
INTRODUCTION

Angie Abdou, a Canadian fiction writer, found herself

in the middle of a controversy when her novel In Case I

go was accused of misrepresenting indigeneity even

before it was published. As a non-indigenous writer trying

to write the indigenous, she is expected to be sensitive to

the concerns of the indigenous people, who often feel

misrepresented in the dominant discourses. Even for

fictional writers today, in Canada, writing on indigenous

themes must be done cautiously and responsibly, even if

it means restricting the flights of imagination. She was

allowed to publish the work but not before a session with

the council of Native elders.

As far as the issue of indigenous people’s voice is

concerned, it is a paradigm shift that today indigenous

people have acquired the right to choose, monitor, and

regulate what is being written about them. However, the

indigenous voices in the other parts of the world, especially

in the Hispanic regions, continue to be suppressed,

influenced, and deformed by subversion, appropriation,
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and interference. Moreover, another disguised way of

suppressing the indigenous voice is by deliberately

excluding indigenous languages. It is portrayed that in

order to be heard, one has to speak the dominant language.

Today the indigenous communities continue to

struggle across the world to express themselves in the

language of the mainstream.

Though many may find sad the idea of indigenous

people voicing in the language of the mainstream,

nonetheless, it is an essential tool that the indigenous

communities must acquire to have a voice. In addition, to

counter the narratives that shape public opinion, the

natives must write for themselves.

The issue of representation of indigeneity is a very

old one and still fresh, as we notice in the example of

Angie Abdou. Years ago, José Carlos Mariátegui, a

Peruvian writer and thinker, wrote that the writing on

behalf of Indigenous people does not constitute true

indigenous literature. Such literature will only come into

existence when the indigenous people themselves acquire

the ability to write. This truly visionary remark was made
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by Mariátegui in 1928 in his book Siete ensayos de

interpretación de la realidad peruana. Almost a

century has passed since, and still, we do not have a

satisfactory number of indigenous authors to say that

Mariátegui’s version of indigenous literature is beginning

to emerge. In his continent, we are yet to see the

emergence of indigenous literature whose foundation was

laid years ago in the form of indigenista literature a little

less than a century ago by writers of mestizo origin.

The indigenous population still struggles with the

modern mainstream education system. The historical and

structural barriers to their participation in mainstream

education programs remain a concern. One of the main

reasons listed by the UN for excluding the indigenous

population from the opportunities to access mainstream

education is isolation. The structure and content of the

mainstream curriculum fail to take into account the

specific needs and requirements of indigenous populations.

Moreover, the teaching methodologies based on the

western education system are often poorly-suited for

indigenous communities. Indigenous way of gaining

knowledge is often holistic, unlike categorization and

compartmentalization in Western education. Historically,

indigenous learning methods are interactive and

demonstrative, unlike instructive learning based on

classroom settings followed by the mainstream education

system.

Moreover, competition-oriented learning does not

particularly motivate the indigenous learners. These

indigenous work ethics value cooperation more than the

competition. They love helping each other. They sustain

the whole indigenous social structure based on mutual

cooperation, collaboration, and support. Therefore, the

notion of competition demotivates them. Moreover, the

stark cultural difference in the environment at home and

school brings up the problem of adjustment between two

culturally different environments.

Besides, the unwillingness among the mainstream

population themselves to allow indigenous people to attain

modern education is one of the main reasons that dampens

the indigenous people’s spirit to attain modern formal

education. The insecurity and envy among the mainstream

population mean that the indigenous learners are often

looked down upon, berated, humiliated, and abused.

Therefore, as a form of self-defense, the indigenous

students prefer not to join mainstream education training.

Continual internal migration is another huge problem

that impedes indigenous learners from acquiring sustained

learning. As indigenous families often migrate from one

place to another as per job availability, it becomes

particularly challenging for the indigenous learners to

attend school all-round the year.

Indigenista literature versus indigenous literature:

The debate on the why of the indigenista literature

has been exhaustively carried out across Latin America

for decades. The problem of non-indigenous

representation of indigeneity in literature has been widely

debated in literary studies. Critiques who oppose the genre

allege the indigenista works of being paternalistic and

arbitrary. They say that the work resulted from a national

project that sought to homogenize the Latin American

nations in the name of progress. Some even called it

divisive, speculating that such writings, because of their

potential to reinvigorate the bitter feelings of the colonial

past, “ will tend to reinforce rather than transcend the

division inaugurated by the conquest, and thus it cannot

bridge the underlying fracture of nationality (quoted in

Tarica, p. 27).”

The issue that concerns its ardent critiques is that

these were non-indigenous talking about indigeneity taking

up indigenous themes and creating an indigenous

character for their work. It is argued that they were

privileged mestizos who possessed a simple idea of

indigeneity. Given that non-indigenous people have

dominated the representation of indigenous people in texts,

a degree of doubt and pessimism is understandable. The

idea of indigeneity was absent till the Spaniards discovered

the Americas. It probably would have never been coined

had Columbus, and chroniclers who followed him, not

documented and described the natives of the continent.

The modern idea of indigeneity has its roots in the letters

of Columbus. It was the adventitious population who first

created the discourse of indigeneity. A strong sense of

‘the other’ permeates their writings. Ever since,

indigeneity has kept changing meaning and scope. Today,

there is strong advocacy for leaving it up to the indigenous

people to define and theorize indigeneity. These centuries

of colonization deprived the indigenous people of

formulating their theories to conceptualize themselves.

The non-indigenous people have historical privilege

in the representation of indigeneity in texts. For centuries

discourses on indigeneity have been shaped and reshaped

to sustain the colonial myths. As a result, a large body of

non-indigenous texts has presented a lopsided and

contradictory representation of indigeneity, which has
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played a role in distorting the concept of indigeneity. The

root of criticism of non-indigenous texts on the themes

of indigeneity springs from the first colonial texts, which

set the tone for the discourses on indigeneity. Today, a

powerful body of opinion advocates those themes of

indigeneity can be better expressed by the indigenous

people themselves, an opinion that Mariátegui expressed

long ago. They are better positioned to speak for

themselves than those who have only a superficial

knowledge of indigenous people and their concerns. What

is, therefore, that constitutes indigenous literature? Taking

Mariátegui’s opinion into consideration, indigenous

literature may be described as literature produced by the

indigenous people.

In the context of Latin America, postcolonial

indígena literature never emerged. As discussed in the

introduction of this article, colonial baggage for indigenous

people has been too heavy for them to get involved in

progressive endeavors. Moreover, poverty, discrimination,

marginalization, abuse, and torture make indigenous minds

too occupied to acquire formal education. Mariátegui’s…

cuando los propios indios estén en grado de

producirla…(p.209) has turned from a positive cuando

to an interrogative ¿cuándo?.

Against all odds mentioned in the introduction of

this article that prevent indigenous people from acquiring

mainstream education, even if some indigenous people

manage to get the opportunity to acquire western

education, they are bound to face an existential challenge,

the challenge of learning in a language that is not their

native tongue. UN has estimated that “due to the ongoing

pressures of assimilation, the number of languages is

projected to drop by 50-90% over the next 100 years

(quoted in Hanemann, p.4).

Whether indigenous or non-indigenous, language is

the key element of any society’s cultural identity, the

United Nation’s human development report of 2004 states

no more powerful means of “encouraging” individuals to

assimilate to a dominant culture than having the economic,

social, and political returns stacked against their mother

tongue (quoted in Hanemann, p. 4).

While advocacy for preserving and revitalizing

indigenous languages and preventing what is often termed

linguist genocide is welcomed, one must not ignore the

importance of speaking the oppressor’s language. The

ability to speak in the dominant language puts indigenous

people vis vis vis with their oppressors, wherein direct

conversation and confrontation are possible. The colonizer

wishes not to let the colonized speak the colonizer’s

language to keep them at the margin of the society.

Besides, voicing concerns in the dominant tongue instead

of the native tongue is a prudent idea because the

colonizers cannot shrug off the voice raised in their tongue

like they very well can if raised in a marginalized tongue.

Speaking colonizers’ language catches the colonizers

entirely off guard because they are faced with the peculiar

situation of finding their myths, codes, and signs decoded

in the same language used to construct them. Moreover,

it is pointless to speak in a non-dominant language if the

idea is to be heard.

From the beginning to its dissipation, the indigenista

genre changed in both its content and form. However,

throughout the existence of the genre remained

unquestioned, one thing that remained unquestioned was

its resolve to raise the concerns of the indigenous

population, a section of Latin American society largely

considered marginalized and voiceless. Initially, it began

with a paternalistic tone, treating the indigenous

community more like the object of work than the subject.

In the initial works, the abuse and excesses of the

dominant society against the indigenous communities were

the focus instead of the indigenous communities. The

whole energy was being exerted in exposing the dominant

society’s bias and prejudices. The problem with such

works was that, although they intended to inform the

dominant society of its faults, they ignored the perspective

of the indigenous people. In their works, we can notice

the absence of the indigenous voice. Although practically,

all the indigenous characters suffer from a species of

opinionlessness, they seldom speak; they suffer and only

suffer. In these works, it is made to look as if nothing

goes in the mind of a suppressed person. The problem

with such representation was apparent. It simply deprived

the indigenous people of their voice by the act of becoming

their voice. While this criticism is valid in its own right, it

must also be noted that although these authors refrained

from making the indigenous characters express their

opinions, they also avoided using their voices superficially.

Although they did adopt the indigenous voice, they used

them sparingly when it came to the indigenous characters

themselves. Therefore, we can say that these actors

directly targeted the dominant society’s people. Their

motive was to expose the racist side of modern Latin

American society.

This void of the psychological aspects of indigenous

people was later filled in the second half of this genre.

Hombres de maíz & Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú: FROM Indigenista LITERATURE TO TESTIMONIAL LITERATURE
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The indigenous characters began to perform a much

greater role and showed a formidable presence in the

novels. The indigenous people were no more presented

as silent, stoic, and without opinion. Instead, they were

portrayed as thinking beings. They expressed sadness,

anger, and frustration; they showed love, kindness, and

community concerns. Creating such characters and

sustaining them in the novels was a point of departure

from the earlier works, which banked heavily on libeling

the dominant society to get their point across. However,

another problem that emerged from these thinking

indigenous characters was the authenticity of their

representation. How would the author ensure that his

indigenous characters think and feel how his work

represents them? Do these authors use the existing

stereotypes to portray the indigenous?

Determining the acceptable level of authenticity in

characters and dialogues is difficult. We need to

understand that unlike the first batch of indigenista

authors, who wrote from inner –experiences, and their

opinion of the oppressed was informed by elite education,

the second batch of indigenista authors had more

experience with indigenous culture. They had themselves

lived these experiences. Authors like Arguedas, Asturias,

and Jesus Lara, had all associated with the indigenous

population and had been with them for a considerable

period to understand the indigenous world reasonably.

Arguedas spent his childhood with the Quechua-

speaking people who took care of him in his father’s

absence, who had to travel out of the station for work-

related reasons frequently. Asturias spent a great deal of

time with the indigenous people when his family moved

from Guatemala City to his ancestral village because of

his father’s fallout with Manuel Estrada, the then-dictator

of Guatemala. Unlike the previous authors, these authors

understood indigeneity better through their contacts with

the indigenous communities.

Besides, one must also understand the negative

implications of the concept of authenticity. Too much

exertion on the want of authenticity can lead to a certain

kind of labeling and potentially affect indigeneity

representation. The colonial texts are the perfect example

of the negative consequences of such labeling. Once a

label is formed, it does not go; it keeps appearing the

same way or in upgraded forms. The label savage in the

colonial texts is one such example of a long-lasting and

repetitive label. Therefore, the concept of the authenticity

of representation of indigeneity must be cautiously and

contextually applied.

Testimonio literature as the precursor of indígena

literature:

Testimonial literature began as the voice of those

illiterate people who were encouraged to become the

narrator of the texts. The scribes recorded their stories,

which allowed these conventionally marginalized people

to speak their minds. Both the genres advocate for a

change in the way the problems of the marginalized were

conventionally seen.

To hear the oppressed, speak for themselves has

been the aspiration of people who sense distortion in the

writings of the privileged representative of the

marginalized. For an indígena to write for himself, two

conditions must be fulfilled:

1. The indígena should speak the language of his

oppressors.

2. He must understand the nuances of western

epistemology to express himself with clarity.

Both the conditions are strangely demanding. First,

the colonizer robes the indígena of his worldview. Then

he robs him of his tongue.

The oppressed ‘other’ is expected to speak the

oppressor’s language and the way the oppressor can

understand. While the expectation of hearing the

marginalized speak for themselves always remains high,

little to no attention is paid to the fact that the indigenous

worldview can be best elaborated in an indigenous way

and in an indigenous language. The mainstream obsession

with understanding the indigenous worldview within the

Eurocentric framework creates a challenge for the

voiceless marginalized. Training the indigenous population

as per the western education system is problematic.

Mainly for two reasons. First is the unwillingness of the

indígena to learn the western ways. Second is the

unwillingness of the mainstream to impart western

knowledge within the indigenous conceptual framework.

For years, the combination of the two has meant that the

indigenous population has largely remained out of the

education system, including other socioeconomic factors

that impede the indigenous population from acquiring

Western knowledge and know-how.

A very few indígena authors have managed to reach

such a level wherein it becomes comfortable

disseminating opinion in the dominant language. The

works of Victor Montejo and Luis de Lión are writings

that can be considered an indígena writing if we look at
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them from Mariátegui’s perspective on the representation

of indigeneity. Luis de Lión was an indígena Maya who

wrote during the times of the civil unrest and was

kidnapped and killed by the Guatemalan secret police for

his rebellious writings and political activism. One of his

pieces of writings that stands out is El tiempo principia

en xibalba published posthumously. Though it is beyond

the scope of this work to dwell on form and content, a

short and precise observation of the work can put things

in better perspective. When Mariátegui said that the

indígena literature would only come up when Indians were

in a position to write for themselves, he meant the ability

to write and the ability to speak for oneself in the form of

writing. Luis de Lion is probably the first work by an

indígena who elucidates the competing cultures in a

uniquely indigenous way. It is the first time the world has

read observations on oppressed-oppressor conflict within

the indigenous framework beyond the conventional binary

oppositional perspective. However, his writings were not

a result of a concerted effort of groups of indigenous

writers like the mestizo authors who wrote on a particular

theme, carving for themselves themes and topics and

often enriching themselves with appreciation and criticism

of each other. The case of Luis de Lion was different.

Raised in the turbulent times of civil unrest, Luis de lion

did not have the privilege of having educated indígena

like him around. No pool of indígena writers could spring

because having a formal education was beyond

imagination.

In this context of the prolonged absence of indígena

writers, the article wants to make a case for testimonial

literature. Testimonio literature is unique, considering its

direct engagement with the marginalized. It renders voice

to the voiceless. Moreover, its contents directly con come

from the voiceless oppressed. Therefore, the chances of

distortions are minimal.

Indigenista literature is the precursor of indígena

literature, for the main aim of indigenista works was to

speak for the oppressed indigenous people. The idea of

indígena literature was to upgrade indigenista literature

by enriching them with the representation of writers

themselves. Indígena literature can be regarded as a

natural extension of indigenista literature. Therefore,

testimonio literature (by indígenas) will naturally have

similarities with indigenista literature. Comparing

indigenista work and testimonio works with similar

thematic content can help make a case for testimonio

literature as the prototype of indígena literature if we

have ample evidence that points towards similarities of

concerns in the two genres.

In order to prove our assumption that one is bound

to find a degree of similarities between the two genres,

we have taken up two works: an indigenista work and a

testimonial work, to compare their themes and contents.

The work representing the indigenista genre is Hombres

de maíz, written by Miguel Angel Asturias from

Guatemala and published in 1949. Hombres de maíz is

considered one of the most important texts published in

20th century Latin America. It is a story of the

psychological struggle of an indigenous community victim

of colonial invasion and forced into a class-based society.

The testimonial work intended to be compared with

Hombres de maíz is named Yo me llamo Rigoberta

Menchú written in 1992. The narrator, Rigoberta Menchú

from Guatemala, narrates her experience of struggle

against the oppression of indigenous communities during

the Guatemalan civil war.

Hombres de maíz and Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú:

At first thought, it may even sound absurd to

compare Hombres de maíz arguably the important text

(of the 20th century) on indigenous people written in a

highly complex language and form with Rigoberta

Menchú’s testimony narrated in basic Spanish. However,

if one looks through the great devices of his work, one

ends up with a text as straightforward in its message as

the one by Rigoberta Menchú. Both texts talk about the

people of maíz uprooted from their land, striving to regain

their way of life in a colonial setting. Many indigenous

villages across Guatemala have suffered the kind of

repression suffered by the people of Austria’s imaginary

indigenous village named Llóm. The brutal killing of

Gaspar’s men is no exaggeration if we look into the life

story of Rigoberta Menchú, who informs us of the rampant

killing by the Guatemalan Army. Both refer to the

importance of maíz and the sacredness of land in the

eyes of the indigenous people and how the adventitious

population greedily eye their land to take it over from

them. There are many Gaspar’s in The Rigoberta

Menchú’s autobiography. Some people sacrifice their life

for the sake of their community. The vanity of Chalo

Godoy is a quintessential example of all those brainwashed

soldiers who, in the name of military valor and ideals,

were made to massacre indigenous farmers and

prisoners. On the one hand, Asturias ensures to touch

every aspect of the village of the indigenous population.

Hombres de maíz & Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú: FROM Indigenista LITERATURE TO TESTIMONIAL LITERATURE
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On the other hand, he hints at the entry of the indigenous

people into the class-based struggle. María Tecún, who

has left Benito Ramos, has become a guerrilla like

Rigoberta’s sister and many other girls. María Tecún may

be a fictional woman of Hombres de maíz, but there

were a number of women out there (of whom Rigoberta

talks about in her book) who, just like the fictional María

Tecún, left home for a better life and found no remedy

from the vicious circle of misery and oppression joint the

guerrilla army. Both of them have talked about the vices

of the indigenous society too. Asturias has related the

vices of drunkenness and adultery deeply

psychoanalytically. In the liquor business of Goyo Yic

and Domingo Revelorio, there is a poignant expression

of indigenous men’s urgency to disconnect from the

torments of their miserable life. They both drink to relieve

stress, but they have to pay a heavy price for that short-

lived bliss. They give ample reason to the security to

suspect them as thieves. They end up in prison. Rigoberta

also relates indigenous people’s almost unavoidable need

to indulge in alcoholism. She expresses in very simple

words the despair that the indigenous people go through,

in the lingering worry and sadness in their heads. All they

want is to relax their mind under the influence of alcohol.

Asturias’s Goyo Yic commits adultery upon regaining his

eyes. The restoration of Goyo Yic’s eyes is the loss of

indigenous imagination. He now sees the wicket world

around. Weak as his mind is after years of suffering, he

gives in to the vices of the class-based society, indulges

in adultery, and loses the purity of indigeneity. Rigoberta

also tells us about the indigenous women workers of the

fincas who lose their way and indulge in adultery. Both

Asturias and Menchú contextualize these vices in the

colonial context. They contend that these vices are not a

cultural inheritance but result from survivalist

readjustments to sustain oneself in a colonial setting.

Neither of the two authors refrains from elaborately

talking about the indigenous culture. The nahual for

which Rigoberta dedicates a whole chapter to explain

the genesis and significance, in Asturias works it remains

central to the continuance and development of the plot.

We find the same resolve shown by Asturias’ Piojosa

Grande to continue the indigenous way of life as in the

women of Rigoberta’s autobiography. They play a pivotal

role in furthering the struggle by raising and protecting

their offspring in times of external threat. The myths of

Hombres de maíz are the extension of indigenous reality.

The episode of Rigoberta getting lost in the jungle is one

of many examples. Her faith in the possibility of

establishing a logical dialogue between humans and the

beasts proves that they live this myth in their daily lives.

Asturias weaves his tale, interspersing a good dose of

philosophy to indulge the reader. Rigoberta, in her amateur

Spanish, does that same by using expressions.

There can be countless differences between the two

works at the syntactic level, so comparing the two may

sound absurd to many. However, as far as the essence

of indigeneity in all its forms, the works have a lot in

common.

Conclusion:

It is clear from the tone of Mariátegui’s writing that

even he is uncertain of the time in which the indigenous

population across Latin America will possess the power

of writing (in Spanish). To inquire into the viability of the

western education system for the indigenous people is

beyond the scope of the present work. However, the

present educational situation of the indigenous population

still shows a gloomy picture. The indigenous population

has hitherto remained at the margins of higher education

which the privileged mestizo and criollo people still

dominate. In such dismal circumstances, to expect

indigenous communities to express their concerns in

writing, moreover in the language of their oppressor, in a

concrete manner is too demanding, if not absurd. Political

and cultural activism is still the primary way for indigenous

people to express their concerns and make themselves

heard. The experiences that life as an indigenous person

lives is worth narrating be it a life of an indigenous activist

or a simple indigenous peasant. The idea of writing

Rigoberta Menchú’s experience of her life and her

journey from an indigenous peasant to an activist for

indigenous rights comes from this wish that the world

must hear the voice of these marginalized people. Writing

their account of life in the testimonial form is the second

best to indigenous people writing (by themselves) to

express the concerns of their people. In the sections

above, we have already discussed the merits of

indigenista writing. These indigenista authors raised

concerns of an alienated mass who were being ignored

in the name of nation-building. Most of these authors

wrote from the vantage point of a socially privileged

position (being mestizos).

The lack of first-hand experience of indigenous life

may have led many of them. Their writings were the

first concerted effort to speak for the indigenous
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population. They had broken the long hiatus from the

efforts of the likes of Montesino and De las Casas who

were the first to denounce indigenous oppression in

writing. Later, these writings were overshadowed by

counter-narratives of the purported natural superiority

of the Europeans. The indigenista writings revived the

spirit of speaking for the oppressed. It revealed the flaws

in their perceptions that they had inherited in

contemporary society. Many indigenous people can

identify with the problems raised in the indigenista

writings. The confused soul, tortured bodies, and denied

self of indigenous people are reflected in the characters

and protagonists of indigenista works across the

continent. The madness of Andres in Huasipungo, the

sexual abuse of María in Aves sin nidos, the reckless

homelessness in the dislodged indigenous community of

El mundo es ancho y ajeno establish beyond doubt that

some people spoke for indigenous people, and they spoke

clearly. Now, when the indigenous people have readjusted

and are fighting within the western framework of protest

and struggle, testimonio literature has the possibility of

becoming a tool for social protest, a voice of the subaltern.

Testimonies of indigenous people, whether of activists,

peasants, or people of any walk of life, are in spirit

indigenous literature, with the only shortcoming that the

indigenous authors themselves have penned it. The writing

of Rigoberta Menchú must therefore be considered an

indígena work.
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