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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers


The following work seeks to fairly compare and mercilessly analyse two articles that are available through the academic database JSTOR. Both focus on understanding cosmology of indigenous communities, yet span space and time. They are City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza by David Carraso (1981) and Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge by Denise Martin (2008).[footnoteRef:1] Here-on-after, they will be referred to as simply Carraso and Martin respectively. Before delving into a comparison on the content of the articles, the primary task is to place them in their appropriate socio-historical contexts. For clarity, this will be done in chronological order.  [1:  David Carrasco, 'City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza', History of Religions, 20 (1981), 199-223, in JSTOR http://www.jstor.org/stable/1062365; Denise Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge', Journal of Black Studies, 38 (2008), 951-967, in JSTOR http://www.jstor.org/stable/40035033 ] 


Context 
As a Mexican American historian of religion focusing on Mesoamerica, Carrasco is a scholar seeking knowledge about his chaotic, colonialised ancestral past. His quest is acknowledged, respected and highly esteemed; he the holder of an extensive list of prestigious publications, an association with Harvard University and receiver of the Mexican Order of the Aztec Eagle, the highest honour bestowed by the Mexican government to a foreign national.[footnoteRef:2] His research focus is on Mesoamerican cities as symbols; sacred places; challenges of postcolonial ethnography and associated methodologies and comparative studies concerning the symbolic nature of the practice of rituals. Regarding Martin, minimal information can be found. A brief biography is provided about the author in Martin (2008). This claims she is an assistant professor in the Departments of Pan African Studies and Humanities at University of Louisville, specialising in Africana spirituality, metaphysics, and aesthetics.[footnoteRef:3] However, Martin does not appear on the staff lists for these departments indicating that the articles’ biography is outdated. Nevertheless, other publications, albeit limited in amount, reveal her area of interest; African cosmologies, particularly the notion, acknowledgement, and continued research into Pan-African cosmology.[footnoteRef:4] The lack of information and continuation of professional research is concerning when considering the validity and potency of the article. Both are American scholars focusing on the colonial damage inflicted by their nation in a recognition and search for ancestral knowledge. However, Carrasco is an esteemed academic whereas Martin lacks a strong professional affiliation, nor is she presented in highly esteemed publications. Their foci cultures are also significantly contrasting in geography, chronology, socio-political and cultural history.  [2:  "Davíd Carrasco", Hds.Harvard.Edu, 2020 <https://hds.harvard.edu/people/dav%C3%ADd-carrasco> [Accessed 24 November 2020]. ]  [3:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:967)]  [4:  Google Scholar (n.d). This repository is incomplete and reveals a limited amount of publications. Whether this is accurate is unknown; a minimal amount of works authored by Denise Martin could be located.  ] 


Both articles are published in respected journals with specific audiences. Carrasco is published in History of Religions, a prestigious journal that has ‘set the standard’ for religious phenomena research spanning prehistory to present. The journal claims it encourages critical conversations, engagement with traditions, places, and times as well as methodological debates.[footnoteRef:5] The journal is discipline-specific yet ranging widely on approaches, cultures, geographical location, ethnicities, and perspectives. Furthermore, it has a long-standing prestige which could influence readers’ views on the validity of its articles (assuming them to be more ‘correct’ than those in other journals, for instance). During the time of publication, academia was leaning towards ‘cultural revivals’ and new understandings of indigenous communities and the attainment of knowledge. For Martin, her article was published in the Journal of Black Studies, an interdisciplinary journal focused on providing a platform for black research.[footnoteRef:6] It includes subject areas such as society and social issues, Afrocentricity, economics, culture, media, literature, language, heritage, and biology. Rather than specialising on a specific discipline, this journal’s approach is to specialise in supporting Black scholars, creating a safe environment for the black community to share its’ knowledge without stigmatisation. The location of publication for Martin in this journal indicates that this study will potentially reject Eurocentric paradigms, emphasise non-Western data, academics, and perspectives. While this is imperative to contemporary cultural climates, social justice issues, and the continuation of evolving knowledge, there is also the risk of romanticism or over-emphasis due to a (justified) desire to elevate understanding of black cultures and histories. The articles feature in respected journals, both luring in specific readership, yet only one within its affiliated discipline. This could mean Martin’s article could go unnoticed by the appropriate academic community but reach a wider audience with her thought-provoking theory proposal whereas Carrasco has a more generalised descriptive article within a journal meaning it could simply go unnoticed under the plethora of similar papers. Additionally, Carrasco’s article has slightly more validity in a disciplinary context due to its publication in a relevant journal. However, this does not diminish the potency of Martin’s proposed framework.  [5:  The University of Chicago Press Journals. 2020. About. [online] Available at: <https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/journals/hr/about> [Accessed 15 November 2020].]  [6:  "Journal Description: Journal Of Black Studies: SAGE Journals", SAGE Journals, 2020 <https://journals.sagepub.com/description/JBS> [Accessed 24 November 2020].] 


Despite the differences in publication location, the core topic is not dissimilar. Both articles are demanding academic acknowledgment of their selected cultures’ agency and complexity. However, their publication occurs at different times in the debate; Carrasco writes almost thirty years prior to Martin. This means the focus of academia has gradually morphed from acknowledging the damage done by colonialism through description and conformity into familiar categorisations, to creating new appropriate frameworks that are not Europocentric or discriminating. Martin’s work seeks to create a bridge of understanding between Western/Eurocentric paradigms and non-Western places, using an ancient culture deeply studied by the Europeans and is comfortable within frameworks and people’s understandings. Carrasco, while still attempting to construct a bridge of understanding, describes the colonial impact and the culture, but fails to introduce new theoretical frameworks, simply reusing the old ones that are not culturally suitable. 

The creation of new frameworks is certainly a relevant topic in contemporary academia. Four years after the publication of Martin’s article, a similarly themed journal edition was released by the Journal of Pan African Studies. The editors, both esteemed academics in their speciality area of Africana study, define Africana studies as “the critical analysis of Africana life, history and culture from the perspective of Africana people”[footnoteRef:7] and confess that this special edition is a ‘humble’ attempt to amalgamate innovative, investigative African centred theory and methodology from the up-coming generation of scholars. Denise Martin, introduced as an independent researcher and ground-breaking author, features in this edition with a paper titled African Mythic Science or Vodoo Methodology[footnoteRef:8] indicating growing academic esteem regarding the formation of Afrocentric methodology.  [7:  Sekhmet Ra Em Kht Maat and Karanja Keita Carroll, 'African-Centered Theory and Methodology in Africana Studies: An Introduction', (2012) pp.1]  [8:  Denise Martin, 'African Mythic Science Or Vodou Methodology ', Journal of Pan African Studies, 5 (2012), 83-100, in http://jpanafrican.org/ <http://jpanafrican.org/docs/vol5no4/54-5AfricanMythic.pdf>] 

The Mesoamerican community has not formulated an academic journal specialising in the study of the mysterious cultures of pre-colonial America. The Maya, also a Mesoamerican culture, are still alive today and are fighting for rights and recognition, modernising themselves so they have independent agency in political and legal battles.[footnoteRef:9] Additionally, two specialist scholars in the area, Liza Bakewell and Byron Hamann, created an innovative website named Mesolore.org. The platform is easy to navigate, educational and informative, all while encouraging readers to engage with the primary sources and lectures made available. Carrasco provides one of these lectures, titled ‘An Introduction to Mesoamerica’.[footnoteRef:10] While new methodologies and frameworks are not being readily formulated currently, the perspective here seems to be one of recognition, rather than revival.  [9:  Gilberto Arriaza and Arturo Arias, 'Claiming Collective Memory: Maya Languages and Civil Rights', Social Justice, 25 (1998), pp. 70-79; Richard M Leventhal, Carlos Chan Espinosa and Cristina Coc, 'The Modern Maya and Recent History', Expedition, 54 (2012), pp. 46-51]  [10:  David Carrasco, Introduction to Mesoamerica, online video lecture, Mesolore, n.d http://mesolore.org/scholars/lectures/5/Introduction-to-Mesoamerica-by-Davd-Carrasco [accessed 24 October 2020]] 


Content
While context matters, the content of an article must also undergo critical analysis. Carrasco is concerned with the Aztecs of Mesoamerica, whereas Martin writes of the ancient Egyptians for her method and contemporary African cultures for the discussion and research purpose. While both works feature heavy discussions of pre- and post-colonialism, Carrasco is looking to the past, and Martin to the future, of these debates. 
Furthermore, regarding the two cultures’ cosmologies, the articles are in different stages of reconstruction and revival. Carrasco recognises the impact of colonial force on the scripture available concerning the Aztecs and attempts to piece together a classical cosmology from a compilation of sources. The sources range from a limited number of works containing pre-colonial native knowledge, to Spanish texts or Spanish ordained work that sought to destroy the culture from within. Consequentially, the sources lack solid evidence of Aztec civilisation; they could be misconstrued, misunderstood or downright incorrect in the information they convey, warped by political propaganda and lack of cultural understanding. This is within its preliminary stages of understanding a culture, still struggling to organise the knowledge according to pre-existing frameworks and not studying the culture as an autonomous entity, bound by its’ own subjective cosmology. It must be noted that the scholarship on Aztec cosmological reinterpretation is emerging; it simply remains unmentioned in Carrasco’s article.[footnoteRef:11] It could be proposed the developing expertise on Aztec cosmology is subsequential to the work of Carrasco, fuelling a fire of cosmological curiosity regarding the natives of the nation, enforcing the trend of cultural relativism.   [11:  Arnold C. Vento, 'Aztec Myths and Cosmology: Historical-Religious Misinterpretation and Bias', Wicazo Sa Review, 11 (1995), 1-23, in JSTOR http://www.jstor.org/stable/1409038; Alonso Zamora Corona, 'Coyote Drums and Jaguar Altars: Ontologies of the Living and the Artificial among the K’iche’ Maya', Journal of Material Culture, 25 (2020), 324-347 https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183520907937 ] 


Contemporary understanding of knowledge acquisition and organisation has led scholars to state that objective truth does not exist, that all knowledge is subjective, always in the shadow of its’ cultural footprint.[footnoteRef:12] The future of cultural studies requires frameworks that are appropriate for the culture in which the studies are based. Martin seeks to do this by exploring an extensively studied cosmological framework that is native to Africa and applying it to African communities. The concept of ‘maat’ reflected, embodied, and formed ancient Egyptian knowledge. It was imbued in daily life and affected actions, behaviours, ethics and even beliefs; revealed through the deity of the same name, Maat, goddess of justice and harmony and the imperative duty of the Pharaoh to ensure cosmic harmony. For Martin, Maat is imbedded into and manifests through daily habitus.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Sandra Harding, 'Is Modern Science an Ethno-Science? Rethinking Epistemological Assumptions', in Science and Technology in a Developing World, ed. by Terry Shinn, Jack Spaapen and Venni Krishna (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 1997), pp. 37-64 <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-2948-2_2>]  [13:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:597)] 


However, for Carrasco and the Aztec cosmology, he argues that it is represented through their urban architecture and uses frameworks already in place, albeit begrudgingly and with lengthy criticism.[footnoteRef:14] The essay was published shortly after Kent V Flannery’s esteemed book The Early Mesoamerican Village in its’ first edition was produced.[footnoteRef:15] Coincidentally, this received a reprint in 2010 and not long after, several Mesoamerican academic tomes were published.[footnoteRef:16] This indicates this discourse is still active and evolving. Carrasco presents limited work by colleagues, acknowledging their focus on cities and accompanying cosmology,[footnoteRef:17] but notices a gap in the literature which this article intends to fill. The work of Paul Wheatley was heavily influential due to recognising urbanism as a form of ‘cosmo-magical’ thought and considering how this perspective constructed and sustained cities through ‘imprinting on its physiognomy’.[footnoteRef:18] Carrasco seeks to understand the Aztec cities as reflections of their cosmo-magical conceptions of the cosmos and the ritualistic reinforcement of city-as-cosmos through political and religious acts and ingrained ethics.[footnoteRef:19] This is done primarily through the Aztec version of the conquest of Tenochtitlan, written post-colonial and revealing the persistence of the cosmo-magical worldview.  While Carrasco does not respond to a call for new perspectives, he adapts one provided by Wheatley. [14:  Carrasco, 'City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza' (1981:199-208)]  [15:  Kent V. Flannery, The Early Mesoamerican Village: Updated Edition, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 2010[1976])]  [16:  Muriel P. Weaver, The Aztecs, Maya, and their Predecessors: Archaeology of Mesoamerica, 3rd edn (New York: Routledge, 2019); Mary E. Miller, The Art of Mesoamerica: From Olmec to Aztec (World of Art) (Thames & Hudson, 2019) ; Michael D. Coe, Javier Urcid and Rex Koontz, Mexico:From the Olmecs to the Aztecs, 8th edn (London: Thames & Hudson, 1962), in /z-wcorg/]  [17:  Carrasco, 'City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza' (1981:201)]  [18:  Paul Wheatley, “City as Symbol” (inaugural lecture delivered at University College, London, Nov. 20. 1967:9)]  [19:  Carrasco, 'City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza' (1981:202)] 


The structure of the articles is similar. Carrasco admits the common problems that arise from within this area of study before presenting his data. The data is then sieved through existing methodologies that were not customised to be appropriate to Aztec culture. The structure, overall, is average. However, the footnotes at the bottom of the page is certainly preferable to their placement at the back of the document (such as Martins) although occasionally footnotes reveal information which seemed inappropriate to keep from the main text. The frankly dominating first section regarding the placement of the work into the relevant conversation with focus on socio-historical context, recognising the impact of colonial investigations into Aztec culture, and the outlining of sources with relevant history, critique and refute leaves one desperately trying to reach the analysis of Aztec cities as symbol. The second section is describing the sources and imagery, however, Carrasco does return to theory and method partway through to place the sources within the framework, provided by Wheatley. Thirdly, the city itself, and its construction is described, through the words of natives where possible. In his final sections, he combines the above to make his conclusionary analysis; the Aztec cosmo-mythical worldview has “interpreted and sustained Aztec sense of order long after it had been shattered”[footnoteRef:20] and the fall of their city was foretold by the patterns of their cosmos.  [20:  Carrasco 'City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza' (1981:223)] 


Martin briefly introduces the focus and purpose of the study before using headings to divide the rest of the information. Firstly, Martin discusses maat within contemporary scriptures, noting that it is often used as a comparative tool.[footnoteRef:21] Furthermore, she notes that the majority of theoretical framework literature has been constructed from a Eurocentric position, whereas the 'maatian approach' allows for the expression of knowledge to be discussed in a new, more culturally appropriate context.[footnoteRef:22] Consequentially, this section ends with the affirmation that this paper is a pragmatic response to the Kwasi Wiredu (2004) request for African knowledge to be reviewed in a decolonialised context.[footnoteRef:23] Secondly, the sources used within the work are introduced. There is a balanced representation of ancient Egyptian primary source texts and contemporary scholars used in this study. Notably, the modern scholars cited are predominantly African natives, emphasising the decolonialised perspective this work is creating. Furthermore, a wide selection of anthropological data from communities in Africa is used to assert any claims. Unfortunately, Martin failed to introduce some of the materials she used, which felt lacking considering the clearly formatted source section. Also related to this, the referencing style is often unclear and messy.  The third section is concerned with epistemological issues. Predominantly, this is the Eurocentric position of academia. As noted by Martin, this is a dominating and current problem within academia that is blocking the route to deeper understandings of non-Western worlds, and this study is tentatively starting to build the bricks to that road.[footnoteRef:24] Then, there is definition of terminology. Finally, the last section seeks to amalgamate the above mentioned by forming maat as an analytical instrument. To conclude, the article asserts that the ‘maatian’ approach allows for the complex study of human intellectual, artistic, religious, social, personal, and spiritual existence, particularly in African contexts, and for the possibility of new understandings and knowledge.[footnoteRef:25] It invites a synergy of disciplines, previously segregated, and to study cultures how they are experienced. It is apparent that Martin has had influence from the cultural relativism school. She demands that academia hears the voice of the native, that it evolves to be encompassing and inclusive. The language is invocative, creative and encapsulating, for example; “African cultural production is a feast for the senses because of its rich storytelling, textile weaving, carving, constructing, dancing, singing, body adorning and music making traditions… the genius of classical African knowledge lies in how all elements of cultural production from all segments of life are integrated into an epistemological system.”[footnoteRef:26] This adds to the emphasis of complex agency in African cosmology. This is further enhanced by the phenomenological and structuralist perspectives that are also woven into this research. [21:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:952)]  [22:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:953)]  [23:  Kwasi Wiredu, Introduction: African philosophy in our time. In K. Wiredu (ed.), A companion to African philosophy, Blackwells companions to philosophy (Malden, MA: Blackwell 2004), 1-27]  [24:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:955)]  [25:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:964-965)]  [26:  Martin, 'Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge' (2008:953) - emphasis added.] 


To conclude, the dissimilarities lay mostly in formatting, historical context, and the culture of choice. However, the articles are striking similar in their topic, understanding the cultures’ cosmological perspective through native lenses and innovative frameworks. Carrasco indirectly invites a reimagined perspective on researching the culture, whereas Martin directly responds to a call for innovative discourse and provides an appropriate perspective that will encourage further similar investigations. This is likely to happen, albeit potentially quite slowly, as the increase of cosmological curiosity regarding the Aztecs has increased and developed over the last few decades, as highlighted by Carrasco. Impressively and enthusiastically, Martin uses predominantly African native sources to compose her African framework whereas Carrasco is adapting from Eurocentric methodologies and authors. Overall, the articles display the complexities in understanding cultures, their cosmologies and the desperate requirement for appropriate frameworks that reveal knowledge as it is from that culture, rather than the Academy’s understanding of that knowledge. This conversation is vital in the current socio-political and academic spheres and it is encouraging to see knowledge gaining insights from an international, inclusive perspective. However, one cannot deny that the acquisition of cosmological knowledge is a strikingly chaotic topic, wrapped heavily in mythical and political themes, with both maat and cities as symbols permeating all layers of society, organising and enforcing the cosmological order in accordance with the cultures’ reality.
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