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Abstract

The Mobius Strip
A Spatial History of a Colonial Society:

Central Guerrero, Mexico, from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries

Jonathan David Amith

2000

This thesis explores the political economy of space in central Guerrero (jurisdictions of Taxco,
Iguala, and Tixtla) during the colonial period. Spatial politics comprehends the complex
interaction of structure and process, of institutional domination and individual agency; it is a
sphere of contention affecting all levels of society, from individuals and their households to the
nation-state and its mechanisms for control and coercion. Moreover, colonialization involves a
determined effort by an invading society to redefine politico-administrative units, redirect
commodity flows, and foster new patterns of allegiance to communities, regions, and country.
Colonization, therefore, entails both the conquest of physical space and the ability to set terms
according to which space is defined, including the legal basis of boundaries, the geographical
ascription of rights and duties, and the rules and regulations involving the mobility of colonial
subjects. For these reasons this dissertation addresses issues important to social theory and to
understanding the transformation of non-Western societies.

The complexity of the diachronic transformation of space in central Guerrero is

illustrated through an analysis of land tenure, migration, and commercial exchange, three salient



and contested aspects of hispanic conquest. The struggle over land emerged at a time of intense
debate over the moral obligations of landowners to make land productive and over the rights to
dominion of infidel societies. Colonial migration involved spatial processes significant to social
theory, particularly place making and place breaking: the patterns of identity that crystallize and
dissolve as individuals move beyond community boundaries. Trade—from capitalized commerce
to itinerant peddling—created complex patterns of socioeconomic relations instrumental in
restructuring the colonial landscape. All these issues are explored in their empirical and
theoretical dimensions.

Finally, as one transformational process dovetailed into another, the colonization of space
continually produced counter-trends. This constant formation of new geographies of power (from
communities to exchange systems) is another theme of this dissertation, which concludes with a
study of grain markets and provisioning, and the tension that resuited when a rural elite countered

the centralizing forces of urban capital and consumer demand in the mining center of Taxco.
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abbreviated form; a key may be found at the beginning of the bibliography. Within each ramo, the
first number of the citation refers to the volume (bound) or, in some cases, legajo (loosely tied
group of expedientes). Following this, in all cases where an expediente number exists, I have cited
the document according to this. Only when the expedientes are not numbered do I cite by folio.
Thus AGN-I 76/3 refers to the ramo Indios, vol. 76, exp. 3. A citation such as AGN-GP 59/fols.
7f~10f refers to General de Parte, vol. 59, folios 7f~10f. When a date for the document can be
given, it is included in the citation. However, many expedientes, particularly in the ramo Tierras,
cover such an extended period that a parenthetical reference to period is not given. Occasionally
neither expedientes nor folios are numbered; in these cases the date of the document is given.
Most such material is in General de Parte.

The abbreviation Indif-Alc refers to what I have identified as the ex-Indiferente de
Alcabala. This refers to a set of documents that were originally separated from a general corpus
by Juan Carlos Grosso and Juan Carlos Garavaglia. Peter Guardino, Dori Burnham, and myself
then went through the material for Guerrero and catalogued it, placing it in boxes organized
according to receptoria and date. The citations for this material (most of which are in chapters 8
and 9, is identified by receproria, caja, and expediente.

Throughout the dissertation I have referred generally to central Guerrero and, within this
area, to north-central and south-central Guerrero. First, even though the state of Guerrero was not
formed until 1849, carved out of sections of the states of Oaxaca, Morelos, and Mexico, I have

decided that it would be most expedient to refer to the area under study by this state name, even



xviii

though anachronistic. Central Guerrero refers generally to the area covered by the colonial

| Jurisdictions of Taxco, Iguala, Tixtla, and Acapulco. The first two make up what I refer to as
north-central Guerrero, and the latter to make up south-central Guerrero (see particularly maps on
Pp- Xi and xii).

When Spanish colonial documents are cited, I have maintained the original orthography;
only accents and some punctuation have been added for clarity. There are few Nahuatl words in
this disseration. I have used an orthography that indicates vowel length (through a colon) and
glottal stop (through an apostrophe following a vowel).

Finally, readers will find a glossary at the end of the dissertation. Here terms that might
not be familiar are defined; throughout the dissertation the majority of the most commonly used

terms have been placed in roman type to avoid the proliferation of italics.



Preface

History. Say it’s anthropology.
Anthropology. Say it’s history.

Robert Darnton: “Publishing: A Survival Strategy”

For quite some time I’ve felt that the anthropological equivalent of the 1945 perfume blurb
“Promise her anything, but give her Arpege” was to write a good proposal for faculty approval
and then get into the field to find out what you can really deliver when you get back to the tower.
In the ad campaign, readers were never presented with a nonplussed sweetheart pleading for the
once-promised jewels, just as nowadays we seldom hear of an anthropology grad student
returning with notes on the political economy of potato cash-cropping, only to be told by the
department that before leaving he or she had promised a treatise entitled “The Culture of
Colonization and the Colonization of Culture: Mimetic Magic and Western Medicine in
Patacamaya, Bolivia.”

But, on the other hand, perhaps trop c ‘est trop. Few anthropologists depart for the field
with a proposal to study changing patterns in contemporary intervillage relations and return more
than a few years later with a thesis entitled “The Mébius Strip: A Spatial History of a Colonial
Society: Central Guerrero, Mexico, from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries.” This brief
preface is an attempt to justify this rather radical shift in focus and, some might say, in discipline
(pun intended), while at the same time providing the reasoning and intellectual justification for
writing an ethnohistorical dissertation when the fieldwork data (gathered over close to five years
of research) is rich enough to support a fully ethnographic dissertation.

The most concise explanation is that this thesis began as an effort to answer a very simple
question: How have the Balsas River basin communities been able to maintain their Nahua ethnic

identity through almost 500 years of colonization? One approach to such a query would have



been to document the society and culture of resistance that has characterized these villages
through the pést half millennium. However, as anyone researching such processes is bound to
find out, such historical acts of refusal are almost impossible to document on the same geographic
scale as that upon which contemporary ethnography is based. My initial response to this problem
of scale was to shift positions and disciplines, setting out to document and analyze in diachronic
perspective the regional context within which these Nahuatl-speaking communities have
developed. In a sense this was the beginning of the M&bius strip metaphor that eventually became
the title of this dissertation, for the effort to understand modern patterns of ethnic identity can be
understood as a continual weave between resistance and exclusion, between the historical legacy
of colonialism and the future objectives of ethnic groups within the modern nation-state.

My effort to treat these issues is hardly novel: it is aimost pro forma for ethnographies to
include introductory chapters on “the physical setting” and “the historical background.” What is
unusual is the depth of the ethnohistorical investigation. It would, of course, strain credulity to
call this dissertation the “historical background™ to my ethnographic research but, in a way, that is
what it is. Equally absurd, however, would have been the pretension to cover this historical
background, or the colonial experience, in a couple of dozen pages, with little archival research
and little understanding of the vast literature and pointed debates on the hispanic colonization of
the New World. At one point in writing up my research I came to the realization that (because of
both the problems of scale and the questions that each academic field and its literature addresses)
it would be difficult to combine ethnohistory and ethnography in one book. I opted, in a fairly
traditional way, to begin at the beginning: the early conquest period.

Yet although the time period covered by this dissertation lies squarely within the
historical domain, the issues it explores and the literature it addresses are much more fully within

the realm of social science. I focus on rural and peasant society and attempt to incorporate much



of the concern with space and geography that has become increasingly important in
anthropological literature. Other major issues—property rights, migration, and market systems—
are topics not unfamiliar to either historians or anthropologists. But the ethnographically
informed history that I seek to present goes beyond a concern with the persistence of the past in
the present and with the relevance of present practices for interpreting those of yesteryear. Nor
does it simply seek to find topics of interest to both disciplines. Rather, I hope I have used my
anthropological and ethnographic training to become sensitized to the nuances of rural life and to
ask ethnographically informed questions of the past. Some anthropologists might question the
temporal framework of this thesis, and some historians might find the discussions of place
making and market systems somewhat far afield. Those who do so will undoubtedly feel that they
have chosen the right field for themselves. I myself have been not quite so sure, and I have tried
as much to merge as to cross disciplines.

Having let the cat out of the bag, it’s time to return to Arpege. About the time I started
graduate school, interdisciplinary research was in vogue, and certain universities were even
offering joint degrees in anthropology and history. No promises were made to me before I started
researching this thesis, and no undue expectations for the future were harbored. But I remember
having heard that a successful career would begin with a thesis that could be easily converted into
a book. Then, shortly after beginning to write my dissertation, I read Robert Darnton’s comments
given in the epigraph above, and I felt some vindication for having taken a somewhat eclectic
path. But nowhere did he offer perhaps the most useful advice: “Keep it short!” Caveat scriptor et

caveat lector.
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Orientation map: Colonial jurisdictions of central New Spain

Vatie du'. Francioco 3

(from Gerhard, 1972) ==




Orientaticn map: The jurisdictions of central Guerrero during the colonial period
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Orientation map:
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

We want to be taught to feel, not for the heroic artisan or the sentimental peasant,

but for the peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the artisan in all his suspicious selfishness.
—George Eliot

“The Natural History of German Life”

THE REALIST AND THE ROMANTIC: SPATIAL STRUCTURES AND SPATIAL PRACTICES IN
ANTHROPOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL WRITING

Literary realism—epitomized in its critique of the quixotic by Eliot’s spiny phrase—is associated
with ideas not now in vogue. Contemporaries to Eliot saw it as a counterweight to a morally
based idealism, in which the author would present “models of irreproachable excellence for
readers to imitate.”! The Realist author, on the other hand, would often distance himself or herself
from moral authority and omniscient control by feigning cognitive (though not material)
ignorance of the scene created.” Yet this facade of a distanced and impersonal perspective was
belied ‘by a type of structural involution in which a complex series of narrative techniques would

allow an offstage presence of authorial intentionality through which morality and commentary

1. Stoneman (1978:104). The epigraph from George Eliot is cited both by Kearns (1996:4), who offers an
insightful appraisal of Realism, and Stoneman (1978:105). There is much written on Realism, the works by
Devaney (1997:esp. chap. 6), Lukics (1972), Stern (1973), and Watt (1957:chap. 1), as well as the essays
in Williams (1978a), were used for this introduction. Stern (1973:28) refers to Realism’s focus on the
“richness of the represented world; its weightiness and resistance to ideals.” For the change of a medieval
concept of realism opposed to nominalism, to the modern view of realism opposed to idealism, see Watt
(1957:chap.1) and Wellek (1963[1961]).

2. Thus Eliot could wonder about the final uniting of Dorothea and Will with the words that “it was never
known which lips were the first to move towards the other lips”; cited in Williams (1978c: 261). One might
wish that historians prone to the novelesque be so modest in their claims to envisioning the past. In this
regards, note Gombrich’s (2000:8) rather critical review of Schama’s Rembrandt’s Eyes, in which he does
credit the author with prefacing his departures and fancies “with such words as: “We would not be far from
the truth in imagining . . . Knight (1999:559), makes a similar though more wryly expressed point
(“Maybe the sources tell us these things; it is not clear’”) about Vanderwood’s The Power of God against
the Guns of Government, where one finds descriptions of morning coffees as “strong” and phrases such as
“[the priest rides out of town] with a wary eye cast back over his shoulder.” Knight, undoubtedly not alone,
probably hoped for a more overt caveat to the author’s implication of psychic clairvoyance to distznt
thought and action.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

were reintroduced into the text through a backstage door. As one commentator has noted, “one of
the paradoxes of Realism is that the novelist’s passion for the real results in a fuller exploitation
of the expressive possibilities of the form and a more self-conscious craftmanship. Once the
novelist has bowed out of the novel, it is necessary for him to engineer ‘an elaborate orchestral or
suggestive structure whereby meaning emerges—as a function of the structure itself.”” Realist
authors were certainly aware of their commanding role—Flaubert was able to discover, and then
state, that “Madame Bovary, c’est moi”—but they would insist on a discretionary voice that
would (or should) disappear behind the text, at least in comparison to the intrusive narratives that
had preceded their literary revolution.* It is in this way that the Realist movement offers a
counterpoint to much of recent social science, for while Realist authors receded from view,
leaving behind a structural foundation of authorial intervention, (post)modern anthropologists and
historians often take an almost contrary approach, by directly intervening in the text, and indeed
recognizing this intervention as the sine qua non of reflexive, discursive social science. Such
intervention is both celebrated as a personalized vision and, somewhat paradoxically, presented as
the means to achieve a heteroglossic narrative, allowing other perspectives to pierce through the
rhetorical fabric—giving voice to people without voice and history to people without history.?

3. Williams (1978¢:264). The citation within is from Cecil Jenkins in the same anthology (Williams
1978a). In this regard, Jenkins is most clear: “In a2 word, the irony is that the more impersonal he is, the
deeper the writer himself is involved. The more he realizes his fiction in terms of the objective world the
more also, paradoxically but logically, he is structuring and increasing his own subjective awareness; the
more he distances his world artistically, the more he achieves himself in projection in relation to the world.
So that in practice, whether we call realism the concretizing of a private vision in terms of the real or a
rectification of reality in the service of a private vision, objectivity and subjectivity are from the point of

view of the writer not in contradiction. On the contrary, they are necessarily interdependent and interfused”
(Jenkins 1978:12-13).

4. The citation from Flaubert is given in Jenkins (1978:12).

5. This perspective predominates in the collection of essays presented by Clifford and Marcus (1986).
There is certainly, however, an element of illusion in flaunting authorial intervention while at the same time
asserting that while “polyvocality was restrained and orchestrated in traditional ethnographies by giving
one voice [that of the ethnographer] a pervasive authorial function . . . once dialogism and polyphony are
recognized as modes of textual production, monophonic authority is questioned” (Clifford 1986:15). As
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The question of the impact of authorship—of “subjectivity” on “objectivity,” and

therefore of both “factual accuracy in the art of the imaginary”6

and its mirror image, the impact
of the imagination in the proffering of facts’—is but one aspect of narrative that was brought to
the forefront By the Realists (and “rediscovered,” in the aforementioned mirror image, by those
who assert that “the notion that literary procedures pervade any work of cultural representation is
a recent idea in the discipline [of anthropology]”®). Another question for the Realists was the
nature and identity, as well as the most adequate representation, of the subject of any given text.
Here the novel (along with the painting), increasingly sought the commonality of human
existence. Not surprisingly, more and more it found this to be located in the common, shared
experiences of everyday life, an initially shocking—at least for late nineteenth-century literary
and artistic sensibilities—descent into the most quotidian of events: a rejection of both Classical
ideals and the Romantic “inner vision.” For history there was a parallel movement away from the
narratives of great men and their politics and wars and toward a new social “history without

names,” one of whose early practitioners was Michelet, who in the mid—nineteenth century

aspired (adumbrating recent trends) to write “the history of those who have suffered, worked,

one critic has noted, “the heteroglossia so passionately advocated by many of the authors begins, in the
aggregate, to look alarmingly like monoglossia” (Brown 1996:729).

6. Williams (1978b:78). See also Wellek (1963[1961]), who notes as well Richard Brinkmann’s complete
reversal of the common interpretation in asserting that ““the subjective experience . . . is the only objective
experience™ (p. 237).

7. This connection is brought to the fore (in a style reminiscent less of Flaubert than of Groucho Marx
reading a contract to Chico in Night at the Opera) by observations such as “An ethnography is a fantasy . . .
It is not a reality fantasy like ‘Dallas,” nor a fantasy reality like the DSM III; it is a reality fantasy of a
fantasy reality. That is to say, it is realism, the evocation of a possible world of reality already known to us
in fantasy” (Tyler 1986:139; and this in a book that asserts how literary styles (sic, not skills) have entered
ethnographic writing): “All of the essays collected here point toward new, better modes of writing”
(Clifford 1986:25).

8. Clifford (1986:4).
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declined and died without being able to describe their sufferings.”é Clearly many of the issues
now at the forefront of “progressive” academia (such as writing the story of those who are
“unable to describe their sufferings”) have an ancient past. I do not say this from a “presentist”
perspective, what Stocking has called writing history “for the sake of the present” in order to
legitimize a present point of view, but rather from the contrary position: to point out how by
“overlooking” previous efforts in a similar genre and vein, modern-day scholars carve out their
own innovative niche.' Indeed, both modernism and postmodernism—as well as new histories
and anthropologies—share one thing in common: a strong belief in the uniqueness of their own
moment and the radicalness of their own perspective.

Yet the subject of study of the “new history,” particularly as it developed in the early
twentieth century, was not simply those who had been unable to write of and reflect on their own
experiences. Rather, this history, epitomized by the Annales school, had a strong materialist and
analytic tendency, paraileled in a sense by a functional, impersonal trend in anthropology. Thus

the Romantic tinge so conspicuous in Michelet (yet so absent in Realism) faded further out of the

9. Michelet (1842), cited in Burke (1990:8). The phrase “history without names” is from Comte; see
Burke (1990:9). Anderson (1991:197-203) specifically notes that Michelet was the first to explicitly speak
“for dead people” and states that this “reversed ventriloquism helped to open the way for a selfconscious
indigenismo, especially in the southern Americas. At the edge: Mexicans speaking in Spanish ‘for’ pre-
Columbian ‘Indian’ civilizztions whose languages they do not understand” (pp. 198-99).

On Michet, see Crossley (1993) and Mitzman (1990), both of whom emphasize the Romantic element
in this historian’s perspective. Rearick (1974:chap. 3.2) likewise stresses the counter-Enlightenment
element in Michelet in focusing on his contributions to folklore studies. For Michelet’s championing of
Vico, see Berlin (1976); for his role in folklore studies, see Rearick (1974:chap. 3.2). Berlin (1976:93)
mentions that through Michelet, the Realist writers Balzac and Flaubert were familiar with Vico, whom
they admired as a great thinker.

10. The quote is from Stocking (1965:215). For an attack on postmodern tendencies to portray the Realist
past as naively uncritical of the problems of representation and to fail to see nuances and reflexivity in the
Realist perspective, see Devaney (1997). In some way this one-dimensional interpretation of the past
parallels what Ortner (1995) has called the “gthnographic thinness” of studies of subaltern politics and
divisions.
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picture.! Yet recently, in both the social sciences and the humanities, the pendulum has swung
back to the romantic image of struggles “against the current,” toward a new exaltation of
resistance and agency, and (contrary to Realism) toward the implicit belief that there is “a scale of
dignity in subject matter.”'? The history of those who “died without being able to describe their
sufferings” has become re-romanticized, with a constant search, in the best Romantic tradition
(though the modern Romantics deal with collectivities, while their nineteenth-century
counterparts stressed the individual), for those who have broken free of the structural constraints
on thought and action.® Flaubert had remarked, “Let’s have no more heroes and no more
monsters,”* a phrase that echoes the epigraph in its search for a middle ground of narrative that,

in avoiding moralistic extremes, seeks to portray “the psychological ambivalence and social

11. This was the case in both the Annales and British Marxist schools of social history as well as in the
structural-functionalism of British anthropology.

12. Wellek (1963[1961]:253).

13. For Romanticism and the individual, see Wittkower and Wittkower (1963), among many works on
the subject of Romanticism and the exceptional individual. Furst (1979:esp. chap. 3) deals with the
Romantic protagonist in the framework of hero vs. anti-hero, with the Romantic notion a type midway
between the more fully heroic personage of Sturm und Drang movement and the “ironic self-detachment”
of the modern anti-hero. Unlike the hero of subaltern and resistance studies, altruistic heroes dedicated to a
social cause, the nineteenth-century Romantic counterpart was more introverted and isolated, related of
course to the concept of genius. Indeed, a constant tension in Romantic literature and philosophy is
precisely this tension between the celebration of individuality and the consecration of the universal. In
general terms, what characterized Romanticism was precisely this now self-centered, now world-centered
outlook. A heightened inner sense co-existed with a heightened outer sense. Each served as a point of
departure. Each made for a more of less recognizable mode of reflection. Evidently, the expressive and the
hierophantic theory of art proceeded from the Romantics' more self-centered preoccupations, whereas the
holistic and the organic theory set out from his world-centered, or nature-oriented, outlook. As Weidmann
(1986:101) notes in regards to this tension, “in general terms, what characterized Romanticism was
precisely this now self-centered, now world-centered outlook. A heightened inner sense co-existed with a
heightened outer sense. Each served as a point of departure. Each made for a more of less recognizable
mode of reflection. Evidently, the expressive and the hierophantic theory of art proceeded from the
Romantics' more self-centered preoccupations, whereas the holistic and the organic theory set out from his
world-centered, or nature-oriented, outlook. . . . [Each theory] strove to achieve a synthesis which included
the self, the world and its ultimate ground.” And, in the same vein, “Thus from the chill solitude of the
transcendental ego he could escape into the warm immediacy of an oceanic oneness. From the horror of
total absorption threatened by the latter he might again take refuge in a sovereign consciousness of self” (p.
106).

14. Cited in Williams (1973b:76).
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complexity of [being].”"* Much of the recent literature on resistance, on “counter-hegemony” and
the defiance of dominant discourse, can be read, in part, as a slighting of this French writer’s
admonition and a return to Romanticism with its strong emphasis on actions and extremes that
break the mold.

Finally, a third aspect to be explored by the Realists was, as Lukacs notes, “the organic,
indissoluble connection between man as a private individual and man as a social being, as a
member of a community.”® Realism was the first literary movement to take this proposition
seriously, and in this sense foreshadows much of what is now considered the modern historians’
and anthropologists’ concerns with agency and structure. At the same time, the link between the
individual and society was forged by situating characters within a historical contexts, the details
of which were of primary concern to the novelist. In this sense Realist literature adumbraded the
modern academic’s forays between fact (documented events) and fiction (theoretical abstraction),
a more global representation of the constant tension in academia between the particular and the
universal. Again a paradox emerges, for while scholars in both the humanities and social sciences
have often aspired to the literary genres, Realist writers sought to anchor the truth and
authenticity of their fiction in the minutiae of the material world and the certitude of historical
events woven into their texts. In this sense the detailed description of the printing process in
Balzac’s Lost Illusions, Melville’s erudite exploration of whaling custom and law, and Robbe-
Grillet’s neurotically meticulous accounting of banana groves, are all ways of centering privately
imagined fictional characters in the midst of a historical and material world of public reality. It is
truth by association (the opposite effect of that achieved by historians who highlight the imagined

element of historical narrative by mixing fiction, or reflexive contemplation, into their

15. The quote is from Ortner (1995:175), who has “resistence” for “being.”



Chaptrer 1 Introduction 7

documented text'’). Again it was perhaps Flaubert who took this effort to anchor the imagination
in the material to an early extreme in Sentimental Education, for “despite the fictional nature of
the main events, the novel is still regarded by historians as an invaluable source of information
about the period extending from 1840 to 1851 and in particular about the year 1848.”'

Three points, relevant to this dissertation, have been raised as a result of this brief
exploration of the Realist perspective and its implications for historical and anthropological
literature. First there is the question of authorial intervention. This issue has been recently
introduced into the current mode of anthropological and historical writing often, remarkably, as if
it represented a novel insight into textual production, which it certainly is not.'” Yet while I have
refrained from any overt “reflexivity” in the text that follows, which is a detailed socioeconomic
history of spatial dynamics, there is a strong theoretical “agenda” as well as a commentary—both
on colonial society and, implicitly, on much of recent historiography and anthropology. Viewed
from another perspective, the question becomes one of whether there is any moral undercurrent or

justification to a political economic analysis of a colonial society, and whether the pages that

16. Lukacs (1972:8). For an excellent study of the this tension in the academic endeavor, see Tiryakian
(1962).

17. See, for example, the quintessential expression of this historical approach in Schama (1991), which
might be compared to its counterpart from a literary perspective, Graves (1934).

18. Williams (1978b:88). The author continues: “Flaubert’s documentation of the historical background
involved a labour of heroic proportions. He read 132 historical works on the period; he took extensive notes
from the papers and periodicals of the time; he went to the Bibliothéque Nationale and consulted the
manuscripts which still form the basis of the historian’s study of 1848 ; he was in correspondence with eye
witnesses of the events of the February and June Revolutions; in short, he sought to know all that could
possibly be known about the period, from the fashions in clothes of each year to the sort of menu that was
available in 1847 in the Café de Paris” (pp. 88—89).

Fictional writers are rarely as meticulous; for a enjoyable letter of a historian to an aspirant to historical
fiction, see Darnton (1990).

19. For old observations presented as new insights, see Devaney (1997). For example, she quotes Andrzej
Gasiorek to the effect that postmodernists consider that it is ““we’ who are doubting, ironic, self-reflexive
and detached, whereas ‘they’ are innocent, gullible, benighted and unable to stand back from the beliefs of
the day. We pit ‘our’ self-reflexive scepticism against their ‘naive’ realism in an act of gross historical
condescension” (p. 125).
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follow can be considered, despite the heavy focus on political economy, at least partially a
humanistic endeavor.

Second there is the matter of the topic of research, what has been referred to above as the
discussion over the “proper” target of the literary text or of historical and anthropological
exegesis. In the Realist era this discussion derived from the question of whether a literary
exposition or artistic expression should tend to some ideal of beauty and truth, or whether it
should seek elegance in the patterns of everyday life and veracity in the common experiences of
social interaction. For modern academic ventures, the question of topic involves a parallel, though
somewhat distinct, debate, one that has often been articulated in the clash between old social
history and new cultural history, between “grand theories™ and interpretative analysis, between
explanation and understanding, or between a political economic anthropology of social
institutions and collective enterprises and a more recent trend to cultural studies and literary
styles, including testimonials and first-person narratives. Thus there is somewhat of a parallel
between the Realist writer satisfied with the “peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the artisan in all
his suspicious selfishness” and the modern academic seeking to document the lives of popular
and plebeian society: both approaches seek to bring into closer focus society as it “really s
Yet the recent proliferation of terms of opposition in the historical and anthropological
literature—counter-culture, counter-hegemony, and counter-mapping, among other locutions—
points to another direction of much recent research, a move toward those social groups and
collectivities thét challenge or resist dominant social formations and structures. This literature is

more prone to document action over apathy, selflessness over selfishness, heroes over monsters;

it implies, therefore, “a scale of dignity in subject matter.” From Michelet’s concern with “those

20. For colonial Mexico, see, for example, the works of Boyer (1995), Cope (1994), and Kinsbruner
(1987), all of which deal with the lower, more common levels of society.
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who have suffered, worked, declined and died without being able to describe their sufferings” the
concern is now more on those who have died without being able to describe their defiance.

Thus a more specific question about the “proper” topic of discourse would be how the
themes of this dissertation fit in (if they fit in at all) not only with recent efforts to provide readers
with a better feel for the entire social fabric, but with the acts of defiance that have become a
concern of approaches such as that known as “subaltern studies,” which generally targets the
resistance, survival, and agency of those previously considered weak and neglected. More
directly stated: does a spatial history of an area of New Spain offer a new perspective to the study
of colonization and colonial societies and the tensions and conflict that such an endeavor entails?

Finally, there is the problem of the individual and society or, again from another
perspective, of process and structure. For the Realists, as Lukacs noted, the question was resolved
through the literary creation of the #ype and the definition of reality not as what did happen, but as
what could (and often did) happen.”' The historian and anthropologist utilize a similar type-token
approach, for the case studies they present are culled from, at least implicitly, a more general
pattern, and there is often an implied “typicality” to the particular events that are presented. Yet
this problem of the relationship between the individual and society has multiple facets. At one
level, that just mentioned, is how particular cases can be taken to exemplify more general
situations. This is a question of representativity, captured in turn by the tension that exists
between the general and the particular, between nomothetic “science” and idiographic
“description.”” At another level, the difficulty relates to the possibilities of individual action in

engaging, countering, or negating structural constraints. Whatever terminology is employed (be

21.0n the‘type in literature, see also Wellek (1963[1961]:242ft).

22. In geography this debate was particularly strong in relation to Hartshome’s suggestions and the
subsequent dispute over his work; see Entrikin and Brunn (1989) and the works contained therein,
particularly Entrikin (1989).
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it, for example, the structuration theory of Giddens or the habitus concept of Bourdieu), the
theoretical difficulty resides in presenting an analysis that intrinsically embraces both structure
and process, both sociocultural constraints and individual agency. Yet whereas the problem of the
representativity of a “type” affects Realist literature as well as both anthropology and history,
questions of structure and process, of social reproduction and agentivity, lie solely in the domain
of the latter two academic disciplines. That is, while Realists were the first literary movement to
problematize the relationship of social milieu to individual identity and action, the issue is of
theoretical significance only in the social sciences and some endeavors in the humanities, such as
history. Here again a spatial history is particularly pertinent, for perhaps more than any other
social phenomenon, spatialization involves a constant interaction between individual and society.
This is because at one end of a continuum spatial formations are profoundly personal and
responsive to or reflective of individual practice, while at the other they constitute a central
element of authoritarian state politico-administrative power.

The preceding pages have explored some of the issues raised by Realist literature—
questions about authorial intervention, assertions about the appropriateness of the quotidian for
literary exploration, and concerns with the ways in which the social milieu articulates with
individual behavior—as a means of approaching contemporary debates in the social sciences and
humanities. First there is the problem of authorial intervention and how meaning emerges from
structure “engineered” in the text itself. This facet of the dissertation—a deliberate attempt to
create meaning through form—is most apparent in part 2, which follows a brief initial section on
the natural and social environment within which the events explored in this dissertation take
place. Part 2 presents the main points of discussion, it comprises a series of six chapters centered
on the rural province of Iguala and two adjoining jurisdictions: that of Taxco to the north, with its

urban mining center in the town of that name; and that of Tixtla to the south, a relatively poor



Chapter 1 Introduction 11

area located along the trade corridor to the Pacific coast (all located in the modern-day state of
Guerrero; see orientation maps). These chapters deal, broadly speaking, with questions of land,
labor, and capital and their spatial céncomitants in the area studied: territoriality and the rural
enterprise, peasant farmer migration and place-making, and patterns of commercial exchange and
the flow of goods. This structure of presentation is meant to highlight the fact that the essential
factors of production and distribution in the rural environment have a spatial component, and that
political economy can be fruitfully explored and analyzed from a geographic perspective. From
this vantage point, colonization develops and plays itself out in myriad conflicts over spatial
patterns; for New Spain some have been quite well studied (the forced nucieation of indigenous
peasants in “rationally” planned centers) while others are less understood (late colonial struggles
between traditionalists and liberals over the right of provincial authorities to limit and control the
spatial extension of grain and labor markets). Space thus becomes a particularly contested arena
of dispute, pitting state efforts at politico-administrative and sociocultural control against social
groups and individuals who seek to forge their own spatial identities, patterns of movement, and
definitions of community and place, often in overt or covert opposition to more institutionalized
arrangements. Colonization, therefore, involved not simply the occupation of space, but its very
definition. A spatial study, in sum, involves issues that were salient in the colonial period and that
are significant to contemporary debates in the social sciences and humanities.

The first and third parts of this dissertation, which frame the major argument of part 2
(the first establishing the context and the third exploring the final outcome), also explore
oppositions and tensions in the definition of space. First, “Terrain and Territoriality: The Natural
and Social Context of Land and Property,” offers a dichotomous interpretation of the
geographical “stage” upon which subsequent events explored in this thesis took place. Here, in

addition to an ecological perspective that focuses on climate and topography (though also
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offering an analysis of colonial descriptions of the land); I include a chapter on legal and
customary rights to land. Most obviously, this represents the simple (and not particularly unusual)
assertion that although “land-man” questions are ecological in a fundamental sense, they are also
very much a matter of rights to nature (for land is, in essence, earth that has been socially
delimited and culturally defined®). The principal argument, that the early Spanish colonists were
strongly influenced by a Patristic and moral discourse on property (not a Roman one as has
frequently been alleged), is developed in chapter 3. This chapter follows after a fairly traditional
ecological argument (chapter 2) that stresses the productive potential of the land, a factor that
along with distance from urban markets was to play a primary role in subsequent patterns of
migration and land acquisition. Yet the juxtaposition of these two chapters is meant to establish a
dialectal theme—here of an opposition between natural resources and human discourses in
shaping human geography in the area of study—that is repeated throughout.

The third and final part of this thesis—"“Absolute Property and Spatial Politics: Struggles
for Control over Grain in the Late Colonial Period”—echoes the dichotomous structure of the
text, though with a different set of oppositions. As explored in these two chapters (10 and 11), a
key struggle in central Guerrero during the late colonial period was that between rural
entrepreneurs in the Iguala Valley intent on selling maize in the most lucrative markets they could
access, and urban miners from nearby Taxco who sought to control the distribution of grain so as
to insure a steady supply of cheap maize, which was used both as food and fodder. This struggle,
however, was not only between two different entrepreneurial classes, rural merchants and farmers
versus urban miners and consumers, with often conflicting interests, but between two distinct

political economic theories, each with a clear spatial component. Urban miners argued for a

23. Or, from the Lockean perspective, to which “labor” has been added. Lockean concepts of property
were extremely important in the English colonists’ defense of their own land rights, as against those of the
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medieval conception of markets, in which provincial authorities had the right to limit export from
their region until local needs had been met; rural merchants argued for the validity of absolute
property rights to grain, which would enable them to market provisions wherever they saw fit.
The colonial judicial and executive apparatus was, therefore, required to mediate between two
sectors of the economy (miners versus merchants/landowners) and two political economic
discourses (a fading moral and regional paradigm versus a new liberal assertion of the free
market). And although state political economy was definitely shifting to the liberal paradigm,
which promoted national markets and integration as well as centralized, absolutist power, the
fiscal interests of Spain remained heavily tied to mining, which could best be promoted by an
increasingly arcane ideology: state intervention in prices and regional rights over provisioning.

Finally, viewed in its entirety, there is a clear, and indeed almost classic, dialectical
framework to this thesis, one that goes beyond the oppositions and dichotomies already
mentioned to explore a deep-rooted and endemic tension in rural-urban relations. At its basic
level, this study demonstrates that there was a steady progression of events that seemed to lead
toward symbiotic rural-urban integration, particularly in terms of land ownership and regionalized
‘grain markets, but that this progression also contained the seeds of conflict and the threatened
dissolution of any rural-urban symbiosis. The seventeenth century saw a rapid takeover of the
Iguala Valley by entrepreneurs from the central highlands and by the encomendero of the
principal valley community: Tepecuacuilco. By the end of this period, however, the encomendero
line, now married into a mining family from Taxco, had acquired virtually uncontested control of
the valley (some 150,000 to 200,000 hectares), as highland landowners lost interest and

abandoned their initiatives in the region. Over the first half of the eighteenth century, this land

Indians and crown; see Lebovics (1986), Tully (1980, 1993a, 1993b, 1994) and Williams (1990:esp. pt. 3)
For Spanish justification of dispossession, see Pagden (1987a, 1995a:esp. chap. 3).
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passed into the hands of a miner, don José de la Borda, who was actively involved in obtaining
low-priced maize for the Taxco mines and urban populace. With the stated goal of helping
indigenous tenant farmers, by midcentury de la Borda had expelled the last major rancher from
the Iguala Valley. This move was instrumental in triggering massive migration of Indian peasants
into the valley, where they established residence in dozens of newly founded tenant settlements
(cuadrillas). In part the result of the increased demand that accompanied this demographic shift
to the valley, in part the result of a boom in Taxco mining, and in part the result of the liberal-
period boom in inter- and intracolonial commerce, merchant capital flowed into the northern
Iguala Valley. Viewed from the perspective of a longue durée, the progression of events in this
urban-rural environment—Iand acquisition by Taxco miners, immigration of a indigenous
peasants to the rural hinterland, and the influx of commercial capital to the northern valley—
suggests a well-known pattern whereby an agrarian hinterland emerges next to and then is
integrated into a market centered on an adjacent, food-deficient urban area. Indeed, by the late
colonial period the principal factors of rural production were in place: land was concentrated in
urban hands, wage labor could potentially be contracted by landowners (from the vast numbers of
indigenous peasant migrants), and capital (the commercial capital brought into the Iguala Valley
by entrepreneurs and merchants) was available for possible investment in agrarian production.
Yet not only did rural wage labor fail to develop (for reasons that will be discussed), but the
hinterland’s commercial elite, which controlled the agrarian economy, quickly acquired the
economic and political resources to resist unfavorable terms for the hinterland’s integration into a
regional grain market.

The denouement of a process that seemed headed toward a prototypical solar-system
economy of regional integration was, instead, the exacerbation of conflict over market structure

as new tensions surfaced between rural and urban elites, each with their own agendas of
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economic development and their own discursive resources, which they found in either the new
liberal political economy or the old moral economy of regionally controlled systems of
guaranteed subsistence. This end result exemplifies the effects of what may be considered to be
an inherent conflict of interest between rural and urban society and suggests that direct integration
of these areas requires that town-dwelling elites exercise either economic (higher prices) or
political (structured markets) power while at the same time drawing upon a political economic
theory of grain markets to support their efforts. When their rural counterparts have the politico-
economic means and theoretical arguments to resist this power, as they did in the Iguala Valley,
they might well be able to hinder integration into this vertical, urban-centered structure of control.
Thus the basic sequence of events at the core of this study of central Guerrero is land
acquisition, migration, and the capitalization of a rural economy. And the major topics of analysis
are the conflicting socioeconomic processes and discursive practices, many involving spatial
considerations, that wove through rural-urban relations in the area under study. Yet the conscious
choice to explore these issues and to organize this thesis around the relationship between spatial
structures and spatial practices does not simply represent a desire to contribute to the literature on
the political economy of space in a colonial society. It also contains a methodological statement,
reflecting a belief in the importance of combining a political economic approach, which is
necessary to establish the structure of constraints that often impinge upon the actions of social
groups and individuals, with an exploration in what is essentially a history of ideas, necessary to
reveal the conflicting discursive practices (such as a moral or liberal approach to grain markets, or
European perspectives on indigenous rights to dominium and colonists rights to land) that were
being articulated at any given moment in history and that provided the material for the rhetorical
practices of social groups and individuals as they engaged each other and the state. Thus spatial

practices can involve either the reconstruction of space (and place) through the movement of
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people and objects across a landscape, or it can involve political and discursive practices, such as
the redefinition of administrative boundaries, or arguments involving rights over space, as
occurred when regional authorities sought to exercise control over property rights to “private”
grain within their jurisdictions. Moreover, this thesis emerged from a belief in the advantages,
and indeed necessity, of “historically and theoretically deep immersion in specific regions and
locales” in order to understand the complex social fabric of rural society in colonial New Spain.**
This is made particularly clear in the central chapters (4 through 9), which are premised on the
idea that the socioeconomic processeé explored therein are intrinsically related and closely
intertwined. Thus, for example, to arrive at a full understanding of the influx of commercial
capital into the hinterland during the late colonial period, extensive work on other facets of the
regional milieu, particularly demographics and shifting state policies on trade, need to be fully
explored.

In the preceding paragraph I suggested that the structure of this thesis has been in a sense
“engineered,” in the Realist tradition of structured text, to communicate a certain perspective—
both theoretical and methodological—on the interpretation and analysis of the spatial aspects of
socioeconomic processes as they develop in colonial societies. One ramification of this approach
is that the dissertation is not about any particular social group or economic sector. Rather, each
particular process had its own salient actors. Land acquisition featured struggles between
indigenous communities and colonial agrarian entrepreneurs, though the former often comprised
individuals or factions who allied with colonists who would also at times fight bitterly among
themselves. Migration and place making in new locales was dominated by the actions of peasants

who left their home communities, and much of the tension that resulted concerned the efforts—by

24. The quote is from Mallon (1993:378) in her discussion of William Roseberry’s essay in the same
volume.
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hacendados, colonial authorities, and indigenous villages—to control the resources, particularly
tribute and labor, represented by these mobile individuals. Indeed, the struggles that developed
around migrants varied according to the identity of the dominant groups most adversely affected
by their movement. Trade revolved more heavily around the actions of the colonial elite, but here
too the actions of itinerant peddlers and muleskinners were important in creating commercial
networks that were less formalized than those focused on urban centers or that revolved around
the actions of highly capitalized merchants. Finally, the struggle over grain markets had both a
spatial (rural versus urban) and a class (poor peasants and urban workers versus rich miners and
rural merchants) dimension, although by the end of the colonial period it appears that class
considerations were beginning to predominate over those based on caste (as had perhaps been the
case in early times) or on locality.

In eschewing a study primarily focused on a particular social group, be it based on caste
identity, on gender, or on relative position in webs of productive or commercial relations, the
question arises as to how this dissertation fits in with the historical perspective that received its
strongest earliest articulation with Michelet and has since become a dominant trend in recent
historical and anthropological literature: the study of “those who have suffered, worked, declined
and died without being able to describe their sufferings.” A concern with these subaltern groups,
moreover, has not simply been about a new subject of research and analysis; rather, it has also
brought into focus a concern with social processes that had hitherto received scant attention in the
literature, but have since emerged as central questions in historical and anthropological writings:
resistance, survival, and agency. As a “spatial history,” this dissertation deals with a wide range
of social groups—elites and nonelites, colonists and Indians, landowners and peasant migrants—

that includes many not normally associated with the literature on resistance, survival, and agency.
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Yet to differing degrees (the question of resistance less so than that of survival and agency), this
thesis is relevant to these issues.

The epigraph of this study was selected to problematize one aspect of studies that stress
resistance, for it suggests that as we are “taught to feel . . . for the heroic artisan or the sentimental
peasant” we are often taught to disparage, or neglect, “the peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the
artisan in all his suspicious selfishness.” One unfortunate result of studies of resistance has been a
zealous pursuit of the most active and socially conscious sectors of subaltern groups.” There is a
saying among anthropologists that each fieldworker “gets the tribe he or she deserves™ (I first
heard this from the lips of a Brazilian anthropologist who decided to do fieldwork among the
Argentine military)*® and at times one gets the feeling from subaltern studies of rural society that
the researchers (historians and anthropologists) have perhaps felt they deserve a little more
agency and consciousness from the subjects of their study than had been the legacy of their
predecessors. As a result, one important and much needed shift that has occurred has been an
expansion of the domain of the political, a move that began with the works of Hobsbawn and
Thompson but that has continued, perhaps to a point of danger. At times in the literature it has
become difficult to distinguish resistance from acquiescence (which might just be strategized
delay). The potential to become a hero is considered to be latent in all those who are dominated.

To the extent that for social scientists resistance has become the subtle undercurrent to daily

25. The question of representativity (of how representative of particular social classes are those who offer
overt, or even covert, acts of defiance) is seldom dealt with in the literature. One effect of expanding the
domain of resistance to many acts of everyday existence is to make the question of representativity moot.
This is not to say that the subjects of study need to be representative (in fact I would argue that this is not
the case), but simply that the language of social scientific and historical texts is often disarmingly general.

26. In fairness, he deserved much better. Pérhaps the most famous case of an anthropologist who got
stuck with a rather unlikable tribe, though he probably felt that he did not deserve it, was Colin Turnbull
(1972), who wore his rather disconsolate heart on his sleeve in The Mountain Peopie.
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existence, false consciousness threatens to disappear as an analytic category”’ and the major
question of rebellion has become when, not why.?® There has been much critical discussion of
these issues, focusing on questions of intentionality and reflexive action, on factionalism within
subaltern groups and peasant communities, and on the ambiguous motivation and meaning of
much thought and action.” For these reasons, particularly the problem of documenting intention,
in looking at spatial practices I have tended to avoid the language of resistance, though at the
same time recognizing that such actions often do run counter to the interests of the dominant
political and economic elite. This is particularly true in regards to indigenous defense of
community land and migration (or flight), both of which are actions that challenge, if not resist,
certain aspects of the colonial spatial regime and social order. Yet here a paradox should be
obvious, for migration, though at some level a challenge to colonial controls over indigenous
society, also implies abandonment of community.*® Resistance in one frame of action might
suggest surrender in another. A focus on only one frame of reference mitigates this dilemma.
There is another related issue that has not been treated extensively in the literature but
that deserves mention, particularly in how it pertains to indigenous groups: that of survival. E. P.
Thompson once remarked, in reference to the liberal perspective on provisioning and subsistence

needs, that whereas the invisible hand may balance the market in the long term, people live in,

27. Here see Scott’s (1990:chap. 4) treatment of the issue of false consciousness.

28. This seems to have occurred with Scott (1990), in which resistance becomes almost an a priori
condition of the dominated. See the critique in Gal (1995). For a discussion of ambivalence in action, see
Ortner (1995). Stern (1987a:9~10) notes the shift in focus as follows: “In this perspective, the relevant
question becomes not why a politically dormant and traditionalist peasant mass suddenly became
insurrectionary, but rather why, at specific moments, ongoing peasant resistance and self-defense
increasingly took the form of collective violence against established authority.”

29. On the manner in which community cohesion is a major factor contributing to riot and collective
violence, see Bohstedt (1983) and Magagna (1991). For the ambiguous nature of much social action, see
Adas (1980), Gal (1995), and Ortner (1995), as well as some of the essays in Scott and Kerkvliet (1986).

30. Here also see Farriss’s (1978) discussion of flight and settlement patterns.
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and their needs must be met, in the short term. This points to a major problem in the literature on
survival, one best exemplified by the subtitle to Farriss’s influential book on the Maya under
colonial rule: “The Collective Enterprise of Survival.”*! Corporate groups, cultural patterns, and
collectivities might well survive in the long term, but, paraphrasing Thompson, people live (and
die) in the short term. A historical study of many indigenous villages that exist today (and here
too the definition and delimitation of such units is often no easy task) reveals occasional periods
of total abandonment of a particular village, and other times when the population dipped to less
than a dozen inhabitants. In such circumstances, academic celebrations of survival might perhaps
be more tempered than they sometimes are.

Linked to the question of survival is that of the continuity over time of the unit of
analysis, be it village, cultural patterns, or ethnic group. Saussure, in talking of identity, notes that
“if a street is demolished, then rebuilt, we say that it is the same street even though in a material
sense, perhaps nothing of the old one remains. Why can a street be completely rebuilt and still be
the same? Because it does not constitute a purely material entity.”32 One can take a similar
approach, and pose a similar question, to the persistence of collective identities and corporate
entities: if a village is destroyed, and then rebuilt, can we say that it is the same village? A classic
affirmative response might be that since the village is a collective and corporate unit, it survives,
as a social institution, beyond the death of its individual members. Moreover, by dealing in an
institutional and structural context, and in a long-term framework, social scientists and historians
avoid the rather unpleasant material details of “collective survival” in the short term of individual
life spans. Yet even at an institutional level, survival is problematic. If one takes a formalist,

Barthian perspective on group identity, which stresses boundary maintenance over substantive

31. Farriss (1984).

32. Saussure (1959:108).
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continuity, survival becomes a question of the permanence of divisions, which are determined as
much by external powers of exclusion as by internally focused collective endeavors of
inclusion.”

Moreover, the term survival itself unfortunately tends to imply an original state of
existence and perseverance over time. Yet as the historical evidence presented in chapters 6 and 7
demonstrates, indigenous community identity was being continually restructured and reproduced
during the colonial period, occasionally being created in completely new locations. The
emergence and construction of indigenous community identity, in fact, is part of the spatial
practices of Indian migrants, who were often fleeing their home village. Moreover, as I attempt to
show, place making involves place breaking, and there is a constant tension between new and old
communities, between points of origin and points of destination. One example is that of Palula,
the case history documented and analyzed in chapter 6. Here the original inhabitants were first
forcibly relocated to their cabecera (head village) of Tepecuacuilco, before fleeing to an outlying
sujeto (subject village). The abandoned site of Palula was then occupied by migrants from still
another head village, Oapan, who at first placed themselves under the tutelage of the
Tepecuacuilco authorities, though they later began to assert their own patrimonial rights to the
land at Palula.

A situation such as this brings into focus the problem, for it is unclear in what terms it
might be useful to refer to the “survival” of Palula. A detailed diachronic study (rather than a
consideration of only the two endpoints of a process of change over time) reveals complex spatial
practices and an ebb and flow of spatial structures—a sort of developmental cycle of community,
that is explored in the aforementioned chapter. Other examples abound. Thus apparently Tuxpan,

in the northern Iguala Valley, was also resettled by migrants who were not descendants of the

33. See Barth (1969).



Chapter 1 Introduction 22

original inhabitants. This ambiguous situation is reflected in the two names of this small village
that appear in the documentary record: Pueblo Nuevo (New Village) and Tuxpan (the prehispanic
name). The latter is the one that survived, giving an illusion of continuity from the prehispanic
period that would have been lost had the name Pueblo Nuevo endured. Other “Indian” villages
were formed much later. Maxela, for example, was established on rented land by eighteenth-
century migrants from the indigenous community of Ameyaltepec. In the twentieth century
various circumstances allowed Maxela residents to register their land as communal property, a
regime usually reserved for indigenous villages able to produce a primordial title from the early
colonial period. In other words, Maxela, a sujeto of Tepecuacuilco that was abandoned for most
of the colonial period, acquired one of the most marked characteristics of indigenous identity
(communal property) only as a result of the agrarian reform brought about by the Mexico
Revolution of 1910. Its indigenous identity, therefore, was not a matter of survival (for it was
essentially “dead,” i.e., unoccupied, from about 1595 to 17 50), but rather the combined result of
the spatial practices of indigenous migrants and their descendants and the changing parameters of
national agrarian law. In sum, though the question of survival is not directly deait with in the
body of this dissertation, the spatial structures and processes that are explored are pertinent to this
problem and the issues it raises.

Finally there is the question of structure and agency. In The Road to Botany Bay, Carter
offers an alternative to what he calls “imperial history,” a history that “reduces space to a stage.”
Instead, he calls for an exploration of “the intentional world of active, spatial choices . . . [on] the
spatial forms and fantasies through which a culture declares its presence.”** The spatial history of
colonization as it is offered in the following pages has been inspired by Carter’s interest, and his

own description of his work as a “spatial history.” But the treatment of the topic here is different,

34. Carter (1988); the first two quotes are from p. xvi, the third from p. xxii.



Chapter 1 Introduction 23

much more concerned, for one, with political economy and with detailed descriptions of the
movement of people and objects through colonial space. There has also been an effort to tie this
analysis more closely to the geographical literature on space and place.

The spatial domain has been chosen as the constant thread that runs through this
dissertation primarily because it is particularly amenable to analysis from both a structural and a
processual perspective; the spatial organization of society is affected by the social actions and
cultural perspectives of both colonizer and colonized. A spatial history thus offers the possibility
of exploring one of the most constant issues of social science research: the relation between
society and the individual or, in a less dichotomized perspective, between social groups at
different levels of abstraction and extension. An important aspect of spatial studies is the manner
in which they articulate a concern with both social structures that are imposed on individuals and
groups, i.e., the legal, political, and administrative frameworks or parameters of space, and with
individual action (processes) by which human agents affect the contours of space around them.
An analysis of the spatial domain, therefore, involves an awareness both of the role of power in
imposing a top-down definition and delimitation of space and of the role of spatial practices of

social groups and individuals in replicating or reconstructing the spatial arrangements of
institutionalized systems. Space is, in effect, a playing field. As such it is partially defined by
those who make the rules of the game, yet can be consistently altered by those who move upon its
surface and, occasionally, struggle to change these very rules, redrawing administrative
boundaries, transforming the way in which the state links the individual to locality, or creating
dissident social and cultural spaces within a context of domination and control.

The geographical literature on space and place provides an ideal framework to explore
the interaction of structure and agency precisely because this literature itself covers such a range

of perspectives. At one end, and in this sense the quintessential expression of a humanist
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geography that stresses the subjectively experienced and human aspects of place, is the work of
Tuan, for whom place, defined by individual experience, becomes as much an ego-centered
psychology as a social scientific concept.>® For him regions depend “on the individual’s
consciousness and sense of self within society, and on her or his sense of unity with other
people.”*® At the other end is positivist geography, with its neoclassical foundations and
stochastic methodologies, represented by central place theory and related trends ir regional
science.”” Likewise, the study of the spatial aspects of trade covers widely divergent levels of
analysis, from the study of peddlers and itinerant merchants who operate in the interstices of more
formally structured systems, to world-system theory. An analysis of trade ranges, therefore, from
a formal analysis of the decisions involved in the spatial trajectories of individual marketing to
the structural developments and implications of exchange on a global stage.”® And even in
cartographic practice, often the exclusive domain of state bureaus of organization and control or
of landowners and cadastral agencies keen on asserting and documenting property rights to land,
counter-strategies can be developed at local levels that challenge imposed definitions of spatial

boundaries and territorial rights.39 Yet there are severe limitations at both ends of the positivist-

35. See the works of Tuan cited in the bibliography, as well as those of Relph, who also takes a
phenomenological approach. For an early collection asserting the importance of humanistic geography, see
Ley and Samuels (1978).

36. Gilbert (1988:218).

37. Here, see particularly the works of W. Alonso, Haggett, and Isard cited in the bibliography. Within
anthropology C. Smith has been particularly influential in disseminating the ideas of central place theory;
see the works of hers cited, particularly her two edited volumes. Hassig (1985), like Smith a student of
William Skinner, who was a pioneer in anthropological geography, used the geographical systems analysis
of central place theory in his historical examination of changing market structures in pre- and postconquest
central Mexico.

38. For peddlers, see Fontaine (1998) and Vassberg (1996:esp. chap. 2); for a formal analysis of
itinerancy, see Plattner (1975). The literature on world-system theory is vast, stemming particularly from
the work of Immanuel Wallerstein. For a critical review, see Stern (1988).

39. For estate maps, see Buisseret (1996) and Harvey (1993); for state mapping project and property
relations, see Kain and Baigent (1992). See Peluso (1995) for the concept of “counter-mapping”; for the
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humanist continuum. While the humanistic approach (particularly that of Tuan) neglects the
elemenfs of power in geography, focusing instead on the spatial extension of meaningful
experience, the positivist approach neglects experience and the identities and meanings that are
forged between individuals and the places they inhabit, preferring a region defined and delimited
either by shared characteristics (Hartshorne’s definition) or by patterned networks of relations
among differentiated groups (as in locational theory).

By exploring the spatial aspects of regional transformations, this dissertation seeks to
mediate between positivist and humanist geography, and between structure and process. In this
way it seeks to provide a context for exploring agency while retaining a strong focus on structural
constraints, which include the power to define and delimit space. Yet it is not simply that action,
considered as spatial practices, takes place within spatial structures, but that the structural
framework itself was frequently changing, and under constant pressure from above and below.

However, this dichotomous approach, which looks at pressures from above and below
that affected structure and process in the spatial aspects of society, works better in certain
domains than in others. Migration (chapters 6 and 7), for example, is a social phenomenon
particularly sensitive to factors that constrain mobility (which included both state efforts to
dictate residence and sentimental bonds felt by individuals to community and kin) while its
repercussions clearly reflected the fact that it was considered an act of defiance to spatial control
(here it constituted challenges to both colonial and community authorities). At times covenants of
accommodation seem to have been reached that facilitated an uneasy balance between spatial

mobility and spatial stability but, as chapters 6 and 7 demonstrate, in a colonial state where

relationship of different cartographic traditions to different perceptions of space in an early colonial
context, see Mundy (1996).
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control depended so heavily on the fixation of persons in space, such arrangements were
inherently unstable.

The struggle between urban and rural elites over the delimitation of grain markets
(chapters 10 and 11) represents another illuminating case of the complex interaction between
spatial structures and spatial practices. In this case the urban authorities in Taxco sought to
redefine their jurisdiction through the incorporation of the province of Iguala, the agrarian
hinterland of the mining center. In the 1760s Taxco succeeded in gaining control over the Iguala
Valley and began to argue that according to the
tradition of regional authority over grain distribution they now had the right to limit maize
exports from their newly expanded jurisdiction. The agrarian elite of the valley countered by
arguing not only for the right to free markets. They also asserted that the new Taxco/Iguala
jurisdiction was not a region in the traditional sense (or not a “traditional” region), and that
therefore the customary rights of regional authorities, even if they were to be recognized, were
not operative. Thus an initial struggle over jurisdictional limits was followed by a discussion of
the meaning of the new jurisdictional space in regards to marketing structure. In other words, the
rural elite challenged the urban-based administrative definition of region with a historical one:
given that the joint Taxco/Iguala jurisdiction was ahistorical, and not based on any valid structure
of historical identity, it was not a valid unit for the recognition of a moral spatial economy of
grain.

This introduction began with an epigraph from a Realist writer, offered to challenge a
romantic, heroic vision that has penetrated various aspects of modern anthropological and
historical writing. Going beyond Eliot’s phrase, Realist literary theory—with its proscription of
authorial intervention, its allegiance to quotidian experience, and its sensitivity to the influence of

the social milieu on individual identity and action—was presented as a foil against which to
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discuss current trends in social scientific and historical writing and, in the process, situate the
present dissertation in its discussion of these issues. One point made was that this thesis has been
structured in such a way as to highlight the constant tension between spatial structures and spatial
practices, and between socioeconomic and discursive aspects of structure and agency. Moreover,
these issues are not discussed simply as part of an effort to contribute to a geographically based
social science literature, but rather as an assertion of the importance of spatial patterns and
processes in shaping the colonizing experience. In this manner the present study may be
considered a move that partially remedies what Soja has called a “historicism of theoretical
consciousness that . . . has tended to occlude a comparable critical sensibility to the spatiality of
social life, a practical theoretical consciousness that sees the lifeworld of being creatively located
not only in the making of history but also in the construction of human geographies, the social
production of space and the restless formation and reformation of geographical landscapes: social
being actively emplaced in space and time in an explicitly historical and geographical
contexualization.™®

A second aspect of the Realist approach—its concern with the quotidian and with
common shared experiences—also bears on recent historical and social scientific research. In
each of these two disciplines this concern is certainly not new: for history this subject of study
can be traced back at least to Michelet, and for anthropology to Vico and the German counter-
Enlightenment, though antecedents exist in ancient times and the Age of Discovery.*! What is
new in the literature, however, is a series of related analytic concerns that have become of
theoretical importance in several modern academic disciplines. In the preceding pages three of

these have been mentioned: resistance, survival, and agency. Some caveats to the use of the first

40. Soja (1989:10-11).
41. See Hodgen (1964).
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two were briefly pointed out. They are dealt with only obliquely in this thesis, although certainly
the in-depth exploration of migration in chapters 6 and 7, of place making and place breaking, has
a significant bearing on the question of survival.

Agency is more directly dealt with, particularly in its relationship to the continuous
tension between spatial structures and spatial practices. It is here—in the interplay between
structure and process—that the third concern of Realism relevant to anthropology and history is
examined: its sensitivity to the influence of the social milieu on individual identity and action. In
this dissertation this interplay is explored in one domain in particular: that of space. One of the
reasons for this focus has already been mentioned: the manner in which spatial patterns are
influenced by the interplay between structure and process. Yet there is also a reason why the
colonial experience is itself not only particularly sensitive to spatial practices, but also offers a
unique ground on which to conduct a spatial history. This is the topic explored in the second

section of this introduction.

COLONIZATION AND SPATIAL HISTORY
The title of this dissertation asserts that it is a “spatial history of a colonial society.” With this
statement two points are raised, one by negation and the other by affirmation. The first is that this
is a spatial and not a regional study. There is a reason for this, which will be explained in the first
part of this section. The second is that this is a historical study of a colonial society. Again there
is a reason why a colonial society is of particular interest for spatial analysis and why a
diachronic exploration of spatial structures and processes is so important in this situation.

In the previous section, twc major approaches to region have been presented: an
experiential, humanistic geography that emphasizes the experience of place by individual human

actors, and a positivistic geography that focuses on region as a heuristic tool, “a mental category
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to be employed in classifying or organizing geographical data.”*? The first approach explores
regionalism as a form of identity in some way felt by its inhabitants, or at least manifested in
some sort of private or public expression of meaning, often symbolically mediated. This involves
a definition of region “as a specific set of cultural relationships between a group and particular
places. It is based on a certain awareness among its inhabitants of their common culture and of
their differences from other groups.”™ The second definition of region involves an analytical
abstraction from social processes (be they political, economic, or social) to a spatial, social
scientific idiom. This perspective covers the neoclassical models of locational theory, the mode of
production models of locality studies, and the processual models of structuration theory, all of
which have one major point in common: they are concerned less with the cognitive aspect of
place and more with the manner in which social events play out within and create spatial systems,
and how these patterns are recognized and categorized by social science research. These two
approaches may be taken as exemplifying how, if at all, regional studies might be pertinent to a
history of colonial New Spain.

The utility of the experiential model essentially depends on the degree to which regional
space was a valid cognitive category pertinent to how colonial subjects identified themselves or
interpreted the colonial landscape. Did, in other words, these individuals feel or think in regional
terms? However, models that might be appropriate to understanding the development of a
regional consciousness, such as the genres de vie (styles of living) concept of Vidal de la Blache
and the “imagined community” framework of Anderson, seem particularly inapt for colonial New
Spain. The model suggested by the French geographer is most appropriate to undercapitalized

rural societies, that is, societies characterized by a lack of productive and commercial relations

42. Paasi (1986:116).

43. Gilbert (1988:210). For an attempt to define regional culture in Mexico, see Lomnitz (1992).
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that extend beyond the pays, considered to have emerged as “the integrated result of physical,
historical, and socio-cultural influences surrounding the human relationship to milieu in particular
places.”™* There were many factors that influenced the development of this approach, which
rejected the environmental determinism that had preceded it and embraced the Romantic vision of
the particularities of places and their cultures.*’ Yet Vidal’s model, which was essentially
concerned with human-land relations, acquires validity only in the context of long-term
occupation of specific regions, pays, that forged an identity through the repeated interaction of
society and milieu.

For colonial New Spain, the question is whether this type of inchoate and historically
based regional identity did emerge, that is, whether there were recognized regionally
differentiated life-styles or, at least, cognitive models shared by spatially contiguous social groups
that prioritized place as the principal element of sociocultural identity. It would seem that this was
not the case, though this does not preclude the fact that culturally based isoglosses for the colonial
period might in retrospect have some validity for ethnohistorical study. The foci of identification
for colonists might well have included allegiance to points of origin in the Iberian peninsula, or
networks of kin and social contacts that clearly had a spatial component. In this sense space
certainly matters for research. But there is little evidence that these sentiments were ever
translated into anything approaching regional consciousness or spatial sentiments. The regional
focus of indigenous society is equally hard to document although, as I suggest in chapter 6 ina

discussion of efforts to reestablish indigenous rights to Palula, some sort of regional structure

44, Buttimer (1978:60); see also Buttimer (1971).

45, Thus one of the major influences on Vidal was Michelet; see Buttimer (1971:16—17). For an excellent
discussion of nineteenth-century geography, important for its exploration of the links between geography
and anthropology, see Livingstone (1992). One result of Vidal’s impact was the emergence of a scholarly
tradition in France especially devoted to “small-scale regional monographs of particular French pays™;
Livingstone (1992:271).
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based on prehispanic patterns of political authority might have continued into the early colonial
period. But again, such systems are both hard to document and little studied.*®

The regionalized antecedents of Spanish society did, however, have one clear impact on
colonial society: the spatial fragmentation that had formerly characterized peninsular law,
customs, and traditions continued to form the bedrock of colonial legal culture (see chapter 3).
The timeless quality of the Spanish legal system, with laws remaining “on the books” long after
they had been nominally superceded by other legislative, judicial, and administrative decrees, in
effect led to a system of regional law without regional society, at least not regional society in the
sense it had acquired in the Old World. In this dissertation, the most illustrative case of this
tension between regional law and regional society is that which occurred when Taxco authorities
sought to extend their jurisdiction over the agrarian hinterland of the urban mining center in order
to be able to take advantage of traditional rights that enabled provincial jurisdictions to inhibit the
exportation of grain until local provisioning needs had been met. In other words, the urban
authorities sought to mold regional spatial extension (at least in terms of administrative authority)
to take advantage of spatially circumscribed rights that originated in Western Europe before
Colbertian mercantilism and then absolutism had begun to forge a national space at the expense
of provincial autonomy. Regionalization in this colonial case was not a historical pattern that
emerged out of long-term evolution of society and milieu but was, instead, a pragmatic discourse
of regionality in a colonial situation in which the historical geography of such units of provincial
administration reflected the impact of a wide range of factors, from prehispanic patterns of

indigenous authority to early colonial encomienda and corregimiento assignments, but apparently

46. The continuance of indigenous forms of political and social organization generally was at the level of
the a:ltepe:tl; see among others Gibson (1952, 1964), Lockhart (1992), Haskett (1987, 1991a), Garcia
Martinez (1987, 1990), and Licate (1981).
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did not include the evolution of self-sufficient provincial systems salient in the consciousness of
its inhabitants.

The regional identities perceived by Vidal de la Blache in France had developed over
time as the result of continuous interaction between society and milieu. According to his model,
they emerged from the bottom up as part of an almost natural, or genetic, process of socio-spatial
evolution. A quite different model is that of the “imagined community” most eloquently, though
not uniquely, expressed by Anderson.*” The importance of such symbolic representations of
spatially based identities is lucidly presented by Paasi in a theoretical discussion of “the
emergence of regions and the constitution of regional identity,” a discussion that is heavily
indebted to the structuration model pioneered by Giddens and Pred.*® According to Paasi, the
“institutionalization of a region is a process during which some specific level of the spatial
structure becomes an established entity which is identified in different spheres of social action
and consciousness and which is continually reproduced in individual and institutional practices
(e.g. economic, political, legal, educational, cultural, etc.).”™ Key to this process‘ of regional
development is the parallel formation of institutional shape and conceptual (symbolic) shape, “as
the emergence of institutions is naturally linked with the increasing employment of the name and
other territorial symbols and signs of the region.”® Thus whatever the pattern of territorial or
politico-administrative segmentation of space that might exist (and it would be rare for state
societies to lack these divisions), institutionalization occurs only with the emergence of a series of

symbolic representations and cultural mechanisms oriented to the reproduction of a social

47. Anderson (1991).

48. From the subtitle of Paasi (1986). See also Pred (1983, 1984, 1990) and Giddens (1984).
49. Paasi (1986:105).

50. Ibid., 126.
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consciousness of regional identities. In this sense a region is clearly an “imagined community”
for, “in fact, all communities larger than primoridial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps
even these) are imagined. Communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness,
but by the style in which they are imagined.”" There are many ways in which such symbolic and
sentimental representations of regions might emerge: regional names (such as Costa Chica, Costa
Grande, Tierra Caliente, La Montafia, to name but a few that are documented for
postindependence Guerrero); regional literatures such as novels and newspapers that promoted a
consciousness and feeling for the patria chica; educational programs (including museums, maps,
and public architecture) that focus on and teach about patterns of regional differentiation,
particularly in the cultural realm.”

In New Spain, however, many of these symbolic elements and cultural patterns of
representation seem to have been absent. Administrative units certainly did exist, but it is hard to
imagine any particular attachment to these provincial units; they do not seem to be particularly
salient for individual or group identity. Although a few regional names do date to the colonial
period (such as the Bajio), there appears to be a notable lack of names (and nicknames) for

vernacular regions and their inhabitants. For example, one can scarcely imagine late colonial

51. Anderson (1991:6).

52. 1 have not encountered any of the regional names in colonial literature for what is now the state of
Guerrero. Likewise, regional mass media, such as newspapers, does not seem to have existed in Guerrero
before the late nineteenth century and regional texts, such as those produced by Ignacio Altamirano (1834
93) were likewise a postindependence phenomenon. On naming and vernacular regions in general, see
Jordan (1978), Shortridge (1984, 1985), and Zelinsky (1980). For the importance of the novel in regional
identity, see Gilbert (1960). For the regional novel in Latin America, see Alonso (1990); see also Jordan
(19%4a, 1994b). Anderson (1991:29-32, 48) notes that the first Spanish-American (not regional Spanish-
American) novel was published in 1816. On the role of newspapers, Paasi notes: “Studies on the history of
Finnish newspapers indicate that local newspapers have been crucial for the emergence of a number of new
provinces from the end of the 19th century onwards. Through their market areas, these papers have created
a feeling of togetherness, transmitted ideal criteria for regional identification and maintained the elements
of the structures of expectations in the regions” (p. 129). I have not been able to document any colonial
newspapers in what is now the modern state of Guerrero; Anderson (1991:61), who treats of nationalism,
not regionalism, in the Spanish Americas, notes that till the end of the seventeenth century presses in New
Spain existed only in Mexico City.
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citizens identifying themselves as from the Costa Chica, or La Montaiia, as many individuals
from Guerrero would do today. Likewise, social concern with regional differentiation and self-
conscious regional identification seems not to have emerged in Spanish America until after
independence, perhaps sometime in the mid-to-late nineteenth century. In part this occurred under
the influence of European concepts in history and literature; but in part the postindependence
political fragmentation of Mexico and the emergence of regional caudillos whose core power
bases were often spatially circumscribed also played a role.

Thus in the sense of a genre de vie or an imagined community, region seems to have had
little relevance for the inhabitants of colonial New Spain, whose spatial history was truncated at
both ends. Colonization began with an abrupt break of many patterns of prehispanic geography,”™
and colonizers in New Spain had neither the history nor the time to forge the regional systems
and spatial bonds that would have created the genres de vie that they had experienced in the
peninsula. And at the other extreme, the colonial period came to an end before many of the social
and cultural mechanisms for imagining community at a regional level (that which was located
between village and nation) were in place. But if region as an experiential element has little
significance for New Spain, the question arises as to whether it has any heuristic or analytical
value for historians studying this colonial society. The answer is undoubtedly yes in one sense.
As a category for “classifying or organizing geographical data,” regions are “good to think”; they
are a useful analytical tool for exploring and understanding structures and processes that

characterize or extend over areas within a nation.”* The utility of the concept, however, is often

53. Gibson (1964) famously showed that many of the postconquest units (corregimientos and parishes, in
particular) were built upon prehispanic socio-spatial relations (cf. Licate 1981; Lockhart 1991b). Yet for
the most part these were the a:ltepe:tl, and not any larger units that might have existed.

54. The phrase is from Van Young (1992b), who offers an excellent introduction and analysis of regional
studies in general, and those of Mexico in particular. The collection of essays in Van Young (1992a) is the
best introduction to the literature and the problem of the region in Mexican history, from the colonial
period to the present.
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challenged on two grounds: that regions cannot be unambiguously delimited and that they are
difficult, if not impossible, to precisely define.

As one geographer has noted, there are no simply spatial processes, but only “particular
social processes operating over space.” The “problem” of clear-cut regional boundaries can,
therefore, easily be considered a more circumscribed statement of a problem common to the
geography of all social processes: the delimitation, both in terms of sociocultural attributes and
spatial extension, of the unit of analysis. Perhaps in certain cases, such as that relating to zones of
politico-administrative authority, regions are easier to delimit than in others, though even here
questions of interstitial and extra-territorial relations make it difficult to defend the idea that
power, in any meaningful social scientific sense, is coterminous with formal jurisdiction. In other
cases boundaries are even more elusive. Yet for decades this same issue of the boundaries of
social processes has been dealt with in anthropological theory with little anguish. And once space
is considered a simple dimension of social structure and process, these anthropological solutions
to the “boundary problem,” such as those developed in network theory, can be applied with little
difficulty.*

A more serious problem with region as a unit of analysis concerns precisely its flexibility
as a heuristic concept, its ability to be applied to a multitude of research domains. Regions can be
climatological and topological, representative of modes of production or webs of distribution,
coterminous with informal networks of political power or formal units of administrative
authority. They can be cultural or cognitive, historical or imagined. Regions, in this sense, seem
to reach their outer limits at the points where the phenomenon being studied becomes too thin to

55. Massey (1985:11). In this regard space is like time; paraphrasing Grotius (and substituting space

for the original #ime): “for space, of its own nature, has no effective power; for nothing is done by space,
though everything is done in space”; cited in Johnson (1950:336; see chap. 3, n. 117).
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interest the researcher. Many scholars have pointed to this malleability as central to the heuristic
value of the regional concept. Hartshorne, for example, states simply that “a ‘region’ is an area of
specific location which is in some way distinctive from other areas and which extends as far as
that distinction extends. The nature of the distinction is determined by the student using the term;
if not explicitly stated, it must be judged from the context.” A more recent scholar has made a
similar observation:

The definition [of a region] depends on the aim of the study; whether, for

instance, it be to understand the operation of a national economy, of a nation’s

political structure, or its degree of social heterogeneity. In historical analysis,

including the analysis of contemporary trends, one of the most useful ways to use

the concept of region is heuristic, in which the region does not have clear

geographical boundaries. The areas included within a region may both alter over

time or change depending on which aspect of the region is chosen for study.®

Therefore the problem of delimitation and definition go hand in hand, as does their
solution: it is by establishing the definition of a region in accord with the “aim of the study” that
the problem of limits is made more manageable, if not solved for practical, research purposes. Yet
as increasingly varied social processes become the object of study, the spatial plane appears more
variegated, and regions proliferate along with the structures and processes that define them. Even
within a specific domain such as that of markets and trade, classes, castes, and commodities
might all play out differently in the spatial dimension. This does not mean that market systems do
not exist, but that in certain contexts (and colonial New Spain might be one) spatial structures
(which include the geographies of legal and customary rights) and spatial practices might be a

more promising line of exploration than that of regional systems, even in the realm of markets

and trade.

56. Here I am thinking of the analysis suggested by Barnes (1969) and Mitchell (1969b); see also the
other essays in Mitchell (1969a).

57. Hartshorne (1959:130), cited in Paasi (1986:116).
58. Roberts (1992:228).
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It is in regard to markets and trade, in fact, that the regional nature of colonial New Spain
has been so vociferously stated: many previous studies of the economy of New Spain have
pointed directly to this domain as quintessentially “regionalized,” primarily the result of high
transportation costs that hindered the formation of a national market. These issues are extensively
explored in chapters 8 and 9, which suggest the necessity of studying the ways in which different
commodities are moved through different spaces by different groups of people: a spatial study
that is an implicit critique of what has been a dominant concern over the question of national
versus regional market. Historically, in Europe national market integration was achieved in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in part as regional barriers were attacked by an absolutist
state convinced of the necessity of a centralized economic and fiscal policy and the advantages of
free trade and open markets (interpreted in accord with liberal eighteenth-century political
economy). Yet as argued below, for colonial New Spain it can be suggested that market
regionalization was not simply a vestige of past systems to be overcome, but, as was the case in
Taxco, it emerged precisely as a defensive reaction of provincial urban elites to the threat posed
by national integration, particularly of grain markets. Another common perspective on colonial
markets has focused on urban centers as the principal pole of attraction for solar-system markets.
Again, other approaches might prove useful: an exploration of marketing patterns from the rural
perspective of the Iguala Valley, for example, seems to reveal a decided reluctance of rural elites
to market produce in regional centers that were not competitive with more distant, and more
lucrative, outlets. This tension over market structure between urban miners and rural agrarian
entrepreneurs was exacerbated by two additional factors. For the miners maize was both food for
workers and fodder for animals; it was a cost of production and thus market competitiveness (i.e.,
higher prices) had a direct and detrimental effect on the economic viability of the major urban

industry. For the major hinterland merchant, moreover, maize was used to maintain a highly
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capitalized transport enterprise, which had developed in response to shifting patterns of
intercolonial trade.

This section has explored several basic premises. The first is that region as a conscious
experience of place was absent from the colonial ontology: sentiments that might have existed
were destroyed, sentiments that might have developed were inchoate, and sentiments that might
have been fomented were still in embryo. The second is that region as a heuristic device “to be
employed in classifying or organizing geographical data” is useful only after a simplification of
the range of the “social processes operating over space” that are the object of study. By exploring
the spatial aspects of a wide range of social events (land takeover, migration, and exchange being
the most fundamental in this dissertation) it is difficult to maintain 7egion as an analytical tool
except in 2 most general sense. Thus although region is used as a term of reference in this thesis,
it should be understood not as a formal or functional spatial unit, but only in the most general
terms as an area of focused interest.”

This second section began with a reference to the implications of the subtitle of this
thesis: that this dissertation should be considered a spatial and not a regional study, and that
spatial history is a particularly fruitful way to explore the social dynamics of a colonial society
such as New Spain. This approach contends that colonization develops and plays itself out in
myriad conflicts over spatial patterns, and that a history and exploration of these struggles—their
basis and justification, their development and partial resolution, and their continual resurgence
and reformulation according to the changing structures of colonial society—provides a necessary

complement to understanding the political economy of colonial societies.

59. For a concise definition of formal and functional regions, see Van Young (1992b:7, n. 9). Basically, a
formal region is defined by similarity of features within a given space; a functional region is defined by the
interdependence of various elements within a given space.
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There are many reasons why an exploration of the spatial dimension of New World
colonization is such a rich area of study. For one, many of the most contentious issues of the early
contact period can be considered geographical in a comprehensive sense of the term. An initial
debate within the Spanish state and church over the rights of infidels to dominium, which
included the general issue of indigenous sovereignty and territorial rights, developed into more
specific debates over property rights on a case by case basis in which space (particularly the
distance between indigenous village and colonial agrarian enterprises) was a prime consideration.
The sixteenth century also represented a period of tension between conflicting cultures of
territoriality and property rights, as well as contending conceptions of space itself.° An additional
area of struggle concerned settlement. In the second half of this same century, the crown
undertook an extensive program of forced relocation of increasingly decimated indigenous
villages, a restructuring of rural space that was partly motivated by a pragmatics of conquest (to
facilitate the religious conversion and secular administration of the indigenous population) and
partly by a belief that equated urban settlement with rational civilization.*! And finally, the early
colonial period was marked by a tributary system characterized not simply by state efforts to
extract wealth from newly conquered lands, but also by meticulous control over intercolonial
patterns of distribution and exchange. Old European laws against regrating and forestalling were
transferred to the New World in an effort to promote direct marketing of agrarian produce, mostly
grain. But other colonial forms of direct state intervention over the spatial dimensions of markets
and trade also developed, including viceregal administration of crown and encomendero tribute,

as the crown would order tribute maize taken to be sold in the food deficient mining towns of

60. For the former, see chapter 3 below; for the latter, see particularly Mundy (1996).

61. On the congregacién program, see Gerhard (1975, 1977) and Garcia Martinez (1987:passim). On the
planning and design of the nucleated towns of forced resettlement, see Crouch, Garr, and Mundigo (1982);
see also Rama (1996:chap. 1).
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central New Spain (see chapter 10). Yet these were only the earliest and most striking examples
of what may be referred to as a conquest of space, not simply through physical occupation, but
also through policies affecting how space, place, territory, property, settlement, and exchange
were defined and delimited.

Spatial considerations are also important for understanding the late colonial period. The
final half-century before independence seems to have witnessed a resurgence in the
administration and restructuring of colonial space, and policy shifts were paralleled by the
increasingly complex spatial practices of the colonial population, both indigenous and non-
indigenous. For example, the Bourbon state undertook a series of administrative reforms meant to
centralize and rationalize the administration of the colonies; many of these can be explored and
analyzed in their spatial dimension. Among these changes was the restructuring of the fiscal
branch of colonial administration after the visita of José de Gélvez. This has often been viewed as
an element of the rationalization and centralization of politico-administrative control:
jurisdictional boundaries of tax districts (alcabalatorios) were redrawn and the tax farms that had
dominated collection were replaced, in 1777, with direct administration by crown officials who
perceived a portion of the taxes collected (usually 14 percent) as salary. Yet if these measures are
viewed in strictly fiscal terms, as an effort to increase crown revenues (which they certainly
were), the significant spatial implications of such restructuring would be slighted. Before
centralization, provincial administration of the alcabala was an important weapon in molding the
shape of interregional exchange; the relative strictness of localized taxation had an effect on
marketing patterns, as merchants were attracted to districts with favorable schedules or policies.”

Therefore centralization, by affecting a certain level of provincial autonomy, had an impact

62. It is for this reason that corporate groups within certain tax districts would bid for the right to collect
the alcabala; the assignment of a tax farm to entrepreneurial businessmen, who at times lived outside the
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beyond that affecting levels of state revenue: it created different patterns of local political
tensions and interregional exchange patterns. There were many other changes during the late
colonial period that had profound effects on the spatial dimension of New Spain. The abolition of
a prohibition on intercolonial trade created a sudden and dramatic surge in the importation of
Guayaquil cacao (from Ecuador) through the Pacific coast port of Acapulco. And the destruction
of sugar plantations in Santo Domingo in the 1790s not only created an international demand that
was met to a great degree by expanded production and commercialization of sugar in New Spain,
but set in motion events within the colony that apparently led to shifts in patterns of regional
production and interregional exchange.

Awareness of these events is certainly nothing novel. Undoubtedly any study of Bourbon
administrative reform, of sugar production in colonial America, or of cacao trade between the
southern and northern hemispheres would cover these developments. Likewise, studies of the
early colonial period inevitably mention the congregacion, or forced resettlement, program; and
more specialized articles and books have dealt with grain marketing and legislation. What is
novel in this thesis is that its primary focus is on spatial structures and spatial practices as the
common thread linking quite diverse events, both those of colonial administration and those

involving the response of colonized peoples to the conquest.

THE MOBIUS STRIP: CONCLUSION
This introduction has approached the present thesis from two perspectives. The first, explored
through the foil of Realist literary theory, has been to situate the dissertation in the context of

contemporary trends and debates in the social sciences and humanities, particularly the nature and

jurisdiction of their tax farm, inevitably led to conflict between local business and outside speculative
interests.
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impact of authorial intervention, the characteristics of the subject of study, and the importance of
achieving an analytic perspective that balances structure and process through a clear exposition of
the context (particularly the constraints) within which social action occurs. A spatial history of
colonial society has been offered as a particularly effective way to explore the third point: the
dynamics of structure and process as they played themselves out through the period under study.
Yet this approach also has critical consequences for questions such as what should be the primary
subject of study and the nature and impact of authorial intervention on moralized discourse and
analytical focus. In regards to the former, by focusing on spatial patterns, no single subject of
study (indigenous peoples or colonists, elite or subaltern, rural or urban) has been put forth as the
dominant theme of this thesis. Rather, the central concemn is what may be called the geography of
social interaction, the fields upon which a wide range of groups and individuals act, from state
institutions to itinerant peasants. In regard to authorial intervention, a deliberate attempt has been
made (as with Realist texts) to avoid any directly manifested voice (or any assertion that voice is
being “given” to others). Nevertheless, this should not be construed as in any way indicative of a
belief in the possibility of noninterventionist writing. Rather, the form of this thesis has been in a
sense engineered in a “suggestive structure whereby meaning emerges—as a function of the
structure itself”—and this meaning involves a commitment to the importance of both structure
and agency as the key elements to understanding the development of social forms.

The second perspective, elaborated upon by emphasizing the differences between a
regional and a spatial approach, has been to establish the way in which the present study fits in
with the historiography of colonial societies and, specifically, of New Spain. Here it was argued
that a particularly useful way to understand this society is through a spatial history, an exploration
of the spatial conflicts engendered by colonization. In order to justify such an approach two

points needed to be made: the advantages of a perspective that explores spatial structures and
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practices as opposed to one that takes a more strictly or traditionally regional approach; and the
assertion that colonial societies, in particular, present an unusual opportunity for studying the
spatial dimensions of social change.

To begin with, by definition colonization represents the control of one society by another,
and the administrative apparatus of the European colonizing state has often been particularly
concerned with questions of categorization and classification, of territorialization and geographic
control, of administration and trade. In this sense it inevitably comes into conflict with
autochthonous society and culture, while forging patterns that are novel even within the arena of
Western “civilization.” Moreover, given that so much of colonial development is new, the spatial
patterns that develop often reflect a high degree of agency of colonists and colonial subjects,
perhaps more so than would be the case in a society with a long tradition of more formalized and
institutionalized geographic units-and a greater cognitive saliency of spatialized identities.
Finally, Spanish colonization in particular developed during a period flanked by two major
debates that had profound implications for the geography of conquest and colonization. The first
concerned the rights of infidels to dominium and the proper relationship of Spaniards and Indians.
Each of these achieved unique expression in the New World. For example, the question of
indigenous political and property rights (of territorialization in its broadest manifestation) was
embedded in contemporary political and religious struggles on the European continent, although
the newly conquered domains and colonists’ demands created a distinct context for Old World
legal discourse. And unlike previous patterns of interaction between conqueror and conquered, in
New Spain the two republic system developed as a unique mechanism to erect political and
geographic barriers between one group and the other. The second major debate that flanked the
Hispanic colonial endeavor revolved around late eighteenth-century developments such as a

liberal political economy and the emergence of the absolutist European nation-state, both of



Chapter 1 Introduction 44

which had profound implications for spatial manifestations of society as it related to questions of
trade, markets, administrative jurisdictions, and political authority. As Colbertian mercantilism,
physiocracy, and liberalism grabbed hold of political economic discourse in Europe, new
definitions of space, particularly economic space, emerged. The colonial experience, in other
words, was ending just as liberal political economy was asserting itself, along with absolutism, as
the dominant trend in state formation and economic exchange. As a consequence the principal
protagonists of colonial society were able to articulate their demands in competing discourses,
none of which had yet achieved unchallenged ascendancy in official policies.

It is these concerns—and in the end a reluctance to recognize in this thesis any clear-cut
separation between one spatial unit and another, between structure and process, between political
and moral economy, and between institutional authority and individual agency—that gave rise to
the metaphor of the title: the M&bius strip, a mathematical concept that creates the illusion of a
dimensionality where it is in effect nonexistent. In its broadest manifestation, this trope suggests
the futility of pursuing any particular path of analysis under the assumption that other contrary
concerns will remain safely tucked away on a continually hidden and not particularly relevant
underside. Rather, as with the Mdbius strip, if one pursues any line of thought and investigation
long enough, one will eventually wind up facing structures and issues that initially appeared to be
located on the other side of seemingly impermeable boundaries. In sum, the more multifaceted
social analysis becomes, the more difficult it is to study spatial patterns and social processes in
isolation.

At its most basic level, then, the title’s metaphor is relevant to a integrated way of
understanding the interrelationship among distinct spatial patterns, such as those associated with
politico-administrative authority, land tenure systems, demographic movements, and commercial

exchange—the principal elements of spatial structures and processes explored in this thesis,
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which explores the conflicts that developed as the result of overlapping spatial patterns. For
example, in one case study, emigration from the Tixtla-Chilapa jurisdiction to the Iguala Valley
(treated in chapter 7), it was precisely the conflict between the spatial extension of administrative
authority on the one hand and demographic flows and the concomitant dispersed social networks
that were formed on the other that created tensions is the social geography of central Guerrero. In
another case, that of grain markets (chapters 10 and 11), the metaphor of the M&bius strip
symbolizes the necessity of achieving an analytical synthesis between elements such as legal
structures (including state-sponsored laws and popular traditions relevant to the spatial
dimensions of socioeconomic interaction) and spatial practices (the manner in which individuals
and groups engaged in the movement of commodities through space).

Finally, then, this thesis represents an effort to explore a variety of social structures and
processes in their spatial dimensions. It is based on the sentiment that, as one geographer already
cited has noted, there are no simply spatial processes, but only “particular social processes
operating over space.”® And it adds the assertion that the space that these processes occupy is in
constant flux, a ubiquitous bone of contention between social groups and individual actors at
times in conflict and at times simply differing—in histories and identities, in structures of feeling
and patterns of residence, in specialized production and webs of exchange. This thesis is, then, a
study of how space was experienced and constructed, how conflicts in this realm were created
and resolved, and how, most basically, the colonial process can be approached as a spatial

history.

63. See n. 55 supra.



Part 1

Terrain and Territoriality

The Natural and Social Context of Land and Property



CHAPTER 2

THE LAY OF THE LAND

INTRODUCTION: THE CULTURE OF ECOLOGY

It had been a rather long day, as days tend to get in 110-degree heat and hilly terrain—
particularly for an anthropologist intent on documenting land tenure in a society in which
concepts of land ownership and use were changing dramatically under the impact of a booming
trade in “indigenous artisanry” and the increasing relegation of agriculture more to the symbolic
than the subsistence realm, that is, more of a way of maintaining a “peasant lifestyle” than of
making ends meet within the household economy. Every day now for close to a month I had
walked through the countryside with my teacher, identifying land plots and their history on the
basis of sketches made the night before from detailed aerial photographs that, together, measured
some 10 square meters. For some reason today had been particularly difficult; I was hot and
exhausted. So when the village sneaked into sight, peering out between several hills still to be
contested, I decided to refresh myself by pouring the water of my gourd canteen over my head,
secure in the belief that my second wind would meet the small challenge left and suffice to take
me the remaining few miles. About the same time I started pouring I heard a few words of
advice: ma:ka, nika:n xtlah a:tl (‘Don’t do it, there’s no water around here!), the peasant
equivalent, I guess, of the urban American’s “Lock the car door behind you!” to a small-town
visitor—in both societies advice so basic that it is heard only with neophytes unfamiliar with the
local terrain. I had been wrong—my second wind did not suffice—and my friend had been

right—there was no water around. About half an hour later, thoroughly dehydrated, I sat down in
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the meager shade of a miserly tree, waiting for someone to pass by with a canteen not so brazenly
empty as mine.

Several months later, and well into the dry season, I was finishing up my survey of land
tenure and toponyms when I walked past a small pool (perhaps puddle would be a more accurate
description) by the side of a path. My companion that day took a drink and, knowing my interest
in place names, told me that this gloomy spring, scarcely a couple of quarts in content, had a
name: “A:gwah Sa:rkah” (a borrowing from Spanish meaning “Light-Blue Water”). I had known,
of course, that many places with water had names, large areas of land (parajes) surrounding a
watering hole or a natural spring visited daily by humans and animals alike. But here it was the
watersite itself (and a quite meager one at that) that was named. When I returned to
Ameyaltepec, I curiously started telling people where I had been—to A:gwah Sa:rkah—half
expecting someone to ask me where it was. It turned out, of course, that everyone knew its
precise location and no one seemed surprised that I would mention I had been there; in an
environment invariably on the verge of drought no water was too trifling to name nor too
insignificant to visit. A few months ago A:gwah Sa:rkah would have seemed an oasis.

Water too is a source of pride, and those who live in the hillside village of Ameyaltepec,
with a nearby waterhole that dwindles to a trickle during the dry season, are extremely disdainful
of the filtered water that valley dwellers get from the river. When older Ameyaltepequeiios go to
neighboring San Juan Tetelcingo, located on the northern banks of the Balsas River, to buy
ceramics or palm, or consult several of its well-known curanderos (curers), they will invariably
take their own gourd canteen, that they fill before departing at the village spring. Not only are
they wary of the ability of San Juanecos to surreptitiously make little animals (such as worms or
insects) appear in the liquids (of any type) they venomously offer to unsuspecting and soon-to-

be-ill strangers, but Ameyaltepequefios claim that the river water from San Juan doesn’t fill them
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up (xtixwis, ‘you won’t be satisfied’). Indeed, one old man from Ameyaltepec is famous because,
in a story that is probably as apocryphal as it is telling, when he suddenly got thirsty during a
fiesta in San Juan, he took leave of his guests and ran back to his village (about an hour round
trip) to fill up a canteen with fresh spring water.

Water for drinking is one thing (it usually comes up from the ground) and water for crops
is another (it usually falls from the sky). The relation of human society to each is distinct. If
knowledge and naming permits most residents of the Balsas River valley to navigate their way
through a land that is parched for all but a few summer months of shocking green, such terrestrial
erudition is inadequate to deal with the vicissitudes of precipitation, which depends more on
divine will and saintly favors than anything else. Thus one finds that many of the religious
ceremonies that cluster at the opposing cusps of the rainy season are overt petitions for rain.
During San Marcos and Santa Cruz, in late April and the first days of May, rain is sought to
soften the earth; during Ascenci6n and Santa Cruz (again), in mid-August and mid-September,
rain is sought to ripen the maize. Failure at either of these two moments can be dramatic: earth
left too hard to accept the plow or maize plants left barren just as their ears come to fruition.
Moreover, timing is one of the most important aspects of rain and a few days difference might
have unfortunate results. For example, once, immediately after the fiesta of San Miguel
(September 29) and a couple of weeks into a drought, Ameyaltepequefios took the Virgen de la
Concepcion down from her altar and, after a short procession around the village, placed her back
inside the church ét floor level so that they could directly approach her with supplications for
rain. By San Francisco (October 4), when their entreaties remained unanswered, they took the
Virgen—again with procession, music and flowers, and seemingly unperturbed by her lack of
response—and placed her back on the altar. Several days later in rained; and I expected to hear

again of the patron saint’s compassion and power. There was, however, no celebration. The rain
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had come a few days too late; instead of nourishing the maize through its final days of growth,
the water would now fall on the already-drying stalks, threatening to generate mildew and mold
that would make what little grain could be harvested completely inedible.

While mapping and praying are divergent ways that men and women access earthly and
heavenly waters, there is one type of individual who can mediate between these two extremes: a
caballero. Literally meaning “horseman” (from caballo, ‘horse’), but most commonly extended
to mean “gentleman,” the quintessential caballero in the Balsas River region is Santiago (Saint
James), the Spanish patron of the Spanish reconguista and the New World conquest—a knightly
figure now fully incorporated into the indigenous pantheon, where he is a powerful force for both
good and evil.' But certain people—women as well as men—can also be caballeros, with special
powers derived from the fact that their consciousness (tlamachilistli) resides in two places—on
earth and in the heavens.” Caballeros are formed during gestation: a pregnant woman might
awaken to find that her child has left her womb. She must return immediately to sleep, lest her
child (or, it seems, his or her soul) remain in the heavens. Apparently most return, but they now
have a consciousness in the heavens that accompanies them throughout their lives. This can be
dangerous, for caballeros are notoriously jealous and violent and will throw each other to
earth—a shooting star marks the path of descent that must inevitably end with the destruction of
both consciousnesses and the death of the caballero’s corporeal body on earth.

The most commented power of caballeros is their ability to find, or to summon, water. A

friend once told me of another villager who had held out his hand in a greeting; in his palm was a

1. In the Balsas River region, Santiago is commonly referred to as Santiago Caballero, a clear allusion to
his iconic image as a saint riding a horse, his right, sword-wielding arm extended upward in attack. For the
role of Santiago in the New World, see Fernandez et al. (1993); Myers, Simmons, and Pierce (1991); and
Silverblatt (1988).

2. The most common and concise definition of a caballero is that he or she has two “conscicusnesses”
o:me itlamachilis.
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small pool of water and a tiny fish, proof of the welcomer’s status as a caballero and,
extraordinarily given the secrecy caballeros seek to maintain, his desire for celebrity above
anonymity. Another acquaintance mentioned that he had once gone to help someone in his field
and, after working for some time had gotten very thirsty. It turned out that neither had brought
along water. The landowner then walked a short distance away and moved a rock slightly to the
side; behind it there was a small spring, and my friend got his drink. He knew the land well,
however, and there never had been any water there. Its appearance revealed the invisible hand of
a caballero who had made water spring forth on command. Finally, I was often told of a parish
priest who had resided in the nearby village of Oapan; he was famous for his ill temper and his
adherence (to the point at which he apparently was at one time was excommunicated) to Latin
liturgy and other practices that were ended by Vatican II. But he too was a caballero and was
known in Ameyaltepec and neighboring villages as someone who could foretell the amount of
rainfall a coming season would bring. His powers of prediction as a fearsome caballero seemed
to fit well with his vitriolic character and his priestly “connections.”

It would not be overly interpretive, I think, to link the powers of caballeros over both
celestial and terrestial waters to the dichotomization of their “souls,” a tandem vision that
operates in coupled worlds. Nor would it be a stretch to suggest that this manifest concern with
water is a direct reflection of both its scarcity and indispensability. The Balsas River valley is
one of the driest and hottest regions in central Mexico, and the scant rain that does fall tends to
evaporate very quickly, increasing the risk of agriculture even beyond what the scarcity of water
would imply. The culture of water just discussed, therefore, saturates an environment that
appears to be a natural bedrock for such concerns.

The types of ideas just discussed are more of the ethnographic than the ethnohistorical

record. Such rich details tend to dim as one delves into the past; beyond human memory it is rare
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to find evidence for such beliefs about water or the environment. This is true even for central
Guerrero, which is unusual in that in the early seventeenth-century a local Spanish priest,
bachiller Hernando Ruiz de Alarcén, was entrusted with the task of recording and reporting what
he described as the “heathen supersititions” of the Indians native to the area.’ The supplications
he recorded read like a litany of the anxieties and activities of peasant life. There are, among
others, prayers to help one cut wood; hunt deer, birds, and other animals; fish with hooks or
traps; plant maguey, maize, squash, sweet potatoes, and assorted other crops; cure aches of the
teeth, the eyes, the chest, the mouth, and the stomach; set bones; recover from scorpion bites; and
appease anger or provoke love. But there is no petition for scarce water or rain, as if the short
texts that Ruiz de Alarcén recorded were too petty for the higher deities that might be able to
solve this problem. Nor is there any mention of such petitions in the few inquisition records from
the area. One merchant, embroiled in a prolonged factional dispute in the indigenous village of
Iguala, was accused of having two serpents (one with horns of gold and the other with horns of
silver). But these were said to be related to his wealth and his success in politics and litigation
(see chapter 11). Another series of “witchcraft” aécusations concerned efforts to predict the
arrival of the Manila Galleon, which brought goods from the Orient that were a boom to the
economy of south-central Guerrero (see chapter 8). Traders from south-central Guerrero would
solicit the services of seers who could follow the journey of this famous ship, seeking a windfall
much as peasants seek rainfall.

So in the end, and in the absence of adequate data, an approximation to the culture of
ecology in the colonial period relies on a sort of leap of faith, the legitimacy of ethnographic data

for ethnohistorical research involves a series of not-so-small steps of deduction from the given to

3. There are two English translations of this work: Andrews and Hassig (1984); and Coe and Whittaker
(1982).
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the imagined. From one perspective this seems to be not so precarious a presumption: maize
agriculture and a dependency on rainfall is a constant from the prehispanic period, and there is no
evidence of significant climatic changes over the last five hundred years. From another
perspective, however, there were great transformations: religion did change—the spiritual
conquest—and this undoubtedly had at least a formal effect on the numinous relationship of
earthly society to heavenly water. The image of a caballero is as postconquest as the horse, as is
the Virgen de la Concepcion. And although the belief that one could induce rain through ritual or
prayer is a preconquest (and probably close to universal) phenomenon, it might well be that the
ascription of powers to a human (caballero) is a particularly local and syncretistic belief. The
absence of any form of ritual activities pertaining to rain in Ruiz de Alarcén is somewhat striking
in this regard.

There is another key difference between modern and colonial times. During the latter
there was one solution to drought that was much more available than now: migration. One of the
principal arguments of this thesis is that indigenous peasants shaped their environment more with
their feet than with their hands or their minds (in the sense of ritual prayer or technological
innovation). Agency, in this respect, was planted firmly on the ground, and during the late
eighteenth century the Iguala Valley was witness to a massive migration of mostly indigenous
peasants from the Balsas River valley (chapter 6) and from the mountainous terrain surrounding
Taxco to the north and Chilapa and Tixtla to the south (chapter 7). The points of origin and
destination of these mobile entrepreneurs was closely tied to the natural and human ecology of
central Guerrero: fleeing the dry Balsas River valley and the rocky mountain soil for the fertile
plain of the central Iguala Valley and, particularly, the northern section that was more blessed
with rain. Indeed, much more so than at present, indigenous peasants during the colonial period

could control their environment by shifting their location; nowadays the latter can be controlled
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(still through migration), but only at the expense of a peasant lifestyle, sacrificed to a greater
dependency on wage labor in countryside or city. The modern predominance of ritual and
religious solutions to ecological impediments, therefore, to might to some degree reflect the
increasing impact of spatial and structural restraints on the mobility of indigenous society. And
thus the focus on seasonal mobility and permanent migration in colonial times (chapters 6 and 7)
in some ways compensates for the lack of data on more ethereal “man-land” relations during this
historical period.*

This thesis, then examines the relationship of society to environment, but from a much
more “grounded” perspective, one that looks at human-nature interaction as a regional
socioeconomic process. This is not to negate that more strictly cultural relations, such as those
described above, did indeed exist. Rather, it is in part first a confession that that such relations
are difficult to access in the colonial record. Second, and more importantly, it involves an
assertion that the colonization of New Spain involved a transformation of space in which direct
human actions—Ilegal changes in the concept and definition of territory and property, migration
and the creation of new communities, memory and the attempted recreation of past settlements
and societies, the formation of markets and itinerant trade, the capitalization of rural enterprises,
and struggles for control over the fruits of the earth—were powerful forces in creating new
regional patterns of human occupation and use of the land. All these processes will be explored
in subsequent chapters; here the goal is to examine the ecological underpinnings of central
Guerrero society, to present an overview of certain basic aspects of the environment—its more

empirical characteristics and how it was perceived—before proceeding on to an exploration of

4. This perspective runs counter to at least one trend in historiographic and ethnographic studies: that
mobility and large-scale migration is a recent phenomenon. As I discuss in the introduction to chpater 6, I
believe this biasis toward (post)modern mobility as a unique and recent phenomenon is a particularly
pernicious example of the lack of historical depth to many ethnographic studies.
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how this space was lived in and transformed by human action and occupation from the mid—

sixteenth century to the end of the colonial period.

AN APPROACH TO THE ECOLOGY OF CENTRAL GUERRERO

Ecological factors affect regional development in diverse manners. Besides the cultural patterns
discussed above, they have more mundane influences: on productive potential, settlement
pattéms, human contact, and the transport and exchange of goods. However, even within a
strictly ecological framework there exist two basic points of departure. The first is “natural”:
those aspects of the physical environment that limit the possible “geographical expressions of
social priorities,” which include the elements of agricultural production, settlement patterns, and
commercial exchange just mentioned. These natural circumstances, invariably challenged by
human necessity and technological advance® are, nevertheless, as ideal as the “isolated state” of
Von Thunen, the “isotropic landscape™ of central place theory, or the “threshold” considerations
of itinerant market analysis (three bastions of positivistic spatial analysis).” Often it is simply the
case that the cost of making a particular environment conducive to settlement, to agriculture or

ranching, or to transport, is momentarily too high. Ecological barriers are shaken, if not

5. This phrase is taken from Guelke (1982:25).

6. The theory that the natural environment places a limit on agricultural productivity and demographic
growth has been critically examined by Boserup (1965, 1981, 1990), whose work has spawned a lively
debate on questions of carrying capacity, demographic limits, and technological innovation.

7. These terms, part of what Johnston (1991) has called positivistic geography, are mentioned because this
geography has been highly influential in studies of Mexico and Latin America. German locational theory
has influenced the research of three of William Skinner's students who have worked in Mexico and
Guatemala: Smith, Hassig, and Lomnitz (see their works cited in the bibliography), all of whom have
conducted innovative and ground-breaking work in Mexico and Guatemala. Von Thiinen's model has
informed one of the few regional studies on changes in land use in colonial Mexico (Van Young 1981; see
also Ewald 1976b). Finally, behavioristic and decision-making models have dominated discourse on a range
of topics including migration (see the introduction to chapter 6 below, and in particular the references to
studies by scholars such as Swann and McCaa).
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shattered, by demographic change that affects demand and supply, and by market structures that
orient production and distribution.® Intensification of agriculture turns pasture into grain fields
and the enticement tendered by consumption centers can turn a foreign and nefarious terrain into
an often-frequented and benevolent lattice of exchange routes traveled by early entrepreneurs of
commercial development.” Analysis must thus consider a second point of departure, “artificial”
in the basic sense of the word: “contrived through human art.” It contemplates the way in which
historically specific needs and expectations (along with particular cognitive orientations to space
and the environment), shape the manner in which human society interacts with its surroundings.lo
To a great extent, then, the ecological approach to history suggested here is concerned not so

much with the environment as an autonomous force in history, but with the continual thrust

8. This reference to demography and market is not intended to slight the impact of caste and class factors
that were so significant in the development of colonial political economy in the Spanish and Portuguese
Americas. The classic agrarian debate on the relative weight of political (class) versus economic
(demographic) factors grew out of Brenner's critique of French social history (see the summary anthology
by Aston and Philpin, 1985). For New Spain a somewhat parallel debate has emerged, though not so clearly
articulated, around the relative efficacy of caste distinctions as barriers to indigenous participation in
economic development.

Two key approaches to the study of agricultural innovation are that of Boserup, mentioned above in n.
5, and that of Jane Jacobs (1969), who focussed on the role of urban demand (cf. to the demographic
pressure of Boserup) in stimulating the production of agricultural surplus.

9. The three foci that I have mentioned so far—cultural, ecological, and economic—parallel Tarrant's
(1974) isolation of three major theoretical approaches of agricultural geography: social-personal,
environmental, and economic (cf. also to the three “durations” of Braudelian history).

10. An analysis of the interaction of regional culture and praxis with ecology and political economy is a
major goal of this thesis. Livingstone {1992:262ff.) gives a concise account of late nineteenth-century and
early twentieth-century debates within emerging regional geography between “geographical causation” and
“the transformative dominance of human agency.” Cronon (1983) provides a vivid account of how the
perception of resources is related to the cultural orientation of settlers who see the landscape as a complex
of commodities. Cf. also Entrikin and Brunn (1989) for articles that, taking as a point of departure
Hartshome's The Nature of Geography, discuss the reltionship between chorographic and cognitive interests

in geography.
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against ecological barriers that human society effects (and is driven to effect—by factors such as
demography and demand) over time."!

In central Guerrero,"? emergent patterns of regionalization depended heavily upon the
interdependent influence of natural and human ecology. Variations in these factors between
north- and south-central Guerrero stimulated distinct patterns in the growth of productive and
commercial relations, the direction of demographic movements and settlement patterns, the
consolidation of transport networks, and struggles over land tenure as well as the means of
production and distribution of agricultural and industrial goods. Differences between north- and
south-central Guerrero in each of these sectors constituted the basis for evolving patterns of
rural-urban relations that came to dominate and differentiate late colonial central Guerrero into
two basic regional patterns. This bifurcation of colonial central Guerrero, then, was not simply
the consequence of natural divisions. To a great extent the divergent processes were influenced
by a cultural landscape that, during the first century after conquest, emerged out of the interplay
of prehispanic political geography, postconquest demographic change (death and migration), and
the Spanish conceptions of indigenous social and spatial organization that influenced the
implementation of early colonial resettlement policies. These issues are dealt with in subsequent
chapters (particularly 4-7).P In this chapter I offer a brief introduction to the ecology of central

Guerrero and to early perspectives on the environment that were implicit in the destination of

11. For a brief discussion of the autonomous aspects of ecology, see Worster (1990:1089-90).

12. I use the term “central Guerrero” to refer to the area that during the colonial period was included in
the alcaldias mayores of Taxco, Iguala, and Tixtla.

13. Other facets of colonial society such as migration patterns, the activities of commercial capital, and
the production and commercialization of grain were more closely related to market variables. These are
discussed in chapters 8-11.
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migratory movements of the late colonial period and more directly articulated in the speech of
various types of colonial documents.

Many models of locational geography are most convincing in an imaginary, yet arid,
Panglossian terrain of flatlands and steady rainfall, of uniform tastes and equal opportunity cost.
Yet central Guerrero, neither the best nor the worst of all possible worlds, embraced variations of
climate and contour in a variegated pattern that constitutes a very alluring first-level explanation
to divergent tendencies of regional development. Between Taxco to the north and Acapulco to
the south, two fixed points that guided centuries of change, lies a topography so challenging that
it took a full half-century to clear the Mexico City-Acapulco highway, yet so inviting that it
inspired the formation of perhaps the largest single landholding unit in central Mexico. The most
enticing land was in the Iguala Valley, a fertile, rolling plain that dominates a province of that
name and stretches over 30 miles between a precipitous rise into the silver-bearing mountains
surrounding Taxco to the north, and the austere Balsas River basin to the south. During the
colonial period, this valley was the breadbasket of the Taxco and Zacualpa mines, as well as an
alternative maize source for urban centers extending from Mexico City to Guanajuato. During
this same period, it was the coveted prize of wealthy miners and the favored destination of
migrant indigenous cultivators from the Balsas River basin along with other nearby areas and
adjacent jurisdictions.

The northwestern section of the Iguala Valley is broken lengthwise by the twin
mountains of El Conejo and El Mapache. These formed the eastern boundaries of a modest plain
surrounding Cocula, which was to have its own somewhat particular history of land takeover and
agricultural development. Running along the valley's western perimeter, from the Cocula plain to
beyond the Balsas, is an imposing barrier: a sharp incline that at its steepest rises nearly 1500

feet in a scant half mile. Land titles invariably treated these hills as a boundary marker as evident
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Chart 2a
Precipitation: North-Central Guerrero
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and exacting to travelers as a river. Over this ridge to the west lay the plateau of Cuetzala,
Apetlanca, and Coatepec, names of indigenous villages that appear infrequently in a study of
Taxco’s hinterland; the precipitous incline here separated regions, if not lived in worlds. To the
east of the Iguala Valley, past Huitzuco, there is no comparable obstacle. Instead, land quality
degenerates slowly: hills begin to cluster and roll, and precipitation levels drop steadily though
moderately. Rural development here echoed, though with considerable delay, processes that had
first affected the hinterland's more central and coveted areas. Increasing takeover of land and
commercialization of agriculture, which affected the mid-Iguala Valley in the seventeenth
century, reached the eastern section only in the eighteenth, but with differences related to the
changing times. Colonial landholdings were smaller and relations with indigenous villages
(themselves both better entrenched in the territorialized geography of eighteenth-century New

Spain and experiencing demographic pressure and resource depletion) were now more
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Chart 2b
Precipitation: South-Central Guerrero
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conflictive.' Finally, like the east, the southern limits of the Iguala Valley are characterized by
increasingly jagged hills that delimit the tapering valley as it runs into the Balsas River basin.
Here, alluvial lands and narrow plains give peasants a respite from the steep slopes of the
neighboring mountains and permit marginal, high-risk agriculture. The most productive part of
the basin lies between San Juan Totolcintla to the east and San Juan Tetelcingo to the west.
Beyond these sentinel points, in both directions, canyons close the way to all but the most
intrepid agricultural efforts.

One can travel through the center of the Iguala Valley 50 kilometers due north of the

Balsas River before reaching 1000 meters elevation. Traveling south, the same elevation is

14. Cf. the litigation over the lands of Chaucingo (AGN-T 3566/5). Here, land which was uncontested at
the end of the seventeenth century was gradually given over to cattle ranching until, by about the middle of
the eighteenth century, it became the focus of a struggle between the Marban brothers (owners of the
ranchos of Chaucingo and Quetzalapa) and the Indians of Zacango and Teocalcingo.
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Chart 2c: Central Guerrero
Temperature and Precipitation
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attained in one-tenth the distance. A topographic map of the areas north and south of the Balsas
River (see map 2) can be functional Rorschach tests with a single drawback: shown to erudite
peasants they would always elicit the same response—the northern portion looks like farmland,
the southern portion like a quandary. Nevertheless, the region south of the Balsas is spotted with
small niches of relatively level terrain. These offered isolated opportunities for commercial
maize agriculture in a market basically limited to seasonal travelers on the camino real (royal
road) to Acapulco. The most desirable lands were the plains surrounding Chichihualco and
Xochipala (near Zumpango), Mazatlén and Acahuizotla (near Tixtla), and Acatlén and Zitlala
(near Chilapa). There was also an extended plateau that, located south of Tixtla, stretched east to
west, from Tepechicotlan and Mochitlan through to Quechultenango and Colotlipa. The major

indigenous settlements of the Chilapa and Tixtla jurisdictions had insufficient farmland that, for
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Chart 2d
Harvest Loss from Dought, 1809
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both Indian and colonist, served more to supplement income from marginal mercantile endeavors

Source: AGN-Alh 8/10

than as a firm base for subsistence, let alone profitable commercial, agriculture.

Along with topography two other factors, rainfall and temperature, were principal
elements affecting the productivity of agriculture.15 In combination they influence the soil's
ability to retain moisture, perhaps the key variable in avoiding the devastating effects of drought.
Rainfall is concentrated in the summer months of June through September (charts 2a and 2b), the
heart of an agricultural cycle in which the earth is broken in mid-to-late June, and the yunta

(team of oxen) traditionally released and let out to graze during the second week of August.16

15. The high temperatures characteristic of central Guerrero as a whole made it unsuitable for wheat
farming. Flour had to be imported to central Guerrero, generally from Malinalco and Tecualoya (see
chapter 8).

16. Normally, a field is plowed between six and seven times during the planting season. The soil is broken
and turned over twice or three times before planting (which, therefore, occurs on the third or fourth pass
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Over the next six weeks rainfall is crucial to maize yields, though by the first week in October

additional precipitation may be harmful, rotting the maize that has already started to dry.

Chart 2e: Archicofradia Land (1833)
Number of Renters per Cuadrilla
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Precipitation levels decrease steadily as one moves south from Taxco to the Balsas River
basin (chart 2a, with villages listed north to south starting with Taxco). From this point rainfall
levels start to increase, at a slightly slower rate, as one moves south through the Cafion El
Zopilote to Zumpango, Chilpancingo, and Tixtla (chart 2b). The region from the Balsas River to
Zumpango is one of the most arid in Guerrero; it includes five of the state's'” seven driest points:

San Juan Tetelcingo (654 mm), Xochipala (686 mm), Chichihualco (717 mm), Zumpango del

over the field). After the maize has sprouted the plow passes over the field three more times to weed and
give moist earth to the milpa.

17. Actually, the data I have available at this time includes only those metereological stations east of
longitud 101, which runs about 10 km west of Huetamo.
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Rio (752 mm), and Mezcala (754 mm). The gradient of decreasing precipitation'® is accompanied
by one of increasing temperature (chart 2¢) which peaks in the Balsas River basin, exemplified
by San Juan Tetelcingo." Here, the coincidence of high temperatures and low precipitation
means that soil in the Balsas River basin retains moisture for only three to four months, never
reaching a point of saturation.”® Run-off and seepage to lower levels is a continual problem, and
plant life is extremely susceptible to short periods of drought.**

In sum, a combination of factors favored the development of extensive maize agriculture

in the Iguala Valley. Its topographical characteristics were unique in the region, contrasting with

18. Besides the data charted, other information confirms this general trend of higher precipitation to the
north. Note the yearly index for the following stations: Ahuehuepan (near Iguala) 965.3, Iguala 1033, Iguala
(second station) 1103.2, Huitzuco 1077, Huitzuco (second station) 913.8, and Valerio Trujano 912.3.

19. The figures for chart 2c are as follows (avg. daily temperature/total annual precipitation in mm):
Taxco (20.7/1210.3), Buenavista del Cuellar (23.9/1117.4), Tepecuacuilco (26.2/980.9), San Juan
Tetelcingo (29.0/654.3), Chichihualco (23.3/717.7), Zumpango del Rio (23.8/725.2), Chilpancingo
(21.7/861.3), Tixtla (20.8/1014.0).

20. Information on soil humidity is taken directly from an INEGI map: Mexico (1:1,000,000) Carta de
humedad en el suelo (1981). Soil moisture is there defined as follows: “The humidity of the earth, in the
Thornthwaite system, is determined with the precipitation of a month exceeds the evaporotranspiration
potention of that month and this difference is manifested by water that enters the soil, making it moist. If
this positive difference of precipitation over evapotranspiration persists, the soil will eventually become
saturated and will reach the condition of soil with capacity for planting (suelo a capacidad de campo).

“The concept of suelo a capacidad de campo responds to the quantity of water that remains in the soil
after the excess has drained, and the filtering of water to deeper levels has practically ceased; in this
condition the plants do not suffer from a lack of water. This condition has quantified as months during
which a fixed quantity of 150, 100, Or 50 mm of stored water has been attained.

“For whatever locality, with a period, for example, of 7 month with useful humidity in the soil, from
June to December, it is understood that on the other hand the months with a deficit are five, from January to
May. During these deficit months the soil is in a state of constant withering, that is, the soil has exhausted its
humidity to the point at which the majority of the plants are incapable of obtaining it and, for this reason,
they wither, except for the plants with deep roots and/or those that are adapted to these climatic conditions,
as occurs in dry regions.”

21. The data presented by INEGI on soil moisture (produced in color-coded maps) is based, in general, on
the interaction of temperature, precipitation, and day length. Factors such as soil composition and
topography are not considered although both these factors have an impact on soil humidity and retention of
water. The Balsas River basin is unfortunate in this regard in that except for a small strip alongside the
river, the topography is somewhat jagged and run-off of rain is another factor that affects soil humidity and
the viability of agriculture.
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the jagged terrain to the north and west, and the gradually more undulating land to the south and
east. Within the valley itself, temperature and precipitation vary inversely, making the northern
area more drought resistant. The southern section of the Iguala Valley tapered into the Balsas
River basin, a zone of high-risk agriculture sliced by a river that hampered communication and
transport. Further south toward Chilpancingo, Tixtla, and Chilapa, an improved climate was
undermined by a deteriorating topography. The lack of a significant demand center dealt an
additional blow to an already marginal rural economy south of the Balsas river. The northern
area, however, was close to the Taxco mines, the major regional market outlet for agricultural

products.

Chart 2f: Archicofradia Land (1833)
Rents by Cuadrilla (maize and chile)
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The inverse relation of precipitation levels and temperature in the Iguala Valley
undoubtedly affected variation in susceptibility to drought throughout this region. Although there

is virtually no information on crop-loss from the colonial period, one set of records, from 1809,
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does exist. During this drought year, peasants paid rents considerably below the agreed
assesments. The difference was greatest in the southern portion of the valley, where the
cuadrillas of Estola, Palula, Sabana Grande, and Sasamulco were located (see chart 2d, which
presents data on the cuadrillas, or renters settlements, in a basic order of north/top to
south/bottom). Although it is impossible to draw any general conclusions from data on crop loss
during a single year, these figures do become more meaningful when considered jointly with
supporting information both on settlement patterns of peasant migrants and on land rental costs
in the Iguala Valley. Taken together, the information on crop loss, demographic patterns, and
land value indicates the greater attractiveness of land in the northern valley, an attractiveness
based on two major factors: the productive potential of the land; and the existence of an
economic infrastructure that both provided for the rental of oxen teams and plows and offered the
advantages of a nearby market outlet in the urban mining center of Taxco.

The ecology of the Iguala Valley seems to have been the factor that had the strongest
impact on the development of rural society there after the great demographic decline of the first
century of colonial rule. The successful nucleation of all indigenous cabeceras (head villages) by
1605 left only six villages in the valley. As a result a vast area was left unpopulated; although
some cabeceras continued to claim rights to the land of their former estancias (subject villages),
by the early eighteenth century many land issues had been resolved. And by the mid—eighteenth
century land tenure had become heavily concentrated. First two, and then one owner possessed
an immense area of over 150,000 hectares in the central valley that, particularly after 1760, had
been totally shifted from cattle ranching to maize agriculture (see chapters 5-7). Eighteenth-
century migrants, therefore, found before them a vast plain that had been stripped of its previous
communities and from which the great herds of cattle that characterized the early colonial period

had been expelled. Given the lack of historical ties of migrants to the surviving prehispanic
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communities in the valley, and the existence of a vast landholding that, under the ownership of
one or two individuals, had few if any internal boundaries, there were few factors more important
than climate and terrain (although the patterns of the economic infrastructure mentioned above
need also to be considered) that influenced the residence patterns that these migrants established.
If the resettlement of the valley responded most directly to variations in the unoccupied
valley's agricultural potential then a study of spatial variations in both the demographics of
migration and the economics of land rental should manifest patterns that to some degree mirror
the ecological potential of the Iguala Valley, as it was reflected in the eyes of decision-making
peasants and landed entrepreneurs who moved into the area in great numbers. Three general
processes may be noted. The first is that Spanish colonial settlers, first ranchers, then
agriculturalists and merchants, were concentrated in the north and quickly became a forceful
presence in the erstwhile indigenous villages of Tepecuacuilco, Iguala, Huitzuco, and Cocula
(this process is treated throughout subsequent chapters). Second, indigenous migration to the
cuadrillas followed a similar pattern, with a higher and more concentrated population in the
north. Renter settlements in the southern valley did emerge, but the available evidence suggests
that this shift in migration from the north toward the south occurred as the increasing
demographic density in the more fertile northern valley inhibited new migration into the area (see
chapters 6 and 7). Finally, the limited evidence suggests that land values declined in the southern
portions of the Iguala valley, where topographical, climatological, and market conditions
worsened, and population density was lower. The land was less productive, produce was less

easily sold, and henceforth there was a lower demand for land.
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Charf 2g: Archicofradia Land (1833)
Total Value of Rental Payments
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Evidence for a north-south gradient of decreasing land value and a declining population
density among migrant peasants can be extracted from 1833 rental records for the Iguala Valley
cuadrillas that emerged during the last half-century of the colonial period. Although between
independence in 1821 and 1833 both population and rents undoubtedly increased, it is likely that
patterns established during the late colonial period would have continued with little relative shift
since the principal independent variables—climate and topography—remained much the same
and the scant dozen years would have been insufficient for the valley to have undergone
widespread transformations. With the caveat that temporal distance implies, the 1833 data

strongly suggests that the climatological and topographic factors discussed in the previous pages
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(coupled with the closeness of market outlets in Taxco, Cuernavaca, and Mexico City) had an
impact on the costs of land rental and the density of settlement.?

The vast majority of rental payments for valley land were made in specie, particularly
maize (about 74 percent) and chile (about 14.25 percent). Grazing rights, paid in coin, accounted
for another small percentage of the total income (10.5 percent) and cash payments for irrigated
land used to plant sugarcane, melons, and watermelons constituted the final 1.25 percent.” The
brief analysis here will focus on the total numbers of renters who paid rent in maize and chile
(presented in table 2a) and the quantities they were assessed for land use; the figures will be
analyzed in regard to their implications for an understanding of the relationship between ecology
and land use and settlement.

The first chart (2e) indicates the total number of individual renters in each cuadrilla. A
few renters paid both maize and chile (maize rents were recorded in cargas and chile in
chiquihuites, literally ‘baskets,” of between 6% and 7% lbs. each ) while the vast majority paid
their rent in only one item.”* Chart 2e divides renters into two groups, those who paid in maize or
in maize and chile, and those who paid only in chile. The key statistic here is the decrease in
maize-paying renters from north to south, as chile tended to replace the heavier grain as the
preferred form of payment. The increase in payments in chile from the southern cuadrillas may

reflect several factors. It might indicate the changing nature of agriculture as one moves south, to

22. For a discussion that analyzes both population density and land rent as dependent on a third variable
consisting of climate, soil fertility and topography, see Tarrant (1974:20).

23. These figures are from the 1832 harvest; see AGN-BN 436/10.

24. A short note in AGN-BN 436/9 indicates that a total 719% chiquihuites paid in rent yielded 208
arrobas 10 Ibs. before drying and 192 arrobas 13 lbs. after drying. This yields the range of 7'4~6% arrobas
per chiquihuite.
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Administration of lands of the Archicofradia del Santisimo Sacramento: 1833
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RENTERS PAYING IN RENTERS PAYING IN CHILE PISAJE TOTAL
CUADRILLA® MAIZE PESOS- UNIQUEb
RENTERS CARGAS RENTERS CHIQUIHUITES S RS

Tlayalapa 28 144 | Note: 18 individuals rented a 34

total of 24 yuntas for 240

cargas of maize (10 cargas 32-7

per yunta)
Metlapa 33 170 33
Tepehuaje and 46 159 5-1 46
Tepochica
Zacacoyuca and 26 120 5-0 26
El Tule
Sta. Teresa and 45 140 45
San Miguel
Acayahualco 20 80 52-0 20
Rincén de la 19 52 19
Cocina
Tierra Colorada 18 80 18
Cacaloapan and 10 22 29 117.0 5-0 36
Agua Dulce
Sasamulco 28 48 48 88.5 41-0 58
Sapotitlan 12 19 17 28.0 5-1 21
Tecoescontitlan 13 21 4 35 4-2 14
Palula 24 53 5 13.0 22-0 28
Sabana Grande 20 39 13 20.5 1-0 25
Coacoyula 8 38 82 286.0 17-3 90
Las Mesas 10 8 16 29.0 52 23

® The double-line divisions indicate groups of cuadrillas that had their maize collected in a single granery. The granaries

were located (north to south) in Iguala, Tepecuacuilco, Atlixtac, Sasamulco, Palula, Coacoyula and Contlalco.

® Obtained by comparing the names of renters paying in maize and renters paying in chile, and correcting for those who

appear on both lists.
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Maxela 5 5 29 104.0 16-6 34
Potrero 8 4 12 17.5 1-4 19
Real del Limé6n 4 7 3-0 4
Contlalco and 11 10 3-6 11
Carrisal

Salitla and 13 9 34-0 13
Sochicuetlan

Guajiotal 14 21 4 12.5 14 17
Ascala 6 5 0 6
TOTALS 421 1254 259 719.5° 256-4° 640

Source: Archivo General de 1a Naci6n, Ramo Bienes Nacionales, leg. 436, exp. 9.

¢ This yielded 26 fercios of chile or 208 arrobas 10 Ibs. After losses from drying the final weight sold was 192 arrobas 13

1bs.

4 The total income from pasture included 200 pesos paid by Antonio Gémez and 140 pesos paid by Mariano Ortiz de la

Pefia.
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Chart 2h: Archicofradia Land (1833)
Average Maize Payment by Renter
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a greater dependence on irrigation from springs and rivers that would create an environment
conducive to small plots of chile. Or, perhaps more likely, landowners might have

preferred to charge the more distant southern cuadrillas in low-bulk high-value chile in an effort
to reduce transport costs involved in the collection and marketing of the rents paid in kind. Chart
2e also reveals the demographics of migration into the valley. Clearly the most southern group of
cuadrillas (Guajiotal, Contlalco, Xalitla/Xochicuetla, and Azcala) were the least heavily
populated. The average number of renters in each of these cuadrillas was only 11.75. Yet the
other four groups (each group is separated by a blank line in the graph, the groups indicate
cuadrillas that had a shared collection and storage point for the maize given in rent), were quite
similar in size, averaging 33.25, 25.5, 32.5, and 33.25 renters; it was, in fact, only the most
southern group that manifested a sharp drop in size. However, a glance at the map of the Iguala

Valley cuadrillas (see map 5g) reveals the greater density of settlements in the north. The
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demographic data in chart 2e, therefore, suggests that the average size of cuadrillas throughout
the valley was rather constant, although (in reference to the map) the northern valley settlements
were more densely packed. Cuadrilla size dropped off, dramatically, only in the most southern
group. It does appear, nevertheless, that in the north there was a greater tendency to charge rents
in maize as opposed to chile.

There are other statistics that reveal patterns of settlement and, particularly, land value in
the valley. Chart 2f reveals the total rents, in both maize and chile, paid by each cuadrilla. Except
for the low figures for the most southern group, the differences in total payments by cuadrilla
cannot be ascribed to the number of settlers, since the average size of the first four groups of
cuadrillas did not vary greatly while the size of their rents did. Again, chart 2f reveals the
concentration of maize payments in the north and chile payments to the south. The most northern
cuadrillas (the groups headed by Tlayalapa and Tierra Colorada) are completely dominated by
maize payments; rents collected in chile are characteristic of two of the southern groups (headed
by Sasamulco and Coacoyula, respectively). The skewed pattern favoring the northern locations
is even more apparent when the rental payments are converted to their cash value (chart 2g). A
carga of maize was worth 1 peso at harvest, a chiquihuite of chile less than one-third that amount
(the figure of one-third of a peso has been used in chart 2g). The total cash equivalent of
payments in specie by cuadrilla, organized in the chart from north to south, shows quite
dramatically the decrease in economic value of the land from the landlord’s perspective. Thus the
average income per cuadrilla from the group of northernmost cuadrillas (Tlayalapa, Metlapa,
Tepochica/Tepehuaje, and Sacacoyuca/El Tule) was 148 pesos 1 real. The average rental income
per cuadrilla produced by the most southern group (Guajiotal, Contlalco, Xalitla/Xochicuetla,
and Azcala) was merely one-tenth this amount, 12 pesos 1 real. The average of the other groups

manifested a steady and decreasing value of rents per cuadrilla from north to south (table 2b):
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Table 2b
Average rental value by cuadrilla group

Average rental  Average rental value

value per per individual renter
cuadrilla (pesos)
Cuadrilla group (pesos)
Tlayalapa—~Sacacoyuca/El Tule 148.25 4.46
Tierra Colorada—Sta. Teresa/S. Miguel 88.00 345
Cacaloapa/Agua Dulce 61.00 1.69
Sasamulco—Tecuescontitlan 42.50 1.36
Sabana Grande—Paluia 51.50 1.95
Coacoyula-Real del Limén 41.50 1.22
Guajiotal-Azcala 12.25 1.05

The preceding paragraph demonstrated that to the landlord, the value of the cuadrillas
descreased fairly steadily from the northern to the southern cuadrillas. Finally, there is question
of average payment per renter, a figure that takes into account demographic variation among
cuadrillas and groups of cuadrillas. Here again, and perhaps most dramatically, the evidence
suggests that the northern cuadrillas either had a higher land value or were occupied by peasant
who farmed greater amounts of land (and hence paid higher rents) than their southern
counterparts. Chart 2h reveals that among those peasants who paid rent in maize (some also paid
rent in chile, not indicated in the chart), those further north paid greater amounts. The average
maize payment per renter, averaged out for cuadrilla group is, from north to south for the seven
groups: 4.59, 3.57, 2.20, 2.08, 1.76, and 0.98 cargas. One final statistic confirms this trend of
decreasing values to the south: the value of rental payments per individual. This figure is
obtained by converting maize and chile payments to their cash equivalents (at 1 peso/carga for
maize and one-third of a peso/chiguihuite for chile) and then dividing the total by the number of
individual rent-paying peasants (taking into account the fact that some individuals paid rent in
both maize and chile). Chart 2i and the rightmost column of table 2b reveal the manner in which

this value decreases fairly evenly from north to south. This statistic also evens out some of the
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irregular features of Coacoyula’s rental payments. Here a total of 8 individuals paid rent in maize
and chile (none paid solely in maize), and 74 only in chile. Those who gave maize paid a fairly
high rent (an average of 4% cargas each, worth 4% pesos; this does not include the chile they also
gave to the landlord). But the value of rents in general for inhabitants of this cuadrilla were very
low; all 82 residents paid some chile, an average of 3% chiquihuites each, equivalent to about 1
peso 1 real. Thus when the value of total rents (maize and chile) is calculated per individual,
Coacoyula fits in with the general pattern of decreasing rents per individual to the south. In sum,
the data in chart 2i and table 2b (rightmost column) show that payments per individual ranged
from just over S pesos for the two most northern cuadrillas (Tlayalapa and Metlapa) to
approximately % peso for the two most southern (Xalitla/Xochicuetla and Azcala). In between
there was a fairly steady decline, as indicated in both table 2b and chart 2i. This gradient could
be the result either of decreasing value per unit of land or a decreasing amount of land worked
(and rented) by individual peasants. Most likely a combination of these two factors accounts for
the manifested pattern: lower land values to the south, and more extensive (and perhaps labor and
capital intensive) farming to the north.

Rental records indicating land values and population statistics are only one of many data
sets that may indicate patterns of regional ecological variation. Many other types of
documentation reveal or suggest how individuals and communities actually exploited their
environment and thus offer key insights into the productive and commercial potentials of given
niches. For example, the communal and cofradia holdings of indigenous villages reflect both

production possibilities and marketing prospects;25 and rental arrangements between

25. AGN-I 80/2, from 1794, offers an interesting presentation of the relative merits of the real y medio
contribution versus communal planting in maximizing benefits to the crown and indigenous communities.
The subdelegado of the jurisdiction of Tetela del Rio makes his recommendation for one or the other system
on the basis of convenient market access. Thus, for Tetela del Rio, he suggests a change from the real y
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communities and colonists usually responded to the same factors. An exploration of these aspects
of village economies shows that tierra caliente communities in the jurisdiction of Tetela del Rio
had inordinately large herds of cattle and rented out vast tracts of land to Spanish ranchers. This
reflected the fact that the broken terrain with its many springs was more conducive to ranching
than it was to farming. And as fertile lands closer to the major consumption centers were
increasingly given over to farming, the pressure on ranching to expand into the more peripheral
areas increased. Communal production patterns and rental arrangements with colonists provide
another means to determine the involvement of indigenous communities in the agrarian economy.
The villages of the jurisdiction of Malinalco, for instance, were heavily involved in wheat
farming and those of Zacatula in cotton, and both lent money or land to haciendas and more
modest colonial entrepreneurs and haciendas.?® Finally, the composition of petty local trade
(tianguis markets) was sensitive to patterns of local goods production. In the same vein, an
analysis of regional price differences provides a good approximation to variations in local
production, often determined by independent ecological variables. And an examination of the

origins of specific trade goods (discoverable directly through guias, and indirectly through

medio to communal planting “in regards to the approximate price at which grain is old in the reales de
minas of Tetela del Rio and Tepantitlan, located a short distance from this pueblo.” Likewise for Santiago
Tlacotepec he notes that “the decision to have communal planting might be the most useful and favorable
given the large number of males in this pueblo and the outlet that maize enjoys in the real of Tepantitlan,
commerce in which, as is well known, has made these naturales happy.” Nevertheless, when a market outlet
is lacking, the subdelegado recommends the continuation of the real y medio head tax. Thus, in regards to
San Juan Tehuehuetla, “it will be useful to maintain the aforementioned head tax given that this village is
very far away from the places where the grain that is produced by the planting of ten brazas of land could
be sold.” The basis of the subdelegado's suggestion that Tehuehuetla not plant communally was the absence
of a strong regional market that would provide a reliable outlet for the grain produced; given this absence,
he was inclined to favor the continuation of the head tax. Thus the colonial state’s determination of how to
obtain fiscal revenue from indigenous villages, through a head tax or communal agriculture, was based
more on market structure than on ecological factors. In the Acapulco jurisdiction, it would seem, the lack of
Indian productive efforts was directly related to the absence of a market outlet; this is discussed in the final
section of this chapter.
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Chart 2i: Archicofradia Land (1833)
Value of Rent Paid per Renter

Tlayalapa

etlapa
Tepochica/Tepehuaje
acacoyucalkl Tule

Tierra Colorada
Rincdn de la Cocina
Acayahualco

Sta. Teresa/S. Miguel

Cacaloapa/Agua Dulce

Sasamulco
Sapotitlan
Tecusscontitlan

Sabana Grande
Palula

Coacoyula
Las Mesas
Maxela

Potrero
Real del Limén

Guajiotal
Contlalco
Xalitia/Xochicuetia
Azcala

. Value of total rental payment per rent

Source: AGN-BN
436/9

evidence on trader or muleteer origin) provides an additional window onto patterns of regional
specialization.?” All this data on production and commercialization is one way to approach the
question of ecological potential although the realization of this potential depended to a major
extent on the presence of market demand and the prospects of commerce.

The previous pages offered a brief discussion of the topographical and climatological
features of the Iguala Valley. In both instances a notable decline in quality, from north to south,
was revealed. The valley became narrower and more rugged, and the climate suffered from

decreasing rainfall and higher temperatures, which would result in less retention of water in the

26. For Malinalco, see especially AGN-I 80/2, 80/5, and 80/8, from 1808, 1794, and 1805, respectively.
For Zacatula, see AGN-I 78/6 (1808).
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soil. It was then shown that certain socioeconomic patterns of migrant peasant agriculture
seemed to reflect these ecological gradients: a northern valley characterized by a greater density
of settlements and higher land rents (probably the result of increased land value and more
extensive cultivation, as well as the shorter distance to the dominant regional market in Taxco).28
This chapter began with a brief exploration of how modern peasants might speak obliquely about
climate, in this case water. Certainly more direct statements are often made, and friends in
Ameyaltepec and Oapan would often comment that over the last couple of generations the
alluvial plains along the Balsas had been abandoned as less and less rainfall fell every year. The
sandy soil in the river basin, in fact, is particularly susceptible to drought. But another set of texts
about the environment are bound up in modern cultural practices that reveal a particular
awareness of and dependency on the surroundings: a toponomy sensitive to the location of even
the smallest of springs and a worldview in which dominion over earthly and heavenly waters is
particularly salient. For the colonial period, such oral texts are absent. Instead we are left with
numerical data that, nevertheless, allow us to perceive some of the cognitive orientations of past
generations. These mute individuals, who seldom appear except as silent statistical points in a
galaxy of imperial archives, can be heard in a different way, for they “talked” with their feet and

hands, migrating in patterns and working the land in ways that obliquely reveal what they

27. For the assets of indigenous communities in cofradias and bienes comunales, see appendix 4. Tianguis
sales and patterns of agricultural production (particularly wheat,cotton, and sugar) and commercialization
(of produce, imports such as cacao, and manufactures) are treated most extensively in chapters 8 and 9.

28. Additionally, rental prices of the extensive valley land as a whole (which was subrented to peasant
migrants) reaffirm the pattern noted in individual settlements. In the early nineteenth century don Manuel
Safiudo rented the two properties of San Miguel and of Xochicuetla/Carrizal from the Archicofradia del
Santisimo Sacramento of Taxco. The lands met at Estola (see map 5g), with San Miguel to the north and
Xochichuetla/Carrizal to the south. Although the former was perhaps double or triple the size of the latter, it
rented for five times as much (2,500 pesos/yr. for San Miguel as opposed to only 500 pesos for
Xochicuetla/Carrizal). Thus in addition to any size difference, apparently topography, soil quality, rainfall,
population, and market access (as well as peasant demand) all acted to raise the value of the northern lands.
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thought of the land they came to adopt. Unfortunately, except the information that survives on
how far they were willing to go and how much they were willing to pay, there is often no other
way to broach the question of how colonial peasants perceived their environment. The European
colonists, however, did leave more direct records, for the documents that survive often contain
geographical descriptions and incidental, though sometimes poignant comments on the

geographic and climatological facets of their surroundings. It is to this record that we now turn.

CONTEMPORARY DESCRIPTIONS: THE LITERATURE OF THE LAND
It is a land of much cotton and chile, and all kinds of vegetables,
5o that with this and the great amount of fish that they sell,
the Indians live a comfortable life.
Capitan Fernando Alfonso de Estrada, corregidor of Iguala
describing the ecology of Oapan,
year 1579%

To be Egypt it's in no need of plagues,
and to be an oven it has more than enough.

Don Pedro Zarsate de Hinojosa, minister in Oapan,
describing the ecology of Oapan,
year 1604
Complementing meteorological data are contemporary descriptions that offer engaging insights
into local perspectives on the environment. The former, empirical, shroud the particularities of
place in terms of universalistic discourse. The latter, rhetorical, can be disconcertingly partisan;

though frequently illuminating, such narratives must be cautiously judged. For example, the

thematic base of one type of document, geographic reports (relaciones geogrdficas) that

29. “Relacién geografica de Iguala y su partido,” 350-51.

30. AGN-T 2754/6.
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responded to royal initiatives, was closely linked to the particular then-in-vogue concerns of
crown policy, concerns that changed as the philosophical basis of national political economy also
changed. Early assessments of colonial ecology often reflected the specific points of inquiry of a
question-and-answer dialogue focused on the natural environment and precise descriptions of the
earth, and were elaborated in times during which national wealth was considered to derive from
the abundance of resources and when humanistic preoccupations with knowledge were
themselves becoming a priority.” Later reports, reflecting the changing climate of political
economic theory, focused more on the role of commerce and state economic intervention in
regional development and national wealth. Influenced by Colbertian mercantilism, and then by
physiocratic and liberal theories, they tended to look at and measure land units, report on the

existence of roads, and suggest centralized political policies that would stimulate the economy.”

31. The first concemn, on the natural environment, is intimately connected to the scientific humanism of
sixteenth-century Spain. However, the early descriptions of natural resources were also motivated by a
concern with their material value to the Spanish crown, a concern roots in the “bullionistic” pole of
mercantilist theory. The extensive work of Spanish missionaries and colonists in the New World, men such
as Oveido, Medina, Lépez de Velasco, Herndndez, Badianus, and Sahagtin, provides a unique record and
description of the natural history and ecology of the period. For a general treatment of science and
technology in Spain of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see Lopez Pifiero (1979).

Particularly important in the description of New Spain were a series of geographical reports that were
solicited from the New World by Juan de Ovando in the mid-sixteenth century. Over the next two decades
relaciones geogrdficas were elaborated, in response to questionaires, in Spain and the New World, the latter
series being completed for the most part around 1570. These represent the culminating point of Philip II's
determined effort to assemble a detailed description of his possessions (for a publication of the
questionnaire used in Spain, see Miguélez 1917; a more detailed study is found in Vifias y Mey and Paz
{1949-71). For an excellent and concise overview of the Relaciones geogrdficas in the New World, see
Cline (1972a, 1972b, 1972c, as well as 1964). Lopez Pifiero (1979:218-28) and Goodman (1988:65-72)
discuss the influence of the Relaciones geogrdficas and related descriptions of the New World on the
formats used in Spain. For the impact of the New World on scientific inquiry see Cohen (1960). Kagan
offers brief accounts of Philip IT's interest in geography and corography (Kagan 1986, 1989) and, along with
Lépez Pifiero and Goodman, notes the influence of Ptolomy. See also Mundy (1996) for an analysis of the
maps made to accompany the sixteenth-century relaciones geogrdficas, the most complete set of which has
been edited and compiled by Acufia (here only a few of his edited relaciones have been been consulted; see

bibliography).

32. As Maclachlan notes (1988:671f.), the emergence of a governing ideology based on physiocratic
discourse “provided a secular link between the state and the people” and founded royal authority and
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Besides the changing political economic theory that molded the relaciones, as well as other
reports headed for the royal archives, there exists a plethora of contemporary archival
documentation that also reveals attitudes toward the environment. The descriptions contained
therein themselves represent highly interested and motivated discourse, as they often were
articulated as part of litigation processes in which ecological considerations played a significant
role in the discourse and final decisions. Communities would put forth arguments about the
climate and terrain to avoid implementation of certain crown policies, perhaps alleging that a site
chosen for a congregacién was sterile, or either too hot or too cold; or that the difference
between the climate of the village and that of a neighboring mining area was too great to allow
repartimiento without adversely affecting the health of the indigenous laborers. That contrasting
attitudes or concerns could clearly influence the temper of an ecological description, even those
that were not part of a geographical report or elements in a judicial process, is clear from the two
quotes that began this section. Thus in the sixteenth century Estrada highlighted the benefits of
commerce for residents of the same river basin whose onerous climate inspired the unfavorable
biblical simile of an early Oapan priesf.

Conflicting narratives about the environment, therefore, frequently went beyond simple

divergences of opinion and focus. They were cften thinly disguised strategies to influence a

legitimacy on its ability to promote economic prosperity for the nation. Larson (1988:213) also notes the
physiocratic influence on late colonial authorities and observes:

As instructed in the Ordianance of Intendants (1782), they set about the tasks of
inspecting th