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Steven L. Rubenstein is an anthropologist who has concentrated his research on studies in the Amazon. In his article “Shuar Migrants and Shrunken Heads Face to Face in a New York Museum”, he discusses the differences between a North American view of the Shuar’s culture and the Shuar’s view of their own culture. Rubenstein believes that how people identify themselves and their relationship with the rest of the world will be different according to whether  they identify with the core, or the First World, or if they identify with the periphery, or the Third World.


When Europeans first came to South America, there was much debate over whether American Indians lived in a state of nature, for if so, “there was a radical difference between ‘us’, the ‘civilized’, and ‘they’, the ‘savage’” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 269). To account for the differences between cultures, yet explain how they may still be connected, early anthropologists used the theory of evolutionism, the basic idea being that “all societies pass through a series of distinct evolutionary stages” (Ferraro, 2006, p. 70). Using this theory, the American Indians were at a lower stage than the Europeans. Today, the theory of evolutionism appears very ethnocentric, and has been abandoned. During the most part of the twentieth century,  “anthropologists were content to study non-Western cultures simply as ‘different’” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 270).  More recently, the question of how cultures may be related has become important to many anthropologists. Diffusion, which according to Ferraro (2006) is “the spreading of a thing, an idea, or a behavior pattern from one culture to another” (p. 408), can account for changes which occur in a culture, and how these changes may be related to the changes in another culture. This leads to an understanding of global culture, and “[t]he terms ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ provide one influential way of talking about a global structure” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 270). Rubenstein believes that these terms help to explain the reasons why Westerners see the differences in “global cultures in terms of a divide between civilized and savage” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 270), for those people who are on the periphery will see global culture completely different than will those at the core.


Before European contact, the Shuar shrunk the heads of their enemies killed in war. The Shuar call these heads tsantsa, and they were seen as containing the avenging spirit of the victim. Later, the Shuar began producing and trading these heads to Westerners for guns and weapons.  These heads, just like the gold that Westerners were finding in the Amazon, was seen as just another commodity, showing that the “values of the core were crucial to [the] imagining of the distinction between civilized and savage” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 271). These shrunken heads were an example of the difference between the “savage” and the “civilized”. Many of these heads eventually wound up in North American museums.  The displays are presented, not as the trophies of colonialism in the Amazon, but as tokens of Shuar culture. Although it is many years since the Shuar have created or used tsantsa in ceremonies, for them it is the memory of these ceremonies that create Shuar identity today.


When he accompanied some Shuar friends to New York’s American Museum of Natural History, Rubenstein claims (2003) that “they immediately grasped its function to represent the power of the core” (p. 272), the core being the First World, or civilization. They also “saw in their visit an opportunity to belong to a much bigger world than they had previously imagined” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 272).  Upon seeing the shrunken heads in the museum, the Shuar visitors did not associate them with what they believe themselves to be today, for they no longer shrink heads. Instead they associate the heads with their ancestors, for the heads show that they are “a people with history” (Rubenstein, 2003, p. 272). The Shuar visitors, after spending some time in the museum, seemed to be puzzled by other people’s passive interest in the tsantsa exhibit. They thought that what might be of interest to other viewers would be Indian guides whose presence would show the contrast between the past and present, and thereby show that the Shuar are a people with history. 

Rubenstein believes that the difference between the people of the core and those of the periphery is that the core has chosen to overlook the societal history about how items come to be in museums. The core is more interested in how the heads were created, but Rubenstein’s Shuar friends wanted to know the history of how their tsantsa wound up in a New York museum.
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