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      Thomas E. Sheridan

      In 1953, as he was driving from Tucson to the Navajo Nation, Edward “Ned” Spicer conceived the book that became the bible for those of us interested in the collision between the New World and the Old in the Southwest and northern Mexico. He was making the drive to meet with a group of scientists from India interested in learning why some government programs succeeded while others failed on Native American reservations. That journey captured the essence of Ned Spicer’s career. Spicer worked at the intersection of cultural anthropology, applied anthropology, and ethnohistory at a time when the latter two fields were just being born. He was a pioneer, and Cycles of Conquest: The Impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533–1960, the synthesis he decided to write when he was on that trip, reflected each of those intellectual strands.

      Spicer was born in Pennsylvania in 1906 and grew up in Delaware in a Quaker family. Gentle and soft-spoken, he remained a Quaker in demeanor if not belief for the rest of his life. He was also a lunger. Like so many during the early twentieth century, Spicer transplanted himself to Arizona after contracting tuberculosis back East. It was a fortuitous illness for anthropology. Once he arrived, Spicer fell in love with the Southwest and its Native cultures. An interest in archaeology led him to the University of Arizona (U of A) in Tucson, where he received a BA in economics in 1931 and an MA in archaeology in 1933. Six years later, he returned to U of A as a professor and spent the rest of his career there until he retired in 1978. Together he and Emil Haury built the Department (now School) of Anthropology into one of the strongest programs in the country.

      By then, Spicer was a cultural anthropologist, not an archaeologist. In 1934, he enrolled in the University of Chicago to get his PhD. Robert Redfield was his chair, but Spicer also took classes with A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, a British anthropologist. From Redfield, he acquired an interest in the idea that certain communities or groups of people embodied human types that could be identified and studied cross-culturally. This influenced him to develop his ideas about enduring peoples later in his career. From Radcliffe-Brown, he absorbed the tenets of structural functionalism, which postulated that the different domains of a society—social, political, economic, religious—fit together into an interrelated whole.

      In 1936, Spicer married Rosamond Brown, another graduate student in anthropology, and the young couple spent their honeymoon carrying out fieldwork for Spicer’s dissertation in the Yoeme (Yaqui) village of Pascua on the northern outskirts of Tucson. Yaquis had lived in what is now southern Arizona since the Spanish colonial period, if not before. Many others were political refugees who had fled the genocidal policies of the Mexican government under Porfirio Díaz. They worked on the railroad and in the cotton fields of southern Arizona as migrant laborers, marginal people eking out a living during the Great Depression. But they also reconstituted their elaborate ritual cycle with its complex fusion of pre-Christian and Roman Catholic supernaturals and ceremonies, especially during Lent and Holy Week. Published in 1940, Pascua: A Yaqui Village in Arizona represented the beginning of Spicer’s lifelong fascination with the Yoemem, which culminated in his monumental The Yaquis: A Cultural History in 1980.

      Pascua and the monograph that followed—Potam: A Yaqui Village in Sonora (1954)—very much reflected the influence of Radcliffe-Brown and structural functionalism. Both are largely synchronic studies of the Yoemem, although Potam does have a chapter called “Influences from the Past.” And both describe in great detail the social and ceremonial organization of the two communities and how these spheres “work together in some fashion to produce harmoniously functioning wholes” (Spicer [1940] 1984, 301). But Spicer was also interested in “functional inconsistency,” especially in Pascua, where the Yoemem were no longer farmers, as they had been along the lower Río Yaqui in Sonora, but day laborers. How could participation in a demanding ceremonial cycle be maintained when the demands of a modern market economy were pulling individual Yaquis in different directions? And how could Yaqui deer dancers remain relevant in a rapidly urbanizing environment where hunting was no longer a major subsistence activity? This is a conundrum all tribal peoples face when their economic and religious ties to particular landscapes weaken as jobs, schooling, and marriages outside the group draw people away.

      Structural functionalism gave Spicer an appreciation for the complex structures of Native societies. But his immersion in Yoeme society and culture led him to the overarching theme of his career: What happens to those structures as Native societies come into contact with the larger structures of empire and nation-state? In retrospect, Ned Spicer’s rendezvous with history seems inevitable, given his fascination with a people who had been uprooted from their homelands and forced to make lives for themselves on the margins of a dynamic modern capitalist economy. The tension between structure and process, between equilibrium and change, is one of the central challenges of social science, and the Yoemem pushed him to move beyond the ahistorical approaches of Redfield and Radcliffe-Brown.

      Nonetheless, Spicer had to traverse a lot of ideological ground before he could devote the most productive decade of his career to Cycles of Conquest. The subdiscipline of ethnohistory was in its infancy, spawned in large measure by Native land claims cases that forced anthropologists to delve into the histories of “people without history.” During the first half of the twentieth century, anthropology had turned its back on the unilineal evolutionism of proto-anthropologists like Lewis Henry Morgan and the historical particularism of Franz Boas and his students in order to become more “scientific.” Redfield saw “peasant” communities like Tepoztlán in central Mexico as “little communities,” one of various ideal types arranged along a “folk-urban continuum” of social organization proceeding from hunter-gatherers to modern industrial society (Redfield 1930, 1941, 1955). Radcliffe-Brown viewed “primitive” societies as organisms, with each part of the social body contributing to the functioning of the body as a whole (1952). The primary methodological approach was “participant observation”—that is, immersing yourself in the daily life of such communities for a year or two to comprehend how they worked.

      These were seductive but myopic ways to approach living, breathing groups of people, no matter how isolated or “traditional” they may have seemed. Unfortunately for Redfield, another anthropologist, Oscar Lewis, restudied Tepoztlán and criticized Redfield for ignoring the Mexican Revolution. Less than a year after Redfield departed his idyllic “little community,” twenty-two people were killed and twenty-four wounded in a battle between “Bolsheviki” and “Central” factions in town (Lewis 1951). History has a way of disrupting the most elegant Platonic essences and other mental constructs.

      Spicer had already carried out extensive participant observation among the Yaquis. Now he expanded his scope to examine more than four centuries of conquest, colonization, and resistance, not just among the Yoemem but among nine other Native peoples in the Southwest and northern Mexico as well. It was a mammoth undertaking. In the process, he pushed beyond the concept of acculturation, a mechanistic and one-sided approach to culture change which assumed that Native peoples would assimilate into the empires and nation-states that engulfed them. Instead, he focused not only on the programs of culture change that Spaniards, Mexicans, and Anglo-Americans attempted to impose on Native peoples but also on the internal dynamics of Native societies themselves.

      The result was Cycles of Conquest, still the best synthesis of Native responses to conquest and colonization in the region more than fifty years after it was published. Monumental in scope and magisterial in presentation, Cycles explores how ten major Native groups—four in northern Mexico, six in what is now the United States—responded to political incorporation, linguistic hegemony, community reorganization, religious conversion, and economic integration. And even though his final chapter was entitled “The Processes of Acculturation,” Spicer provided ample evidence that most of these peoples, with the exception of the Opatas, were not disappearing. On the contrary, they were struggling to maintain their languages, preserve their ceremonies, and retain or reclaim at least portions of their homelands. Moreover, they all resisted the Europeans and Euro-Americans, sometimes with organized rebellions, other times with strategies that stopped short of violence—what James Scott calls the “weapons of the weak” (Scott 1987).

      Historians have criticized Spicer for relying primarily on secondary sources—that is, works by others, including accounts written by contemporaries of the events in question. But most syntheses, especially ones as sweeping as Cycles, do the same. Primary research, whether in archives or in the field, requires enormous amounts of time and is generally much more limited in scope. When I wrote Arizona: A History, I felt like a vulture feeding on the books, reports, dissertations, and theses of others.

      More legitimate critiques can be leveled against the theoretical framework of Spicer’s work. Ned Spicer was not a materialist, historical or otherwise. He focused more on ideas and beliefs than on the material conditions of people’s lives. Spicer died before Marxian approaches emerged after the Cold War and scholars like Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz came out of the ideological closet to write freely about the historical dynamics of imperialism and global capitalism. In retrospect, his concepts of enduring peoples and persistent cultural systems lump tribal groups like the Yoemem together with nations like the Irish; they don’t establish a rigorous analytical framework for understanding why some peoples maintain their ethnic identities while others merge into the dominant cultures (Spicer 1971).

      Spicer also wrote Cycles before one of his students, Henry Dobyns, published his seminal article on pre-Columbian populations in the Americas, which drew attention to the devastating effects of Old World epidemic diseases like smallpox and measles (Dobyns 1966). The work of Dobyns, environmental historian Alfred Crosby, and others has demonstrated that the material consequences of 1492 and the subsequent Columbian Exchange fundamentally transformed Native societies (Crosby 1972, 1986). As anthropologist Daniel Reff has pointed out, conquest and colonization in the Southwest and northern Mexico took place in a “disease environment” that killed off between two-thirds and 95 percent of tribal populations within the first century of contact (Reff 1991). No scholar of European expansion in the Americas can ignore those fatal dynamics.

      That said, Cycles remains an essential work on the Southwest and northern Mexico. Spicer showed anthropologists that history mattered, that you could not understand twentieth-century Native peoples without understanding their four centuries of contact with the Spanish empire, the Mexican republic, and the United States. He taught historians that Native societies had complex cultural systems that enabled them to resist or reinterpret European ways of being in the world in radically different ways. At a time when Boltonian triumphalism reigned supreme in the historiography of the so-called Borderlands, Spicer gently but firmly punctured the notion that Europeans brought civilization to the primitives. Cycles reframed the narrative and gave voice and agency back to the Tarahumaras, Mayos and Yaquis, Lower Pimas and Opatas, Seris, Upper Pimas, Eastern Pueblos, Western Pueblos, Navajos, Western Apaches, and Yumans.

      Above all, Cycles provided a regional as well as a historical framework for comprehending the collision between the Old World and the New. In 1962, when Cycles was published, Charles Di Peso of the Amerind Foundation had just finished directing the Joint Casas Grandes Expedition, which excavated the pre-Columbian center of Paquimé in northwestern Chihuahua. It was the first major archaeological project in northern Mexico at a time when “Southwestern” archaeology stopped at the U.S.-Mexico border. Some scholars had used the term “Greater Southwest” because they recognized the cultural and environmental similarities that transcended the border, which didn’t exist until 1854. But Cycles of Conquest made that concept real, even though Spicer himself rejected the term. After Cycles, no serious scholar of the region could pretend that the sweep of human history ended at an artificial line. “Southwesternists” had to take northern Mexico into account along with Arizona and New Mexico.

      

      The Edward H. and Rosamond B. Spicer Foundation has been created by members of the Spicer family and anthropologists trained by Ned Spicer. Its mission “is to honor and further the legacy and life works of Edward H. and Rosamond Spicer in the fields of anthropology, community development and social justice.” Its vision is to “encourage and support research and projects based on the content and substance to be found in the Spicer Archives located in the Arizona State Museum Library Archives.” For more information, see the Spicer Foundation’s web page: spicerfoundation.org.
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