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READING JOSE MARIA ARGUEDAS’ LETTERS
BUILDING COMMUNICATION BRIDGES IN MID-TWENTIETH CENTURY
PERUVIAN SOCIETY
Gabriela Nunez, PhD.

University of Pittsburgh, 2014

The life and production of the Peruvian writer José Maria Arguedas (1911-1969) show his
capacity to build communication bridges among different cultural and social groups. It was likely
the confluence of historical, sociological, and emotional factors that intersected Arguedas’ life that
gave him the capacity to communicate with different cultural groups within Peruvian society.
Arguedas’ capacity to build intercultural bridges is shown throughout all of his communication
practices (literary and non-literary). His literary production (stories, novels, and poems) has been
thoroughly studied; nevertheless, other communication practices such as his letters have not. The
goal of this dissertation is to trace how Arguedas is constructing his voice through his letters and
in doing so, how he is producing experimental strategies to present himself as a communication
bridge so as to invite Peruvian society to be able to reach a better understanding.

This dissertation is divided in two parts. The first part focuses on how Arguedas
constructs an image of himself through his letters. The second part of the dissertation focuses on
the analysis of how Arguedas describes his world. Affective language present in his letters is a key
element to interweave the different sections, while attempting to find the different

communicational strategies that allowed Arguedas to construct his voice.



By so constructing his persona, he reveals his communication strategy of presenting
himself as a pliable verbal platform between cultures of the Peruvian Andes and the Westernized
coast. Nowadays this exceptional bridging capacity is better understood than ever before because

he foretold what was going to happen in the future.
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PREFACE

This dissertation is the synergy of many events, academic and non-academic. Two
courses | took during my PhD studies motivated me to work on this research topic: “Voices of
Remembrance” with Professor Ronald Zboray in the Communications Department, and “Andean
Literature” with Professor Elizabeth Monasterios in the Hispanic Languages and Literatures
Department. In the first course | realized the importance of oral history as a complementary
method of working with written texts; and in the second one | discovered that the writer José Maria
Arguedas is fundamental to understanding Peru, my country.

| started working on Arguedas’ letters in 2008 when | got a summer fellowship from
the Center for Latin American Studies at the University of Pittsburgh. | am very grateful for this
scholarship because it enabled me, for the first time, to approach José Maria Arguedas’ Archives
at the Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Peru, led by Carmen Maria Pinilla, main editor of the
publication of Arguedas’s letters. This fellowship also made it possible for me to travel to
Andahuaylas, the writer’s birthplace, where | could appreciate how he has been transformed, with
the passing of years, into the cultural hero of the city.

When | started my research, there were eight books published featuring Arguedas’
letters, but currently there are thirteen. When reading Arguedas’ letters | realized the infinite
source of research that constitutes the life and work of this Peruvian writer. In my original plan |
wanted to study not only the letters but also his newspaper articles, essays, and the reception of his
works. However, the more I delved into the research, the more I understood that each one of these
primary sources is a corpus for a different dissertation.
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Being closer to the writer's life from his letters has enabled me to meet many people
who knew him personally during his lifetime; through them | have learned more not only about
Arguedas but also about Peru, probably because the writer was such a poignant and faithful
reflection of his country. | thank all Arguedas’ friends whom I interviewed, but | keep special
memories of Hildebrando Ibafiez, childhood friend of Arguedas, who at the time of the interview
was a hundred years old. When I listened to him | felt closer to Arguedas. Ibafiez was my first
interviewee and he illuminated the rest of my research. Another interviewee for whom | keep
special gratitude and affection is the poet Pedro Lastra, who was the last person | could interview.
I found in both men the nobility that seems to characterize Arguedas’ close friends. It will be the
purpose of further study to venture more in depth into these oral histories.

Completing this dissertation involved undergoing almost an Arguedian agony because
of the difficulties | faced at both the academic and personal levels. In fact, it would not have been
possible for me to complete this project without the support of many people. First, | want to thank
my advisor Professor Ronald Zboray, who trusted me even though | had to return to my country
before completing my degree. He never ceased to advise me at a distance. His thoroughness and
suggestions have been extremely helpful. 1 also thank the members of my committee, Dr. Brent
Malin, Dr. Gordon Mitchell, and Professor Elizabeth Monasterios for their patience and
willingness to read this work.

The support of Mary Hamler and Brandi Sinclair has been crucial to reaching this final
stage of my PhD studies, because they always managed to find a magic solution for all
administrative matters that arose in the process. | am very thankful also to my older brother,
Ricardo, without whose financial support | would have been unable to return to Pittsburgh several

times to work with my advisor and to keep my legal status as an "international student” in the



United States. Special thanks go to my friends Arlette Jesis, Martha Mantilla and Elvia de Perez,
who always gave me emotional support and love whenever | returned to Pittsburgh, making me
feel at home; also to Abelardo Sanchez-Leon, chair of the department of Communication at the
Pontificia Universidad Catdlica del Per, who gave me all the necessary work licenses for traveling
to the United States, and to Gonzalo Portocarrero, who was always attentive to my dissertation
progress. Finally, | thank to Marvin Liberman, Isabel Bastos, and Eileen Rizo-Patron, not only for

helping me in the process of translation and editing but mainly for their Arguedian friendship.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1  ARGUEDAS IN BETWEEN

The life and production of the Peruvian writer José Maria Arguedas (1911-1969) shows his
capacity to build communication bridges among different cultural and social groups. Arguedas is
a model of intercultural communication within the specific Peruvian context.

Arguedas represents the intersection between Peruvian cultural and intellectual
traditions. His case is paradigmatic because as a child, in the early twentieth century, he was
nourished on Andean oral culture, a rich resource that he later expressed in his literature. This
interaction with indigenous people was not only influential but determinant in his life. During his
childhood among them he learned Quechua, and was embedded in Andean culture, which nurtured
his sensitivity towards the Peruvian Andean world to the point that he considered himself one of
them. Arguedas, however, belonged to a white middle class family from an Andean Peruvian city,
which typically dealt with their indigenous population purely as a labor force and did not share the
same cultural traditions.® It was due to his biographical circumstances that made him a rare, if not

unique, case in Peru. Arguedas’ mother passed away when he was three years old; his father

! However, during the early twentieth century, it was common that middle class families from Andean regions in
Peru spoke both Spanish and Quechua. Indeed, Arguedas felt more comfortable speaking Quechua in his early
childhood. It was only later, when he was around eight years old, that he began to speak Spanish fluently. José
Maria Arguedas, “Yo Soy Hechura de mi Madrastra [I Am the Handiwork by My Stepmother],” Martin Revista de
Artesy Letras 10 and 11 (2004): 195-198.



traveled constantly, leaving Arguedas with his stepmother, who liked to “punish” him by requiring
that he live with the indigenous servants; he slept with them, ate with them, suffered with them,
sang with them.? This gave him the opportunity to share more of his life with native people than
with white people.® This unusual upbringing between two disparate cultures shaped Arguedas’
view of Peruvian society. His case is unusual because there is no other Peruvian writer who was
both white* and simultaneously immersed in indigenous culture since early childhood without
being separated from his own culture, and in this process identified equally with both cultures.®
Arguedas’ multidisciplinary production, complex personality, and dual identity as a
white Peruvian who grew up among indigenous people has provided researchers with a wellspring
of investigative opportunities. Arguedas’ work has been studied from multiple perspectives and
wide-ranging academic fields: literature, anthropology, sociology, education, and folklore.

However, he has not been studied properly within the field of communication.®

2 José Maria Arguedas, “Yo Soy Hechura de mi Madrastra [I Am the Handiwork by My Stepmother],” Martin
Revista de Artes y Letras 10 and 11 (2004): 195-198.

% Felix Roberto Ochoa Salazar transcribes an autobiographical presentation that Arguedas made at The First
Encounter of Peruvian Fiction Writers [El Primer Encuentro de Narradores Peruanos] in 1965. Felix Roberto Ochoa
Salazar, José Maria Arguedas, el Retorno del Peregrino (Andahuaylas, Per(: Ediciones Gritos del Sol, 2004), 60-
70.

4 When | say “white,” or “indigenous” | refer, as Arguedas did, to the culture and not the color of skin, although in
his case, he was racially “white.”

5 Peruvian writers such as Ciro Alegria (1909-1967) or earlier Clorinda Matos de Turner (1852-1909), belonging to
the Creole culture, were empathetic with indigenous cultures and portrayed a positive image of them in their novels.
However, none of these authors lived with the indigenous as Arguedas did, nor shared their beliefs and traditions.

& The only author who addresses Arguedas’ production from a communicative perspective is the literary critic Julio
Ortega. However, his communicational analysis focuses specifically on Arguedas’ novel, Deep Rivers and it is a
literary/semiotic analysis of the novel’s narrative. Julio Ortega, Texto, Comunicacién y Cultura en Los Rios
Profundos de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Centro de Estudios para el Desarrollo y la Participacion, 1982); Julio
Ortega, “The Plural Narrator and the Quandary of Multiple Communication in Arguedas’s Deep Rivers,” in José
Maria Arguedas: Reconsiderations for Latin American Studies, ed. Ciro A. Sandoval and Sandra M. Boschetto-
Sandoval (Ohio: Ohio University, Center for International Studies, 1998), 199-207. Fernando Rivera has published a
book that contains a chapter with an approach to understanding the sensory communication in Arguedas literature.
Fernando Rivera, Dar la Palabra. Etica, Politica y Poética de la Escritura en Arguedas (Madrid: Iberoamericana,
2011).



It was likely the confluence of historical, sociological, and emotional factors that
intersected Arguedas’ life that gave him the capacity to communicate with different cultural groups
within Peruvian society. This bridging communicative capacity allows Arguedas and his work to
function as a complex model of intercultural communication, as relevant now as it was in his own
lifetime. Arguedas’ capacity to build communicative bridges is better understood nowadays than
in the past because he sensed earlier than his contemporaries the significant changes Peruvian
society had been experiencing with the increasing process of internal migration. As Gustavo
Gutierrez has said recently, Arguedas is situated more in our future than in our past, a future that
is continuously shaped in the hands of Peruvians.’

Arguedas’ capacity to build intercultural bridges is shown throughout all of his
communication practices (literary and non-literary). His literary production (stories, novels, and
poems) has been thoroughly studied; nevertheless, other communication practices such as his
letters have not. Most Arguedas specialists have not focused on these discursive practices in a
systematic way, probably due to the fact that Arguedas’ letters have been published relatively
recently. Roland Forgues, the first editor to publish Arguedas’ letters has used some of these letters
to analyze Arguedas’ literary production.® The accessibility of the letters nowadays is allowing
Arguedas’ readers to have a new perspective in Arguedian studies.®

The goal of this dissertation is to trace how Arguedas is developing his voice through

his letters and in doing so, how he is producing experimental strategies to fashion himself as a

" Gustavo Gutierrez, Entre las Calandrias (Lima: CEP, 2011), 106.

8 Roland Forgues in José Maria Arguedas del Pensamiento Dialéctico al Pensamiento Tragico: Historia de una
Amistad, uses the letters Arguedas addressed to his friend, Manuel Moreno Jimeno.

9 See, for example: Cecilia Esparza, “Un nifio con ojos y oidos de adulto: autorrepresentacion en la obra epistolar de
José Maria Arguedas,” in Arguedas: La Dindmica de los Encuentros Culturales (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la
Pontificia Universidad Catélica del Per(, 2013), 69-80.



communication bridge so as to invite Peruvians to be able to reach a better understanding of their
society.

The analysis of Arguedas’ letters shows how he responded to the specific nature of this
communicative media, which is addressed to far more specific audiences than his formal literary

work and thus provides a sharper insight into his communication strategies.

1.1.1 Arguedas and Cultural Peruvian Context

Since the time of the Conquest, Peru has been divided into two cultural and socio-economic
groups: indigenous people and creole elite. Even though this cultural division has been blurred
significantly in Lima and other cities on the coast of Peru, it still remains in the political structure
of the entire country. In analyzing Arguedas’ strategies for communicating with diverse social
groups, we may discover a key communication path that can be emulated to confront yet
unresolved social conflicts that exist in contemporary Peruvian society.

Shining Path,° the terrorist group that damaged Peruvian social and political life for twenty
years, emerged in part as a consequence of the social injustice that indigenous populations suffer
in the Andean regions of the country. White/mestizo Peruvians who lived in the cities did not care
about indigenous people who were victims of terrorism in the sierra (highlandss). Even currently,
after Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission submitted its final report in 2003, there

continues to be a lack of interest on the part of Peruvian citizens and the media to vindicate and

10 “Shining Path” was a faction of the Communist Party of Peru (PCP), which was organized at the National University
of San Cristobal de Huamanga in the late 1960s. Its leader was a former professor and philosopher Abimael Guzman.
However, the group started to be visible through violent actions in the early 1980s. The group drew its name from the
writings of Jose Carlos Mariategui, the influential Peruvian intellectual and founder of the Socialist Party of Peru;
Mariategui wrote “Marxism-Leninism will open the shining path to revolution.” The complete name of “Shining Path”
was the “Communist Party of Peru on the Shining Path of Jose Carlos Mariategui.”
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support the victims of violence, the majority of who were indigenous. Peruvian society does not
want to remember but prefers to forget what it considers inconvenient to be remembered.
Similarly, in Arguedas’ times during mid-twenty century, Peruvians did not acknowledge the
injustice suffered by indigenous people since colonial times. People in power accepted this
suffering as part of the system. Arguedas rebelled to this common indifference and denounced the
injustices through his writing. He made an effort to reconstruct Peruvian memory throughout all
his work showing a realistic picture of the evolution of Peruvian society as opposed to the one
created by the aristocratic elite. In this process, he created intercultural bridges, being himself a
bridge. On the one hand, through his work Arguedas allowed the dominant groups to learn about
the “invisible” indigenous; on the other hand, through his life he allowed indigenous people to
sense that it is possible that a white man suffers and enjoys the same as they do. In him and through
him they found a voice.

In the 1960s, the decade in which Arguedas’ last novel appeared, internal migration increased,
producing major interactions among different groups in Peru. Since then, social classes, races,
traditions, and languages coexist in a dynamic interplay with past and present. Arguedas was able
to cross the nation’s boundaries of difference before the process of internal migration significantly
increased in Peru. Throughout his life Arguedas revealed the “hidden” native Andean world to the
white elite and discovered the cultural consequences of mestizaje (miscegenation).

Arguedas understood mestizaje as a cultural concept and not as a biological one. As
quoted by Elena Aibar Ray, Arguedas considered that when we refer to the term mestizo, “We
speak in cultural terms; we do not take into account at all the concept of race. Anyone in Peru can
see racially white indigenous people and dark skinned people who are western in their behavior”

[“Hablamos en términos de cultura; no tenemos en cuenta para nada el concepto de raza.



Quienquiera puede ver en el Peru indios de raza blanca y sujetos de piel cobriza, occidentales por
su conducta.”].** Arguedas was himself a mestizo, a person in the middle of two cultures,
independently of the color of his skin. He did not believe in the recovery of a “pure” indigenous
culture. In this regard, Silvia Spitta asserts that “Arguedas’ ethnographic studies show that Andean
cultures had been continually adapting and transforming themselves since the Conquest”;'? and
that the term “Indian” serves only as a marker that refers to an individual who is closer to the
original Quechua culture than to a mestizo culture.

Peru, like many others colonized Latin American countries, has developed as the result
of the interaction of local indigenous and European cultures. This dichotomy, however, was never
static; in the process of cultural encounter there has been a complex interaction that has produced
a diversity of identities. Throughout all his trips around the cities in the Andean region and on the
coast of Peru, Arguedas himself experienced this dynamic process during his life.

In a letter addressed to his editor, Gonzalo Losada, Arguedas expresses the changes he
himself experienced along with the changes produced in Peruvian society. He writes: “In fifty six
years, | have changed Gonzalo, from the pure myth, from the almost absolute magical world, to
what seems to be the twenty-first century. It is not easy to survive a change, a terrible process of
change.”*® Indeed, Arguedas moved from one extreme of Peruvian culture to the other, which does

not imply this movement was absolute.

11 Elena Aibar Ray, Identidad y Resistencia Cultural en las Obras de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Pontificia
Universidad Catolica del Pert, 1992), 43.

12 Silvia Spitta, Between Two Waters: Narratives of Transculturation in Latin America (Houston, TX: Rice
University Press), 142,

13 Y0 en cincuenta y seis afos, he cambiado don Gonzalo, desde el puro mito, desde lo magico casi total, hasta lo
que parece ser el siglo XXI. No es facil sobrevivir a un cambio, a un proceso de cambio tan feroz.” José Maria
Arguedas to Gonzalo Losada, Lima December 21, 1967, cited by Alberto Flores Galindo, in Dos Ensayos Sobre
José Maria Arguedas (Lima: SUR, 1992), 26.



Authors such as Homi Bhabha have rejected the western approach to intercultural
interaction as a binary system umbrella. In The Location of Culture Bhabha argues that to sustain
a binary system to understand cultural interaction will not allow room for a more complex process
of transgression and hybridization between cultures.** Bhabha asserts “An important feature of
colonial discourse is its dependence on the concept of “fixity’ in the ideological construction of
otherness. Fixity, as the sign of cultural/historical/racial difference in the discourse of colonialism,
is a paradoxical mode of representation: it connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as
disorder, degeneracy and daemonic repetition.”*> However, in colonized countries like Peru, a
feudal/binary economic system was the starting point of social interactions and it still existed in
early Republic times.

The Peruvian economic system based on the ownership of land reinforced the cultural
differences between white elite and indigenous people. Since colonial times, it has always been
the white elite who had power over indigenous population.® Arguedas experienced this dichotomy
and later represented it in his earlier novels. Later on, through his own life and ethnographic
studies, he noticed that Peruvian society was changing and could not be represented as a pure
dichotomy. He shows those changes in later literary creations. However, Arguedas was not sure
about the final result of these changes in Peruvian society. In his last novel, The Fox from Up
Above and The Fox from Down Below, where he portrays the process of migration from the Andes
to the coast, he does not have all the answers for understanding the complex process of intercultural
interaction produced by internal migration, leaving the questions open for future generations. The

Agrarian Reform in Peru was established only in 1969, the same year Arguedas died, by the

14 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994).
15 1hid., 66.
16 José Carlos Mariategui, 7 Ensayos de Interpretacion de la Realidad Peruana (Lima: Biblioteca Amauta, 2005).

7



military regime of Peruvian President Juan Velasco Alvarado.!” This change in the Peruvian
economic system had effects upon cultural interactions, and favored migration from the Andean
region to the coast. Arguedas had the intuition to see in advance the consequences of this process
of internal migration.

Alberto Flores Galindo points out that there is a connection between the work of
Arguedas and the evolution of Peruvian society; Arguedas’ literary work changed from small
Andean town setting in his first story, Agua, where the division between white and indigenous
cultures was more defined if compared to the chaotic industrialized port on the coast in The Fox
from Up Above and The Fox from Down Below, where the processes of cultural interaction
produced by migration created a conflictive intercultural communication and unresolved
identities.®

Because the difficulties that Peruvian cultures have in communicating with each other
are reflected in Arguedas’ life and work, they both can help to explain Peruvian social conditions,
even more in our own times. It seems that the awareness of the significance of Arguedas and his
work is increasing. Currently, in Peru, academics and common people alike sense the importance
of his life—even though they have not read his work completely—to the point that in his
hometown, there are parks, streets, and public libraries that have been renamed after him.
Andahuaylas, the city where Arguedas was born, has erected a special memorial in his honor. His
remains were moved from Lima to Andahuaylas in 2004 without the permission of his widow,
Sybila Arredondo. This event produced a controversy about who has the rights over Arguedas’

remains, the people or the family, and it has generated much debate among common people and

17 Mariano Alvarado, “Movimiento Campesino y la Reforma Agraria en el Per(i” Nueva Sociedad 35 (1978): 103-
113.
18 Alberto Flores Galindo, Dos Ensayos sobre José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Sur, 1992), 15

8



intellectuals, as portrayed in the media.'® Ironically, Arguedas and his work were not so well
received in the past. Arguedas was often misunderstood and his work was not appreciated as it is
today.?°

In 2011, Peru celebrated Arguedas’ centennial. Many academic, artistic, and popular
activities have been successfully organized in different cities in the country. However, even the
popular demand to proclaim the year of 2011 as the “Year of the Centennial of José Maria
Arguedas,” the official government instead declared the year 2011 as the “Year of the Centennial
of Macchu Picchu to the World,” which shows that even today the official discourse prefers to
make Arguedas’ claim for social equality invisible, instead highlighting a Peruvian touristic
attraction.

Arguedas’ life and work are situated along the borders between the Andes and the Coast,
literature and anthropology, popular culture and intellectual elite, orality and literacy. This “in
between” position of alterity, marginality, and hybridity, on the one hand, made him more sensitive
to different cultural groups. On the other hand, it also reinforced an internal conflict that he could
never completely resolve. In fact, his inner turmoil ended in his suicide, which as we are going to
see later in this dissertation, he used to construct a metaphor for the ending of a cycle in Peruvian
history.?! As long as he was alive, Arguedas never stopped writing, even in his greatest moments

of anguish, including the moment before his death, when he wrote his last letter, which ultimately

19 Felix Roberto Ochoa Salazar, José Maria Arguedas el Retorno del Peregrino (Andahuaylas, Per(: Ediciones
Gritos del Sol, 2004).

20 Alberto Flores Galindo, Dos Ensayos, 5.

21 José Maria Arguedas committed suicide in 1969 when he was fifty-eight years old. His suicide has been used by
some intellectuals as an indicator of the impossibility of negotiating between Andean culture and western capitalism.
However, we should be careful to relate Arguedas’ suicide directly to social causes.

9



appeared as the epilogue to The Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below. In this novel,
his life, his writing, and his death meld together into one piece.??

Professionally, Arguedas always straddled the two disciplines of literature and
anthropology. Arguedas used literature as a tool to express his anthropological findings.?® His
work has generally been misunderstood by academics of both fields. The most famous example of
this miscomprehension was an intellectual debate on a novel he published in 1964, Todas las
Sangres [All the Bloods].?* The discussants in this debate were literary critics (Alberto Escobar,
José Miguel Oviedo, Anibal Quijano, and Sebastian Salazar Bondy), an ethno-sociologist (Henri
Favre), a sociologist (Jorge Bravo Bresani), and an anthropologist (José Matos Mar). All of them
shared a common interest in the relationship between literary creation and social sciences in Peru.
Even though Todas las Sangres was a literary production, the only one who focused on its literary
elements was Alberto Escobar, the other discussants adopted a severe  scientific
sociological/anthropological perspective, judging this creative piece as a scientific work, and
arguing that Arguedas’ novel was wrong because it represented an inaccurate picture of Peruvian
social reality. This assertion devastated the novelist.?> He felt that his whole life had been a failure
because he wrote about something he had lived. Indeed, Arguedas considered that his novel, even

though it was a literary creation, was also a testimony based on his life experience and his

22 Arguedas’ suicide has been object of several speculations. He had a very sensitive personality, intense headaches,
and difficulty in sleeping. It was probably the combination of social circumstances and his traumatic early
experiences (his mother’ death, frequent absence of the father, bad relations with his step family), that triggered a
biological predisposition to depression; which shaped his particular writing style. Santiago Stucchi, “La Depresion
de José Maria Arguedas,” Revista de Neuro-Psiquiatria 66,3 (Sept. 2003): 171-184.

23 There are other Latin American writers such as the Cubans Lydia Cabrera or Miguel Barnet, who also used
ethnography as a source of information for their literary creations. However, as emphasized earlier, Arguedas
learned and internalized indigenous beliefs by his own life experience with them before he becomes an
ethnographer. Ethnography only gave him a methodology to order the information of a world he already knew. This
did not happen in the case of the Cuban writers.

24 This debate happened at the Institute of Peruvian Studies in Lima on 23 June 1965.

% Guillermo Rochabrun, ed., La Mesa Redonda sobre “Todas las Sangres™ (Lima: Instituto de Estudios Peruanos,
2000), 38.
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ethnographic studies. In the aftermath of this unfortunate episode, Arguedas wrote a discourse “No
soy un aculturado” [I Am Not an Acculturated Man] and presented it when he won the “Inca
Garcilazo de la Vega” award in 1968 (this discourse was included as a preface in his last novel
The Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below). In this presentation, Arguedas argues
that his life experience had formed in him a mixed but no less legitimate culture, which therefore
gave him keen insight into two seemingly disparate cultures, the indigenous and creole/white
cultures of Peru. He described himself as a “happy daemon” who speaks in Christian and
indigenous languages, in Spanish and Quechua. Authors such as Appadurai?®® would easily
interpret this expression as hybridity or negotiation; however, Arguedas emphasizes throughout
his novels and his own life that the difference between these two cultures remained, and the
coexistence was a dynamic interplay but not a complete negotiation.

Viewed through the lens of postcolonial theories, which consider that postcolonial
writers are those who interact with the dominant colonial discourse and at the same time try to
subvert it, it might be argued that Arguedas tried to represent indigenous people, not being himself
an indigenous. Postcolonial authors such as Bhabha and Spivak have centered their studies on the
problem of how—and by whom—subaltern cultures are represented.?’” The problem of
representation, however, should be handled carefully in the case of Arguedas. As mentioned
earlier, Arguedas straddled two cultures since his childhood. During his early years his
identification was far closer to indigenous people; culturally, he was one of them. Therefore, when

he represents indigenous culture, he is representing also his own culture. However, Arguedas’

% Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2003)

27 Gayatri Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Colonial Discourses and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader, ed.
Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994); Homi Bhaba, ed., The
Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994), 66-111.
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accessibility to the hegemonic dominant system makes it impossible to consider him as a subaltern.
In any case, being part of the indigenous culture allowed him to represent it more accurately even
though he himself was not a subaltern. Indeed, Arguedas said that what motivated him to write his
first short stories about indigenous people (Agua) was the fact that Peruvian writers such as Lopez
Albujar and Ventura Garcia Calder6n did not accurately represent indigenous sensitivity and
culture. Arguedas was provoked after reading these authors, and writes: “No, | have to write it
such as it is, because | have enjoyed it, | have suffered it.”?® This capacity of Arguedas’ to belong
to two disparate cultures simultaneously is reflected in his work and offers even contemporary
Peruvians the possibility of connecting not only with him, but through him as a bridge to each
other as well.

Silvia Spitta posits that Arguedas solved the problem of representation in his novel, Deep
Rivers, through the use of a transculturated language.?® Considering himself a mestizo for whom
Spanish was not his mother tongue,*° Arguedas forced his written Spanish to sound like Quechua.
In this way, he recreated an indigenous mode of speaking Spanish to give the impression to Spanish
readers that they were reading Quechua. Spitta points out that “Arguedas clearly indigenized
Spanish, thus situating himself in the place of those who feel strange and estranged from a language
that they have been forced to assume their own.”3! However, Arguedas did not situate himself in

the place of the “other” because he was also the “other.”

28 “No, yo lo tengo que escribir tal cual es, porque yo lo he gozado, yo lo he sufrido” José Maria Arguedas, “Yo Soy
Hechura de mi Madrastra,” Martin Revista de Artes y Letras 10/ 11 (2004): 197.
29 Spitta, Between Two Waters, 166.

% There is a controversy about this. Ronald Forgues points out that Arguedas himself has created a myth about his
early years as monolingual in Quechua. Forgues considers that it is not until Arguedas is protected from his
stepmother by the indigenous that Arguedas is immersed in Quechua culture. In his three first years of age,
Arguedas belonged culturally and biologically to a family who was white and spoke Spanish. Ronald Forgues, ed.,
Arguedas y los Rios Profundos (Grenaoble: Presses Universitaires Du Mirail, 2004), 23-48.

31 Spitta, Between Two Waters, 166.
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1.1.2 Theoretical Framework

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of Arguedas’ work, this dissertation requires an
interdisciplinary approach. Therefore, | am using a theoretical framework that includes literary,
anthropological, sociological, and communication sources.

Arguedas and his work can be compared to a multifaceted prism. The literary and
anthropological facets of his work have been thoroughly studied. However, as explained earlier,
there is no significant bibliography that addresses a communication approach to Arguedas’ work.
The two authors | found are Julio Ortega, who is concerned about the relation between
communication and culture in Arguedas’ novel, Deep Rivers® and Fernado Rivera Rivera,* who
has an interesting approach to the sensory communication in Arguedas’ literature, taking into
account not only the words in the texts but the sounds produced by animals or nature, which have
a meaning inside the novels. Ortega focuses on the way the dialogues of the different characters in
Deep Rivers reveal a multiple act of speech. According to him, the act of speech in Deep Rivers is
produced not only through the characters but also between the characters and the objects; the
objects themselves speak. For example, the main character Ernesto in Deep Rivers, believes that
the ancient Inca stones speak; he asks his father: “Do the stones sing during the night?” and his
father answer: “it’s possible.”3* Ortega points out in regard to Deep Rivers: “Culture as a source
of information is able to reorder and restore a full meaning of the act of speech.”% Ortega analyzes

the dialogues among the characters in Deep Rivers as an act of speech following the basic outline

32 Ortega, Texto, Comunicacién y Cultura.

3 Rivera, Dar la Palabra. Etica, Politica y Poética de la Escritura en Arguedas.
34 Jose Maria Arguedas, Los Rios Profundos (Editorial Horizonte, 2001), 17.

% Julio Ortega, Texto, Comunicacion y Cultura, 24.
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of Roman Jakobson’s theory.® Ortega is considered one of the most important specialist scholars
on Arguedas among these others: Sara Castro- Klarén, Antonio Cornejo Polar, Angel Rama,
William Rowe, Martin Lienhard, Alberto Escobar, and Roland Forgues. All of them are literary
critics who have analyzed Arguedas’ literary production in detail. All these authors have written
books about Arguedas that are now considered classics. In this dissertation, in addition to
Arguedas’ formal literary production, I include this important classic literary scholarship, one by
one below, on Arguedas’ work to help in my analysis of his literary work and his in between
position.

The first critical literary study on Arguedas’ work is Sara Castro-Klarén’s book, El
Mundo Magico de José Maria Arguedas [The Fictional World of Jose Maria Arguedas]. In the
introduction of this book it is pointed out that to understand the life and work of Arguedas it is
impossible to deny the constant presence of Peruvian national reality in his work. Castro-Klarén
writes: “Arguedas is an auscultator of the past and the present and builds an image of the future
worthy of credit.”3” These words precisely describe Arguedas’ work. His novels are embedded in
the then-present, but operate simultaneously as premonitions of the future. Castro-Klarén
recognizes the artistic value in Arguedas’ work; she considers, however, that his last novel, The
Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below, is not only an unfinished work but a minor
novel.®® Nowadays, however, it is considered an avant-garde novel that breaks with traditional

writing methods to address the challenging topic of intercultural interaction as a result of internal

3 Jakobson’s theory about the speech communication process establishes that in every speech the addresser sends a
message to the addressee; the message uses a code (language that is known to both the addresser and addressee); the
message has a context and it is transmitted through a medium, such as live speech or writing. Each one of these
aspects has a linguistic function in the communication process. Roman Jackobson, Ensayos de Lingiistica General
(Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1981), 87-88.

37 Sara Castro Klarén, EI Mundo Mégico de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: IEP ediciones, 1973), 13. Translation is
mine.

% bid., 199.
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migration. Castro-Klarén published her book during the early seventies, when Arguedas’ work had
not been completely understood. Nevertheless, forty years later, it is not possible to say that The
Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below is a minor novel. In any case, the main argument
in Castro-Klarén’s book is Arguedas’ extraordinary sensitivity to intuit the historical Peruvian
reality of his own time and that of the future.®® In this way, Castro-Klarén acknowledges the
anthropological value of Arguedas’ literary work expressed through artistic language. This study
helps me to approach Arguedas’ position between anthropology and literature.

The next study of Arguedas’ literary work is Antonio Cornejo Polar’s book, Los
Universos Narrativos de José Maria Arguedas [Narrative Universes of José Maria Arguedas]. In
this book Cornejo Polar analyzes in detail the main novels of Arguedas and reinforces the idea that
Arguedas foretold the future. Cornejo Polar’s book was written twenty years later than Castro
Klarén’s; therefore, his interpretation of Arguedas’ last novel is more complete. In regard to this
novel, Cornejo Polar asserts: “the meaningful dimension of The Fox is the result of what was not
written...and it is not one of little significance: it is where the meaning of the silence of death
resides.”*° Cornejo Polar refers to the fact that Arguedas’ death constitutes also the end of his last
novel; the narrator becomes silent to allow Peruvian readers to complete the story/history with
their own lives. Arguedas tried to describe in this novel the future history of Peruvian society, a
history that only Peruvians could narrate; Arguedas then kept silent. Cornejo Polar asserts that “in
The Fox to die and to dawn appear to be interwoven. The entire world, imprisoned in Chimbote,

is seen as ferment, as a uniform genetic form in which reality and direction only will happen in the

% bid., 206.

40 “Lo no escrito resulta ser una dimension del sentido de El Zorro...y no la de menor importancia: alli reside la
significacidn del silencio de la muerte”. Antonio Cornejo Polar, Los Universos Narrativos de José Maria Arguedas
(Lima: Editorial Horizonte, 1997), 228.
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future.”*! Cornejo Polar’s approach is astute; he notices that the cultural “effervescence” described
in The Fox is like the chaos that precedes creation. The cultural interactions that happened in the
port of Chimbote, Peru, during the 1960s, and described by Arguedas in his last novel, foretell the
complexity and difficulty of cultural interactions within Peruvian society in the future. This book
allows me to analyze the evolution of Peruvian social reality as it was expressed in Arguedas’
novels.

William Rowe, mentioned above, has collected his main essays about Arguedas’ work
in the book Ensayos Arguedianos [Arguedian Essays]. Rowe’s book is helpful in analyzing the
relationship between orality and literacy in Arguedas’ literary pieces; one of the main elements
that Rowe highlights in his study is the role played by music and sound in Arguedas’ literary
pieces. Rowe asserts: “In all of Arguedas’ work, music gives a model of knowledge that does not
separate subject from object.”*? In fact, it is possible to sense the sonority of Arguedas’ novels,
mainly in The Fox, which has a dialogical structure. Arguedas’ novels cannot be read only with
the eyes; it is necessary to read his work with all the senses, especially with the ears. Arguedas
embedded his writing in a sea of orality. He gives voice to the sounds of nature* and to the sounds
of Andean culture through the recreation of folkloric songs, Andean instruments and dances, and
the frequent use of dialogues. This book is therefore useful in understanding the role played by

sound in Arguedas’ work.

41 “en El Zorro...morir y amanecer aparecen entramados. EI mundo integro, aprisionado en Chimbote, se ve como
un fermento, como una informe fuerza genética cuya realidad y su sentido solo se dara en el futuro” Ibid., 246.

42 “En toda la obra de Arguedas, la misica suministra un modelo de conocimiento en que no se separan sujeto y
objeto” William Rowe, Ensayos Arguedianos (Lima: SUR, 1996), 119.

43 R, Murray Schafer’s book, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tunning of the World, pays attention
to the different sounds of our environment and how they have evolved. The author coins the term “soundscape” to
express the similarity and difference to “landscape.” Part one of this book addresses the sound of nature and it might
give some insights to read Arguedas’ literary production. Schaffer, R. Murray, The Soundscape: Our Sonic
Environment and the Tuning of the World (Rochester, Vt.: Destiny Books, 1994).
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In regard to the relationship between orality and literacy in Arguedas’ work, Rowe cites
authors such as Walter Ong,* Marshall McLuhan,* and Jack Goody,*® who consider that oral
cultures are more synesthetic than those based in writing. Even though these authors have been
considered part of the “Great Division” by a new generation of anthropologists and
sociolinguists;*’ nevertheless, they are indeed useful in understanding polyphonic discourse and
characteristics of oral culture as described by José Maria Arguedas in his novels. Mikhail Bakhtin
is also an author useful in analyzing dialogism and polyphony in Arguedas’ novels. Bakhtin has
developed the idea that diverse voices can exist inside one discourse. According to Bakhtin,
polyphony is the third age in the history of humanity, after monologism and dialogism. Polyphony
implies the acceptance and comprehension of different voices in one discourse. Polyphony is more
than hybridity and heterogeneity; it is an ethic of the tolerance of diversity, just what Arguedas
tries to convey in his work. *8

Martin Lienhard is another helpful author in analyzing the oral nature of Arguedas’
literary production, as he reinforces the idea of a polyphonic discourse in the writer work, which
challenges traditional narrative structures. According to Lienhard, when creating writing close to
the spoken word, Arguedas also creates a fictional orality that enables the readers to capture the

oral language through writing.® As said before, in novels such as Deep Rivers, the author uses

44 Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London; New York: Methuen, 1982).

45 Marshal McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of TypographicMan (New York: The American Library,
1969).

46 Jack Goody, The Interface Between the Written and the Oral (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987).

47 The “New Literacy Studies” consider that authors such as McLuhan, Ong, and Goody make inaccurate
generalizations about oral cultures and cultures with writing, keeping an unnecessary dividing line between orality
and literacy. Two important books of the New Literacy Studies are: Silvia Scribner and Michael Cole, The Psychology
of Literacy (New York: Harvard University Press, 1991); Brian Street, ed., Cross-Cultural Approaches to Literacy
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

48 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981); Mikhail
Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984).

49 Martin Lienhard, Cultura Andina y Forma Novelesca (Lima: Editorial Horizonte, 1990), 109.
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Spanish with a Quechua structure, producing the sensation in Spanish readers that they are reading
Quechua. Lienhard points out that in the case of The Fox, Arguedas does not mix Spanish and
Quechua, but represents the different socio-dialects spoken on the Peruvian coast as a result of
internal migration, keeping a dialogic structure with a strong oral component.

In her book, Voices from the Fuente Viva, Amy Nauss Millay, addresses writers who
have a strong oral component in their style, including Arguedas. One of her essays, “Echoes from
Los Rios Profundos” is dedicated to the analysis of Arguedas’ novel, Deep Rivers. In this essay
Millay compares Arguedas with Lydia Cabrera, a Cuban writer, in the way that both have similar
personal quests. According to Millay, Arguedas and Cabrera faced the same dilemma: “both wrote
from within a Western literate culture that they believed threatened oral traditions.”*® However,
in contrast to Cabrera, Arguedas had the privileged position of being at the same time informant
and interpreter and lived the culture he was considering as an ethnographer. Millay’s book, like
Lienhard’s book, helps to connect theorists of orality with literary critics. Her study is also helpful
in the analysis of Arguedas’ status between anthropology and literature.

Angel Rama approaches Arguedas’ work by taking the term transculturation from
an anthropological level® to a literary one in his major work Transculturacion Narrativa en
América Latina [Narrative Transculturation in Latin America]. Rama was interested in the
possibilities of resistance that every culture has when confronted with a process of transculturation.
He considers that writers like Arguedas are the vehicles or mediators between the native traditional

Latin American cultures and modernization. However, the model of transculturation and resistance

%0 Amy Nauss Millay, Voices from the Fuente Viva (Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell University Press, 2005), 81.

51 The concept “transculturation” has a Caribbean origin. The Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz coined the term in
the 1940s in his book Contrapunteo Cubano del Tabaco y el Aztcar [Cuban Counterpoint; Tobacco and Sugar].
Ethnographers have used this term to describe how subordinated or marginal groups select and invent from materials
transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture.
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that Angel Rama proposes is not enough to grasp the reality described by Arguedas in his last
novel, which exceeds any process of transculturation described in earlier and less conflictive
novels such as Deep Rivers.>?

Antonio Cornejo Polar considers that “Transculturation would imply, in the long run,
the construction of a syncretic plane that finally incorporates in a more or less unproblematic
totality two or more languages, two or more ethnic identities, two or more aesthetic codes and
historical experiences.”>® As transculturation does not emphasize the tension and conflict that
occur inside intercultural interactions, he instead offers as an alternative the concept of
heterogeneity. Heterogeneity addresses intercultural conflict and conveys the idea that in a process
of cultural interaction, cultures remain separated and maintain their differences, even though they
coexist. In contrast to transculturation, heterogeneity does not accept the idea that modernity
homogenizes cultures; on the contrary, it emphasizes resistance. However, the problem with the
concept of heterogeneity is that it goes to the other extreme and makes it difficult to conceptualize
any process of negotiation, which though incomplete and conflictive, that exists in Arguedas’
production.

There are other theoretical approaches that come from the intercultural communication
field that might be helpful as a starting point in analyzing Arguedas’ life and work, especially Rico
Lie. In his book, Spaces of Intercultural Communication, Lie addresses some concepts that are
possible to relate to Arguedas’ “in between” status (oral/written, rural/city, indigenous/creole,

popular culture/elite culture) due to his internal migration experience within Peru. For example, in

52 Angel Rama, Transculturacion Narrativa en América Latina (México, D.F.: Siglo XXI Editores, 2004)

53 Antonio Cornejo Polar, “Mestizaje, Transculturation, Heterogeneity,” in The Latin American Cultural Studies
Reader, ed. Ana del Sarto, Alicia Rios and Abril Trigo (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004), 117.
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chapter four of his book, Lie explains the different theoretical concepts that express cultural
mixing. Lie asserts that these concepts of cultural mixing seem to have replaced “old” concepts,
such as acculturation, assimilation, integration, adaptation, and interculturation.>* One of the
“new” cultural mixing concepts to which Lie refers is the concept of contact zones, developed by
James Clifford. This concept relates to the cultural interactions produced when people travel. Lie
writes: “The essence of travel and tourism is that they de-locate people for a framed period of
time.”>® Within the contact zones created by the circumstance of traveling, cultures are not
considered fixed entities to a specific place anymore. Migration also produces contact zones but,
in this case, migration is framed in longer periods of time than travel and tourism. Besides,
migration produces a change of residence, which implies territorialization, deterritorialization and
reterritorialization. After considering the different Latin American concepts that refer to cultural
mixing, such as mestizaje, creolization, transculturation, and hybridization, Lie concludes that
independently of the terms, what is important is the idea of cultural mixing through a process of
encounter and negotiation. Lie asserts: “The mix is not only in-between cultures, but also in-
between what we now have termed the global and the local, or the processes of cultural
globalization and cultural localization.”®® Rico Lie describes the migrant’s condition of being de-
centered using the concept of “nonplace” developed by Marc Auge. Nonplace is a space that cannot
be defined as relational or historical or concerned with identity; it is applied to the global-local
cultural context.>” Furthermore, Lie cites Michel de Certeau, who argues that space and place are

not the same. For him, space is a lived place that is created through inter-action. Using the

5 Lie, Spaces of Intercultural Communication (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 2003), 83.
%5 Lie, 83.

% |ie, 88.

57 Lie, 121.
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distinction between space and place, Lie considers that the processes of globalization and
localization are linked to communication spaces.

Lie associates the idea of nonplace to Victor Turner’s concepts of liminality and
liminoid communication spaces. Liminality, according to Turner is the region of culture where
new elements and new combinatory rules may be introduced. In liminality, people play with
familiar elements and defamiliarize them.%® Lie asserts that the main difference between liminal
and liminoid zones of culture is that liminal spaces are found in daily life routines, while liminoid
spaces are continuously generated and are found “out-of-daily-life-liminality.”>® When analyzing
the relation between the global and the local, Lie is interested more in the liminoid spaces, where
it is possible to find interaction between past and present, global and local; the liminoid spaces are
“spaces of intercultural communication” or “zones of transcultures,” where identities are
fragmented, and where time is a “time in between activities.” Lie asserts that “liminoid zones,
characterized by cultural coexistence, cultural negotiation, and cultural transformation in-between
the global and the local, provide a feeling of alienation.”® There are different possibilities of
interaction in these liminoid zones. First, coexistence occurs when the elements from different
cultures do not interact significantly, even if they share the same liminal/oid space; second,
homogenized transculturality occurs when one culture is imposed over others and all liminal/oid
spaces evolve toward a similar cultural end space; and finally, hybridized transculturality occurs
when there is an ideal negotiation among the different cultures. Manuel Larrd points out that it is
after Deep Rivers, where the liminal period occurs clearly in Arguedas’s novels such as La Agonia

de Rasu Niti [The Agony of Rasu Niti], Todas Las Sangres [All the Bloods], El Zorro de Arriba y

%8 1bid., 124.
% 1bid., 127.
% 1bid., 128.
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El Zorro de Abajo [The Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below]; but this liminal
process starts earlier, in all his previous texts.®! Lie’s description of cultural interactions produced
by migration seems to be the closest approach we might have to the cultural interactions
experienced by Arguedas and described in his last novel, The Fox from Up Above and the Fox
from Down Below. However, this novel also exceeds these theoretical explanations because in the
liminoid spaces of The Fox there is more than the simple coexistence of cultures; the interaction
among the different cultural elements is conflictive, and neither a homogenized transculturality
nor an ideal negotiation is possible. Peruvian—and other Latin American—realities reflected in
Arguedas’ last novel challenge currently circulating paradigms of intercultural interaction. Even
if it sounds contradictory, we might say that in Peruvian society, the cultural interactions produced
by migration (internal and external) have generated an unresolved or tensional hybridity, where
negotiation among heterogeneous cultures is never complete. Therefore, theoretical approaches
such as Arjun Appadurai’s Modernity at Large or Néstor Garcia Canclini’s Hybrid Cultures, which
emphasize the process of negotiation with the arrival of modernity, are also insufficient for
explaining the cultural interactions in Arguedas’ novels.%> Nevertheless, Arguedas, as an
individual, could move across the intercultural conflictive relation that existed among different
cultural groups of Peruvian society of his time. He was, as explained before, an exception who
perhaps —having psychological problems not solved since childhood—paid the consequences of

this “cultural effervescence” with his own life.

61 Manuel Larrt, “De una Vision Indigenista a una Vision Andina en la Obra de José Maria Arguedas,” Con Textos
Revista Critica de Literatura, 1 (2010): 19.

52 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1996); Nestor Garcia Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995).
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Another element taken into account in this dissertation refers to Cornejo Polar’s concept
of migration. He suggests that it is not accurate to say that migrants suffer deterritorialization;
instead, he asserts that migrants “multiply” their territory because the possibility of speaking from
different places opens up through the process of migration. Cornejo Polar understands “place” as
being a symbolic representation internalized by the migrants and not a physical setting. Therefore,
according to him, a migrant subject is a de-centered subject.®® A migrant like Arguedas, for
example, does not have an identifiable territory to which he belongs; a migrant does not belong to
a specific place but he or she still has identification with several places.

From a feminist theoretical perspective, “standpoint epistemology” also offers a new
logic of knowledge. Standpoint epistemology is concerned with how our traditional conceptions
of knowledge disadvantage women and other underrepresented groups, therefore it is necessary to
change our standpoint of learning in order to have a better knowledge that does not privilege any
position of power. Joyce Nielsen has asserted that standpoint theory starts “with the idea that less
powerful members of society have the potential for a more complete view of social reality than
others, precisely because of their disadvantaged position.”®* It is possible to argue that Arguedas,
belonging to an unrepresented Andean culture and having at the same time incorporated western
culture’s meanings of expression, had a more complete view of Peruvian social reality and the
capacity to present it to the intellectual elite.

As my discussion suggests, there is a vast body of scholarship from a variety of different

disciplines well beyond communication studies that are helpful in formulating a theoretical

83 Antonio Cornejo Polar, “Una Heterogeneidad no Dialéctica: Sujeto y Discurso Migrantes en el Peri Moderno,”
Revista Iberoamericana 6 2 (1979):837-44.

6 Joyce Nielsen, ed., Feminist Research Methods: Exemplary Readings in the Social Sciences (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press. 1990), 10.
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approach to Arguedas’ work. The richness of Arguedas’ production should be embraced from an
interdisciplinary perspective because his work so clearly challenges any theoretical paradigm.
Perhaps we should just allow Arguedas to speak for himself. Arguedas’ letters might then be, by
themselves, a theoretical proposition expressed through a particular language that forces us to read

it while leaving all paradigms of cultural interaction aside.

1.2 ARGUEDAS’ LETTERS

Letters are a means of communication that allow variations in the process of both writing
and reading the message, depending on the historical and social context that exist where the letters
are produced. On one hand, the act of writing may be a private, intimate communicative
experience; the writer can express his/her feelings towards the recipient more freely than would
be possible in the presence of the receiver, especially in the case of love letters.%®> On the other
hand, writing a letter could be a collective process, where letters are read aloud in front of a group

of people.®® In any case letters are a medium that creates a process of communication in which

% There are studies, however, that show that with the existence of an amanuensis, letters and letter writing “were
about the individual self, but not about interiority.” See Keith Breckenridge, “Love Letters and Amanuenses:
Beginning the Cultural History of the Working Class Private Sphere in Southern Africa, 1900-1933,” Journal of
Southern African Studies 26, 2 (June 2000): 337-48.

% For example, “The expectation in the eighteenth century was still that letters would be read aloud to family,
friends and acquaintances, and or shown around, to give everyone something to talk about.” Eve Tavor Bannet,
Empire of Letters: Letter Manuals and Transatlantic Correspondence, 1688-1820 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 47.
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there is an imaginary immediacy between sender and receiver, even though there is a physical
distance.®’

Deborah Tannen in her book, Spoken and Written Language, proposes that the
epistolary genre constitutes a bridge between the oral and written discourse, especially if we are
referring to informal letters. The epistolary genre allows the author to be contradictory and to show
facets that are not normally revealed in other literary genres.®® As Bannet points out, “the link
between epistolary writing and ordinary speech, and between correspondence and everyday
conversation, could not be abandoned because in practice, pace Derrida, letters were a site where
speech and writing were constantly rotating into each other’s places.”% In a more metaphoric way,
and taking into account only contemporary times, storyteller/writer Julio Ramon Ribeyro argues
that there are some similarities between letters and intimate diaries: “Exaggerating a little, it would
be possible to say that the pages of a diary are letters which the author addresses to himself and
that letters are pages of a diary which the author addresses to a [different] person.”’® However, the
relationship between letters and diaries can be seen from a different perspective as the Zborays did
in a study among antebellum New Englanders; these authors consider that “letters usually bespoke
ongoing communication with specific people, whereas diaries maintained the illusion of privacy.

Letters expecting an answer read like one side of a discussion, yet usually contain responses to a

67 “Although a large portion of epistolary communication has always been businesslike and relatively impersonal,
letters are inevitably associated with intimacy. Perhaps the most fundamental fiction of letter writing is that the
epistolary utterance, despite the absence of addresser to addressee, if not precisely because of that absence, speaks
with an immediacy and intimacy unavailable in the face-to-face conversation that letter writing typically takes as its
model. Such intimacy commonly assumes the existence of a certain confidentiality as its enabling condition.” William
Decker, Epistolary Practices: Letter Writing in America before Telecommunications (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998), 5.

8 Deborah Tannen, Spoken and Written Language: Exploring Orality and Literacy (Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing
Corporation, 1982).

% Bannet, Empire of Letters, 46.

0 “Exagerando un poco podria decirse que las paginas de un diario son cartas que el autor se dirige a si mismo y que
las cartas son paginas de un diario que se dirigen a una persona.” Julio Ramén Ribeyro, La Caza Sutil (Lima:
Editorial Milla Batres S.A., 1976), 10.
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previous letter received, along with, perhaps, echoes of several earlier exchanges. Letters were
thus interpersonally, not individually, determined.”’® In the case of Arguedas, the boundary
between letters and diaries is not clear because his diaries were intentionally written to address an
audience; they were inserted in his last novel, The Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down
Below, as part of the narrative. Besides, his letters constitute not only an instrumental means of
communication, but also a possibility of expressing his most intimate sensitivity—as if they were
diaries—and sometimes they work as a tool for rethinking his literary projects. It is through letters
that Arguedas shares his everyday concerns with a friend, family member, or colleague.

One characteristic of Arguedas’ writing is that it presents itself as being grounded in
reality, or at least this seems to be his intention. As mentioned before, in a debate about one of his
novels Todas las Sangres [All the Bloods], he was criticized by some sociologists who considered
that the novel did not properly represent the hierarchies in Peruvian society. Arguedas could say
in his defense that a novel is fiction and there is no point in criticizing its representation of reality.
However, he claimed it was a testimony and if what he was saying in the novel was not the truth,
then he had lived in vain.”? Arguedas always highlighted the value of his experiences and the
importance for him of telling others all about what he had learned through these experiences.

Similar to his literary writing, in his letters Arguedas also displays his attempt to portray
and understand reality; this is why when | was searching for a rhetorical figure that could help me
to decode Arguedas’ letter writing, | turned to Decker’s use of metonymy, who, following

Jacobson, says that if “metonymy is the determining tendency of language in realistic literature,

"L Ronald J. Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray, Everyday Ideas: Socioliterary Experience among Antebellum New
Englanders (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2006), 17.

72 Guillermo Rochabrin, ed. La Mesa Redonda sobre Todas las Sangres del 23 de Junio de 1965 (Lima: IEP, 2000),
38.
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then familiar letter writing is an intensely metonymic discourse inasmuch as it typically abounds
in the registry of quotidian ‘realist” minutiae that become more or less explicitly significant in
reference to the addressee’s absence (the occasion of the letter’s composition).””® Being that
Arguedas’ letters are a realistic and familiar form of writing, | expected to find a constant use of
metonymy. However, what became apparent was that | could find a far more significant use of
metaphors, probably due to the emotional, dramatic, intense, and poetic style Arguedas uses in his
letter writing. An example of a metaphor in his letters, which reveals its poetic nature, is when he
writes to his brother: “the fire that a man has when called by art is never put out even in agony.”
The metaphor here is the “fire” which represents the inspiration and the creative impulse of an
artist like himself.

Arguedas had the opportunity to interact among diverse social and cultural
environments not only in Peru but in other countries. His letters are a testimony to it. Arguedas
was a prolific correspondent. He wrote letters to his friends, editors, psychoanalyst, and relatives.
Even though some of his letters to colleagues or editors show a certain formality, in most of his
letters it is possible to sense a strong affective tone. He treated his addressees as if they were close
to him even though they were separated by distance. There is a sense of spontaneity in his letters,
far more common to find in oral communication. This capacity for expressiveness and for looking
for affection is one of the axes along which his letters can be approached; this will be more fully

analyzed in the second chapter of this dissertation.

73 Decker, 15.

74 “e| fuego que tiene el hombre llamado por el arte no se apaga ni en la agonia.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, to
Avristides Arguedas, Caraz, Per(, Jan., 31, 1944, in Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia Cartas de José
Maria Arguedas a Aristides y Nelly Arguedas, a Rosa Pozo Navarro y Yolanda Lopez Pozo (Lima: Fondo Editorial
de la Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Perd, 1999), 173.
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Furthermore, we have to pay attention to the way Arguedas constructs an image of
himself through his letters and how both his role as an author and his social context have influenced
his self-portrayal, because as Ezell points out: “The dynamic network of writer and reader that in
my view characterizes manuscript literary culture and social authorship is created by the process
of being an author rather than by the production of a single text.”” Arguedas’ letters are a crucial
part of his authorship and nowadays are being read for many people who are not his intended
addressees.

Now that most of Arguedas’ letters have been published, we can consider his letters as
part of his literary corpus. Given that many of these letters have been only recently published, they
have not yet been properly studied. Up to now, there are thirteen books containing his letters,

and several of his letters have been published elsewhere.”’

s Margaret Ezell, Social Authorship and the Advent of Print (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 40.
76 Roland Forgues, ed., José Maria Arguedas: La Letra Inmortal: Correspondencia con Manuel Moreno Jimeno
(Lima: Ediciones de los Rios Profundos, 1993); John Murra and Mercedes Lépez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de
Arguedas (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Cat6lica del Per(, 1996); Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere,
ed., José Maria Arguedas, Recuerdos de una Amistad (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Cat6lica
del Per(, 1996); Edgar O’Hara, ed., Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a Pedro Lastra (Santiago de Chile: LOM
Ediciones, 1997); Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia: Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a Aristides y
Nelly Arguedas, a Rosa Pozo Navarro y Yolanda Lopez Pozo (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad
Catolica del Perd, 1999); Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en el Valle del Mantaro (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la
Pontificia Universidad Catdlica del Pert, 2004); Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Correspondencia entre José Maria
Arguedas y Juan Mejia Baca en la Biblioteca Nacional (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Biblioteca Nacional del Perq,
2005); Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed. Apuntes Inéditos: Celia y Alicia en la Vida de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Fondo
Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Per(, 2007). Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Itinerarios Epistolares:
La Amistad de José Maria Arguedas y Pierre Duviols en Dieciseis Cartas (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia
Universidad Catolica del Pert, 2011); Enrique Camacho, Misién en Chimbote y mi encuentro con Arguedas (Lima:
Centro de Estudios y Publicaciones, 2011); Inés Westphalen Ortiz, El Rio y EI Mar. Correspondencia José Maria
Arguedas/Emilio Adolfo Westphalen (México: Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 2011); Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed.
Arguedas y Barrantes, Dos Amautas (Lima, Fondo Editorial de la Academia Peruana de la Lengua, 2013). Jaime
Gonzales Triana, ed. Cubapaq A Cuba, José Maria Arguedas (Cuzco, PerG: Direccion de Cultura del Cuzco, 2013).
7 “Correspondencia entre Hugo Blanco y José Maria Arguedas,” Amaru Revista de Artes y Ciencias no. 11 (Dec.
1969): 12-29; Raul Adanaqué Velasquez, “Correspondencia entre José Maria Arguedas y Luis E. Valcarcel,” La
Casa de Cartdn, Revista de Cultura no. 21 (Invierno-Primavera del 2000): 1-18; “Correspondencia entre Hugo
Blanco y José Maria Arguedas,” Cuadernos Arguedianos no. 3 (2000): 79-86; Raquel Garcia, ed., “Las Cartas de
José Maria Arguedas a Angel Rama,” Fornix no. Il (Ene-June 2000): 9-26; Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., “Cartas del
Archivo José Maria Arguedas de la Pontificia Universidad Catélica del Per(: Donaciones Recientes de Fernando de
Szyszlo, Blanca Varela, Mario Vargas Llosa, Duccio Bonavia, Haydeé Castagnola y German Garrido Klinge,”
Antropoldgica no. 20 (2002): 121-176.
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Probably one of the most significant books containing Arguedas’ letters was the first
because it revealed an intimate side of Arguedas not known before. It appeared in 1993 and was
edited by Roland Forgues.”® This book includes the letters Arguedas wrote to his best friend,
Manuel Moreno Jimeno. In 1996 a controversial book of letters was published that contains
correspondence that he addressed to his friend, the American anthropologist John Murra, and also
some items sent to his Chilean psychoanalyst, Lola Hofmann.”® This book has been polemical
because the publication of Arguedas’ letters in his role as a psychiatric patient arguably violates
principles of medical ethics. For example, on the one hand, Pedro Lastra, the Chilean poet who
was an editor and a friend of Arguedas says in his testimony that he was perturbed by the letters
Arguedas wrote to his psychoanalyst because these letters reveal private facts that him never
revealed to other people. Lastra considers that there should be always a limit in order to respect a
private life.8 On the other hand, Carmen Maria Pinilla considers that it is impossible to defend the
argument of protection of privacy in the case of historical characters like Arguedas, especially
when the interest in his complex work continues to increase.’! In any case, we would say that a
figure like Arguedas requires different perspectives of analysis and the letters provide a more
intimate approach to the man and his work, which are always interwoven.

These letters also allow scholars to elucidate Arguedas’ process of creation even in the
middle of an intense psychological illness.
I have reviewed a total of 350 letters published in books and journals. From this body of

letters | have selected for closer scrutiny letters addressed to his friends, family members, one of

8 Roland Forgues, ed., José Maria Arguedas: La Letra Inmortal: Correspondencia con Manuel Moreno Jimeno.
78 John Murra and Mercedes Lopez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas.

80 O’Hara, Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a Pedro Lastra, 113.

81 Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en el Valle del Mantaro, 25.
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his psychoanalysts, and a few of his editors. In all of them I found particularly relevant
information related to Arguedas as a communicator across social difference. | selected fragments
of these letters to analyze in depth and from which to quote. After reading all of them as well as
the testimonies of some of their addressees, | identified the main topics that appear in these
epistolary texts. In doing so, | trace Arguedas’ main concerns while he was working as a writer,
anthropologist, teacher, and promoter of folkloric music. My selection criterion of the addressees
is the closeness Arguedas had with them, professionally, or personally. Following a chronological
sequence, | read and analyzed the letters Arguedas wrote to his family members, the letters he
wrote to some close friends he met in the 1930s (Manuel Moreno Jimeno, José Ortiz Reyes, and
his son Alejandro Ortiz). | have also reviewed Arguedas’ more personal letters (to his first wife,
Celia Bustamante and one of his lovers, Vilma Ponce). | finally investigated the letters to two
editors (Juan Mejia Baca and Pedro Lastra), psychoanalyst (Lola Hoffman), friends he met in the
1940s (Emilio Barrantes, Emilio Adolfo Westphalen, and Pierre Duvois) and two other friends he
met in the 1960s (the anthropologist John Murra, and the left-wing activist, Hugo Blanco).

The topics he touched upon among his different addressees may vary but his affective,
emotional, intense and sometimes melodramatic communication style is the same and is
highlighted throughout all his correspondence. It seems that Arguedas makes an effort to show

authenticity and realism through his letters.®? It may be possible, though, that he elaborated a

82 It is important to point out here the concept of realism proposed by Auerbach. According to Terry Eagleton:
“Auerbach’s Mimesis, one of the great works of literary scholarship, was written between 1942 and 1945 in Istanbul,
(...) Auerbach ranges through some of the mighty monuments of Western literature, from Homer, medieval
romance, Dante and Rabelais to Montaigne, Cervantes, Goethe, Stendhal and a good many authors besides, scanning
their work for symptoms of realism. His criterion for selection, however, is more political than formal or
epistemological. The question is whether we can find secreted in the language of a particular text the bustling,
workaday life of the common people. For Auerbach as for Mikhail Bakhtin, who was writing his classic work on
Rabelais and realism at much the same time that Auerbach was holed up almost bereft of books in Istanbul, realism
is in the broadest sense a matter of the vernacular.” Book review Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western
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certain “character” of himself in his letters. It is difficult to establish where the “true” Arguedas
ends and where the character begins. Nonetheless, when we read the letters we find evidence of
one predominant communication style led by the use of feelings to move his or her receptor
through the exacerbation of his emotions. He seems to behave the same independently of his varied
addressees. Of course, we need to take into account that most of the addressees we are analyzing
here are very close to him; even editors, colleagues or his psychoanalyst were considered friends
by him. However, if it is the case that Arguedas was creating a character, we could consider
according to Edwin Black, that Arguedas, is creating a persona in his letters and that this persona
implies a “second persona,” or an “auditor implied.” But who could be this implied “second
persona”? Could we say that Arguedas acknowledged his role in Peruvian society to the point that
he was writing his letters for future readers? This may be a risky assumption. A better approach
could be that Arguedas’ letter writing style was more informal, affective, or genuine towards the
people who had a close relation with him because he used an “oral style” of communication in his
letters. If that is the case, Auerbach’s concept of realism would fit his letter writing, because he
belonged to an Andean community in his childhood, where he was embedded in the orality of the
Quechua language and, as mentioned in footnote eighty-two, Auerbach’s concept of realism is
related to the vernacular. It may result in being difficult to believe within the context of the United
States that a writer of letters did not make use of different styles to address different recipients.
North American history has a tradition in letter writing which implies following rules given in
manuals. In A Fictive People, for example, it is stated that in the nineteenth century people in the

United States were trained to write differently to different addressees, differentiating clearly

Literature by Erich Auerbach in London Review of Books, http://www.Irb.co.uk/v25/n20/terry-eagleton/pork-
chops-and-pineapples
8 Edwin Black, “The Second Persona,” Quarterly of Journal Speech56 (April 1970): 2.
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between relatives or friends. The author of this book asserts: “Some of the formality seen in
personal letters of the period doubtlessly derived from models learned in school or read in books
or periodicals. The antebellum years spawned a whole genre of books that provided models for
letters written on all important occasions and to the different significant people in an individual’s
life.”8 While this is not the case in Peru, nonetheless it is of course expected that some rules of
cordiality and formality be respected, depending on the level of confidence the writer has towards
the addressee and on the purpose of the letter. Letter writing manuals aside, Arguedas may be a
special case due as well to his affective personality and to the fact that most of his addressees, to
whom he regularly sent letters, were close to him. In most of them Arguedas shows his passion for
writing, for education and for understanding Peruvian society. He also displays his anxieties and
hopes.

To gather information about Arguedas, the man, | conducted oral histories with people familiar
with Arguedas’ life and times: friends, students, scholars, family members, and recipients of
Arguedas’ letters, which allowed me to have more information about how his life and work have
been received.® For conducting the oral interviews, | followed Valerie Raleigh Yow’s guide,
Recording Oral History.?® Because the interviews have been made in Spanish, | translated to
English only the parts that I cite in this dissertation. During the interviews I took some notes of the
verbal and the nonverbal language that might be complementary for understanding the content of

the recorded answers. Any oral interview is a subjective process in which the interviewer inevitable

8 Ronald J. Zboray, A Fictive People: Antebellum Economic Development and the American Reading Public (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 114-15.

8 | have been specially trained in oral history techniques in one of my PhD courses: COMMRC 2040 “Voices of
Remembrance: Oral History Method, Theory, and Interpretation.” My oral history research is excluded from the
University of Pittsburgh IRB oversight.

% Yow, Valerie Raleigh, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences (Walnut Creek,
Calif.: Altamira, 2005).
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IS interpreting the answers through his/her own frame of reference. In order to reduce the biases, |
always tried to create a climate of respect and sensitivity towards my interviewee. | used articles
related to oral history methodology to complement Yow’s guide.®” Even though | made 16 oral
history interviews since | started my research in 2008, for the purpose of this dissertation | have
used only the ones that were more related to the content of Arguedas’ letters.

I have divided this dissertation in two parts. The first part focuses on how Arguedas
constructs an image of himself through his letters. This part has three chapters: Chapter One
explores his childhood” memories, Chapter Two analyzes how Arguedas embodied his nation, and
Chapter Three analyzes the portrayal of his authorial self. The second part of the dissertation
focuses on the analysis of how Arguedas describes his world. This part has two Chapters: Chapter
Four analyzes the relation he had with people who surrounded him, and Chapter Five describes
the relation with his environment. This final chapter focuses in two main aspects: the relation he
had with different countries in his condition of migrant, and the synesthetic communication present
in his letters through his relation with nature and music. Affective language present in his letters
is a key element to interwoven the different sections, while attempting to find the different
communicational strategies that allowed Arguedas to construct his voice. In the conclusions, | will
summarize the main findings of this dissertation as well as to mention what further work needs to

be done in the future.

87 Paula Hamilton, “The Oral Historian as Memorist,” Oral History Review 32.1 (Winter Spring 2005): 11-18; Neal
Norrick, “Talking About Remembering and Forgetfulness in Oral History Interviews,” Oral History Review 32.2
(Summer /Fall 2005): 1-20; Katherine Martin and Charles Martin, “Transcription Style: Choices and Variables at the
Appalachian Oral History Project,” International Journal of Oral History 6.2 (1985): 126-28; Carl Wilmser, “For
the Record: Editing and the Production of Meaning in Oral History,” Oral History Review 28.1 (Winter/Spring
2001): 65-85.
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20 PART I: CONSTRUCTION OF SELF

The “private” Arguedas constructs different facets of his complex self-representation in the vast
corpus of letters exchanged with family members, people in the contemporary cultural scene, and
people close to his affections. Although he did not intend the letters, taken as a whole, to comprise
a retrospective narrative that would give meaning to his life, these texts can be analyzed as “self-
portraits” of the author. As Michel Beaujour points out, the word “self-portrait” is not precise for
referring to a text because “it evokes Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and Francis Bacon rather than
Montaigne or Michel Leiris. In a literary context, self-portraitists often write that they ‘paint
themselves,” this metaphor cannot be spun out indefinitely into a description of their texts.”?
However, using “self-portrait” as a genre “attempts to create coherence through a system of cross-
references, superimpositions, or correspondences among homologous and substitutable elements,
in such a way as to give the appearance of discontinuity, of anachronistic juxtaposition, or
montage, as opposed to the syntagmatics of a narration....The operational formula for the self-
portrait therefore is: ‘I won’t tell you what 1’ve done, but | shall tell you who | am.””2 Using this
metaphor, we can say that through his letters Arguedas is telling us who he is with an intense

language, which is flooded with emotions.

! Michel Beaujour, Poetics of the Literary Self-Portrait (New York: New York University Press, 1992), 1.
2 1bid., 3.
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We may prefer, then, to use “self-fashioning” instead of self-portraiture, as a better way
to describe self-representation. In his book, Renaissance Self Fashioning, Stephen Greenblatt
understands self-fashioning as “the cultural system of meaning that creates specific individuals by
governing the passage from abstract potential to concrete historical embodiment.”® According to
Greenblatt, “Literature functions within this system in three interlocking ways: as a manifestation
of the concrete behavior of its particular author, as itself the expression of the codes by which
behavior is shaped, and as a reflection upon those codes.”* The epistolary genre is not precisely
creative literature; however, in the case of a literary writer like Arguedas the boundaries are
blurred. His letters and diaries are often self-consciously “literary”; therefore, we can apply
Greenblatt’s criteria to identify the way in which Arguedas manifests his particular self through
literary codes. Considering the importance of historical context in the Arguedas case, | analyze in
this chapter how he fashions a character of himself through his letters.

Another approach to self-construction is brought out by Walter Mignolo, who highlights
the fact that subaltern cultures assimilate modernity through a process of contrasting foreign
cultural codes with their own traditions, because “tradition did not have its own discourse. It was
created by the discourse that defined modernity.”® In the process of being between two cultures,
not only a new identity but also a new rationality is created. This new rationality is what Mignolo

denominates as “border thinking,”® “which is by definition beyond the national discourses of

3 Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1980), 3.

4 Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning, 4.

5> Walter Mignolo, “The Enduring Enchantment: (Or the Epistemic Privilege of Modernity and Where to Go from
Here),” South Atlantic Quarterly 101, no. 4 (Fall 2002): 933.

& The concept of “border thinking” is directly related to the concepts of “border gnosis” (knowledge generated in the
cultural borders) and “pluriversality” (against any universalistic standpoint) developed also by Mignolo; and it is
indirectly related to Enrique Dussel’s concept of “transmodernity” (see, for example, his “World System and Trans-
Modernity,” Nepantla: Views from the South 3, no. 2 [2002]: 21-44), which allows the possibility of a non-
eurocentric dialogue with alterity. The “border thinking” idea implies thinking from a “paradigma otro” (Walter D.
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bounding territorial states.”’ Therefore, Arguedas through his letters creates an historical
embodiment of himself, but he also exemplifies a case of “border thinking,” due to the fact that he
belonged to two cultures. Acknowledging his personal, social, and historical position in life, he
elaborates a construction of himself and a particular world vision embedded in a historical context.
This subaltern study of Walter Mignolo’s could be helpful in interpreting Arguedas’ self-
construction through letter writing. Mignolo’s concept of “border thinking” goes beyond the
distinction between cognoscenti subject and cognoscible object. The concept is useful for
understanding the cultural interactions that occur with migration processes because it implies that
the cognoscenti subject itself, not only the object (culture), is hybridized.® According to Mignolo,
the concept of “border thinking” creates a space for a new logic of knowledge and expression.
Using this concept, the cue to approaching Arguedas’ letters would be in seeing him as a “border
thinker.” Arguedas tried to understand cultural interactions produced by migration while being
himself the result of those interactions. He proposed with his life as much as with his written work
a new logic for grasping the nature of Peruvian society. Therefore, the concept of border thinking
could allow us to glimpse Arguedas’ construction of himself in all its complexity.

José Maria Arguedas’ suicide in 1969 at age fifty-eight has been used by some
intellectuals as an indicator of the impossibility of negotiation between Andean culture and
Western capitalism. However, we should be careful in relating Arguedas’ suicide directly and only
to social causes. His suicide has been the object of several speculations. He had a very sensitive

personality, intense headaches, and difficulty in sleeping. It was probably the combination of social

Mignolo, “‘Un Paradigma Otro’: Colonialidad Global, Pensamiento Fronterizo y Cosmopolitanismo Critico,”
Dispositio 25, no. 52 [2005]: 127-46), it means leaving aside any paradigm to generate a new form of knowledge.

" Walter Mignolo, “The Enduring Enchantment,” 936.

8 Walter D. Mignolo, Historias Locales/Disefios Globales: Colonialidad, Conocimientos Subalternos y Pensamiento
Fronterizo (Madrid: Ediciones Akal, 2003), 77-78.
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circumstances and his traumatic early experiences (his mother’ death, frequent absence of his
father, bad relations with his stepfamily) that triggered a biological predisposition to depression,
which, in turn, shaped his particular style of writing.® We should admit, though, as we are going
to see in some Arguedas’ letter excerpts that he considered himself a representation of the cultural
mixture in Peruvian society; which made him to feel responsibility for telling, through his own life
and writings, hidden sides of Peruvian history. Arguedas’ resulting construction of himself as an
embodiment of the nation has its roots in his childhood memories and is also reflected through his
authorial self. For this reason in Part | of this dissertation, | will analyze how Arguedas constructs
his persona in his letters through different perspectives, to each of which | devote a chapter: by
summoning memories from his childhood, as an embodiment of the nation, and as a projection of
an authorial self.

As we will see, by constructing his persona in these areas in his letters, he reveals his
communication strategy of presenting himself as a bridge between cultures of the Peruvian Andes
and the Westernized coast. Thus, the letters are sites of rhetorical invention, where Arguedas
produces a unique rhetoric to portray himself in this bridging manner.’® This rhetoric of
constructing himself implies both his capacity and propensity to build communication bridges
through his letters. These communication bridges are not only to connect people (Andean and

coastal) but also to connect the texts among themselves (letters with literary work).

9 Santiago Stucchi, “La Depresion de José Maria Arguedas,” Revista de Neuro-Psiquiatria 66, no. 3 (Sept. 2003):
171-84.

10 “Rather than continuing to form an interchangeable terministic trio with ‘discovery’ and ‘creation,” ‘invention has
been redefined by many scholars to signify a uniquely rhetorical perspective on composing that subsumes both
objectivistic and subjectivistic conceptions.” Richard E. Young and Yameng Liu, ed., Landmark Essays on
Rhetorical Invention in Writing (Davis, Calif.: Hermagoras Press, 1994), xiii.
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21 CHAPTER 1: MEMORIES OF CHILDHOOD

An important aspect to take into consideration in Arguedas’ construction of himself is his
use of memory. In one of the few recent articles about the epistolary production of Arguedas,
Cecilia Esparza asserts that “childhood constitutes a powerful semantic core in the literary,
autobiographical, and anthropological work of Arguedas”!! —a semantic core that needs more
interpretation from scholars dedicated to him. As we are going to see, childhood memories are one
of the recurrent topics in Arguedas’ letters. He portrays his childhood with ambiguity between
happiness and suffering and as embedded in a particular Andean cultural context. His letters show
us one of the facets of his life: the child Arguedas protected by indigenous people. For example,
in one of his last letters to his brother in 1969, he says:

When Nelly caresses me | feel like a child; as when in the house of Dofia Grimanesa | laid

down to sleep in Dofia Cayetana’s lap or looked up to José Delgado and don Felipe Maywa

or Victor Pusa as kinds of mysteriously protective trees.?

Nelly was Arguedas’ sister and Dofia Cayetana was the Andean cook of Dofia Grimanesa,
Arguedas’ stepmother. José Delgado, Felipe Maywa and Victor Pusa were indigenous men who
also worked for his stepmother. Arguedas had a special affection for Dofia Cayetana and Felipe

Maywa, who gave him the tenderness and protection he lacked during his childhood. He mentioned

them several times in his letters and diaries, always in a positive way, as if his memories of them

11 “_a nifiez constituye en la obra literaria, autobiografica y antropolégica de Arguedas un potente niicleo
semantico.” Cecilia Esparza, “Un Nifio con Ojos y Oidos de Adulto: Autorrepresentacion en la obra epistolar de
José Maria Arguedas,” in Arguedas: La Dinamica de los Encuentros Culturales (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la
Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Pert, 2013), 70.

12 “Cuando Nelly me hace carifio me siento como un nifio; como cuando en la casa de dofia Grimanesa me echaba a
dormir en el regazo de dofia Cayetana o contemplaba a José Delgado y a don Felipe Mayhua o a Victor Pusa como a
una especie de arboles misteriosamente protectores.” José Maria Arguedas, Santiago, Chile, to Aristides Arguedas,
Caraz, Pert, May 12, 1969, in in Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia: Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a
Aristides y Nelly Arguedas, a Rosa Pozo Navarro y Yolanda Lépez Pozo (Lima: Pontificia Universidad Catélica del
Peru, Fondo Editorial, 1999), 281.
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were his only safe port in the middle of a challenging life. It is in interesting to see the metaphor
he uses “mysteriously protective trees” to describe his indigenous friends and protectors. It is not
unusual for Arguedas to introduce words referring to nature, such as trees, rivers, birds, etc., when
he wanted to express an overflowing emotion that goes beyond the rational. It was probably his
close relation with nature learned through his connection with Andean people what gave him this
capacity of introducing nature as part of his everyday language. The comparison he makes between
these indigenous men is not a comparison with any kind of trees. Indeed, these trees have some
attributes: they are “mysterious” and “protective.” He transfers some human qualities from the
indigenous men to the trees or vice versa. This may be one of clues to understanding Arguedas’
rationality. On the one hand, he seems to be an observer separated from the indigenous people and
not being part of them, but, on the other hand, the language he uses to describe them integrates
him with them, nature being the bond of union. In this excerpt, it is also important to highlight that
one affectionate experience in adulthood (his sister’s tenderness) triggers Arguedas’ memories of
his childhood, a time when he received affection from the indigenous servants around him. His
memories of childhood are very intense and presented in his letters as determinant of his later
world view, especially in the moments of despair, when childhood memories offered a peaceful
place to find a refuge for his anguished mind. The excerpt above belongs to a letter written from
Santiago, Chile, where Arguedas was trying to recover from his mental illness while finishing his
last novel.

Since Freud there have been different theoretical approaches to memory, but Freudian
influence upon them remains. Freud considered childhood memories as “screen memories”

concluding that they are not real childhood memories because childhood events are selected for
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their appropriateness. They can be distorted or even fantasized.!3 Freud stated that “our childhood
memories show us our earliest years not as they were but as they appeared at later periods when
the memories were aroused.”* Therefore, Freud’s theory of screen memories marked childhood
memories with unreliability. So, to what extent can we trust Arguedas’ memories, which
continuously emphasize, on the one hand, the abandonment and suffering of his childhood and, on
the other, an enthusiastic appreciation of the Andean world during his early years? Besides, we
should take into consideration that in the case of Arguedas’ letters, the “screen memories” have
also passed through a process of rationality implied by the medium used to convey them (writing)
and by the fact he was communicating with a person in distance. These factors may have added
other variables in the process of selecting these “screen memories” to cause certain effects in his
addressees.
Here is an example of how Arguedas’ expression of childhood memories portrays his
feelings of being an orphan and the way he approached the Andean world during his early years:
You know how our life has been, how for reasons, some of them clear, my stay in San Juan
when | was really a child while you were in Puquio with papa, because of my childishness
and strong feelings of being an orphan, [while] you were a strong personality, I moved
closer to the Indian'® men and women and learned from them all or almost all about their
wonderful and nearly indescribable world. I sing like them, talk like them, but at the same
time | was aware, from Puquio onwards in every town where | was with the old man and

in Lima, of the other people. My works are the flower of that life, and that of Viseca, where
although barefoot we were never unhappy, but quite the contrary.®

13 Lorna Martens, The Promise of Memory. Childhood Recollection and its Objects in Literary Modernism
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011), 27.

14 Madelon Sprengnether, “Freud as Memoirist: A Reading of “Screen Memories,” American Imago 69, no, 2
(Summer 2012): 215-39, 227. For an example of the application of the concept to authorial autobiography, see
Diane Long Hoeveler, “Screen Memories and Fictionalized Autobiography: Mary Shelley’s Mathilda and “The
Mourner,” in Romantic Autobiography in England, ed. Eugene Stelzig (Fanhram, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2009),
79-95.

15 Arguedas uses the word "Indios™ and | will keep it in the translations of his letters to respect his language, which
is more accurate reflection of his time. However, in my analysis | will use the word “indigenous”—a more
contemporary word—which does not have the pejorative connotation that “indios” has in current days.

16 “T|1 sabes como ha sido nuestra vida, como por causas, algunas claras, mi permanencia en San Juan cuando era

muy nifio mientras t0 estabas en Puquio con papa, por mi infantilismo y sentimiento de gran orfandad, tu eras fuerte
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After Arguedas’ mother passed away, his father married by second time and all the new
family went to live to Puquio (a small town in Apurimac, Peru), where the father worked as a
judge, but, later on, Arguedas’ father decided to stay in Puquio only with Arguedas’ older brother,
Avristides and sent Arguedas to San Juan (to a farm of Arguedas’ stepmother, Dona Grimanesa).
He lived there with his stepmother and stepbrothers. At that time Arguedas was around five years
old. His life in the farm at San Juan gave him the opportunity to live among indigenous people
and, as he states in the excerpt cited, to learn about their world view. However, it was also a
difficult time for the punishments he received from his stepbrother who was twelve years older
than him. His father, being the only judge in the region not only worked in Puquio but traveled
constantly around different towns. This situation emphasized Arguedas’ feeling of orphanhood,
which probably prevailed until his adulthood, with the detrimental long-term effect that as an adult
he could not recapture the affection he received from indigenous people during his childhood. He
stayed in San Juan until he was ten years old, when decided to escape from the abuses of his
stepbrother and went with his older brother Aristides to Viseca, a farm of their uncle Jose Manuel
Perea Arellano. He stayed in there for two years and it was one of his happiest times during
childhood. On his uncle’s farm, indigenous villagers were not servants as they were in the farm of

his stepmother.’

de caracter, yo me arrimé a los indios e indias y aprendi de ellos todo o casi todo su maravilloso y casi indescriptible
mundo. Yo canto como ellos, como ellos hablo, pero al mismo tiempo también senti, desde Puquio hasta en todos
los pueblos en que estuve con el viejo y en Lima, a la otra gente. Mis trabajos son la flor de esa vida, y de la de
Viseca, donde aunque descalzos nunca fuimos infelices sino todo lo contrario.” José Maria Arguedas, Valparaiso,
Chile, to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Perd, August, 18 1969, in Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia, 285.

17 All the biographical information of Arguedas life has been taken from a report Carmen Pinilla, specialist in
Arguedas, submitted to the “Comision Nacional por el Centenario del Natalicio de José Maria Arguedas del Ministerio
de Educacion” [National Commission for the Centenial of Jose Maria Arguedas of the Education Ministry] in 2010.
http://www.congreso.gob.pe/comisiones/2010/CE_JMArguedas/biografia.pdf
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Analyzing more in depth the language used by Arguedas in the quote cited above, we
can see that first it is important to highlight the use of “our life” when writing to his brother and
referring to their childhood. In this way he creates a bond of identification with his brother, even
though they did not share all the experiences. A Burkean reading of the text would suggest that
Arguedas uses “our” to affirm consubstantiality with his brother.'® However, he also differentiates
him from his brother who was apart with the father. Arguedas situates himself on the side of the
indigenous people who offered protection to him.

Nevertheless, despite his feeling of orphanhood, Arguedas kept into his adulthood very
positive memories of the local Andean culture that nurtured him, and where he imbibed a different
type of learning, one that allowed him to detect the subtleties of nature.® In the excerpt he states
that he “sings like them and talks like them.” Even though there is a risk of over-naturalizing the
Indigene at the expense of culture because, as Keith Lindner and George Stetson point out “the
essentializations of nature-arguments, long deployed by colonial and postcolonial regimes, still
function as enactments of power”? it is also true that Andean people are in fact closer to oral
mythology, synesthetic communication, and nature. Linder and Stetson’s argument citing Bruce
Braun states that: “tying indigeneity to nature can have the effect of erasing [indigenous] people

altogether, or merely collapsing them into the category of nature itself’;?* however, denying the

18 Kenneth Burke points out that “In being identified with B, A is ‘substantially one” with a person other than himself.
Yet at the same time he remains unique, an individual locus of motives. Thus he is both joined and separate, at once
a distinct substance and consubstantial with another.” Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1969), 21.

19 To understand the creation process of indigenous knowledge—in which the world view is in direct relation with the
experience with nature— see George J. Sefa Dei, Budd L. Hall, and Dorothy Goldin Rosenberg, ed., Indigenous
Knowledges in Global Contexts: Multiple Readings of our World (Toronto: OISE/UT and University of Toronto Press,
2000).

20 Keith Lindner and George Stetson, “For Opacity: Nature, Difference and Indigeneity in Amazonia,” Topia: The
Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies, no. 21 (Spring 2009): 41-61, (quote on 43). Bruce Braun, The Intemperate
Rainforest: Nature, Culture, and Power on Canada’s West Coast (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2002).

2 |bid., 42.
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relationship indigenous people have developed with nature would be an oversimplification and
underestimation of their culture. Precisely, the viewpoint of Arguedas is that he had an early and
profound experience with indigenous people, which allowed him to experience the world as much
closer to nature. For example, in the quote above, he says: “my works are the flower of that life,
and that of Viseca, where although barefoot we were never unhappy, but quite the contrary.” The
use of the word “flower” as many others words related to nature along his letters, show how
familiar he felt with nature. This is, of course, his testimony, but we should also take into account
that in Arguedas’ time, he was an exception. However, today there are several cases of Peruvian
intellectuals with indigenous origins who are able to have a better understanding of what Arguedas
was proposing at his time and give a similar testimony of the way they themselves are closer to
nature and myths.

The intensity of Arguedas’ language is nuanced by the use of litotes via double negation:
“never unhappy but quite the contrary” and by his doubts about his learning from indigenous
people: “learned from them all or almost all about their wonderful and nearly indescribable world,”
which shows his awareness that he was sharing experiences in a world that was not totally his,
even though he felt he belonged to it. Clifford Geertz asserts that “to see ourselves as others see
us can be eye-opening. To see others as sharing a nature with ourselves is the merest decency. But
it is from the far more difficult achievement of seeing ourselves amongst others as a local example

of the forms human life has locally taken, a case among cases, a world among worlds, that the

22.0n May 22, 2014, | attended a conference about Peruvian Amazon Literature at the Pontificia Universidad
Catélica del Pert, where Dina Ananco, a Shipibo-Wampis poet, who earned a B.A. in Literature at the National
University of San Marcos, participated. She said that she had to adapt to living in Lima but now feels comfortable
speaking both in her mother tongue and in Spanish. However, she has long kept inside herself the cosmovision she
learned from childhood, which includes believing in mythological beings who live in the jungle river.
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largeness of mind, without which objectivity is self-congratulation and tolerance a sham, comes.”?
If Arguedas’ childhood memories cited above were true, then Geertz’s assertion would fit perfectly
in interpreting how Arguedas, among indigenous people, felt like one of them and, to his own
mind, he was able to see the world as they did.

Finally, in the excerpt of the letter cited above, Arguedas says that after he left Puquio,
the small town of his childhood, and traveled to other Peruvian cities near Lima, the capital, he
was able to meet “the other [i.e. nonindigenous] people.” By calling the nonindigenous “the other
people,” he reverses the usual othering that Johannes Fabian considers in his book;?* therefore,
we could ask where did he really belong? Perhaps he belonged where he poured out his affections.
Thus, in his epistolary discourse Arguedas seems to value more the indigenous world and to prefer
belonging to that world. He may be also using it as an identity marker to distinguish himself from
Euro-Peruvians and shift the blame for his mental malaise to that world, and his salvation from it
to the indigenous one. In any case, in his childhood memories, as we are seeing, he identifies with
the Andean world and does not accept his position as an outsider. He feels like one of them;
nevertheless, not being indigenous he always occupied a privileged position “in between,” which
gave him the possibility of understanding both worlds, which later on he portrayed in his literary
work. Arguedas, then, is proposing a new use of “otherness,” one that refers more to the emotional
distance from a culture than to the fact of belonging or not to that culture. The “other” is for
Arguedas the one who is not emotionally connected to him, the one who sees the world differently

from him, in this case, the nonindigenous.

23 On the weakening nuance of litotes, see Ton van der Wouden, “Litotes and Downward Monotoncity,” in
Negation: A Notion in Focus, ed. Heinrich Wansing (Berlin, Walter de Gruyter, 1996), 150. Clifford Geertz, Local
Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 16.

24 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2014).
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Another concept that could be useful in understanding Arguedas’ early identification
with Andean culture is the concept of critical ontology, which implies “the process of reconnecting
human beings on a variety of levels and in numerous ways to a living social and physical web of
reality to a living cosmos.”?® This concept developed by Joe L. Kincheloe fits better with non-
western cultures, such as Andean culture. Therefore, an explanation of this new understanding of
“otherness” would be that living among indigenous peoples, Arguedas learned a critical ontology,
a new way of thinking differently from rational, Cartesian, western thinking.

As | said before, Arguedas’ memories of childhood expressed not only his connection
with Andean culture, but also his traumatic experiences during that period. This ambivalence in
Arguedas’ early memories is recurrent in his letters. Portraying himself as an orphan who
experienced traumatic experiences may be a way of asking for sympathy and understanding from
the reader. In a letter written to his friend Alejandro Ortiz in 1967, one year after his first suicide
attempt, Arguedas emphasizes strong negative feelings during childhood produced by experiences
that are not explicitly mentioned in this letter, but that we may relate to the bad treatment he
received from his stepmother and stepbrother (he told about those experiences in a later

testimony).?® Again his ambivalence is shown:

I have serious conflicts since childhood. They were never resolved, they culminated in a
suicide attempt that was thwarted, but the conflicts were not resolved. You were, in your
own home, witness to the fierce internal fight that I released before taking those pills. |
can’t be sure what’s going to happen next. And it’s nobody’s fault but [that of] the
circumstances in which | spent my childhood. It strengthened me a lot for a few days to
know so unequivocally that something very promising has remained in you, very beautiful,

% Joe L. Kincheloe, “Postformalism and Critical Ontology—Part 1: Difference, Indigenous Knowledge, and
Cognition,” in The Praeger Handbook of Education and Psychology, vol. 4, ed. Joe L. Kincheloe and Raymond A.
Horn, Jr. (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007), 884-91(886).

2 pPrimer Encuentro de Narradores Peruanos, Arequipa, 1965 (Lima, Casa de la Cultura, 1969).
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happiness as a source of work, this excellent state has remained or has been aroused in you

in part as a result of your friendship with me.?’

The suicide attempt to which Arguedas referred in this excerpt, even if not explicit (“You
were, in your own home, witness to the fierce internal fight that I released before taking those
pills”), occurred in April 1966. He was found almost dead in his office at the National Museum of
History. He had taken 37 Seconal pills, a barbiturate.?® The “conflicts” he mentions here probably
refer to the traumatic experiences he had when his stepbrother forced Arguedas to be witness of
his violent sexual intercourses when he raped women that were neighbors and mothers of
Arguedas’ friends. This fact, mentioned by Arguedas on several occasions, marked his young
psyche negatively for the rest of his life.?® He was between six and nine years old at that time.
These traumatic experiences during his childhood probably were another factor that fomented his
anguish, which along others led to his suicide. But not everything is negative in this excerpt. The
ambivalence between negative and positive feelings remains. Here he also portrays himself as a
person able to convey happiness and appreciation of beauty to a friend. This positive feeling seems
to comfort him: “it strengthened me a lot to know....” Considering that he attempted suicide just

a year before he wrote this letter, it was probably encouraging for him to see that he could be useful

27 “Tengo conflictos graves desde la infancia. No fueron nunca resueltos, desembocaron en un suicidio que se
frustro, pero los conflictos no se resolvieron. Fuiste, en tu propia casa, testigo de la feroz pelea interna que liberé
antes de tomar esas pildoras. No puedo estar seguro qué va a pasar después. Y nadie tiene la culpa sino las
circunstancias en que pasé mi infancia. Me fortalecié mucho por unos dias el saber de manera tan inequivoca que en
ti ha quedado algo muy prometedor, muy bello, la felicidad como fuente de trabajo, ha quedado o se ha suscitado en
ti ese estado excelente en parte como resultado de tu amistad conmigo.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Pert to
Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere, Paris, France, December 2, 1967, in Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere, ed., José Maria
Arguedas, Recuerdos de una Amistad (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Catdlica del Perd, 1996),
242.

28 See letter of José Maria Arguedas, to his brother Aristides, April 10, 1966, in Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia,
268.

José Maria Arguedas, Valparaiso, Chile, to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Perd, August 18, 1969, in Pinilla, ed.,
Arguedas en Familia, 285.

29 Primer Encuentro de Narradores Peruanos, Arequipa, 1965.
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in mentoring his young friend. Rhetorically, he transformed the tragedy of the suicide into an
incentive for the young man toward creative production.
This ambivalent portrayal of childhood memories is repeated in other letters, such as
the following 1965 one he wrote to his colleague, the American anthropologist, John Murra:*°
I’ve suffered in these last two months an acute crisis of my nervous illness that comes from
a long time ago. I had a barbaric childhood and adolescence, oscillating between the infinite
tenderness of people who suffered (the Quechua servants of my stepmother) who protected
me, my father’s tenderness very much or somewhat controlled by his old concept of
parental authority and the brutality of my stepbrother and stepmother, especially my
stepbrother who was truly a selfish and malicious monster. He dominated the villagers and
punished them for pleasure. But nowhere during my childhood did I find true protection to
harmoniously prepare me for the dazzling and terrible awakening to the world, and during
my teens | was alone.
On the one hand, here Arguedas again stresses his suffering during childhood and, on the
other hand, the tenderness and wisdom he received from Andean people and from his father, his

main reference as an example to follow. However, the absence of his father was almost permanent;

being an itinerant judge who frequently traveled from town to town, Arguedas’ father could not

30 John Victor Murra was born at Isak Lipschitz in 1916, in Odessa, Ukraine. He grew up in Bucharest, Romania and
died in his home on October 16, 2006, at the age of 90. He studied social sciences at Chicago University. During 1942-
43, Murra worked with John Dollard and Ruth Benedict interviewing Abraham Lincoln Brigade veterans for a project
involving soldiers’ reactions to battlefield conditions. The results were published in 1943 under the title, ITAL Fear
in Battle. In 1946 he was turned down for U.S. citizenship on the ground that he had fought with the Spanish
Republican Army. He defended his dissertation, “The Economic Organization of the Inca State, in 1955.” He was
noted for his contributions in historical anthropology and particularly in Andean studies. After he retired in 1982,
Murra remained active in international professional societies. He served as President of the American Society for
Ethnohistory (1970-71), the American Ethnological Society (1972-73), and the Institute for Andean Research (1977-
83). Information taken from Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives: http://www.alba-valb.org/volunteers/john-victor-
murra/

31 “He padecido en estos dos Ultimos meses una aguda crisis de mi dolencia nerviosa que viene de antiguo. Tuve una
nifiez y una adolescencia barbaras, oscilando entre la ternura infinita de gente que sufria (los sirvientes quechuas de
mi madrastra) que me protegieron, la ternura de mi padre muy o algo controlada por su antiguo concepto de la
autoridad paternal y la brutalidad de un hermanastro y una madrastra, especialmente mi hermanastro que era un
verdadero monstruo de egoismo y maldad. Dominaba al pueblo y lo castigaba por placer. Pero en ninguna parte
encontré durante la infancia la proteccion verdadera para recibir armoniosamente el despertar deslumbrante y
terrible ante el mundo, y en mi adolescencia estuve solo.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Perd, to Jo--hn Murra,
[Poughkeepsie, New York] United States, November 12, 1961, in Las Cartas de Arguedas, John V. Murra and
Mercedes Lopez-Baralt, eds. (Lima: Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Peru, Fondo Editorial, 1998), 64.
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supply Arguedas’ need for affection. Therefore, when he was a child he clearly felt protected by
indigenous people; nevertheless, this protection was not enough to lead him to a harmonious
awakening into the Western world. It seems that the strong sufferings, produced mainly by his
stepbrother, were difficult to erase from his memories, to the point that he uses the adjective
“barbaric” to describe his childhood. Fortunately, Andean people were there to protect him, but
not to offer enough security to confront future challenges in adult life. In the midst of his being
an orphan, Arguedas was able to have a better understanding of the suffering of these people. We
should highlight here that using the word “barbaric” can be considered a rhetorical move to reverse
“the other.” After all, during XVIII century —in colonial times—there was a painting known as
“Pintura de Castas” [Casta Painting] which portrayed the different mixtures of races in the
Viceroyalties of New Spain and Peru. Some of these paintings represented the indigenous as
“Indios Barbaros” [Barbaric Indians].*?

Leaving childhood implied for Arguedas becoming even lonelier causing in him
dissociation from Western world. We can see that at the end of the quote where he says: “during
my teens | was alone” (Arguedas moved to study in Ica, a coastal city when he was a teenager and
he could have felt rejection from other students for being serrano—from highlands). During
childhood, he at least had the company and protection of the Andean people who surrounded him,
who also suffered even though in a different way. His stepbrother was a brutal landlord who treated
indigenous people unfairly, much as he had mistreated Arguedas as a child creating an
identification of him and the Indigene via the shared suffering. In any case, Arguedas was also

comforted by the suffering of the people he was closest to. As an adult he became more conscious

%2 Anne Ebert, “La Representacion de las Américas Coloniales en los Cuadros de Castas,” Scientia X, 10.
http://www.urp.edu.pe/urp/modules/centros/centroinvestigacion/humanidades/anneebert.pdf
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of the social injustice perpetrated against indigenous people that he had witnessed as a child.
Seeing the behavior of his stepbrother, Arguedas—probably not being conscious of that—was also
seeing the reenactment of colonization, which empowered landlords to oppress indigenous people.
Murra, having participated in the Spanish Civil War against fascism, could have been empathetic
towards what Arguedas told him about indigenous people being oppressed.

During Arguedas’ adulthood there was no one to comfort him, and, as he says in a 1962
letter written to Pedro Lastra, a Chilean editor and Arguedas’ friend, this social injustice
discouraged him to the point of feeling biologically sick:

Peru is such a beautiful country, as profound as it is cruel in these times. This barbaric

struggle stimulated me before, it inspired me; but after some very tough psychic problems

I couldn’t overcome, | began feeling depressed and what before motivated me, today

discourages me. Not in the sense of making me lose faith but biologically. The appalling

childhood and adolescence that | had created in me certain disturbing beginnings that
developed when my vitality was sharply diminished by serious personal problems.*

Even though it happened more than forty years since, the author has been witness of the
cruel treatment indigenous people received in the farms when he was a child, injustice and
oppression against villagers continued in the 1960s in Perd. In that decade, however, indigenous
people started to rebel in some provinces of the country. The most famous was in La Convencion,
Cuzco, leaded by the Trotskyist Hugo Blanco in 1962, but he was sent to jail and later on he was

exiled to México during the military government of Velasco Alvarado. This government, in 1969,

finally established the Agrarian Reform, allowing indigenous villagers to be owners of their lands.

33 “E| Per es pais tan bello, tan profundo como cruel, en estos tiempos. Esta lucha barbara me estimulaba antes, me
inspiraba: pero luego de unos problemas psiquicos muy duros que no pude vencer, empecé a deprimirme y lo que
antes me impulsaba hoy me desalienta. No en el sentido de hacerme perder la fe sino bioldgicamente. La atroz nifiez
y adolescencia que tuve crearon en mi ciertos principios perturbadores que se desarrollaron cuando mi vitalidad fue
fuertemente abatida por graves problemas personales.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Per(, to Pedro Lastra, Santiago,
Chile, February 8, 1962, in Edgar O’Hara, ed., Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a Pedro Lastra (Santiago de Chile:
Lom Ediciones, 1997), 16.
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By the time Arguedas wrote this letter, in February of 1962, the rebellion of La Convencion has
not happened yet and the injustice suffered by indigenous people overwhelmed him, finding relief
when traveled to Chile. Even though it is not shown in this excerpt, but in the same letter, Arguedas
tells Pedro Lastra that what he liked about staying in Chile is that in this country he does not see
the resentment that haunts people and the repulse of the aristocratic and wealthy classes towards
the Indians. In an oral history interview I conducted with Pedro Lastra,® he told me that Arguedas
had idealized Chile, probably because there he found the support of his psychoanalyst and of a
group of friends who shared his ideals, constituting an island of affection for Arguedas, far away
from Peruvian reality. We should mention though, that in Chile, indigenous people who live
mainly in the north side of this country (Mapuches) have been always mistreated until today. It is
understandable, though, that the Peruvian writer was more familiar with the social reality of his
own country. In any case, Chile offered a refugee where he could recover from his mental illness
and write. He is not explicit about the problems that developed from the disturbing beginnings of
his childhood, but we can assume he refers to his psychological malady.

It is interesting to notice the way he describes Peru in this quote, as beautiful and cruel
at the same time. The contradictory experiences of his childhood prevented a “harmonious
awakening to the world,” as he suggested above, and marked not only his understanding of Peru
but of himself. Arguedas portrays himself —as he does with his own country — riddled with
ambiguities and contradictions.

Arguedas also shows ambivalence expressing his memories when considering his
adverse childhood circumstances as offering him an opportunity to approach Andean people, as

he describes them in a letter to John Murra:

3 Pedro Lastra, oral interview by author, Lima, April 25, 2014.
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I’m happy with my work. | love my country, I admire it, | have an unlimited faith in it, and

I had the miraculous opportunity that during my childhood my stepmother threw me to live

in the kitchen with the Indian laborers and servants. They founded the inextinguishable

tenderness with which I see the world. %

Following Kenneth Burke, who considers “the use of language as an act of naming: a
speaker identifies aspects of experience through language,”3® we could say that in this letter,
Arguedas, transforms childhood abuse into “opportunity”—suggesting he was presented with
choice, when he really was not.

The fond memories from his childhood could be triggered at any time that he felt
comfortable in a similar atmosphere to the one he experienced in childhood. In the next letter
excerpt written to John Murra, we can see that having had the opportunity of growing up in an
Andean region, these good feelings were bound to show up again and again in Arguedas, making
him more productive, even though, in the end, his enthusiasm decayed:

I am pleased | have treat you, albeit briefly, and | have heard you during the Seminar. It

constitutes a guiding and strengthening memory, especially during these months that | was

overwhelmed by anxiety and lack of energy. But as you well know, human psychology has
its mysteries, fortunately still unpredictable. In Huanuco | again felt the atmosphere of my
childhood and my adolescence and wrote those 220 pages in four weeks. Now I’m not sure

they’re so good. During the first correction of the original typed document, | thought they
were excellent.?’

35“Estoy contento de mi trabajo. Amo a mi pais, lo admiro, tengo una fe ilimitada en él, y tuve la milagrosa
oportunidad de que en mi nifiez mi madrastra me arrojara a vivir en la cocina con los peones y sirvientas indias.
Ellos fundaron inextinguiblemente la ternura con que veo el mundo.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Per(, to John
Murra, [Poughkeepsie, New York], September 28, 1960, in John Murra and Mercedes LApez Baralt, eds., Las
Cartas de Arguedas, 46.

3 Gregory Hansen, “Kenneth Burke’s Rhetorical Theory within the Construction of the Ethnography of Speaking,”
Folklore Forum 27, 1 (1996): 50-59 (quote on 52).

37 “Me felicito de haberlo tratado, aunque brevemente, y de haberlo escuchado durante el Seminario. Constituye un
recuerdo orientador y fortalecedor, especialmente durante estos meses en que estuve abrumado por la angustia y la
falta de energias. Pero como Ud. bien sabe, la psicologia humana tiene sus misterios, felizmente todavia
imprevisibles. En Huanuco volvia a sentirme en el ambiente de mi nifiez y de mi adolescencia y escribi esas 220
péginas en cuatro semanas. Ahora ya no estoy seguro de que sean tan buenas. Durante la primera correccion de los
originales ya copiados a maquina me parecio que eran hasta excelentes.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Perd, to John
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As we can see, Arguedas related childhood not only with the opportunity he had to know
Andean culture in his life but also with a time of happiness. As an adult, it was enough to travel to
a place in the mountains (in this case Huanuco) to reconnect again with those tender memories and
feel the necessary energy to be able to work enthusiastically, even though his perfectionism or
perhaps his insecurity about the quality of his work prevailed until the end. It may seem confusing
that in this excerpt he refers to his adolescence as a time of fond memories when in other excerpts
he refers to it as a lonely time; however, we should mention that similar to his recollections of
childhood, Arguedas had remembered experiences when he was an adolescent because, during his
school vacations, he could travel again to his uncle’s farm. This was a place where he could wander
freely around the farm and read the books of his uncle, Les Miserables by Victor Hugo, among
them. It is not surprising, though, that he includes detailed explanations to his friend his friends
about his progress in writing his novel (El Sexto). Arguedas used to tell almost all his friends and
family members about his novels because they were an important side of his life. As we are going
to see later in Chapter Three, he portrays an authorial self throughout his letters.

It was also during his childhood that Arguedas felt, for the first time, his “in
betweenness,” where he felt uncertainty and perplexity about the unfairness of Peruvian society.
In a letter to Enrique Congrains, a young writer and disciple, he says:

I was a very sensitive child and teenager, to the point that | haven’t ceased to be either one

or the other. | wrote because | wanted to bear witness to the world that I so intensely knew:

an unjust world of atrocious cruelty. As | grew up between semi-enslaved Indian servants

and had the fortune to alternate with partially free but strong peasants, the nature of those
people whom | loved and love with all my strength, because they also loved me so, the

Murra, [Poughkeepsie, New York], November 21, 1960, in Murra and Ldpez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas,
49,
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nature of those people formed me and I’m now incapable of understanding well and less
capable of conceiving certain subtleties.®
There are important elements to highlight in this quote. First, Arguedas portrays himself as
an adult with the spirit of a child or teenager (“I haven’t ceased to be either one or the other”);
second, he describes himself as a sensitive child who was aware of the social injustice suffered by
indigenous people, some of them “semi-enslaved” and servants, others partially free peasants; and
third, his experiences with these suffering people is what made him unable to “conceive certain
subtleties.” He does not say exactly what he refers by “subtleties,” but gives an example saying
that he was unable to understand “Ulises,” Joyce’s novel. It is not the only time that Arguedas
rejects what seems to be too much sophistication or abstraction for him, because his main reference
point for understanding all the subtleties of reality and literature is just experience. For this reason,
in other moments, he is proud of having overcome the challenges to understand the subtleties in
the complexity of Peruvian society and also the subtleties in understanding the world and the
connection we have with all beings. In his last novel, The Fox from Up Above and the Fox from
Down Below, this connection is expressed in all its complexity.*
These memories of Arguedas’ are very recurrent in his letters and, therefore, we should
ask how they were shaped and kept alive. Modern psychology has explored what kinds of events

are best remembered. Thus, in the nineteenth-century, experimental psychologist Hermann

38 “Fui un nifio y un adolescente muy sensible, a tal punto que no he dejado de ser ni el uno ni el otro. Escribi porque
deseaba dar testimonio del mundo que tan intensamente conocia: un mundo injusto, de atroz crueldad. Como me crié
entre sirvientes indios semiesclavos y tuve la fortuna de alternar con comuneros semilibres pero fuertes, la
naturaleza de esas gentes a las que amé y amo con todas mis fuerzas, porque ellos también me amaron asi, la
naturaleza de esas gentes me conformo y soy incapaz de entender bien y menos de concebir ciertas sutilezas.” José
Maria Arguedas, Lima, Per(, to Enrique Congrains, Caracas, Venezuela, February 21, 1959, in Carmen Maria
Pinilla, ed. Apuntes Inéditos: Celia y Alicia en la vida de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Pontificia Universidad
Catélica del Perl, Fondo Editorial, 1999), 249.

39 See, for example, the famous passage in Arguedas’ diaries, where he speaks to a tree. José Maria Arguedas, The
Fox from Up Above and the Fox from Down Below (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000), 185.
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Ebbinghaus demonstrated that repetition enhances memory; also, more contemporary research
shows that emotionally significant events also create strong, long-lasting memories.*° This could
be the case of Arguedas and other writers for whom memory plays an important role in their
writings. Studying Proust’s texts, Martens finds that in recovering the past through involuntary
memories, some cue tends to recall a past sensation “which then functions like a metonymy,
inasmuch as it brings back other elements of the past scene to the gratified remembered.”** We
can note this in the excerpt of Arguedas’ letter mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, when
his experience of his sister’s caress brought to his memory affectionate childhood events. This
memory activation mechanism occurs also in his literary creation. In his most successful novel,
Deep Rivers, he uses a child protagonist as an alter-ego who recounts in fiction many stories
Arguedas experienced during his childhood. Martens also mentions the importance of objects in
childhood memories: “Some objects involve emotion: treasured objects are important to children
... [because] the child derives support from things, from personal possessions that are under his or
her control.”*? In Deep Rivers, Arguedas gives magic powers to the “Zumbayllu,” a kind of
spinning toy, which itself contains many sensorial memories. Once it appears in the novel, a series
of emotional memories are experienced by the protagonist.*® There are other literary examples that
feature a treasured object possessed by a child, such as the case of the tin drum in Gunter Grass’s
1959 novel of the same name, where the protagonist received it as a gift on his third birthday, and

it plays a mnemonic role throughout the book.**

40 Lorna Martens, The Promise of Memory, 29. Hermann Ebbinghaus, Memory: A Contribution to Experimental
Psychology, tr. Henry A. Ruger and Clara E. Bussenius (New York: Columbia University Teachers College, 1913),
chap. 6.

4 Ibid., 77.

42 |bid., 207.

43 José Maria Arguedas, Deep Rivers (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1978), 67.

4444 Here an excerpt from The Tin Drum: “I let one stick fall on the drum as though at random, and ah, the drum
responded to Oskar, and Oskar brought the second stick into play. | began to drum, relating everything in order: in
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Analyzing memories in writing also implies considering the language of narrative.
Nelson asserts that “both psychologists (Bruner and Neisser) and sociolinguists (Chafe and Linde)
have argued that a coherent account of a past event contains more than the sequential rendering of
what occurred. A full narrative must place the event in context, providing information about when
and where the event occurred to orient the listener, and a good narrative must also provide
evaluative information, that is, information that conveys the meaning and significance of the
event.”* The context in which Arguedas’ narrative is embedded is Andean culture, where he
approaches not only nature but the people of the region, who influenced him and his later work.
An example of the importance of context in Arguedas’ narrative is a letter written to his brother in
1969, where he says:
That trip we made to Cuzco and Abancay and the Old man’s [their uncle’s father]
haciendas! The brutal way we were treated in our stepmother’s house, my closeness, so
intimate, to the Indians in all that time; all of that formed the basis, the incomparable
material for my works. Our rivers and cliffs, those unparalleled characters that are the
neighbors, mestizos, chalos*® and comuneros*’.”4®
This memory from Arguedas’ childhood, especially the trip to Cuzco, served as a stepping

stone for him to write the first chapter of Deep Rivers, where he describes his impression when he

arrived in Cuzco for the first time. This was a magic experience for Arguedas because he felt

the beginning was the beginning. The moth between the light bulbs drummed in the hour of my birth; I drummed the
cellar stairs with their sixteen steps and my fall from those same stairs during the celebration of my legendary third
birthday;” Gunter Grass, The Tin Drum (New York: Pantheon Books, 1962), 506-507.

4 Katherine Nelson, “The Emergence of Autobiographical Memory: A Social Cultural Developmental Theory,”
Psychological Review 111 (2004): 494.

46 pejorative word for referring to mestizos from the coast

47 Comunero is a member of an Indian Ayllu or community

48 “Ese viaje que hicimos al Cuzco y Abancay y las haciendas del Viejo. La barbara forma en que nos trataban en
casa de la madrastra; mi aproximacion tan entrafiable a los indios en todo ese tiempo, todo eso formé la base, el
material incomparable de mis trabajos. Nuestros rios y precipicios, esos personajes sin paralelo que son los vecinos,
mestizos, chalos y comuneros...” José Maria Arguedas, Santiago, Chile, to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Pert, May
12, 1969, in Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia, 280.
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intensely connected to the Inca stones of the city.*® The city of Cuzco, is probably the most
paradigmatic mixture of colonial and Inca architecture in Peru. The majesty of the Inca stones is a
symbol of the resilience of Andean culture after colonization. Spaniards could not remove
completely the enormous stones of the Inca city and decided to use them as the basis for their own
constructions; in the main square of downtown Cuzco we can see that almost all buildings are half
Inca constructions and half Spanish and the narrow streets of the city are all made with stones. All
people who travel to Cuzco consider this place as energetic. | have experience myself the
magnetism of this city. Arguedas also mentions in this excerpt that he was impressed by the people
who surrounded that place. They were not only indigenous but mestizos and people from the coast
(chalos). We should mention here that Arguedas did not situate himself as to belonging to any one
of these groups. As we have seen in other excerpts, he identified with indigenous people, even if
he was not one of them. Geographically, Arguedas was from the Andes not from the coast, but
racially, he was closer to “white” than to the “mestizo.” In any case, | did not uncover in Arguedas’
letters any explicit self-portrait related to his being conscious of belonging to a specific social
group. It seems that beyond his emotional identification with the indigenous, he felt comfortable
in his “in betweenness.” In the speech the author delivered when received the literary award
Garcilazo de la Vega in 1968 he stated that he was not an acculturated man, instead, he was “a
happy daemon who speaks in Christian and Indian, in Spanish and Quechua.” In this description

Arguedas makes of himself shows his closeness to oral indigenous culture. Indeed, Arguedas was

49 “| walked along the wall, stone by stone. | stood back a few steps, contemplating it, and then came closer again. |
touched the stone with my hands, following the line, which was as undulating and unpredictable as a river, where the
blocks of stone were joined. In the dark street, in the silence, the wall appeared to be alive; the lines | had touched
between the stones burned on the palms of my hands. For a long time no one came down the street.” José Maria
Arguedas, Deep Rivers, trans. Frances Horning Barraclough (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1978), 6.

50 José Maria Arguedas, “I am not an acculturate,” in Arguedas, El Zorro de Arriba y el Zorro de Abajo (Lima:
Editorial Horizonte, 2011), 13.
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familiarized with the word daemon from the stories he listened since childhood and later on when
he recollected oral stories as an anthropologist and a teacher. For example, one of the oral stories
Arguedas recollected in the central region of Peru is “El Lago Encantado” [The Enchanted Lake],
which narrates the story of a daemon that lives in a lake:

The people from this place are afraid to approach here after six in the evening because they

believe that a demon with a long tail that borders in pursuit of a person can leave [from the

lake] to disappear people at the bottom of the lake waters and to transform them in fishes
with owl heads.>!

The word daemon may also imply a position in between Gods and material world as it is
portrayed in the novel Daimon of Abel Pose, especially in the main character Lope de Aguirre.5?
We may think that this alterity was a way of handling the dissociative state due to his traumatic
childhood, but beyond the psychological reasons for Arguedas constructing of himself, we should
focus on what this representation implies for the understanding of Peruvian culture. Constructing
himself as an intercultural bridge in Peruvian society, made him (and Peruvians) possible to
imagine a society that could overcome differences.

Autobiographical memory is an important part of the letters under study, a fact that
allows us to understand Arguedas’ construction of himself. As pointed out by Dorthe Berntsen and
David Rubin in the introduction of the book Understanding Autobiographical Memory: “The

ability to remember personal events is at the heart of what defines an individual as a person with

obligations, roles, and commitments in a given society. It enables us to draw lessons from our past

51| as personas de este lugar tienen el temor de acercarse después de las seis de la tarde porgue creen gue puede
salir un demonio con una cola larga que bordea en pos de una persona para desaparecerlo en el fondo de sus aguas y
volverlos en peses con cabeza de lechuza.” Jose Maria Arguedas, “Recopilacion de Relatos Orales. Departamento de
Junin Huancayo y Tarma.” In Archivo Etnogréafico José Maria Arguedas
http://www.centenarioarguedas.gob.pe/?p=556

52 Abel Posse, Daimon (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992).
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and plan our personal future. It helps us to orientate and participate in complex social communities.
Autobiographical memory is therefore crucial for a sense of identity, continuity, and direction in
life.”>3Arguedas lost his mother at three years of age. According to what he says in his letters, this
fact was determinant in his life and personality, and probably had some influence in his tendency
towards anxiety and depression, from which he suffered his entire life. On January 31, 1944, he
writes to his brother:
Do you remember when | was a child | had horrible nighttime frights? Our father had to
get up and take me into the corridor; | looked at the sky, breathed in the cold air, and it
calmed me. Later, already in school, I suffered from some crises; it was a kind of sudden
fear of death: one time | went to where our old man was, another time to our uncle Pepe.>*
In this excerpt, Arguedas fashions himself as a child with a tremendous need for protection.
This lack of affection he suffered in his family that generated such anxiety would remain with him
as a mark throughout his adult life. As confirmed by family and friends in various testimonies,
Arguedas’ warmth was at the same time, a demand for love. This contradictory aspect
(lacking/giving/demanding love) of Arguedas will be analyzed more in detail in Chapter Two.
Arguedas’ self-construction in his letters could be interpreted, to some extent, as an
artificial construction, where he emphasized the facets by which he wanted other people to
remember him. He did not want his life as represented to others to be distorted as being different

from his memories, that is, as he remembered them himself. Therefore, in the last letter to his

brother he says:

53 Dorthe Berntsen and David C. Ruben, Understanding Autobiographical Memory (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), 1.

54 «; Te acuerdas que de nifio me daban unos horribles espantos nocturnos? Nuestro padre tenia gque levantarse y
sacarme al corredor; miraba al cielo, respiraba el aire frio, y me calmaba. Después ya en el Colegio, padeci de
algunas crisis: era una especie de repentino temor a la muerte: una vez me fui hasta donde nuestro viejo, otra donde
nuestro tio Pepe.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Perd, January 31, 1944, in Pinilla, ed.,
Arguedas en Familia, 172.
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I can’t go on any more. | don’t sleep. | don’t read. | can’t speak well or write. Perhaps
journalists and scholars will seek you out. Remember our life and tell them how I lived a
little different than you, first with the stepmother and then with our old man. We were
together in Viseca and Lima. Don’t cry for me. I did more than what could be expected of
me.... Brother: | lived cleanly, as our people® are in their souls, and as our humble and
proud father was. Help me by keeping my life from being distorted or slandered. I love you
and all the more at this moment.>®
In this excerpt we can note Arguedas’ awareness of his role in Peruvian cultural history.
He acknowledges his responsibility for representing “his people” properly, the people from the
Andes; that is why he emphasizes that he lived as “cleanly” as they did, meaning that he perceived
these people as transparent, honest; different from the people of the coastal cities of Peru.
Furthermore, Gustavo Gutiérrez interprets the use of “cleanly” in Arguedas as being associated
with national identity. What is “dirty” would be what comes from outside, an alienating force. For
Arguedas, to keep your soul clean would imply keeping your cultural identity.®” In the original
Spanish passage of this letter, Arguedas writes the Quechua word “runas” to refer to the people of
the Andes among whom he grew up. This means that he could not find a better word in Spanish to
represent them appropriately; they should be named in their own language. When including a

Quechua word among Spanish words, he is creating a language-bridge as a symbolic example of

what he did his entire life, connecting cultures and people from the Andes and the Coast in Peru.

55 Arguedas uses the Quechua word “runas” which means “men, people.”
56 “Y0 ya no puedo mas. No duermo. No leo. No puedo hablar bien ni escribir. Quiza los periodistas y estudiosos te

busquen. Recuerda nuestra vida y diles cdmo yo vivi un poco distinto que td, primero con la madrastra y después
con nuestro viejo. Estuvimos juntos en Viseca y en Lima. No me lloren. Hice mas de lo que de mi se podia esperar.
(...) Hermano: vivi limpiamente como son en su alma nuestros runas y lo fue nuestro humilde y orgulloso padre.
Ayldame en cuanto a que no se tergiverse mi vida o se le calumnie. Te ama y mas en esta hora.” José Maria
Arguedas, Lima, Perq, to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Perd, August 28, 1969, in Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia,
287.

57 Gustavo Gutiérrez, Entre las Calandrias. Un Ensayo sobre José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Biblioteca Nacional del
Perd, 2014), 57.
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Summing up, Arguedas’ memories of childhood in his letters portray ambivalent
feelings of suffering and tenderness, with an emphasis on the need for protection, identification
with the Andean world vision, and the creation of a new sense of “otherness,” one more closely
related to emotions than to culture per se. As Arguedas self-constructs his past, he can deploy the
resulting alterity resulting from his early traumas and palliative experiences with indigenous

people to fashion himself in a pivotal role of Peruvian cultural bridging.

22 CHAPTER 2: EMBODIMENT OF THE NATION

In this chapter | discuss how Arguedas established himself as a representative of the
Peruvian nation, not simply of the Andean region but the whole of Peru. As we shall see, important
literary and ideological influences appear in the letters, such as the Peruvian poet César Vallejo
and the political thinker José Carlos Mariategui; both shared a deep concern for understanding
Peru. Among the influences of foreign writers who appear in the letters is Walt Whitman, whose
poetry also reflects a sense of identification with his own country, the United States.

In the nineteenth century many authors sought to be or were acclaimed as the national
bard: Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott, Thomas Moore, or Goethe—retrospectively, Dante Alighieri
and Cervantes. In his book about folk and pop in American culture, Gene Bluestein dedicates a
chapter on the study of Johann Gottfried von Herder and his ideology regarding folklore. In
contrast to the ideals of Enlightenment, Herder had a critical idea of progress and considered
important to revival the myths and popular culture to understand a nation. “Herder believed that a

nation’s formal literature needed to be based on the creative accomplishments of its folk, regardless
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of how crude that body of materials may seem to sophisticated society.”>® His ideas had a great
influence on anthropological methodology and literature during the nineteenth century. Bluestein
asserts that “Herder tried to replace a mechanistic philosophy with an organic approach that
underscored the interaction of body and soul, matter and mind, and ultimately individual and
society.”®® Walt Whitman inherited this tradition of romantic writers who embodied the nation
recovering its popular culture, and Arguedas’ identification with his poetry is a sign that he also
followed the same path of rescuing the nation through its myths and folklore.

Orphic poetry as analyzed by R.A Yoder also sheds light on this type of writer. Yoder
in his study of Ralph Waldo Emerson, understands the orphic poet as a mediator between
imagination and science because, same as Orpheus, who tamed that nature when he sang, the
orphic poet represents “the reflexive or self-conscious of the imagination, the power by which man
distinguishes himself as the single artificer of the word in which he sings.”® Cesar Salgado makes
a twist in this topic on which he considers an orphic poet in Latin America: Jose Lezama Lima.
According to Salgado “orphic dualism is the best expression of the Homeric epos since it makes
the hero’s voyage a double movement of ascent and descent, sacralizing man and humanizing the
gods.”® Thus, in Lezama Lima, “song and poetry can traverse like a beam of light through
darkness.”®? We could say that Arguedas fits also with this characteristic of being an orphic poet

because he was a mediator between imagination (mythology that feed his creative writing) and

%8 Gene Bluestein, Poplore Folk and Pop in American Culture (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994),
33.

%9 Ibid., 46.

8 R.A. Yoder, Emerson and the Orphic Poet in America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), xiii.

61 Cesar Augusto Salgado, From Modernism to Neobaroque Joyce and Lezama Lima (London: Associated
University Presses), 123.

%2 Ibid., 124.
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science (anthropology that helped him understand cultural processes); he moved within “in-
betweenness”: the rational, on the one hand; and the magic, reality and fiction, on the other.

As a would-be national bard, Arguedas wanted more than to be a good writer, he wanted
his writing to be a true representation of Peru, a country of nuances and ambiguities. In his
testimony given at the meeting of fiction writers in Arequipa in 1965 he says:

| started writing when | read the first stories about Indians, by writers who | respect
describing them in such a false way, from whom | have gotten lessons such as Lopez
Albujar and Ventura Garcia Calderdn. Lopez Albujar knew the Indians from his position
as a judge in criminal matters and Mr. Ventura Garcia Calderon, | do not know how he had
heard of them.®
Estelle Tarica, in his book The Inner Life of Mestizo Nationalism, defines a new type of
indigenism, which would be the one Arguedas belongs to (in contrast to Albujar and Calderén),
the “intimate indigenismo”:
The “intimate” indigenismo (...) refers to those strands of indigenista discourse that appeal
to the existence of interior and subjective realms of interethnic affinity and sympathy.
These instances of indigenista ideology involve a turn to an interior sphere of Indianness
that non-Indians share with Indians, a sphere that forms the basis of mestizo nationality.5*
Arguedas, due to his shared experiences with indigenous people was able to differentiate
himself from other types of indigenismo, ones that were external to Andean culture. He feels a
mission to speak of Andean Peru and its people, as he had seen and known them, and not like other

writers had represented it, those who did not know indigenous culture directly. Thus, in a letter to

his friend José Ortiz Reyes in 1938, Arguedas writes:

83 “Yo comencé a escribir cuando lef las primeras narraciones sobre los indios, los describian de una forma tan falsa
escritores a quienes yo respeto, de quienes he recibido lecciones como Lépez Albujar, como Ventura Garcia
Calderdn. Lépez Albujar conocia a los indios desde su despacho de Juez en asuntos penales y el sefior Ventura
Garcia Calder6n no sé como habia oido hablar de ellos.” Primer encuentro de Narradores Peruanos-Arequipa 1965
(Lima: Casa de la Cultura del Pert, 1969), 40.

8 Estelle Tarica, The Inner Life of Mestizo Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), Xx.
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What is the truly representative literature of Peru? Which is the one that has worth? We
will demonstrate that it’s ours, facing that flimsy, very mediocre and artificial production
of theirs; we will show it’s ours, full of life, full of youth and with an undisputed artistic
and human value.®
A messianic attitude can be noted in the way Arguedas writes here. He says that only his
literature (although he uses “ours,” including his friends) would save the representative literature
of Peru, in opposition to the other “artificial” literature. He does not state explicitly to whom he
refers by saying “theirs,” but probably he refers to the writers who did not represent accurately
indigenous Peruvian people, such as Ventura Garcia Calderdn or Enrique Lopez Albujar. Arguedas
believed he had the knowledge and therefore the responsibility to convey Peruvian society the
reality of indigenous people from inside, not artificially as an outsider. He had a more intimate
relation with indigenous people and wanted to pour this intimacy into his literature. As Tarica
points out, “the ‘intimate’ of which Arguedas speaks, signals a new way of describing the regional
and national self in the first half of the twentieth century.”®
In the rest of this chapter, first I am going to explore what implied for Arguedas to
represent his country. In doing so, it is important to analyze the influence other writers, such as
Whitman and Vallejo had an influence over him. Second, | will try to identify his position in the
political arena in order to see if his embodiment of the nation implied a political attitude. Finally,

I will show how he interconnected the mythical tradition with the process of transformation of

modern Peruvian society.

85 «; Cual es la literatura verdaderamente representativa del Per(? ;,Cual es la que vale? Demostraremos que la
nuestra; frente a esa produccion endeble, mediocrisima y artificiosa de ellos; mostraremos la nuestra; plena de vida,
llena de juventud y de un valor artistico y humano indiscutible.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Perd, to José Ortiz
Reyes, Lima Per(, no date (probably August, 1938) in Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere, ed., José Maria Arguedas,
Recuerdos de una Amistad (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Per(, 1996), 42.

8 Estelle Tarica, The Inner Life of Mestizo Nationalism, xiii.
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But what does it mean for Arguedas “to truly represent Peru?” Peru is a complex country
that trails behind it the wounds of its own colonization and, at the same time, contains within it a
great deal of geographical beauty and cultural diversity. It is thus an ambivalent, paradoxical
country. To truly represent Peru would imply the need to represent that ambivalence, which
generates hope and despair at the same time. Such ambivalence and disappointment are expressed
when Arguedas writes to his friend Emilio Adolfo Westphalen in 1958:
We [he and his first wife Celia Bustamante] are back in the homeland, and we suffer it. It
is now much easier for us to understand the complaints of those who could not and cannot
be readjusted to our environment and even less to learn to live in it. It is truly a barbaric
country because brute force reigns almost without limitations and intelligence and statute
law hardly matter. They are ignored. The misery appears to us now far more brutal, because
the insolence and impunity of the rich has no limits. Faced with these things we rarely find
compensation, with the exception of friends and a little more, [like] the possibilities to
create even though it is not but for oneself and friends. And something else, what is a sure
source of happiness: the beauty of the country.®’
Emilio Adolfo Westphalen, Peruvian surrealist poet, lived for a while in New York and
Italy, and later returned to Peru. In this excerpt we see that Arguedas shares with his friend the
experience of returning home after his trip to Europe. In comparison with European countries, in

the eyes of Arguedas, Peru looks more complex, more difficult to live in. Arguedas used very

powerful terms to refer to the problems of Peru: “barbaric,” “brute force,” “brutal,” “impunity”

67 “Estamos nuevamente en la patria, y sufriéndola. Nos resulta ahora mucho mas facil comprender las quejas de
quienes no podian y no pueden reacondicionarse a nuestro medio y menos audn aprender a vivir en él. Es
verdaderamente un pais barbaro porque la fuerza bruta reina casi sin limitaciones y la inteligencia y el derecho
escrito apenas tienen importancia. No se les hace caso. La miseria se nos aparece ahora como mucho mas brutal,
porque la insolencia y la impunidad de los ricos no tienen limites. Frente a estas cosas encontramos apenas
compensaciones, a no ser los amigos y un poco mas las posibilidades de crear aunque no sea sino para uno mismo y
los amigos. Y algo mas, lo que si es una fuente segura de felicidad: la belleza del pais.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima,
Perd, to Emilio Adolfo Westphalen, (Italy?), December 15, 1958, in Inés Westphalen Ortiz, EI Rio y EI Mar.
Correspondencia José Maria Arguedas/Emilio Adolfo Westphalen (México: Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 2011),
196.

64



that produce a strong impression on the reader. But also this inevitable comparison forms a
poignant contrast to the beauty of the country and the affection he holds for his Peruvian friends.
The words used by Arguedas are frequently as intense as the emotions he wants to

convey. He is very touched by the beauty of the country and when he visits a Peruvian city, he
sees summed up the beauty of the whole country. A typical case, for Arguedas, is the city of Cuzco
perhaps because there is no better place to condense both the beauty and complexity of Peru than
in that city. In Cuzco the encounter between nature, culture, and architecture is symbolically
appreciated. This city was not only an inspiration for his literary creation, as in Deep Rivers; but
it was also a matter of a work commissioned by the government tourism corporation that Arguedas
did.® Even in this non-literary piece of writing, Arguedas did not lose the opportunity to tell the
story of Peru through the history of Cuzco. His intention is always totalizing, to represent Peru in
the most complete way possible, even if the project required talking only about the city. Referring
to this work, in a letter to his brother, Aristides, in 1946 Arguedas says:

I just submitted a small book about Cuzco to the Tourism Corporation; | worked hard on

that essay; | wrote it with the greatest enthusiasm: it is the history of Peruvian culture

through the history of Cuzco.®

We could say that there is a similarity between how Arguedas sees Peru embodied in Cuzco
and how he sees himself as embodiment of the nation; producing in both cases a similar

synecdoche.

8 Jose Maria Arguedas, Cusco (Lima: Corporacion Nacional de Turismo, 1947).

89 “Acabo de entregar un pequefio libro sobre el Cuzco, para la Corporacion de Turismo; he trabajado intensamente
en ese ensayo; lo he escrito con el mas grande entusiasmo: es una historia de la cultura del Per( a través de la
historia del Cuzco.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Per( to Aristides Arguedas, Caraz, Peru, September 30, 1946, in
Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed., Arguedas en Familia: Cartas de José Maria Arguedas a Aristides y Nelly Arguedas, a
Rosa Pozo Navarro y Yolanda Lépez Pozo (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Catélica del Perd,
1999), 203.

65



In another moment, Arguedas explicitly states that Peru, with its intensity, beauty, and
contradictions, lives within him; and it is this feeling of incorporating the embodiment of Peru that
helps him in his creative process. The way he perceives and lives Peru offers him the momentum
to describe it in his novels. For example, in a letter to Manuel Moreno Jimeno in 1940, he writes:

| feel really prepared, when | write | have the awareness and conviction, with enough

passion and truth, that this Peruvian world lives within me, so beautiful, so full of pain
and struggle, so great and noble, to be described in a novel.”®

This awareness that Arguedas sustains to embody the nation (“this Peruvian world lives

within me”), causes him to feel that he is needed in his country.
Being conscious of his psychological distress, he struggles to recover from it in order
to fulfill the mission he had set for himself: to describe the Peruvian society of his time. This is

shown in a letter in 1968 to John Murra, where he says:

There are great people everywhere, and this country needs a lot of its few good people. |
think I'm one of them. | need to recover; I'm forced to do it. Dr. Vifar has generously
answered me too. Neurotics and little messianic people like me, are often loved, sometimes
more than we deserve.’

Dr. Vifiar was one of the psychiatrists who treated Arguedas in Lima for his psychic

ailments. Describing himself as “one of the few good people” needed in his country, Arguedas

0 “Me siento realmente dispuesto, cuando escribo, tengo la conciencia y la conviccion, de que vive en mi, con la
suficiente pasion y verdad, este mundo del Per(, tan hermoso, tan pleno de dolor y de lucha, tan grande y noble para
ser descrito en una novela.” José Maria Arguedas, Sicuani, Perd, to Manuel Moreno Jimeno, no date (probably
July/August, 1940), in Roland Forgues, ed., José Maria Arguedas: La Letra Inmortal: Correspondencia con Manuel
Moreno Jimeno (Lima: Ediciones de los Rios Profundos, 1993), 84.

" “Hay gente formidable en todas partes, y este pais necesita mucho de sus pocas buenas personas. Yo creo ser una
de ellas. Necesito recuperarme; estoy obligado a hacerlo. EI Dr. Vifiar me ha contestado generosamente también. A
los neurdticos algo mesianicos suelen amarnos, a veces mas de lo que merecemos.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima,
Perd to John Murra (USA), March 17, 1968, in John Murra and Mercedes L6pez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de
Arguedas (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Per(, 1996), 169.
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implies that he possesses an empowering personality despite his psychological illness. Portraying
himself as “neurotic and little messianic” suggests he is one of those Peruvians with an un-common
personality that is tolerated by their compatriots not only because they elicit compassion but also
because these type of people are needed for accomplishing their mission. We may say that this
expression is a humorous rhetorical way of deprecating himself and at same time showing
awareness of his importance for Peruvian society.

Arguedas was not only concerned with the suffering of indigenous people, but the
suffering of all people; therefore his identification with César Vallejo, José Carlos Mariategui, or
Walt Whitman is not surprising, being writers with totalizing projects and for whom he shows
admiration in his letters. Thus, in a letter to Adolfo Westphalen, he refers to the poem “Song of

myself” by Whitman:

You can imagine Emilio how awful last week was! But today | think I've started another
resurrection. Besides all these pressures and severe personal problems that each of us has,
is added the ones that affect all of us. What is happening in Biafra, in Czechoslovakia, in
Brea and Parifias. We have to suffer everything! And everything is endured and even
dominated when one has something to oppose it. That piece of Whitman: “Dazzling and
tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me, If I could not now and always send
sun-rise out of me.”"2

2 “T( puedes imaginarte Emilio lo atroz que ha sido la semana pasada! Pero hoy creo haber iniciado otra
resurreccion. También que a todas esas presiones y problemas agudos particulares que cada quien tenemos, se
agregan los que nos afectan a todos. Lo de Biafra, lo de Checoslovaquia, lo de Brea y Parifias. jTenemos que sufrirlo
todo! Y todo se sobrelleva y hasta se domina cuando uno tiene otra cosa que oponerle. Aquel trozo de Whitman:
“Tremenda y deslumbrante la aurora me mataria si yo no tuviera otra Aurora dentro de mi’.” José Maria Arguedas,
Chimbote, Per(, to Emilio Adolfo Westphalen, September 9, 1968, in John V. Murra and Mercedes Lépez Baralt,
eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas, 178. The reference to the poem of Whitman is to “Song of Myself” number 25. In
Walt Whitman, Song of Myself, ed. Robert Hass and Paul Ebenkampl (Berkeley: Counterpoint Press, 2010), 33.
Historical context: In 1968, Nigerian military forces suppressed the Biafran secession; Soviet troops invaded
Czechoslovakia to quell the “Prague Spring”; and the US-dominated International Petroleum Company maintained
control over the Brea and Parifias oil fields in northern Peru despite nominal nationalization.
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Arguedas encourages himself with these verses of Whitman and portrays himself as someone who
was capable of enduring his own and others’ suffering.” Having a fragile psychological state of
mind, we could then ask, what was this “sun-rise” inside of him? How much had he to offer to
“illuminate others?” It was probably his unique and privileged cultural position in Peruvian society
what made him believe he was capable of teaching something new to his people and to wholly
believe in this messianic mission.

Arguedas also shared his interest in Whitman with his first wife, Celia Bustamente. When he
was in Churin, outside Lima, in 1944, she wrote to encourage him using some verses of Whitman’s

“Song of Myself.” In the letter she wrote to him, we read:

I have a hope and a desire that you come back well, or at least better, to finish taking
care of yourself here. I’'ll copy a few pieces of Whitman to you that have impressed
me among many, and there are others better than those I’m copying to you, but these
are almost at the end of the book:

“You are also asking me questions and I hear you,

I answer that | cannot answer, you must find out for yourself.

Sit a while dear son,

Here are biscuits to eat and here is milk to drink,

But as soon as you sleep and renew yourself in sweet clothes,

I kiss you with a good-by kiss and open the gate for your

egress hence.

Long enough have you dream'd contemptible dreams,

Now | wash the gum from your eyes,

You must habit yourself to the dazzle of the light and of

every moment of your life.

Long have you timidly waded holding a plank by the shore,

Now I will you to be a bold swimmer,

To jump off in the midst of the sea, rise again, nod to me,

shout, and laughingly dash with your hair.”

And this other fragment:

3 Harold Blume considers that in the solipsism of major American poets—including Whitman—askesis tends to
center on the self’s awareness of others selves. In the case of Whitman this solipsism is taken to an extreme
identifying himself with the sun. Harold Blume, The Anxiety of Influence A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1973), 132-33.
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“My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs,

On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between

the steps,

All below duly traveled, and still I mount and mount.

Rise after rise bow the phantoms behind me.”"*

It is interesting to note that his wife chose precisely these verses of “The Song of Myself”

to encourage Arguedas. It is well know that the relationship Arguedas had with his first wife was
more one between a mother and his son. As described by him, she was “una amalgama increible

de madre, hermana y tutora” [an incredible blend of mother, sister and tutor].” In the fragment of

poem 46 of “Song of Myself” she sent to him, a father encourages his son to face life without fear,

74 “Tengo una esperanza y un deseo de que regreses bien, o por lo menos mejor, para terminar de cuidarte aca. Voy a
copiarte unos trozos de Whitman que me han impresionado entre muchos, y hay otros mejores que los que te copio,
pero estos son casi al final del libro:

Tu también me haces preguntas y yo te escucho

y te digo que no tengo respuesta,

que la respuesta has de encontrarla tu solo.

Siéntate un momento, hijo mio.

Aqui tienes pan, come,

y leche, bebe.

Pero después que hayas dormido y renovado tus

Vestidos, te besaré, te diré adios y te abriré la

Puerta para que salgas de nuevo.

Largo tiempo has sofiado suefios despreciables:

ven, que te limpie los ojos...

y acostUmbrate ya al resplandor de la luz.

Largo tiempo has chapoteado a la orilla, agarrado a un madero,

Ahora tienes que ser un nadador intrépido;

Aventdrate en alta mar, flota,

mirame confiado

y arremete contra la ola.

Y este otro fragmento:

Comao mis pies huello los picos de las estrellas,

cada paso mio es una ristra de edades

y entre cada paso voy dejando manojos de milenios...

todo cuanto hay debajo de mi lo han andado mis pies

y aun asciendo...y asciendo...

en cada zancada hacia la luz, detras de mi se inclinan los fantasmas.

Celia Bustamante, Lima Per(, to José Maria Arguedas, April 21, 1944, In Pinilla, Apuntes Inéditos, 134.

The references to the poems of Whitman are “Song of Myself,” 46 and 44. In Walt Whitman, Song of Myself, ed.
Robert Hass and Paul Ebenkamp, (Berkeley: Counterpoint Press, 2010), 64-65, 54

75 José Maria Arguedas to John Murra, July, 3, 1967, in John V. Murra and Mercedes Lopez Baralt, Las Cartas a
Arguedas, 158.
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and the other fragment of poem 44 describes metaphorically a person making his way over all
difficulties. Arguedas enjoyed reading these verses as we can see in his answer to his wife:
Your letter came to me like the contents of Whitman’s poem. | can’t tell you how good [to
have it]! How I love you and admire you, and how | love the moment you began to love
me! With a companion like you, with your love, with your strong spirit next to me, we can
well defeat death, and keep it in check until we’ve given life all our fervor! This may be
the happiest moment in my life! I’'m enlightened and purified because I’ve felt all the light
of your soul.”®
The enthusiasm Arguedas shows is evident and could appear even exaggerated. In this
letter he expresses that there is no difference between the content of the poem and the effect his
wife’s letter provoked in him. Both conveyed strength and courage, and make him feel illuminated.
IHluminated for what? — maybe for accomplishing his mission to describe Peru through his work.
As we can see, Arguedas uses intense expressions and exaggerated emotions, saying that he feels
even capable to “defeat death.” In this mutual apotheosis, near-immortality beckoned.

Achieving the authorial immortality of national embodiment depended upon Arguedas
being recognized. The recognition he expects and desires is that which reveals him as an author
representing his country. His joy is evident when one of his works is recognized in this way. For
example, in a letter to his Chilean psychoanalyst, Lola Hoffmann, he proudly tells her about a
newspaper article in which he is recognized as the greatest living Peruvian writer after publishing

his indigenista short story, “The Agony of Rasufiti,” about the ceremonial death of an Andean

village dancer:

76 “Tu carta me ha llegado como el contenido del poema de Whitman. jNo podria decirte lo bien! jCémo te adoro y
te admiro, coémo amo el instante que empezaste a quererme! jCon una compafiia como td, con tu amor, con tu
espiritu fuerte a mi lado, bien podemos vencer a la muerte, y atajarla hasta cuando hayamos rendido a la vida todo
nuestro fuego! jEs acaso el instante mas feliz de mi vida! Estoy iluminado y purificado porque he sentido toda la luz
de tu alma.” José Maria Arguedas, Churin, Peru to Celia Bustamante (April 19447?), in Carmen Maria Pinilla, ed.
Apuntes Inéditos: Celia y Alicia en la Vida de José Maria Arguedas (Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia
Universidad Catolica del Pert, 2007), 136.
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I just finished a poem in Quechua to Tupac Amaru [the last Incan monarch, executed by
the Spanish in 1572], a copy of which | send you. I’ve written a series of three articles in
the Literary Supplement of EI Comercio on the process of evolution, stylization and
distortion of some of the most direct and now marketed expressions of our traditional art.
The circulation of “The Agony of Rasu Niti” has created enthusiasm among young people
and critics. Please let me send you a note that appeared in the Supplement of EI Comercio.
A young writer who recently arrived from Europe, where he was for several years, wrote
another note in the new newspaper Expreso and he has declared that | should be considered
as the finest writer in Peru.”’

By contrast, on another occasion, he feels humiliated when his work is not recognized.
In a letter he wrote to his friend Moreno Jimeno, Arguedas expresses discomfort after the talk
given by Lilo Linke (a German journalist and writer exiled in Ecuador), who referred to his poetic
work; the next day the press did not reveal this fact and Arguedas’ work went unnoticed:

That tall and long gringa who was in Lima, Lilo Linke, gave a lecture at the U. of Cuzco
on Peruvian, Colombian and Ecuadorian literature; when speaking about the Peruvian
[literature] she referred to Ciro [Alegria] and me, and according to someone who heard
her, she did a study on “Canto Kechwa” and talked quite a long time; the next day the
newspapers reported that she had referred ‘only’ to Ciro.™
The Peruvian writer Ciro Alegria gained international recognition with his novel EI mundo

es ancho y ajeno [Broad and Alien is the World] that depicted an upland Andean community. This

novel won the Latin American novel prize in 1941, the time this letter was written. It was probably

this reason why the press paid more attention to Alegria than to Arguedas. At that time Arguedas

7 “Acabo de concluir un poema en quechua a Tlpac Amaru, cuya copia le envio. He escrito una serie de tres
articulos en el Suplemento Literario de EI Comercio sobre el proceso de evolucion, estilizacién y deformacion de
algunas de las expresiones mas directas y ahora comercializadas de nuestro arte tradicional. La divulgacion de “La
agonia de Rasu Niti” ha creado un entusiasmo entre los jovenes y criticos. Me permito enviarle una nota aparecida
en el Suplemento de El Comercio. Un escritor joven que hace poco lleg6 de Europa donde estuvo varios afios
escribio otra nota en el nuevo periddico Expreso y ha afirmado que se me debe considerar como el escritor de mayor
categoria en el Per(.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Perd, to Lola Hoffmann, Santiago, Chile, July 3, 1962, in John V.
Murra and Mercedes LOpez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas, 79.

8 “Esa gringa alta y larga que estuvo en Lima, Lilo Linke, dio una conferencia en la U. del Cuzco, sobre literatura
peruana, colombiana y ecuatoriana; al hablar de la peruana se refirié a Ciro y a mi, y segiin me dice uno que la
escucho, hizo un estudio sobre “Canto Kechwa” y hablé bastante largo; al dia siguiente los periddicos dijeron que
“Gnicamente” se habia ocupado de Ciro.” José Maria Arguedas, Sicuani, Lima, to Manuel Moreno Jimeno, no date
(probably April, 1941), in Roland Forgues, ed., La Letra Inmortal, 106.
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was still a young novelist who was started his successful career. Still, the slight of the note stung
even if it was the mere oversight of a reporter.

While it is true that Arguedas wanted to be recognized, he did not like to be framed
inside an ideological dogma. For example, he consulted his friends when he wrote a poem that he
thought could be associated with communist ideology.”® At the time, the CIA had interest in
Peruvian Communism.®® So, he asked John Murra his opinion in 1962:

I wrote the Poem to ‘Tupac Amaru’ in the sad days when villagers were killed. I’m not

yet decided to distribute it. | beg you, if you can, send me a few lines giving me your

opinion about whether it could be interpreted as a call to rebellion. Dr. Valcéarcel, who is
so careful and has been all his life, thinks it’s not, but | feel some fear. | don’t want to be

a “stincking communist” in my homeland. I'm a free man; | have irreparable differences

with the Communists and, on the other hand, I’m on a blacklist of the United States

Embassy.8!

The poem, “Tupac Amaru,” concerns how indigenous people would invade the capital and
produce a transformation in the country. The language of this poem is metaphoric and could be
interpreted as a call to rebellion, and it is, to some extent, foretelling the future. Arguedas had the
sensitivity to foresee the process of migration that would affect the character and appearance of

Lima. In the above letter’s excerpt, Arguedas portrays himself as a cautious person who has no

desire to engage himself completely with a political position.

8 The name of the poem is “Himno Cancidn a nuestro Padre Creador Tpac Amaru” [Hymn Song to our Father
Creator Tupac Amaru] and was published in 1962 in both languages, Quechua and Spanish. See Appendix A.

8 See the declassified document:
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000013615.pdf

81 “El Poema a ‘Tupac Amaru,” lo escribi en los tristes dias en que se mataba comuneros. No estoy atin decidido a
difundirlo. Te ruego que, si te es posible, me pongas unas lineas dandome tu opinién acerca de si podria ser
interpretado como un llamado a la rebelidn. El Dr. Valcarcel, que es tan prudente y lo ha sido durante toda su vida,
cree que no, pero yo siento algin temor. No deseo ser en mi patria un “apestado comunista.” Soy un hombre libre;
tengo discrepancias irremediables con los comunistas y, por otra parte estoy en la lista negra de la Embajada de los
Estados Unidos.” José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Pert to John Murra (USA), August 15, 1962 in John V. Murra and
Mercedes Lopez Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas 84.
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In the early 60s, Peruvian peasants began to rebel against injustices and confiscated some
lands for their own. Some of these rebellions were successful, like the one produced in La
Convencion (Cuzco). The next excerpt written to Murra shows a contradictory, ambivalent
Arguedas, who was not sure how to balance his indignation towards injustice and his political
reputation as a peaceful person. He does not want to be associated with either the left or right, he
just wants to be free, as expressed here:

Politics has been rough in Peru. Both warring camps, the left and the right, set out the thing

in quite an inhumane way: either you are with them or against them; who intends to be free
is shot from two fronts®?

Despite his identification with the downtrodden, Arguedas refused the politics of
polarization, a logical extension of his drive to embody the nation as including everyone. Although
Arguedas did not formally belong to any party, he did recognize the ideological influence of José
Carlos Mariategui, the founder of the Communist Party in Peru, whom he considered one of his
best influences in understanding Peruvian society. The magazine Amauta, directed by Mariategui,
was decisive for the intellectual formation of Arguedas; he says so in his testimony of 1965:

I declare with complete joy that without ‘Amauta,” the journal directed by Mariategui, |
would be nothing ... I found in the journal a doctrinal orientation full of unwavering faith
in mankind and in Peru, through that faith in the future of mankind, faith that has not been
destroyed and will never be destroyed in those of us who live then, [when] we began to
analyze our own experiences and act on our faith in the people with whom we lived. There
we found much of the interior world of the indigenous people, the mestizo and even the
gentlemen, to whom we do not deny the opportunity to contribute as well in the
construction of the great Peru.®

82 “|_a politica se ha hecho durisima en el Per. Ambos bandos en lucha: la izquierda y la derecha plantean la cosa en
forma bastante inhumana: o se esta con ellos o contra ellos; al que pretende ser libre le disparan de los dos frentes.”
José Maria Arguedas, Lima, Perd, to John Murra (USA), February 21, 1961 in John V. Murra and Mercedes Lopez
Baralt, eds., Las Cartas de Arguedas, 54.

8 Yo declaro con todo jabilo que sin ‘Amauta,” la revista dirigida por Mariategui no seria nada,... Yo encontraba
en la revista una orientacion doctrinaria llena de una fe inquebrantable sobre el hombre y sobre el Perd, a través de
esa fe en el porvenir del hombre, fe que no se ha destruido ni se destruird jamas en quienes vivimos entonces, es que
empezamos a analizar nuestras propias vivencias y a dar curso a nuestra fe en el pueblo que habiamos vivido. Alli
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We should take note of the religious language that Arguedas is using to describe the journal
Amauta, which was an avant-garde cultural magazine in its time.8* In this excerpt he uses the word
“faith” three times, giving to his words a strong tone of religious discourse. Arguedas had, as many
Peruvians of his time, a Catholic education, which probably influenced him in his cognitive
process, begetting a future-minded, providentialist view of history as teleological and progressive.
But Arguedas’ faith goes beyond his religious beliefs. His faith comes from the hope for the
country through its artists in the future. Even though Amauta had a socialist orientation, most of
its articles were related more to culture and art than to politics. Not only Peruvians but international
intellectuals and artists published there.

Amauta provided an opportunity for “indigenista” artists and left intellectuals to think about
Peruvian society. Any contemporary reader the journal Amauta will immediately understand the
emotion and hope that Arguedas felt when reading it. The quality and the content of the articles
are impressive. After Amauta, there was not any cultural journal of this quality and ambition in
Peru. In the excerpt above, we can see that Arguedas valued the social inclusiveness immediately
apparent in Amauta: “Ther