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1
Introduction

This book is at once an essay that allows us to think differently about 
heritage, a set of stories about a region and its people, and the reflection of 
my personal career as a researcher. In it, I explore a territory where official 
heritage initiatives and public institutions have had little impact. However, 
the absence of institutions can be as pernicious as their dominating 
presence, if we observe how they undermine territories and societies. 
Heritagisation is understood as the dynamic through which objects, 
performances and places are turned into heritage. In Maragatería, these 
processes are difficult to predict and develop, according to parameters far 
removed from what is known as the ‘authorised heritage discourse’ (Smith 
2006). Elements that could be considered heritage from the point of view 
of global hierarchies of value are destroyed, abandoned or simply ‘there’. 
Other features have been exaggeratedly constructed as heritage, particu-
larly Maragato identity and tradition. Due to rapid changes in the Spanish 
economy and a socioeconomic destructuring of the country, different 
subjects and social groups cohabit and interrelate uneasily in Maragatería. 
This is reflected in their values, space–time perceptions and ways of 
relating to one other. It also affects what heritage can mean in their ways 
of life. In Maragatería, social actors do not have differing or opposing 
views on heritage, rather they inhabit partially divergent frameworks of 
meaning, life-paths and worldviews. 

In charting Maragatería, this book describes changes in the dominant 
patterns of relations between people, and between people and things, 
through the framework of heritage. This is not ‘learning about heritage’ 
or defining it as if it were an essence. Instead, this book is about learning 
together with the actors and understanding how they came to be alongside 
the notion of heritage and the network of relationships in which they live. 
The goal in learning about these relationships is to understand heritage 
construction in the framework of capitalist systems of domination and to 
examine how heritage contributes to their reproduction. In this process, 



2  The Heritage Machine

the working careers, capacities for action and powers of various actors in 
the territory are reorganised. This rearranges their competing tendencies 
towards egalitarian self-organisation and immanence, or towards the 
creation of hierarchies and abstract social relations through specific power 
relations. The interdisciplinary approach of this study is broad, as is typical 
in the field of heritage, but the view is at root anthropological, both for its 
solid grounding in ethnographic data and its main theoretical apparatus.

Learning From Maragatería, Unlearning About Heritage: Transversal 
Ideas 

Salman Rushdie (1985, 15) commented on his novel Shame, about post-
colonial Pakistan: 

That’s what Shame is. It’s about as black a comedy as it’s possible to write. 
And not for easy satirical reasons, but for naturalistic reasons. Because 
that seemed to be the only way that one could come somewhere close 
to describing the world that was there.

According to Veit-Wild (2005), the gifted young Zimbabwean writer 
Dambudzo Marechera (1992, 211) was reading Rushdie at the end of his 
life, and had this to say: ‘[I]f one is living in an abnormal society, then only 
abnormal expression can express that society. Documentaries cannot.’ 
I thought the same thing, and making two documentaries about Mar-
agatería confirmed it for me. I knew it, and my friends knew it: only a 
novel, or perhaps an essay, could really allow me to reveal something about 
the sort of sugar-coated magical realism that Maragatería evokes. It is no 
coincidence that hundreds of curious individuals, travellers and intellec-
tuals have shown interest in the creative forces at work in Maragatería. 
But why should I continue approaching it in the same way, with all the 
extravagances and exoticism, the mystical view of the countryside, and 
the supposedly creative Romanticism with its subliminal airs of progress? 
Why not try to understand from within the precise reasons why there is such 
interest in the complex framework that makes up everything Maragato? 
Why has such a devastated and desolate land been constructed as different? 
It is such a depopulated and disarticulated rural reality, marginalised from 
capitalist development and steeped in the abuses of political patronage – 
much like, incidentally, other rural areas of the Iberian northwest. And 
why is this difference sold today as a heritage resource? How did this 
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widespread heritagisation – gradually and insidiously – put an end to the 
relationality of Maragato villages as I had known them? Like the Roma in 
Europe or Native Americans on US reservations, why have the Maragatos 
become romanticised and their culture commodified, when they were 
demonised for centuries?

Answering these questions required a categorical analysis, a study 
regarding the constituent elements of Maragatería in all its dimensions 
and complexity. This involved questioning accepted ways of construct-
ing the subjectivity of individuals and the objectivity of things. But this 
categorical analysis could not, as is often the case, leave out the kind 
of abnormal, empirical expressions that make something unique and 
unavoidably different. Therefore, ethnography seemed the most appropri-
ate format, not as an objective description of an external reality, but as a 
form of exchange and of relating with the world through writing. Or, as 
Herzfeld (1989) would say, a literary genre. 

However, at no point will I ask directly: What is heritage? How can 
we distinguish the life process of people in terms of their overall social 
relationships from the notion of heritage, something that apparently 
only interested me and a few other people in Maragatería? It is precisely 
this point that forced me to choose what to include and exclude from 
this investigation. It involved a reflection on what constitutes heritage 
and how it is constructed in society, based on certain physical items or 
purely as a concept. The notion of heritage was initially associated with 
tangible artefacts such as drawings, paintings and sculptures, or historical 
buildings and archaeological sites. However, the concept has expanded 
to encompass other less obvious tangible features such as photographs, 
manuscripts and archives, as well as intangible elements (performances, 
oral history, folklore, food, tradition, ritual, crafts and feasts) and natural 
features. More importantly, cultural heritage cannot be seen as a set of 
objects, traditions or intangible elements isolated from us. Indeed, it 
results from a biased selection process concerning what to remember 
and preserve for future generations, and what to forget and consign to 
oblivion. This process is unique to modern societies, and entails a break 
with tradition and the past.

Moreover, heritage is becoming globally and irresistibly widespread as 
a representation of things and traditions past, selected and isolated from 
contemporary social and cultural process. We might wonder if this is not 
part of a broader process intuited decades ago by Guy Debord (2014): the 
advent of the society of spectacle and the ‘doubling’ of social life into a set 
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of representations mediated by digital technologies and the media that 
replace real experience. Spain provides a unique opportunity to explore 
the scope of this transformation and its historical basis. It has a higher 
per capita investment in culture and heritage than any other southern 
European country, ranking second in the number of UNESCO World 
Heritage cultural sites declared, after Italy. The consolidation of the 
national image of Spain and its state apparatus diverges in many ways from 
other European countries and consequently in the way heritage has been 
conceived and imposed there.

I intentionally use ‘impose’ to convey the sense that heritage has been, 
until recently, an alien category to most Spaniards, due to the rapid 
social, economic and political development of the country after the end 
of General Franco’s dictatorship in 1975. Because tourism is Spain’s main 
economic activity, there has been a predatory tendency to commodify 
and heritagise traditions, folklore and local customs in an attempt to add 
economic value to local industries and activities, particularly through 
cultural and rural tourism initiatives promoted and funded by public 
agencies. The instrumental approach to minority social groups and their 
cultures is largely instrumental, and there is a generalised lack of involve-
ment of academics in these processes, not to say of anthropologists or 
ethnologists. As Sánchez-Carretero and Ortiz Garcia point out,

There is an urgent need to create multidisciplinary teams to engage 
in the study of the processes of heritage transformation in a critical 
manner, and to incorporate strong theoretical approaches in the 
process. This is not just a question of rhetoric but an essential contribu-
tion that can be made to public debate. (2008, 25)

Although the amount and depth of ‘critical’ research on heritage has 
grown in recent years in Spain, public institutions and cultural industries 
do not take into account these academic developments in their practices 
and theories. More importantly, the so-called critical heritage studies have 
tended to look at heritagisation processes by examining a wide variety 
of empirical contexts and case studies. They have applied ethnographic 
fieldwork and multidisciplinary approaches. However, academic activity 
has barely penetrated beyond specific critiques to account for the ‘category’ 
of heritage itself. Nor has it connected the historical development of the 
concept with capitalist modernity and its implementation in practice, 
using a critique that targets its contemporary functional expression in a 
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specific place like Maragatería, as a real example. My study, exploring two 
dimensions or levels of analysis, is an attempt to achieve this goal. The 
first, I will call phenomenological or empirical, without referring directly 
to phenomenological philosophy, as found in Heidegger and others. It 
offers an account of the ‘surface’ of heritage – its practical and sociopolit-
ical contradictions commonly found in the field. This dimension explores 
how actors construct heritage through various practices, power relations 
and mediations, and how in the end heritage ‘makes sense’ and begins to 
exist as a social object for them and for others. This phenomenological 
dimension is influenced by Actor Network Theory (ANT) and its meth-
odological credo, where decisions about what heritage is and how it is 
constructed are delegated to the actors and their practices – rather than 
imposing a definition of heritage beforehand and researching it accord-
ingly. This perspective incorporates processes that tend to be forgotten 
in positivist heritage studies and also a great number of critical heritage 
studies: how heritage makes sense as a social object and the modus vivendi 
and subjectivities that are both causes of and caused by heritage. 

The second dimension of study is the categorical and negative criticism 
of heritage, which is based on a Marxist critique of the main capitalist 
categories: value, commodity, abstraction and fetishism. This contradicts 
the view that accepts the positive nature of heritage and its existence as a 
given and trans-historical fact – one existing forever and in most cultures. 
Instead, the categorical critique emphasises the constituent categories of 
heritage and its intrinsic relationship with the process of abstraction char-
acteristic of Western capitalist modernity, wherever it operates, tending 
towards increasingly fetishistic patterns of relationality between humans 
and between humans and things. Contrary to empirical or superficial 
critical approaches, the categorical critique seeks to address capital-
ism’s basic categories (value, labour and money) and processes (abstract 
labour, commodity form and the valorisation of value), exploring the 
relations between them. The attempt to apply the categorical critique to 
heritage pervades this book. Robert Kurz, value-critique theorist, explains 
its meaning:

The critique of capitalism, until now, was not a categorical critique, 
that is, the fundamental categories of the modern system of commodity 
production were viewed positively, rather than critically. The ontolo-
gization of value led to the ontologization of its categorical forms of 
appearance and representation. The State, politics, democracy and the 
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nation were not deciphered as the ‘other side’ of negative socialization 
by value and as integral parts of that value, but were misunderstood as 
categories by means of which the evils of capitalism could be overcome. 
A categorical critique, however, goes further, because capitalism is not 
merely a mode of production and a state system of regulation, but also 
a mode of reproduction and of life. (2014a, n.p.)

Based on the value critique, I argue that the arrival of capitalism tends 
to institute a system of abstract or automatic domination – the law of 
capitalist value – that is external and beyond the control and knowledge 
of the subjects, even though they produce and reproduce it through their 
own social mediations. As the relations among individuals and between 
individuals and things are fetishised, the simple study of their empirical 
functioning and networking (the ‘follow the actors’ methodology 
advocated by ANT) contributes nothing to the knowledge and criticism of 
categories that mediate and ultimately end up governing such relations, as 
is the case with heritage. Therefore, the categorical critique conflicts with 
ANT, according to which nothing is beyond the relationality of the actors 
in the framework of a flat ontology. By relationality, I refer to individuals 
being engaged in a variety of relations in the social world. The relational 
approach advocated here accords a primary role to social relations, empha-
sising the multidimensional values, ideas and positions of power used by 
different individuals relative to one another. The focus on relations avoids 
the problems of objectivism and individualism, by insisting that certain 
relations exist independently of individual consciousness and will.

Unsurprisingly, Latour and Marx present opposing interpretations 
of fetishism and the character of social relations. Although I will try to 
show why the Latourian critique of Marx’s conceptualisation of fetishism 
is wrong, the analytical tension between the two theories is maintained 
throughout the book. Such a tension derives from the conflict between 
anthropology and philosophy and my own theoretical path via Spinoza, 
Deleuze (ontology of practices, resulting in ANT) and Marxist thought 
(ontology of relationships resulting in the critique of value). This 
attempted confluence allows me to combine analytical complexity at the 
phenomenological level of the processes of heritagisation based on ANT 
(less developed by Marxism) with a categorical critique that can offer a 
deeper understanding of the logic of heritage and its constituent elements.

For the remainder of this book, it is essential to understand the theory 
of fetishism, key to Marx’s theory, along with the theory of the value 
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form. Both theories complement each other and cannot be dissociated. 
The value form theory explores how the generalisation of commodity 
exchange structures the relations of production and transforms the labour 
force itself into a commodity. The theory of fetishism meanwhile seeks 
to understand how social relations in capitalism conceal new forms of 
abstract domination that conquer the minds of people, and how these 
differ from those of non-capitalist societies. Thus, it is both a structural 
element of capitalism and of how it appears to people living in it, including 
those ideological or intellectual specialists in charge of providing, legiti-
mising and explaining its functioning, from economists to politicians. 

For Artous (2006), fetishism has two faces in Marx. First, social rela-
tionships between people appear as relationships between things. In this 
way, value is socially perceived as something ‘natural’, that is, contained 
in the commodities as products of labour: people and their work are 
reified. Secondly, Marx criticises the abstract ideal of freedom preached 
by Enlightenment jurisprudence. This ideal posits working individuals 
freely selling their labour, but what occurs in reality is the progressive 
displacement of human beings by machines, the conversion of humans 
into a redundant afterthought. Things are thus in turn personalised, and it 
would seem that the machines produce the value. Macías Vázquez explains 
the reasoning behind the need for a categorical critique due to fetishism. 
According to him, for Marx, 

the forms of intellectual representation have a social objectivity, that is, 
social relations cannot stand without the representations that go with 
them, and the sensible and the supra-sensible support each other mutu-
ally. Fetishism does not consist of a simple illusion of consciousness; it 
does not refer only to the appearance of social relations, but rather it 
reflects how capitalist social relations operate in their objective social 
form. In the value relation, there is no physical relationship between 
things, rather a phantasmagorical relation, since the supra-sensible 
aspect of commodities is precisely that social relations are converted 
into objective properties, which cannot be apprehended sensorially in 
them. The supra-sensible is hidden behind the sensible. The difficulty 
is then that the supernatural cannot be grasped simply by observing 
commodities. Hence, the need for categorical criticism. (2017, 81–2)

Fetishism obscures the capitalist relations of production, including its 
novel form of exploitation (the appropriation of surplus value) and its 
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organisation of labour and the market. In this way, as with value, social 
relations appear as ‘natural’. As a consequence, human beings lose their 
freedom and their capacity consciously to direct their own social relations; 
rather, they are subordinated to a system that they have themselves 
produced but that has become autonomous in relation to their will. The 
understanding of reason developed in the Enlightenment tradition, as 
well as the modern and postmodern or poststructuralist and irrational-
ist currents of counter-Enlightenment thought, are both related to the 
self-regulation of individual agency produced by capitalism. A categori-
cal critique of capitalist fetishism must lead us to another form of reason 
against and beyond the fetishistic reason pervading capitalist social 
relations.

The dual (objective and subjective) nature of fetishism makes it 
impossible to perceive of heritage as a social relation through phenome-
nological analysis. This perspective will only speak of heritage as a product 
that is already established, finished or external to labour – that is, to the 
social relations themselves – and to the power articulations and systems 
of governance constructed around them. Such a view would correspond 
to Marx’s theory of alienation, but not to fetishism. Certainly, the Marxian 
conceptualisation of fetishism is difficult to understand, defying our 
understanding and commonsensical (phenomenological) perception of 
our life and the world, somewhat like the theory of relativity. The Marxist 
tradition itself had trouble to develop a widely understandable narrative 
to explain fetishism. For almost a century, the notions of class struggle or 
exploitation dominated Marxist theory and practice, while fetishism was 
diluted under the all encompassing notion of ‘alienation’: fetishism was 
seen as an ideal phenomenon derived from consciousness, that is, as a 
form of ideology that should be ‘revealed’ and fought against. 

The confusion between the theories of alienation and fetishism is 
important: for example, both Latour et al. (2010) and Graeber (2015) are 
actually referring to alienation and not to fetishism in their critiques of 
Marx. According to the theory of fetishism, heritage would appear to us as 
a set of objects dissociated from their context of production and socialisa-
tion; the best example is isolation in museums. They are thus autonomous 
and valuable in themselves, as commodities – when in fact it is people 
who confer importance on them through their beliefs and relationships. 
Marx would no doubt agree with the broad thrust of Latour and Graeber, 
nor would he dismiss their emphasis on the need to study the empirical 
contexts of commodity production. He would however insist that the 
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overall aim of his categorical critique is not to determine the inherent 
or phenomenological properties of commodities (such as heritage), their 
representations and cultural aspects, their journeys from production 
to consumption as explored by Appadurai (1986), or the roles played 
by heritage producers, consumers and regulating agencies. Rather, the 
ultimate aim is to understand the capitalist social relations that underpin 
and make possible the very existence of commodities and capitalist social 
relations, through theoretical abstraction. This involves understanding the 
emergence of heritage as a category, rather than simply as a set of features 
and objects subject to processes of commoditisation or instrumentalisa-
tion in the context of advanced capitalist society.

Maragatería

Maragatería is a comarca, a tiny region in the province of León within the 
Autonomous Community of Castile and León. This research is restricted 
to the six Maragato municipalities: Luyego, Lucillo, Val de San Lorenzo, 
Santiago Millas, Brazuelo and Santa Colomba, along with certain 
villages administered by Astorga such as Castrillo de los Polvazares – a 
museum-village that represents the Maragato social group and its culture 
in a reified form. The number of Maragato villages varies between 55 and 
60 depending on the criteria of political or cultural affiliation, with the 
whole area undergoing a massive population drain from 15,867 in 1900 to 
2,876 in 2015, an 82 per cent loss in a century in which the rest of Spain 
has doubled its population. Maragatería’s average altitude of over 1,100 
metres, combined with its extreme continental climate and poor soils, 
explain the low potential for agriculture that led to the prevalence of a sub-
sistence economy until a few decades ago. The designation ‘Maragatería’ 
began to be used widely during the eighteenth century. Its traditional name 
was ‘Somoza’ – from the Latin sub-montia – literally under the mountain, 
in this case the Teleno mountain, which presides over the territory sym-
bolically and materially. Maragatería is divided into ‘high’, following the 
course of the Duerna river, and ‘low’, organised around the Turienzo river. 
Both areas share Maragato customs and broadly similar socioeconomic 
patterns.

The history of Maragatería is mostly unwritten. However, the culture 
and folklore of the Maragato elite have attracted significant scholarly 
and public interest. Studies have been conducted mostly by amateur 
writers with varying degrees of rigour, their articles being much higher 
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in number and content than academic or institutional ones. Knowledge 
about prehistory is limited, although the recent discovery of rock carvings 
throughout the area has triggered a boom of research on the topic. 
Knowledge about the Neolithic, as well as the Copper, Bronze and Iron 
Ages, has been overshadowed by research into the impressive gold mining 
that took place during the Roman period. There is a notable historical 
gap up until the eleventh century, the period during which the predomi-
nant settlement network was established, which has remained up to the 
present. Somoza was ruled by the Kingdom of León, via the legislation of 
the Charter of León (1017) and the parliamentary government of León 
(1188). This shaped the lives of people in the area, as these regulations left 
ample freedom to the villages and recognised their communal property 
and collective decision-making rights among the village councils or Juntas 
Vecinales, that persist precariously today.

Although my research is not focused exclusively on the Maragato 
social group, it is important to understand its basic aspects as they greatly 
influenced the research and its territory. The social success of the Maragato 
elite and its mythical origins derive from its economic dedication to 
arriería (muleteering). This allowed Maragatos to accumulate wealth and 
establish differential forms of kinship, sociability and material expression. 

Figure 1 Castrillo de los Polvazares, a village-museum widely adapted for 
tourism, preserving Maragato architecture. It has been ranked among the most 
beautiful villages in Spain on several occasions. Photograph by Johan Scharfe.
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References to muleteering activity in the region appear frequently from 
the Middle Ages onwards, but mention of the Maragatos as such occurs 
only after the seventeenth century (Rubio Pérez 2003, 12). Arrieros carried 
goods from Galicia to Madrid, being known for their reliability. They 
combined this activity with agriculture, managed by their wives in their 
native villages. Many authors have been surprised by this fact, commented 
on by the first travellers during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
all the way up to Ubaldo Martínez Veiga (1981) or Melis Maynar (1988). 
This has contributed significantly to the Maragato myth as an archaic 
social group, because matriarchy has traditionally been linked to prehis-
toric social formations. The monetisation of the Maragato economy made 
them a dominant bourgeois class, which differentiated them from other 
social groups with whom they shared territory, who were mostly devoted 
to agriculture and cattle-raising. However, the non-Maragato population 
soon started to adopt and hybridise certain popular cultural traits with 
those of the Maragato elite. This can be explained through the ‘demon-
stration effect’ described by Bourdieu (1972). This notion accounts for the 
process through which a new scale of values and desires is presented as 
attractive and differentiated from those which previously prevailed, until 
they become dominant among the lower-class group.

The inauguration of the railway line between Madrid and Galicia in 
1883 ended Maragato arriería. Instead of adapting to new economic 
activities in the context of Spanish state modernisation, the end of arriería 
led to demographic collapse and emigration, the Maragato bourgeoisie 
themselves being the first to emigrate. They established businesses as fish-
mongers and grocers in areas where they ran their trade routes, usually 
in Coruña (Galicia) and Madrid. Other social groups within Maragatería 
began to emigrate, especially to Buenos Aires, Cuba and Mexico. They sig-
nificantly influenced regions such as Carmen de Patagones in Argentina 
and San Jose in Uruguay, whose inhabitants are also called Maragatos. 

Maragatería during the twentieth century has been poorly researched. 
The two defining features are emigration and depopulation, with the 
consequent gradual disarticulation of popular socioeconomic organisa-
tion. These trends led to the marginalisation and underdevelopment of 
the area, whose forestry and agricultural activities have become unsus-
tainable. The system of local village councils suffered a major blow during 
the 1960s, due to emigration draining into industrial centres in the Basque 
country, Catalonia and Madrid, as well as Northern European countries. 
A final attempt to salvage the primary sector involved farm mergers 


