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The concept of circulation is one with which anthropologists are quite familiar. Our discipline has long dealt 
with the circulation of cultural traits, of kin groups, of individuals, of political will, of power…the list goes 
on and on.  Outside of ―the field,‖ here in our own home universities and departments however, the 
population of anthropologists perhaps most intimate with circulation consists of students.  Students 
circulate through the halls of academia, through universities as they progress toward their degrees, through 
classes and seminars, all the while taking in information and knowledge.  We envision this journal as a 
forum for students to report to the larger membership of the American Anthropological Association and 
offer our perspective on circulation.   
 
The process of editing this journal has taught me a great deal, but I want to acknowledge the dedicated team 
that made this possible and offer my sincere hope that they too have learned and benefitted from this 
experience as much as I have.  First, I want to thank the editor of Volume 1, Marc K. Hébert, who was 
responsible for the inaugural issue of the NASA e-Journal in 2009.  His guidance on how to go from writing 
up a Call for Papers to production of the final copy was invaluable and made this task seem much less 
daunting than it was at first.   
 
The efforts of the reviewers and authors are really the force by which this volume came to be.  They were 
diligent and patient with me as I struggled with maintaining communication with all parties.  Academics in 
general are known for a nomadic lifestyle, and students live this reality throughout the year‘s cycle.  Some 
editorial notes were written during a cross-country move to start graduate school, others were written 
while studying abroad, and still more were written while in the midst of fieldwork.  Authors embarked on 
their revisions under similar conditions, and I am amazed at the quality of both commentaries and revisions 
that this group produced. 
 
Finally, I want to acknowledge the support of the NASA Executive Board, all of whom came together at 
various points to help get this volume out.  This is an amazing group of people and I truly value their 
support.  Particular thanks are due to John Trainor, our outgoing president, and Melinda Bernardo, our 
incoming president, for making this position such a pleasure.  I hope that you enjoy reading this issue of 
Student Anthropologist as much as I enjoyed editing it.  The articles presented here report on a wide variety 
of topics, all of which are held together by the common theme of circulation, on which Bryce Peake 
(University of Oregon) offers a thoughtful commentary.  I am interested to know what our readers think 
about this format, as it is the first time that this publication has mirrored the theme set by the association for 
the national meeting.  Please feel free to contact me with any comments or suggestions for the nest issue.  If 
you are interested in getting involved in the next issue, the Call for Papers and Reviewers can be found at 
the end of the journal.  
 

Happy reading, 
 
 
 

Sarah Taylor 
Editor, ―Student Anthropologist‖ 

nasaejournal@gmail.com 
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Commentary: 
 

 

Bryce Peake 
Department of Anthropology, University of Oregon 

 

Abstract:  This commentary critically reframes the concept of circulation in terms of time, defining 
the dislocation of space that occurs with media—defined as technology taken to be a social 
phenomenon—as an occurrence that creates, and is a result of, simultaneous streams of temporal flow. 
Counter to narratives that claim for technology and media's radical altering of subjectivity, I suggest 
that this notion of temporality was already present in cultural understandings of memory and 
monuments in the landscape.  

 
Circulation is predominantly thought about by anthropologists in terms of objects moving through space: 
media from Bollywood in the US hipster‘s DVD player, art moving between communities and museums, 
and cell phones linking Annapolis to Athens, Zion to Zimbabwe in the circulation of information. In what 
follows, however, I would like to think differently about circulation; I wish to consider temporal circulation, 
or the ways in which places are the locus of multiple simultaneous temporalities. This overlaps with a 
consideration of the temporal circulation of ideas in our own discipline today, as circulation harkens to 
notions of diffusionism (see Giddens 1990 and Jameson 1981) and other prior theoretical constructs. In 
bringing these parallel thoughts together, I will argue that what seems new is in many instances a 
resurfacing of an old problem in anthropology, which warrants a re-substantiation of old theories to create 
new solutions. I do so in order to a) bring new perspective into our conversations of circulation; and b) 
move towards (re)imaging problems implicated in circulation‘s ‗crisis of space‘ in creative and emancipative 
ways.  My goal is not to ‗answer‘ these critiques and ideas; rather, it is to pose new questions– or, in this 
case, pose old questions for new materials– intended to shape the readers‘ experience of interrogating 
circulation throughout the journal. 
 
My research in Andalucía1 focuses on the ways in which contemporary media ecology – defined as the sum 
total of digital media in an experienced space – affects people‘s embodied experience of landscapes, 
particularly the cultural construction of subjectivity vis-à-vis consumed sound and the clashes that come 
with embodying public sound symbols in different ways across cultural communities. On Main Street, 
Gibraltar, sound and its technology circulate freely in space, often with little hindrance besides other sounds 
and noises. This includes the sounds of Llanito being spoken on the streets, music from department stores 
that promotes hip and vibrant ‗club‘ scenes, shops with ‗exotic‘ sounds that attract tourists seeking ‗The 
Other‘ and the ‗Authentic‘, TV screens that imply sounds through the showing of photos of the Rock of 
Gibraltar and WWII monuments, etc. Moreover, there are other sonic experiences, including the silent 
‗living statue‘ street performers depicting Roman-esque Saints and Sultans of ‗Arabia‘, bandoneón players 



 

projecting the tangos of a Creole southern Spain, and guitar players playing a range of music – from global 
‗pop‘ to local forms of flamenco-infused folk music. These, of course and most importantly, are all in 
addition to personal media objects—mobile phones, mp3 players, Gameboys, and PSPs carried by locals 
and tourists alike. 
 
Personal media devices are quickly becoming the focus of anthropological inquiry (DeNicola 2010, Horst & 
Miller 2000, Bull 2005). These scholars specifically examine such devices as surface reverberations of the 
landscape – two-dimensional stimuli that affect perception and interpretation. Exemplary of this, in an early 
article against the study of acoustic media ecology and soundscape, Ingold (2007) says that the concept of 
soundscape is ―concerned with the fixivities of surface conformation rather than the fluxes of the medium... 
a world of persons and objects that has already precipitated out, or solidified from these fluxes.‖  
 
Instead, I suggest that we consider soundscapes as separate spheres from the physical architecture, and as 
three-dimensional places moving within a changing space. Where scholars like Schafer (1993) and Ingold 
(2007) see the dominance of these surface reverberation as creating a possible crisis, and erasure, of place 
(known in the wider media studies world as the ‗Digital Crisis of Space‘), my approach – as seen in Peake 
(2008 & 2010) – begs the question of whether or not the physical place was ever the only thing present in 
landscapes (also see Feld & Basso 1996, Casey 1987, Schattschneider 2003). What if we think of 
soundscapes not as something emitted, but more as a place in and of itself? It is in answering this question, 
and justifying its asking, that I reach my aim: we might answer these questions in terms of temporal 
circulation, and get to the notion that we are in a cycle of intellectual inquiry where the past has once again 
become present and relevant.  
 
The problem with considering soundscapes as purely emitted from within a landscape is that the landscapes 
are then situated linearly in time; that is, they move forward temporally as if beyond the presence of the 
past, in a linear, simple relation. Instead, to engage with the issue of media saturation, I suggest we look at 
places as a plurality of non-static temporalities. Places are not moving through time, rather, time is always 
moving through places, which affects their movement in time, the complex relations between time and 
space intertwined in a makeshift notion of time-space (Greenhouse 1996, Lefebvre 2004, Townsend 2000), 
and a dynamic social landscape (Vigh 2008, 2009). This insinuates a notion of ‗progression‘ unlike the one 
of ‗progress‘ defined by Western notions of ‗moving forward‘; rather, it is a progress much like 
interpretations of Darwin‘s notion of evolution— a-directional and estranged from any direction or its 
moral connotations. This approach brings us to the core problem in the aforementioned scholars‘ thought: 
that a space is ever just one place. From my experience in Gibraltar, Andalucían signifieds of identity that 
exist in media ecologies are used with little concern for the British-national signifiers that serve as their 
vehicle; Andalucían and British places co-exist in the urban space of Gibraltar as two sides of a piece of 
paper.  
 
Considering media ecology in this way, I approach the second part of my title- how landscapes were never 
as linear as we thought they weren’t—by returning. Many considerations of media in space consider space a 
linear thing, while past scholarship, especially in anthropology, has already deemed space a non-linear 
entity. Thus, we might return to the past scholarship on monuments – those old spatial forms that mediated 
place to us before the echoes of televisions, stereos, and ‗media‘ – in order to understand a) that physical 
place was never just one time, and b) that the current crisis of space is simply a temporal circulation in our 
own discipline. As the philosopher Bachelard (1994) noted, in reflecting that his new home had the ‗smell 
of raisins‘ from his childhood home although no one else could smell them, places are never in the world; 
rather, we carry them within us. A space is always both the physical world AND the memories– including 



 

also imagination, ideas, expectations, and hopes (Connerton 1989)– of it or those similar to it (a place 
needs only to stimulate a previous memory form another one to become two places at once). One might 
also turn to Derrida‘s (1992) notion of ghosts in the landscape, apparitions of memories that linger only to 
deconstruct the present, and further to de Certau (1988), who notes that urban streets are always icons of 
the past, that give, and attempt to over-determine, meaning to the present. Numerous anthropologists have 
also wrestled with this idea in terms of memory, history, and monuments, as well (Abrahams 1991, Bahloul 
1996, Carr 1986, Herzfeld 1997, MacCannel and MacCannel 1982). 
 
Adding the notion that media is not just a thing, that the Facebook, video games, phone conversations, and 
soundscapes are not surface reverberations, we can see media as, not just mediating messages, but 
mediating worlds; these ‗media‘ are not two-dimensional, but carry with them a sense of social depth. 
Simultaneously, we must understand that all media use always happens in space (although which space to 
privilege is becoming increasingly unclear). Be it memories of a time past, or media depictions of the 
Jetsons‘ time future, space has never been just one place. In this way, media is not an erasure of the physical 
world, and the ‗digital crisis of place‘ is not a new concern; it is the repackaging of our uncertainties about 
the connection between times and places, memories and spaces. The Mediascape, conceptually speaking, is 
the new Memoryscape, which was the new Taskscape, which was the new Timescape, and so forth. What is 
on the screen is its own world, with its own timeframe, juxtaposed on another more ‗touchable‘ world. 
Thus, to understand the state of our lived places as temporal circulations, we must re-circulate old thought 
in new ways. We must (re)imagine (that is, spin off, readapt and not re-imagine as true, or use unchanged) 
old understandings of the social world, social process, and social places. We must think of our discipline in 
its own temporal circulation in order to move beyond its orbit and ask new and intriguing questions. We 
must, as many papers in this collection do, (re)imagine and (re)theorize circulation.  
 
Bryce Peake is a PhD Student at the University of Oregon. His research examines the ways in which media and space 
reflect, and are used to work through, cultural anxieties over identity, space, time, and memory. His dissertation work 
examines the discursive relationship between the sound symbolism of language and the sound symbolism of cultural 
celebrations and spaces in Gibraltar. 
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Research Articles: 
 

 

Maryna Bazylevych  
University at Albany, SUNY 

 
It has recently been argued that interpreting moral codes in life history offers the researchers ―a more 
intimate entry into everyday lives of our subjects‖ (Steinberg and Wanner 2008; Zigon 2008a; Zigon 
2008b). Through the lens of morality we are able to discern ―the interpreted locus of the personal and the 
shared‖, the lived experience, in contrast to mere ―imposition of institutions and transcendent structures 
onto passive agents‖ (Zigon 2008a). In this paper, I will divulge the changing power dynamics, racialized 
discourses and symbolic meaning of the ex-Soviet physician‘s work in Africa, using as my example the life-
history of a Ukrainian physician, whom I will refer to as Dr. Valerio.  Dr. Valerio spent 6 years in Angola 
during the Soviet regime (1980s) and has spent more than 10 years in Mozambique since Ukrainian 
independence. Dr. Valerio‘s story offers a window on  the post-socialist phenomenon of physicians 
returning labor migration to the African countries formerly ruled by socialist governments (i.e., Angola, 
Mozambique, Algeria, Libya, Ghana). No official statistics on the number of physicians from the former 
Soviet Union working in Africa are available. Because of this, ethnographic research methods are especially 
valuable and revealing. Post-socialist physicians return to their prior work destination, but they do that in a 
different era. They are no longer representatives of the powerful and attractive Soviet regime. Their status 
shifted to that of labor migrants from struggling developing states. In this work, I use Ong‘s (1999) idea of 



 

flexible citizenship that describes the nature of labor migration in global economy. I ask: how flexible are 
these newly ―flexible‖ citizens? What are they searching for in their faraway destinations? 
 
This research is based on dissertation fieldwork research conducted in central Ukraine in 2007 and 2008. It 
engages the data about a small group of alumni of a major medical school in Ukraine who have worked in 
Mozambique in post-socialist years, including life history of a Ukrainian physician who has spent over six 
years in Angola during the Soviet regime and over ten years in Mozambique since the Ukrainian 
independence. My larger project focused on medical professionals and changing ideas of professionalism and 
gender in Ukraine. However, when I learned that physicians who were a part of Soviet internationalist 
project renewed their African connection, I decided to research this issue in more depth. I have known my 
key informant for many years, however my academic interest in his life history informed our 
communication for about two or three years only. I proceed with discussion of Soviet doctors in Africa, 
their post-socialist return, and continue with theoretical discussion.  
 

Dr. Valerio first considered working in Africa in the early 1980s. As the young father of a nine year old son, 
his work as an anesthesiologist provided him with a steady, but rather meager wage. His family lived with 
his parents, and they were on the waitlist for a state-sponsored apartment. Dr. Valerio, however, dreamed 
of a better life. An avid fisherman, Dr. Valerio wanted to purchase a light-blue ―Volga‖ to take  on fishing 
trips.  He was tired of borrowing his grandfather‘s old ―Moskvich.‖ His ambitious wife  encouraged him.  
She was eager to be independent from the in-laws. When he heard about ―SoyuzZagranPostavka‖ – an 
agency in the Ministry of Health, Dr. Valerio packed his suitcase and headed to Moscow to file his 
application. The long months of waiting ensued. Finally, Dr. Valerio was called to Kyiv Ministry of Health 
for a final background check. After completion of a special half-year training in Moscow, Dr. Valerio 
learned he was being sent  to Angola‘s Atlantic coast. The family panicked – Angola was in civil war, and his 
wife was not allowed to join. However, backing out was not an option, and Dr. Valerio never regretted his 
destination. After all, as he emphasized during our interview, ―fishing in Angola was superb!‖ When the war 
quieted down, his wife joined him in Angola, and they spent the following 5 years living at the Soviet base 
on the Atlantic shore and travelling home for one-month vacations in summer. Their son remained in 
Ukraine with his grandparents because of the civil unrest and malaria epidemic in Angola. Their family in 
Ukraine could not wait for those summers when Dr. Valerio and his wife arrived for vacations with boxes 
full of crab legs, bananas, oranges, chewing gum, chocolates, fancy cookie tins, ―Montana‖ brand jeans, 
corduroys, sneakers and foreign looking toys and Lego sets. Giant sea shells and redwood African carvings 
were proudly displayed in their parents‘ homes. The years passed, and Dr. Valerio returned to his former 
workplace, now a happy owner of a three-room apartment, light blue ―Volga,‖ video-cassette recorder, 
―Sony‖ television set, ―Panasonic‖ musical center  and tons of trinkets purchased in ―Berezka‖ stores in 
Moscow. Life was good, at least for a while.  
 
As a part of the socialist internationalism project, Soviet physicians served multiple-year contracts in pro-
socialist African countries, such as Angola and Mozambique. These contracts were ideally awarded on a 
competitive basis to the most accomplished medical graduates after painstaking background check and 
vigorous pre-departure training. They were coveted by the Soviet physicians because they carried significant 
financial benefits and access to scarce goods. The official salary was 500 USD per month, and as much as 
2,000 USD went to the state budget in return for their work. Still lucrative, this amount was paid in USD 
equivalent, the so-called ―checks,‖ that could be exchanged for rubles or used in specialized ―Berezka‖ stores 
that carried coveted imported goods. These appointments carried high prestige: they were a sign of 
professional success and they opened a window to the forbidden fruit of the world abroad. At the same 



 

time, as representatives of a powerful regime, Soviet physicians felt secure in their host workplaces. Feeling 
privileged in their home community, they also felt superior in their workplaces in Africa. Soviet Union 
espoused a vividly anti-racist and anti-colonial ideology. Matusevich (2008) notes that the Soviet state 
branded itself as a place of equality for all, free of racism. Yet, the euphoric ideals of the early years of 
socialism gave in to inflexible Soviet policies that allowed for only one vision of life endorsed by the 
communist party. Soviet internationalism quickly became unidirectional, i.e. rejecting any foreign 
influences that were viewed as westernization, and preaching socialist ideas in the countries of Soviet 
strategic interest, such as Angola. Many Soviet citizens working abroad thus viewed themselves as 
proverbial older brothers responsible for civilizing the uneducated and underdeveloped natives (Figure 1). 
Soviet physicians often harbored white superiority ideas neatly tucked under the Soviet ideology of the 
older brother. They felt safe and protected despite being stationed in a war zone. Whether their presence in 
the African socialist states was wanted or not, the physicians‘ work was heavily mediated by the Soviet 
state, providing a buffer between the physicians and the local population. In recounting his life in Angola, 
Dr. Valerio had difficulty remembering negative events. He had positive memories of his first encounter 
with Africa. 
 

Stability has been fleeting in the Eurasia of the past century. Dr. Valerio remembers Perestroika as the 
beginning of disorder that culminated in 1991 with ―turning everything upside down,‖ in his own words. 
Dr. Valerio lost his life savings and it became increasingly difficult to make a reasonable living.  Dr. Valerio 
and his wife joined hundreds of other Ukrainians who turned to shuttle trading to supplement the income 
they received from their regular jobs. They travelled to Poland, Hungary, Romania and other neighboring 
Eastern European countries where they sold scarce Soviet goods (various tools, measurement devices) and 
purchasing consumer goods in short supply in Ukraine (clothing and shoes, children‘s toys, chocolates, and 
even 1,5 liter bottles of soda). They would then sell these goods at the open markets at home for small 
profit. Dr. Valerio vividly related the years following Soviet collapse in terms of demeaning experiences 
and loss of human dignity.  He recalled standing in long lines to receive a meager salary that was three 
months late, fighting for a spot in the line with nurses and janitors.  These experiences made him feel 
unprofessional and humiliated. It was during this time period that his coworker surgeon announced he was 
returning to Mozambique where he had worked over a decade ago. His friend had remained in close contact 
with the local Mozambican hospital, and in 1996, only four years after the war ended, the country was in 
dire need of physicians. Not long after, Dr. Valerio was awarded a contract in the same clinic. He settled in 
a small town in a distant Northern province.  
 

Numerous scholars have reported the disastrous effect that the externally funded civil war of 1976-1992 
had on Mozambican society (Chapman 2006; Nordstrom 1998; Pfeiffer, et al. 2007; West 1997). When 
cease-fire was reached in 1992, the medical infrastructure in the country was in ruin. Scholars working with 
physicians in other parts of Africa (Hagopian, et al. 2005) report that the governments of these post-
colonial nations constantly try to prevent the local physicians from migrating abroad. Most Mozambican 
physicians attend residency programs either in South Africa, Italy, Spain or Portugal.  In doing so, they gain 
intimate knowledge of the health care system of these countries as well as language skills and local contacts. 
This symbolic capital gives them an advantage when searching for employment opportunities locally and 
abroad. This creates a favorable environment for the migration of physicians from the African post-socialist 
states (Dovlo 1999; Hagopian, et al. 2005). My key informant estimated that about 20-30 Ukrainian 
physicians currently work in Mozambique, two of them in his province. Among other foreigners working in 
the health sector in Mozambique are doctors from Cuba, India, Israel and Portugal. These specialists share 



 

some of the push factors for labor migration: difficulty obtaining desirable economic status while practicing 
medicine at home, the need for start-up capital to invest in future operations, pre-existing knowledge of the 
language, a network of contacts, and difficult entry into the biomedical profession in the Western countries. 
While their salaries and contracts vary, their stay in small rural clinics usually runs a relatively short term 
due to the initial purpose of travel, poor working conditions and lack of opportunities for further 
professional and personal growth. Not surprisingly, when Paulo Garrido became the Minister of Health in 
2005, he pushed to retain the local labor force instead of allocating significant funds to foreign physicians. 
Mozambican doctors working in rural locales receive a higher salary than foreign physicians, plus state 
coverage for housing, vehicles, and food expenses.  This is a real bonus as  these are expensive and 
sometimes scarce resources (Hagopian, et al. 2005). The local physicians currently enjoy a privileged status. 
This situation leads to constant dissatisfaction among the foreign labor force in Mozambican hospitals. 
 

Upon settling in Mozambique, Dr. Valerio had to grapple with changing geopolitics. His status now was 
significantly lower than in Angola. He received smaller salary than his Mozambiquan colleagues with less 
experience. He was not eligible for ―isolomento‖ (bonus for working outside of the capital city Maputo). He 
did not receive reimbursement for transportation, housing, food, and professional development. His 
opinion was not always respected, and hospital administrators sometimes told him that if he were not 
happy, he was free to leave his job and go back to Ukraine. Dr. Valerio made sense of his changing status in 
a racialized way. He framed the new Mozambican health care policies in terms of discrimination against the 
whites. He viewed the work of health care administrators as especially immoral. In fact, he characterized 
their life-style as ―better than Communism‖: 
 
They (administrators) do not work more than five years. Usually, three years followed by further raise. 
They receive a great salary and additional bonuses… They can walk into the grocery store, fill up their 
bags, get the bill and then drop it at the hospital accountant‘s for transferring the payment. They don‘t even 
know the price of the tickets from our town to Maputo, because they never pay for them, and we do. We 
always have to search for the deals… The provincial directors of various agencies, including the health care, 
receive Toyota Corolla from the state, and they use it for their personal needs without hiding. 
 
For Dr. Valerio, his current underprivileged status meant not only injustice, but was also a sign of 
immorality on the part of the locals who enjoyed more benefits. Qualities that social scholars working in 
Mozambique described as creativity and resistance developed in the course of colonization and subsequent 
decades of warfare (Nordstrom 1998), were identified by my informant as character flaws and barbarity. 
He often talked of extortion, when his hospital superiors would openly ask him to bring back watches, gold 
jewelry and Russian vodka from his trips home. Another example of such unfair in his view treatment 
occurred when an unscrupulous landlord increased Dr. Valerio‘s rent immediately after Dr. Valerio had 
completed renovations, paying for them out of his own pocket.  The landlord wanted to force Dr. Valerio  
to vacate the property so he could rent to  new tenants who would  pay more money.  Dr. Valerio also 
experienced cheating, petty theft, vandalism, and burglary. In addition, he disagreed with the very 
principles of biomedicine that were being practiced by the local doctors trained in the Western tradition.  
Treatment algorithms were determined based on the medical protocols, but Dr. Valerio was convinced that 
these protocols were deficient and even dangerous, since they provided little space for an individualized 
approach, especially if the material resources were very limited. Many Soviet-trained physicians share this 
critique of the Western biomedical approach as a way to legitimize their medical abilities. They view 
Western-trained physicians, who rely heavily on protocols, as incapable of developing creative treatment 
schedules that the situation often calls for.  For Dr. Valerio, this disagreement was not a theoretical matter. 



 

He was convinced that at on several occasions he could have saved the patient if the local doctors had 
allowed him to interfere. Instead of the liberties and luxury Dr. Valerio enjoyed while in socialist Angola, 
he was now forced to conform to the directions of local doctors, whose professional skills and knowledge 
he viewed as inferior to his.  
 
Racial undertones hidden under the guise of patronizing Soviet ideologies and policies now came to the 
forefront. Dr. Valerio questioned the ability of the locals to govern efficiently and fairly, and claimed that 
the current challenges faced by many African countries were the result of their inability to maintain social 
order without outside supervision. He used the example of the HIV/AIDS epidemic as an attempt to back 
up his racialized claims, focusing on the spread of the disease as a sign of immorality, negligence, and lack of 
―civilized culture‖ among Mozambicans. For him, local cultural practices such as polygamy, male 
circumcision, and the use of sex as an economic means (Fassin 2007) were not validation of an internal 
cultural logic or structural violence, but were rather a matter of personal choice. Dr. Valerio coped with his 
diminished social status by positioning himself above the local population discursively and physically. He 
lived in a good house, made sure his landscaping and fence were always in order, hired help (a night guard 
and a cook), owned a gun, and socialized with the local rich and foreign professionals.  
 
Ong argues that ―in translocal strategies of accumulation, the migrant‘s ability to convert economic capital 
into social prestige is limited by the ethnoracial moral order of the host society… (There is a) mismatch 
between the symbolic capital and its embodiment, from the hegemonic standpoint‖ (1999:25, 92). In our 
ethnographic scenario, there appears to be a mismatch between racial identity and social capital. The racial 
identity of post-socialist doctors was perceived by them as a drawback to achieving symbolic and economic 
capital in Mozambique. This scenario is an excellent illustration of Ong‘s argument that the Third World 
countries are not merely a site for the development of the global labor processes, instead they actively 
negotiate the ‖production and reproduction of capital accumulation… Locally, forms of power and 
oppression emerge that variously ally and contest Western forces‖ (1999:12, 22).  
 

Given the high degree of dissatisfaction with local work conditions, how might one explain Dr. Valerio‘s 
persistence in continuing to work at the same clinic? I suggest that this insistence on staying is a reflection of 
his moral quandaries contextualized by profound changes in both his home and host countries. Despite 
several offers to join his Ukrainian colleagues in a Maputo-based clinic or move to other Mozambican 
provinces, my key informant refused, citing concerns with the politics at the capital hospitals. Though the 
crime rate and unfavorable weather were also concerns, he was far more reluctant to engage in playing 
games at the workplace. Dr. Valerio craved stability and predictability. I understand his decision to stay in 
Mozambique indefinitely as a refusal or inability to grapple with the dramatically transformed social order at 
home in the Ukraine. His socialist Angolan adventure was short-lived compared to the prolonged post-
socialist stay in Mozambique. What was initially intended as temporary money-making mission has become 
way of life.  
 
Meeting traditional gender role expectations is one of the factors providing a sense of fulfillment from his 
work abroad. In the Ukraine, men are expected to be the main breadwinner for the family. Although there 
are competing gender discourses, the division of labor generally allocates responsibility for making the main 
income to men (Bazylevych 2005; Marsh 1996; Pavlychko 1996; Zhurzhenko 2001). Current research 
suggests that for some men in post-socialist Ukraine, labor migration provides one of the few options that 
enable them to successfully fulfill their gender role (Dickinson 2005). In addition to a sense of 
accomplishment stemming from being able to meet these cultural expectations, working abroad in his main 



 

field of expertise, anesthesiology boosts his professional identity. Scholars working with immigrant 
physicians have emphasized the salience of the professional role in maintaining life satisfaction (Bernstein 
and Shuval 1998; Shuval 2000). Dr. Valerio has little doubt that he would not be able to continue practicing 
medicine were he to return to the Ukraine. Because he has not worked in Ukraine for over ten years, his 
anesthesiology qualifications are no longer valid, and he would have to go through painstaking process of 
renewing his certifications. His age was also a disadvantage. Despite years of work experience, younger 
physicians are usually preferred due to their greater flexibility. These technical issues, however, were not as 
significant to Dr. Valerio as the larger problem of having to re-adjust to a different moral order. One of his 
former colleagues was able to renew his certifications and started working part time as a surgeon in a clinic 
in Eastern Ukraine. However, he was barely making it, earning about 200 USD per month in official salary 
and not able to gain access to informal earning networks, since they were already occupied by physicians 
who had established their name and clientele over the years when he had been working abroad. In post-
socialist medicine where personalizing techniques are paramount for unofficial earnings (Rivkin-Fish 2005), 
being cast away from the informal networks means marginalized status. Dr. Valerio critiqued the moral 
order at home as one that benefited few and impoverished the majority: 
Everything is changing. For a regular person, life has become 100% worse. We used to be able to live well, 
though without chic… Nobody used to steal so shamelessly like today. It is amazing that our governmental 
officials dare to steal so much and build these gorgeous villas for themselves… Yes, we used to have thieves 
too, for instance, do you remember Brezhnev‘s daughter who used to fancy diamonds? But these were 
exceptions.  
 
Now, it is a pattern. Most of the people in towns and countryside worked hard, lived well and sang along! 
Now, no one even sings during celebrations. Only bullet-proof closed doors everywhere your eye can 
see… This is the world order that opens the opportunities to sly dodgers and thrill seekers who can get 
ahead of the game at somebody else‘s expense. 
 
The physician‘s search for better life and moral order underlines the irony of his migration stories. In the 
Soviet Union, contracts for the medical work in Africa were desired to gain access to scarce goods and fully 
participate in the international consumption, which was open only to the powerful few and cloaked in 
prestige at home. Post-socialist markets were quickly saturated with cornucopia of formerly inaccessible 
goods and services: coca-cola, French perfume, brand name jeans, foreign music tapes, spas, hair salons, 
auto dealerships, and ―euro‖ remakes of apartments, to name the few. However, the hyperinflation, 
economic crisis and political disorder meant that while people did not have to travel thousand miles to get 
these luxuries, their newly impoverished status prevented them from enjoying the freedoms once sought 
after in the faraway lands. These ex-migrants chose to pack up and leave once again - now in search of the 
means for living a decent life according to their beliefs of professionalism and dignity. They got a taste of the 
forbidden fruit of capitalism on their socialist missions while living in a world of Soviet stability. They have 
now come to taste the ―ugly‖ capitalism at home – the parody of a system that benefits the few.  
 
Dr. Valerio is deeply resentful, and he aggressively reiterates the discursive division into the first and third 
worlds positioning himself above the so-called third world citizens. His experiences, however biased they 
are, enable a fascinating social critique. Through the eyes of this person, it is possible to discern parallels 
between post-socialist and post-colonial societies1: disorder and struggling governments, as well as sheer 

                                                      
1 Many anthropologists of the Eastern Europe (Hann 1993, Humphrey 1993, Verdery 1996a, Carey & 
Raciborski 2004, Bunzl 2000) argue that colonial paradigm is accurate for understanding the post-socialist 
area. In this context, Russian-based communist party elite is viewed as the colonizers, and people of the 



 

depth of human suffering and injustice. ―Freedom‖ is expressed in doing something one was not allowed to 
do before, regardless of whether it made sense or not. Recent scholarship discusses such loss of direction 
and the ensuing search for change and new meanings of morality in post-socialist states (Steinberg and 
Wanner 2008; Wanner 2007). My key informant longed for the socialist discipline that required everyone 
to work, study, develop intellectually, and maintain a healthy lifestyle. Idealizing the past, he mourned the 
loss of ―culturedness;‖ i.e., a shared set of appropriate behavior, shared ways of relating to others, and 
shared lifestyle, education and moral norms (Humphrey 2002; Volkov 2000). The nostalgic feelings about 
Soviet experiences for him – were longing for order and security. Although grappling with a new market 
ideology is a shared problem in Eastern European and African post-socialist spaces  (Pitcher and Askew 
2006), work in Mozambique offered Dr. Valerio more stability and order than his home. Here, he receives 
a salary six times higher than his official income would be in Ukraine. He can count on receiving this salary 
every month without delays, and he knows that every summer he will receive additional funds for his 
summer vacation if he follows up with appropriate gifts expected by his hospital superiors. In Ukraine, he 
would have to be well plugged in the informal networks in order to make a comparable income. For Dr. 
Valerio, the possibility of being involved in informal economy where he would need to accept patients‘ 
under-the-table payments, was demeaning and unattractive. For him, Mozambique was disorderly, but less 
chaotic than Ukraine.  
 

The transnational migration scenario discussed in this paper may offer further insight into the concept of 
“flexible citizenship,‖ defined by Ong as the ―cultural logics of capitalist accumulation, travel and 
displacement that induce subjects to respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-economic 
conditions‖ (1999:6). She suggests that it is the ―quest to accumulate capital and social prestige in the global 
arena‖ that drives the ―nomadic subjects‖ (1999:6). Essentially, she claims that flexible citizenship is in a way 
a new standard of post-modernity, ―flexibility, migration, relocations, instead of being coerced or resisted, 
have now become practices to strive for rather than stability‖ (1999:19). Perhaps this holds true for a 
minority of intellectual elite, but mobility is not always functional, neither for the individuals and their 
families, nor for the sending and receiving countries (Dickinson 2005). It is true that post-socialist return of 
the Ukrainian doctors to Africa is an expression of their agency and search for a more lucrative and 
rewarding niche. However, it does not offer them an opportunity to participate in elite global circles. The 
physicians are driven by a desire to  earn a good living practicing medicine and to fulfill their gender and 
professional identity without jeopardizing their moral convictions on an everyday basis. When people 
become ―flexible citizens‖ not out of desire to be a part of the cosmopolitan elite, but out of mundane 
needs, one can hardly view their separated families, loss of status, and identity crisis – something ―to strive 
for.‖ They rather become ―flexible‖ ―despite themselves‖ (Bohachevsky-Chomiak 1988). Growing up in the 
Soviet republics, initially entering Africa as agents of socialist international politics, briefly enjoying their 

                                                                                                                                                                           
fifteen Soviet Socialist Republics and socialist countries of the Eastern and Central Europe are considered to be the colonized. 
Although Soviet Union was a type of an empire, how exactly does it compare to the ―classic‖ Western colonial states? The  
categories of decolonization and postsocialism also bear some parallels (Verdery 1996b: 78), such as adoption of capitalism and 
reconfiguration of the state that included creating new constitutions, establishing new relationship to foreign capital, negotiating 
criteria for citizenship and homogenizing local populations around the concept of the nation-state, as well as transforming the 
institutions. However, implied in them is the idea of progress which is measured in a uniform way for all the range of different 
societies throughout the world. It is measured in terms of industrialization, GDP, average wages, etc. Eurocentrism of the terms 
―decolonization‖ and ―economic transition‖ can be seen in positioning the capitalistic mode of production at the top of the social 
evolution. Decolonized states are thus expected to move towards capitalism as supposedly the only logical end to their 
development. 
 



 

earned capital in the Soviet Union at the brink of the collapse, losing their savings and struggling to adjust to 
changing post-socialist moralities, the Ukrainian physicians complete the circle by returning to their prior 
destinations or other formerly socialist African states in search of respectable work with respectable pay. 
Essentially, they are people without homeland.  
 
The story of Ukrainian physicians treading the continents in search of good pay, providing for their families, 
and continuing to work in their field of expertise without having to be involved in informal economy, is the 
story of shifts in the global world order and competing moralities. For many Ukrainian physicians who have 
previously practiced medicine in the African countries, return to their former destinations after the failed 
socialisms at home and abroad means re-establishing the fragile order that they are not able to achieve in 
Ukraine.  
 
 

All names of people and locations were modified to protect the respondents who agreed for their stories and materials to be 
used in scholarly work. I would like to thank them for taking time out of their busy lives to share their insights with me. 
This research was made possible by the support of Wenner-Gren Foundation Dissertation Fieldwork Grant, National 
Science Foundation Doctoral Dissertation Improvement Grant, and University at Albany Dissertation Fellowship Award. 
This research was first presented at 2009 Soyuz Annual Symposium on Global Socialisms and Postsocialisms and 2009 
AAASS conference as a part of the panel on Soviet internationalism. Many thanks to Prof. Doug Rogers and Rossen 
Djagalov for leading these important scholarly exchanges.  
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Abstract: This article investigates a range of case studies focusing on the display of Pre-Columbian 
artifacts in Texas and Mexico City by visiting six museums housing permanent Pre-Columbian 
collections. For each institution, I focused on two modes of communication. The first was the amount 
of information the museum provided to the public through the set-up and organization of the galleries. 
This included the size of the exhibit, the number of cultures portrayed, and the types of visual tools 
utilized (videos, computers, dioramas, reconstructed buildings, etc). For the second part, I documented 
the textual information about the collections and the represented cultures. I conducted a content 
analysis on this text, looking in particular at the vocabulary used to describe each culture. I wanted to 
know how these institutions dealt with the flow of information between museum and visitor and how 
they functioned in representing the diversity of Pre-Columbian groups and their cultural traditions. 
Here, in the interest of space, I focus on one institution, the San Antonio Museum of Art. Ultimately, I 
determined that the San Antonio Museum of Art, and museums in general, should incorporate 
anthropological outlooks in their portrayals of other cultures. They have a responsibility to 
communicate information that reflects a multiplicity of viewpoints because of their roles as sites of 
identity construction.  
 

 



 

Museums in the United States often take different approaches to representation. Some institutions provide 
the visitor with little information in order to let them draw their own conclusions about the objects on 
display while others narrate a very specific story. For both approaches, museums need to be aware of the 
stories they create and the messages they pass along to their visitors. Traditionally, there has been a strong 
focus on ―Western‖ perspectives in exhibits of cultural material, but, in order to create a more balanced 
representation that embraces a plurality of viewpoints, museums need to incorporate an anthropological 
approach to the exhibit of cultural material. If museums are in a position to determine how a cultural group 
is perceived through displays of material culture, especially by a public that may not know much about the 
culture whose material they are viewing, they have a responsibility to communicate as much information as 
possible to their visitors in a way that respects the uniqueness of each culture.  
 
Museums fulfill an important role since visitors use ―learning as a vehicle for building personal identity‖ 
(Falk 2009:59). Personal identity thus can be created in a museum environment. Jacobs explains, ―Ethnicity 
forms an integral part of personal identity. Possessing an ethnic assignment allows people to divide ‗us‘ 
from ‗them,‘ to structure intricate social interactions, and to determine their place in an increasingly 
complicated world‖ (2009:85). Even though some might see problems in encouraging people to identify 
with specific cultural groups, such as creating more divisions between cultural groups, I argue many people 
do this naturally as a way to define themselves and create their own identities. Visitors go to museums to 
learn about their own history and the history of other cultures, taking the ideas presented in museums and 
using them to make sense of the world. Because of this powerful position, museums have a responsibility to 
be very clear about which messages they are communicating and how these messages portray various 
cultures (Coxall 1991:93). 
 
Museums have a duty to foster an appreciation and respect for other cultures through the process of 
communicating knowledge to their visitors. But, a traditional focus on ―Western‖ perspectives in museum 
representation has driven certain ―target‖ groups of visitors, such as minorities, away from museums 
because the outlooks and perspectives of these groups have not been accommodated (Gurian 1991:184). In 
order to address this issue, museums should borrow from the field of anthropology. Anthropologists are 
taught to use a relativistic approach to representing cultures, where each culture is looked at based on its 
own merits. Admittedly, anthropologists also have a dubious history of misrepresentation that has distorted 
the truth about indigenous cultures. But, they, like many museums, have initiated steps to correct these 
misconceptions and foster an environment of greater communication between anthropologists and the 
public. Sullivan and Childs claim that a greater degree of collaboration between museum professionals and 
anthropologists, both in the field and in the museum, would permit a plurality of viewpoints to emerge 
(2003:34). This would allow museum professionals to get a better idea regarding the importance of placing 
objects in a cultural context and allow anthropologists to realize the practical challenges involved in 
displaying cultural material.  
 
Representation in a museum setting can be a complicated and multifaceted issue dependent on many 
factors. ―The display and interpretation of collections not only educates and fascinates, but influences and, 
in some cases, reinforces current stereotypical attitudes‖ concerning different cultures (Coxall 1991:92), 
reflecting the importance of carefully considering what image is being portrayed and described for a viewer.  
When consideration is not given to the issue of representation, serious misconceptions can arise. For 
example, Castañeda notes the impressions tourists get when visiting archaeological sites; these visitors often 
confuse what has been reconstructed by archaeologists with the objects‘ ―natural‖ state, or how it would 
have appeared to ancient peoples (1996:104). This is the same kind of impression that strikes visitors upon 
viewing museum exhibits. Visitors believe that the way they see objects in a museum is how they would 



 

have appeared to the people using the object. For the most part, however, this is a false impression. 
Archaeological sites have been interpreted in a certain way by archaeologists and then presented to the 
public in order to convey a message. Museums present messages to visitors in a similar fashion and thus have 
to be just as careful about what these messages are saying about the cultures they represent.  
 
For my senior thesis project, I investigated a range of case studies focusing on the display of Pre-Columbian 
artifacts in Texas and Mexico City by visiting six museums housing permanent Pre-Columbian collections. 
For each institution, I focused on two modes of communication. The first was the amount of information 
the museum provided to the public through the set-up and organization of the galleries. This included the 
size of the exhibit, the number of cultures portrayed, and the types of visual tools utilized (videos, 
computers, dioramas, reconstructed buildings, etc). For the second part, I documented the textual 
information about the collections and the represented cultures. I conducted a content analysis on this text, 
looking in particular at the vocabulary used to describe each culture. I wanted to know how these 
institutions dealt with the flow of information between museum and visitor and how they functioned in 
representing the diversity of Pre-Columbian groups and their cultural traditions. Here, in the interest of 
space, I will only focus on one institution, the San Antonio Museum of Art.  
 
The San Antonio Museum of Art (SAMA) in San Antonio, TX has five galleries devoted to Pre-Columbian 
objects. The first room is the Patricia Galt Steves Gallery, which provides an introduction to the collection 
and general information on the history of Central and South America.  The four rooms that follow this 
gallery are specifically geared towards Pre-Columbian artifacts, with a different regional focus for each 
room. There are a large number of objects (total of about 350) from a wide range of cultures, and the 
exhibit is organized to reflect a general chronology of these Pre-Columbian cultures. The first of the rooms 
portrays the Tlatilco, Colima, Jalisco, Nayarit, Maya, and Chupicuaro cultures while the second room 
focuses on ―The Classic Maya‖ including some Zapotec and Mixtec objects. The third room contains a 
conglomeration of artifacts including objects from the Classic Veracruz culture, Huastecs, Mixtec, Aztec, 
Manibi culture of Ecuador, the Atlantic Watershed Zone from Costa Rica, Tarascan, and Tolima culture of 
Columbia. The fourth and final room focuses on ―The People of the Andes,‖ a geographic region that I will 
not be addressing here. Like items from each culture are grouped together, with only a few cases combining 
objects from different cultures.   
 
Traditionally, when communicating about objects, most museums rely on a three-part sender-message-
receiver model: the visitor interprets a message, and if there are any problems or confusions when doing 
this, it is the fault of the visitor, or receiver (McManus 1991:42). The more anthropological model 
McManus proposes, and which I suggest museums such as SAMA adopt, incorporates ―linguistic and 
psychological understandings‖ where it is not always the message so much as the process of communicating 
that is important (McManus 1991:43-44). According to this model, museums should envision the viewer as 
a partner in the communication process rather than just a passive recipient of information (McManus 
1991:43-44). The lack of this dialogue and understanding is what leads to frustrations and 
miscommunications between museums and their visitors (McManus 1991:43). 
 
Museums consciously or unconsciously limit the learning potential of their visitors by assuming the visitors 
are incapable or unwilling to break away from traditional outlooks on history (Gurian 1991:176). This 
problem can be resolved by helping visitors make sense of objects through creative displays and educational 
tools. Information must not only be informative but also thought-provoking to truly engage the viewer in 
relating to objects and cultures (Baxandall 1991:33-34). Of course, it is impossible to put something on 
display without imposing some kind of construction on it. As Coxall eloquently indicates, meanings do not 



 

inherently exist within objects (1991:92). In order for objects to be understood, there must be an 
interpretive framework or context. Often, however, museums remove objects from any sort of context, 
making a true appreciation for the object and the people that created the object more difficult. Some 
institutions utilize reconstructions, models, videos, computers, dioramas, and other interesting and 
engaging displays to recreate this context and facilitate learning.  A closer look at the way the galleries in 
SAMA are organized will allow us to further explore how they approach the problem of representation and 
what room for improvement exists.  
 
The introductory gallery in SAMA has an overtly educational purpose. A wall-sized illustrative timeline 
demonstrates how Pre-Columbian cultures compare to other civilizations around the world with regards to 
cultural developments, placing Pre-Columbian groups in the context of more well-known cultures such as 
Egypt or Rome. There are also two large collages of modern indigenous peoples that illustrate how the 
descendants of these ancient groups display vibrant cultural traditions even today. The walls of this room 
are covered in text panels and quotes from primary sources, providing a general look at the history of the 
collection as well as discussing the continued existence of many of these cultures, thus connecting the 
galleries of Pre-Columbian objects to the modern Latin American folk art galleries nearby. This 
introductory gallery, however, appears to the visitor to be closed. It is dimly lit and contains eight non-
functional video displays with a sign on the wall stating that the gallery is under renovation. I assumed this 
meant, eventually, these videos would be restored to their former functioning glory. In an interview with a 
museum employee, however, I discovered there was no intention of fixing the videos because they were 
considered an ―eyesore.‖ According to this individual, these video tools were engaging individuals, 
particularly children, and providing a cultural context for the objects. But, after they experienced some 
technological problems, the museum did not want to pay to have them repaired. Consequently, the 
introductory gallery appears closed, discouraging visitors from entering and exploring the treasure-trove of 
information within.  
 
The other Pre-Columbian rooms at SAMA provide few visual tools to allow people to make sense of the 
objects on display. There are no decorative elements or reconstructions to bring the exhibit to life. There 
are no paintings or images on the walls demonstrating what life might have been like for these ancient 
peoples. Even the text panels have neutral colored backgrounds that make them blend into the light walls. 
There are no videos or computer displays to provide a more interactive visitor experience. Only one text 
panel, at the beginning of the first main room, shows a general map of Central and South America, but this 
map conveys very little actual information. Two text panels in the third room illustrate, respectively, a site 
plan of Teotihuacan and a diagram of the talud-tablero style of architecture. Both visually demonstrate what 
is being discussed in the accompanying text. This is the extent of the visual aids provided to visitors.   
 
One way SAMA could facilitate greater communication between the museum and visitors about the 
interesting history of Pre-Columbian cultures would be to take full advantage of visual tools such as 
illustrative drawings, reconstructions, or models. These kinds of creative tools visually demonstrate ideas 
and concepts as an alternative method to assimilating information solely through reading text. Even 
computers and videos, in our technological age, can be developed to fit a museum‘s goals. Instead of being 
seen as ―eyesores,‖ video and computer displays should be recognized for their educational potential. 
Utilizing these different techniques would significantly increase the ability of a museum to communicate 
knowledge and ideas to visitors. 
 
The way museums display objects can also communicate specific ideas. Many museums throughout the 
world create a feeling of separateness between the objects on display and the visitors, in an effort to eliminate 



 

all external distractions and concentrate the viewer‘s attention solely on the individual object before them. 
This results in art ―appearing out of time, or beyond time‖ (O‘Doherty 1986:7-8). Through the manner of 
their display, SAMA emphasizes a detachment between object and viewer. The neutral colored walls 
provide a sterile feel and make the visitor conscious of their separateness while the text panels, situated in 
somewhat obscure locations, do not encourage the viewer to read and learn. All objects are exhibited as 
isolated entities, without anything to tie them together or place them in any context. The seeming 
timelessness and isolation of the art makes it more difficult for individual people to relate to the objects 
(O‘Doherty 1986:9) and thus the culture that created them. Knudson states an object placed inside a case 
by itself is seen differently than an object displayed as a part of a scene, which physically demonstrates the 
use and meaning of the object (1999:249). The ―proximity of things to one another perhaps has more 
authority, more readable meaning than the things themselves‖ (Crew 1991:163). SAMA needs to give more 
consideration to the importance of context in a visitor‘s comprehension of an object. This consideration 
would create a dialogue with the museum visitor, an important step because, if visitors cannot understand 
or cannot relate to what they see in an exhibit, they have no incentive to return to the museum.   
The style of representation can thus either empower or disenfranchise visitors by getting them involved 
with the material. Instead of museums representing ―their own superiority and their right to an exclusive 
domain‖ (Gurian 1991:177), they should place objects in an understandable context, allowing visitors to 
draw conclusions for themselves and providing the visitors with more interpretive power in the situation. 
There is, of course, the possibility of museums creating inaccurate contextual scenes, but, if sufficient 
consideration is given to an exhibit and to the research involved with creating an exhibit, the possibility of 
this should be minimalized. 
 
The importance of text in the communication process cannot be ignored. Coxall claims we must recognize 
the socially constructed nature of the underlying ideologies of language that we take for granted if we want 
to stop perpetuating them and foster greater understanding (1991:88). At SAMA, only certain cultures, the 
―primary‖ cultures, are discussed in the text. The Maya are mentioned eighteen times, the Olmec twelve 
times, the Zapotecs ten times, the Aztecs eight times, and the Toltecs four times. Colima, Jalisco, and 
Nayarit are only mentioned once despite the large number of objects in this collection from these three 
areas, and the other cultures with material represented (Tlatilco, Chupicuaro, Classic Veracruz, Manibi, 
Tolima, and Tarascan) are not discussed at all. A visitor, if they have no previous experience with Pre-
Columbian cultures, could therefore become very confused. For instance, when looking at an object labeled 
―Colima Dog Figurine,‖ if there is no indication about where Colima is located, how the Colima culture 
differed from the cultures of say the Maya or Aztec, or why they made dog figurines, the visitor would have 
no way to understand the object. More information is needed, and it is the responsibility of the museum to 
provide that information.  
 
Through text, the SAMA exhibit does not communicate a well-rounded image of ancient Pre-Columbian 
peoples. For many of the cultures depicted, there is an emphasis on ritual and war, with the repeated use of 
the words ―sacrifice,‖ ―ritual,‖ ―ceremonial,‖ and ―war.‖ Such a specific focus does not demonstrate the 
political, economic, and artistic advances of these groups, concepts that could easily spark the imagination 
of a visitor and foster a greater overall understanding of these multifaceted cultures. SAMA‘s informative 
approach in the introductory gallery with the use of interesting primary source quotes could have been 
adopted in the rest of the Pre-Columbian rooms to create a more attention-grabbing avenue of 
communication. This would better educate the public and promote more respect and understanding of 
these ancient cultures. For example, one text panel in the second room implies that the Maya people died 
out: ―The demise of the Maya in the eighth and ninth centuries remains a mystery.‖ This would lead any 
visitor to assume that the Maya culture no longer exists. In actuality, it, along with other indigenous 



 

cultures, still thrive in Latin America. A rewording of this statement to use a word like ―decline‖ instead of 
―demise‖ would easily correct this issue. Furthermore, the text panels utilize many generalizations such as: 
Ancient Latin Americans developed great cities and built elaborate temples and palaces. They created a 
calendar system, and were aware of astronomical phenomena. They lived in competing city-states that 
warred over territory and resources and they had extensive trade routes that allowed them to move goods 
over long distances [SAMA Text Panel]. 
 
This statement makes it seem like each of the Latin American cultures were essentially interchangeable 
when the diversity among these cultures was actually profound. The temples and palaces of the Maya 
differed dramatically from those of the Aztec in both style and purpose while the goods traded by the 
Olmec were different from those traded by the people of Teotihuacan. These cultures did have similarities, 
but they should not be reduced to those similarities. They should be envisioned and portrayed to visitors as 
unique cultures in their own right.   
 
When creating museum labels, most museums usually either use too little text to allow a person to 
interpret an object for themselves or they use too much complex language, making the text difficult to 
understand (Gurian 1991:185-186). These approaches defeat the purpose of educating the public when 
average visitors cannot comprehend what they are reading or viewing. In addition to general text panels at 
SAMA, there are individual labels for each object. These labels rarely provide any information beyond a 
donor, the general date, a name for the object, and the culture of origin (if known). When more descriptive 
information is provided, it is usually just a visual analysis of the object, including an explanation of the 
symbols or figures without any discussion of what the symbols meant to the culture that created the object. 
This removes the artifact from its original context, making it more difficult to understand in terms of real, 
once-living people. As a result, viewers feel more separated, more remote from these cultures. Granted, it 
is difficult to write about a specific object, such as an Olmec jade figurine, when very little is known about 
it. Yet, museums like SAMA could acknowledge that little is known about the specific figurine while still 
providing some ideas about how ancient peoples could have used it, even including the importance jade had 
for the Olmec people in general. There are only a couple of instances in the Pre-Columbian galleries of 
SAMA where a more informative approach was utilized. Two replicas of ancient codices, the Dresden 
codex and the Codex Féjérváry-Mayer, are situated in the second and third rooms, respectively. The 
accompanying text and diagrams describe some of the symbology, communicating something to the viewer 
about how to interpret these objects and what they meant to the cultures who created them. These detailed 
descriptions, interestingly, only accompany facsimiles, while most of the actual ancient objects displayed in 
the surrounding cases have little if any textual or visual information accompanying them.  
 
Therefore, more thought and deliberation needs to go into the planning and writing of museum labels and 
text panels while remembering that ―the scholarly interest of the curator should seek to maintain the 
integrity of the subject matter‖ (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:135). If museums only represent certain aspects of 
these ancient cultures or do not ensure that accurate information is provided to the viewer, they cannot 
claim to be truly educating the public. There are many different perspectives other than just the often-
represented ―Western‖ viewpoint of many museum exhibits and their curators. Hooper-Greenhill states 
―There are a number of ways of presenting information other than in the words of the curator. Words can 
be drawn from the results of oral history, from documents, from poems and from a wide range of sources‖ 
(1994:120). She even mentions how these alternative sources have a ―poignancy and immediacy‖ that adds 
to the exhibit (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:121). Text writers also need to remember how the text will be 
positioned within the exhibit since they set the pace and the mood for the exhibit (Hooper-Greenhill 
1994:135) and have the possibility of creating a connection with the visitor. Through text, museums could 



 

even put objects in more modern terms to facilitate understanding, drawing a parallel between a menacing 
Toltec statue from a temple and a gargoyle figure from a medieval church, both of which were thought to 
ward off evil. This would be an excellent method to engage visitors and force them to really contemplate 
the meanings behind objects on display. Museum text must be incorporated into an overall representative 
program that emphasizes context while ensuring open communication between museum and visitor.     
     
There is an overall lack of context in SAMA, a problem common in many museums. But this lack of context 
is symptomatic of a greater problem rather than a simple lack of information. Whether intentional or not, it 
demonstrates a lack of effort on the part of the museum to communicate to viewers the importance of the 
cultures that created all of the objects in their collection. The presence of more information about the Pre-
Columbian cultures in SAMA would illustrate the importance of these cultures and indicate a respect and 
appreciation for them on behalf of the museum. The integration of these suggestions, while representing a 
daunting task, would facilitate greater communication and understanding about Pre-Columbian cultures 
while providing more information to the public on the importance and relevance of these cultures to their 
own lives.  
 
Museums need to acknowledge their roles as preservers of the past as well as vehicles of learning and 
identity construction. They should take steps to incorporate anthropological ideas and work to foster an 
environment of responsible representation of other cultures, specifically as it relates to the idea of context. 
This will communicate to the public comprehensive information that reflects a multiplicity of views, 
enriching their knowledge base and hopefully allowing them to form their own identities with an eye 
towards recognizing and appreciating the cultural identities of other groups.  
 
 

References Cited: 
Baxandall, Michael 
    1991  Exhibiting Intention: Some Preconditions of the  
 Visual Display of Culturally Purposeful Objects In  
 Exhibiting Cultures; The Poetics and Politics of  
 Museum Display. Ivan Karp and Steven D Lavine, eds.  
 Pp. 33-41.  Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Press. 
Castañeda, Quetzil E.  
    1996.  In the Museum of Maya Culture: Touring  
 Chichén Itzá. Minneapolis : University of Minnesota  
 Press. 
Coxall, Helen 
    1991 How language means: an alternative view of  
 museum text In Museum Languages: Objects and  
 Texts. Gaynor Kavanagh, ed. Pp. 85-99. Leicester,  
 England: Leicester University Press.  
Crew, Spencer R. and James E. Sims 
    1991 Locating Authenticity: Fragments of a Dialogue  
 In Exhibiting Cultures; The Poetics and Politics of  
 Museum Display. Spencer D. Lavine and Ivan Karp,  
 eds. Pp. 159-175. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian  
 Press. 
Falk, John H.  
    2009 Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience.  
 Walnut Creek, California: Left Coast Press.  
 

 
Gurian, Elaine Heumann 
    1991 Noodling Around with Exhibition Opportunities  
 In Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of  
 Museum Display. Steven D. Lavine and Ivan Karp, eds.  
 Pp. 175-190. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Press. 
Hooper-Greenhill, Eilean 
    1994 Museums and their Visitors. Routledge, NY:  
 Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc. 
Jacobs, Jordan 
    2009 Repatriation and the Reconstruction of Identity.  
 Museum Anthropology, 32 (Issue 2): 83-90. 
 
Knudson, Douglas M., Ted T. Cable, and Larry Beck 
    1999 Interpretation of Cultural and Natural Resources.  
 State College, PA:  Venture Publishing Inc.     
McManus, Paulette M.  
    1991 Making sense of exhibits In Museum Languages:  
 Objects and Texts. Gaynor Kavanagh, ed. Pp. 35-46.  
 Leicester, England: Leicester University Press.  
O‘Doherty, Brian 
    1986  Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the  
 Gallery Space. Berkley: University of California Press. 
Sullivan, Lynne P. and Terry S. Childs 
    2003 Curating Archaeological Collections: From the  
 Field to the Repository. New York: AltaMira Press. 

 



 

 

Heidi Nicholls 
University at Albany, SUNY 

 
Abstract: Using the lens of the cosmopolitan, this paper looks to the legislative, economic, and 
political ideologies creating the notion of the u/Urban Indian who I argue to be a cosmopolite. While 
taking the reader through a brief history of the emergence of Indian centers as Indian space or 
structure,  I use the example of one Indian Center, in particular located in the Midwest, as a site of the 
cosmopolitan, focusing on the center’s annual powwow. The powwow sponsored by the center, serves as 
the structure that encompasses the individual circulating from differing nations, engaging in a mutual 
respect of Pan-Indian-ness, both converging and diverging, creating a home abroad and an abroad 
home for the cosmopolite Indian. 

 
 
The urban Indian is a term used to denote the indigenous person living in the urban space. As Terry Straus 
and Debra Valentino (2001) state ―Urban is not a kind of Indian. It is a kind of experience, one most Indian 
people today have had‖ (86). When looking at the urban Indian, the issues of identity emergence and 
development, individualistic structures among a collectivistic community, and pluralism are raised. With 
the variety of avenues from which we could examine the role and impacts of the urban Indian I look to the 
theoretical framework of cosmopolitanism. This article will take you through an introduction to the theory; 
the relationship to the urban, the legislation and policy bringing the Indian back to the city, and the 
emergence of the urban Indian center through the lens of cosmopolitanism. 
 
Cosmopolitanism is a philosophical and theoretical assertion of humanity belonging to a single community, 
typified by a mutual construct (Laetius 1901). These constructs could be a shared status of economics, 
political structure, and inclusive form of mortality, etc. The cosmopolitanism is marked by a structure, 
often political, that encompasses individuals from different nations engaging in a mutual respect. 
Cosmopolitanism manifests itself in multiple forms such as creating an atmosphere of ―abroad‖ within one‘s 
home, or a sense of home when abroad, ―ways of inhabiting multiple places at once, [and] of being in 
different places simultaneously‖ (Pollack et al 2000:587). Ulrich Beck (2006) identifies the existence and 
role of the plurality of states in the cosmopolitan with the cosmopolite, a citizen of the world (derived from 
Diogenes of Sinope). 
 
In this article I look at the position of the Indian in the urban space through the theoretical lens of the 
cosmopolitan, reflecting on both my research and the literature. I illustrate the transitions of Native 
Americans through governmental legislation and economic demand that bring the aboriginal to the urban 
spaces, developing a new sense of Indian-ness, a pan-Indian identity, one of collectiveness. Through 
political movements, uniformed ideologies, and the intertribal struggles, the urban Indian emerges as what I 
argue to be a cosmopolite. I conclude by demonstrating the emergence of Indian centers as Indian space or 
structure, a place of home abroad, a space of situated multiplicity, where a greater scale of the 
cosmopolitanism is displayed through the powwow. As David Harvey (2000) states ―The cosmopolitanism 
point is, then, not to flee geography but to integrate and socialize…to ground it in a dynamics of historical-
geographical transformations‖ (560).  
 



 

Authors such as Julian Lang (2001), Jack D. Forbes (2001), and John H. Rowe (1973) have looked at the 
history of American Indians and their relationship to urban centers before the existence of what we now call 
the metropolis and before policies were implemented encouraging indigenous persons to the new world 
cities. Dating from 360ce to 1520ce (Forbes 2001), the archeological record of southwestern sites such as 
Canyon de Chelly, Chaco Canyon, and Mesa Verde, in addition to the sites in the Mississippi Valley such as 
Cahokia, Moundville, and Angel all support architecturally, geographically, and through evidence of daily 
activity, the existence of complex societal centers. The literature addresses the apartment style living, 
ceremonial site separation, commercial hubs (Forbes 2001), job specialization, the emergence of 
manufacturing and administrative duties, and scattered rural peripheral settlements (Rowe 1973) as support 
for pre-contact relationships with urban centers. Then there are the pueblo communities that still are 
inhabited today such as those of the Rio Grande; San Marcos, Laguna, Santo Domingo, Zuni, and Acoma. 
Their populations have maintained the numbers of at least 1000 persons since 1300ce and an architectural 
design of multilevel apartment like dwellings that are centered on a main plaza. In sum, these examples are 
solely to purport that urban centers were not a new concept among the indigenous peoples of the Americas.  
What is relatively new is the ―modern day‖ urban centers in which the contemporary urban Indian is found. 
As Deborah Jackson (2002) points out, the urban space was once the home of the indigenous person, they 
were removed, and now they are back. This research looks at the relationship of aboriginal people to these 
city centers through their geographical flows and social organization in a space of marginalization and the 
pluralistic integration of Nations.  
 
There are a variety of factors that have influenced the arrival of the American Indian into the current 
metropolitan centers ranging from but not limited to jobs, population growth, government goals of 
assimilation, and land policies. 19th century legislation, such as the 1829 Indian Removal Act, the 1860s 
Indian Appropriations Act, and the General Allotment Act of 1887 (Dawes Act) created uncomfortable and 
unsatisfying living conditions placing Indians on allocated land parcels (reservations) forcing tribal 
populations to live in significantly closer quarters and altering the economic forms of subsistence. Often this 
land was not fertile and unable to be tilled, resulting in scarce resources and frustration. Eventually the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) placed the already reduced land area on a legislative land hold, controlling 
leasing regulations that dictated eligibility for selling and buying land (Lagrand 2002). With dispossession of 
land, farming and ranching were no longer feasible economic strategies, resulting in dependency on wage 
work for economic subsistence and relying on employment in small towns and cities (LaGrand 2002, Fixico 
2000).  
 
During the 20th century, as both an answer to the labor shortages created by the wars (LaGrand 2002) and 
the federal government‘s desire to no longer handle Indian affairs, Native Americans were encouraged to 
leave the reservation for the cities (Bonvillain 2001). Ultimately, assimilation and acculturation through 
urbanization of Indigenous cultures was identified as the viable means to cut federal funding, services, and 
government created reliance. The Indian Reorganization Act, Relocation Acts, and Termination Laws were 
designed to expedite assimilation and offer a solution to the poverty issues that had been created through 
land cession and stripping of traditional means of subsistence. 
 
The chief objective of the relocation program was to desegregate the reservation Indian, with the hope of 
full assimilation into the urban life (Fixico 2000). The government saw this agenda from the perspective 
that ―any program which will bring these people into or increase their effectiveness in the fields of labor, 
industry, business and government will not only benefit [from] these people, but the nation as well 
(Lagrand 2002:54). More than 20,000 Reservation Indians were processed through the relocation programs 
by 1960, often drawn by a painted story of urban success, introducing the sanitized abroad at home, or what 



 

was referred to as the ―new deal‖ for the American Indian (Fixico 2000). Upon arrival to the urban centers, 
the program participants were to be met with an agent who provided access, training, and minimal funds 
(Means 1996), however, the reality was low paying jobs with a lower standard of living than on the 
reservation, and difficulties, both psychological and social, due to prejudices and cultural clashes (Fixico 
2000). In sum, there were a variety of reasons people left the reservations and came to the urban centers. 
What the arrivals were met with and the trials they faced as a group once in these urban spaces sheds light 
on their carving of place in the cosmopolitan, a new home abroad.  
 
―Indian stereotypes are based upon public attitudes towards American Indians with insufficient information 
about native cultures and native peoples‖ (Fixico 2000:30). They are often the result of myths and romantic 
notions that are derived from Hollywood and erroneous histories disseminated in the national curriculum. 
Popular culture projects this image of the Indian frozen in the past (Lagrand 2002). The image of the bad 
guy, savage (noble or not), the honest Indian, the brave, and the squaw, etc are some the recurrent themes 
that are represented and captured in the public‘s eye.  
 
As a means of both addressing the existence of these false perceptions and coping with the internal conflict 
the Indian in the urban faces both the social and psychological,  Darby Li Po Price (2001) looks at urban 
Indian comedy. He demonstrates the play off of the Hollywood imagery, juxtaposing themselves with 
Pocahontas and Tonto. One comedian found greater empathy from the crowd when he connected himself 
to his Native heritage rather than his Mexican familial ties. Others used humor to address the audiences‘ 
underlying assumptions such as living at one with nature and animals, wearing buckskin, and potential 
grandmothers that were Cherokee princesses. Ultimately, he asserts that these comics serve as intercultural 
mediators who aid in the expansion of their audience‘s conceptions of Indians through their wit. 
 
Another product of these images is what Ted Jojola (1998) calls revisionism. He explains the phenomenon 
as an occurrence which, 

 …in the face of the exotic and primitive, non-Indians had drawn on their own preconceptions and 
experiences to appropriate selectively, elements of the Indian.  The consequent image was a 
subjective interpretation, the purpose of which was to corroborate the outsider‘s viewpoint.  This 
process is called revisionism, and it, more often than not, entails recasting native people away and 
apart from their own social and community realities (1998). 

From these subjective interpretations comes the division of the Indian from the non-Indian, and at times in 
turn, a pan-Indian identity (Weibel-Orlando 1991). 
 
The pan-Indian identity is more than the demarcation of the Indian and non-Indian. It is the collective 
sentiment built off of tribal similarities in the urban center. ―Pan-Indianism is defined as ‗those processes 
through which Indians of various cultural backgrounds identify and associate with each other‘ and is said to 
have evolved from diverse tribal groups being labeled and treated as a discrete ethnic entity by the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs and non-Indian Americans in general‖ (Weibel-Orlando1991:60). 
 
For the Urban Indian, a sense of pan-Indian-ness marks a shift from a strictly tribal affiliation to one focused 
on a larger, more diverse group of Indigenous Peoples (Lagrand 2000). Weibel-Orlando (1991) suggests 
that this shift is an emergence of a neo-Indian type on a new level of self and group identity that is derived 
from mingling with members of other tribes. Within any one city, pan-Indian-ness differs in accordance to 
what tribal groups are represented (Lagrand 2000), their histories (Weibel-Orlando 1991), and the 
circumstances in which people are situated. This connection to a more thematic sense of being Indian was 
demonstrated through political activism (Lagrand 2000) such as the Red Power of the 1960s the American 



 

Indian Movement of the 1970s (Fixico 2000) and Indian Centers whose focus centered on providing its 
members with a positive image of the Indian past and present, fair employment practices, and betterment of 
and for Indian children (Weibel-Orland 1991, 2001, Fixico 2000). During my time with an American 
Indian Center in a mid-west metropolitan city, the differing tribal traditions could have served as a means of 
separation, but it was the interest in the similarities that served as a means to connect. It was differing 
nations engaging in a mutual respect.  
 
The center I worked with offered ―culture classes‖, spiritual teachings, and groups centered on healing. The 
culture classes were for both adults and children offering lessons in beading and quilling, back strap 
weaving, dancing, storytelling, etc. Individuals from various Nations shared their expertise or their group 
knowledge of meaning through colors, designs, technique, and mores expressed through origin myths, a 
circulation of worldviews and group specific philosophies.  Individuals mutually shared and learned through 
this circulating process and adopted an assortment of Nation specific approaches as was demonstrated in the 
final products such as Apachean imagery expressed through Ojibwa quilling techniques. Similarly there was 
a drug and alcohol treatment program that addressed the mental diseases through traditional approaches 
such as the sweat lodge and mentoring. On the reservation the treatment program would consist of a 
member of the Nation being treated by other members of the same Nation. Through the center, a 
participant may find themselves in the lodge with members from the Navajo, Jemez, and Lakota Nation, 
and the lodge pourer a member of the Mescalero Apache or Shawnee Nation who may identify the cardinal 
directions with differing attributes and elements. 
 
However, there is a lot of controversy surrounding the American Indian in the urban centers within the 
Native American community at large and the Pan-Indian identity. Some people are resistant to this notion 
of the Pan-Indian or Pan-Tribal identity, which potentially suggests an opportunity for tribally affiliated 
culture loss (Ramirez 2001). Some people feared that this was a regression to the desegregation and 
assimilation goals of the government addressed above. Many times those that argued against this pan-Indian 
identity were those aboriginal members who resided on the reservations or in Indian towns. A variety of 
arguments crop up when looking at the dichotomy of the reservation Indian and the urban Indian, the first 
being that of the terminology of urban Indian, where many assert that urban is an experience not an Indian 
(Straus & Valentino 2001). Finally, there are also the disputes lie in issues of blood, land, traditions, and 
financial support. 
 
In an argument against the urban Indian, Julian Lang (2001) exclaims, ―the city is an abstraction, an 
ecologically balanced system gone horribly wrong‖. He goes on to state ―urban Indians have lost their 
connection with the land and have become divorced from traditional and cultural visions‖ asserting that the 
urban or sidewalk Indian is ill-prepared for the traditional, spiritual, and natural world of the reservation. 
Individuals such as Susan Power explain their fear over the way the Indian in the city would maintain their 
authenticity and traditional heritage amid the habits, values, and mores of an individualistic society (Lagrand 
2002). Their fear appears to lie in the notion that urbanization undermines native traditionalism (Fixico 
2000) and collectivism.  
 
These dichotomies or factions grounded in blood quantification, tie to the land, traditional knowledge, etc 
are all examples of manifestations of what Ulrich (2006) refers to as the cynical cosmopolites. These are the 
stations that emerge from the inevitable intervention of hegemonic forces, the other side of the world 
citizen, the gatekeepers. In the case of the Indian-non-Indian separation, there are those individuals who 
possess the power either overtly or covertly, who determine both the representation and who fits into 
which category, ultimately demarcating the inclusive and exclusive memberships. When the comedians 



 

address the images that seem to be pervasive, they are in turn utilizing their ―in group‖ knowledge to 
indicate the lack of information of the outsiders. The reservation Indian and urban Indian strife is also a 
reflection of elitism through the assertions of bloodline, mixed ancestry, land etc. delineating those who are 
included and excluded, and in turn creates an invisible continuum of Indian-ness. 
 
On the other hand, the emergence of a pan-Indian identity more utopically represents the existence of 
cosmopolitanism where multiple nations are represented under one structure, a world of the multiples and 
multiple worlds. Lagrand (2002) suggests the urban Indian is bicultural, possessing multiple identities that 
could be more or less pan-Indian in orientation or collectivistic as Lang (2001) prefers. Individuals assert 
that there no longer needs to be a dichotomous relationship or juxtaposition between the urban and the 
reservation Indian (Ramirez 2001). Instead, it is suggested the parties can dialogically inform and influence 
one another through this space of potential fluidity as individuals travel to and from multiple locations 
(LaGrand 2002). With increasing frequency, urban Indian youth return home to their familial reservations 
to learn the traditional ways (Lang 2001) while maintaining residence in the city, demonstrating that 
location does not determine the modern or traditional Indian (Ramirez 2001), instead there is home abroad 
and an abroad at home. Similarly challenging what could be perceived as divisive assertions; the urban 
Indian community does not seem as interested in blood quantification or tribal affiliation as a requirement 
for membership. Instead when trying to determine who is Indian, membership is decided informally, agreed 
upon within the community based on constructs of ancestry, appearance, cultural knowledge and Indian 
community participation (Lobo 2001). One arena for this participation to take place is in the Indian 
Centers.  
 
As outlined earlier, upon arrival, reservation Indians were faced with issues of money, housing, and 
employment, in addition to the absence of a social network (Means 1996). Transitory First Nations 
individuals, who stayed in the city centers, often dealt with an inferiority complex, isolation issues, and at 
times pressures and cut ties from family on the reservation (Fixico 2000). As a means of survival and a 
pursuit of a more communal lifestyle, the creation of Indian social and political organizations began to 
emerge and tribal barriers began to dissolve (Fixico 2000). If the urban Indian community serves as a hub of 
information, sharing, exchanging, and learning about others as Ramirez (2001) suggests, then it would be 
the Indian Center that serves as the arena that makes such doings to be possible, the social and political 
structures for cosmopolitanism.  
 
One of the most important processes identified by various translocals, regarding their adjustment to the 
urban lifestyle was the process of forming cultural organizations, participation in the collective whole, and 
maintaining traditional familial and spiritual practices (Lagrand 2002). The importance of this social 
penetration is often seen as more fundamental to the success of the adaptation to the metropolitan interior 
than employment and housing needs. It is within these social arenas that Weibel-Orlando (1991) asserts that 
people are able to ―engage in recognized patterns of behavior that validate and incorporate them into the 
larger social entity‖ (129). Although Straus and Valentino discussed the problematic existence of a pan-
Indian identity, they argue that in order for the Indian in the city to return to the reservations and tribal 
affiliations, organizations such as the Indian centers serve as the base for this identity development.  
 
Analyzing the emergence of American Indian Centers, Alan Sorkin (1978) offers the reader developmental 
stages through which a center transitions. The initial stage is awareness of one another‘s presence (such as 
meeting at the social service institutions developed by the various religious affiliations) followed by the 
identification of a public meeting space that becomes a place of socialization. Eventually, these social 
gatherings grew and the people within the community took over the operational underpinnings of the 



 

center as many asserted that the Indian centers can best function under the responsibility of the people 
themselves (Weibel-Orlando 2001). They focused on promoting and facilitating migration with individuals 
who had been in the city longer sharing their insight with the newcomer (Lagrand 2002). Established 
American Indian communities served as a draw for the relocation recruitment and attention was able to 
shift to activities such as athletics, powwows, and social networking at the center with a displacement of 
social services to a satellite location (Sorkin 1978). It is at this phase that Sorkin identifies the emergence of 
a more broad range of special interest organizations coordinated by the center, often serving the role of 
advocate on behalf of the community. These special interest groups and the participants represented, serve 
as ―the social mechanism that binds the otherwise heterogeneous and dispersed …Indians into an entity they 
recognize as community (1991:70), the creation of a home abroad. 
 
As discussed earlier, Lang (2001) and LaGrand (2000) expressed concern for the survival and well-being of 
the urban Indian is the absence of community and tradition. Yet, during my time with the center, and as 
illustrated in others‘ research (Sorkin 1978, Weibel-Orlando 1991, 2001), I observed the special interest 
groups fill this gap. The center and its activities offer an urban substitute for the supportive, close-knit, 
collectivistic cultural structure of the reservation through the circulation of philosophies and worldviews. 
Through the establishment of these familiar social forms, a sense of cultural continuity in the unfamiliar is 
put into effect, often reflected in the organization structure and processes. As Weibel-Orlando (1991) 
states ―the inherent familiarity of traditional social forms (pow-wows, spiritual practices, and kinship ties) 
provides a solid social, spiritual, and enculturation matrix in which community can be located‖ (125). For 
example, it was through the circulation of traditional teachings of the Sacred Wheel at the center that aided 
in the cultural knowledge of those not previously aware and an opportunity for those who were to 
contribute and share their experiences. The incorporation of the Sacred Wheel as an infrastructural design 
not only provided a more broad culturally appropriate organizational model for the center, it provided an 
avenue for individuals to share, absorb, and incorporate various belief systems. It is through these activities 
that people are able to reconnect with the land and return to what Julian Lang (2001) refers to as traditional 
and cultural visions.  
 
These social forms often manifest in an array of cultural events held at the Indian center (Sorkin 1978). 
These events were and are important symbols of Indian identity. One of the cornerstones of the Indian 
Centers is the annual powwows. The powwows, dances, and meetings are often the most anticipated social 
occasions within a community (Lagrand 2002) as was the case of the center I was affiliated with. I witnessed 
individuals take on community-validated roles and perform culture-specific acts in the preparation and 
participation of the annual powwow.  
 

…[the] powwow is an arena for the establishment and perpetuation of community statuses and 
roles, honor and respect, and skills and knowledge.  Through regularized symbol, ritual, 
movement, and sound, a people share salient cultural acts.  Through the communal and ceremonial 
act, the powwow dancers also express their ideal selves to others who do not, or cannot, share the 
cultural act but who respect their validity as a marker of ethnic group membership.  In this respect, 
powwow participation is iconic; it provides visual models of ideal ethnic comportment. (Weibel-
Orlando 1991:140) 

 
On a broad scale, the powwow currently serves as a social intertribal gathering for both the Indian and non-
Indian to honor, share, and exchange lessons of American Indian culture through stories, drumming, 
vendors, and dance. The structure of a powwow is often a reflection of a Nation or Nations represented, 
designating spaces of the profane and sacred, Indian and non (Weibel-Orlando 1991). This was reflected in 



 

the placement of the drums, the roped off chairs only to be used by elders and dancers, and the colors and 
designs of the Regalia. An onlooker of the powwow grand entry or circle can see representations of various 
Nations dancing together as one. With these reflections in mind, the powwow circuit is a powerful 
community connector (Lagrand 2002) as was demonstrated with old friends and family meeting in the 
circle and convening at the vendor stands. It serves as an element of education to the non-Indian attendees, 
another attempt to alter the non-Indian perceptions as mentioned earlier in this article, creating a larger 
cosmopolitan. Ultimately, the center‘s powwow is a demarcation of multiple Nations occupying an urban 
place while creating an Indian space, where unique Nations demonstrate a single community typified by 
historical and geographical transformations. 
 
In conclusion, this article has looked to the urban Indian through the lens of cosmopolitanism. 
Cosmopolitanism is philosophically a community of individuals from various places coming together under 
some form of shared vision. In order to understand who the participants are in the community one must 
understand where they came from and why. By understanding the legislation and economic drives bringing 
the Indian to the current urban center, greater insight can be had within a community and the ultimate form 
it may take. Similarly there is a need to understand the perceptions the arriving First Nations individual is 
faced with and the negotiation of the pan-Indian identity. This ―identity‖ serves as the communal structure 
enacted within the urban spaces and arenas such as the center. The perceptions of both the Indian and non-
Indian also shed light on the hegemonic elitist positions determining the in and out groupings. In other 
words, the Indian Center and ultimately the powwow sponsored by the center, serves as the structure that 
encompasses the individual circulation from differing nations, engaging in a mutual respect of Pan-Indian-
ness, both converging and diverging, creating a home abroad and an abroad home. The exploration through 
Indian center development and community performances serves as the final stage in this article for the 
cosmopolitan juxtaposition where we are able to see the performance of the ―world‖ community, a sense of 
being in multiple places at once with the Indian as the Cosmopolite.  
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Abstract: Past attempts at using proverbs for cultural analysis have provided questionable results. 
There has been an overreliance on comparable proverbs from other cultures (Mieder 1981)  or the 
search for “underlying” static cultural traits (Bartlotti 2000). The current paper explores the potential 
of using frame analysis (Goffman 1974; Johnston 2002; Snow 1986) and circulation studies 
(Spitulnik 2001) as methods better suited to explicating societal change. The two methods are 
complementary: circulation studies aiding understanding of the process of proverb use; frame analysis 
allowing for insight on the meaning of familiar proverbs. Rather than explore perspectives of the 
culture in general, I selected college students in Almaty, Kazakhstan as the group to be investigated. 
The current generation of students in Kazakhstan is unique, since they have only known an 
independent and Post-Soviet fatherland.  As they have grown up, the country has been in the throes of 
redefining itself as a society. Part of this process has been reestablishing Kazakh as the national 
language. Field research was carried out among university students at the Kazakh National Technical 
University in Almaty, Kazakhstan. Surveys provided information about the most familiar proverbs out 
of the proverb set concerning “community”. Analysis of the survey results showed that the population 



 

functions using proverbs as a speech community, a group able to communicate with each other 
effectively. Surveys and proverb encounter reenactments will provide the type of data necessary for 
circulation studies and frame analysis to establish a baseline concerning proverbial perspectives 
concerning “community” among Kazakh-speaking college students. 

 

The current generation of undergraduate students in Kazakhstan is unique, since they have only known an 
independent and Post-Soviet fatherland. As they have grown up, the country has been in the throes of 
redefining itself as a society. Part of this process has been reestablishing Kazakh as the national language 
(Smagulova 2006).  Mandatory proverb instruction as part of the general curriculum in public schools is a 
key aspect of this effort which started with a presidential decree concerning cultural heritage in April 2003 
(Kazakhstan 2004). Vladimir Padunov summarized this as a Kazakhstani effort to ―reinvent the nation 
through proverbs‖(Padunov 2010). 
 
Past attempts at using proverbs for cultural analysis have provided questionable results. Wolfgang Mieder 
suggests that one error was the scholars‘ reliance on foreign proverb parallels instead of indigenous cultural 
consultants (Mieder 1981, :242). Leonard Bartlotti argues that issues arose from the pursuit of underlying 
static cultural traits. Such efforts to seek out what was ―reflected‖ in the society, devalued interpersonal and 
societal processes (Bartlotti 2000, :36-37).  My research addresses these pitfalls by incorporating surveys 
and ethnographic interviews as well as using methods of analysis well suited to explicating societal change. 
In addition, rather than focus on the society at large, I consider what is happening within one sub-culture. 
Movements commonly occur within specific generations (Johnston 2000, :671-672) and upcoming 
linguistic change can often best be gauged by what is occurring among the youth, especially in situations of 
language decline or revitalization (Meek 2007, :23-24) . Therefore, I am seeking to establish a baseline 
concerning proverbial perspectives among Kazakh-speaking college students. 
 
Circulation studies and frame analysis form the methodological core of my investigation. Circulation studies 
(Spitulnik 2001) evaluate how interpersonal interaction and mass media are mutually reinforcing in a 
specific context. For example, Francis Cody researched how the Tamil of India read their newspapers 
communally (Cody 2009). Frame analysis (Goffman 1974; Johnston 2002; Snow 1986)   allows us to 
analyze the content of what is being communicated by placing the selected discourse (text or speech) within 
the broader cultural discourse context, so we can understand how they are used to express ideas, 
paradigms, and perspectives. A good example of this approach is Hank Johnston and Aili Aarelaid Tart‘s 
research on generational differences of perspective and experience in the Estonian national opposition 
(Johnston 2000). My approach is unique because neither circulation studies nor frame analysis has been 
applied to proverbs.    
 
In the first part of the paper, I will describe circulation studies and frame analysis as methods and how each 
fits with proverbs. Then, I will discuss how they can work in tandem. Next, I will present the results and 
analysis of the first stage of my dissertation research. Finally, I will consider the second stage of my field 
research.  
 

Kazakhs consider proverbs a ―legacy‖ (Ġabdullıyn 1996, :5). However, proverbs, like any folklore, must 
maintain relevance in the current society, or they will eventually die out (Georges 1995, :64). As Mieder 
points out, proverbs are characterized by a combination of ―tradition‖ and ―currency‖ (Mieder 2004, :4). 



 

Currency is the term used in proverb research to describe the state of a proverb being used in a society 
(Mieder 2004, :4). However, Shirley Arora has described this as an ―elusive criterion‖ (Arora 1994, :7), 
since there is no accepted standard for what constitutes proverb currency. I recommend using circulation 
studies instead, so that the underlying processes enabling proverbs to have currency can be better 
understood.   
 
Although a standard for currency has been lacking, there have been previous efforts to define familiar 
proverbs within a specific society.  Gregorii Permiakov researched the basic set of proverbs, proverbial 

phrases, and related phrases known by adult Russians and coined the term paremiological2 minimum to 
describe such efforts (Permiakov 1989). Similar research has been undertaken in Hungary (Vargha 2007), 
and North America (Chlosta 1995; Lau 1986). In each case the goal has been to assess knowledge and 
formulate the shared set of familiar proverbs for the given society.  
 
The problem is that such efforts fail to represent the robust reality of proverb knowledge or use in the 
societies in question. Few people know just the minimal proverb set for their society. Instead, proverb 
knowledge varies from person to person based on experience, perspective, and position in life (Brandes 
1974, :168). Frame analysis, which we will consider next, is well suited to consider such diverse views. 
 

Circulation studies look at the process of discourse spreading within a society, but content should also be 
considered. When I reviewed articles on circulation in the Journal of Linguistic Anthropology, I found the 
topics evenly split between the process and content of circulation. Examples of content are ―Appalachian 
whiteness‖ (Puckett 2001) and ―German welfare state‖ (McGill 2009). 
 
Another term for such topics in circulation is frames. Erving Goffman was one of the first theorists on this 
topic. He uses the term frame in various ways within his volume to describe how we organize our 
experience (Goffman 1974, :10-11). The frames he describes range from ―schemas‖ to cultural ―paradigms‖. 
Schemas are mental models of things or processes based on repeated experience (Quinn 2005, :38-41). 
Paradigms are the general assumptions to which members of a society adhere (Goffman 1974, :29; Shweder 
1984, :40-41). 
 
Perhaps the best way to describe a frame is by means of an example from Kazakhstan:   
 
I went to the neighborhood store one warm evening. As I entered the store wearing shorts  and smiling, the 
shopkeeper looked at me surprised. "Are you drunk?'' she exclaimed. I  replied that I was not, then 
bought what I needed, and left. I did not say a word before the shopkeeper reacted. Something in how I 
acted or dressed, perhaps combined with the time of day, got her thinking along a certain line.  There were 
contextual cues (Agha 2007, :148), specific aspects of my dress and deportment, which activated a frame 
for her. As a foreigner, I had not learned this particular frame. Still, I did have enough cultural experience 
that I could piece together the frame. In public, men generally wear long pants. They present themselves as 
respectful and courteous, but rarely as jovial. I would suggest that both my dress and demeanor were 
outside the bounds of typical public self-presentation. With her question, the shopkeeper signaled a possible 
change of frame. She might need to address me differently, if I didn‘t fit the typical shopper‘s frame. 
 

                                                      
2 Parameliology is the technical name for proverb research. 



 

Frames serve to guide interpretation on both the interpersonal and societal levels.  More recently, 
sociologists have carried out societal frame analysis (Frickel 2005, :62; Johnston 2002) faithful to Goffman‘s 
perspective of frames as being diverse, layered, and changeable over time.  A strength of frame analysis as a 
method is that it has been used effectively for both micro- and macro-systems analysis.  
    

I would suggest that proverbs have three interdependent types of frames which I would term: key, posited, 
and societal.   
 

As we saw in the shopkeeper example above, when we interact with someone we prepare ourselves for 
both the flow and content of the ensuing conversation. If something comes up that we did not expect, then 
we may need to rekey (Goffman 1974, :40-82), to realign our method of interpretation and expectations.   
Different genres, such as proverbs, can be used to signal and aid such conversational shifts (Bauman 1977, 
:15-17; Seitel 1999, :39). Thus proverbs guide the process of dialogue. 
 

Proverbs are ―contextually specified‖ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1981, :112) with their meaning established 
through historical, intertextual, personal, and discourse connections as well as the setting-specific 
application (Finnegan 1981, :15, 27, 34; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1981, :112, 118-119). Fitting the proverb 
to the situation, to give advice for example, is like a framing specialist placing frame sections in the corners 
of the picture at hand. As each section is put in place, the specialist tries to get an impression of how the 
completed frame would look. In the same way, proverbs are introduced into a conversation and may be 
contested. A posited proverb suggests a frame,  a different perspective, but only the proverb encounter 
which includes shared implicit cultural understandings (D'Andrade 1995, :151; Gibbs 1996) manifests the 
whole frame. Here we see proverbs as an aid to gaining or changing perspective. 
 

Roger Abraham asserts that proverbs colorfully represent both recurrent situations and methods of recourse 
in their culture of use (Abrahams 1972, :121-122). This description is comparable to what Robert Entman 
offers as the four functions of frames: defining problems, diagnosing causes, making moral judgments, and 
suggesting remedies (Entman 1993, :52). Proverbs present the general approach and priorities of their 
societies (Weber 1998). 
Proverbs need to be considered in the broader cultural context. Hank Johnston in his excellent discussion of 
frame analysis and societal movements describes three levels of discourse which help constitute the frame: 
general discourse, frame aligning discourse (Snow 1986), and representative discourse. General discourse is daily 
interpersonal interaction. Frame aligning discourse is writings/speeches by leaders of the movement 
designed to convince others to take the new perspective. Finally, representative discourse represents the 
established thinking on the topic (Johnston 2002, :22). Interestingly enough, proverbs can be a part of any 
of these three types of frames in circulation and can only be understood as part of the entire context of 
discourse.  
 

We have considered circulation studies and frame analysis separately. Now let me share how the two came 
together in my research. I sent out a list of 17 proverbs about fatherland, birthplace, and nation with two 
columns labeled ―heard‖ and ―used‖ on the right side of the page. This went out via e-mail to approximately 
forty students to whom I was going to lecture. I expected respondents to simply mark whether they had 



 

heard or used each proverb, but they shared much more. Many wrote an explanation of individual proverbs 
and listed specific places they had heard or used these proverbs. They reported hearing proverbs in movies 
and public schools as well as using them amongst themselves. The students who returned the surveys were 
familiar with about half the proverbs. Such familiarity and diverse use suggested that this set of proverbs is 
in circulation. 
 
My goal had been to understand the content of the proverbs. Yet, based on the brief survey, I noted that 
circulation should also be considered. Circulation studies look at the process and frame analysis at the 
content. You cannot have one without the other.  
  
 
 

The e-mail survey provided results that were suggestive, but I needed to implement a more extensive 
formal survey. The first step in this process was establishing a proverb set. Actually, after reviewing the 
literature, I decided to work with two related proverb sets:  a base set of several hundred Kazakh proverbs 
related to the concept of ―community‖ and a subset of proverbs in use by students as determined based on 
the survey.  
 
I was encouraged by the article by Christoph Chlosta and Peter Grzybek in which they describe two 
approaches for studying proverbs from a select region: the folkloristic and the scientific (Chlosta 1995). 
What the authors call the ―folkloristic approach‖ establishes the complete body of proverbs for a given 
society. In contrast, the ―scientific approach‖ looks at the familiar proverbs in a given society or societal sub-
group. The authors argue that the two methods respective strengths in presenting the whole body of 
proverbs and exploring contemporary proverb usage are complementary (Chlosta 1995, :82-83). 
Next, I had to select proverb collections. My research assistant and I reviewed approximately a dozen 
collections and settled on three high quality compilations which provided a mix of older and more recent 
research (Aqqoziyn 2007; Barjaqsıulı 1993/1923; Qaidar 2004). 
 
I determined that we should go through each collection in its entirety and select proverbs about community. 

The term qoģam (community) encompasses interpersonal relational aspects and processes as historically 
established. Relationships are between individuals or various groups in the given society and include aspects 
of the production of material goods, work, assistance, and moral / spiritual dimensions (Qalibasulı 2003).  
With this definition in mind, we reviewed a set of fifty proverbs which we had used for previous field 
research to establish examples of proverbs about ―community‖ to guide our proverb selection from the 
collections.  
 
For the next stage of my research Wolfgang Mieder recommended that I use a proverb completion survey 
(Mieder 2009) in addition to the more customary proverb identification survey (Arora 1994; Chlosta 
1995). Since the proverb completion survey would be more challenging, I carried out field testing. The goal 
was that students be able to complete the survey in less than an hour, so that we could use the more natural 
classroom environment with instructor supervision (Isaac 1995, :137). 
We carried out the survey with students at the National Technical University in Almaty 
(http://www.ntu.kz/en/). The respondents were 57 first and second year college students taking foreign 
languages. They were from every oblast (i.e. region) of Kazakhstan and none were formally studying 
Kazakh literature. 



 

 
Such a temporary group from all regions of the country differs from the settled societies with clear 
geographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries researched by Charles Briggs or Peter Seitel (Briggs 1988; 
Seitel 1999). Thus I needed to establish whether these students function as a unified group or a large 
number of individuals in terms of proverb use. 
In linguistic anthropology such a unified group is called a speech community (Morgan 2004). Marcyliena 
Morgan defines a speech community as a group with discourse circulation as well as shared activities and 
values (Morgan 2004, :5).  A speech community demonstrates communicative competency (Hymes 2001), the 
ability to effectively adapt what they are saying based on shared guidelines for contextualizing the message. 
For my research the requirement would be that proverbs are in circulation among the students and that they 
are able to use them effectively in dialogue.  
 
The first phase of the field research provided information to evaluate one aspect of communicative 
competency, the shared proverb knowledge of the group. Table 1 shows us the results of the identification 
and completion surveys presented in quartiles along with other key statistics. 
 

Table 1. Poly Tech Survey Results Summary 

 

 Completion 1 Identification 1 Completion 2 Identification 2 

Count 22 20 23 19 

Minimum 4.87 2.21 2.37 2.96 

1st  Quartile 11.50 18.14 10.65 14.79 

Median 16.15 26.99 14.79 29.59 

3rd Quartile 18.69 38.94 17.46 49.70 

Maximum 36.28 92.48 30.18 77.51 

Mean 16.63 29.85 13.87 32.79 

Standard Deviation 7.29 18.99 6.62 22.77 

 

The first thing that one notices with the data is the difference in scores between the identification and 
completion forms of surveys. Students were able to identify twice as many proverbs as they could 
complete. Such a difference is understandable, since the completion surveys required a greater familiarity 
with the individual proverbs. 
 
However, the contrast in scores between types of proverb surveys is not our primary concern. In order to 
establish whether we are looking at a speech community, there are two statistics to consider: 1. 
Comparison of the medians and means; 2. The standard deviation. The median and mean values are very 
close, especially for the completion surveys. This similarity of values indicates that the respondents function 
as one group in terms of their knowledge of Kazakh proverbs. 
 
Next, you will note that the standard deviations for the completion survey are both around seven. The 
lower the standard deviation, the more all values are close to the mean. Line graphs of the proverb 
identification results would approach a bell curve in shape, which has a distribution of five standard 
deviations (Isaac 1995, :111). These are indications that the respondents are homogenous (Bernard 2006, 
:582) in terms of their familiarity with the proverb set. 
 



 

The statistics provide evidence that the students function as a speech community. This means that the 
familiar proverbs can be viewed as a shared resource that the students can use to express ―community‖. The 
information on commonly known proverbs will be especially helpful in the second phase of the field 
research. 
 

I have described how circulation studies and frame analysis can be used to explore how Kazakh 
undergraduate students view community through the lens of Kazakh proverbs.  I have argued that the 
natural complement to tradition for proverbs is circulation, rather than the present concept of ―currency‖. 
Circulation studies aid us in understanding the process of proverb use in the given society. Still, we need to 
consider the content and frame analysis comes to our aid here. Frame analysis is a natural fit for proverbs, 
since proverbs utilize three different aspects of framing. Through frame analysis we can understand how 
proverbs guide the process of dialogue, give perspective, and express overall cultural paradigms. 
 
Next, I described how to bring circulation studies and frame analysis together in field research. The 
practical demonstration of this was the proverb survey which was carried out at a university in Almaty, 
Kazakhstan. The survey work provides us with information on the students‘ knowledge of proverbs and 
establishes that they are a speech community. However, the first stage of the research does not give 
adequate information concerning circulation or the significance of the proverbs being communicated. For 
this we have to consider what is happening in dialogues in which proverbs are used. 
 
Issues of the process and content of proverb usage among students are best addressed by means of 
ethnographic interviews.  In the next phase of the research I will be using two approaches: 1. dyadic and 
triadic peer interviews to discuss hypothetical situations; 2. proverb encounter reenactments (Agar 1975, 
:47; Herskovits 1950). I will also ask questions about the circulation of proverbs among these students. 
With the data from both phases of the research, I can use circulation studies and frame analysis to 
understand how Kazakh-speaking college students present their sense of ―community‖ by means of Kazakh 
proverbs.  
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Abstract:  Cancun’s packaged image of paradise is a dynamic and constantly flowing contestation of 
identity and livelihood for those involved in the service sector. Indigeneity is used as spectacle, prop, 
and entertainment in the tourism industry and is especially popular in mass tourism zones like 
Cancun. Circulation of not only bodies, but theory surrounding authenticity and indigeneity, are all 
represented in the hyper-commodification that defines mass tourism. Cancun uses transnational 
connections for marketing of space, goods, and people that are in a constant state of circulation. 
Looking at the rise of the tourism industry in Cancun processually leads us to explore this moment of 



 

mistrust between movements between the United States and Mexico. Violence throughout the border 
between these countries leads to fear that mass media instills in its audiences. How are these emerging 
attitudes of fear affecting mass tourism in Mexico? What are the effects of mass tourism on its locality? 
Using a transnational framework helps to decode complex structures of circulation in Cancun’s mass 
tourism industry.   

 
 
A tour agency located in Cancun, Mexico describes why Cancun is the premier destination for many college 
coeds on Spring Break, ―The greatest thing about Cancun is that there is more action, stuff to do, and clubs 
there than any other college spring break destination...Cancun is an astonishingly gorgeous paradise created 
specifically as a playground of indulgence. Whatever happens in Cancun, stays in Cancun, so we don't have 
to tell you how crazy it can get.‖3 Using the popular tourist marketing adage of ―what happens here, stay 
here‖ highlights Cancun‘s exoticism and mystery. Cancun is the epitome of a vacation fantasy. The rules are 
blurred to discourage inhibitions, an environment where idyllic postcards of balmy beaches come to life. 
This high energy city is a Mecca of mass tourism and is known around the world for its nightlife, all-
inclusive hotels, and beaches. Thousands of people travel to Cancun specifically to have fun, let loose, and 
enjoy sun, sex, and sand.  
 
Throughout tourist destinations around the world, Cancun represents the standard for mass tourism. Mass 

tourism can be defined as ―pseudo-events which were brought about by the commoditization of culture and 

the associated homogenization and standardization of tourist experiences‖ (Wang 1999). The construction 
and marketing of ―pseudo-events‖ are central to the historical trajectory of Cancun. As previously stated, 
Cancun was in fact ―created specifically as playground of indulgence.‖ The region in the Yucatan, where 
Cancun is located, developed from a rural countryside to a sprawling, international tourist destination in 
only forty years. Spring breakers, honeymooners, and even families are choosing Cancun for an escape from 
their everyday lives as a plethora of affordable packages are offered to lure potential customers over the 
internet. The economic stability that Cancun provides Mexico and its international investors marks this 
tourist destination as one of the most popular within the industry. Cancun‘s successful industry model of a 
constructed space used for large-scale tourism is recreated throughout the world.  
 
The ―Hotel Zone‖ is the hallmark of Cancun‘s downtown. ―Most of the hotels in Cancun are located in the 
Hotel Zone, a 17 mile stretch of beach with the turquoise waters of the Caribbean Sea on one side and the 
ink blue waters of the Nichupte Lagoon on the other.‖4 This is Cancun‘s prime real estate; miles of beaches 
and lagoons provide tourists staying in these hotels with breathtaking views. With over fifty hotels located 
in this central location, there are a plethora of businesses tailored to the needs of tourists in this one 
location. Shopping, restaurants, and nightclubs fill in the spaces between each mega-resort. Subsequently, 
wage labor employment is the backbone of Cancun‘s economy. Power structures created by tourists‘ 
desires, national governments, and multinational corporations shape the mainly indigenous migrant work 
force in Cancun. These power structures similarly threaten and promote indigenous autonomy, 
representation, and agency throughout the region.  
 
Cancun‘s packaged image of paradise is a dynamic and constantly flowing contestation of identity and 
livelihood for those involved in the service sector. Indigeneity is used as spectacle, prop, and entertainment 
in the tourism industry and is especially popular in mass tourism zones like Cancun. Circulation of not only 
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bodies, but theory surrounding authenticity and indigeneity, are all represented in the hyper-
commodification that defines mass tourism. Cancun uses transnational connections for marketing of space, 
goods, and people that are in a constant state of circulation. Looking at the rise of the tourism industry in 
Cancun processually leads us to explore this moment of mistrust between movements between the United 
States and Mexico. Violence throughout the border between these countries leads to fear that mass media 
instills in its audiences. How are these emerging attitudes of fear affecting mass tourism in Mexico? What 
are the effects of mass tourism on its locality? Using a transnational framework helps to decode complex 
structures in Cancun‘s mass tourism industry.   

 

The state of Quintana Roo was selected by the Mexican government in 1974 as the ―site for the nation‘s 
first master-planned resort or ‗Tourist Integral Center‘‖ (Torres 2005). Most likely an intentional name 
change, Quintana Roo and surrounding costal tourism-centered communities were labeled as ―The Mayan 
Riviera.‖ This exemplifies how the State‘s focus has historically been rooted in better accommodating 
foreign, elite tourists into the area. The substantial revenue generated for the state and its investors from 
Cancun is extraordinary, ―Arrivals in Mexico tripled between 1970 and 1991, while foreign exchange 
earnings from tourism soared to more than nine fold, from 415 million to 3.8 billion dollars‖ (Clancy 
1999). As tourism in the region grew to over a billion dollar industry, Quintana Roo‘s population also rose 
dramatically. Between 1970 and 2000, population levels rose from about 200,000 to over 800,000 (Torres 
2005). In over forty years, Cancun has shifted from essentially a privately owned, rural space into a 
completely urbanized zone. Moreover, this dramatic development was initiated and has steadily continued 
for the sole purpose of fulfilling tourist desires. In turn, tourists actively seek out and consume industrial 
mass tourism in Cancun. Ultimately, Cancun represents hyper-commodification of space and culture. 
 
Arjun Appadurai sees culture not as a mere reproduction but as series of ―conscious choices, justification, 
and representation, the latter often to multiple and spatially dislocated audiences‖ (Appadurai 1996). 
Cancun‘s tourism industry is defined as a construction of multiple representations displayed for a 
multicultural audience. This dislocation from authenticity, or indigenous culture, can be translated into 
Appadurai‘s deterritorialization theory. ―It is the fertile ground of deterritorialization, in which money, 
commodities, and persons unendingly chase each other around the world, that the group imaginations of the 
modern world find their fractured and fragmented counterpart‖ (Appadurai 2008). Mass tourism aptly 
reflects the cyclicality of money, power, and people in manufactured spaces. Culture has become 
schizophrenic, creating fluid, transcending, and fractured territorial boundaries and identities. Spaces that 
are created for tourists, marketed to tourists, and exist because of tourist dollars are prime examples of 
deterritorialization because representations of place, culture, and citizenship are intentionally skewed. I use 
the term ―theme parking‖ to define the process of (re)engineering an inorganic, hyper-commodified space 
intended to establish and sustain mass tourism. ―Postmodern landscapes become ‗economic‘ rather than 
‗vernacular,‘ and whole sections of cities become detached from local culture and society and recreated 
through simulation and theming‖ (Wood 2000). Reality is kept away from tourists and only a 
deterritorialized, manufactured, hyper-reality is presented for tourist consumption. Boundaries in mass 
tourism melt away; the entire city of Cancun is marketed and used as a playground solely for tourists. The 
hyper-reality and commodification of this resort paradise did not organically grow. Rather, the creation of a  
mass(ive) tourism zone is the product of multinational corporations working in tandem with national 
governments to build and sustain a continual flow of tourism based on fragmentation from reality.  
 
In the same vein of deterritorialization, emergent authenticity also describes Cancun as a transnational 
space. Not only is this space purely invented for tourist consumption, but these manufactured spaces 



 

become vernacularized by tourists as fully organic and authentic to the region. Emergent authenticity in 
tourism studies is defined as ―products invented for the purpose of tourism may over time become 
incorporated into and perceived as manifestations of local culture‖ (Medina 2003). Like products, 
manufactured environments, spaces, or regions can shift to become perceived as authentic. Modern 
engineered spaces, like Cancun, are constructed to resemble important archeological ruins or recreate 
indigenous artwork in hotels, restaurants, and nightclubs. ―Even though something can initially be 
inauthentic or artificial, it may subsequently become emergent authenticity with the passage of time. Such is 
the case of Disneyland or Disney World‖ (Cohen 1988). Correlating Cancun with Disneyland or Disney 
World is a powerful connection. The two are universal symbols of play in vacation. Both are also inorganic 
concepts intended for commercialism and revenue. Like the spaces Disney has created all over the world, 
Cancun is now believed to be an experience unto itself, disconnected with the outside world.  
 
In the Global South, commoditization of culture and people in emergent authenticity is also characterized 
by the state and multinational corporations working together promoting indigeneity as a marketable 
commodity for tourism revenue. All-inclusive hotels in the region are prime examples of how indigeneity, 
specifically Mayaness, is commodified in tourism. Mayaness can be described as an ideological manifestation 
of the exotic; a people with mystic connections to ancient worlds that are beyond any Western scope of 
history. Tourists to Cancun seek out manifestations of Mayaness when touring archeological sites, buying 
handicrafts, and staying at hotels with Mayan themes. ―As part of the exotic adventure, the tourists expect 
to breathe an atmosphere of ‗Mayaness‘ in Cancun, and the Mexican government has responded with 
pyramid-shaped hotels, colorful murals that imitate pre-Hispanic Maya icons, and an abundance of stores 
that sell arts and crafts‖ (Re Cruz 1996). ―The Royal Mayan‖ all-inclusive hotel in Cancun uses a tagline on 
their website to describe their businesses to potential tourists as a ―tribute to an ancient culture, our own 
Mayan paradise.‖5 The language centered on marketing Mayan culture is unavoidable throughout the 
website, ―The hand-carved mahogany doors, wall panels and paintings depicting village life in the Yucatan 
give the villas a warm, Mayan feel...the sculptures of Mayan gods and long-lost rulers in the lobby and in 
the gardens and even the hand-carved mahogany villa doors.‖ Tourists who want to experience Mayaness in 
Cancun seek out hotels such as The Royal Mayan to fulfill their desire for the exotic.  
 
The industry purposefully theme parking Mayaness is a reflection of Roitman‘s theories of fiscal 
disobedience. International and state authorities oversee the production and expansion of theme parking 
and support deterritorialized zones of mass tourism. How do policies related to mass tourism in Cancun 
attempt to control those working or on the margins of this booming economy? In stark contrast to tourists 
enjoying Mayaness, all-inclusivity, and relaxed regulation while vacationing, Cancun‘s labor force is placed 
in marginal positions of employment. Wage labor in Cancun is fiscally unstable and exploitative. ―Like 
assembly work, jobs in tourism are characterized by low wages, repetitive motion, attempts to control a 
worker's sexuality, limited job promotion, a lack of economic security, and racialized bodies‖ (Castellanos 
2007). Women working in the tourism industry, especially indigenous or mestizo women, represent the 
lowest-paid echelons of hotel and domestic work. Indigenous women often face further marginalization 
because they are physically segregated from the general population (of tourists) working as housekeepers or 
domestic servants. Additionally, indigenous women in these occupations are also separated from their 
whiter, mestizo counterparts also working in Cancun‘s tourist zone. A worker receives more access to 
better paying jobs through direct interaction with tourists. These positions are tailored around those who 
possess adequate Spanish and/or English language skills as well as a whiter skin tone. Positions such as 
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bartenders, servers, receptionists, or tour guides represent higher levels of economic negotiation, mobility, 
and agency within a hierarchical labor system.  
 
Roitman describes the State‘s discipline of its subjects and creation of new subjectivities. This is directly 
related to the study of Cancun as the Mexican State finances the corporate construction of re-imagined or 
new subjectivities and representations of Mayaness. ―FONATUR (National Tourism Promotion Fund), the 
Mexican tourism development authority, was the driving force in conceiving, planning, constructing, 
financing, and, to some extent, investing in Cancun (including direct equity participation)‖ (Torres 2005). 
Mexico also disciplines the tourism industry‘s work force in Cancun through promulgating limited 
economic opportunity or choice in exploitative labor hierarchies. ―Regimes of regulation,‖ as Roitman 
explains, are based on state-run modes of discipline. From local airport screening procedures to the regular 
availability of participating in illegal activity or substances, tourists experience little regulation while 
vacationing in Cancun. Yet, wage laborers working in the many hotels have limited mobility in Cancun 
because of their long hour, low wages, and the inherit hierarchical labor strata. ―Rural workers migrate 
permanently and on a temporary basis to work in construction, food service, cleaning, domestic work, and 
room service. This group extracts the least value and fewest benefits from the resort, but it is their backs 
upon which the resort has been built and by whom it is sustained‖ (Torres 2005). Reconstituting state 
authority at the price of thousands of indigenous migrant laborers that are essential to the stability of a richly 
producing tourist zone as Cancun is a difficult question that is not easily maneuverable.   
 

The U.S. media does not usually report on the impact tourists have on the identity, labor, and migration of 
the people who live in sites of Mexican mass tourism. Power structures created by tourists‘ desires, national 
governments, and multinational corporations shape the mainly indigenous migrant work force in Cancun. 
These power structures similarly threaten and promote indigenous autonomy, representation, and agency 
throughout the region. National migration to Cancun by mainly indigenous populations produces 
negotiation, flexibility, and a constant circulation of laboring bodies. At the same time, economic choice or 
alternatives are limited because of the level of control and regulation of the economy; wage labor is one of 
the only means of attaining a steady income.  
 
Cancun and similar mass(ive) tourism zones are economically Fordist in nature because they are 
categorically based on a rigid wage labor infrastructure. ―‗Mass-tourism‘ destinations were defined as having 
been intensively developed, with Western amenities, good infrastructure, and frequented by large numbers 
of tourists participating in primarily ‗sun-and-sand‘ activities...Mass sites are more highly associated with 
Fordist modes of tourism production and consumption in that they are standardized and packaged for 
collective consumption by large numbers of tourists‖ (Torres 2002). Standardization breeds affordability 
and accessibility for national and multicultural corporations in charge of constructing mass tourism 
destinations. Furthermore, the constant large number of guests lends itself to competition among hotels, 
restaurants, retail outlets catering to tourists. Such businesses can therefore offer the lowest possible rates 
and prices which creates a competitive economic atmosphere driven by neoliberalism. Like the cruise ship 
industry, the continuous flow and volume of customers combined with competition among businesses 
makes such vacations extremely affordable to Western consumers. This widespread affordability is what 
makes mass tourism one of the most popular and profitable of tourism genres. Cheap to build, cheap to 
vacation, and cheap labor pools are foundational to the industry‘s success. As the U.S. and most of the 
world face uncertain economic trajectories presently, this genre will continue to be a sensible option to 
most people looking for an inexpensive getaway.  
 



 

Implementing Dean MacCannell‘s tourism theory of ―frontstage‖ and ―backstage‖ spaces in the tourism 
industry, the ―backstage‖ of the industry is purposefully hidden from tourist‘s view. MacCannell asserts, 
―tourees - the host population confronted with the arrival of tourists in their midst - protect and insulate 
their culture by dividing their lives into ‗backstage‘ areas, where they continue meaningful traditions away 
from the gaze of tourists, and ‗frontstage‘ areas, where they perform a limited range of activities for a 
tourist audience. This makes available portions of host culture for guest consumption, while it protects 
other parts from commoditization‖ (Medina 354). Wage labor in mass tourism blurs the lines between front 
and back stages. In Cancun‘s rigidly structured labor hierarchies, the mainly indigenous work force are 
confined to the backstage because they do not fit into the idyllic representation the hotels want to project 
and tourists pay to see. Racialization of wage labor in mass tourism forces the bleaching of bodies working 
in the frontstage. Unless specified as a commodity and controlled by managerial standards, indigenous 
traditions are all but stripped from tourist‘s view while performing wage labor work. Each stage of wage 
labor is manufactured and regulated by the mangers, owners, or corporations of mass tourism.  
 
Negotiation in wage labor migration is a foundation of flexible citizenship. Aihwa Ong describes flexible 
citizenship as the ―cultural logics of capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacement that induce subject to 
respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-economic conditions‖ (Ong 1999). Disaporic 
rural communities around Cancun are responding to migration with increasing agency. Ethnographic 
evidence of the communities of Kuchmil and Chan Kom (Castellanos 2007 and Re Cruz 1996) are changing 
the traditionally dichotomous system to better suit themselves.  
 
In response to transnational power structures established by mass tourism, increasing female independence 
and decision making through migration is representative of modes of flexible citizenship. Remittances used 
to support and construct small business increase local economic stability. Migration patterns are producing 
widespread kin networks that create more stable relationships throughout mass tourism destinations. 
Migrant population‘s greater access to goods and services through mobility and circulation is strengthening 
Cancun‘s peripheral regions. Yet, one must question if this seemingly increasing negotiation for migrants 
participating in Cancun‘s mass tourism industry is representative of a constant re-imagined, renegotiated, 
flexible space. What about those who simply cannot participate in migration flows or in the tourism service 
industry? What are the forces controlling those who can participate or cannot? ―Flexible citizenship‖ is a 
term that only applies to a certain segment of the population in mass tourism regions. Unfortunately, their 
voices are traditionally the most silenced and more ethnographic data is needed to adequately address this 
question of circulation.  
 

International and national tourists and migrants combine to form a clear example of transnationality in 
Cancun. The region is representative of mobility and inherit circulation that people share, in that both 
tourist and host are simultaneously living and moving frequently across borders. ―Transnationalism to 
tourism also permits us to consider interconnections and social networks and relations not only between 
‗hosts‘ and ‗guests‘ within tourist poles, but also extends our analysis to include those multiple actors and 
places that are intimately linked to, affected by, and playing a critical role in the construction and 
(re)production of transnational tourist space‖ (Torres 2005). Holding the marionette strings of all the 
people involved in Cancun‘s mass tourism industry, the actions of those in power are uncovered when 
framing a discussion around transnational forms of tourism. The dominating themes of circulatory flows in 
mass tourism are highlighted by the fact ―Transnationalism not only reshapes local realities, but local factors 
also mediate transnational practices‖ (Torres 2005). The local and global, national and international are in 
constant motion, mixing and combining to form a dynamic social space in Cancun.  



 

 

What does this mean for our concepts of transnationality and circulation when identities are forced to 
become fluid? While there is still mobility in the literal act of migration, vestiges of colonialism continue to 
be exemplified in the inequalities of tourism‘s labor hierarchies. Tourists in search of exotic representations 
of paradise, not limited to bodies and drugs, also permeate Cancun‘s transnational landscape. The rigid 
structural component in mass tourism creates dichotomies that are not as easily malleable: host and guest, 
center and periphery, formal and informal economies, Global North and South.  
 
Further questioning of transnationality of tourism lends itself to asking when is it appropriate (or not) to 
―show‖ or ―expose‖ one‘s identity in the industry? This is evident in the downplay or up-play of Mayaness 
for the limited lucrative jobs available in directly working with tourists. The fluid nature of identity in 
transnational space, like Cancun, indicates its hyper-consumerist culture. Tourist seeking representations 
and/or bodies of exotic Mayaness constitute many vacationers in Cancun‘s environment. ―Cancun, or 
Gringolandia, is arguably a product of Disneyfication of the Yucatan environment and pre-Hispanic Mayan 
heritage. According to Relph, ‗the products of ‗Disneyfication‘ are absurd, synthetic places made up of a 
surrealistic combination of history, myth, reality and fantasy that have little relationship with particular 
geographical setting‘‖ (Torres 2005). Cancun as a primarily Western/White-dominated, theme parked 
reconstruction of Mayan culture was created for and continues to be marketed for tourist consumption. The 
varying degrees of authenticity that are constantly competing for tourist dollars represent the basis of 
twenty-first century transnational mass tourism. The environment has been commoditized, reproduced, 
and packaged for large-scale, global tourism consumption.   
 
Lastly, with the continual popularity of deterritorialized spaces in mass tourism, what will its effects be on 
the environment and people involved? The vast amount of goods and people circulating throughout these 
zones is likely to have a lasting impact. As national and international corporations and networks continue to 
strengthen with revenues from mass tourism, will local livelihoods strengthen as well? Will this cyclical 
entanglement of transnational identity and movement ever break? Hypothetically, commoditization, 
migration, and negotiation will all remain vital components of mass tourism. So, will the industry respond 
with sustainable practices encouraging an equitable and respectful relationship for all involved? The lens of 
transnationalism and circulation will no doubt be essential in garnering answers to the complex nature of 
mass tourism in Cancun.  
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Abstract: This article explores the geo-spatial identity of the Armenian community in São Paulo.  
Beginning with a foundation in prominent theories of ethnic communities, it then presents the political 
contexts and historical diversity of both Brazil and the city.  The article then discusses the history of 
Armenian immigration to São Paulo which sets the context for the field research.  After presenting the 
research and results, conclusions are given for this and other ethnic districts, including those regarding 
the use of collective memory and the continued presence of important community organizations in 
preserving neighborhood identity 
 

São Paulo is known as one of the most diverse cities in the world. For example, in this city one can find 
some of the largest Japanese, Italian, and Lebanese communities outside of their respective countries. 
Historically, these groups arrived in waves and created their population centers and concentrations. 
However, like many cultural phenomena, these centers also changed. In Bela Vista there are still the best 
Italian restaurants in the city, but it is not just an Italian neighborhood now. The same can be said of 
Liberdade and its population concentrations, which are no longer just Japanese. São Paulo is not only 
limited to those groups. Thus, this research will explore a specific area of the city that has already gone 
through these changes various times. 
 
 Just as the Metro Blue Line passes through the Armenia Station on its trajectory north of the city center, 
this area that historically concentrated populations of its namesake group is marked by the temporal 
circulation of Armenian-Brazilians and numerous other populations. While it may have once been a 



 

population center for this group, today, in the area nearby there are some of the newer immigrant 
populations of the city. In Pari, Plaza Kantuta is a Bolivian cultural center complete with a weekly market 
and Bolivian Carnival celebrations. While it is clear that many of these areas are undergoing multiple 
changes, this research focuses specifically on the Armenian community of this area (in Bom Retiro) of São 
Paulo, how this ethnic neighborhood evolved, and its current form today.   
 
This exploration of these neighborhoods begins with a discussion of what community identity is in order to 
form the basis of the research. Academic sources and documents from the United States and Brazil are used, 
with a special focus on this concept historically in Brazil. Following this, it looks at the idea through the 
history of the city of São Paulo and its ethnic neighborhoods including Bom Retiro. Next, the research seeks 
to explain the reasons and the formation of this migration to São Paulo. The paper then directly investigates 
the neighborhood of focus. To do this, surveys and visits were made in the areas along with interviews and 
observations of some community organizations. This part serves to shape the concept of real identity today, 
as well as developing historical concepts of its formation from the current members of the community. 
Finally, the research closes with some general conclusions of the concept of community identity as seen by 
the selected neighborhood as well as findings for these types of districts generally.  
  

First, it is necessary to begin with a discussion of the concept and trends of ethnic neighborhoods. This 
section is not intended to be an exhaustive exploration, but instead merely an overview of current issues in 
this area.  For the purposes of this article, identity is defined in a cultural sense—focusing on the roles of 
place and belonging in linguistic, historical, ethnic, and religious terms—and an ethnic community is 
considered to generally be a concentrated group of individuals with some combination of a common origin, 
language, culture, customs,  religion and/or ancestry.  In examining those communities, Jimy Sanders 
highlighted the importance of social capital. Specifically, he looked at the power of economies, education, 
and marriage in this context. He said, in reference to economies, that:  
 
Social networks that provide scarce resources to a wide spectrum of the ethnic community are highly useful 
to in-group members. To the extent valuable resources are generated within the group, relatively closed 
ethnic boundaries can protect these resources by pre-serving their use for in-group members. But when 
ethnic networks‘ resources, such as access to jobs, from outside the community, ethnic boundaries become 
more porous because important spheres of life, such as work, necessitate greater involvement with 
outsiders [2002:348].  Because of this, when borders are more open it is more difficult for these borders to 

protect identity (Sanders 2002:348).6 According to his findings, the other major influences in community 
identity and preservation are the retention of the native language of parents and marriages outside of the 
ethnic group.  Both have affected the preservation of ethnic identity groups (especially in the United States, 
where he conducted his research).  In conclusion, he said that:  

Relatively intense feelings of ethnic identity and serious involvement in the ethnic community are 
most unlikely to obtain when ethnic networks have the capacity to supply social goods that are 
otherwise in short supply. Under such conditions, ethnic boundaries are unlikely to be maintained 
because they protect valuable forms of Association. By contrast, weaker and more symbolic forms 
of ethnic identity and community involvement are unlikely to result when ethnic networks fail to 
supply scarce social goods. Ultimately, the degree of ethnic-boundary closure and the extent to 

                                                      
6
 Originally in Nee v, Sanders JM, Sernau s. 1994.Job transitions in an immigrant metropolis: ethnic boundaries and the mixed 

economy. Am Sociol. Rev. 59: 849-72 



 

which intense ethnic identity persists in plural societies rest on the capacity of ethnic networks to 
provide valuable resources that benefit the cross section of the ethnic community [2002:350]. 

 
In another article, focused on migration outside of ethnic communities in Rhode Island, United States, 
Francis Korbin and Alden Speare, Jr. arrived at further conclusions related to this phenomenon. They found 
that communities have difficulties with member retention of those with high levels of education (Korbin and 
Speare, Jr. 1983:441). More important in their results, however, were economic networks, kinship, and 
religious institutions (Korbin and Speare, Jr. 1983:441). They concluded that the vitality of communities is 
based in ―the provision of stronger work environments, and community and family organizations‖ (Korbin 
and Speare, Jr. 1983:441).  
 
Kathleen Neils Conzen investigated historic issues of ethnic neighborhoods in the United States. She said 
that collective identity was dependent on the formation of residential concentrations to ―stimulate and 
facilitate organizational structure proliferation that visually structured an ethnic community‖ (Conzen 
1979:612). Also, ethnic communities have helped in their own demise with upward mobilization of their 
members (Conzen 1979:612).  At the same time, these communities can be a ―crystallization‖ of a central 
place to promote cultural identity (Conzen 1979:613). The author concluded, thus, that ethnicity is 
―originally dependent on community concentration, but continuity is not dependent upon the survival of 
the neighborhood‖ (Conzen 1979:613).  To be possible, the neighborhood has to be a ―cultural reference 
point and source of ethnic community services‖ (Conzen 1979:614).   
 
Finally, Mohammed Elhajji looked on the concept of collective memory and ethnic spatiality. In this work, 
he discovered that ethnic areas are not limited to a place specifically marked as ethnic in common terms.  
He said that the space can ―be reduced to a residential neighborhood, a club, a temple or even a small plaza 
where ethnicity in its most compact forms lives, such as music or language‖ (Elhajji 2002:186). He 
concluded that, instead of having fixed rules, ―the elaboration of space generally seems to be the found in 
the most practical solution and more adaptable to all situations, because of their high adaptability‖ even up 
to the point where it can ―fit in the cabin of your vehicle for truck drivers or within the armoire of recruits 
in the barracks‖ (Elhajji 2002:186). Now that some commonalities of ethnic communities have been 
discussed, this article now moves to see their general formations in the city of São Paulo. 
 

Before entering into the sections that look at the specificities of the neighborhood of Armenia and the 
Armenians, this article will provide a brief history of the geographical formation of São Paulo and the ethnic 
colonies of the city. The city of São Paulo was founded by the Jesuits in 1554, but only began to grow and 
achieve the importance of its location (in the interior of the state of the same name) from the growth of 
coffee plantations in the region. This occurred at the end of the 19th century, through the European 
immigration (mainly from Italy) to replace manual labor following the abolition of slavery in 1888 (Godfrey 
1999:109). Profits were invested in the development of industry and buildings which were strengthened by 
the import substitution policies by President Vargas in 1930s (Godfrey 1999:109).  This process, later aided 
by the programs of the Plano de Metas implemented by President Kubichek in 1950s, occurred quickly, as 
Preston E. James noted in 1933: 

Sao Paulo for three centuries and a half was a typical Brazilian town without much to distinguish it 
from many others. Then came coffee, European immigrants, immigrants from other parts of Brazil 



 

seeking the new El Dorado, and finally a huge industrial structure raised behind the bulwarks of the 

high tariff  [Godfrey 1999:109].7 
 
The city came to have a population of one million in 1928 and had the layout of an ―industrial-commercial 
metropolis, characterized by completely homogenous districts that were arranged concentrically around a 

compact commercial core‖ (Godfrey 1999:109). 8 In 1929, the future-Mayor Prestes Maya created the 
Plano das Avenidas which helped in the development of the Center through new transport lines, demolition 
and reconstruction (Godfrey 1999:110).  In the periphery, this new transport helped in land and building 
speculation. This growth also influenced the establishment of districts classified by type and social class. 
James said in his work: 
 
Poor residences fill in around the factories near the center of town or form isolated districts near the 
outlying plants. Congested slums analogous to the favelas of Rio de Janeiro occupy some of the narrow 

bottoms of the valleys heading back into the main ridge [Godfrey 1999:110].9 
This period also saw the emergence of the working class districts in precarious and degraded central areas, 
such as Bexiga and Liberdade, and near industrial locales in basins and railway corridors such as Ipiranga, 
Mooca, Brás, Lapa, and Vila Madelena (Godfrey 1999:110). Areas that concentrated with more resources 
were predominant in the southwest of the city, and moved into the neighboring areas of Avenida Paulista 
after construction along the avenue (Godfrey 1999:110). Since those years, the city's expansion continued 
in the same way increasingly pushing the periphery and their populations towards the Serras.  
 
One of those historic ethnic neighborhoods is Bom Retiro, comprising today four square kilometers of 
primarily clothing shops today. First formed in the 1820s named such because it historically had small farms 
in the area, the change that permanently transformed its identity came with the opening of Estação da Luz 
when it, in1867, became the door to the city through which all immigrants that first arrived at the port of 
Santos passed (Soares 2007). The first group here was the Italians who began to form the industrial identity 

in this neighborhood and whose immigration peaked in the period between 1870 and 1949 (Soares 2007).10 
The groups that transformed the neighborhood into the center of clothing and apparel were the Jewish and 
Greeks. When the Jewish arrived at the beginning of the 20th century, the area was residential, but they 

founded industries which are still present today.11 The stream of Greeks increased significantly because of 

the Greek civil war between 1946 and 1949 but its population has since dwindled (Soares 2007).12  Today, 
the groups most identified with the neighborhood are the Koreans and, in turn, Bolivians.  After the first 

arrival of Koreans in 1963 revitalization of the area soon followed:13 
 

                                                      
7 Originally from page 292 in James, p. e. 1933. Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Geographical review.2 3 (2): 271-298. 
8 Originally from page 294 in James, p. e. 1933. Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Geographical review.2 3 (2): 271-298. 
9 Originally from page 295 in James, p. e. 1933. Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Geographical review.2 3 (2): 271-298. 
10 During that period, the population grew to more than 950,000 people. But But population is the community‘s current 
population is small, ―only 5% of 1200 shops of Bom Retiro are owned by its members‖ (Soares 2007). 
11 Currently, only 20% of the stores are owned by the Jewish community but they are estimated to be owners of 40% of existing 
commercial fronts‖ (Soares 2007). 
12 The population reached some 15,000 in the State of São Paulo in the 1960s with more than 100 families in the 1960s in Bom 
Retiro, but today only twenty have commercial businesses in the neighborhood and ―the majority of those that remain here spend 
at least half of the year in their country of origin‖ (Soares 2007).  
13 The first ship that brought emigrants from Korea to São Paulo arrived in 1963, with 103 passengers on board. Since then, the 
population has grown to more than 50,000 people in São Paulo (Soares 2007).  



 

When the Koreans began to invest in the neighborhood, many of the shops were empty. They changed the 
face of the place, investing in architectural designs that would not be out of place in elite addresses. Today, 
the approximately 2,000 commercial buildings are so desired that, according to real estate agents in the 
region, one square meter is now costing 25,000 reais. And more than 70% of the space is occupied by 

Koreans [2007]. However, in many cases, working for them are Bolivians (and often illegally).14  This, 
combined with not speaking Portuguese, has resulted in their exploitation by business owners through work 
in exchange for lodging, food, and low payment (Soares 2007).  
 
A middle and lower-middle class part of this neighborhood is known as ―Armenia.‖ Bordering the Zona 
Norte of the city, it is limited by Avenidas Santos Dumont and do Estado along with the rivers Tamanduateí 
and Tietê. In the 1970s the neighborhood of Armenia was one of the most luxurious of São Paulo (Bertsi 

and Batista 2005).15 But in the discussion of the problems and decline of the neighborhood, Leonardo Bertsi 
and João Batista asserted that the feeling is that the neighborhood stopped in time, not accompanying the 

urban developments that occurred in three recent decades in the city of São Paulo.‖16  The authors also note 
that the question of ―place‖ in the area is endemic. Because of its location bordering the Tietê that divides 
the Center and the North, there is no movement of persons through the neighborhood and ―many people 
use its streets as a means of access to somewhere, but almost never as destination‖ (Bertsi and Batista 2005). 
Finally, they note the issue of jobs. Unemployment is high and ―informal work, with homeless persons and 
peddlers, takes up almost all streets surrounding the Armenia Metro station.‖ And the commerce that is 
present ―serves only people living in their vicinity, lacks a specialty, employment offerings, and a large 
amount of money in circulation‖ (Bertsi and Batista 2005).  
 
Specifically discussing the Armenians, they chose this area for many reasons. Principally, however, for ―the 
fact of having consumers for products which they came to produce such as cheese and qualhadas made 
within their homes for sale in the region of Rua 25 de março‖ and later the manufacture of footwear and 
shoes (Bertsi and Batista 2005).  In the years following, as is common in many immigrant ethnic colonies, 
many people from new generations have moved from there with income growth. The principal 
neighborhoods of this movement include Pinheiros, Jardins and Santana, which subsequently gained 
prominence in apparel and jewelry (Bertsi and Batista 2005). Despite this, connections with the 
neighborhood still continue. This is because Armenian churches– the Catholic, Apostolic, and Evangelical – 
are located in the area, ―although the numbers of worshippers who attend are increasingly diminishing‖ 
(Bertsi and Batista 2005).  
  

This section aims to present a brief historical context in Brazil when Armenians first arrived in the 1920s 
and 1930s. First, it is important to discuss the debates surrounding turco identity (and the use of this 
sometimes contextually pejorative word) which are common even today in the country. Using an article 
from O Estado de São Paulo, Jefferey Lesser identified this concept as it was predominant in those years. 

                                                      
14 According to the Consulate of Bolivia, there are approximately 34 000 Bolivians living legally in the State of São Paulo. And, at 
least twice as many illegal immigrants (Soares 2007). 
15 From an interview with Hoanes Koutoudjian, priest in the Armenian Apostolic Church completed by authors. 
16 Presenting the description directly, ―Unmaintained and abandoned squares. Abandoned, dirty and poorly lit streets. Little 
commerce, only a few bars, workshops and warehouses with few customers. Many warehouses and casarões with ―for rent signs‖. 
Sidewalks populated by many men, women, children and dogs. The neighborhood has no theaters, museums, theatres, parks, 
shopping centers, police stations, schools or public hospitals. A shortage in public and social resources causes the population to 
have to go to the neighboring districts, such as Pari, Luz, Braz and Bom Retiro for those services.‖ 



 

Guilherme de Almeida (in the article) asked ―what is the recipe for a Turk?‖ Responding, ―Like Rua 25 de 
março, a Syrian, an Arab, an Armenian, a Persian, an Egyptian, a Kurd ...he is not white, but what he is is 

open to debate‖ (Lesser 1996: 58). 17 But the Government, like the Armenians saw the Group as racially 
different.  Arabs have tried to change the use of the name turco in reference to them, Armenians have tried 
(with more success) to change the use ―because of an extreme unhappiness to be seen as this identity‖ (Klich 
and Lesser 1996:3). Authors have credited this dislike in the historic religious oppression by the Ottomans 
and in the stories of the Turkish genocide of the Armenians (Klich and Lesser 1996:3-4). 
 
In that period, the Government also said that Armenians, Arabs, and Egyptians were ―producers‖ and 
Turkish, Jews, and Syrians ―lived of off the first group‖ (Lesser 1996:59). This position promoted the 
Government to prohibit immigration of Armenians because they were ―producers of opium and would 

provide a temptation to the Japanese‖ (Lesser 1996:59).18 These ideas, combined with changes in 
perceptions of national identity with the objective to create an ideal country (with links to social Darwinism 
and other ethnic theories of day) caused a great revision in national policies under Vargas (Lesser 1994:37-
38). In fact, his Government ―publicly granted visas to Middle East Syrian Catholics and non-Syrian Catholic 
Europeans and later reversed those decisions‖ (Lesser 1994:37).  This confusing history created a conflicting 
policy and complicated situation, where immigration policy tumultuously changed its positions on a number 
of groups over a short period of time.  After providing that historical context in the policies that formed the 
environment of Armenian immigration, it is possible to now focus specifically on the Armenian community 
of São Paulo. 
 

According to the Government of the Republic of Armenia, ―there are approximately 40 thousand 
Armenians and Armenian-descendants throughout Brazil, and more than 80% of this population lives in São 
Paulo‖ (de Lima). Ludmilla de Limaalso notes that ―unlike other communities such as the Italians and 
Germans, the descendants of Armenians in Brazil do not possess large centers that aim to preserve their 
identity‖ (de Lima). Originally, they arrived in Brazil in two phases. The first was at the end of the 19th 
century and brought immigrants who worked in the textile industry, but there are not many documents on 
this group (Grün 1992:19). The second, and largest, was during the 1920s in the escape of the massacres of 
genocide. They settled in the areas near the municipal market (the streets Pajé and Santo André) and in 
Santana and Imirim in the Zona Norte, along with a smaller group in Presidente Altino in Osasco (Grün 
1992:19). The main economic sectors of involvement were footwear and dairy products (Grün 1992:20). 
Years later, they formed a specialization in the shoe industry. In fact, ―Rua São Caetano – the current ‗Rua 
das Noivas‘ (Street of the Brides) – was, during most of the century ‗Rua das sapatarias’ (Street of the Shoe 
Stores)‖ where ―a core of Armenian merchants focused in this sector were concentrated‖ (Grün 1992:20). 
Although there is not that concentration today, the area still has the concentration of churches and 
community organizations. 
 
Roberto Grün completed the only research directly on the Armenians of São Paulo. He discusses the 
concept that they formed an individual identity through collective memory (an identity distinct from that of 

                                                      
17 Originally from William de Almeida. Cosmópolis: O Oriente Mais Próximo. O Estado de São Paulo, 19 May 1929, 6. Was 
published in the book Cosmópolis: São Paulo/29 (São Paulo: Companhia Editora Nacional, 1962). 
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Originally from a confidential unsigned memo, Alexandria Consular section to Octavio Mangabeira, Minister of external 
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the turco). Specifically, by specialization in the shoe industry and the lack of a recognized homeland, the 
Group has created a social legitimacy vis-à-vis the Brazilian society in general.  Also, Grün proposes that 
religious, cultural, and economic activities at the same time reinforced the concept of an ethnic community 
and weakened traditional connections between members of the community and ecclesiastical authorities 
that had a ―near-monopoly‖ in power in the community. He concluded that in this sense the Armenians 
reflect a typical example of immigrant groups where deep generational divisions become are a central 
feature of ethnic identity, often aggravated when members born in Brazil receive university educations 
(Grün 1994:91-95). 

With a basis in the information presented above, this article will now examine the spatiality of the 
Armenian community in São Paulo. It is important, however, to first note the context for this research.  As 
part of the author‘s recent 15 month experience studying and working in Brazil, he was enrolled in, among 
other classes, one focusing on contemporary Brazil and identity.  For the final project, the students were 
required to investigate ―identity‖ in São Paulo through field research.  Residing in Los Angeles in the United 
States and knowing about its large Armenian population and its history, he had become intrigued by his 
numerous trips through the Armenia Station in São Paulo.   This additional and unknown layer in the 
diversity of the global city of São Paulo, coupled with the author‘s interest in urban sociology from a 
planning perspective (as he is an urban planning student), developed into a very suiting topic for the 
research.  It is also worth noting here that this article is a translation from the original written in 
Portuguese. 
 
Specifically, through field research conducted in the community, the research attempts to construct the 
concept of an Armenian ethnic neighborhood. To do this, visits were made and interviews were carried 
out, primarily in the Bom Retiro and Armenia neighborhoods of São Paulo, over the course of several days. 
The author spoke with people on the streets and shops in the neighborhood. The purpose of this phase of 
research was to explore the perspective of non-Armenians that work and live in the same community. The 
formation of identity is not only formed from a personal vision, but also from the vision of others. This 
perspective is especially important in the investigation of a geographical colony and of one with a diversity 
of ethnic groups. Thus, the conversations were first held with employees in a bridal shop on Rua das Noivas 
(an area which had formerly Armenian shops), and Restaurant Effendi with three employees. The restaurant 
was chosen because it was founded by a descendant of Armenians (Armando Deyrmendjian) in 1973. In 
addition to this restaurant, the author interviewed people in a coffee shop in the same block as the 
Armenian Apostolic Church and residents in front of their building in that same block on Avenida 
Tiradentes.  
 
After understanding the perspective of many general community members, research moved to people more 
involved in the area. Conversations were held with two military police officers in front of their building on 
Avenida Tiradentes and with an employee at the Housing Secretariat of the city of São Paulo who resides in 
area and has worked with projects in the neighborhood. Finally, within the colony, the Bishop to Latin 
America of the Armenian Catholic Church was chosen, along with officials at the Armenian Apostolic 

Church‘s school.19 In the following section, the information obtained in the interviews is presented. 
 

                                                      
19

 In the case of the Bishop, the author not only obtained information, but also helped in the accumulation of material about the 
Armenian colony of São Paulo through the provision of sources used in this research. 



 

To begin, the descriptions found in the literature on the neighborhood‘s history were confirmed in travel 
through the neighborhood and in the interviews with those in the area. Also, the interviews and 
conversations revealed compelling results from both the Armenian community and general community 
perspectives. Responses from all persons within the generic community were more or less the same. All 
spoke more about the neighborhood in general terms than specifically of the Armenians. In many cases, the 
conversation moved towards discussions on the diversity of ethnic groups located in the area. This included 
discussions of changes in ownership of shops and employment of Bolivians in the neighborhood. When the 
conversation was directed towards the role of Armenians in the area, responses were very limited; 
individuals noted that there is an Armenian presence in the neighborhood, but that they live separately. 
Workers in the Restaurante Effendi directed research to the churches to find more information and said that 
the Armenians do not have a strong presence today in the neighborhood. Similar answers were given in the 
conversation with the city employee. 
 
As expected, the research phase with members of the actual colony produced more information. At the 
Apostolic Church‘s school, data was received on student enrolment. Currently, there are 105 students, and 
of that number 70% are from the area and 80% are descendants of Armenians. Only three families 
commute to the school from outside the area. Classes only have ten students per room, but (according to 
one of the employees who had studied there) formerly had 20. It is interesting to note also that one of the 
officials in the interview does not have Armenian relatives and subsequently only knows basic information 
about the community and its history.  
 
The conversation with the Bishop provided more information. He spoke about the history of the 
community and relations between the churches. Using the distinction between the concept of ―community‖ 
and ―collectivity‖ (where the community is the Church specifically and collectivity is the colony in full), he 
explained that there are events where everyone gathers and participates (that is, all churches). With 
approximately 20% of the total population, the Congregation of this church is principally in industry and 
professional sectors and comes from Santana and neighborhoods in the South zone.    Historically, there was 
also a linked school, but it closed due to low interest.  In reference to the neighborhood, he said that it 
never (in recent history) had a population of Armenians and only recently (27 years ago) the names of the 
station (formerly Ponte Pequena) and square (Praça Arrone) were changed to now carry the name 
―Armenia.‖ Finally, he said that the Church has community activities throughout the week as well as food 
service provision in city plazas to needy groups. 
 

The Armenians in São Paulo are not a colony without identity. In reality, as Grün proved, they are a group 
with a complex and established community. However, there are some peculiarities. This group has gone 
through many of the common changes of every ethnic colony. As the literature proves above, this is most 
noted in the migration away from the geographical area by new generations. Also, as noted in the literature, 
this does not prevent the preservation of identity when there are strong organizations--like churches in this 
case – and collective memory and capital that helped in the formation and fortification of the community in 
the past. Accordingly, efforts such as the renaming of the station and plaza were attempts not only to 
commemorate the population, but also to cement examples of collective memory in the neighborhood. But 
all this still leaves some issues, especially in reference to that geographical district that carries the name 
―Armenia.‖ 
 
As demonstrated in the field research, the colony only has a small presence in the neighborhood through 
community organizations and is not seen much by others who live or work in the nearby area. The Bishop 



 

said that this functions today because they are located in a central place within the city for the large 
population centers and what the neighborhood does have plays an important role in the preservation of 
identity.  The area presently existing as a ―shell‖ of an ethnic neighborhood is the resultant effect of the 
interaction of a number of not uncommon phenomena to ethnic communities, along with a few very 
specific circumstances to this geography.  A generational diminution of large populations, due to normal 
dynamics of these types of neighborhoods, combined with the physical degradation of the neighborhood has 
left it without a substantial population presence. Complicating this is the fact that Bom Retiro has itself a 
―generic immigrant neighborhood identity.‖  That is, the area has always been a neighborhood of 
immigrants, because of Estação da Luz, and had many groups with whom the neighborhood was identified 
(albeit each one for just a specific period of time). Thus, it is not a neighborhood without ethnic identity, 
but it is a bit empty or incomplete in common terms used to define ethnic neighborhoods—specifically the 
concentration of a populous, which has been exacerbated in this case by intermarriages and a lack of 
linguistic preservation, among others defined by the literature cited above. 
 
This neighborhood could be a unique example in that it is a neighborhood that maintains an ethnic identity 
without an ethnic population. In a city with many ethnic neighborhoods and a rich history within them, all 
have undergone changes. It would be interesting to look for another example like this also within the city or 
to confirm that Armenia is truly unique. This research at least reveals a little bit more of the immigrant 
dynamics in the global city of São Paulo. There are many other areas for further research, however.  It may 
be possible to investigate the dynamics between the churches in their work for community and identity 
preservation (especially in terms of the distinction made by the Bishop between community and 
collectivity). Also, it would be possible to expand the geographical area of research and look at the 
relationships between the various groups in Bom Retiro. Finally, more changes will undoubtedly occur in 
the neighborhood (as evident in closings and decreasing numbers of students in the churches‘ schools) that 
will impact its identity. It will continue to be a place in motion that, through the future, could be followed 
throughout the coming evolutions in identity.  
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Abstract: This work aims at examining the “strangeness” of the familiar ritual of the wedding through 
an in-depth look at how artifacts circulate in weddings. Carried out in the western part of Puerto Rico, 
this study makes a contribution by addressing a gap in the anthropological literature on Puerto Rico 
with the study of the wedding ritual and contributing to the broader anthropological study of how 
meaning is produced, communicated and negotiated. This research reveals that Puerto Rican weddings 
are a bride-centric ritual, and that the meaning attributed to wedding artifacts is the result of 
negotiations between what are perceived by participants as structural, traditional, ritual constraints or 
guidelines and what are described as more personal or idiosyncratic preferences. This analysis of 
wedding artifacts also suggests an underlying logic of how people and things are classified in Puerto 
Rican culture. Artifacts are classified; much like people are classified- objects are incorporated into the 
ritual because they perpetuate notions of valuable characteristics in people (eg. uniqueness). The 
market then, targets brides, because the market understands women long to possess these values and 
also posses the knowledge necessary to produce the truth and the power needed to make decisions 
regarding wedding aesthetics. 

 

 

To participants, cakes, rings, white dresses, and weddings go together in a self-evident manner. As people 
are enculturated into society, these artifacts become part of the structural and traditional definition of what 
a wedding is supposed to be. This study assumes that these conceptualizations arise from habitus. As 
Bourdieu (2006) states, habitus produces common sense ( 410), it is a law that has been inculcated in each 
agent since their early upbringing (411), and it is both a structured structure and a structuring structure 
(407). In order to examine the various conceptualizations of wedding artifacts, as stated by their artisans 
and the actors in the ritual, this paper produces an analysis of thirteen face-to-face, semi-structured in-depth 
interviews, as well as fieldnotes, photographs and advertisements. Participants were chosen by convenience 
and sometimes by snowball sampling. All of them had either a wedding previously, were planning a 
wedding or worked in the wedding industry. This comparative analysis will begin with a careful reading of 
the life, the biography, the social circulation, of four commodities: the bridal gown, the photographic 
album, the wedding bands, and the cake. 
 
 



 

Participants attributed many different meanings to their dresses, the colors, and why they chose them. 
Participants whose bridal gown were white, described this color as denoting "purity," "tradition," and 
"virginity." These can be considered structural descriptions of what the color white means. There also exist 
other meanings that reflect a more idiosyncratic description. Such was the case with Diana, a 30-something 
married woman who had already mothered a child at the moment of marriage. She said that she chose her 
bronze colored gown because it was unique and to her liking: "I thought it was so different and so pretty 
that I thought to myself ―this is the one.‖ Marta, a 50-something dressmaker and retailer, mirrored these set 
categories of color denoting marital and/or parental status at the moment of marriage. Marta said that 
bridal gowns are ―almost always white or pearly, unless it is a divorced woman who prefers it pink.‖ Thus 
Marta, the artisan of the artifact, demonstrated that there is a delicate interplay between tradition (the way 
things are, or almost are) and client preference. That is, the artisan conceptualizes the meaning of the 
artifact according to her own ideas, but is open to negotiating meaning with her clients. For example, Marta 
hold these pre-established categories of thought (i.e. white is for first-time brides) but one time she made a 
dress for a first-time bride that was violet. Thus, artisans seem to be willing to negotiate meaning for the 
sake of the sale. 
 
The bridal gown is in many cases the central artifact involved in wedding industry advertisements. Puerto 
Rican wedding magazines frequently have on their covers brides dressed in white. Advertisements used for 
the sale of wedding artifacts target brides. Thus, it is not uncommon to find brides in the cover of bridal 
magazines. One cover of a Puerto Rican wedding magazine reads "Bridal gown: The principal protagonist". 
The number of pages dedicated to this particular artifact, its price range, size, and other elements suggest 
it—or its wearer—in fact plays a protagonist role in the ritual. Does the wedding revolve around this 
artifact? Does it revolve around not just this artifact, but also the person who wears it?  
 

Participants commonly explained that rings denoted non-single status. Some participants were aware that 
they have a symbolic meaning. When denoting symbolic meaning, participants frequently attributed the 
value of "commitment" and the state of "union."  Indeed, as Nair (1978) notes, "Rings evolve from fetters 
used by husbands to secure the capture of their brides, these practices were displaced by the smaller, 
contracted, wedding finger rings (Awofeso 2002). However, these participants didn't see the wedding ring 
as a symbol of patriarchal nature, but something that was used to unite husband and wife. Ariel, a jeweler 
that sold personalized wedding rings said regarding the symbolic meaning of rings, ―Some have three stones, 
those symbolize past, present future. There are other colors, such as sapphire, that symbolize truth, love, 
and faithfulness, and so on. Each person creates it according to their own style." Analogous to the 
dressmaker, the jeweler has an artifact that he conceptualizes as something particular, but when faced with 
the client, he is willing to negotiate meaning. The desire of the artisan to personalize commodities, thus 
forces the artisan to negotiate meaning.  
 

Participants frequently stated that the cake was incorporated into the ritual because it was to be the 
"dessert" of the evening.  It was very self-evident to the participants that a cake should be incorporated. 
Some found symbolic meaning in the cutting of the cake together and stated that it symbolized the 
importance of "sharing" in married life. 
 



 

Carla, a female baker, mirrored the symbolic meaning of cakes when she explained that a cake meant that a 
marriage will be forever, and that the bride and the groom will share everything in life. Carla also spoke 
about the emotional investment that brides make during wedding planning; she stated that the cake is 
something with which brides dream about, something beautiful, pretty, magical, and that brides have cried 
when they‘re cake turns out, to their taste, ugly. It seems Carla, by being a baker, understands that the 
wedding is primarily a bride‘s ―business‖. That is, that the wedding is the bride‘s personal concern- that it is 
the bride's responsibility to execute the ritual, and that as she told me all eyes after they lay on the bride, lay 
on the cake. 
 
Similar to changing perceptions of the purpose of wedding rings, we can see that the symbolism of wedding 
cakes has substantially changed over the years. Fustel de Coulanges (2001) notes that in ancient Greece the 
sharing of a wedding cake in presence of fire, put the husband and wife in religious communion with each 
other, and with the husband‘s gods (35).  Baker (1977) noted it was eaten in order to ensure the bride‘s 
fertility or to bring prosperity to the consumers (Edwards 1982, 708).  My research reveals that 
participants did not attribute any of these meanings to the cake. Instead, most participants thought the 
cake‘s primary use was its function as the dessert. They also believed that the cake is traditional; there 
always needs to be a cake at a wedding. This suggests a dissonance between what rituals are thought to 
mean by historical analysis and what they mean to the agents that execute the rituals themselves. Perhaps 
these rituals were once understood (by the agents that executed them) to mean what history said they once 
meant. However, during the time of this research, I found no evidence, based on my interviews, to link the 
cake to fertility, to breaking the hymen or to inclusion into the husband‘s (or bride‘s for that matter), 
family of orientation. 
 

Participants frequently said that the meaning of the wedding photograph album was "a memory." It seems 
the role of the wedding album is to aid in the production of memory. Natalia, a woman in her 20's said:  
I just arranged these different shapes, so as to take advantage of them and try to have the most memories I 
possibly could out of that day. Sometimes, as years go by, you can forget, you never know. I tried to have 
of every moment, of those moments that were important to me, have like various pictures that would have 
like a sequence of what was happening. 
 
The importance of making the memory is even mirrored by other artisans in industries that are not related 
to photography. Carla, the baker, said that the importance of the cake is that couple be satisfied with the 
cake the day of their wedding and for them to have a pretty memory. The album not only produces 
meaning, but content. The album shapes the wedding, pictures are propped in order to fulfill the 
preexisting categories a wedding album should include. Thus, it is also memory that is produced in a 
structured pre-determined way because photographers reproduce structural ideas of what photos a wedding 
album should have. As one ad for a photography service read: "the details", "the romance", "our wedding", 
and "the bride"-photographers have previously to the sale, already established the prototypical wedding 
album. Yet, just as all the other artisans explained above they are willing, and often motivate the client to 
negotiate meaning. That is, there is a reciprocal negotiation of meaning.  
Marcos, a photographer in his 30's said that the album was "a pretty memory, funny, depending on how the 
person wants it." Again, we see how the artisan is concerned with what the client wants.  Even some 
artifacts are chosen because they will look good in pictures. For example Carla explained that cake fondant 
is popular not only because it is a material that is more structurally sound than frosting, but because it looks 
good in pictures. This suggests that the ritual and its artifacts are in a way produced according to 
expectations of future memories. 



 

 

Three major findings arise from the analysis of the conceptualizations of meaning of the artifacts. Firstly, it 
seems to be that Puerto Rican weddings are bridecentric. As will later be evidenced, the visual focus of the 
wedding album, the bride‘s emotional investment, the weight of her opinion in comparison to that of her 
male counterpart, the market‘s focus on her as the consumer, all point to the fact that weddings are 
bridecentric- a woman‘s ―business‖- both her personal concern and her industry.  
For example, Adriana, a teen bride expressed bridecentric thoughts when speaking about how she was 
going to use her dress in order to fulfill her desire to be unique:  

―I love silver because it‘s shiny, that‘s why I chose to put silver in it [the dress]. I also wanted to put 
that color on it, because other than white, I want it to stand out. I want to stand out that day, I 
want everyone to look at me. I want... I want to be the girl of the evening. I want everyone to say 
―oh, look how beautiful, look how pretty, I want to have a dress as pretty as hers...‖ 

 
She herself is also the visual focus of the album. Thus, this bridecentrism translated onto paper as well. In 
wedding albums, pictures of brides by themselves usually outnumber pictures of grooms by themselves. I 
examined three web-based portfolios of professional photographers and quantified the amount of times that 
brides appeared versus the amount of times that grooms appeared. The first portfolio had 25 photographs 
displayed, 25 included actors in the ritual, six photographs were of the bride by herself, and zero show the 
groom by himself. The second portfolio included 51 photos total, 45 pictures included actors of the ritual, 
10 included the bride by herself and zero included the groom by himself. The third portfolio I examined 
included 14 photos, 12 included actors in the ritual, four included the bride by herself and zero included the 
groom by himself. The outstanding finding here is that out of the three portfolios none of them had pictures 
of the groom by himself. Though in all of them there were numerous photographs with the bride as the only 
person in the photograph. According to these findings, it is apparent that the bridecentrism of the album is 
indicative of the overall bridcentism of the entire wedding ritual.  
 
Also, the bride and her artifacts are the images that are most marketed. Even the language of conventions is 
bridecentric, as many expos about weddings are actually named bridal expos. While conducting fieldwork 
at a bridal expo, it seemed brides were usually accompanied by another female or a female entourage with 
which they were walking around with, talking to artisans, and photographing their artifacts to get ideas 
from the artifacts. Since the wedding is the bride‘s personal concern, she is the one artisans negotiate mainly 
with. Indeed, when I talked to one male/female couple, I asked the groom if he would participate in the 
interview, and he denied leaving the spotlight to her. 
 
Although in their narratives participants stated that both the bride and groom were involved in wedding 
planning, brides were the ones who seem to have the upper hand when it came to deciding how the ritual 
would be executed. Matters of choosing the artifacts, like picking out the cake, seem to matter most to the 
bride.  As Sniezek (2005) states, most of the work involved with planning a wedding falls to the bride, yet 

couples ―creatively and reflexively used the division of labor to construct their relationship as equal— 
couples discuss, highlight and shift the focus to those tasks that they perform together, thus creating an 
ideology of equality (231).‖  Similarly, Adriana says that she and her fiancé both worked equally in her 
wedding, but then she contradicts herself by saying that she has to give her fiancé the illusion that he actually 
has a say in wedding aesthetics, while she has the final say in representation: 
I think that yes in everything, he has taken, at least, an ―ok, I want this‖. Since he doesn‘t have that power 
like I do, of ―no, the flowers are going to be like this‖. He doesn‘t care for flowers. He almost has nothing 



 

specific to do to plan for the wedding. In everything, his likes were put into play, so he can see and say ―I 
picked that color‖. But it was between the both of us. 
 
I would claim this discrepancy in power arises from a discrepancy of production of truth between genders. 
It is assumed throughout wedding narratives that women, and not men, have access to power, because they 
have had access to an enculturation that allowed them to learn and to thrive in the realm of flowers, fabrics, 
pastry, and jewelry aesthetics. As Foucault (1980) notes, we are subjugated to the production of truth and 
we can‘t have access to power unless we produce truth (73).  In wedding aesthetics, it seems men are 
subjugated to the power that is produced by a woman‘s knowledge, and in turn, the truth about wedding 
aesthetics. Until men are able to gain access to the knowledge about wedding aesthetics, and produce their 
truth about it, they will not be able to have the power necessary to have an egalitarian voice in wedding 
planning.  
 
This necessity for the illusion of equality, is due to the mechanics of gender. Montemurro (2005) articulates 
the operational force behind these narratives, in her analysis of wedding showers: 
The coed shower seems to be postfeminist— a mirage of equality and something that those who believe that 
feminist goals have been attained can cling on to as exemplary of progress and social change, when, in fact, 
it is merely a more complicated and elaborate means of reproducing and perpetuating traditional gender 
roles and ideals ( 32). 
 
In a similar vein, women‘s power over men in the case of weddings does not mean feminists goals have 
been attained in this exercise. Rather, the current case of wedding artifacts, what it is doing is perpetuating 
traditional gender roles: aesthetics is a woman‘s realm, and men‘s opinion about whether something is 
beautiful or not is subjugated to the woman‘s opinion.  
 

In this study, there is a complex relationship between what objects or actions denote, symbolize or signify 
and how participants attribute sense and importance to those objects or actions. After bridecentrism, the 
second finding in this study is that the meaning attributed to wedding artifacts is the result of negotiations 
between what are perceived by participants as structural, traditional, ritual constraints or guidelines and 
what are described as more personal or idiosyncratic preferences.   Participants are sometimes aware of 
historical significations and/or symbolic significations attached to an artifact, but this does not necessarily 
determine the use and the meaning they attach to it. Brides and grooms can find meanings beyond the 
structural meanings of certain artifacts to produce a certain meaning they find more sense to. Sometimes 
they find a satisfactory meaning just in the notion that the artifact they are using in their ritual is traditional; 
that is, it is obviously supposed to be incorporated into the ritual.  
 
Firstly, participants can find meaning beyond meaning. That is a meaning beyond historical significance or 
tradition but always inserted in a broader logic of individualism and customization— so it seems to be 
beyond tradition but it is certainly not beyond culture. One participant expressed that although he and his 
wife understood the historical meaning of certain rituals, some of these rituals were not meaningful enough 
to be incorporated into the wedding. Marcos, a man in his 30‘s, who when asked why he and his wife did 
not cut the wedding cake together, responded: ―We really didn‘t do the wedding like it‘s traditionally 
done... we didn‘t do many ceremonies that we didn‘t see any kind of sense to. People like it and find it 
meaningful, but to us it wasn‘t.‖  
 



 

Thus, for this couple, the decision of whether or not a ritual would be incorporated into their wedding 
depended on the historical meaning of the ritual. If the historical meaning was not to their liking, for 
example, the case of the giving away of the bride by her father to the groom, the couple thought that this 
ritual alluded to the sale of brides to the groom‘s family, they would not include it in their take on the 
ritual. Instead, the bride and groom walked down the aisle together. Other rituals, like that of cutting the 
wedding cake together, were not included because they were void of meaning— it wasn‘t that the meaning 
was inappropriate, but simply that, it did not make any sense. 
Perhaps this suggests a new dimension to the conceptualization of meaning, one where in order for rituals 
to be incorporated into the wedding, they must both— denote, symbolize or signify something and must 
also be full of sense and importance to the participant.  
Secondly, this analysis suggests that participants can attribute a different meaning to something, even if they 
know it historically means something else. Furthermore, some participants were aware of the historical 
meaning attached to some artifacts, and actively decided to incorporate the artifact into their take of the 
ritual. For example, Diana, who had already had a child at the moment of her wedding and was once a 
florist, understood an historical meaning of the use of the bouquet, to be related to an indicator of virginity. 
She stated that the bouquet stemmed from a Greek tradition in which virgins would carry the bouquet 
below the navel and non-virgins would carry it around the waist. Even though she understood this to be the 
historical significance, she did not use it in this manner: 

Lorna Vélez: Did you follow these rules? 
Diana: No, actually, I just took it. 
LV: So, is there any other meaning that the bouquet has that you decided to have one? 
D: Well, brides always use flowers and well I wanted to use roses, that‘s all. 

 
This finding mirrors Strano's finding that ―most brides do not wear a white dress in order to communicate 
their virginity. They wear a white dress because that is what bride‘s do,‖ (Strano 2006, 43). It seems Diana 
used a bouquet, not because of its historical significance, but because this was something that brides do. 
It seems there is a meaning beyond meaning that depends on something beyond what artifacts are 
historically conceptualized as. There seems to be another mechanism that motivates brides to incorporate or 
not certain artifacts on their take of the ritual. I think this mechanism is the power of tradition, and perhaps 
of structure.  
 

Finally, the further examination of the two findings— bridecentrism and the meaning of meaning— seem 
to point out the reason why these two dynamics exist in the context of nuptial commodities. After all, an 
interplay between culture and market certainly exists, and, reflects how societies classify people and 
objects. Artifacts are classified; much like people are classified- objects are incorporated into the ritual 
because they perpetuate notions of valuable characteristics in people. 
 
As Durkheim and Mauss (1963) said, society classifies things, like people are classified; first people are 
classified, and then objects (11). In this case, wedding artifacts and actions are classified as symbolizing 
valued characteristics of people— committed (as seen in the rings), pure (as seen in the white in the dress), 
and altruistic (as seen in the sharing of cake). These are certainly tied to the conceptualizations of the 
traditional gender roles that are ascribed to women. Kopytoff (1988) adds to Durkheim by stating that 
society classifies objects simultaneously and in the same way people are classified (91). In a complex society, 
people have different identities at the same time or during different times in their life, and this happens with 
objects too (68).  
 



 

By analyzing the artifacts in a rite of passage, it seems that the market is also important in our classification 
of things. The importance of market in the classification of things in our post-Fordist economy, is that 
market plays a key role in driving people to re-classify commodities— to assign whatever meaning they find 
more sense to these objects, and perhaps eventually to singularize them. Perhaps, the market offers unique 
commodities with the hope that they will have such sentimental value that they'll be singularized and de-
commoditized. Such is the case with the wedding album. The album starts off clearly in the realm of 
objects, where it is clearly a commodity, something that can be bought and sold in our market system. It is 
in the beginning, the album is merely a book with blank pages, and the promise of one‘s pictures enclosed 
within the covers. But then, as it begins to be constructed, as pictures are propped, taken, and purchased, 
as those pages become filled in, it starts to move into the realm of people. At this point we are speaking 
about the biography of an album (a thing). Now in the realm of people and of culture, the album has such 
sentimental value that it becomes virtually priceless in the realm of objects.  
As seen by the artisan's narratives and the propaganda they have, the market, as well as the actors in the 
ritual, also reproduce cultural bridecentrism, while simultaneously pitching their message of customization. 
The market sells difference, but at the same time the market must create a product that is culturally 
compatible in order to gain profits. The market wants to tell brides that they can have it their way and that 
they can and should negotiate meaning.  As I have tried to show, the market understands the cultural values 
associated with white dresses, wedding rings, and cakes etc, and that women long for these values. The 
market takes advantage of the fact that in our culture purity, commitment, and uniqueness are 
characteristics that are valued, especially for women. The market then, targets brides, because the market 
understands women long for these values and also posses the knowledge necessary to produce the truth and 
the power needed to make decisions regarding wedding aesthetics. Like Adriana and Diana, brides crave 
objects that will be like no other. Since the market is profit-driven, artisans, like Marcos, Marta, Carla, and 
Ariel, allow and encourage customers to personalize the artifact they are purchasing, even though they 
themselves have their own ideas about what the finished product should be like. 
 
This drive for difference, with a concern for personalization, has long been an instrument of the post-
Fordist economy. As Rutherford (1990), puts it: 

"[...]capital has fallen in love with difference: advertising thrives on selling us things that will 
enhance our uniqueness and individuality. It's no longer about keeping up with the Joneses, it's 
about being different from them. From world music to exotic holidays in third world locations, 
ethnic tv dinners to Peruvian knitted hats, cultural difference sells. ... difference ceases to threaten 
... otherness is sought after for its exchange value, its exoticism and the pleasures, thrills and 
adventures it can offer" (Pabon 2003, 32) 

 

As I have tried to show, the discourse about wedding artifacts reflects an underlying logic or set of rules that 
include bridecentrism and the negotation of meaning. This logic in turn reflects and perpetuates broader 
values, of traditional gender roles and customization.  Weddings are bridecentric because in our culture, 
weddings are largely a bridal business— they are situated within the bride's/female realm, while the market 
targets brides because market knows the bride is the one making the purchasing decisions. 
Reading these artifacts can provide us with insight into how society classifies things and people. The market 
seems to be aiding the transformation of culture, to the point where perhaps we can no longer distinguish 
the two. Perhaps we should be speaking of a commercial-cultural system, one where, at present, the value 
of both objects and people depends on how different they are from one another and how well they fit into 
our culture. 
 



 

There was one advertisement, that of a venue provider that epitomized the social dynamics I have tried to 
encompass in this paper. The advertisement, had a faceless groom clad in black fading in a black 
background, while he was embracing the bride. The bride, clad in white, drew her white veil over 
(literally, and metaphorically) his body. All this occurred under the text that read "Your day, your way"- 
affirming that yet again, it is the bride‘s day, her way.  
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We seek scholarly submissions from undergraduate and graduate students worldwide about the 
application of anthropological theories and methods outside of academia or across disciplines for the 
purpose of exploring, problematizing, or addressing social problems. These submissions should contain 
original research.  Scholarly articles should be under 4,000 words in length and will be subject to a peer 
review process.  We also welcome innovative commentary submissions to the e-Journal.  
Commentaries are opinion or avant-garde pieces of work that are the original work of the authors. These 
submissions are to express the next generation of anthropologists‘ ideas, goals and beliefs of the direction 
our discipline should head, be it locally, nationally or globally. We seek a plurality of voices on this issue 
and intend to raise awareness among fellow students as well as more established anthropologists about the 
direction our discipline is heading. Commentary submissions might include such mediums as written pieces 
(approx. 1,000 words in length), photo stories (10 photos + 1,000 words of commentary in length) and 
videos/YouTube© clips (10-minute maximum in duration + 1,000 words of commentary in length)  

Drawing on the theme designated for the 2011 AAA meetings, the e-Journal will speak to the notions of 
traces, tidemarks, and legacies. Submissions that address this theme, as discussed in the 2011 AAA Call for 
Papers, will be given preference.  
 

Traces, tidemarks and legacies are words that evoke the shifting and changeable character 
of differences that nevertheless persist, perhaps in altered form, as differences. Traces leave 
hints and reminders of half-forgotten things, relations and thoughts. Tidemarks leave 
indicators of where things have got to so far: this might be a strongly guarded distinction or 
just a line in the sand that disappears or shifts location the next day. Legacies imply pasts 
(imagined, asserted or remembered) that become entangled with the present and potential 
future, both informing and perhaps defining new differences. The traces, tidemarks and 
legacies of past and possible future distinctions—partially remembered, partially re-created 
and partially invented (by anthropologists as much as by anybody else)—make the world a 
multiply occupied place. And it is this process of how differences are made, marked, 
removed, maintained and altered within that multiply occupied place that is the focus for 
the 2011 theme. 
 
The topic is important now because we are living through a time when most distinctions—
between disciplines, places, environments, peoples, objects, biological and non-biological 
entities, times, languages, beliefs, epistemologies and ontologies—have been thoroughly 
challenged, both intellectually and morally. Indeed, the distinction between the intellectual 
and the moral has itself been repeatedly questioned. Yet these challenges have not led to 
the disappearance or reduction of differences. Moreover, massively increased 
communication, interaction and the ability to blend entities that were never blended before 
has not led to the disappearance of differences, either. Nevertheless, something significant 
has happened; the meaning and location of differences, both intellectually and morally, 
have been rearranged. The 2011 theme invites participants to reflect on how all fields of 
anthropology, whose own locations have also been rearranged, are engaging with these 
shifting realities in which we live, within and across disciplines and regions. 
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