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Elusive Unity traces the processes of factionalism in the Oriente region of Yucatán,
Mexico. Using ethnographic and archival data, Armstrong-Fumero shows that while
certain narratives and labels allow people to imagine new forms of collective action
and solidarity, they also contribute to intra-community feuds that fragment potential
coalitions. He focuses on two historical periods: 1) the period of intense agrarian
politics in the early twentieth century with its state-sanctioned, social identity of the
“peasant”; and 2) the post-Cold War period of multiculturalism and new meanings
associated with Mayan and indigenous identity. He argues that this dual tendency
of collective action and factionalism transcends the differences between these two
historical periods. “Then and now,” he argues, “who can claim specific rights and
privileges often hinges on local disputes over who ‘counts’ as a member of a given
social or ethnic category” (p. 2).

Armstrong-Fumero’s research breaks from the ethnographic norm by taking a
microregional approach. He spent significant periods of time living in four different
sites within the same region during multiple visits starting in 1997: Pisté, Popolá,
Xcalakoop, and the Xcalakdzonot ejido. He also draws on archival materials relating
to the entire microregion. Because Robert Redfield and Alfonso Villa Rojas wrote
about roughly the same communities in the 1920s, Armstrong-Fumero is able to trace
historical trajectories and assess social change. As both Redfield and Amstrong-
Fumero note, the residents of any given village in this microregion were and are
likely to have extensive ties with people in other communities. Indeed, the region
is characterized by a high level of internal mobility and migration, which justifies
studying the region as a whole. At the same time, there are important differences
among the villages and towns in the region, particularly because some villages are
more completely integrated into the tourist economy than others. The microregional
approach helps to illuminate this without sacrificing ethnographic depth.

Armstrong-Fumero asserts that in the 1920s-30s period the realities in this area
were very different from the image of the agrarian community held by most urban
politicians. Prior to the agrarian reform, most indigenous people in this region
migrated from place to place within the region, claiming areas for gardens that
had been abandoned by others and left fallow for generations. While families were
bound to others by blood and friendship, they were economically self-sufficient and
placed a high cultural value on independence. The rationalizing process of ejido
formation, in contrast, forced these families to come together to apply for legal title.
This frequently led to intense conflicts. Many seized the application process as an
opportunity to gain legal title to lands that were in dispute, to exclude segments of
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long-standing communities, or to invite families with little connection to the region
to settle just prior to filing an ejido application (to meet the thirty household require-
ment). Armstrong-Fumero’s oldest informants relate shocking stories of murders
and gunfights that accompanied the “Age of Politics.” Memories of this period,
he argues, reflect the persistence of tensions between the populist mythology sur-
rounding revolutionary Mexico and the lived experience of people in this part of the
Yucatán.

Chapters 4 and 5 examine rural schools in the decades following the agrarian reform
and the roles they played in instilling a broadly felt understanding of culture as
something that people have to varying degrees. Rural people reacted to schools
through a triadic relationship with other local families and the urban teachers who
led the schools. Individuals attempted to position themselves in different ways to this
state-sponsored institution, in part because decisions about whether or not to have
a school emerged in the context of existing political divisions. One expression of
these tensions is a metalinguistic discourse that favors linguistic purism and serves
to denigrate those who switch between or blend Spanish and Maya. Thus, despite
the emphasis placed in schools on teaching Mexican pride and celebrating a shared
national history of courage against foreign and local oppressors, formal schooling
also contributed to hierarchies and exclusions within communities. More recently,
multiculturalism has created new openings for gaining prestige through knowledge
of the Maya language, but similar forces of factionalism have led to narratives
among indigenous intellectuals that favor the ability to speak “legitimate” Maya, “a
hyper-purist register purged of common Spanish borrowings” (p. 110).

The final three chapters of the book focus on how the ambiguities regarding who
does or does not count as a Maya person have fostered the formation of a diverse set
of multicultural identities. Armstrong-Fumero argues that while many scholars of
post-Cold War indigenous politics emphasize how multiculturalism and neoliberal
citizenship are replacing an older period of peasant institutions and identity in
Mexico, several processes complicate that picture in this part of the Yucatán. First,
the long history of tourism in the region means that Mayan culture was commodified
long before the rise of multiculturalism. Second, older agrarian institutions and maize
agriculture have persisted despite the growth of tourism. Overall, the continuities
in terms of the ongoing dialectic between solidarity and factionalism continue and
have contributed to multiple “postpeasant” identities (p. 114).

Throughout the book, Armstrong-Fumero demonstrates a sensitivity to the diversity
of local experiences and perspectives that can only come through many years of
dedicated fieldwork. He also provides insightful analysis of linguistic practices, the
profound meanings associated with those practices, and the rhetorical strategies and
tropes utilized in both legal and quotidian contexts. What are lacking in the book are
more connections to literatures from outside the Yucatán region. This transnational
framing is done best in the final chapter, but less so in the chapters leading up to
it. The arguments in each chapter would have been more compelling if they were
situated in a more comprehensive review of the literature on indigenous peoples,
their changing relationship to the state during the twentieth century, and the effects



November 2015 Page 371

of multiculturalism on indigenous movements. Aside from these issues, the book
is very readable and provides an excellent case study of sociocultural continuity and
change over the course of a century.

Diane Riskedahl
University of Toronto

Reclaiming Basque: Language, Nation, and Cultural Activism
Jacqueline Urla (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2012)

Historically situated and ethnographically rich, Reclaiming Basque offers the reader
a detailed look into the contested terrain of language revival in the Autonomous
Community of the Basque Country in Northern Spain. With over 25 years of engaged
fieldwork, Urla is well positioned to illustrate the dynamic relationship between poli-
tics and language comprehensively. A great example of politically informed linguistic
anthropology, Urla’s objective is to “peer into the struggle for Basque-language re-
vival to see what it reveals about the logics, modes of power, and conceptualizations
that are pervasive in the modern landscape of language and cultural activism” (p. 205).

In the introductory chapters, Urla reviews the evolution of the Basque nationalist
movement to highlight how the role of language in Basque identity construction
has shifted across time. Chapter 2 explores how language interacts with other
claims to Basque identity such as territory, heritage, ethnicity, or political sentiment.
She argues that Basque language advocates, Euskaltzaleak, shift the traditional
understanding of identity as a category to an understanding of identity as practice.
In Urla’s analysis, Basque is not solely a marker of identity, but also “a governable,
social phenomenon to be regulated by experts and requiring new technologies of
knowledge, measurement and intervention” (p. 47).

Urla draws on Bourdieu to discuss not only language as a symbolic resource, but also
how the linguistic marketplace is a unified one that actively works to construct re-
gional dialects as stigmatized or marginalized. Bourdieu recognizes that a normative
standard may not be overtly accepted, but through the structuring of social institutions
it becomes inscribed in people’s dispositions, a type of linguistic domination. Urla ex-
plores this process in her discussion of 1980’s Basque language planners’ formulation
of Euskara Batua (unified Basque) in chapter 3. Debates over orthographic unifica-
tion highlight the tension between French and Spanish influences in the language and
the dynamics of regional variation. Urla discusss in chapter 4 how the new standard in
effect bisects the Euskara community from older rural speakers of dialect to younger
urban speakers of Euskara Batua. The Basque language advocacy of this era is an
intriguing study of linguistic markets as Basque revivalism occurs on the heels of a
very stringent example of Spanish linguistic domination under the Franco regime.


