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TOPOGRAPHY OF MAYA CULTURE: 

ON THE POLITICAL AND SCRIPTURAL ECONOMY 

OF THE "MODERNIZING MAYA" 

Quetzil E. Castaneda 
Umversny of Honolulu 

REsuME:>~: E.~e ensayo busca el origen de Ia caracteri%aci6n cultural, o sea Ia metanarratlva y master 

trope de los mayas de Yucatan como un pueblo "modellliUndose". Retoma las representadones 
etnograficas de Chan Kom escritas por Redfield y Villa Rojas, y Ia de Pis!~ escrita por Morris 
Steggerda para que, a t.raves de dicha comparaci6n y reconstrucci6n textual , el autor demuestre, 
"c6mo y por qu~ es posible que Ia 'cultura may'.~' se haya construido textualmente tanto en Ia imagi­
naci6n antropol6gica como en Ia visi6n popular como una comunidad-cultural de 'folk' 'progre.ssiva' 
y que esta representaci6n se haya localizado en un espacio determi.rodo (Chan Kom) y no otro 

(Pist~). • La respuesta se ubica en Ia hlstoria de Ia intervenci6n de Ia antropolog"ta americana, tanto 
de los E.stados Unidos como de Mbico y de Yucatan. La visi6n predominante de los mayas 
yucatecos como cultura en proceso de modemizaci6n esta forjada entre Ia intersecci6n de Ia politica 
de saber dentiflco y de Ia politica nacional-intemadonal de Ia construcci6n de ldentidad comunita­
ria. El anilisis concluye con comentarios sobre las deficiendas de Ia investigaci6n antropol6gica que 
se han presentado y se sugiere adenllis c6mo rectiftcar nuest.ra visi6n parcial. 

A8S'111Acr: This essay explores the origins of "modernizing Maya• as a cultural characterization. 
Reviewing Redfield and Villa Roja's studies at Chan Kom and Steggerda's at Piste, the author 
demonstrates "how and why it is possible that Maya culture has been textually constructed in 
anthropological imagination and popular views as a folk progressive cultural community, and that 
this representation has been located in a determined space (Chan Kom) and no other (Piste). The 
answer in found in the history of American Anthropological studies, in the intersect.ion between 
scientific inquery policies and national and international constructs of community identity. Con­
cluding remarks discuss research deficiencies and suggestions for correcting them. 

("On" and "in" the) topography of Maya culture 

From the Greek words topos, or place, and gra­
phetn, to write, we have topography, which 

nicely refers to the intersection between repre­
sentation (whether discursive, textual, or im­

age), the space of representation (itself a topos), 
the place to be represented, and the practices 

enacted on these distinct but connected spaces 

which both create an ordered place from pro­

fane space and that brings such a place into an­
other representation (the topos). Topography, 

then, is both the meaningful inscription of three 
kinds of space and the orchestration of the so­
cial and discursive practices by which space is 

inscribed, imagined, carved, ordered, and en­
acted.1 The example this paper considers is the 

Redfieldian Continuum of Folk Culrure in 

1 This conceptual tool derives from de Certau's notion of scriptural economy and related concepts such as 
st.rategy, tactics, place, and space. 
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