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Indigenous Decolonization of Western Notions of  
Time and History through Literary and Visual Arts 

_Abstract 
Since the early colonial period, indigenous peoples around the globe have been framed 
as being anchored in the past. The manner in which this was accomplished varied in 
different locations, yet it was all done with the same intent: to leave them outside of 
history. Placing indigenous peoples in the past meant assigning lesser value to their 
forms of life and thought than to those of the West, which allowed for all manner of 
injustices to be inflicted upon them. In response to this strategic misrepresentation, 
indigenous peoples reached for their own notions of history and time in an effort to 
validate an alternate perspective that could discredit the supremacy of dominant West-
ern ideas. Thus, history and time become a highly contested terrain.  

In this essay, we explore some of the strategies used by two indigenous communi-
ties to decolonize Western representations of these groups. One of the case studies 
looks at how, in his 1958 novel Things Fall Apart, Igbo Anglophone writer Chinua 
Achebe deploys narrative time to challenge the Hegelian notion of sub-Saharan Africa 
as being ‘outside of history.’ On the other side of the globe, contemporary Maya artists 
use their ancestral philosophies of time that included the coexistence of multiple tem-
poralities, as a way to challenge the universality of Western ideas of progressive time, 
and thus of Western constructions of history. Through the literary and the visual, the 
Igbo and the Maya decolonize normative representations of time in their efforts to re-
inscribe their place in global history.  

1_Introduction 
Various forms of injustice and oppression against indigenous peoples throughout mod-

ern history have been intrinsically connected to Western modernity and its conceptual-

ization of time as linear, progressive, and universal. Yet the (post)Enlightenment era 

has made strikingly apparent that time is not only an aspect of nature, but a social con-

struct, too. The Enlightenment philosophy of the eighteenth century shaped a particular 

notion of modernity that caused a radical split between the past (‘tradition’) and the 

present/future (‘modern’).1 Not only was ‘the present/future’ radically distinguished 

from ‘the past,’ but the relationship between the two was conceptualized in terms of 

clear succession. This engendered the dichotomy between the past as static and tradi-

tional, and the present/future as modern, with change and progress implied in its rupture 

with tradition.2 In this arrangement, breaking with the past and heading toward the fu-

ture became not only a dominant way of perceiving time in Western culture, but was 

also perceived as a sign of cultural and social progress.3 Colonizing campaigns, such 

as those that took place in the Americas in the sixteenth century and sub-Saharan Africa 

in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, were motivated by the idea that “certain pasts 
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and certain presents are […] better than others.”4 This presumed to justify the applica-

tion of force in order to alter indigenous societies (defined as primitive and static), such 

that these societies were subjected to different forms of violence that threatened their 

ways of life in addition to their lives, all in the name of ‘enlightenment’ and ‘progress.’ 

Indigenous peoples responded to this strategic misrepresentation by reaching toward 

their own notions of history and time in an effort to debunk Western ideas and assert a 

separately valid perspective of their own reality. Thus, history and time become a 

highly contested terrain. In this essay, we ask what political valences of time emerge in 

indigenous visual and literary discourses, and how these facilitate decolonial represen-

tations of indigenous history and culture. To this aim, we will explore some of the strat-

egies used by two indigenous communities to decolonize Western representations of 

these groups. The first case study is Igbo writer Chinua Achebe’s 1958 Things Fall 

Apart, which renowned Kenyan literary critic Simon Gikandi claimed “came to define 

who we (Africans) were, where we were, and as Achebe himself would say, where the 

rain began to beat us.”5 Gikandi’s remark unambiguously suggests that Achebe’s novel 

resonated not only with the wider Igbo community, but also with other African com-

munities that shared a history of colonization. The focus of that analysis will be on how 

Achebe manipulates narrative time to challenge the Hegelian notion of sub-Saharan 

Africa as being ‘outside of history.’ The second case study takes us to the other side of 

the globe where contemporary Maya artists use ancestral philosophies of time where 

the past, present, and future intertwine as a way to challenge the universality of Western 

ideas of progressive time, and thus of Western constructions of history. Although these 

are two very different groups of people, we will show here that, by inserting their own 

ways of understanding and practicing time into literary and visual works, the Igbo and 

the Maya decolonize normative representations of time. 

The pairing of these two case studies emerged from a multi-year dialogue between 

the authors about issues of indigeneity.6 One recurrent theme in both of our research 

was the idea that, for these indigenous groups, time consists of multiple temporalities 

where the present includes the past (in the form of ancestral knowledge) such that past 

and present are both also part of the future — a practice in direct contrast to Western 

ideas of progressive time. This essay is an attempt to generate a conversation across 

multiple indigenous societies that explores commonalities in these groups’ resistance 

against the injustices of modernity. In this, we do not aim to assert that these particular 
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groups nor all indigenous people use the same strategies to decolonize their misrepre-

sentations. Instead, we demonstrate that the primary similarity is the groups’ efforts to 

insert their own voices into history, and that these literary or visual artists achieve their 

goals through diverse strategies of breaking away from the hold of Western histori-

cism.7  

One line of distinction between the Maya and the Igbo, for example, is the aspect of 

time that artists chose to address, which directly reflects the different preoccupation in 

the two communities. Writing his novel at the time of strong cultural nationalism in 

Nigeria — nationalism that entailed a deconstruction and revision of the colonial his-

toriographic archive on Nigeria’s indigenous peoples — Achebe deemed it crucial to 

address the function of time in narrative representation. Taking a closer look at the use 

of time in ethnographic writing held the potential to underscore the constructedness of 

ethnographic representations of the Igbo and thus challenge the claim of those repre-

sentations to truthfulness. In comparison, the contemporary increase in indigenous po-

litical movements has encouraged the participation of visual artists, such as Abraham 

Gómez and Marco Girón from the Maya region of Mexico. In their work, they explore 

ideas of indigenous identity at a time of globalization, wherein their rich ancestral his-

tory forms a critical part of their present. By juxtaposing images from historical ar-

chives alongside their own, they demonstrate that there are many ways of living time: 

in particular, ways that do not leave them outside of history. 

2_Narrative Time and Indigenous History in  
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) 
British colonial ethnography played a major role in defining Africa’s indigenous peo-

ples’ identities, cultures, and histories, and as such was “of use, directly or indirectly, 

to the colonial administration.”8 Anthropologist Maxwell Owusu claims that “[e]thno-

graphic research conventionally has had as its main objective the descriptive account 

of native cultures,” seeking to provide a “Western European audience [with] new and 

basic or additional and reliable information about non-Western — the so-called ‘prim-

itive,’ ‘barbarous,’ ‘savage,’ or ‘backward’ peoples […].”9 Depicting Africa as, in Frie-

drich Hegel’s words, “no historical part of the world” and a place with “no movement 

or development to exhibit” was not, however, a neutral matter.10 It had profound polit-

ical implications in that it was through defining African societies as ‘nonhistorical,’ in 

the sense of ‘nonmodern,’ that British colonial forces justified their presence on the 
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African continent. The British presented themselves as bearers of civilization who, by 

preaching good governance, Western literature and philosophy, Christianity, and mar-

ket economy, would lead ‘the natives’ along the path to progress. 

Just as the British colonizing process cannot be disentangled from the ethnographic 

practice of defining ‘the native,’ so the African peoples’ struggle for decolonization 

cannot be disengaged from reclaiming indigenous histories as vehicles of ‘ideological 

resistance’ to colonialism.11 In Nigeria, such a trend could be observable in the histori-

ographic and philosophical writing in the 1950s and 1960s as much as in early post-

colonial Anglophone writing.12 Early Nigerian Anglophone literature engaged from 

various angles with Nigeria’s indigenous cultural legacy, which significantly contrib-

uted to redefining indigenous identities, and to disclosing the constructed nature and 

questionable premises of colonial discourses.13 What is more, Nigerian Anglophone 

writers would often turn to the very same discourse that defined African indigenous 

societies as ‘nonhistorical,’ namely ethnographic discourse, and reframe that discourse 

in a way that, simultaneously, disclosed its oppressive mechanisms and facilitated al-

ternative figurations of indigenous histories. An illustrative example of such writing is 

Chinua Achebe’s 1958 novel Things Fall Apart, which has commonly been read as a 

narrative employing ethnographic discourse to reframe colonial notions of indigenous 

Igbo history.14 

The present analysis of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart will arrive at the widely-estab-

lished conclusion that the novel “bring[s] the existence of [the Igbo] culture into view 

as a historical reality, one that bears witness to the human world realized within it,” but 

will be carried out in a new way, from a specifically narratological perspective: by 

establishing a correlation between the literary concept of narrative time and the notion 

of indigenous history.15 The novel will serve as an illustration of how narrative time 

can be manipulated in a way that helps the author represent different discourses that 

construct contesting notions of indigenous Igbo history: colonial and decolonial ethno-

graphic discourses. Setting the two discourses alongside one another, Achebe invites a 

dialogic comparative reading of their respective notions of Igbo history that fore-

grounds the ‘epistemic violence’ involved in colonial ethnographic practice.16 

The distinction, in the study of narrative, between story and discourse, or what lit-

erary critic Seymour Chatman described, respectively, as ‘a what’ and ‘a how’ of the 
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narrative, enables a nuanced reading of time in narrative.17 Inspired by philologist Gün-

ther Müller’s observation about time in narrative, made as early as 1948, structuralist 

narratology nowadays commonly distinguishes between narrated time (Erzählzeit) and 

narrative time (erzählte Zeit).18 Narrated time refers to “the time or the times that unfold 

in the story” whereas narrative time denotes “the time in which the narrative is told.”19 

This distinction helps illuminate the temporal structure of narrative that becomes par-

ticularly prominent in the cases of deviation from the regularities of time in the actual 

world. Discussed in length in literary theorist Gérard Genette’s seminal study Narrative 

Discourse under the rubric of duration/speed of narrative, some such deviations in-

clude: the slowing down of narrative progression in the form of stretch, when the telling 

of events takes longer than the events themselves; the speeding up of narrative progres-

sion in the form of summaries, when events that occurs over a longer period of time 

are presented in a small portion of text; the pause in narrative progression, when the 

narrator halts narrative progression so as to offer descriptions or comments; and jumps 

in time in the form of ellipses, when significant periods in the story time are simply 

omitted from the narrative.20 

However, narrative time contributes to more than simply temporally structuring the 

narrative. When Müller announced that, in the context of narrative, “time […] articu-

lates,”21 he meant that “[time] gives human meaning, human significance to the natural 

event which is alien to meaning.”22 Narratologist Monika Fludernik shed some light on 

the meaning-making potential of narrative time to which Müller referred, when she 

observed that Genette’s discussion of duration/speed in narrative essentially “tackles 

the problem of selection and emphasis.”23 A heightened level of selectiveness of the 

events to present on the narrative time line — entailed in summaries and ellipses — 

and an extensive reflection on detail and emphasis — allowed by pauses and stretches 

— are acts imbued with the potential to give (or deny) meaning to the events24 and, by 

extension, the world(s) in narrative. It is with the notion in mind that time is both a 

major organizing principle behind the narrative and a significant element in the shaping 

of world(s) in narrative that we approach Things Fall Apart: we will show how Achebe 

relies on the semantic potential of narrative time so as to invoke different ethnographic 

discourses that produce contesting notions of Igbo history.25 
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In the famous ending to Things Fall Apart, the unnamed narrator, focalizing the 

thoughts of the colonial District Commissioner, reports how the Commissioner intends 

to write a book about what he learned about the Igbo during his appointment: 

As [the Commissioner] walked back to the court he thought about that book. Every 
day brought him some new material. The story of this man [Okonkwo] who had 
killed a messenger and hanged himself would make interesting reading. One could 
almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps not a whole chapter but a reasonable 
paragraph, at any rate. There was so much else to include, and one must be firm 
in cutting out details.26 

Marked by a sudden shift in character perspective — that is, from the indigenous Igbo 

perspective to the colonizer’s perspective — the final scene leads to a convergence of 

indigenous and Western versions of history: the history of the imaginary Igbo clans of 

Umuofia and Mbanta, related throughout the novel by the narrator who resembles an 

ethnographer-insider, suddenly becomes an object of ethnographic observation con-

ducted by another figure, the colonial District Commissioner. Assuming the role of 

ethnographer, the Commissioner claims not only the right to define the Igbo but also 

the authority of his representation of Igbo historical reality. 

The Commissioner’s authority lies, in part, in his power to organize his ethnographic 

account in a certain way. Particularly significant in that respect are two sections of the 

paragraph quoted above: one is the Commissioner’s quick description of Okonkwo’s 

unfortunate fate, and the other is the Commissioner’s decision to reduce the story of 

Okonkwo’s suicide from a ‘whole chapter’ to a ‘reasonable paragraph.’ Presenting the 

story of Okonkwo as ‘the story of a man who had killed a messenger and hanged him-

self,’ the Commissioner offers a strikingly rough summary of that which the entire nar-

rative prior to the closing scene portrays. Related to that and captured in the latter sec-

tion, the Commissioner’s decision to reduce Okonkwo’s story to a paragraph implies 

an omission of a larger portion of the (hi)story that leads to Okonkwo’s suicide. The 

summary and the ellipsis (a narratological term for omission) on which the Commis-

sioner’s account relies allow him to organize his ethnographic narrative temporally, in 

a way that contracts clock time. 

In the light of Müller’s observation that “[i]f a narration contracts clock time such 

that spatio-temporal condition is contracted away, then it makes an obvious choice with 

an interpreting effect,” the question that remains is that of the semantic meaning of the 

contraction of actual time in the Commissioner’s account in the making.27 The Com-

missioner’s omission of the tragic set of events that leads to Okonkwo’s unfortunate 
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suicide means that he leaves unaddressed the devastating effects of the colonial rule on 

both the individual and the community, while the summary of Okonkwo as solely ‘a 

man who commits suicide’ means that the Commissioner overlooks the complex indig-

enous philosophical and cultural system that Okonkwo’s suicide activates. As 

Okonkwo’s friend Obierika explains: “It is an abomination for a man to take his own 

life. It is an offense against the Earth, and a man who commits it will not be buried by 

his clansmen.”28 Dismissing the above-mentioned events as irrelevant, the Commis-

sioner removes significance from Okonkwo’s history and, by extension, the history of 

the Igbo community. The closing scene of Things Fall Apart thus demonstrates how 

gaining a fuller understanding of colonial ethnographic accounts of indigenous history 

requires considering not only the organizational but also the political dimension of nar-

rative time employed in those accounts. Thinking in these terms ultimately allows for 

understanding how narrative time can become an ideological tool that portrays indige-

nous Igbo history as devoid of depth and meaning. 

Starkly contrasted to the rough and negative presentation of Igbo history in the Com-

missioner’s ethnographic account is the presentation of Igbo history throughout the rest 

of the narrative, in general, and Part I of the novel, in particular. The sense of opposition 

is largely constructed though a different handling of narrative time in the first part of 

the novel. Unlike the Commissioner’s account, which skips events in its representation 

of the Igbo, the first part is characterized by a markedly slow narration that entails 

reflecting on minute details from the lives of the Igbo of Umuofia. In that sense, the 

parts of the novel that lead to the closing scene with the Commissioner can be read as 

critical responses to colonial ethnographic discourse in that they fill in the gaps that 

emerge in colonial ethnographic accounts as results of a generalizing and crudely-bi-

ased portrayal of indigenous people. 

In Part I, the narrator-ethnographer offers an extensive account of the clan’s meet-

ings in the marketplace, wrestling competitions, wedding negotiations and the wedding 

ceremony, and the settling of disputes. All of these events are presented in a similar 

manner in terms of temporality: narrative progression is slowed down by frequent 

pauses. A paradigmatic example of such handling of narrative time is a scene in which 

Okonkwo receives a message from the town crier about the clan’s meeting taking place 

the following morning. After the preliminary description of the town crier delivering 

the message, a pause occurs and the narrator relates Okonkwo’s inner thoughts about 
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the message: “Okonkwo wondered what was amiss. He had discerned a clear overtone 

of tragedy in the crier’s voice, and even now he could still hear it as it grew dimmer 

and dimmer in the distance.”29 After this, the scene resumes with the narrator reporting 

that “[t]he night was very quiet [and dark],”30 only to be interrupted time and again to 

accommodate the narrator’s comments about how “[d]arkness held a vague terror for 

these people, even the bravest among them”31 and how “[o]n a moonlight night it would 

be different.”32 

In line with understanding narrative time as an element that participates in defining 

world(s) in narratives, the question that begs for attention is what kind of a notion of 

Igbo history emerges in the slow-paced narration of decolonial ethnographic discourse. 

Let us turn to the following example: 

Everybody thanked Okonkwo and the neighbours brought out their drinking horns 
from the goatskin bags they carried. Nwakibie brought down his own horn, which 
was fastened to the rafters. The younger of his sons, who was also the youngest 
man in the group, moved to the centre, raised the pot on his left knee and began 
to pour out the wine. The first cup wen to Okonkwo, who must taste the wine 
before anyone else. Then the group drank, beginning with the eldest man.33 

The phrases that provide additional details (above emphasis mine) — about the horn, 

Nwakibie’s son, Okonkwo and the act of drinking — are in principle not essential to 

the forward movement of the narrative, and at the same time slow down narrative pro-

gression. The slowing of narrative progression is thus directly linked to achieving a 

sense of the depth of the Igbo world that the narrative describes. In other cases, the 

intricate and multidimensional picture of the Igbo emerges through staging the pauses 

in narrative progression that accommodate narratorial comment: “When Unoka 

[Okonkwo’s father] dies he had taken no title at all and he was heavily in debt. Any 

wonder then that his son Okonkwo was ashamed of him?”34 and “Okonkwo was pro-

voked to justifiable anger by his younger wife, who went to plait her hair at her friend’s 

house and did not return early enough to cook the afternoon meal.”35 Narratorial com-

ment, as the given examples demonstrate, allows for an additional dimension in the 

ethnographic account of the Igbo to materialize: a meta-layer characterized by a prom-

inent ethnographic voice. Through that additional layer, the impression is created that 

what unfolds before the reader is not only a lively and vivid Igbo world, but a particular 

ethnographic discourse, too. The representation characterized by detailed descriptions 

in realist fashion, the narratorial comments that provide substantial additional infor-

mation and the heightened level of the ethnographer’s engagement with his/her object 
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of observation give shape to an ethnographic discourse that ‘writes back’ to the colonial 

ethnographic discourse embedded in the Commissioner’s account.36 

The final step in this analysis is a dialogic comparative reading of the two ethno-

graphic discourses and their contesting notions of Igbo history. The Commissioner’s 

narrative in the making, with its reliance on summaries and ellipses, implies a faster 

narrative progression, which, as demonstrated earlier, results in excluding much of 

what constitutes Igbo history. The notion of Igbo history that emerges is thus charac-

terized by mono-dimensionality, lack, and simplicity. In comparison, the slow narrative 

progression of decolonial ethnographic discourse allows an incorporation of more de-

tail, which in turn adds nuance to the representation of Igbo history. Igbo history in this 

case emerges as rich and complex, and as requiring a deeper level of ethnographic en-

gagement for it to be done justice in a narrative. In the convergence of Western and 

indigenous representations of Igbo history that occurs at the end of the novel, colonial 

ethnographic discourse is strongly ironized: the representation of Igbo history as long-

lasting and rich undermines the oversimplifying colonial representations of indigenous 

history by exposing the strategic and ideologically laden use of narrative time in colo-

nial ethnographic discourse. In this way, decolonial representation of Igbo history calls 

into question the mechanisms and outcomes of colonial historical knowledge produc-

tion. 

Effectively establishing a link between the organizing principles of colonial ethno-

graphic narration (i.e. narrative time) and the notions of indigenous Igbo history, 

Achebe confirmed Müller’s observation that “not just the explicitly evaluating opinion 

turns the narration into an interpretation,” but that “already one of [the] elementary 

forming processes [of narrative], the representation of time periods in a tension between 

time of narrating and narrated time, has an interpreting effect.”37 Toying with the cre-

ative, meaning-making potential of narrative time, Achebe not only laid bare the ideo-

logical dimension of colonial ethnographic writing but also constructed an alternative, 

decolonial narrative of indigenous Igbo history that shows how the key to a sustainable 

future lies in the collective past. 

This section has shown that, for the Igbo in the age of cultural nationalism, validat-

ing a present and envisioning a sustainable national future crucially depended on reha-

bilitating their precolonial past. Related to that, Achebe’s emphasis on the certain de-

tails of daily life of the Igbo community asserts Igbo humanity and stands in contrast 



On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture 
Issue 5 (2018): Indigeneities 

www.on-culture.org 
http://geb.uni-giessen.de/geb/volltexte/2018/13659/ 

12 

to the reductive comments in the Commisioner’s account. Both of these concepts are 

strikingly similar to the way the Maya conceive of time and their interest in highlighting 

communal activities. The following section will demonstrate how these strategies and 

ideas emerge in the work of Maya visual artists, and in conjunction with the Igbo, how 

these seemingly ordinary things hold the essence to indigenous thought. 

3_Multiple Temporalities as a Decolonial Strategy in Maya Visual Arts 
Visiting the highlands of Chiapas, Mexico is often described as ‘going back in time.’ 

At the center of Chiapas lies the quaint colonial city of San Cristóbal de Las Casas, 

with its cobblestone streets, Spanish Colonial architecture, and moderate climate pro-

ducing a seemingly tranquil space where one can escape the concerns of daily life. The 

many indigenous communities that surround this city are characterized as further evi-

dence that time in this area is not quite the same as in the rest of the modern world. 

Chiapas, the southernmost state in Mexico, has the country’s second-largest indigenous 

population, most of whom are Maya. Though it is the poorest state in Mexico, Chiapas 

is also one of the wealthiest in natural resources, including oil, natural gas, and water, 

which through hydroelectric dams produces about fifty percent of the nation’s energy.38 

This combination of elements has attracted a number of interests to this region, includ-

ing explorers, tourists, scholars, and government forces. A particular ideology of op-

pression developed to gain control of these rich natural and human resources and has 

inflicted injustice upon Chiapas’ indigenous groups from the time of the Spanish Con-

quest until today.39 

Dominant Western visions of the Maya that justify the political abandonment of a 

people are related to a certain (Western) configuration of time that is tied to a notion of 

progress. According to historian Dipesh Chakrabarty, the construction of difference is 

a construction of time: in this, some groups of people are always in a state of ‘not yet’ 

when compared to the ‘so-called west.’40 In this equation of injustice, ‘not yet’ is un-

derdevelopment; all aspects of indigenous cultural continuity — from ancient calendars 

and agrarian societal structures to diet and clothing — become what envisions and thus 

leaves them in this ‘not yet’ state. For example, Maya people who participate in tradi-

tional ceremonies and join efforts to preserve their local histories are seen as against 

‘progress,’ or as incapable of adapting to or adopting modern ways of living, when the 

reality is far different from that. In this section, I look at the tactics used by some con-

temporary Maya artists, particularly their epistemologies about time and history, to 
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confront the scopic regimes that have depicted their people as always already in the 

past, with no history and thus, consigned to suffering. 

The knowledge that abounds within contemporary Maya culture that has been 

passed down from generation to generation since Prehispanic times, is used by hege-

monic culture as a reason to keep them in this state of ‘not-yet.’ Modernity argues that 

any instances of cultural continuity, including present day uses of Maya calendars and 

the agrarian knowledge that these calendars hold, are proof of the contemporary irrel-

evance of Maya culture. Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano coined the term ‘coloni-

ality’ to describe the lingering systems of power that remain in place after colonial 

governments are dismantled.41 Quijano posits that coloniality/modernity — linked as 

they are two sides of the same coin — uses certain racial, political and hierarchical 

orders to legitimize the supremacy of certain populations over others.42 Philosopher 

and literary scholar Nelson Maldonado-Torres, further explains: “[c]oloniality, […] re-

fers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that 

define culture, labour, intersubjectivity relations, and knowledge production well be-

yond the strict limits of colonial administrations.”43 Such coloniality/modernity is dis-

tinguishable in the way the Maya culture is denigrated, in the lack of resources for 

Maya people, and of course, in the long lasting control of land by the wealthy Ladinos, 

people of Spanish descent or mixed race (mestizos).44  

This process of domination extends beyond control of resources to control of time, 

history, and the senses of those being colonized.45 The style, themes, and everyday 

scenes that characterize the concerns of Maya people have been used as proof of their 

state of ‘backwardness,’ despite being what literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak would call ‘incommensurate’ with the concerns of ‘Western art.’46 As visual 

culture theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff has pointed out, visuality is a tool that controls how 

‘others’ are seen and treated in favor of those with power.47 The question, then, is what 

other political valences can time and the senses hold? How can the way that Maya time 

and visual culture have been interpreted and used by the West be decolonized and re-

claimed for meanings and associations other than regression as the opposite of progres-

sion? The key here is to decolonize interpretations that favor a Western art historical 

reading (visuality).  

Many contemporary Maya artists and groups are creating works using indigenous 

methodologies precisely as acts of countervisuality to contest normative visions of their 
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people and the effects of coloniality/modernity.48 San Cristóbal de Las Casas has expe-

rienced a boom in indigenous art production over the last fifteen years. It began in 1992 

with projects such as The Chiapas Photography Project, which, in direct response to 

the fact that the grand majority of Maya representations had been produced by outsid-

ers, recruited Maya individuals to document their own daily lives and concerns.49 Since 

then, painting and photography have become a significant medium through which 

Maya artists express their own ideas. At the end of 2014, Galería Muy opened in the 

city of San Cristóbal as a space dedicated to showcasing and promoting the work of 

local indigenous artists.50 I will focus here on one particular show that juxtaposes the 

view of the indigenous versus those of the Ladinos, while also dealing with issues of 

change and endurance in Maya practices over the last fifty years. La Cámara Gira/The 

Camera Rotates, puts Genaro Sántiz, Abraham Gómez, and Marco Girón — three 

Maya artists from the Chamula (Tsotsil) and Tenejapa (Tseltal) communities near San 

Cristóbal — in conversation with historical photographs taken by Vicente Kramsky, a 

well-known, local photographer, taken between 1950 and 1970.51 Kramsky’s images of 

the region are iconic: largely distributed as souvenir postcards, they document Maya 

communities, festivals, and people.52 Each of the contemporary artists in this project 

chose to engage with Kramsky’s historical archive in his own way, whether responding 

to it with his own images or even incorporating them with his own to produce a collage. 

The result is a critical look at the passage of time and sense of identity in these Maya 

communities. 

Artist Abraham Gómez from Chamula recalls a curiosity to find out what life must 

have looked like for his grandparents whenever he heard their stories. Looking through 

Kramsky’s images, he felt transported to that time and space of what he calls the “pre-

sent-past of the grandparents of his community.”53 He was also interested in observing 

the changes that have taken place over the last forty to fifty years, and with that in mind 

he put the images from the past next to those of his current moment. The result reflects 

a tension between the passage of time with its natural changes, and the things that re-

main because they are such an integral component of Chamula identity (that actually 

goes back to ancestral times). In La Abuela/The Grandmother, Gómez takes a small 

image of an elderly woman surrounded by men in what seems to be a public space 

captured by Kramsky in the 60s, and superimposes it with a photograph he took of a 

group of Chamula women including an elderly grandmother (see figure 1). At first, one 
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notices the similarities in these images, mainly of the grandmother figure, who serves 

as the focal point of this particular photograph. In both cases, the grandmother has gray 

hair and wears a black shawl. She is surrounded by other people but it is not entirely 

clear that she is interacting with anyone. The almost identical compositions of each 

photograph reinforce the idea that despite the fifty years between these images, the 

reality of the Chamula has not changed greatly.  

 
Fig. 1: La Abuela/The Grandmother. Abraham Gómez, 2016. 

A normative reading of this photo collage would focus on the continuity of practices 

apparent through these images. In order to decolonize that colonial visuality, one must 

look deeper. Feminist philosopher Maria Lugones has proposed that it is in the places 

of colonial difference where the disruptions of the colonial imaginary of indigenous 

people are found.54 The place of colonial difference is the space created when coloni-

ality attempts to impose its ideology, and the ‘resister’ (Lugones’ term) engages and 

responds to this burden. In some ways it is the unexpected, the often subtle signs that 

point to these places of difference, the moments of decoloniality. In La Abuela the lo-

cation of difference is exactly the same as that of similarity, what coloniality would use 

to claim a static moment: the grandmother. The positioning of these two women, facing 

each other almost as if they were in conversation, is a point of productive tension. What 
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would these two women say to one another? The disruption within the images, caused 

by differences such as color versus black and white, and men versus women surround-

ing each grandmother, are reminders that these women live in two different times and 

thus cannot speak directly. And yet, there is the feeling that they do, perhaps because 

of the things that remain constant. Gómez’s demonstration of the similarities and con-

tinuities of his community reveals that aspect of Maya thought where the past is always 

remembered and is part of the present. It should not be taken to symbolize that the 

Chamula are weary of transformation and adaptation and have thus remained static; 

one can simply take a look at the clothing worn by all the individuals in these photo-

graphs to notice that there have been many changes in the last fifty years. What is more 

relevant is to notice that Gómez shows that multiple temporal components can coexist, 

which disrupts the imposition of the Western notion of time that is linear and progres-

sive. 

Marco Girón, from the town of Tenejapa, takes a different approach to the Kramsky 

archive with his selection titled: Los Espejos del Carnaval/The Mirrors of Carnival.55 

Anthropologists and tourists alike have long been interested in the festivals of carnival 

that takes place in many Maya communities, producing a large archive of images of 

these ceremonies over the last hundred years or so; Kramsky was no exception. Girón 

has been interested in the carnival of his hometown both from an insider perspective 

and through the representations of it by foreigners. For this show, he placed one of 

Kramsky’s photographs of the carnival in Tenejapa at the center of the gallery wall (see 

figure 2). Strings connect fourteen of Girón’s photographs to Kramsky’s image, and to 

each other (see figure 3). At one level, he is dissecting the various components of 

Kramsky’s photograph — the bull, the musicians, the local authorities — into their 

individual parts shown as solo pictures. And yet, the string weaves all of these partici-

pants into this communal festival, which symbolically is the tie that binds the commu-

nity together. During ceremonies that celebrate significant moments in their calendar, 

such as the carnival that takes place at the end of their sacred year, the Maya recreate 

their sacred time-space cosmological arrangement through rituals. These are moments 

of crisis when the community remembers their long history of suffering and performs 

a ritual battle in which they conquer all evil and order returns. Thus, the carnival is a 

moment of reflection, of vigilance, when all rituals must be performed properly, yet it 

is also a time of laughter, of letting go of social norms, the chaos before the calm.56 
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Fig. 2: Carnaval de Tenejapa/Carnival at Tenejapa. Vicente Kramsky, 1960s.  

 
Fig. 3: Conexiones Sinápticas/Synaptic Connecions.  

Installation photograph. Marco Girón, 2016.  

The tensions between chaos and order present during carnival are not lost in someone 

like Girón — although they might not have been fully appreciated by Kramsky — and 
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this is precisely where the location of colonial difference lies. Girón purposely chose 

images that show the humorous aspects of the festival to contrast the more serious one 

of Kramsky. In Girón’s words:  

On the one hand we have solemnity and respect to the local authorities that Vicente 
Kramsky’s gaze presents, and on the other, happiness, the essence of the carnival 
between giggles, laughter, a lighthearted attitude towards a hard life, towards the 
political leaders who have betrayed the people. It is in these moments where time 
becomes an accomplice of the encounters between two gazes that meet in order to 
converse.57  

Here, Girón juxtaposes the typical ethnographic record of the ceremony with something 

that is more intimate — portraits of people smiling, for example — as a way to reflect 

how Tenejapans actually live these festivals. He also puts these images taken many 

years apart in conversation, as if they were happening in the present moment — and in 

a way, they are. Every time this ceremony is performed, it comprises an elaborate se-

quence of rituals that in many ways follow patterns established centuries ago. Girón 

uses his composition to make the argument that for the Maya, the past and the present 

are always intertwined and as such they will always be part of the future.58 

It is necessary to point out that for contemporary Maya, the continuity of practices 

and beliefs that have endured for millennia does not obviate the consideration of 

change. ‘New’ things, of course, can be incorporated, and many of these ceremonies 

are amalgamations of changes and performed in order to process significant historical 

moments for the community. It is the coloniality/modernity model that pushes the idea 

of an ‘unchanged’ indigenous, stuck in the past, with accusations that their ‘traditions’ 

are what ‘hold them back’ and prevent them from fully participating in this modern, 

neoliberal world.59 These two artists show that while there are continuities, there are 

also changes that get incorporated into what already exists, as in the operation of any 

other culture.  

At first glance, Kramsky’s images and those of the Maya artists do appear similar. 

They all capture almost identical moments, from festivals to everyday events. Yet if we 

look for the places of colonial difference, we begin to see how these representations of 

the Maya are being decolonized. Decolonizing is accomplished by more than the act of 

a Maya artist taking the photograph; it is through the meaning behind the images, in 

what the artist adds to the story, and how all that challenges ethnographic accounts. For 

example, the inclusion of laughter on the image adds another layer of interpretation that 

signals to the way the people of Tenejapa deal with the injustices they have suffered. 
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Also, the grandmother figures, and women in general, are interpreted as crucial links 

in the creation of communal identity through their storytelling, which transmits ances-

tral knowledge from generation to generation. Decolonization is also accomplished 

through the manner these photographs were shown: through Girón’s clever weaving of 

images that deconstructs the tourist photograph into something larger than an exotic 

festival, and Gómez’s arrangement of images that highlight both continuity and differ-

ence. Change need not oppose continuity; the artists’ reality indicates that the present 

is a combination of the past and the ‘new’ elements that happen throughout the years 

are incorporated as part of the future.  

As these artists demonstrate, the visual can be a powerful tool to decolonize aesthet-

ics and normative cultural, visual and political representations of indigenous people. 

These Maya artists are taking on the task of self-representation in a global world and 

challenging the current practice that misrecognizes them by marking the stark separa-

tion of past from present, and future. More importantly, these works disrupt the argu-

ment made by hegemonic progressive models of time that suggest that the Maya are 

stuck in the past because they continue to practice their ancestral philosophies. Instead, 

they show that in the reach for the past lies a force, a way of seeing, that propels them 

to a future; that the coexistence of multiple temporalities, is not only valid but a vital 

way of living time.  

4_Conclusion 
Modern Nigerian Anglophone writing and contemporary Maya visual art demonstrate 

how, for the Igbo and Maya communities, the movement forward into the future is 

inseparable from a glance back into the past. Yet for both the Igbo and the Maya this 

reaching back into their histories means having to face oppressive Western interpreta-

tions of their histories and cultures. Identifying time as a crucial element that underlies 

Western representations of indigenous histories and cultures, Igbo and Maya artists re-

fer to and/or employ time as a means to discredit those representations and offer alter-

native ones. These two case studies illustrate the diversity of strategies indigenous peo-

ple employ to present their notions of multiple and intertwined temporalities, which 

stand in contrast to Western linear and progressive time. By showing how Achebe used 

narrative time to deconstruct Western ethnographic discourse on the Igbo and offer a 

separately valid vision of Igbo reality, and how Gómez and Girón use ancestral notions 

of time to challenge dominant visual discourse on the Maya, we foreground the effort 



On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture 
Issue 5 (2018): Indigeneities 

www.on-culture.org 
http://geb.uni-giessen.de/geb/volltexte/2018/13659/ 

20 

common to indigenous societies to inscribe their own voices into history and claim a 

future where many worlds are possible. 
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