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Preface

It is November 1994 in Toronto, and performance artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña sits in a bamboo cage in the Dufferin Mall. He wears studded driving gloves and a feathered hat beaded with a Native eagle design. He devours a human heart made of rubber. He repeatedly raises a clenched fist. Sometimes he speaks to the audience in a language meant to sound unfamiliar, then turns and clutches a package of Ancient Grains breakfast cereal, the front of which displays a photograph of a carved head unearthed at Teotihuacán. Sometimes he slumps drunkenly against the bars of the cage. As we stare at the man in the cage, Coco Fusco works the crowd. Dressed in feathers and face paint, she offers free interviews to shoppers, inquiring if we would prefer to holiday in an indigenous village in Chiapas or scuba dive off Port-au-Prince. She wants to know if we imagine grass skirts to be inconvenient. She assigns interviewees a number, and they move obediently to stand in front of Gómez-Peña’s cage, awaiting the performance of what the artists call “ethnic talent” that he has created, seemingly just for them.

In Fusco and Gómez-Peña’s performance the museum collapses into the shopping mall, where cultural difference becomes another commodity to be bought and sold. The mall has become the true axis of Western culture as most of us experience it in North America. Here, as elsewhere, commodifi-cation works by repetition and the recognition this fosters: Most of the shops are franchises, and the products on exhibition are identical to those on display in other cities. This particular mall lies at the center of “multicultural” Toronto, and on a typical afternoon you can see people wearing West African lappas, Indian saris, or rock-and-roll clothes, shoppers who are likely to know a thing or two about colonial history. Despite the appearance of plurality, Toronto remains a colonial city in which many prefer to forget the past or, rather, to assume that colonial history is something that is finished, over and done with, as archaic as the British North America Act and the fur traders of the Hudson Bay Company. Multiple histories exist here, those of what the newspapers call “new Canadians” watching the performance at the Dufferin Mall, those of the Mohawks and Anishnabe, those of the Scots and Irish who settled here, those of ex-Americans like myself. Some histories are more visible than others, and it is perhaps too easy to ignore those stories that challenge the illusion that culture is fixed and unitary.

In the zócalo in Mexico City hundreds of dancers honor Cuauhtemoc, the last Aztec king who was tortured to death by Hernán Cortés. On the site of the great ceremonial center of imperial Tenochtitlán, they dance in precise movements, each dancer performing the gesture of a particular star, all together becoming a constellation, a community that remembers history and culture. The drum pounds out the heartbeat of the nation, while the smoking copal mingles with the automobile exhaust and factory effluvia that blanket the largest metropolis in the world. Banners adorn the square, announcing to passersby, QUETZALCOÁTL: YOU ARE NOT WHITE, YOU HAVE NO BEARD. As I lingered in the zócalo, I was reminded of other dancers I had witnessed a few years earlier. Near Montreal, after the barricades have been dismantled in one of the Mohawk territories besieged by the Canadian Army in the Oka summer of 1990, bundles of sage burn as drummers in Kahnawake beat out the American Indian Movement song, and people— both Native and non-Native—press around the circle, singing and raising clenched fists. (Later we hear that a white entrepreneur in Quebec is seeking to market a Mohawk warriors board game.)

It was in Mexico City and Kahnawake that I began to grasp the elision of multiple histories that had been at the base of my intellectual training, and I understood that the universalist discourses of high theory were unable to account for or at times even recognize the subtleties of cultural difference and colonial representation. These questions are being worked out elsewhere, on the ground, in a multitude of sites where power advances and retreats, mutates and coalesces, and is displaced. The writing of Cannibal Culture came out of an attempt to find a different way to talk about cultural difference and the corresponding ambiguities of perception and understanding. This not only meant that it was time to lay the big books aside, but that it also had become necessary to recognize the limits of understanding: There are things about other cultures I will never quite grasp, histories I will never quite know, even if I have friends in these communities who are willing to explain nuances to me. The fiction that it is possible to stand back and make judgments about difference or authenticity, that it is possible to know in advance what this difference will look like, was revealed to me as no more than intellectual arrogance.

Sometimes—and perhaps especially from the rather narrow vistas of academic institutions—there is a tendency to imagine that the cultural world dreamed up by people working for corporations is seamless, that the corn-modification of culture has in some profound way succeeded. Cynicism can be seductive and can itself presuppose a universalist stance. But the drummers in Mexico City and Kahnawake, the ongoing struggles over land rights and NAFTA, the sometimes bitter debates over representation and power, make it clear that colonialism is not something over and done with, even if efforts to address questions of power quickly become commodities in their own right. If colonial histories continue to play out, then culture continues to be a battleground.

If culture remains a site of contestation, then the colonial histories that have informed the way cultural difference was taken up in the West will continue to be an issue. People sometimes speak of “postcolonialism” as if something has been decided, as if the mixing and fragmentation of culture and history such as occur in the Dufferin Mall are neutral and not themselves a function of imperial agendas put into play long ago. The mall remains a place where colonial histories continue to be reenacted, as do the museum and the university, even if these sites can become points of disruption and performance art. The man in the cage forces us to consider the differences and similarities between museums and shopping malls and between the art world and mass media. Colonial representation works much as it has always done. Gómez-Peña’s display of his own body as a living museum specimen underlines the extent to which a vast range of sites of Western cultural practice are underpinned by an imperial project that continually seeks to exercise and display power over foreign bodies.

In one sense the link between mall and museum is obvious. The real problem is finding a way to think through the concept of Western culture, that vast construct that seems able to encompass an infinite number of sites, histories, and forgettings. On the one hand, I believe it is important to hold onto a set of generalities about what Western culture is or, rather, what kinds of mentalities and practices make up this approach to the world. It then becomes possible to recognize the sites where this mentality is manifested, from malls to museums, high art to television, and to look at the differences and similarities of each site. On the other hand, it is important to keep seeing where the pretensions to universality have broken down, both inside and outside Western centers and both in the past and present. How can we learn to remember, and to think through issues of colonialism and power, without taking the position of the conquerors and without reproducing the mentalities that made conquest thinkable again and again?

There exists a set of practices and ideas that can be recognized as Western culture, but that culture is not now nor has it ever been one thing, one historical moment or site from which power is seamlessly transmitted across the globe. It looks this way sometimes because of how certain modalities of hierarchy and abstraction are able to migrate across time and space.

Part of the problem is the persistence of a historical legacy of appropriation. As the West sought to affirm colonial domination over territory, the world increasingly came to be imagined as a vast warehouse of images: Other cultures became signs and fragments of a world destroyed in advance and of a difference and authenticity that could be aestheticized and consumed in the West. Although the West was always able to incorporate difference into its agendas, it nevertheless sought to maintain a rigid line of demarcation between “them” and “us,” between Europe and its “others.” This is the true ruse of colonialist thinking and one that continues to underlie much contemporary thinking about culture. The apparent availability in the marketplace of a vast range of cultural and historical impedimenta can elide the persistence of the system of values that has always fueled the colonial machine.

Because cultural difference has long been conceived as a redemptive solution to the ambivalence of a Western culture established in the destruction of its own traditions, the appropriation of other aesthetic and spiritual modes is ultimately self-referential. This means that any attempt to perceive another culture based on the commodification and consumption of difference will fail. Understanding never really was the point. This self-referen-tiality has permeated intellectual practices as well, even some streams of thought that seek to address questions of difference. In the stretch-limo world of the 1980s the power brokers of this city embarked on a campaign to attach the adjective world-class to Toronto’s cultural products. (The immigrant community of the Dufferin Mall was never imagined as world-class.) Large segments of the intellectual community scurried to keep up, taking their orders from Paris, New Haven, or other centers of discursive authority. But in the end the self-referentiality of the project went nowhere, and the city was left with the New World Order and the illusion of seam-lessness that goes along with it. What underlies this desire to be world-class, to speak to and of the world, to possess a master discourse that will explain and account for vast multiplicities of experience and history?

We all have our blind spots, and those of us schooled in the Western tradition have often been too quick to assume a universality that does not exist. Our conceptual maps tend to lack a way to conceive the immanence of violence and power in the ideals and practices that have become dominant in the Western tradition. Mass death has tended to be conceived as something accidental, something outside the ordinary run of events. I think the difficulty in coming to terms with the peculiarities of the Western will to power has to do with the absence of a central metaphor capable of describing the link between consumption and death. The consumptive mentality has in many respects been normalized, as has the violence that underpins and is the effect of systems of universal judgment. Certainly the aestheti-cization of difference is coextensive with the romance with violence that has become so characteristic of contemporary Western society.

There have been many writers and artists in the West who have addressed these problems, but these have tended to be idiosyncratic thinkers. I have learned a great deal about the nature of power from writers such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, and Michel Foucault, but I have also come to understand the importance of a somewhat different range of issues from thinkers who locate their practice on the rather more distant margins of the Western tradition. This is not to suggest that theory is less valuable than practice, or vice versa; my concern is to open up these questions to other kinds of knowledge and other ways of theorizing hierarchy and violence and their relation to the control of nature. After reading the works of First Nations writers Jack Forbes and Leslie Marmon Silko, after talking to cultural activists in the Native communities in Canada, and after attempting to think through questions of Aztec historiography, I felt I could begin to address issues of power and culture from a rather more detached perspective and do so in a way that does not assume the centrality of Western concerns.

One way to conceive of the issues at stake in this text is to turn to the metaphors of other cultures. This can be tricky, as it can easily veer into appropriation and into thinking of ideas as existing in a kind of shopping mall, where we can select bright, shiny objects of thought off the shelves if we possess the right currency. I came to think that the problem lies, not in talking about or deriving lessons from other cultural paradigms—many of us tend to do this anyway, regardless of whether we write about it—but in doing so within a rhetoric of radical difference. This means imagining another culture as wholly other, exaggerating and aestheticizing the differences that do exist, and placing all firmly in the past. The task becomes how to recognize and respect differences without reproducing the us-them couplet of colonialist thinking or a master code that treats difference as if it were one thing. All cultures face the problems of how to live on the earth and how to organize power and address questions of consumption. Many cultures possess a conceptual map that grasps the nature of violence and power and explains it through a metaphor of consumption. Often this is conceived as a cannibal that visits the community in hard times and that must be faced up to and addressed ceremonially so that it will not devour its own. Looking the monster in the face is a technique for controlling it, and the lesson of the cannibal stories is that violence and paranoia are most likely to become problems in societies that refuse to acknowledge the cannibal at the heart of all culture and all community.

In this way the failure of Western culture to come to terms with the centrality of its consumptive impulse is both a failure of reflexivity and a function of the aestheticization and consumption of difference. Violence ultimately turns against itself, and sick societies produce sick people who no longer go elsewhere to live out their fantasies of control. As I write these lines, a serial killer is hunting women in my Toronto neighborhood. We have all begun to watch one another, to search for the visible marks of the cannibal on passersby. Such people are imagined to be wholly other, some how separate from the society in which they live. The killer is perhaps the most obvious and extreme incarnation of the will to consume, but the cannibal has many other guises. The displacement and projection of ferocity and rage onto the outsider are a fiction that links up to the notion that the Aztecs or the Arabs were the bearers of a violence that Europe had gone beyond. But these qualities have always been inside, always part of us.

Cannibal Culture is an attempt to construct a topography of the West’s will to aestheticize and consume cultural difference. The various sites in which this occurs are organized around the central image of the legendary cannibal monster who consumes and consumes, only to become hungrier and more destructive. This monster takes many forms and has been called by many different names. I imagine the cannibal as a map that at times may be called “Tezcatlipoca,” sometimes “wétiko” sometimes “deterritorializa-tion and recoding,” and sometimes “empire.” I have located several sites where this cannibalization of difference is manifested, including ethnographic and art museums, various kinds of tourist attractions, French surrealist thinking, the New Age industry, nineteenth-century painting and opera, contemporary film, and advertisements for cosmetics and perfume. Some of these are sites of projection, which reveal more about Western obsessions than about the places that are the objects of interest. Araby and Mexico are examples of this. Other sites are institutions in which versions of cultural difference are displayed to the public at large, as in ethnographic exhibitions or, somewhat differently, in operas such as Madama Butterfly. The text is structured around a series of problematics, including exoticism, appropriation, and land, to underline how such abstractions can inform myriad seemingly disparate practices.

Although Cannibal Culture is critical of many Western institutions, I am not suggesting that museums or oil paintings are by definition corrupt or purely propagandistic or are somehow part of a colonialist conspiracy to pervert the truth about other cultures. Nor am I attempting to juxtapose an inauthentic mode of representation against an authentic one. I do not think it useful to seek a pure or originary space from which to judge representations of culture, and it would be extremely difficult to locate uncommodi-fied forms of culture, even assuming we wanted to do so. Cultures have always been mixed and in flux, and to assume a pure space of resistance or authenticity is to refuse to recognize the extent to which we are all com-plicit with systems of power and authority, as we are all complicit with the cannibal.

I was able to think through many of these issues through the historical encounter between the Spaniards and the Aztecs, and for this reason the Aztecs are present throughout this text, at times implicitly. I begin Cannibal Culture with an Aztec story for two reasons. First, the Méxica have been treated as the nightmare of Western culture in a way that has always made me suspicious. The main reason for this treatment is human sacrifice; never mind that various kinds of human sacrifice saturate Western institutions from the time of the Greeks and Romans to the present. Reading account after account of the pious horror (and sometimes delight) experienced by Europeans in the face of Aztec Mexico, I felt that there has been an unwillingness to recognize the extent to which the Aztec state did what all states do, regardless of the fact that it organized the displays of death rather more explicitly than in the West. It was precisely this explicitness that illuminated questions that had been suppressed in the West. I realized that if I wanted to understand the nature of imperial power in general, I would have to look at the lessons offered by the Méxica rather than treat them as something incomprehensible. Second, as I sought to piece together the Aztecs’ stories of their transformation from nomadic wanderers into an imperial power, I came to understand that, despite their will to conquer, the Méxica possessed a metaphoric map able to account for the ruses and seduction of imperial violence.

The Aztec stories are a smoking mirror that reveals the true nature of the state without the pretensions of the benign polis and the redemptive god. They are able to articulate the link between violence and representation. Thus, the stories that circulate in this book also circulate around a mirror and what can happen when we look into it.

Deborah Root
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I

Fat-Eaters and Aesthetes: The Politics of Display

A few years before Cortés landed on the coast of Mexico, evil omens began to appear in the capital city of Tenochtitlán that warned of the imminent arrival of the Spaniards and the destruction of the Aztec empire. One omen was a strange, ashen-colored bird fished out of the lake surrounding the city. This bird wore a mirror in its forehead in which could be seen the night sky and certain constellations. As Motecuzoma gazed into the mirror, the black starry night dissolved to show strange warriors coming toward him, riding deer and fighting among themselves. When the king asked his magicians to look into the mirror, both the image and the bird suddenly disappeared.

What made this omen so particularly disturbing to Emperor Motecuzoma and so clearly a portent of the destruction of the city? The appearance of the bird meant it was a message from Tezcatlipoca (see Figure 1.1) to his subject and surrogate, Motecuzoma. Tezcatlipoca is the Smoking Mirror, the black god of the north, of night, and of magicians and robbers. He sometimes appears as a handsome, flute-playing youth and sometimes as a jaguar. Smoking Mirror controls the forces of death and destruction and was referred to in Tenochtitlán as “the enemy on both sides” and “the tyrannical one,” yet he also creates and bestows wealth and dignity. The presence of Tezcatlipoca saturates the institutions of kingship and human sacrifice in Aztec Mexico.

The story of a doomed king gazing into a mirror recalls the demise of another ruler, the god-king Quetzalcoátl-Topilzín of Tula, the Toltec kingdom on which the Méxica people, or Aztecs,1 based their legitimacy and whose history and mythology they appropriated. Here, Quetzalcoátl’s brother fomented a revolution in order to impose human sacrifice and militarist ideals on the Toltec city. The evil brother was, of course, Tezcatlipoca the Smoking Mirror, and he bested his brother by a ruse: through trickery and malice, Tezcatlipoca made his brother look into a mirror, and the sight of his face so shocked and horrified Quetzalcoátl that he became drunk and committed incest with his sister. In shame Quetzalcoátl was forced to flee the city, leaving it to Tezcatlipoca and the forces of human sacrifice and militarism. Bad omens began to announce Tula’s impending collapse. In the cyclical histories of Méxica cosmology the fall of Tula mirrored the imminent fall of Tenochtitlán, with Tezcatlipoca appearing as the mocking destroyer.



[image: Images]

Figure 1.1 Tezcatlipoca (after Codex Borgia, D. Root)



Tezcatlipoca plays a double game. His ambivalent relation to his subjects exemplifies how despotic authority operates and seduces again and again. No matter how power is represented, no matter how often it appears as something kindly, benevolent, or beautiful, Tezcatlipoca waits to hand us the mirror, revealing the connections between wealth and death, power and disaster. In the contemporary imperial systems of the Western tradition violence and beauty continue to go hand in hand, fragments endlessly reflecting each other but all pointing to the scornful hunger of Tezcatlipoca. If the despot is imagined as the sign that all other signs refer to, we can see that the various manifestations of despotic authority are able to devour images as much as human bodies.

The Aztecs recognized that human flesh was necessary to the functioning of the state, and they knew the extent to which violence and the consumption of bodies were immanent to empire. At some point a deal was cut: The Aztecs were allowed to consume the wealth of the people they conquered, but it cost them blood. The Smoking Mirror was very explicit in his demand for blood, and the Aztecs were rigorous in upholding the ceremonies that honored this demand. The sacrificial victim climbed the pyramid to meet the obsidian knife, and after the heart had been cut out of the body and the blood offered to the gods, the arms and legs were distributed to the priests who administered the sacrificial cult. The eating of human flesh was strictly ritualized in Tenochtitlán, and complex cosmological questions regarding the transmutation of matter circumscribed the cannibal ceremonies. At the same time, however, the Aztecs made a point of eating foreign enemies rather than Méxica. It is always someone else’s flesh that is the meal of choice.

Does Tezcatlipoca walk in the West? Does Tezcatlipoca still demand blood in exchange for power? Is it possible that, despite the European claim to rationality and the ideal of the democratic polis, violence and cannibalism have a ceremonial function here similar to that of the Aztec state? Elaborate systems of representation distract attention from the extent to which our system also depends on the ritualized killing of human beings. The Western powers launched a war in the Persian Gulf and bodies were consumed amid a ceremonial display and repetition of images of the Western family, of individual heroism, and of cultural self-congratulation. “Baghdad lit up like a Christmas tree,” one pilot said, thus articulating a display of power that was more exhilarating than negotiations or sanctions could ever be because it aestheticized the idea of dead bodies. Violence became something beautiful. The Christmas tree image elides what was occurring on the streets of Baghdad as the bombs fell, and all we are left with is the pilot’s pleasure of mastery. The words of the U.S. pilot offer no more than a glimpse of how cannibal power works, but they promise so much more. The smoking mirror offers a dream of plentitude and perfection, but as Tezcatlipoca and Louis Althusser have shown in their different ways, the image of the face of power can operate only as another ruse.

Different societies approach questions of power and representation differently, and some are much more suspicious of authority than the Western tradition is and have developed techniques to contain the representation of power. Some societies see power as quite dangerous and unattractive (although always interesting).2 Others bring the problem right out into the open and give power a name, which can be another version of the same thing. In recognizing that power can be named as such, we can see how the Méxica stories illuminate the nature of power, which remains behind the mirror in the Western tradition because we are unwilling to gaze into its face. The Aztec metaphor suggests another way to approach Western ambivalence about representation and imperial authority. It is worth paying attention to Tezcatlipoca because he demonstrates that the state is and always has been a cannibal monster continually seeking flesh to consume. Let us return to the story of the two brothers.

That the fall of the Toltec state appeared in the Aztec writings as the result of a conflict between enemy brothers was indicative of how destructive the antagonism between these two figures was. Each brother represented a rival view of militarism and human sacrifice—in short, how violence should be organized and represented by the state. I sometimes wonder if these stories suggest that the outcome of the struggle could have been different and that, barring Tezcatlipoca’s treachery, the Méxica could have created a different kind of state, where bodies were not consumed by wars and the sacrificial block. It is important to remember that the expansionist ideals of imperial Tenochtitlán, the economy based on tribute, and the mass human sacrifice of prisoners of war were all instituted and maintained by the military-religious-merchant elites of the city. As in Europe, it was not the hunters, farmers, or ordinary people living in small villages who established the cannibal regimes.

Certainly it was at least in part through the honoring of Quetzalcoátl that people were able to maintain nonmilitaristic ideals within a militaristic economy. Quetzalcoátl was presented as a dupe and victim of sorcery and tricks, yet was always more benevolent and helpful to people than Tezcatlipoca. But the veneration of Quetzalcoátl as the Toltec god par excellence—and as the god of learning, science, and the priesthood—did not change the fact that it was the sorcerer Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror, who ultimately won. In imperial Tenochtitlán, Tezcatlipoca was elevated to the supreme god and worshiped as Tloque Nahuaque—Master of the Near and the Close—the god who was always there.

Quetzalcoátl, in contrast, was taken up by the priesthood. High priests were given the title of “Quetzalcoátl,” which at first glance seems fitting given the view of the Toltecs as the source of all knowledge and culture and of the figure of Quetzalcoátl as the exemplary Toltec sovereign. Quetzal-coátl’s peaceful reign in Tula (until all the trouble at the end, of course), his identification with the priesthood and with the virtues of harmony, wisdom, and learning, were evoked again and again in the Méxica priestly texts, which seems somewhat contradictory given Quetzalcoátl’s well-known opposition to human sacrifice and the priests’ rather intense dedication to it. The ideals extolled in the Quetzalcoátl literature were nevertheless presented as antithetical to the sorcery and discord wrought by Tezcatlipoca, and the Méxica writings were careful to distinguish between the two figures and the qualities and values with which each was associated.

Because of the constant emphasis on the differences between the two brothers, it is easy to forget that Quetzalcoátl was a ruler as well as a priest, which meant that he maintained political sovereignty in Tula, with all the hierarchy and violence implied by an institution of royal authority. The priestly ideal personified by Quetzalcoátl occluded his despotic function or, rather, purified and rendered benign the idea of the despot or supreme lord. Quetzalcoátl became the ruse of imperial power, appearing as what the state was at its best and what kings at their best were capable of offering the people. But we know better. The despotic face of the wise king was revealed by Tezcatlipoca, who brought about the fall of Tula by displaying to Quetzalcoátl his face: “Then he gave him the mirror and said: ‘Look and know thyself my son, for thou shalt appear in the mirror.’ Then Quetzalcoátl saw himself; he was very frightened and said: ‘If my vassals were to see me, they might run away.”’3

Tezcatlipoca’s sorcery is stronger than Quetzalcoátl’s arts and sciences because it is capable of revealing the despot to be not the benign face of Quetzalcoátl but the fearsome face of the enemy on both sides. Illusions fall down, all is revealed, and the face in the mirror is that of the sign all other signs refer to: power. Tezcatlipoca teaches that the state operates and maintains its authority through violence and terror. The sovereign of Tenochtitlán himself recognizes this and indeed becomes king by revealing Tezcatlipoca’s absolutist demands and by enacting a performance in which this is displayed for all to see. The human sovereign’s relationship to the deity is one of abjection and self-abasement before a greater power, here the despotic authority of the god. In the formal speech made by the Méxica king to Tezcatlipoca on the occasion of his ascension to the throne, the king says, “O master, O our lord, O lord of the near, of the nigh, O night, O wind, thou hast inclined thy heart. Perhaps thou hast mistaken me for another, I who am a commoner, I who am a labourer. In excrement, in filth hath my lifetime been—I who am unreliable, I who am of filth, of vice. And I am an imbecile.”4

The device of making the sovereign say such things publicly was instituted, not only I think, to underline his humility before the god but also to absolutize the idea of despotic authority in itself. The king’s willingness to express his subordination becomes a way to represent the broader concept of formal authority, and the point emphasized in the speech is that the symbolic system must be ordered hierarchically, with a chain of command in which everyone is implicated. Even a sovereign has a master. This is what is important, not any particular god or ruler.

The story of the two brothers explains despotic violence and militarism while seeming to maintain an ideal of the benign state, but the triumph of Tezcatlipoca functions as a recognition that political authority is always underlain by chaos and death.

The other principal gods, and their functions and activities, turn out to be different guises or aspects of the Smoking Mirror. The god of war, Huitzilopochtli, is revealed as the blue Tezcatlipoca of the south; the flayed god, Xipe Totee, is the red Tezcatlipoca of the east, and even the brother-enemy Quetzalcoátl becomes the white Tezcatlipoca of the west. Lamenting the fate of the unfortunate Quetzalcoátl distracts us from the extent to which the ideals associated with Tezcatlipoca’s triumph—that is, the ideals of the state, of militarism, and of human sacrifice—were affirmed in the Méxica cities.

One of the attributes of Tezcatlipoca is invisibility—in some paintings he is represented only by footprints—and this ability to become invisible at will increases his power and fearsomeness. Indeed, even though the name Tezcatlipoca is generally translated as “Smoking Mirror,” a more accurate rendition would be “The Smoke That Mirrors.” Obsidian mirrors were used for divination by the Méxica (and the Aztec mirrors that reached Europe after 1521 were used for the same purpose by magicians such as John Dee and Nostradamus). Magicians gazed into the mirror and waited for images to form. The sense of a smoke that mirrors is suggestive of a double quality of veiling and revealing through reflection; the smoke both obscures and reflects the image of the inquirer. The face of power is never fully revealed but always veils itself. And here it is the god himself, the despotic deity Tezcatlipoca, who reflects the image of the people and of the priests who seek knowledge of the future and of the affairs of state.

Tezcatlipoca’s mirror has a name; it is called “The Place from Which He Watches.” The invisible god sees all and knows all. The shock and horror provoked in both Quetzalcoátl and Motecuzoma by the presence in the mirror are not difficult to understand—both figures were reminded that the watching eye of power was on them, that the despotic gaze was everywhere, even on the supreme leaders of the state. They were also reminded that they, too, reflected the face of the despot, a truth that Quetzalcoátl found impossible to bear. And this despotic gaze implies a destructive quality that both observes and reflects the power of kings.

I chose (or perhaps appropriated) the example of the two Mexican brothers to illustrate something that can be overlooked in Western culture: Power is never benign. When the mask of the good king is stripped away, the face underneath is always that of Tezcatlipoca, whether he is called Good Queen Bess or John F. Kennedy. Tezcatlipoca—or at least his manifestations in the human world—is a cannibal, an entity that needs nev-erending streams of blood and human bodies to consume and whose desires are organized around death. In societies with hierarchies that control bodies and determine which ones will live and which ones will die, there is always some spectacle of violence (even if it sometimes takes place behind closed doors, with only a few witnessing or partaking). Most sacrificial spectacles, which take explicit and implicit forms, display and symbolize the link between power and representation for all to see. All are implicated, and people are kept in line. Power swallows life.

The story of the two brothers shows us that the Méxica recognized the nature of a hierarchical political system, but once social and religious power was concentrated in the hands of an elite, the system became extremely difficult for ordinary people to change, even assuming they wanted to do so. The Méxica sacrificial system is not, I think, an anomaly among hierarchical social systems, which is why it can illuminate the blind spots and failures in the Western tradition. The specific form this system took— the pyramids, the lines of prisoners awaiting the sacrificial block—was more explicit than many others about its need to consume human bodies and to display this ability to consume for all to see. I am not describing the Méxica state as a cannibal system in order to separate Aztec Mexico from the equally cannibalistic European social orders and derisively mark it as “barbarian” (or some such epithet). Much like the system that has come to dominate the West, the Méxica symbolic and political economy had to feed off violence in order to reproduce and survive. The Aztecs understood the ambivalence of power, its ability to simultaneously seduce and demand, and its facility in taking on a life of its own. The particular manifestations of imperial authority (as demanded by Tezcatlipoca) became extremely difficult to divert from the cannibal path once it had reached a certain point. And, again, some people benefited from such a system. The story of the two brothers also shows that Tezcatlipoca is perhaps easier to recognize, if not control, if he is understood within a sacred order.

Because most Spaniards who invaded Mexico in the sixteenth century refused to look squarely at the implications of power, they could not tolerate the explicitness of the Méxica state’s organization of violence and mass death. For example, in Tenochtitlán prisoners of war were sent to the sacrificial pyramids, while in Paris in the same years thousands were slaughtered in the streets in the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre. The European state was—and is—as much a cannibal as the Aztec, but mass death in Europe tends to be classified as an accidental phenomenon rather than as something intrinsic to the functioning of the system. Despite example after example of Western atrocities, it is always someone else who is the cruel and pitiless barbarian.

These harsh words are not intended to negate the many critical streams in European thinking that have addressed questions of violence and power and, in particular, the ambivalence these are able to generate. But I think we must face the possibility that something is dreadfully wrong with society and that this is somehow connected to the bloody history of Western culture, a bloodiness that surpasses all others, including the Aztecs and their human sacrifice. But is it even possible to look at our cannibal nature? We remember the consequences of looking in Tezcatlipoca’s mirror— Quetzalcoátl lost his power and had to leave the city.

The Aztec state rendered absolutely and unmistakably explicit the nature and consequence of a hierarchical and imperial social order, something that is prettied up in the Western tradition with notions of “civilization,” the aesthetics of high culture, and the Greek polis as the source of democratic political organization. This disavowal continues to obtain today. The Méxica are presented as a horrific, incomprehensible society where violence was totally out of control—unlike us. European writing about Aztec society focuses almost exclusively on human sacrifice, which is described in such a way as to obscure the links among the different versions of violence from above. (A great deal of perplexed head-shaking goes on as Western academics attempt to account for Aztec state institutions; Claude Lévi-Strauss refers to the Aztecs as “that open wound on the flank of Americanism.”5) This refusal has its consequences in the classificatory schemes of both Western art and science, particularly those of ethnologists and museolo-gists: The Aztec court art that was not immediately destroyed or melted down is housed in European museums with the egalitarian societies defined as “primitive” and “savage” rather than with the real savages, the court cultures of Europe and the ancient Near East.


The White Cannibal

Power dazzles and blinds, and those closest to its heart are often unable to see anything beyond its reflections. Those who affirm a more marginal relation to the dominant culture sometimes more easily see the nature of that system and notice what those closer to the center may overlook. In the 1991 novel by Native American writer Leslie Marmon Silko (Almanac of the Dead), the old woman Yoeme recognizes the profound bond between Méxica and Spaniard, particularly the resemblances between the way the Aztec and European states organized violence:

Yoeme alleged the Aztecs ignored the prophecies and warnings about the approach of the Europeans because Montezuma and his allies had been sorcerers who had called or even invented the European invaders with their sorcery. Those who worshipped destruction and blood secretly knew each other. Hundreds of years earlier, the people who hated sorcery and bloodshed had fled north to escape the cataclysm prophesied when the “blood worshippers” of Europe met the “blood worshippers” of the Americas. Montezuma and Cortes had been meant for each other.6

Silko is suggesting that the Spanish and Aztecs acknowledged and understood each other in the beginning because both societies were organized around violence or, more accurately, around a conceptual system that generated individual and collective excitement from blood and suffering. I think that she is right and that this moment was so shocking to the invading Christians that they had to immediately deny that Aztecs and Europeans had anything in common. The Aztecs were not “civilized,” the Spanish said, although they manifested the same traits as other civilized societies, even if they were not Christian. Looking into that particular mirror was a bit too unsettling. To admit the Aztecs into the ranks of civilized societies was to put the notion of civilization itself into question.

What are the implications of this mutual recognition? And what may be learned from the refusal of this moment in Western thinking? Let us begin by looking at how violence has become aestheticized in Western culture. We have seen that the Méxica stories articulate a complex chain of religious and political concepts whereby the origin of violence and the state is explained through Tezcatlipoca’s trickery. By looking at how Tezcatlipoca is situated within the Aztec symbolic economy, which is to say how it is represented in various sites in the culture, we can see how questions of authority permeate areas of culture that at first glance seem entirely unrelated to issues of political power. The conceptual diagram I call “Tezcatlipoca” links Aztecs and Europeans and reveals otherwise overlooked affinities between different sites and different representational forms. When looking at different sites in the Western symbolic economy, we will keep watch for the traces of Tezcatlipoca’s presence, for those moments when despotic authority is articulated and when human (and other) bodies are consumed.

Within Western culture there has been a tendency to project the categories of violence and of bloodthirsty, barbaric religious practices onto colonized people. This is nothing new; we can trace it as far back as Herodotus’s conceptions of Persian and Scythian cultures.7 What is less immediately obvious is the extent to which a European cannibal spirit (or Tezcatlipoca-type figure) animates our own relation to culture and violence in a way that continues to be elided and disavowed in our tradition. This is less extreme than it first appears: The cannibal seeks human bodies to eat, and the desire for flesh generates escalating desire. This hunger for flesh is generalized into society as a whole when consumption is treated as a virtue and seen as a source of pleasure and excitement in itself. Consumption is power, and the ability to consume excessively and willfully becomes the most desirable aspect of power. At the same time, both Aztec and European are constructs that elide the internal conflicts and dissension within each society and that therefore function as generalizations imposed from the outside. (Comanche writer Paul Chaat Smith remarks, “We never imagine sullen teenagers in Tenochtitlán, that fabled Aztec metropolis, in some pre-Columbian Zona Rosa dive, badmouthing the wretched war economy and the ridiculous human sacrifices that drove their empire.”8) There are syncretic elements in both cultures. But generalizing about how violence is organized and represented may tell us something about the links between consumption and blood sacrifice. By reading this problem through the figure of the cannibal, as an image that continues to evoke fear and horror, we can argue that what is really at stake here is consumption.

Wasi’chu, the Lakota term used for white people, delineates a particular mentality, a bizarre obsession that is organized almost entirely around consumption and excess. Wasi’chu means “fat-eater,” or “greedy one who takes the fat,” and describes someone whose desires are out of control, entirely without limit or thought for the future.9 The cravings of the fat-eater have an atemporal quality and must be satisfied regardless of the eventual consequences for future generations or the community as a whole. The term describes a real phenomenon, an endless hunger that results in the literal consumption of land and bodies, a hunger that can only be temporarily satisfied and then breaks out anew. The hunger grows and grows, and the provisions required to feed it can only increase as the desire to control and organize people and cultures intensifies. Lust for “the fat” continues to careen unchecked across the earth. Wasi’chu does not simply describe a racial category or set of characteristics; wasi’chus have been noticed among those non-Europeans who subscribe to Western values. Rather, wasi’chu is a state of mind that Lakota people observed in European invaders, initially during the Black Hills gold rush of the 1880s, when white desire was wholly organized around an obsession with gold. As in Mexico, where Native writers also spoke with some astonishment about Spanish greed as exemplified by a fetishization of gold, the cost of that gold to people and land was not a consideration for colonizers obsessed with dreams of wealth.10

Native American writer Jack Forbes has explored this idea and in Columbus and Other Cannibals situates the essential failure of the Western or European model of society in the unchecked will to consume that is at the heart of the Western mentality.11 Again, this is not a racial matter but a particular state of mind. We need to be very clear that this mentality, which has been dominant in the West for the past several centuries, had to be imposed by force on European populations (as it later was on Native populations), a process that involved the violent suppression of heretics and others defined as heterodox and culturally deviant. Regardless of whether we speak of Europe or of colonized territories, the imposition of the wasi’chu values was, and is, always linked to violence.

Forbes attributes the desire for unfettered consumption to the phenomenon of cannibal psychosis, or what in the Cree language is termed wétiko, which is possession by evil cannibal monster spirits. Forbes suggests that many of us—and “us” means all those who in some way live off and in relation to Western culture, which is nearly everyone—have literally been transformed into cannibals, consuming human bodies for profit. The wétiko psychosis, like wasi’chu, is characterized by a need or desire that grows and grows until it is completely out of control and in effect possesses the person who succumbs to it. People are consumed, their bodies devoured by other, more rapacious people in many different ways, some of the most immediately obvious being in systems of slave labor, in pointless and destructive wars undertaken for profit, and in the killing of people to “free” their land for development projects. Forbes describes the Western ethos as a highly contagious disease with hideous effects whose sufferers are nevertheless highly rewarded in this culture.

I was initially uneasy with Forbes’s use of a disease metaphor to characterize Western consumption. Such metaphors must be approached with extreme caution, particularly when generated by people wielding coercive authority who are juxtaposing a “healthy” population (always themselves) against a deviant and troublesome population whose land or wealth is coveted. In some cases these metaphors have been used to justify genocide. Yet it seems evident that Forbes does not speak as someone positioned to buttress institutional power but as someone seeking to account for the levels of violence in mainstream society. Moreover, Forbes does not really use the concept of wétiko as a metaphor but as a technical medico-spiritual term for a particular approach to the world. This disease is able to cross populations to produce certain kinds of recognizable effects in the people who have contracted it. Both wasi’chu and wétiko emphasize consumption, which exists at the heart of Western culture, and both traditions characterize consumption in very literal and concrete terms. By consumption I am not necessarily talking about visits to the mall (although this may well be a site of consumption) but rather more generally about an ontological condition involving an approach to reality and state of mind that have as their central obsession “the fat.”

In the old stories the wétiko monsters always come from the far north and possess hearts of ice. This association of consumption with coldness initially seemed curious to me, as I imagined gluttony to be driven by heat—in other words, by a kind of lust. But Nietzsche reminds us that “the coldest of cold monsters” is the state, which endlessly feeds off lies and death: “It is the destroyers who set snares for many and call it the state: they hang a sword and a hundred desires over them.”12

Nietzsche paid a very high price for his insights (and one that may have been too dear), and he is right to link the production of infinite, destructive desire to a fixed hierarchical system. When authority is organized around a rigidly predetermined scale of values, people cease to believe that they belong to the world in which they live. The state engenders profound passivity in its citizens (which is, after all, the point), and kindness has no place in the balance books of the palace functionaries. If we understand wétiko psychosis as a description of the state, and vice versa, it is no longer surprising that every act of consumption seeks to break through this paralysis, this system that seems frozen in place and hence itself exudes a glacial quality.

The state can be a tricky adversary, in part because of its ability to present itself as a neutral manifestation of the will of the people. In this way the state conceals its presence. Michael Taussig eloquently shows how state terror operates through silence and produces that frigid isolation in which the cannibal monster thrives. Speaking of how Colombian death squads distribute fear and silencing throughout the populace, Taussig writes, “The point about silencing and the fear behind silencing is not to erase memory. Far from it. The point is to drive the memory deep within the fastness of the individual so as to create more fear and uncertainty in which dream and reality comingle.”13

Ultimately, the state both produces and consumes fear. The individual becomes her own police force, her own imaginary torturer. And thus the social order reproduces itself: If anything can happen, then it is better to toe the line. This is another example of the way power pacifies by intermittently allowing a glimpse of its face, a sight that invariably stuns people into fearful silence and submission. Taussig explains how the different sites of terror operate by concealing the extent of their terror-producing activities (in other words, their cannibal natures), which reminds us of Nietzsche’s insistence that the state exists through lies. The topography of terror always turns out to be a map of the face of the state, behind which the countenance of the blood-loving Tezcatlipoca is visible.



Aristocratic Dreams

It is all too obvious that in contemporary society people are taught to define themselves by the goods they possess and to follow orders so they can acquire more goods. It is not so much that wealth equals power but that wealth equals consumption equals power. We can imagine our own seduction: “Let’s go to Paris! Why not? Hire somebody to clean the house; hire somebody to provide a range of pleasures (and to smile while doing so), to walk the dog, to mine gold.” There are many versions of the dream. (A few years ago I was transfixed by a provincial lottery ad in which a folksinger sang in a soft, insinuating voice; “Have the freedom to do what you want to do; it’s a good life, oh yeah,” while the camera panned people sleeping in the morning sun. Wealth was never more seductive.) Some streams of the Western tradition have recognized that excessive consumption leads to moral and spiritual death, but many of these critiques appear in puritan versions of Christian discourses that rhetorically frame the solution to the problem around renunciation. More interesting are those critiques that originally came out of so-called folk cultures, most obviously the vampire stories.

In the European tradition the figure of the vampire can be thought of as a variant of the wétiko cannibal monster (and possibly as a less articulated and complex version of Tezcatlipoca). I am not suggesting any historical links between wétikos and vampires and am in fact focusing on the differences between the two figures. I think that the different ways that the will to consume has been made flesh are each indicative of a larger attitude toward violence and cannibalism and, by extension, of the relation of the individual to the community as a whole.

Vampire stories seem to be of enduring interest—witness the enormous success of the Anne Rice novels—perhaps because for the European vampire the consumption of flesh is eroticized. The desire that grows out of balance is represented as being ultimately sexual in nature. The European vampire usually has an attractive, seductive side deriving from his (less often, her) air of aristocratic dissipation, itself fascinating to many and a sign of the ambivalence and danger he embodies. We see this again and again. The aristocratic glamor of Gary Oldman’s Dracula in the recent Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992; see Figure 1.2) exemplifies this dangerous male allure—Dracula is as irresistible to the audience as he is to his victims. We are reminded of other aristocrats, such as the marquis de Sade and Gilles de Rais, and how their apparently pure individualism and lack of conscience were manifested in extreme, yet affectless violence toward others, especially those considered weak—in other words, women, peasants, and children (always the preferred sacrificial victims). These aristocrats also seem to be of enduring interest, and their will to violence has been aestheticized in ways very similar to vampire stories. Because of the vampire’s allure, we experience ambivalence toward his power over life and death. The vampire’s ability to seduce, and his power over human bodies, appears to us as a kind of absolute freedom and manifestation of personal will.

We are taught to want to “eat the fat” because to do so is to possess and experience an illusion of total power and freedom. Thus, freedom appears as the ability to do as we please with other bodies and, by extension, with other species and with the land itself. Respect—and community—becomes no more than an irritating limit on desire, something best left to peasants and drones.

The continuing ability of the vampire to fascinate, erotically or otherwise, is only one indication of the extent to which contemporary society has aestheticized wétiko sickness and we ourselves have become cannibal. We can see this aestheticization in films, commodities, and various other cultural products in which the ability to take or control life is glamorized. As I understand the cannibal stories, in traditional societies the cannibal spirits are recognized as beings to be avoided except in very specific ceremonial contexts, whereas in the commodified version of the European tradition those who would be recognized as cannibals elsewhere are seen as sexy and fun. Again, this eroticization of the vampire refers to the aristocratic ideal of excess circulating around a languorous figure who has no affect, the despotic sign all the other signs refer to. But there are different kinds of vampires. Power is glamorous, and we learn to feed off evil. We see it again and again: Powerful people are always surrounded by lackeys who are eager to please, even if this means abasing themselves. If we think about the matter carefully, bearing in mind all the cautionary tales in the Western folk tradition, a wiser course of action would be to back away slowly from, rather than to associate with, those who seek to manifest raw power. Indeed, this is the response of people who understand power as a form of cannibalism.



[image: Images]

Figure 1.2 Mina (Winona Ryder) is seduced by Dracula’s (Gary Oldman) eternal charms in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. (Copyright © 1992 Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission.)



Because power is a desirable aspiration in Western culture, it is difficult to maintain a conceptual framework that recognizes sites of dominance and authority and that is able to call these into question. A process of naturalization renders authority shifting, even invisible, and at times we can see only the glamor.

However, the ambivalence and unease that the notion of abstract power over life and death generates are often displaced onto those who have been directly subject to this power. Historically, Europeans’ tendency to attribute cannibalism to people they sought to colonize (as well as to internal “deviants,” such as Jews and witches, both of whom were subjected to blood libels) seems to have been a way of displacing and drawing attention away from the extent to which European elites were prepared to consume bodies. The fascination remains, provided it does not come too close to home. European and North American tourists travel to see “cannibals” in New Guinea and others whom they believe to celebrate frightful, bloodthirsty, yet fascinating rites.14 This fascination with other people’s customs, of course, also displaces cannibalism to somewhere far away. In the movies cannibalism continues to be displaced onto foreigners old and new as well as onto contemporary serial killer-type psycho criminals, who are presented as cultural outsiders by virtue of their madness. (Interestingly, neither the audience nor the victim characters ever recognize the insane murderers in advance, as they are initially indistinguishable from “normal” people.) People visiting museums in Western capitals can see the signs of unspeakable rituals formerly practiced elsewhere and breathe sighs of relief that “we” have gone beyond such horrors.

The urge and the willingness to consume human bodies, entire cultures, and species of plants and animals have continued, in part, because there are immediate rewards for doing so. There are profits to be made from such exploitation. But there are other reasons people willfully turn themselves into cannibals and vampires. Wétiko psychosis isolates us from other people— and indeed makes the idea of profound attachments with others appear as impossible, naive foolishness—from the land, and from other forms of life.
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