, Aztecs, and Mayas) there is a representative god and a ritual

ta follow. Today, many ancient beliefs have been re-appropriated and moulded to suit cultural

changes. For instance, in Tepoztlân, a town ofAztec descent in central Mexico, tiiends and family

gather each year in their mi/pa 10 celebrate the fiesta of /a Periconoda. La Periconada is an annual

ritual that is perfonned to show gratitude for the harvest and to restore the soil for its lost energy
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and force. Thefiesta is named after the flower pericon, a bright orange flower with an intense scent

that penetrates the mountain air, intensifying the experience of the rituai.5 When the flower starts

blooming, sometime in late November, adults and children trek to the surrounding fields to hold the

fiesta. On the mi/pas, they spend the day while they eat roasted corn, eut wild periciJn, and weave

the long stems into a Christian cross of orange flowers. At the end of the day, when it is time ta

come bac~ sorne crosses are left on the mi/pa for protection while others are brought back to town

and hanged on the doors of people's houses. The crosses, dried over time, hang until they are

replaced the next year.

As these practices show, corn embodies a divine force that protects, feeds, and links

humans ta an ecology of physical fortitude and spiritual health. In Rio Negro, something similar

happens. An ancient Mayan myth, much ofwhich has lost its meaning today, tells ofa time when

the universe (Osil Ba/ami!) originated out of a deep darkness, a time when ~'words lacked

significance and things existed without their name.',6 At the beginning, the ""guardians of the sky"

created the first humans out ofclay and wood. But these were susceptible ta rain and tire, perishing

not long before they were put on earth. Discantent with their previous work, the guardians decided

to create a man ofgold. Unlike his predecessors, this man was able to survive; however, he did not

become the ""true onen (Tojal Ab tal) because his heart was "100 hard" and ~'did not thank the gods"

properly. It was not until the flesh of humans was made of corn that they, humans, resisted the

conditions on earth, "'acquiring their true essence as cultivators and community oriented people.,,7

Since then, Uthe men of corn" speak the '~genuine and correct word", living from their harvest

without aspiring to accumulation, greed, and envy.

The above cornes from the Papol vuh, a sacred script about the creation ofthe universe that

outlines the cosmology of ancient Mayan people. Although Many of the myths stipulated in the

script have been withered by rime and lost in practice, sorne versions and adaptations of them

continue to he a part of the everyday lire of some Mayan societies. Barbara Tedlock, for instance,
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found that the people of the Guatemalan highlands are ~~interested not only in the quantities of time

but also in its qualities~ especially its meaning for human affairs.',8 She iIIustrates how local

notions of time revolve around a h260-day calendar" (in which each day has a particular name,

quality. and purpose). and how these qualitative conceptions of time work as the main organising

principles for much of social, religious, and agriculturallife. Relevant ta this wor~ she finds that

"mounrain maize. like humans, is sown or conceived on a particular day name and number',9. and

that the lime of gestation for both humans and corn is of nine months (or~ a complete cycle of the

calendar). This means that. ideally, corn should come to fruitition on the same day of the calendar

that it was sown, only one cycle later. Tedlock concludes that '~e nine-month growing period of

mountain maize. Iike the human gestation period, may help account for the 260-day length of the

d 1 ..10sacre a manac.

The culture of Rio Negro, an amalgamation of immigrants that have come mostly tram the

highlands and coast of Chiapas. does not preserve Mayan traditions with the rigor that Tedlock

finds in Guatemala. Rio's colonial past as peons in the fincas and, recently, the externat pressure

they face by a modem world consumed by the images oftelevision, have considerably reworked the

ethnie identity of the town (especially of the younger generation). Despite this distance, the

departure has only been panial and selective, as "Mayan Indians have slowly become Mayan

campesinos. 1 found that much of the content of ancient myths has been re-appropriated and

recycled into new cultural fonns that, in general, ref1ect the changes occasioned by the historical

transition that has accompanied the profile of the campesinalo. For instance, Many of the social

ideals and moral constraints found in the Popol Vuh (i.e. "'to live without aspiring to greed,

accumulation, and envy") continue to set the moral and ethical tempo of much of Rio's life,

underscoring cultural notions of honesty, integrlty, and dignity. In my estimation, this process of

re-appropriation and recycling of cultural fonns has created a set of new meanings that tend to

focus more on the immediacies of the everyday than on the origin and evolution of humans in the
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cosmos. Don Genaro, the local healer. could not tell me much about the darkness from whence the

cosmos came and how qualitative distinctions oftime bare any influence on them: nor could he talk

about the gods using their original Mayan names. But when it came ta interpreting somatic forms

ofdistress, assess the hdivine force ofcorn". and talking about how ta maintain social and personal

hannony. his knowledge was extensive, tapping into a tacit world where humans, spirits, saints, and

gods. merged into a dynamic whole.

One of the most pervasive myths of Rio that underscores cultural notions ofhealth and weil

being is related ta the "men of corn". As 1mention above, corn embodies an aesthetics of divine

force that bestows people with a sense of cohesion. integrity, and spiritual fortitude. The logic of

efficacy here speaks ofan interplay between cultural ,4idioms" of unity (i.e. compactness, cohesion)

and the emotional responses that they occasion (Le. the soothing of fear). These idioms (and the

somatie sensibilities they evoke), 1argue, stem from the spiritual ramifications attributed to corn.

For people of Rio, especially when they are away in the Mountains sleeping in their mi/pas, maize is

integral to ways of constructing the interrelationship between body, spirit. and whole -the basic

components ta an experiential gestalt of health and weil being. Since maize embodies the divine

force of Christ and humans. in tum. "are made of its dough", corn serves as a metaphorical

intersection where the divine and the profane attend ta each other's presence -a space Ubetwixt

and between~ realms of experience. Seen from this Iight, coin contributes to an ecology of health

by breaching the borders between tacit and apparent realms of experience, creating a circuit of

knowledge and a conduit for the tlow ofdivine force that, in times ofapprehension, bestows people

with fonitude and salubrity.

Corn's embodiment of divine force and the feelings of fonitude that it occasions in

humans, are often sought by villagers during moments of fear and perturbation. SÎnce campesinos

are most susceptible to sutTer from emotional distress when divested from their protective social
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conteX!. villagers appeal to corn where idioms of spiritual support can be found. In el monte, the

divine force embodied in maize (and the embodiment ofmaize in human flesh), work on a persoo's

physiology in specifie ways to create a bodily experience of containmen~cohesion, and integrity.

These forros of sensory experience prompt the body ioto an ecology of health and salubrity that, if

and when effective, helps soothe a person 's fear and distress.

By attending to how experience is construed in pract;ce, 1 have sketched how human

sentience is lied to cultural values ofunity, and how these values, when tied to the larger cosmology

ofcorn, contribute to feelings of health and weil being. 1refer to this interrelation as the "embodied

aesthetic ofcorn" and argue that, in moments ofseparation and exposure, villagers make use of it to

generate an ecology of health that ties the body, spirit, and village, into a dynamic whole. But to

understand the fuH implications of the dialogue that locals hold with the "force of corn" (how it

works to mitigate fear and generate feelings of serenity) we had to go beyond symbolic meanings

and attend to the visceral, immediate, tensions that these experiences occasion. Experiences offear,

distress, and relief are, after ail, somatie tensions realised at the plane of the body. With 5ueh an

approach 1 have tried to convey the force and significance of these experiences, attending to how

local campesinos experience comfort and pleasure when near a pile ofcorn.

This does not mean that our coneem is with the emotional or with a sa called

··underdistanced" look at culture, as Sheff would phrase the problem Il; but rather, 1argue that the

significanee of things -be this an idea, an object. or an emotion- "arises from a visceral

engagement with symbolic forro.u1l [agree that we must take "distance" when interpreting distant

cultures to achieve reflective and sound interpretations, but the distance must be achieved within a

context that retlects the sentient condition under which the distance was taken~ not divested from it.

1 have tried to render Sheff's '''esthetic distance,,13, a place where ''there is a balance between

feeling and thought'~, but 1have done this within a plane of sensory experience 50 as to ground the

action of "'taking distance" within the sensory condition that hounds il. As mentioned earHer, the
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emotional and the sensory are often used in a misleading way. as if they were interchangeable.

Sheff maintains. ··at esthetic distance. there is a balance ofthought and feeling.,,14 Indeed. but the

realisation ofthis balance occurs while we are alive and sensuous. and thus we must convey the full

force of this experience as a sensory condition. We cao understand something of the culture of

Mexican campesinos not only through analytical insights. but we can also ··make sense. through

non-verbal. visceral means. something of a people·s sensibilities by attending to the patterns.

orientations. and concems that commonly impact on their lives.",ls

ln my estimation. the scepticism towards ethnographies that try to get at the felt quality of

experience arises from the way it has been handled in academic circles. labelled or associated with

the term "emotion" (i.e. "discourse of emotions"'. the "emotions of experience,,)16. But to talk

about the sensory condition that animates experience (a "felt understanding") in terms of··emotion"

only, is somewhat misleading. There is a great difference between the urges that drive emotions

and the more physical. broader, and sensate properties that are at play when making sense of a

problem.

61



1

Afterwords

Late one night. after everyone had gone home to sleep, a group of us gathered in Tancho"s

outdoor kitchen ta drink sorne sugar-cane alcohol. [t had been c1andestinely srnuggled into the

cornmunity by don Silvio.. the local coyote. We recolleeted sorne wild blades of grass to make

'·lemon tea". ignited the eoals of the kitchen tire. and began brewing the leaves in the boiling water.

After a while. when the tlames of the tire began ta die down.. 1 pieked up a dried corncob that was

laying by my feet. [intended ta throw it into the flames. But before [ could set the tire ablaze with it.

Féli~ noticing what [ was about to do. eut his speech short and abruptly stopped me. He explained

that they "do not bum the cabs because it would be like buming the bones of a fellow person." His

explanation did not make sense to me because [ had seen how people. after peeling the kernels off.

discarded the cobs with the least sign ofconsideration. letting them rot ail over the place. (explained

ta him that the concem and apprehension he was manifesting was not congruent with what [ had seen,

that leaving the cobs ta rot in the muddy courtyards seemed to be even more wasteful since they were

not used at ail. >4No". he replied. ~·the cabs are never wasted. They are the force that the corn

borrowed from our holy sail. When the cabs rot, they go back ta being sail again. The earth needs its

force back sa that the nex! year it can lend it again to our mi/pas."

This incident took place three weeks after 1had arrived in Rio Negro and became one of the

comerstones ofmy research. From a technical and biological point ofview, 1could grapple with the

idea that rotten cabs decompose into organic matter ta fertilise the earth. But, for people of Rio

Negro. this process exceeds any biological explanation. Félix'5 choice of words and the way he

phrased his answer retlected a view that is ··pregnant"1 with a significance that is deeply cultural. For

him. the earth and corn are not only vital participants ofa larger cosmology but are also apotheosised

ta a level that is replete with divine value and force. The neX! day [ thought about what he had said.

ofhow he pereeived the world and the degree ofsignificance that he attached ta things.
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Referring to the difficulty oftranslating across cultures. Keith Basso wrote that '1he problem

we face is a semiotic one. a barrier to constructing appropriate sense and significance.,,2 lndeed. to

make sense ofRio's ways ofbeing and convey the significance that corn (or don Hilario's debts) has

for local villagers, 1faced this difficulty. This was the question 1kept asking myselfthat night while

talking to Félix and the rest of the group: how to grasp (and then convey to the reader) the poignancy

and significance ofhis conviction. the force ofhis belief? How to talk about the earth as a vital being

in such a way that is congruous and "makes sense" to the reader without simply '''romanticising the

other". sounding sentimental or enigmatic.

To do this, to make sorne sense of the culture of the Mexican campesino. 1 began to work

from the '''ground up'·, mapping out the aesthetic values of Rio's culture so as to lay out the patterns

and commonsensical idiosyncrasies that weave the village into a cultural whole. My approach to

culture, however, ditfers from the semiotic approach suggested by Basso. 1 agree that the crux of

translating across cultures is in '''constructing appropriate sense and significance". But. in my

estimation. the road to take is not semiotics. To analyse and interpret Tancho"s actions in tenns of

symbolic representations and systems of meanings cloes not go far enough. My own experience told

me that a semiotic approach was Iimited for the task since it did not convey fully the life of a

Mexican campesino as he or she experienced it in Tepoztlân or Tacâmbaro. [n my estimation,

finding significance in the world is about appreciation, about an empathie fonn of experience where

one assesses the vital impact that an event. an idea, or an object delivers. The significance of

Nestor's invigorating stories. for instance. does not lie with symbolic meanings and metaphorie

structures only, but with how tbey entertain, disgust, or delight people. Thus, to make sense of the

Mexican campesinalo 1took a different tack in methodology and tteated culture phenomenologically,

anending to experienee in more sensate (and less eognate) terms.

By sketching the aesthetie values that pattern life in Rio, 1 intended to ereate a map (as

opposed to a tenitory) ofloeal anatomies. In this way, [hoped to aquatint the reader with the somatie
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sensibilities that pattern local life so that, in the end~ the reader would know something of how a pain

hurts~ ajoy felt, or health experienced. For instance, to make sense of don Hilario's debts (how he

experienced '''Iow standards of living") we explored how his pain and anxiety tied into cultural

notions of integrity. honesty, and dignity -afhow he feared that his ward ofhonour would be eroded

by his default on his laan payments. ··He would no longer be taken seriously". as his son explained.

Similarly. once we had mapped out the basic, embodied values that mark moments ofhealth

and well being -which for people of Rio include values of wholesomeness and cohesion- we were

able to enter into a much richer conversation about the configuration of the village. from single

families into a village cluster: or, as we saw with Nestor's invigorating stories, how people

experience health in a group. When a person falls iIl, when there is a vacuum of vitality. there is a

danger for the body to fall into a helix of retreat and isolation, loosing "will" and force at every

tum. The danger of this retreat is that. if not stopped, a person can plummet into deep despair and,

Iike hypothermia.. lose the condition to generate its own vitality and sense of weil being. To avoid

this and maintain themselves healthy and vigorous, local campesinos resort to group cohesion to

drive lethargy and despair away, displacing unwanted feelings. The infonnal gathering 1described

in chapter two serves this purpose. working to stop the helix from unfolding by reintegrating a

persan back into the everyday life, re-routing a person's feel ings of detachment and isolation into a

context ofhealth and vitality.

The advantage of this approach is that through these staries we, as ethnographers, can

gain access ta the culturally shaped experiences that people in Rio Negro find Most significant, and

sa leam about the force and intensity with which people in another culture value life. With a

prelude that attends ta the felt immediacies and embodied values we can grasp, for instance, howa

sense ofcompactness and wholesomeness helps soothe anxiety and fear; or how a fiesta amuses and

delights people.
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Las~ 1 would Iike ta come back to a point 1 made earlier. 1 opened this work by talking

about the field of ·development'. although abrupt and in general tenns. 1 suggested that the new

brand of morlels we have today (Le.• "sustainable developmentt
'), marks a vital ~~tuming point'· in the

way we feel. make sense of, and understand development activity. Mainly, because attention is no

longer concentrated on constructing political structures and economic systems alone.. but in how these

changes impact the sensory grounds of people and nature. 1believe that this is what we are trying to

get at with our categories of "weil being''', ~'Ievels of satisfaction''', and '''quality of Iife"; categories

that try to report on the '''felt quality" of people's experiences -on how, for instance, feelings of

salubrity, sorrow. and comfort. tie into moments of poverty or good health.

This qualitative bent. however, has been more symbolic than factual. So far. the efforts of

most policy makers and academics to qualify development activity have only gone as far as creating

quantitative categories and fonns of ethnographie realism. But due to the Mere analytical nature of

these perspectives (Le. their commitment ta objectivist methodologies), they fail ta account for the

vital condition that animates experience. The consequences of this methodological handicap. as 1

have tried ta point out. are great. To approach development in tenns of symbolic fonn, perception.

and interpretation. as opposed ta talk about it in tenns of perfonnance, sentience, and experience,

means that we reduce the significance ofour projects to on Iy analytical insights and cognitive criteria.

But to approach living beings as "semiotic systems", and thus attending primarily to what social

performances "mean~' and ~"are about", we neglect to consider how development changes contribute

(or hinder) to people's sensorioums -for how they might engage, delight, or disturb a person. The

result: development models that depart from a perspective where value is equated., for instance. with

the number of jobs that a factory cao produce, but Httle in how working in an assembly line from

nine-to-five might enrich a person's sense orwell being, in its sensory form.

ln Rio. this clash ofviews and cultural understandings is most vividly expressed in the way

local villagers, and visiting agronomers, make sense ofcultivating coffee. For agronomers, the value
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of the project lies with technical solutions tha~ to use their own lexicon. are prirnarily about

··structures'\ ··systems'\ '''relations'', and ·"fonns of organizationn
• Their concern is to create a self

sustainable system by implementing the following steps: modernise production, increase yields,

integrate Rio's economy to an international system, improve the physical health of people, and

upgrade the education level of the town. After a community meeting, 1approached a group of three

agronomers. When 1 asked them how they define a people's "health". one of them answered that

they measure it with Udata about monality rates, number of vaccinations per year. houses with

running water", and similar statistics.3 People of Rio Negro, on the other hand. refer to ··well being"

in more vital ways and as an integral part of a larger cosmology. When 1 asked Nestor what ··well

being" eotaHs, he explained tha~ besides physical fortitude, it is also a matter that concerns how the

persan "feels, depending on whether the persan has animos and force to engage in life". Indeed, don

Hilario was considered ilI because he lacked bodily disposition and wi~ an iIlness that afflicted his

spirit in ways that cannat be properly accounted for by the agronomers' criteria ofhealth.

As 1see i~ the real advantage of a '·sensate approach" to development is thal, through il, we

can get ta know another culture in its vital fonn; as it feels, knows, and understands the world on its

··own tenns". With such a sentient understanding we, as ethnographers and policy makers, can

design projects that will transcend the limitations ofcurrent models and contribute to a methodalogy

that breaches meaning with sensory value. In this sense, the value of the North American Free Trade

Agreement, for instance, would not simply he about producing jobs in assembly plants and

controlling for environmental pollution, but in how the creation of jobs, in their vital farm.

contributes (or hinders) ta people's dignityy joy, and delight. Significanee, in this light, directly

relates to fonns of comprehension that engage not just an intellectual approaeh but also entaHs a

sentient understanding.

l'm aware that these coneluding remarks fall on idealistic grounds, especially given the

cuneot geopolitieal tendeney to set neoliberal poliey as the ooly alternative for progress. But,
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ultimately. isn't this what we, as societies, are striving for? ln my estimation, goals such as "weil

being" and ··satisfaction" certainly allude to this, to a type of development that makes life worth

living, rather than on how we cao routinely live through it. In the end, the purpose is not to reduce

the world to an ··scenography'.,J where life is mechanically reproduced into systems and symbols, but

to allow the various cultures ofthe globe to follow their own trajectories as a condition ofgrowth.
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