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A Critical comparison of two JSTOR papers 

Word Count: 2525


Identify: 

This essay compares and contrasts Nancy M Farris’s article on ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan’ published in Comparative Studies in Society and History in 1987 with Denise Martin’s article ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge’ published in Journal of Black Studies in 2008. 

Locate 

Denise Martin’s article, published in 2008, was written for the Journal of Black Studies, which was active from 1970 until 2017. Noted as “the leading source for dynamic, innovative, and creative research on the Black experience.”[footnoteRef:1] Martin has written another article for the Journal of Black Studies on the related topic of Dogon epistemology, using a similar approach of applying ‘frameworks’ to analyse various branches of African knowledge.[footnoteRef:2] The full extent of her work on the topic of African knowledge is unknown. Nancy Farriss’s article on History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan was published in 1987 in the journal of Comparative studies in society and history, which was active from 1958 until 2015. CSSH as it is also known, is an “international forum for new research and interpretation concerning problems of recurrent patterning and change in human societies.”[footnoteRef:3] Farriss’s paper is therefore more explicitly aimed towards peers in her research sector as the journal states it also aims to “set up a working alliance among specialists in all branches of the social sciences and humanities.”[footnoteRef:4] Information on Farriss’s academic career is more readily available than that of Denise Martin. Farriss is a renowned expert in Colonial history of Mexico, and was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship in 1983 amongst other awards and fellowships throughout her career. [footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Jstor details about the ‘Journal of Black Studies.’]  [2:  Denise Martin, ‘An application of Dogon Epistemology.’ Vol. 40, No. 6 (JULY 2010), pp. 1155]  [3:  Jstor, about the Comparative Studies in Society and History. ]  [4:  Jstor, about the Comparative Studies in Society and History.]  [5:  Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, https://www.gf.org/fellows/all-fellows/#gf-search-submit-btn (Accessed 15th February, 2021) ] 


Summarise: 

Nancy Farriss’s article explores how Mayan concepts of time and the past affect their view of the world and their relation to history, “as we define history”.[footnoteRef:6] Farriss as a western, post-colonial historian, explores Mayan concepts of time, both cyclical and linear, examining how these pre-colonial concepts existed prior to Spanish conquest, how they reacted to the conquest and their ongoing evolution in the decades that followed. Her aim is to understand the Mayan process of recording history and time, as well as to what extent these records are compatible with a western perception of the shape of time. The core aim of her exploration is to reveal how, and why both a cyclical and linear conception of time co-existed within the Mayan perspective. She takes a teleological approach to examining the various motives for the Mayan records of history to shape time in both a cyclical and linear fashion, taking into account both divine and secular motives. Farriss is clear on her stance that while both linear and cyclical concepts of time can co-exist, “one concept must be subordinated to or incorporated into the other.”[footnoteRef:7]   [6:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past’ p. 566. ]  [7:  Farriss, Nancy M. ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan’ published in Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1987, p.572.] 


Denise Martin’s article uses Maat as a framework to discuss classical African knowledge. Martin attempts the complex task of using this concept of truth, balance and order which sits at the heart of Egyptian and African knowledge, as a framework in itself from which cultural African production is born. Martin examines the inextricable link between cultural production and cosmological beliefs. 

Analysis. 

Early on in her article Farriss argues that a linear conception of time was a western deviation from what was otherwise a universal model of cyclical time that reflected cosmic beliefs. She references Mircea Eliade and Berger as she highlights the birth of western linear thought in the Old Testament, reminding us that a cyclical concept of time is not cohesive with a Judeao-Christian timeline. Unsatisfied with this polarising perspective of cyclical time as entirely separate and unrelated to non-western belief systems, Farriss uses this clear dichotomy as her fuel to examine how “linear and cyclical conceptions can coincide within the same cognitive system.”[footnoteRef:8] She promotes the theory that cyclical and linear concepts of time do coincide and are interwoven within the Mayan perception of time and their historic records. Farris’s argument is coherent from the start as she subtly uses the binary aspect of her investigation as a structural tool.  She reflects upon linear or cyclical perspectives on time, while considering the link between literary or non-literary societies, oral or written communication modes, and builds out her argument from this binary lens.  [8:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.569] 


From the beginning, Farris situates herself close to the perspective of the Maya people. She writes that one of the central inspirations to her enquiry into differing concepts of time and the past among the Maya, was the “baffling records the Maya have left” however she quickly points out the lack of focus from her contemporaries upon what those records meant “to the people who produced them.”[footnoteRef:9] Farriss establishes this as the guiding principle for her article, to which she is loyal throughout. The fact that Farriss departs primarily from the Maya perspective, again mirrors the shape of the subject matter, as so much of her investigation focuses on how the Maya were able to incorporate a western invasion into their record-keeping habits and perspectives on time. Just as the Maya found ways to incorporate a linear structure into their primarily cyclical records, Farriss weaves in various academic western perspectives on the same topic, if only to dismiss their narrow-minded approach until she chisels out her own more intricate argument.  [9:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.566. ] 


She is ruthless in her adherence to a detective-like approach to her subject matter and in assessing her own sources. For example, Farris dismisses the theory put forward by Jack Goody and Ian Watt that a linear view of the passage of time is inextricably linked to literacy levels.[footnoteRef:10] She argues that this only holds true in the case of Western society.[footnoteRef:11] This dismissal then opens the reader up to the vast scope of her article. She explores Mayan records of history from pre-colonial time to post conquest, always focussing on the political implications for the Mayan ability to weave a linear record of events into their cyclical format of the Katun round, a form of Mayan written record that quickly becomes one of Farriss’s key anchors throughout the article. Farriss takes a teleological approach to her subject matter throughout the article, examining the political and socio-economic motives that led to the shape of Mayan historic records. Even her examination of the Mayan perception of cosmic time is teleological, she notes they aligned their transference of power with cosmic cycles associated with different deities.[footnoteRef:12] When Farriss stays close to the discussion of the shape of Mayan records, without delving too deeply into the political motivations her argument is more coherent. Despite the fact that she has access to reliable primary sources of Maya records that were translated at the time of conquest, at times she is inconsistent in the importance she places upon the motivations for these records. This can be seen clearly when she writes about the purpose of Mayan records made decades after the Spanish conquest. She states that “their accuracy is less important than the historical consciousness than informs them.”[footnoteRef:13] However she fails to locate that historical consciousness.  [10:  Farris, ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.567. ]  [11:  Farriss. ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.567 ]  [12:  Farriss ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.588.]  [13:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the future, Anticipating the Past,’ p.571.] 


Structurally, Denise Martin takes a very different approach to Farriss. The core focus of her paper which is to use Maat as an analytical tool and framework, does not come into view until the reader is well past half way through the paper. The majority of the article is spent introducing the premise of using maat as a framework to discuss African knowledge, and the problems or potential pitfalls of doing so. Martin is reluctant to address matters directly, and much of the initial portion of the paper seems superfluous, as she spends time attempting to describe Maat, without using concrete examples in cultural production. It is only once Martin begins to directly use visual examples of architecture or symbols found in artistic production that reflect the essence of Maat, that the reader is able to grasp the framework. On page 958, Martin writes of the symbolic element of Maat which is organically contained within the glyphs of the word maat itself. When referring to the specific elements of the glyph which are a woman with a feather on her head, the essence of maat is immediately communicated. Martin writes that the feather “evokes the concept of the lightness of heart experienced that is the consequence of practicing maat.”[footnoteRef:14] It seems Martin almost undervalues the importance of the powerful symbolism contained within the glyphs of the word maat, as further on in her paper she casually writes that ‘Maat can also be subject matter” and refers to another weighing-of-the-heart scene found on the papyrus of Ani which depicts again heart and feather, symbolic of the lightness of heart that is a tenet of maat. Only after describing several powerful visual examples of maat does Martin find power in her argument. One example she gives are door handles in Mali, whose locks symbolize a regulation of vital life energy. She writes that “the relationship between the inspiration, intent, form and function of traditional art can be described as an application of maat.”[footnoteRef:15] The latter half of her paper is strongest when her words are closely linked to the visual expressions of maat. In comparison, the first half of her paper seems exaggerated in the extent to which she carefully lays out the various aspects of maat, without giving any tangible examples of the expression.  [14:  Martin, ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology’ p.958.]  [15:  Martin,  ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology’ p.960.] 


Martin is meticulous in outlining the limits of her exploration, and in defining African knowledge. She spends time explaining to the reader how maat can be used as a framework, as why it is so suitable. She states that “African knowledge is so complex it requires an analytical tool equality comprehensive and elastic to discuss it.”[footnoteRef:16] However she then expresses herself the futility of the first portion of her paper when she writes that “there are no records from Ancient Egypt providing a conspicuous definition of maat, only texts that reflect contextual applications of maat.”[footnoteRef:17] This statement in itself summarises the only main pitfall of Martin’s paper. Martin’s concern for the philosophical and ontological implications of using maat as an analytical framework become more of a distraction than useful in the first portion of her paper. She cites Gyekye when defending her decision to use a theoretical framework for her exploration and writes of the mutual interaction between culture and knowledge, how one produces the other and vice versa. This is where maat shows itself as the ideal framework for assessing African knowledge, as it is suitably elastic and non-European, which Martin is precise in noting as a strength of her framework. Ultimately Martin takes a meticulous approach to laying out the foundation and context of her aims in using maat as a framework, and it is only once we reach the core of her exploration with visual and artistic examples in cultural expression, that it seems superfluous. More trust in the role of maat as a framework would reward the reader and allow for a more efficient paper.  [16:  Martin, ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology’, p.953.]  [17:  Martin, ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology’, p.953. ] 


Both Martin and Farriss excel in their endeavours when using their primary sources as anchors. Emphasizing the literacy of the Mayans, as well as their ability to seamlessly carryover their recording of life from hieroglyphic form into the alphabetic script, Farris uses their written records under Spanish conquest as an example of how linear and cyclical concepts of time coincided. Departing from the Mayan cyclical ‘Katun Round’[footnoteRef:18], we are shown how events were arranged by theme, in a seemingly non-chronological order. Farriss subsequently displays the political motivation for the Mayan ability to record events in a linear structure under Spanish conquest in order to track legitimate claims to rulership and trace genealogy.  [18:   Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ p.568.] 


Once Farriss reaches the topic of cosmic time, she suggests that the Maya’s complex time-keeping records were a way to keep chaos at bay, and always restore order even in the face of political chaos or natural disaster. Here she finds a natural bridge between the spiritual and secular motivations for a blend of both a cyclical and linear understanding of time. Her discussion point of cosmic time and order is one of the strongest moments of her paper. She writes that “the key (…) to the Mesoamericans’ conception of time and to their entire cosmology is their preoccupation with order.”[footnoteRef:19]  Crucially here she is able to bridge the political implications of historic timekeeping with the cyclical shape of cosmic time as: “cyclical patterns provide the model for a political system based at least in part on the principal of rotation.”  [19:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ p.574. ] 



Strengths of both articles 
Like Denise Martin, once Farriss becomes embedded in her most unique primary sources, notably that of the Chilam Bilam and the Katun rounds, her argument takes on a natural flow that is effortlessly expressed. The primary sources in Farriss’s article which show how the Maya incorporated linear events in history into a cyclical shape of historic record that fits within their understanding of cosmic time, speak for themselves and need to further explaining from Farriss. Likewise, Martin’s article gains strength once she refers to tangible cultural expressions of Maat, which likewise speak for themselves in bridging the divine source of Maat with a material expression. 

Farriss seems undecided at times about Mayan motives. On page 571 she writes of local historical records produced shortly after the Spanish conquest, pondering that “it seems unlikely they were all concocted to satisfy the new historical criteria introduced by the Spanish.”[footnoteRef:20] It is at this point that she begins to explore the theme of her title – that of ‘re-constructing the past’ and discussing the examples of a linear record of time that was found post-conquest, but seems to refer to pre-Hispanic times. At this point the reader risks being lost in the unsolvable mystery of her quest.  Her detective-like approach seems to have outlived its use as pushing forward a teleological stance to examining Mayan motives for linear time when faced with the enormity of trying to explore how “a dual conception of time worked out in practice.”[footnoteRef:21] Farriss’s article encounters a weakness here as when speaking of written chronicle produced post conquest that contain genealogies and historical narratives of conquest which all take on a strictly linear shape. She tells the reader “for the present analysis their accuracy is less important than the historical consciousness that informs them.”[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Farriss. ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ p.574. 
]  [21:  Farriss. ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ P.575.]  [22:  Farriss. ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ P.571. ] 


Farriss’s structure leads to a more coherent argument when she keeps a narrower focus on how the Maya bridged a western linear concept of time with their own multi-layered conception. Notably when she refers to Leopold Howe’s study of Balinese time, and speaks literally of curves and lines, translating the theory of time into a visual language, it is clear for the reader to visualise how the Maya can hold space simultaneously for both a cyclical and linear passage of time.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Farriss. ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past.’ P.572.] 
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