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  On the walls of the community museum of Tequixtepec local artists have painted an account of the village’s history from pre-Hispanic times to the present. Despite nearly a century of state attempts to institutionalize a distinct view of Mexico’s past, culminating in that “indivisible combination of popular aspirations,” the 1910 Mexican Revolution, Tequixtepec’s painters have formulated a markedly different narrative of village history.1 In the first of a series of vignettes, the mural shows the village’s Mixtec Indians living hand to mouth from the fruits of the trees. In the second and third panels, the post-Conquest Mixtecs are shown clothed, surrounded by livestock, and worshipping a Christian saint. In the fourth panel, disaster strikes, as Zapatista soldiers are depicted burning the village to the ground. In the fifth and sixth sections, redemption arrives as a group of female villagers, clutching at crosses, worship the statue of Our Lord of Forgiveness and the priest hears the confession of a repentant community leader. This history, with its celebration of the “civilizing” aspects of Conquest, its condemnation of revolutionary violence, and its confirmation of the redemptive powers of Catholic ritual, stands in stark contrast to the state’s unifying, emancipatory, secular narrative of revolutionary salvation.2 Yet the mural is not simply a sharp visual rebuttal, it also reflects how the peasants of Tequixtepec and the rest of the Mixteca Baja have understood their relationship to their community and the broader Mexican nation for the past two hundred years. By recounting the history of the region’s social, economic, and religious development, I explore this understanding and in so doing, suggest that certain regions under certain circumstances generated a political culture that I have termed “provincial conservatism.”

  Since Independence, the peasants of the Mixteca Baja have repeatedly sided with conservatives to defend the Catholic Church against state anticlericalism. After an initial burst of federalist fervor, Mixtec soldiers backed the centralist regime of the local caudillo, Antonio de León, until his death in the Mexican-American War. During the War of Reform, parishioners from the Mixteca Baja were one of the few groups in Oaxaca to support conservative rebels against the ruling liberal government. Although liberals negotiated a modus vivendi with the Mixtecs during the last days of the French Intervention, they never accepted the broad thrust of liberal policies and instead maintained cofradía lands and invested heavily in ecclesiastical infrastructure. During the Revolution, Mixtecs rejected Zapatista offers of land distribution and sought salvation in orthodox Catholic ritual. After the Revolution, priests and parishioners from the Mixteca Baja led a sustained campaign against state land reform and socialist education and continued to obey clerical commands and send their children to church establishments. During the 1940s and 1950s, Mixtec peasants militated on behalf of the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN), often winning municipal elections despite state repression. Finally, in 1962 Mixtecs led an armed religious uprising, the “last Cristiada,” in a desperate bid to win local control and rid the region of impious “communist” governance.

  This book recounts this long tradition of regional conservatism. As such, it follows another established convention, that of the Mexican regional history, reaching back to Luis González y González’s Pueblo en vilo. The work examines the interplay of national political developments, regional socioeconomic structures, and local cultural practices over the médian durée.3 As the introductory anecdote suggests, I emphasize the influence of religious belief, church ritual, and lay-clerical relations on both social relations and political affiliation. In doing so, I posit that the peasants of the Mixteca Baja embraced provincial conservatism, a regional variant of elite or metropolitan conservatism, which not only comprised ideas on property, hierarchy, and the state, but also acknowledged the overwhelming import of the church in maintaining this system. As a result, the book tries to offer a subtle counterpoint to Mexican history’s dominant melody, with its crescendos of radical insurrection and its diminuendos of conservative rule. In doing so, I do not seek to validate either the church or conservatism or to compose a new national narrative. Rather, I hope to provide an explanation for why, since Independence, peasants throughout Mexico, like their peers in the Mixteca Baja, have taken up arms to cries of “¡Viva la religion!” “¡Viva Cristo Rey!” or “¡En el nombre de Dios, adelante!” Although these groups were defeated and their histories often ignored, these stories help to clarify why the country’s ruling coalitions, whether federalist, liberal, or revolutionary, have had to temper their most radical propositions in the face of popular opposition.

  Until recently, historians dismissed these non-elite, prochurch conservatives as coerced and unwilling participants, irrational religious fanatics, or hoodwinked political illiterates. Gazing back over sixty years of civil strife, liberal historians of the late nineteenth century described their enemies—the centralists, conservatives, and imperialists—as “reactionaries” and “traitors” and their followers as “imbecilic,” “primitive,” “barbarians,” and “bandits.”4 On the one hand, they blamed the propaganda power of the church. Thus Enrique Olavarria y Ferrari in the fourth volume of México a través de los siglos argued that the high clergy’s alarmist claims, its “censures, excommunications, threats to take away the last rites, and other arms of the ecclesiastical arsenal,” whipped up popular opposition to the 1834 anticlerical reforms.5 On the other hand, liberal authors also condemned the innate credulity and “savagery” of their peasant adherents. Justo Sierra described conservative rebel leaders as reactionaries and bandits, their followers as “primitive hordes,” and their clerical supporters as the “black beast of that great red devil.”6 Ciro B. Ceballos claimed that the religioneros of the 1870s were “cajoled, and excited by the stupid fanaticism of Mexican women.”7 José M. Vigil argued that the rebels of 1856 were simply a “considerable mass of individuals accustomed to the life of the guerilla.”8 Postrevolutionary historians, engaged in another bitter battle with prochurch groups, were equally condemnatory. Thus Alfonso Toro described popular conservatism as “a semi-savage movement,” “undoubtedly” established “with the connivances of the clergy.”9 Similarly, these historians denounced members of contemporary conservative mobilizations, such as the First and Second Cristiadas, as “fanatical,” “irrational,” and incited to armed revolt by a cabal of reactionary white landowners and a greedy, immoral clergy.10

  From the 1960s onward, a new generation of revisionists, heavily influenced by Marxist historiography, started to chip away at this skewed interpretation, questioning both liberal and revolutionary motivations. In an act of collective iconoclasm, they attempted to exorcise state-backed eidolons from the national pantheon, replacing them with the country’s forgotten, plebian “heroés agachados”—caste war rebels like Jacinto Pat, land reformers like Emiliano Zapata, and martyred anarchists like Ricardo Flores Magón.11 In doing so they shaped a powerful counternarrative of frustrated social change, culminating in the Partido Revolucionario Institucional’s (PRI’s) betrayal of the Revolution’s distributive promises. But they also marginalized or misinterpreted popular prochurch groups. Few of these revisionist historians devoted their energies to analyzing conservative alliances, whether those of the mid-nineteenth or the early twentieth centuries. Those that did most often portrayed the clashes as interinstitutional struggles that pitched an aggressive secular state against a reactionary ecclesiastical hierarchy.12 If they uncovered popular participation, they tended to view these exclamations of religious devotion and church support as convenient rhetorical devices, the political patina of what were essentially agrarian insurrections. Thus, Mario A. Aldana Rendon’s work on Manuel Lozada aped Mariano Azuela’s approach and distilled the rebellion and the subsequent decade of independent rule down to “the struggle for land”: proto-Zapatismo, Nayarit style.13 Similarly, scholars portrayed the Cristeros of the 1920s and 1930s as rural smallholders, motivated to revolt by the threat of state-backed agrarian capitalism.14

  Still now, outside a handful of Catholic martyrologies, few contemporary historians examine popular conservative groups, except at times of extraordinary, and hence easily visible, tension. Furthermore, the church is usually relegated to a bit part, as the institutional bellwether of reactionary politics or the rhetorical carapace of antimodern revolt. Even the best contemporary historians, otherwise deeply concerned with the ramifications of peasant customs, have offered little insight.15 For example, Peter Guardino in his work on post-Independence federalism sees centralist attempts to harness popular religious support as opportunist propaganda and concludes that “the church issue was considered relatively minor by many of the most important participants in politics.” Moreover, despite devoting much of the work to laying out the relations between Mexico’s “important” and “unimportant” political players, he leaves the question of whether “the church issue” was more significant for provincial peasants unanswered.16 Similarly, although Florencia Mallon in her work on mid-nineteenth-century nationalism admits the possibility of “conservative populisms” and acknowledges the clergy’s “clear conspiratorial role” in antiliberal insurgencies, religion remains superstructural flotsam, the surface detritus of “an entire articulation that connected political independence and participation to control of land, labor, and revenue.” The ramifications of sustained histories of close lay-clerical partnerships or the growing distance between local priests and their parishioners are ignored. Instead, priests occasionally harness “community hegemony” through largesse or are beaten by angry liberal mobs as the local expression of the foreign, conservative alliance.17 Finally, in recent works on socialist education, a government cultural program deliberately aimed at “exclud[ing] all religious doctrine” from school syllabi, the relationship between popular resistance and religion is viewed in a rather functionalist sense. Thus, although Mary K. Vaughan acknowledges that the peasants of Zacapoaxtla were “deeply religious” and that “religiosity, permeating a ceremonial social order, was lived culture,” she concludes that city elites and caciques, not poor believers, “found in religion a means to put the brakes” on socialist education.18

  Despite these broad historiographical trends, from the early 1970s onward some scholars began to bring religion back into political history, to piece together how religious cultures affected popular political affiliation. Starting with the extraordinary work of Jean Meyer, most have concentrated on the most visible outbreak of prochurch violence: the Cristiada. For Meyer, the peasants who formed the Cristero bands of the center-west were acting for explicitly religious motivations—to protect their orthodox expressions of religiosity, like Mass, Communion, and saints’ celebrations, from secular state interference. The civil war itself was a clash of “two worlds”: the traditional peasant world—that of the “pilgrims of Peter the Hermit”—and the modern revolutionary world—that of the “Jacobins of the Third Age.”19 Meyer’s thesis, which he has extended and modified to cover the Cristero uprisings in Oaxaca, the Second Cristiada, Manuel Lozada’s nineteenth-century rebellion, and the right-wing Sinarquismo movement, is still highly persuasive, a welcome counterpoint to secular understandings of peasant politics.20 Meyer’s assertion that “religion mattered,” that peasant reactions to market forces and political interference depended on popular religious cultures, still provides the foundation for the scattered scholars of Mexico’s prochurch groups.21

  Yet Meyer’s assertion is also problematic. First, by extricating the Cristeros from accusations of elite manipulation, from being what he terms “people of the church, political Catholics, the bishops’ lay followers or instruments of the League,” he downplays the influence of both local elites and the institutional church. For Meyer, peasant religion seems to exist in spite of rather than because of the ecclesiastical authorities. As a result, bishops and parish priests are conspicuous by their absence. Outside a “puñado” of co-conspirators, they offer lukewarm support at best; at worst they denigrate the uprising and eventually betray the rebellion.22 Second, by establishing this model of limited lay-clerical interaction, Meyer fails to explain the geographical reach of the rebellion. If peasants were merely protecting popular practices, why was the rebellion limited to the center-west? Or if rebels were guarding a particular type of orthodox religious observance, why were Cristeros so rare in clerical hubs like Querétaro, Puebla, or even the Mixteca Baja? Third, if the Cristeros were radical peasant defenders of age-old community customs, who were the country’s anticlerical agraristas? Were they simply underchurched northerners and local opportunists?

  Toward an Understanding of Provincial Conservatism

  Building on Meyer’s work, this book attempts to integrate the history of lay-clerical interaction into the region’s socioeconomic and political developments and to discover why Mixtec peasants repeatedly supported conservatism, despite the attraction of other reformist or radical ideological currents. Uncovering such a telluric counternarrative over such a long period of time involves a certain methodological promiscuity, and this book includes the discussion of gender, ethnicity, and violence as well as the chronologically bound historiographies of relevant periods. Yet three distinct assumptions, drawn from agrarian and ethnohistory, religious history, and the “new political history,” remain constant throughout the text and have regimented both the construction of the argument and the reading of the sources. First, I have adapted E. P. Thompson’s and James Scott’s ideas on the moral economy to describe the stable but changing economic, social, and cultural relations between the Mixteca Baja’s elite and non-elite groups. Second, following the suggestions of contemporary historians of religion, I have attempted to establish a model of regional religious culture based on the dialectical relationship between local social relations and the institutional church. Third, using modern historical works on popular politics, I have started to disaggregate Mexico’s tradition of political conservatism, to unearth its changing components and treat seriously its popular echo.

  Traditionally, historians described relations between peasants and non-peasants in strictly materialist terms. Yet as E. P. Thompson argued, given that economic exploitation was a constant in most societies, this rationale failed to explain the cadence, intensity, and targeted nature of popular revolt. Instead, he claimed that relations between elites and non-elites were framed within what he termed “a moral economy”—a “view of social norms and obligations, [and] of the proper economic functions of several parties within the community.”23 Even when these mutual accords broke down, they still molded popular responses, channeling the poor not toward revolution but rather toward demands for the proper fulfillment of these perceived duties.24 In his work, James Scott expanded this notion to explain peasant rebellions in Southeast Asia, arguing that the introduction of capitalist practices not only impoverished Burmese and Vietnamese peasants but, more importantly, broke down regional moral economies, severing paternalist links between elite and non-elite groups and undermining “common notions of what [was] just.”25 Over the past two decades Latin Americanists (particularly ethnohistorians) have embraced this idea, welding it to dependency theory economics to argue that foreign demand generated regional rhythms of agrarian capitalism, which in turn broke down the reciprocal ties between mercantile or landholding elites and peasants and provoked revolt.26

  In importing Thompson’s and Scott’s original theses into a Latin American setting, scholars have offered some important revisions. On the one hand, they have broadened the concept of moral economy to encompass not only mutual agreements over the price of corn or bread, but also the broad array of cultural practices—what E. P. Thompson termed the “studied and elaborate hegemonic style”—that described and confirmed these accords.27 Thus, Todd Diacon, in his work on Brazil’s early twentieth-century Contestado rebellion, describes how the tradition of godparentage served to cement asymmetrical relations between landholders and their semi-independent peasant clients in southeastern Brazil. With the arrival of the railways and the increasing demand for commercial crops, these practices disintegrated as elites forsook their traditional duties in exchange for quick rewards. In response, the region’s peasants rebelled, demanding not equality or autonomy but rather a “restoration of these unequal patron-client ties.”28 On the other hand, scholars have also started to insert religious expectations into these relationships. As Kevin Gosner points out, the legitimacy of Maya leaders depended not only on “how effectively they managed contact with colonial authorities” but also how “capably they fulfilled their ritual obligations and how convincingly they tapped into traditional ideas about the supernatural origins of secular power.” In fact, the moral economy was so “embedded in beliefs about the supernatural” it might be better termed a spiritual economy.29

  This idea of a broad, multivalent moral economy informs my description of connections between elites and non-elites in the Mixteca Baja. Chapter 1 delineates the economic, social, and cultural aspects of this intricate lattice of obligations and expectations that linked the region’s colonial elites, indigenous nobles, and indigenous peasants. But I also go slightly further. Most historians have employed the notion of the moral economy to describe periods of crisis and upheaval, to outline the rationale, timing, and form of revolt. For Scott, the shift from a precapitalist to a capitalist agrarian economy was enacted through a “series of rude shocks” that, by demolishing regional moral economies, provoked a succession of profound dislocations and a frequent rhythm of peasant rebellions.30 In many regions, from early nineteenth-century Yucatán through mid-nineteenth-century Vietnam to early twentieth-century Morelos, this model held true.31 However, the idea can also be used to explain stability. Outside hubs of commercial agriculture, capitalism brought not shocks but rather “ambiguous shifts,” the readjustment but not upending of these unequal interclass relations.32 As Barrington Moore and E. P. Thompson suggest, in places elites could adjust their strategies to temper the sense of injustice that would otherwise generate revolt.33 The Mixteca Baja, with its narrow, fertile valleys, sparse vegetation, and vast eroded mountainsides proved such a place. Here, geography provided little incentive for elites to tear up their contracts with the region’s peasants. Instead, they adjusted “the balance of reciprocity” to maximize available profit, while at the same time minimizing the chances of revolt.34 For example, from 1830 onward elites declined the opportunity to purchase indigenous nobles’ lands. Instead, they encouraged Mixtec peasants to buy up the barren expanses as “agricultural societies,” bartering away agrarian control in exchange for political allegiance and commercial wealth.

  This cyclical reworking of the moral economy, repeated throughout the Mixteca Baja’s history and reinforced through conscious pulpit promotion of stable interethnic relations, negated the attraction of radical revolt, buttressed cross-class cooperation, and became the foundation for the region’s provincial conservatism. At the same time, the gradual and controlled percolation of capitalist relations also explains the flexible, hybrid nature of the region’s agrarian base with its strange symbiosis of modern and traditional elements. For example, by encouraging peasant villages to become agricultural societies and buy up noble lands, elites inadvertently created closed-corporate communities of individualist ranchers. These were egalitarian, defensive, and broadly democratic, throwbacks in many ways to the traditional colonial república. Yet their members, as purchasers of the land, were also private property owners, paragons of the new liberal smallholder establishment. Unified yet undergirded by a common notion of private property, equitable yet in hock to the region’s commercial elite, these agricultural societies were remarkably hardy institutions. Although they proved incomprehensible to the postrevolutionary state with its straightforward understanding of rural landholding, many survived until the 1960s.

  As well as hijacking moral economy theory, this book also rests on new appreciations of Mexico’s lay-clerical relations. Until very recently, most historians and anthropologists viewed the relationship between elite and popular (or official and folk) religion in oppositional terms. Catholicism’s colonial stain confirmed this view. For many, the syncretism or blend of Spanish and indigenous traditions that constituted communities’ religious rituals underscored the perpetual tension between ecclesiastical authorities and semipagan believers.35 For Laura Lewis, late colonial religion comprised a culturally Spanish “sanctioned domain,” expressed institutionally by the church and buttressed by the colonial legal system, and a culturally indigenous “unsanctioned domain,” characterized by witchcraft and healing.36 For Eric Van Young, the atavistic excesses of the Independence movement emerged from the “yawning cultural chasms” between Spanish and indigenous “views of the human and supernatural worlds” and the “deeprunning incompatibility of popular and elite mentality and culture.”37 For Paul Vanderwood, writing about the Tomochic rebellion of the late nineteenth century, priests and parishioners “lived different realities,” and “popular spirituality” operated “in a spirit of defiance towards authority.”38

  Although this static, Manichaean view of Catholicism works in certain regions, at certain times, and undoubtedly serves to explain the development of millenarian traditions, chiliastic uprisings, and clandestine pagan rituals, it fails to clarify why so many Mexicans not only continued to claim they were Catholic, but also fought for and died in defense of the Catholic Church. Instead, contemporary scholars of religion, following the work of European historians, have started to suggest that priests and parishioners were not involved in some sort of apocalyptic struggle, their relationship constantly on the point of anomie, rebellion, or collapse, but were rather engaged in perpetual, if occasionally fractious, dialogue.39 William B. Taylor argues that although individual clergymen and communities continued to squabble over the tenor of religious ritual, late eighteenth-century Mexico was broadly Catholic, and the “magical invocations to natural forces, auguries, love potions, medicinal magic, and devotion to animal figures” that had petrified early missionaries were now judged “harmless superstitions.” In fact, popular practices “existed with, more than against, the priest.”40 Matthew Butler in his work on the Cristada in Michoacán suggests adding nuance to the “basic elite-popular division by allowing for a measure of cross-class interaction.”41 Even Edward Wright-Rios in his study of apparition movements in early twentieth-century Oaxaca acknowledges that his evidence fails to “support the notion that popular religion in the archdiocese of Oaxaca exist[ed] in perpetual standoff with the institutional church.” Instead, he suggests that these extempore Virgin cults and speaking Christs indicate “the ongoing processes of interaction and negotiation within the church.”42

  This vision of the clergy and the laity involved in constant dialogue over both religious meaning and practice offers some distinct advantages. First, it allows historians to study religion “in a creative encounter with other social activities.”43 Rather than viewing elite and popular religion as fixed poles, the former a convenient rhetorical tool for autocratic elites, the latter a symbolic refuge for suffering peasants, we are forced to ground our understanding of everyday religious practice in the shifting power relationships between these two groups. Such an approach dovetails easily with contemporary analyses of the dialectical relationship between structure and culture and ties in with the multivalent, shifting concept of the peasant moral economy outlined previously.44 On the one hand it reaffirms our Marxisant impulse to contextualize religion within a region’s distinct socioeconomic conditions, to draw out how tensions over land tenure, commercial supremacy, and social hierarchy, as interpreted by priests, landowners, and peasants, affected religious practices and meanings. How, for example, did the shift from noble landholding to agricultural societies and from a defined community hierarchy to a more equitable social system change lay-clerical relations, cofradía structures, and relationships to the local saint? On the other hand, such a dynamic conceptualization also demands that we ask how religious relationships influenced social, economic, and political expectations. How, for example, did the expansion of Marian cults and female lay organizations affect community politics?45

  Second, such an approach permits historians to escape monolithic appreciations of the Catholic Church and focus our attention on power relationships within the institution.46 As Talal Asad argues, ecclesiastical authorities managed the “authorizing discourses” that “defin[ed] and control[led]” religion. The church, in an effort to “subject all practice to a unified authority,” could reject some practices and accept others, authenticate certain miracles and dismiss the rest, “regularize popular social movements into rule-following orders, or denounce them for heresy.”47 At the same time, individual priests could withdraw rites from, or spiritually banish noncompliant factions at their whim. However, parishioners were not entirely powerless. From the Reformation onward, bishops and priests throughout the Catholic world felt constantly threatened by non-Catholic groups. Enlightenment anticlericalism only heightened this fear. Despite ultramontane popish rhetoric, the local clergy, stripped of their tithes, their status, and their political roles, were increasingly willing to harness popular religious sentiment against these perceived threats.48 To do so, they were often forced to, in the words of Timothy Tackett, “clericalize popular religion,” to authorize more heterodox devotions, to allow for increased lay autonomy, and to hope that they could channel these enthusiasms in suitable directions.49

  Such an approach highlights the importance of the omnipresent intermediary—the village priest. In Mexico clergymen were located at “the sensitive intersections between Indian subjects and higher authorities” and, as a result, at the heart of negotiations over acceptable religious practice.50 As the buyers of saints, the innovators of lay organizations, and the blessers of caves, they, as much as their peasant charges, were the forgers of communities’ religious identities. As Taylor points out, some were autocrats, some snobs, some down-on-their-luck chancers. Others were devoted, easygoing, accommodating, and even kind.51 Yet distinct “clusterings of clerical attitudes” did emerge.52 Some regions relied almost entirely on clerical outsiders, urban-born priests scarcely able to comprehend local religious rites and keen to leave their small parishes for the wealth and the status of the cities.53 But other regions, including the Mixteca Baja, generated, taught, and then maintained their own priests.54 Bilingual and often of indigenous descent, these local clergymen were more likely to engage with community beliefs and incorporate them into the rhythm of the Catholic calendar. Furthermore, prelates, like the first bishop of the Mixteca Baja, could institutionalize this practice, building seminaries, scouting the parishes for pious potential students, and encouraging flexibility in dealings with parishioners.

  Third, by investigating the connections between religion and socioeconomic structure and taking seriously the role of the institutional church and the village clergy, we can start to construct appreciations of Mexico’s regional religious cultures. Mapping out these cultures, with their roots in shifting socioeconomic relations, diocesan dictates, individual clerical prudence, and lay innovation, is extremely hard. Beyond some fairly basic data, the kind of cliometric indicators employed to build up clear pictures of religious practice in France or Spain are nearly non-existent.55 At the same time, following Alan Knight’s contention that there were as many local political cultures as there were municipalities, there were probably as many religious cultures as there were distinct parishes.56 Looking back over the history of the Mixteca Baja, the oscillating popularity of certain shrines and pilgrimage routes can resemble the flickering of hundreds of tiny lights that shine brightly and then disappear from view. Yet local foci with their extralocal “fields of force” delineated broad trends, and by the end of the eighteenth century two overlapping archetypes of regional religiosity had emerged.57 In some regions of rapid capitalist development and limited lay-clerical dialogue, priestly expectations and popular practices had diverged. Priests concentrated in local towns, fulfilling their duties to a thin tier of the commercial elite. In the villages clerical visits were few, the sacraments were rarely taken, church education was sparse, and agricultural prosperity was sustained through a mixture of unauthorized festivals and semipagan hilltop rituals. In other regions, like the Mixteca Baja, where cross-class relations remained intact, communities’ religious rituals were far more dependent on the presence of the local clergy. Here, in these more clerical regions, priests supported local cofradías, shrines, and pilgrimage routes, the sacraments were fairly regularly taken, and church schools were widespread. Spanish, mixed-race, and indigenous groups shared religious spaces and religious beliefs and were often linked by regional cults.

  These religious cultures were not set in stone. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, socioeconomic shifts, ecclesiastical strategies, and exterior threats promoted divergent dynamics of religious change. In regions of limited church influence, the growth of large landholdings and the loss of community lands strained class relations, often along ethnic lines, and pushed scattered priests out of the villages and into the nonindigenous commercial centers. In these same areas liberal or revolutionary anticlericalism often combined with popular anticlericalism to cleave lay-clerical relations. As a result, the church’s power waned precipitously. Priests were scarce, church schools non-existent, and the power of pulpit preaching weak. Elite and popular religion split further as discussions over acceptable practice broke down. Here, two processes emerged. On the one hand, authorized “orthodox” rituals, including baptisms, church marriages, tithe payments, and the taking of sacraments, dwindled dramatically as natives “resist[ed] the imposition of clerical authority [and] the inculcation of approved Christian doctrine.”58 On the other hand, religious practice became increasingly “heterodox” as villagers usurped control over fiestas, village patrons, cofradías, and even aspects of the liturgy. These processes hardened existing tendencies, and as clerical expectations and lay practices diverged, peasants in these regions of “de-Christianization” became even more open to state anticlericalism.

  In contrast, in regions of continuing church influence, like the Mixteca Baja, other social and political forces led to an alternate dynamic of “re-Christianization.” In particular, violence or the threat of violence often brought clergy and laity together in an attempt to counter what they perceived as evidence of God’s ire. Government attacks on the church also served to push the clergy and the laity into a closer alliance. In both of these situations, elites, local priests, and peasants sought the middle ground. As a result, popular and elite religions aligned. Again, two processes occurred. Peasants self-consciously adopted the sanctioned, orthodox expectations of the church, funneling money toward church construction, paying tithes, adopting (at least visibly) clerical ideals of morality, and taking the sacraments.59 Concurrently, priests and elites also gave way, authorizing and channeling local cults, supporting cofradía autonomy, and celebrating popular pilgrimage routes. Again, these dynamics solidified existing dispositions, and as the clergy became increasingly subsumed into the general belief system, these regions in turn became even more resilient to anticlerical interference. Hierarchical yet flexible, orthodox yet regionally oriented, the disaggregated elements of this brand of re-Christianized regional religiosity often appeared paradoxical or even antithetical. Yet together they locked priests and parishioners into a tight lattice of mutual expectations around ritual practice.

  These twin models of regional religious development are what social sociologists might term “border conditions,” designed not to create another stable dichotomy nor offer static snapshots of religious cultures, but rather to order the spectrum of changing religious behavior under strain. As such, they serve to describe the religious expression of changing local identities.60 At any one time, most regions contained elements of both dynamics. Within regions of de-Christianization, some peasants continued to resist an alliance with state anticlericals, to obey the priest, and to attend the sacraments regularly. Within regions of re-Christianization, some peasants employed government rhetoric and state force to undermine priestly power. As Terry Rugeley states, “Some men [simply] hated priests.”61 Furthermore, they work best as interrelated models. Increasingly orthodox regions were generated as much by outside threats as by the inner mechanics of lay-clerical relations. Finally, both models are extremely dynamic and as a result often difficult to capture over the short term. The banishment of a single local priest or the adoption of some local ritual did not necessarily place a region in one or the other camp. Yet in describing Mexico’s long history of political and religious conflicts, these opposing rhythms of lay-clerical interaction do help to define and explain regional allegiances. Whereas regions of de-Christianization embraced radical doctrines (whether federalist, liberal, or revolutionary) of social reform and anticlericalism, regions of re-Christianization resisted such changes and instead supported conservative groups.

  Much of the book comprises a careful reconstruction of the Mixteca Baja’s social relations and religious culture. Yet it is also concerned with the political interaction between local factions, opposition parties, and national governments. Here, recent work on popular politics proves extremely useful. Over the past two decades scholars have started to piece together the relationship between elite ideologies and popular political motivations, elaborating on the connections and tensions between the two. For example, countless historians have outlined how Mexico’s peasants, artisans, and urban poor employed early nineteenth-century constitutionalist ideals to secure local rule.62 Others have described how peasants used liberalism as a “menu à la carte,” picking out principles, such as popular elections and the abolition of communal service, that suited local needs.63 Most recently, scholars have delineated how the Cardenista ideology of radical agrarismo shaped approaches to socioeconomic and political shifts after 1940.64 These same scholars have started to observe how these popular ideologies, transmitted through institutions, village traditions, and the teaching of parents and elders, could influence responses to political events over the long term. In doing so, they have often revealed the distance between elite and non-elite views. Thus, Emiliano Zapata invoked the popular liberalism of the 1857 Constitution to justify an assault on an avowedly liberal administration.65 Rubén Jaramillo appealed to the promises of Cardenismo to attack the regime Cárdenas had helped create.66

  Understandably, most scholars have concentrated on the local ramifications of broad national ideologies. Yet conservative political ideology also had its popular echo. This was often extremely difficult to ascertain. Conservative writers, obsessed by order and stability, were keen to play down the taint of mass support. At the same time, if state policies were judged unobtrusive (such as during the Porfiriato in the Mixteca Baja or during the 1940s and 1950s in the Altos de Jalisco), conservatism as a generally reactive rather than a proactive political approach could remain under the radar. However, from the nineteenth century onward a popular ideology of conservatism, or what I term “provincial conservatism,” also shaped regional political practices. Both elites and non-elites in the Mixteca Baja repeatedly supported national-level conservative leaders, from the centralists of the 1840s through the conservatives of the 1850s to the PAN of the 1950s. Throughout the period, two ideals linked these metropolitan and provincial groups. First, both rejected radical adjustments and instead embraced the need for gradual change. Whereas conservative elites employed the rhetoric of Edmund Burke, the neo-Thomists, or the Christian Democrats, provincial conservatives set about the pragmatic job of making subtle changes to the regional status quo.67 Second, both groups conceived of the Catholic Church as the key moderator of this gradual change. For conservative elites, the church provided the nation with a unifying language, a common culture, and a well-known set of agreed-upon symbols. For provincial conservatives, religious rituals led by the clergy explained and ensured the rain, the harvest, and the smooth maintenance of regional socioeconomic relations. As a result, both groups shared a deep-seated clericalism and were willing to defend the church hierarchy from bishop down to parish priest.68 Together, these ideals replicated what Georges Balandier has termed “the traditionalism of resistance,” the introduction of slow structural and political change beneath the veneer of cultural, and predominantly religious, continuities.69

  These twin constants of gradual change and church status not only provided the bond between metropolitan conservatives and their provincial counterparts but also molded all other aspects of the region’s political ideology, including ideas about citizenship, political practice, and land tenure. Whereas early nineteenth-century Mixtecs supported a strong centralist state as the upholder of Catholic values and the bringer of stability and order, twenty years later they conceived of the liberal state, with its raft of anticlerical policies, as pernicious and invasive. These constants also shaped patterns of political behavior. When the state seemed to serve local interests, elites and non-elites towed the party line, couching their demands in the deferential language of compliant citizens.70 In contrast, when the state threatened stable economic relations or church status, both groups vigorously opposed government policies, either through electoral contests (1930–1962) or armed revolt (1857–1867 and 1962). Finally, the drive to introduce change gradually, without conflict, and on terms on which both rich and poor could agree also regimented conceptions of land tenure. When radical rebels threatened reform, elites and non-elites defended the existing system through the discourse of reciprocal rights during the nineteenth century and through the rhetoric of private ownership during the twentieth. Yet as the shift suggests, neither group was averse to alteration. Between 1830 and 1890 indigenous nobles sold off the vast majority of their lands and created a new class of peasant smallholders.

  At the same time, provincial conservatism, like its popular liberal or revolutionary equivalents, could also fall out of step with metropolitan ideals. On the one hand, provincial conservatism often melted away as soon as national or state governments pulled away from radical or anticlerical strategies. Catholics in the Mixteca Baja supported the Díaz regime until its final days, showing little enthusiasm for the church-backed Partido Católico Nacional. Twenty years later, the soft-pedaling of revolutionary anticlerical policy persuaded all but a few Mixtec Catholics to renounce support for the Cristero rebels. On the other hand, local habitus could also outstrip elite conservative pragmatism, often unsettling metropolitan leaders. Provincial conservatism was always selective. During the 1830s and 1840s, local centralists blended federalist respect for local rule with a centralist concern for priestly authority, church morality, and stability and order. Despite ecclesiastical dictates, peasants continued to struggle against state schooling beyond the official détente of 1940. A decade later PAN followers bucked official party policy and used violent means to resist PRI electoral impositions.

  Together, the rejigging of moral economy theory, the interaction of elite and popular religion, and a political ideology of provincial conservatism serve to explain social relations, religious culture, and political allegiances in the Mixteca Baja in the two centuries since Independence. As readers will discover, the region was in many ways quite peculiar: dominated by a resilient indigenous noble class, cripplingly poor but covered in religious shrines, broadly indigenous yet comparatively literate, conservative but surrounded by radical liberals and revolutionaries. The longevity of the region’s political culture and the continuity between events in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries certainly make the region stand out. Few areas have sustained such stable socioeconomic relations or church influence over the past two hundred years. However, as constant comparisons make clear, the situation in the Mixteca Baja was repeated elsewhere throughout Mexico’s postcolonial period, in Nayarit under Manuel Lozada, in the Sierra Gorda under Tomás Mejía, and in the Bajío under the Sinarquistas.

  Furthermore, although differing rhythms and forms of state anticlericalism make direct comparison less easy, the integration of socioeconomic, cultural, and political analyses outlined here can be employed to understand other prochurch peasantries throughout Europe and Latin America over the past two centuries. Despite protestations of Mexican exceptionalism, the country’s Catholic rebels were not alone. Vendée peasants sided with local landholders to defend the church against French revolutionary reforms through armed rebellion and then prolonged passive resistance from the 1790s onward.71 During the early nineteenth century Peruvian and Colombian indigenous groups and Guatemalan smallholders also allied with local priests to combat state radicalism.72 In the “culture wars” of the second half of the nineteenth century, German, Polish, French, Spanish, and Mexican peasantries from Poznan in the east to Nayarit in the west did the same.73 Finally, the early Cold War saw Catholics throughout the globe join together to oppose the communist threat. Although clear national differences emerged, comparison is nonetheless possible, especially because these popular reactions to state anticlericalism developed a disconcertingly familiar and repetitive pattern born of common ideological heritage, growing religious interaction, and a tradition of intellectual orthodoxy.74

  Sources

  Before launching the reader into the text, I should briefly describe my sources. Investigating conservatism over the past two hundred years in a dusty, mountainous, poorly studied, predominantly indigenous region, hours from the capital of one of Mexico’s most liberal states, may appear quixotic. Yet there was a method to this madness. Unearthing the rhythm and focus of everyday religious life is notoriously difficult. As Butler points out, the usual source for such an understanding is the correspondence between diocesan authorities and parishioners. Yet these documents rarely mention the perfunctory ceremonies and regular festivities that make up the religious calendar and instead veer wildly in tone from overloaded condemnations of individual priests to bootlicking entreaties.75 In this context, working in the Mixteca Baja has some distinct advantages. First, thanks to the work of Elisa Garzón Balbuena and the support of the Apoyo al Desarrollo de Archivos y Bibliotecas de México (ADABI), the region’s parish records, not only of baptisms, marriages, and deaths but also of local cofradías and bishops’ visits, are extremely well organized and accessible.76 Second, from the 1890s onward, the future bishop of the Mixteca Baja, Rafael Amador y Hernández, ordered his priests to keep regular diaries. These diaries, called libros de gobierno, provide key insights into community histories, lay-clerical relations, quotidian religious practices, and individual priests and form the basis for the second half of this book.77

  Despite this serendipitous discovery of the libros de gobierno, re-creating life in a provincial conservative region still remains tougher than outlining events in corresponding liberal or revolutionary areas. Nominally anticlerical coalitions ruled Mexico from 1857 to 2000. Although they often reneged on their most radical propositions, even more conservative regimes expected non-elite groups to couch their demands in the reformist language of the state and keep constitutional infractions off the radar. As James Scott argues, states often required the appearance of hegemony, if not strict compliance with the letter of the law.78 As a result, finding evidence of prochurch or conservative practices is particularly hard. The discovery of cofradía properties disguised beneath agricultural societies during the 1870s or PAN councils hidden beneath juntas of civil administration in the 1950s requires the compilation and cross-checking of dozens of sources. Assuring that these were regional trends rather than chance exceptions necessitates the triangulation of even more. As a result, the book relies on nearly forty archives, from the ordered tranquility of locals’ private collections through the bureaucratic muddle of the Oaxaca state archive to the carefully controlled chaos of Puebla’s cathedral vaults.

  The book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter outlines the web of socioeconomic, political, and religious relationships that formed the regional moral economy during the colonial period. Chapters 2 and 3 deal with the period 1821 to 1867; Chapter 2 looks at socioeconomic, religious, and political developments, while Chapter 3 formulates a narrative of provincial conservative political action. Chapter 4 focuses on religion, politics, and socioeconomic developments during the Porfiriato, including the creation of village agricultural societies and the establishment of the local diocese in 1903. Chapter 5 examines the revolutionary period from 1910 to 1940 and highlights religious and political responses to revolutionary violence and state anticlericalism. Finally, the last chapter looks at political shifts in the period 1940 to 1962 and concentrates on local mass support for the PAN.


  
CHAPTER 1

   

  The People of the Cross

  The Mixteca Baja During the Colonial Period

  [image: Image]

  On April 12, 1703, the dominican priest of Tonalá, Antonio Guerrero, wrote to the bishop of Puebla to ask permission to reform and expand the constitution of the cofradía of the Holy Cross. He explained that the cult of the Holy Cross possessed special significance for the inhabitants of Tonalá and the surrounding villages. On May 3, 1655, Mixtecs from the nearby village of Tindú had informed the Dominican friar that every year on the feast day of the Holy Cross they heard music emanating from a cave on the rock face above the village. In response, the Dominicans, the local Spanish administrator, and the villagers of Tonalá walked the six leagues to Tindú to investigate. When they arrived they found that the cave could not be entered easily from the valley below. Consequently, they decided that the only way to reach the entrance was to lower somebody from the rocky hilltop above. They eventually fixed on a local man condemned to death. As villagers collected the necessary ropes, the prisoner took Communion and gave confession with the Dominican friars. Then the assembled crowd attached him to the ropes and let him down “with much work and risk” toward the mouth of the cave. After struggling over a stone outcrop above the opening, the man “miraculously” reached the cave and clambered in. A few minutes later he returned holding a wooden cross and was hoisted up to the expectant throng. The Dominicans took the cross “with much reverence and veneration” and proceeded to parade it around the neighboring villages where it was received “with happiness and joy.” Finally, the group arrived in Tonalá and placed the cross beside the altar of the monastery church, where it would remain. The friars immediately wrote to the Bishopric of Puebla and asked to establish a cofradía led by the region’s indigenous nobles to celebrate the incredible find.1 The discovery of the Holy Cross of Tonalá, its subsequent regional popularity, and its repetition in countless community Christ cults speaks not only to the profound influence of colonial Catholicism in the Mixteca Baja but also to the strong reciprocal links between indigenous elites, indigenous commoners, and the region’s Dominican missionaries. This tale—of how pre-Hispanic Mixtecs became the “people of the cross”—is the story of this chapter.

  After the Spanish Conquest, the regions of New Spain developed distinct local economies, interethnic relations, political systems, and religious cultures based on Spanish demands for raw materials and pre-Hispanic populations. In the north, intense waves of Spanish mining prospectors confronted dispersed, mobile indigenous groups. In the center of the country, commensurate levels of Spanish migrants interacted with a denser, sedentary indigenous population. Finally, in the south substantially fewer Spanish interlopers attempted to carve out a living among similarly dense indigenous settlements. However, divisions were much more complex than this rough cartography allows. In the south, varying physical geographies, pre-Hispanic population patterns and political systems, and regional market imperatives also had “enormous shaping power.”2 Over the three centuries of colonization, these differences combined to produce distinct local systems of economic interaction, political control, and religious identity. In some regions of the south, Spanish economic extraction, political domination, and religious intransigence generated sharp ethnic and cultural divisions that in turn caused high levels of political violence, especially during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But in other regions, stable arrangements emerged that mitigated disagreements and encouraged political dialogue rather than insurrection.

  During the colonial period, colonizers and colonized in the Mixteca Baja devised a social, economic, and political modus vivendi, elements of which survived into the nineteenth century and channeled popular support toward centralist and then conservative policies. Furthermore, they also constructed a regional language of religious devotion that allowed for, integrated, and eventually described the gradual changes wrought by the Bourbon Reforms and Independence. Limited Spanish immigration and sparse economic opportunities permitted the persistence of strongly hierarchical village organizations in which indigenous caciques and commoners engaged in paternalist relations of unequal but reciprocal exchange. Although migratory livestock haciendas and commerce drew these villages into the colonial economy, their internal relationships tended to be reinforced rather than undermined. This mutual interdependence of Spanish merchants, indigenous caciques, Mixtec peasants, and the environment was described in a series of regional cults both to the Cross and to Jesus Christ.

  Although the demographic, economic, political, and cultural pressures of the eighteenth century strained this precarious compact, it survived. First, the political model of the hierarchical village was both decentralized and reproduced with the creation of numerous new repúblicas de indios with similar arrangements of social inequality. Second, intermarriage between Spanish and mixed-race merchants and indigenous caciques and migratory hacienda workers created a tier of socially prestigious and culturally bilingual gente de razón who would not only go on to form the post-Independence regional elite but who could also settle interethnic disputes. Third, although Bourbon ecclesiastical reforms threatened to open up a divide between native and non-native groups, the decentralization of the regional language of religious devotion stabilized possible conflicts. The regional paternalist pact that emerged during the eighteenth century and stressed hierarchy, reciprocity, decentralization, and common devotions would frame popular responses to the conflicts of the nineteenth century.

  Geography, Pre-Hispanic Settlement, and the Conquest

  The Mixteca is an extensive, geographically diverse region extending 270 kilometers from southern Puebla to the Pacific coast and around 180 kilometers from eastern Guerrero to the western edge of the valleys of Oaxaca and Tehuacán. At the end of the sixteenth century, the Spanish roughly adopted the indigenous division of the region into three distinct zones. The Mixteca Alta is the central highland area of the Mixteca located between 1,500 and 2,500 meters above sea level. The Mixteca de la Costa is the southern low-lying region with heights ranging from sea level to 750 meters, which stretches northward from the Pacific coast to Putla. Finally, the Mixteca Baja is the northwesterly region with altitudes predominantly between 750 and 1,650 meters.3 This book will deal with the entire region of the Mixteca Baja, encompassing the modern political districts of Huajuapan and Silacayoapan and the northern sections of Juxtlahuaca and Teposcolula in Oaxaca as well as Acatlán in Puebla. But most of the historical data are taken from archives in the central district of Huajuapan.

  These clear geographical divisions mask a host of complex microclimates. Although the Mixteca Baja is relatively low lying, it includes fertile valleys, sheer ravines, rolling hills, and towering mountains. The valleys follow the path of the Río Mixteco and its tributaries, which consist of short, seasonally fluctuating streams. At times the streams run through imposing gullies with rock sides as in San Sebastián del Monte or the Boquerón de Tonalá. Sometimes the streams open up into rivers and rich floodplains at places like Huajuapan, Juxtlahuaca, Atoyac, and Tonalá. The Dominican chronicler Francisco de Burgoa described the valley of Juxtlahuaca as very fertile, “with two beautiful rivers . . . which turned emerald in the sun.” But regions of agricultural potential were divided by an extensive network of hills, mountains, and cliffs. Thus, Burgoa also claimed that Juxtlahuaca was “the most mountainous area of the country.”4 As the region ascends toward the Sierra Madre del Sur, mountains like La Soledad in Huajuapan, El Cerro del Venado in Juxtlahuaca, and El Cerro de Ihualtepec reach heights between 2,500 and 3,000 meters.5 The contrast between the valleys and mountains is further accentuated by the differences in soil and temperature. While the valleys are covered by copious fluvial deposits, the hills and mountains are covered by a thin layer of dirt only 10 centimeters deep, extremely prone to erosion, and only amenable to hardy grasses, cacti like the nopal and bisnaga, and agaves like the maguey.6 Moreover, whereas temperatures on the valley floors rarely fall below 10 degrees, thus avoiding the destructive frosts of the Mixteca Alta, temperatures in the mountains can dip below freezing. Low and irregular annual rainfall exacerbates the Mixteca Baja’s environmental instability. Although the rainy season starts in May and lasts until September, monthly rainfall barely rises above 170 millimeters even in the wettest month of August.7 As rains often come late or not at all, the region perpetually exists between the “danger of frost and the fear of drought.”8

  Sedentary peoples populated the Mixteca Baja over four thousand years ago, but not until AD 300 did complex settlement patterns start to emerge. From AD 300 to 800 the Nuiñe culture flourished at ceremonial centers like El Cerro de las Minas above the valley of Huajuapan. The Mixtec Baja stood at one end of a densely inhabited, commercially linked triangle of pre-Hispanic communities stretching from the Mixteca Baja in the south to Tehuacán in the east and Teotihuacán in the north. However, by the Late Classic period El Cerro de las Minas had been abandoned, and the Mixteca Alta became the hub of Mixtec culture.9 “The Baja and Costa regions . . . were now regarded as . . . peripheral to the central zone.”10 Nevertheless they were still well populated and economically important. As complex centers declined, the Mixteca Baja became divided into numerous smaller “village-states” and resembled a “fragmented political panorama of de facto independent kingdoms.”11 The hills around Huajuapan supported Postclassic settlements like Ihualtepec, Tequixtepec, Chila, Acatlán, and Diquiyú as well as other small communities near the contemporary villages of Calihuala, Cuyotepeji, Huapanapan, Patlanalá, Tezoatlán, Tutla, Silacayoapan, Xochixtlapilco, and Suchitepec.12

  Although many of these communities paid tribute to the Triple Alliance, they maintained a distinctly Mixtec political system. Individual village-states were highly stratified. At the apex of the pyramid was a class of royal lords (or yya) who held their position by right of inheritance. Below the lords was a class of nobles (or toho), often related to the royal family. They made up the administrators, warriors, and priests of these small city-states. Finally, at the bottom was a differentiated mass of commoners (ñadehi) and slaves who worked as servants, peasants, and artisans.13 The nobility were “absolute masters and had full and complete jurisdiction” in their villages.14 Furthermore, they also extracted labor and tribute from the commoners resident on their lands. In return, they offered physical protection and played important religious roles as priests and intermediaries between the earthly realm and the divine. As Kevin Terraciano argues, the Mixteca Baja was probably even more hierarchical than the Mixteca Alta.15 But although individual communities were divided, the system itself was highly flexible and decentralized. Communities avoided internecine warfare through marriages between noble families. At the same time, supple bilinear inheritance patterns prevented the extreme concentration or fragmentation of territorial dominance.16

  As Ronald Spores argues, the Spanish Conquest of the Mixteca was carried out with “little overt opposition from the natives.” From 1520 to 1550 a handful of rebellions occurred along the coast around Tututepec, a few of which reached into the Mixteca Baja. But in general the response to mistreatment by the Spanish was flight rather than fight. When the population of Tamazulapan suffered the exorbitant assessments and excessive labor demands of a local Spanish landowner in 1535, the village went into hiding in the mountains.17 Yet Spanish dominance did radically transform the region. Waves of disease hit the Mixteca on at least four occasions during the late sixteenth century.18 According to Woodrow Borah and Sherbourne Cook, the population of the Mixteca Alta declined from a precolonial level of 700,000 to 57,000 by 1590 and 30,000 by 1670.19 Although population decline may not have been quite this dramatic, the diseases were devastating.20 A century later, Burgoa commented that there had been such a demographic drop “that some villages remain[ed] empty, without a person, and others . . . with eight or ten inhabitants.”21 By 1580, the Mixteca Baja had a population of around 6,500 Indian tributaries or around 23,500 inhabitants divided unevenly over the settlements. Whereas large towns like Acatlán and Silacayoapan possessed ample population, smaller villages like Petlalcingo and Tepeji listed less than two hundred tribute payers.22 Within forty years the population had probably fallen by half again.23

  As well as importing disease, the first generations of Spanish conquistadores also imposed a system of political governance on the region. At first they divided the territory into eleven encomiendas in which the Mixtecs were entrusted as laborers to individual conquistadores.24 During the second half of the sixteenth century, the encomiendas were slowly phased out and replaced with another political organization that would endure until the late eighteenth century. Jurisdiction of indigenous settlements was now divided between corregimientos and alcaldías directed by appointed Spanish administrators. The Mixteca Baja had corregimientos with seats in Huajuapan, Ihualtepec, and Silacayoapan and two alcaldías with seats in Tonalá and Acatlán. This political geography changed little over the colonial period, although it appears that the small corregimiento of Ihualtepec was extinguished and the alcaldía of Tonalá shifted location to Huajuapan after a devastating earthquake in 1711.25

  In addition to the establishment of Spanish jurisdictional seats during the late sixteenth century, the conquerors also instituted the process of congregación, attempting to concentrate the falling indigenous population into manageable units for reasons of political control and religious evangelization. These units were divided between a cabecera, or head town, and multiple smaller sujeto (subject) villages. The effects were distinctly mixed. On the one hand, some yya and toho families from outlying villages moved into the cabeceras, many of which had been established around the region’s Dominican convents. In doing so, they effectively created new concentrations of noble power linked to the Spanish colonial regime. As late as 1770 14 percent of the missionary town of Tequixtepec claimed noble heritage.26 On the other hand, other indigenous villages, including their noble families, stayed put. The attempted congregaciones of Zacatepec and Ihualtepec in 1603 left thirteen and twenty-seven subject villages, respectively. While some of these subject villages disappeared, others retained their lands and would become cabeceras during the eighteenth century.27

  The geography, political system, and relatively pacific conquest of the Mixteca Baja shaped the region’s subsequent history. The divergent, unbalanced semi-arid environment delineated the region’s economy. In the fertile valleys, especially to the north around Atoyac, Spanish settlers struggled against entrenched Mixtec communities to establish small sugar plantations and mills. Yet the region’s precipitous mountains also permitted the survival and adaption of other Mixtec villages. These tacked between developing their own intensive sheep- and goat-herding operations and renting pastoral lands to Spanish-owned mobile livestock estates or haciendas volantes. Moreover, precipitous geography and Postclassic patterns of political development not only delineated regions of agricultural expansion and pastoral enterprise, they also aided the survival of indigenous political organization.

  The Colonial Moral Economy

  Until recently, historians argued that indigenous groups survived the colonial period by reconstituting themselves as “closed, corporate communities.” Building on the work of Woodrow Borah, Eric Wolf argued that the population decline of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries caused a “century of depression.” During this period indigenous villages retrenched, forming strong community structures that sought to meet Spanish demands for labor and resources without surrendering local autonomy to outsiders. These new communities possessed three distinct characteristics. First, by tenaciously enforcing corporate controls such as communal landholding, they were broadly egalitarian. Second, by encouraging endogamy and agricultural subsistence, they were closed to the outside world. Third, religion, and in particular the cult of village saints operating through religious confraternities, acted functionally to redistribute wealth.28 Over the last two decades historians and ethnohistorians have started to question what John Chance calls this “anthropological invention of tradition,” a “reified theory” that has acted as a substitute “for actual empirical inquiry.”29 Although the model of the closed corporate community may work for certain villages at certain times, it should not be imposed indiscriminately on the entirety of colonial Mexico.

  In fact, many villages, including those of the Mixteca Baja, survived the colonial period as intensely hierarchical and open institutions within which religious organizations served not to redistribute wealth but instead described the uneven pact between indigenous lords, indigenous commoners, and the colonial regime. First, as numerous scholars have argued, the assertion that indigenous lords gradually became indistinguishable from the commoners they once dominated does not hold for huge swathes of New Spain.30 In fact, indigenous lords, often directly descended from pre-Hispanic noble families, dominated villages in the valleys of Mexico, Puebla, and Toluca until the end of the eighteenth century. Indeed, the “supposedly egalitarian character of the indigenous community might not have existed in colonial” New Spain.31 Second, most villages, even in the more peripheral regions of New Spain, were economically and socially open. Indigenous villagers voluntarily played a key role in commercial capitalism as producers, laborers, muleteers, and merchants.32 At the same time, geographical mobility and consequently exogamy were extremely common.33 Third, this system remained stable due to a series of reciprocal agreements between elites (both native and non-native) and commoners, or what E. P. Thompson and James Scott call a “moral economy.34 Religion was so fundamental to these agreements, they might be better termed a spiritual economy and the community, as John Monaghan argues, a “congregation.”35 In return for produce, labor, obedience, and deference, commoners expected indigenous elites and the colonial church to provide the space, funds, and institutional backing for the local cults they believed to be essential to their subsistence. This moral economy, reconfigured and redrawn but not destroyed, became the foundation for regional conservatism during the nineteenth century.

  Caciques and Commoners

  During the sixteenth century the Spanish realized that in order to rule the colony without a large standing army, they needed to adopt the political patterns of the colonized. Particularly in regions of relatively pacific conquest, they allowed the continuation of noble, or what they termed “cacique,” dominance. In 1558 the Council of the Indies demanded that Spanish administrators respect and treat justly “cacicazgos . . . caciques or their descendants that claim succession in them.” If they had previously “unjustly deprived them of their cacicazgos,” they were to be restituted “and judicial notice given to all concerned.”36 In some regions with a high Spanish presence, invasive haciendas, and a thin Indian population, the edict could not arrest the nobility’s decline. But in others, like the Mixteca Baja, male and female members of yya or cacique families were exempted from tribute and taxes and were allowed to continue their social, economic, and political supremacy until the late eighteenth century in return for collecting tribute, keeping the peace, and taking a lead role in Christian evangelization,.

  As in the pre-Hispanic period, cacique and cacica dominance was expressed in all facets of everyday life. Unlike their peasant counterparts who were baptized with two simple Spanish first names, they adopted the surnames of famous conquistadores, friars, and bishops, such as Alvarado and Villagómez, and were to be addressed with the noble Spanish prefix don.37 In contrast to their dependants who inhabited one-room wooden shacks or jacales, most caciques continued to live in relative luxury in stone palaces in the centers of communities. These were large complexes with several rooms or groups of single-room houses arranged around sunken patios. Although earthquakes destroyed many of the stone palaces of the Mixteca Baja, they probably resembled those of the Mixteca Alta. Kevin Terraciano recounts that the complex at Yanhuitlán contained nine separate patios during the sixteenth century and that the main patio of the Teposcolula palace could fit over one hundred people.38 The caciques also looked different. The men were permitted to dress in Spanish fabrics and styles, ride horses, and carry swords and guns. The women mixed European clothes with expensive indigenous jewelry.39

  Caciques not only maintained the outward appearance of superiority, they backed up appearance with control of land, labor, commerce, and political power. Individual villages did petition for lands for the pasture of livestock during early colonial period, but caciques dominated the confirmations of landholdings from the Council of the Indies in the form of mercedes. For example, between 1593 and 1594 Juan de Velasco, the cacique of Huajuapan; Pedro de Alvarado, the cacique of Silacayoapan; Jeronimo de la Cruz, the cacique of Ihualtepec; and Diego Cortés, the cacique of Patlanalá all received permission to use sites for livestock pasture.40 Between 1550 and 1620 caciques received sixteen plots. In comparison, individual communities gained eleven and Spanish settlers just three.41 In addition to official confirmations, local Spanish administrators were also permitted to hand out mercedes to individual nobles.42 Some families amassed enormous private landholding empires through perspicacious marriages and judicial persistence. In 1724 Domingo de la Cruz y Guzmán, the cacique of Tonalá, claimed to own lands in Atoyac, San Ildefonso Salinas, Santa María, Ayuquila, San Andrés, San Sebastián del Monte, Yuchío, Tindú, Huajuapan, and Tonalá.43 When Narciso Villagómez Cortés de Velasco assumed the cacicazgo of Tequixtepec in 1790, he took over lands in the adjoining villages of Suchitepec, Cuyotepeji, Tequixtepec, Chila, and Miltepec.44 His brother-in-law, Martín José Villagómez Pimentel de la Cruz Guzmán, had an even grander agrarian empire to the north around Acatlán and Petlalcingo and to the west in Tonalá and Silacayoapan. He even claimed huge properties to the south in Yanhuitlán, Teposcolula, and Chicahuaxtla.45

  Caciques not only owned huge properties, they also laid claim to the labor of commoners resident on these properties. As a result, although the Spanish officially prohibited the ownership of terrazgueros, or serfs, by indigenous rulers in 1618, dependents in the Mixteca Baja continued to offer personal services to caciques well into the nineteenth century. The priest of Huajolotitlán certified that Narciso Villagómez Cortés de Velasco was the son of local nobles who “were attended by personal services and received as caciques.”46 In 1783 a peasant from Cuyotepeji claimed that the village traditionally supplied the local cacique with “two Indians for his house and a woman to grind the corn.” They also handed over thirty bushels of maize, beans, and chile for his house and “two hens at Easter and during the other principal fiestas.”47 Other caciques were even more exacting. According to local villagers, Lucia de Terrazas Moctezuma, the cacica of Ihualtepec, demanded that four Indians work as textile weavers and domestic servants in her house each week without any recompense. She also forced other villagers to spend their own money on traveling “to distant lands with her merchandise.” Another village complained that she had them give up half the salt they collected and half a bushel of maize per year.48

  Finally, caciques also transposed their pre-Hispanic political dominance into the Spanish system of repúblicas de indios. As Arij Ouwenweel argues, “Caciques appropriated the [governorship of republics] in such a way that the terms [governor and cacique] were . . . synonyms.”49 For example, members of the Cruz cacique family held the position of governor of Tonalá from 1715 to 1730 with only one interruption. Over the next century they shared the position with other caciques including members of the Mendoza, Guzmán, and Salazar families.50 Caciques from the Villagómez and Bautista families monopolized political control of the villages of Tequixtepec, Suchitepec, and Miltepec during the 1730s and 1740s.51 Martín Joseph de Villagómez Guzmán y Mendoza held the position of governor of Silacayoapan from 1719 to 1723.52 According to Margarita Menegus Bornemann, caciques ruled the villages of Tejupan, Chazumba, and Acaquizapan from 1757 to 1758.53

  However, the relationship between caciques and indigenous commoners was not one sided. Rather, it was, as Ouwenweel argues, one of “reciprocal dominance.”54 In return for obedience, deference, and labor, Mixtec commoners demanded land use, justice, and protection. Lucia de Terrazas Moctezuma’s dependents took her to court because they alleged that she refused to allow their “traditional rights” to build houses and collect palm, maguey flowers, copal, and wood on her lands. She retorted that she not only did this but also lent them lands to pasture cattle and goats.55 Similarly, the commoners of Chazumba complained that in contrast to his predecessors, their present cacique no longer allowed them to “pasture their livestock on his mountainous lands, cultivate and sow on his fertile lands, and collect wood, palm, beehives, cacti, chiles, and clay from the forests.”56 Although arguments over the exact terms of this traditional contract between caciques and peasants became increasingly common during the late eighteenth century, most caciques still acknowledged their responsibilities. Esteban Jiménez, the cacique of Acaquizapan, defended the lands of his pueblo against the designs of the neighboring cacique, Gregorio Villagómez, during the 1780s.57 Jacinto Jiménez de Esquivel, the cacique of Tequixtepec, claimed that he “loved the Indians without any [ulterior] motive.”58 In fact, so strong was the bond between nobles and peasants that villages often supported the more down-on-their-luck caciques. In 1705 the village of Tequixtepec claimed that their cacique had been “as a father to us” and asked whether the official house of the governor could be returned to him.59 Although several villages accused Lucia de Terrazas Moctezuma of unjust exactions, other communities supported her case, acknowledging her possession of the lands they inhabited and claiming that they always gave to her “according to custom.”60

  The structure, if not the persistence, of cacique-commoner relations resembled that of many other villages of central New Spain, with one crucial difference. Unlike many other areas of the colony, noble rule in the Mixteca Baja was shared between male and female members of the noble house. Although the Spanish prohibited women from taking political roles in the villages and judicial roles in court, there was little decline in female status during the colonial era as cacicas could inherit, possess, and pass on titles like their male counterparts.61 When nobles married, caciques and cacicas ruled property jointly, and if the man died first the woman took over the land and personal services of her husband. When she died, properties were split, often fairly evenly, between sons and daughters.62 Bilinear inheritance patterns allowed the establishment of huge cacicazgos ruled over exclusively by women. Thus when her husband died, Lucia de Terrazas Moctezuma not only inherited a herd of over fifteen hundred cattle, “thousands of sheep,” and a textile enterprise, but also the land and commoners of twenty-five separate villages. According to the litigants, their labor had provided her “with so much money” that she was one of the richest leaders in the Mixteca.63 Similarly, in the early eighteenth century Teresa de la Cruz Villagómez Pimentel y Guzmán owned huge swathes of property around Yanhuitlán and Acatlán, which she inherited from her aunt in 1717.64

  In some areas of New Spain, like Tarascan Michoacán, northern Yucatán, and the Sierra Norte de Puebla, caciques were in decline by the late sixteenth century.65 In other areas, they survived, but only just. In these regions social relations were effectively reduced to an ethnic dyad as Spanish and mestizo interlopers confronted a fairly undifferentiated mass of Indian villagers. However, in the Mixteca Baja and other regions of central Mexico wealthy, powerful indigenous caciques not only survived the colonial rupture, but also prospered.66 Furthermore, although commoners increasingly clashed with their noble lords, especially in the larger commercial villages of the region, the paternalist relationship of “reciprocal dominance” endured, was successfully replicated, and would provide a model for social and political relations during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Finally, the strength of cacicas during colonial period and, as we shall see, up to the mid-nineteenth century suggests reasons for the ready acceptance of female religious leaders from the 1860s onward.

  Religion and the Catholic Church

  The relationship between caciques and commoners was not simply based on unequal economic exchange. As in the pre-Hispanic period, caciques were also expected to fulfill a religious role as key intermediaries between the divine and earthly spheres, thus ensuring regular rain and propitious harvests. In regions with limited or incipient church influence or declining cacique status, nobles sometimes reverted to unorthodox crypto-pagan methods of guaranteeing the economic stability of the community.67 However, in regions like the Mixteca Baja where the missionary orders were well established by the end of the sixteenth century and caciques remained powerful throughout the period, the official church became a third actor in the moral economy. By framing a shared regional ideology and practice of religious devotion, the church legitimized the caciques’ position. In return, caciques became the lay elite of the church and were expected to use their considerable power to bring commoners into the Catholic fold.

  The Dominicans arrived in the Mixteca during the 1530s. After the shock of the Conquest, which precipitated a series of politically motivated trials for idolatry and culminated in the execution of several indigenous caciques, the friars started to establish huge monasteries throughout the region.68 At first they concentrated their efforts in the more densely populated Mixteca Alta, erecting the magnificent complexes with their open-air chapels and large patios at Coixtlahuaca, Yanhuitlán, and Teposcolula. But by the end of the sixteenth century, they had moved into the Mixteca Baja and built monasteries in Chila, Tonalá, Tamazulapan, Tejupan, Huajuapan, Tequixtepec, Ihualtepec, Juxtlahuaca, and Tecomaxtlahuaca.69 By the end of the sixteenth century the Mixteca monasteries accounted for eighteen of the sixty-four Dominican establishments in Mexico.70 In 1596 the administration of the Dominican orders split. The Oaxaca City branch took control of the establishments in the Mixteca Alta, while the Mexico City branch continued to direct those of the Mixteca Baja.71 In 1656 the Mexico City branch divided again, and the monasteries of the Mixteca Baja fell within the jurisdictional ambit of the new Puebla branch.72 Although the Diocese of Puebla had occasionally attempted to replace the order with secular priests, by the mid-eighteenth century the Puebla Dominicans still possessed eleven monasteries in the region. They had even expanded during the period, constructing new complexes at Tamazola and Tezoatlán. In 1747 these employed forty-three friars, unevenly distributed over the different establishments. In the central region of the Mixteca Baja, roughly correspondent to the contemporary districts of Huajuapan and Silacayoapan, there were sixteen friars or one for every thousand indigenous inhabitants.73 In addition, secular priests resided in the parishes of Tlapancingo and Silacayoapan.74 Even in baroque New Spain, the concentration of priests in such a rural area was extraordinary. Outside the major cities, other regions of New Spain possessed around one priest per two thousand Indians.75

  The concentration and longevity of the Dominican order in the Mixteca Baja allowed the development of an orthodox Catholic culture based on education, church construction, cofradías, and the regional cult of the Holy Cross. However, this relatively successful program of conversion depended on the adoption of the pre-Hispanic socioreligious system. Postclassic nobles were not only political but also “religious rulers . . . intermediaries between the human community and the Other World, the domain of the Gods.”76 The term yya not only signified “lord” but also “god.” As Maarten Jansen argues, nobles, through their allegedly divine heritage, were “depositaries of territorial sacrality,” responsible for renewing the annual pact with the gods, which in turn ensured the survival and prosperity of the community.77 Pre-Hispanic nobles in the Mixteca acted as priests, extracting blood “from their tongues and ears” to serve the spirits of the earth.78 In the early post-Conquest period, before sustained evangelization had taken place, caciques continued these practices. In 1544 the Inquisition accused nobles from Yanhuitlán and Coatlán of continuing pre-Hispanic sacrifices to the old gods.79 Despite these initial failures, over the next two centuries the co-option of nobles’ roles as divine intermediaries would become the centerpiece of the conversion process. Discarding the less acceptable practices of blood sacrifice and direct mediation, caciques allied with the colonial church and became what Spores has termed “devices for directed acculturation.” Thus, as church officers, church builders, and cofradía leaders they both “maintain[ed] an intimate tie to the past which justified and validated their position in the social hierarchy” and “made conscious efforts to embrace a new system of values and a new way of life.”80

  During the sixteenth century, Dominicans made their initial contact with the Mixtec nobility through a process of mutual education. The Dominicans learned Mixtec and, with the help of certain pious nobles, translated Christian texts into the indigenous language. From the 1550s onward Dominicans were expected to learn at least one indigenous language and were prohibited from preaching and administering confession before demonstrating their proficiency.81 Burgoa’s hagiography of the early Dominicans is replete with mentions of friars who studied and learned Mixtec.82 Over two centuries later the obligation remained, and the Puebla branch still retained a Mixtec language teacher for the region’s numerous friars.83 During this period the Dominicans also produced numerous linguistic and religious texts, including dictionaries, catechisms, prayers, plays, spiritual tracts, and explanations of Christian doctrine. Especially initially, nobles had an important role in the production of these teaching aids. Jansen convincingly establishes that Benito Hernández’s Doctrina cristiana en lengua mixteca was written with the cooperation of Mixtec nobles, not only adopting the noble Mixtec dialect but also native symbolism, with a heavy emphasis on gold, green plumes, and the sun.84 Other nobles took a more direct role in the transmission of Christian knowledge. Diego Osorio was a cacique from the village of Achiutla and accepted the Dominican habit after he was widowed. As a friar he dedicated his remaining years to translating the prayers of saints and books of hymns into Mixtec.85 Gabriel Valdiviesio was a noble “of such talent and so given to reading books that by his hand he translated and composed prayers and spiritual treatises that totaled 27 books . . . which many ministers have used.”86 The friars employed these materials to transmit the major tenets of Christianity to their Indian charges at schools established on the patios of the major monasteries. According to Burgoa, the monastery of Tecomaxtlahuaca possessed a music school and a school of Christian doctrine.87 Although the general efficacy of these schools is uncertain, and many Mixtecs probably failed to attain the questionable benefits of a Christian education, they did manage to train many of the noble elite in the finer points of Catholicism. As the process of congregación had concentrated many elite families around the monasteries, the Dominicans forced them to send their children to the church schools. As a result, by the eighteenth century Mixtec nobles, living in their stone palaces surrounding the monastery complexes at Huajuapan, Tonalá, Tamazola, Tezoatlán, Ihualtepec, and Chila, formed an educated Christian elite. When the bishop of Puebla reached Tonalá in 1766, ten years after the Dominicans had left, he disparaged the educational level of the general Indian populace but admitted that the Mixtec nobles “knew Christian doctrine,” could recite “the important prayers,” “were very observant,” and “went to church every Sunday for mass.”88

  As members of a lay elite, nobles not only reprised their pre-Hispanic religious roles, they also helped the church to establish the infrastructure of evangelization as patrons and church officers. In the Mixteca Alta, we have ample evidence that caciques organized labor for the construction of the enormous complexes and donated money and land to the Dominican order. Gabriel de Guzmán, the cacique of Yanhuitlán in the late sixteenth century, “actively collaborated in the building of [the monastery complex].” In exchange, the friars diverted some of the labor to build him a new stone palace beside the temple.89 Evidence from the Mixteca Baja is sparser because so many of the monasteries collapsed during the region’s periodic earthquakes. In 1555 the cacique of Tamazulapan donated a strip of fertile land to the institution.90 Thirty years later the neighboring cacique of Tejupan allowed the friars of the nearby monastery to grow wheat on his fields.91 The practice of collaboration continued into the eighteenth century. The cacique families of Tonalá pooled their resources to help reconstruct the temple of Tonalá after its collapse in 1711.92 Caciques also funded the decoration of these massive churches. The nobles of Tamazulapan funded the painting of Our Lady of the Rosary in the church at Tamazulapan during the early 1700s. The painter immortalized their generosity by including them in the picture.93

  Caciques also helped the process of evangelization as officers of the church, acting as fiscales, sacristans, cantores, and church notaries. These church officers assisted the Dominicans in their sacerdotal duties, maintained church buildings and ornaments, and policed the faith. The fiscales held the most controversial office. They collected church taxes, took roll at Sunday Mass, enforced the moral demands of the church, and administered corporal punishment to indigenous sinners. In contrast, sacristans were responsible for more mundane tasks including the cleanliness, security, and general care of the church buildings. Cantores led the choir in sung Masses, and church notaries helped the priest write down baptisms, marriages, and deaths.94 Male members of the noble families dominated these positions throughout the colonial period. From 1689 to 1710, members of the Cruz, Velasco, Pacheco, and Bautista families were fiscales in Huajuapan and signed their names as marriage witnesses.95 From 1720 to 1735 nobles from the Cruz, Guzmán, and Mendiola families in Tonalá held the role of fiscal and at least one of the sacristan positions every year.96

  However, if ecclesiastical education, donation, and administration brought together the Dominican friars and the noble elite by overlaying the pre-Hispanic socioreligious order with Christian imperatives, three further innovations succeeded in drawing non-noble Mixtecs into the region’s religious culture: cofradías, godparentage, and the cult of the Holy Cross. During the late seventeenth century the Dominicans started to establish cofradías throughout the Mixteca Baja. At first, the cofradías reflected the evangelical preoccupations of the friars and were chosen specifically to promote the central tenets of the new faith. So, like the other Dominican-controlled regions of New Spain, the Parish of Tonalá in 1752 possessed cofradías to the Holy Sacrament, the Holy Cross, Our Lady of the Rosary, Saint Dominic, the Souls in Purgatory, and Our Lady of Sorrows. As William Taylor argues, New World cofradías, like their Old World counterparts, played an important role in orthodox Christian practice and were intended as ways to “increase public devotion, maintain the [church] and make more secure the priests’ income from masses and fiestas.”97 The cofradía of the Holy Sacrament of Tonalá was responsible for funding the weekly Mass throughout the year. Members paid for the regular supply of wafers, oil, sacramental wine, and flowers for these Masses. The organization also funded the parish’s elaborate Corpus Christi celebrations in June.98 Similarly, the cofradía of Our Lady of the Rosary in Chila possessed an image of the Virgin, two crowns, a dress, and a series of cloaks for the annual celebration in October. During the year they spent six pesos on monthly Masses, 12 pesos on Masses during the fiesta, and another 10 pesos on candles to light the image throughout the year.99

  However, although cofradías were introduced by the Spanish to sustain religious cult, they were not simply another of the colony’s imposed obligations. Throughout New Spain, indigenous groups took up, modified, and replicated these organizations according to regional political and economic circumstances. In some regions, they were adapted to the egalitarianism and gradual democratization of community life. But in the Mixteca Baja, they served to maintain the relationship of reciprocal dominance between caciques and commoners. From 1650 to 1750 caciques funded and administered most of the official cofradías in the Mixteca Baja. For example, according to the records for the cofradía of the Holy Sacrament of Tonalá in 1714, 150 of the organization’s 286 goats were donated by the cacique, Domingo de la Cruz. The remaining livestock, including three bulls, thirty-two cows, and 136 goats, were handed over by individual villagers, but noble members of the Cruz, Velasco, and Navarrete families dominated. These families went on to monopolize control of the cofradía for the next three decades. Elections for the head, or mayordomo, of the organization, which were held every year after the celebration of Corpus Christi, happened “in the presence of the cacique and other nobles of the village.” Almost invariably the voters chose a member of the cacique clans. Thus, Domingo de la Cruz, the cacique of Tonalá, was re-elected every year from 1718 to 1724. He then passed the post on to another cacique of Tonalá who held the position until his death in 1726. The electors then selected another cacique, Juan Bautista Cortés y Velasco, the cacique of Chila who was resident in Tonalá, to control the organization until 1738.100 Nobles also funded and dominated the cofradía of Our Lady of the Rosary in Chila. Between 1741 and 1755 the mayordomos came exclusively from the noble Ximénez, Bautista, and Velasco clans. When the ecclesiastical authorities of Puebla arrived in 1754 and demanded money to pay the bishop, the cacique, Juan Bautista, made up the shortfall in the cofradía’s accounts.101 Although most church records only mention male members, records for the cofradía of the Holy Sacrament in Tequixtepec indicate that noble women replicated their economic dominance in the religious sphere. The list of the thirty members of the cofradía in 1740 lists fourteen nobles, including nine cacicas from the Velasco, Bautista, and Mendoza families.102

  This noble pre-eminence in the religious sphere came with defined expectations. Although the cofradías were politically exclusive, they also served as forms of social security for the communities as a whole. On the one hand, cofradías performed distinct duties for members of the village. The cofradía of the Blessed Souls of Purgatory in Tonalá was in charge of shrouding, transporting, and burying the bodies of dead villagers. Members also paid for twelve candles to be lit atop the tomb. In addition, they were responsible for burying any bodies found unclaimed on the roads around the community and sending helpers to “give love and succor” to any of the villagers who fell ill.103 On the other hand, cofradías also had a broad economic role in defending and distributing village wealth. At the most basic level, they placed the lands and goods of caciques and villagers under the protection of the church. During the eighteenth century, the various cofradías of Tonalá owned the lands of the Yetla ranch. At the beginning of the eighteenth century they pastured around five hundred goats and forty cattle and sowed a little corn. Over time they sold off the goats and bought up more cattle and horses. By 1754 the village’s seven cofradías owned a total of 790 cows, 215 horses, and twenty-nine mules.104 Other cofradías diversified further. The cofradía of Our Lady of the Rosary in Chila not only invested in fertile land but also maguey and wheat, which were then sold at the village market.105 Cofradía ownership of land and property in Oaxaca prevented their usurpation or sale.106 In the Mixteca Baja, where land was concentrated in the hands of a few noble families, the system was especially important. The moral economy of land ownership, whereby caciques were expected to permit villagers to use their lands for pasture and agriculture, was overlaid with a further religious imperative.

  At the same time, as Danièle Dehouve argues, cofradías acted as the primary lenders for the incipient commercial economy.107 During the eighteenth century, cofradías throughout the Mixteca Baja increased their cash capital by gradually selling off surplus livestock and agricultural produce. For example, between 1741 and 1747 the cofradía of Our Lady of the Rosary in Chila increased its cash capital from 100 to 260 pesos by selling maguey, cumin, palm, and wheat. By 1749 the mayordomo of the cofradía was not only responsible for the sowing and planting of the crops but also lending part of the capital to entrepreneurial villagers. After a year villagers were expected to pay back the loans together with 25 percent interest. By 1754 the organization was lending over four hundred pesos a year.108 The system clearly had the potential to create serious economic divisions. However, in the Mixteca Baja they already existed. Here, cofradías, by offering credit to all, were more likely to smooth over the ruptures opened up by the introduction of a cash-based market economy. Cofradías also acted as important repositories of surplus food during times of crisis. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Mixteca Baja suffered periodic droughts and consequent famines. In these years of shortage the cofradías distributed their goods among the starving villagers. For example, in 1754 the cofradía of Saint Dominic in Tonalá donated thirty cows to the “Indians and other members of the community” over the course of the year.109 Lastly, cofradías defrayed the expenses of church construction, repair, and decoration. In 1745 the cofradía of Our Lady of the Rosary in Chila spent sixteen pesos on a curtain to cover the host. Two years later, it spent over one hundred pesos on restoring the church roof.110
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