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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis will examine the process of change in the socio-

political system of the Mixtec and Zapotec Indians of the Oaxaca 

Valley (see Map 1) in Southern Mexico from A.D. 1400-1970. 

Many studies have been made of change in political structure, 

but they have tended to concentrate on the politico-administrative 

superstructures of colonial origin, to the exclusion of the 

indigenous political and social structures. It is important, 

when looking at a socio-political system, to recognize that for 

a complete understanding, it is necessary to examine the his-

torical and cultural record. Political scientists interested 

in the study of developing nations have been criticized for 

failing to realize the advantages of using the historical frame-

work for a study of change. Among writers who have commented 

on this is Sathyamurthy (1973:557, 563). 

This thesis will attempt to show that the way in which 

the peasant relates to his political system, within small com-

munities in the Oaxaca Valley, has not changed since pre-conquest 

times. Instead (see Fallers (1955), Nash (1967), and Nader (1969)) 

the personal relationship of the peasant to his poiitical system 

remains the same: it is just that some of the structure has been 
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MAP 1. State of Oaxaca 

Map from Handbook of Middle American Indians Vol. 3, p. 963 
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rechanneled. The basic question is: what caused this static 

element to be retained within a changing society? 

To achieve this goal one must examine the structure in v^hich 

a peasant, in the Oaxaca Valley, operates and how he maintains 

this static attitude through the changes that have been operatinq 

upon him, through his culture and the outside culture, from 

pre-conquest" times to the present. 

Oaxaca Valley 

To come to a more complete understanding of the personality 

of the area which the peasants of this study occupy, an intro-

duction by Eric Wolf (1959) adds a bit of poetic examination of 

a subculture within a larger culture: 

South of the Balsas and Palaloapan lies the 
southern highlands where veritable mountains of the 
moon fall off in great forbidding ridges to the 
Pacific Ocean and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. The 
Mexican balladier sings with longing about this 
jaded and disected country but the mountains are 
poor and arid, and dusty villages cling to the 
mountainside with the tenacity of the cactus and the 
prickly pear striving to survive against the odds 
of uncertain rainfall and denuded soils. Only in 
the Valley of Oaxaca, in a basin located at 5,000 
feet above sea level, is there enough level land to 
allow more plentiful crops and clustered settlements. 
Geological activity in Tertiary times created this 
valley and dammed its waters into a lake, now 
drained almost entirely by the river Atoyac that 
flows southward to the sea. But the lake is still 
there, just below the surface, and water can be had 
by digging a few inches into the ground: a boon 
to the irrigation farmer but also a threat to the 
roots of his crops. Today all roads of this region 
lead to Oaxaca City (Huaxyacac in Nahuatl, 'the spur 
of the acacias') (Wolf 1959:10). 



The range of climates, as described by Paddock (1966) is 

enormous although most of the region is relatively arid: 

Most of the region is also both hilly and at a 
fairly considerable elevation. There are true tropical 
forests as well as cool, damp mountain pine forests; 
there are low valleys where coffee and bananas thrive 
and high ones where wheat is grown. In fact, there 
is almost ewery possible combination of altitudes from 
sea level to 10,000 feet; rain falls from 2-100 
effective inches per year; and lands from bare rock to 
deep alluvium may be found within the state. 

In such a region man has had a great variety of 
environmental opportunities and to whatever extent 
habitat may affect human development we should expect 
this variety to begin. In Oaxaca, the physical world 
man needed at every stage of development has always 
been within a few days' walk (Paddock 1966:88). 

Marcus Winter has set up several stages of development 

within the Valley from 10,000 B.C. up to the beginning of Monte 

Alban. The first: from 10,000 B.C. to 1500 B.C. is labeled: 

Hunting and Gathering and Preceramic. It appears that these 

crude gatherers of seeds and fruits began producing a simple 

and tentative plant domestication as early as 7,000 B.C., 

working with members of the squash family. Long before 4,000 B.C., 

along the present border of the states of Oaxaca and Puebla, 

south of Tehuacan, the economic basis of Mesoamerican civilization 

had begun to take shape with the domestication of maize. The 

next phase is that of village formation and well-watered alluvial 

lands from 1500-600 B.C. This period roughly coincides with that 

of the Early Formative and the sites of Tierras Largas and San Jose'. 

The next phase Winter labels as the Urban Formative 600-400 B.C. 

and is associated with the Middle Formative period in the Valley. 
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It is at the end of the Urban Formative at 400 B.C. that Monte 

Alban I begins. 

The Valley of Oaxaca was the crossroads of cultural influences 

passing between the valleys of Chiapas, Veracruz, Tabasco, the 

Guatemalan Highlands, Guerrero, and the Maya lowlands. 

The socio-political system which is of interest for this 

paper is that which, in present terms, can be described as a 

peasant municipal government, in the state of Oaxaca in Mexico. 

This study will center on the change that has occurred within 

the system over a period of approximately 500 years: or ore-

conquest to the present. The reason for the 500-year time span 

is that in this area of Mesoamerica, although there were chanqes 

in the political structure throughout its history, it is con-

venient to start the time period just prior to the coming of 

the Spaniards, due to the fact that this is the time period 

for which there is reliable documentation to cover the political 

change: change within a small community. 

The socio-political system to be examined is that of the 

Mixtec and Zapotec cultures and has been classified as a civil-

religious hierarchy. The Zapotec have lived in the Mexican 

state for more than two thousand years. In the last five hundred 

years, (owing to both internal and external factors), the rate 

of change within these cultures has been increasing and can be 

directly related to the contact of the Spanish and Mexican societies 

Even in the present day, the constant bombardment that these 
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communities receive, from near-by radio and television stations, 

is accelerating the rate of change within the community. Yet 

despite all these changes, the various contemporary Indian groups 

retain an underlying unity based on related languages, common 

forms of social organization, and particular ways of exploiting 

and using the natural resources of this region. "It is well 

established that while cultural content often changes rapidly, 

cultural forms have extraordinary permanency" (Kluckhohn 1949:252). 

Acculturation 

In this thesis the sequence of changes within a socio-

political system will be considered from an anthropological 

point of view rather than from a political science perspective. 

One of the salient aims of modern anthropology, as explained by 

Wolf, "is to define recurrent sequences of cause and effect, 

that is to formulate cultural laws. But to form cultural laws 

one must not look at only one aspect of society, but perceive 

it as a whole. This means that all interpersonal relationships 

of such a society must at some point conform to the dictates of 

economic or political power" (Wolf 1956:1006, 1957:1). 

Thus as described by Friedrich: 

The political ethnographer seeks to relate the 
range of variation in political culture to the ideas 
and methods of the social sciences, particularly of 
political science. It follows that his explicitness 
about his point of view should be matched by a reasonable 
detailed sketch or characterization of the behavioral, 
historical, and cultural context -- of the relevant 
ethnographic facts and patterns without which his 'bit 
of data' and his particular analysis cannot be evaluated 
by the reader (Friedrich 1968:249). 
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In Middle America acculturation antedates contact with 

European culture. To paraphrase Beals (1967:449-450), in pre-

conquest times, periods of widespread similarities can be 

identified, sometimes accompanied by migration, military 

operations, and extended political controls over considerable 

areas. As used here, the term acculturation refers to changes 

and processes occuring in special situations where culture contact 

is massive and prolonged. Two aspects can be distinguished: 

(1) the adaptations and modifications caused by contact of the 

cultures, and (2) the change in the cultural content of the 

systems in contact. 

Kroeber (1940), in his description of the Indian populations 

of the early 1900's emphasized the need to use an ethnohistorical 

approach in its understanding: 

It (Indian population) is usually Christian, 
often fitted into the political institutions of 
the country and always into the economic one. 
Even where the Indians are bilingual or still 
mainly speak their native idiom, they no longer 
possess a native culture, but instead live in a 
hybrid one. The active process of acculturation 
is so far behind them that they do not remember it, 
let alone the pure indigenous culture which pre-
ceeded it. The Indian cultures are neither native 
nor dying; they are almost invariably well hybri-
dized and usually healthy. To understand these 
Indian cultures of Latin America it is obviously 
necessary to know as thoroughly as possible the 
twostreamsof ingredients of which they are com-
posed. Inasmuch as they have generally been 
intermingling for centuries, the approach cannot 
but be historical if the results are to have any 
real significance. 

Therefore a holistic approach must be applied to achieve a 

complete understanding of the political system if the results are 
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to have a validity. An example of this type of study was done 

by Lloyd Fallers in Colonial Africa in which he describes the 

contact between the pre-British culture and the British culture 

and the resulting cultural system: 

In many regions of Africa today, and indeed in 
many other colonial and semicolonial areas, the 
situation is not simply one of two radically different 
social systems colliding head on and, as it were, 
holding the other at bay. More commonly, in Africa, 
African and European social systems embodying diverse 
and conflicting elements have come into being. We 
must therefore be prepared to analyse systemtically 
situations in which incompatible values and beliefs 
are widely held by members of the same social system, 
where individuals are regularly motivated to behavior 
which in the eyes of others is deviant and where other 
individuals have conflicting motivation corresponding 
with discontinuations among the values of the social 
system, We must be able to think analytically about 
these elements of relative disharmony and to determine 
their consequences for the functioning of such systems 
as wholes (Fallers 1955:298). 

Both Fallers (1955) and Nader (1964) have made the point 

that change occurs when two cultures come in contact. By applying 

this concept toward the Oaxaca Valley and political structures, 

one can assume that the political structure within a small peasant 

community will have chanaed to that of a structure of basically 

Spanish design with modern Mexican overtones incorporated within 

the system. Now this is not to exclude the political system 

that preceeded the Spanish conquistadores, for there are a few 

remnants that can be found within the present political system. 

It is important to remember that these Indians are hybrid societies 

and hybrid cultures, enmeshed everywhere in wider networks of 

political and economic bonds, and their cultures are the results 
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of the interactlons of different c iv i l izat ions. 



CHAPTER II 

PEASANTS 

Before giving a description of the historical framework 

of a Mexican peasant municipal political system, (the social 

structure with which this paper is concerned) it is important 

that the terminology to be used is defined. Most important is 

the definition of the term peasant. What is being offered here 

is not a universal definition of the term peasant, but a state-

ment of the context in which the term peasant is to be used 

in this paper. 

The term peasant has been applied to societies that are 

tribal, at one end of the spectrum, and to those closely allied 

with the industrial West at the other end of the spectrum. With 

the term being used with such diversity how is one to under-

stand what is signified by the term peasant? 

Any peasant village today is situated in a 
developing nation and is composed of a mixture of 
traditional and modern characteristics. Some are 
hybrid peasantries, combining primitive or archaic 
(pre-conquest) and peasant aspects of culture, economy, 
and society. Others are "composite" peasantries com-
bining institutions equivalent to those from feudal 
Europe (e.g., dependent land tenure) and postfeudal 
Europe (e.g., market land tenure). And yet others 
are both hybrid and composite simultaneously (Dalton 
1972:403). 

11 
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This diversity can be found in Mesoamerica due to the massive 

and prolonged contact between two cultures of similar hierar-

chical and religious systems. The different degrees are an 

aspect of the amount of contact that has occurred in the years 

since the Spanish arrival. 

There have been many definitions proposed that fit different 

types of peasants. To follow are several definitions which to 

a degree, fit the category into which the peasants of the Oaxaca 

Valley, in Mexico, would fall. 

The first is that of Firth in his description of peasant 

economies: 

By a peasant economy one means a system of small 
scale producers, with a simple technology and equip-
ment often relying primarily for their subsistence 
on what they themselves produce. The primary means 
of livelihood of the peasant is cultivation of the 
soil. ...the peasant is presumably a man who pro-
duces -- usually through cultivation -- mainly for 
his own household's consumption, but who also pro-
duces something to exchange in a market for other 
goods and services. This is the economic aspect of 
the peasant community's semi-autonomy (Firth 1951:87). 

Walter Goldschmidt looks at the term peasant from the point 

of view of the community itself: 

"We have defined a peasant community somewhat 
more narrowly than is usually the case, in which the 
population (1) consists chiefly of agricultural pro-
ducers who have rights to the land that they culti-
vate, (2) produces primarily for its own subsistence, 
though also for exchange, and (3) forms part of a 
state-oriented political system (Goldschmidt 1971:1058). 

Joseph Lopreato looks at peasants from the structural point 

of view: 
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(peasant) by which term I intend to indicate any worker 
directly engaged in manual agricultural activity as 
his major occupation. This definition will exclude 
from our interest such individuals as absentee land 
owners, managers, and the like whose agriculture, 
is not more than supervisory in nature (Lopreato 
1965:298). 

Peasants within the Oaxaca Valley are linked to the soil 

as a primary source of subsistence, but also produce other items 

such as pottery, weavings, animals (meat and fish) which are 

used in the market as exchange items. The land within the 

Oaxaca Valley is controlled by the community and is usually 

not passed down from generation to generation, but is parceled 

out by the community elders to those whom they deem to be the 

most deserving. This is not to say there is no private land, 

for there is, but the majority of the land is communal. 

These definitions can be applied to any other groups of 

agricultural people found in any other system; but the peasants 

in the Valley of Oaxaca are unique and therefore the term peasant, 

when used for the people of the Valley, needs to be more singular 

in its scope. Eric Wolf helps to narrow the definition: 

First let us deal with the peasant only as an 
agricultural producer and draw a line between peasants 
on the one hand, and fishermen and livestock keepers, 
on the other. Second, we should, for our present 
purpose, distinguish between the peasant who retains 
effective control of land and the tenant whose con-
trol of land is subject to an outside authority. 
Third, the peasant aims at subsistence and not at 
reinvestment (Wolf 1955:453). 

But as Wolf points out there are problems in setting up a 

typology of peasant segments. Peasants are not a culture unto 
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themselves, but a part culture related to some larger whole. 

Certain relationships among peasant culture are tied to bodies 

of relationships outside the peasant culture, yet help determine 

both its character and continuity. We must not only realize 

that the subculture is affected by the larger whole, but must 

also account for the manner in which the subculture is organized 

into the larger whole (paraphrased from Wolf 1955:454). 

Peasants vs. Tribal 

So far we have described what peasant societies consist of, 

but many tribal societies can fall under these definitions. 

For many tribal societies are agriculturalists and operate upon 

a subsistence level with rather complex social organization. 

However, the key here is that the definition must be structural 

and reactional rather than occupational. For in most peasant 

societies, significant numbers of people earn their livings 

from nonagricultural occupations. "It is not what peasants 

produce that is significant; it is how and to whom they dispose 

of what they produce that counts" (Foster 1967:7). 

Therefore, when the tribal institutions are compared to 

equally specific institutions of actual peasant economies of 

time and place, one is confined to pointing out only a few non-

modes of likelihood. "When it comes to culture and society 

anthropologists stress the difference between tribal and 

peasant: that peasantry-in-general shares a language, a 
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r e l i g i o n , and government with nonpeasants wi th in a larger cu l -

ture" (Dalton 1972:397). 

Peasants vs. the Larqer Whole 

Thus we see that when peasants are defined i t is important 

to consider the i r relat ionship to the larger whole. For there 

to be peasants there need to be c i t i e s , and those pr imit ive 

peoples who do not l i ve in terms of the c i ty are not peasants. 

The peasant is a rural native whose long-established order of 

l i f e takes important account of the c i t y . Kroeber (1948) in 

his de f in i t i on of peasants places strong reference upon the 

fact of the i r being part-societ ies with part-cul tures, when 

he says: 

Peasants are de f in i te ly r u r a l , yet l i ve in 
re lat ion to market towns; they form a class seg-
ment of a larger population which usually contains 
also urban centers, sometimes metropolitan capi ta ls . 
They consti tute part-societ ies with part-cultures 
(Kroeber 1948). 

Dalton (1972:402) states that in the case of the Oaxaca 

Valley: 

peasant communities are considered to have se l f - ru le , 
corporate governments, and theoret ical ly are closed 
to outside influence, but they do not contain only 
Zapotec and Mixtec cul tural t r a i t s . Everywhere in 
Latin American peasant-type subcultures are charac-
terized by a combination of archaic European and 
American Indian patterns and which are slowly giying 
way to new national patterns and ins t i tu t ions which 
play a larger role in peasant than in modern Indian 
subcultures. 
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Corporate Peasant Communities in Mexico 

A peasant can be viewed as a self-sufficient agriculturalist, 

but what of his conmunity structure? There are many types of 

structures of peasant communities from a feudal type in Europe 

during times past, to that of a modern farmer in a small community 

in Western civilization. The type found in Mesoamerica, parti-

cularly in the state of Oaxaca, is that of a closed, corporate 

peasant community. 

These communities maintain a body of rights to possessions, 

such as land, and act as one in its dealings with the larger 

whole, thus it can be seen as a corporation. They are closed 

because they strive to prevent outsiders from becoming members 

of the community, and limit contacts with the larger whole. 

The members are pressured to redistribute the wealth within the 

village, preferably in the operation to the religious system. 

Display of wealth is viewed with direct hostility and poverty 

is praised and resignation to the fact of poverty is of high 

value (Wolf 1957:2, 5; Selby 1974:132). 

It is necessary to point out that closed, corporate com-

munities in these areas are socially and culturally isolated 

from the larger society in which they exist. This is due to 

the pressure from within the community, "peer pressure" to 

maintain arepertoire of culturally acceptable behavioral pat-

terns that intermesh evenly and easily with those of the fellow 

inhabitants of the community. This "peer pressure" was not a 
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new adaptation of the community to the Spanish arrival and con-

quest but one that has developed over a long period of time in 

Middle American history. "For the inhabitants of the Valley of 

Oaxaca lie in one of the crossroads of Middle American culture 

and always have had conquerors or a larger whole in which to 

interact and at the same time maintain internal stability within 

the community. This general isolation of the peasant community 

from the larger society is, however, reinforced by the local 

civil-religious hierarchy" (Wolf 1957:5). 

Historically, the closed corporate peasant community in 

Mesoamerica is a result of the Spanish Conquest. Generally it 

is recognized that there is a division between the structure of 

the pre-conquest and the post-conquest, but opinion differs among 

scholars as to the actual characteristics of the pre-hispanic 

communities. The new configuration of the communities was due 

to large-scale resettlement of Indian populations, population 

losses, and serious social and cultural crises. Many communities 

were broken up and new ones were formed comprised of peoples of 

different cultural backgrounds, thus a discontinuation of many 

pre-hispanic cultural patterns. The new Indian communities 

were given rights to land as local groups, not kinshipwise; 

political authority was placed in the hands of pre-conquest 

civil leaders, and in the communities where there were no pre-

conquest leaders new ones were appointed, and these positions 

were made elective; tribute and labor services were rechanneled 
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from outside recipients to intra-village recipients. 

The Spanish government was faced with several problems in 

its rule of .Mesoamerica; on^, it wants to protect the rights of 

the Indians and two, to deny control of the Indian oopulations 

from the colonists. This was achieved by placing control of the 

local communities under local rule. This had a two-fold purpose: 

one, it provided a cultural barrier against colonist encroach-

ment and second, the Spanish crown avoided the huge costs of direct 

administration. As described by Wolf (1957): 

In Mesoamerica the crown insisted on the spatial 
separation of native peasants and colonists, and 
furthered the organization of the native populations 
into nucleated communities with their own relatively 
autonomous government. It charged these native 
authorities with the right and duty to collect tri-
bute, organize collective labor and to exercise formal 
and informal sanctions in the maintenance of peace 
and order. 

Thus the communities were set up to act upon their own: 

(1) reducing the peasants to the stature of part-time laborers, 

(2) providing for their own subsistence on scarce land, together 

with the imposition of changes levied arid enforced by semi-

autonomous local authorities, (3) to finding and defining the 

common life situation which confronts each peasant community. 

The closed corporate peasant community is an attempt to come 

to grips with this situation. 

The peasants within the community are bonded together by 

any threats to their basic source of livelihood, the land, and 

to the produce which is raised on that land. These threats can 

come from both within and without the community. One threat 
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from within the community can be natural population increase; 

this is because land is a finite item within the community. 

A second threat is accumulated wealth which could be used to 

alter the land tenure in favor of a few individuals. Accumu-

lated wealth is additionally a negative aspect because it indi-

cates a unwillingness to share the life risks of fellow villagers 

according to traditional cultural patterns. Among peasant groups 

social relations represent a sort of long-term life insurance. 

For within the village help with a mayordomfa, servicio, and 

other items or services that are exchanged, reciprocity is ex-

pected in future times of need. 

Threats from without the community would be unrestricted 

immigration and purchase of land by outsid'ers, thus decreasing 

the amount of land available to the members of the community. 

Thus the necessity of strong defenses against outsiders. As 

Wolf emphasizes: 

These defenses are required because the closed 
corporate community is situated within a dualized 
capitalistic society. They are neither simple sur-
vivals nor the results of "cultural lag" and due to 
some putative tendency to conservatism said to be 
characteristic of all culture. They do not illustrate 
the "contemporaneousness". They exist, because their 
functions are contemporaneous (Wolf 1957:13). 

Types of Relations Between the Peasant 

and the Larger Whole 

It has been stated that to be a peasant there must be 

interaction with a larger whole: cities or urban centers. 
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Therefore these closed corporate communities must have inter-

action with urban centers; so how does the internal structure 

of the community buffer this contact through its structure? 

Each Mesoamerican Indian community is structured in socio-

cultural levels as follows: nuclear family, kindred, barrio 

or ward, community constellation of town center with dependent 

community, constellation of regional capital (in Mexico this 

is the state) and finally the national state or nation. It 

is though these different social levels that interaction with 

the cities or larger whole occurs. 

Thus if these communities maintain self control and em-

phasize an equality of poverty throughout the village it seems 

that the contacts with the larger whole are extremely limited. 

But there is a great deal of contact between the members 

of the community and the larger whole, through the distribution 

system that operates with the Valley, and that dates back to 

the time of the Olmecs. Borrowing from Wolf (1967:290, 300, 

302) we find that it is distribution that vastly overshadows 

production and politics as an integrative force between the 

village and the larger whole, alias the larger cities within 

the Valley. This connection is the (a) market, (b) the commercial 

network beyond the market, (c) the specialized services by 

members of one community in another. It is important to recog-

nize the function of the "market" in which individuals parti-

cipate segmentally as buyers or sellers of produce, yet do not 
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allow their tangent economic contacts to bear directly on other 

realms of socio-cultural interaction. It is integrative in 

one sense, the economic, yet it emphasizes the opposition of 

various participant segments to each other. 

The market system is not just an integrative mechanism 

that operates in the Valley of Oaxaca, but has national and 

international contacts. This is achieved through a network of 

commercial travelers exploring the hinterland of the valley in 

search of gain. In one case in the Valley, the pueblo of Atzompa, 

being a pottery producing pueblo, receives correspondence from 

companies in the United States, i.e., Neiman Marcus, interested 

in some of the wares that the village produces: thus it has 

contact not only on a state or regional level but also national 

and international levels as well. 

The Process of Integration Within 

Peasant Society 

It has been established that there is a process of inte-

gration, that occurs within and without the closed corporate 

community in which cultural information is passed. In the 

following section examples of internal and external village 

interaction will provide a view of the factors that bind the 

villages to themselves, the state and the nation. 

The term "integration" taken by itself signifies 
the social and cultural processes by which the part-
processes characteristic of a plurality of social 
and cultural units are coordinated into a social 
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system. Integration may be either "horizontal" in 
that such coordination interaction takes place among 
units of approximately the same form and scale; or 
itmay be "vertical" in that coordination is accom-
plished by a group of decision-makers, organized 
into a social unit superordinate and embrasive of 
previously existing units (Wolf 1967:301). 

In the Valley of Oaxaca both horizontal and vertical exchanges 

can be found between the peasant villagers and the larger whole. 

Vertical exchanges are found within what was the hacienda system, 

although this was not the predominant mode in the Valley, where 

information passes from the local villagers through the hacienda 

owner to the larger v/hole. Horizontal exchanges are to be found 

in the villages that are not part of the hacienda system and 

these pass through the local market system when the villages 

are in contact with other villages from the surrounding area. 

Similarly political institutions operating at the level of 

market town, state, or republic use both horizontal and vertical 

exchanges as means of exacting revenues through taxes. 

In one village in particular, Atzompa, within the Oaxaca 

Valley there are many intra-village integrative mechanisms 

currently in effect. One of these, the civil-religious hierarchy 

that is structured in a ladder system of service through which 

the male members of the village pass, acts as a cohesive influence 

within the village. "Other integrating forces are the school, 

the marketplace, the church, and religious events not directly 

connected with the church. Even use of the same bus acts as an 

adhesive factor: individuals from opposite ends of the village 

may sit next to each other and gossip" (Stolmaker 1973:201). 
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Examples of Integration wi th in 

a_ Peasant Communi ty 

Within the peasant community there are many factors or 

functions that act as integrative mechanisms. For example with 

Atzompa, a village of two-thousand people ten kilometers west 

of the city of Oaxaca, there is tequio: a work assignment levied 

equally upon all households of the village, comprising all males 

under the age of 50. "As in cargos, the ideal is to conform, 

for the time required is not excessive. This not only imparts 

a sense of participation in what the village as a whole accom-

plishes but also provides a point of contact for individuals with 

others within the village" (Stolmaker 1973:202). 

Therefore individuals are bound together not only by dyadic 

relationships based upon respeto, but also shared public service, 

what Eric Wolf would call singlestranded, polydadic, horizontal 

relationships. 

There are also signs of change in Atzompa due to contact 

with the larger whole. The system of community service or cargos, 

once utilized exclusively for prestige-motivated civil and 

religious assignments which were interwoven, has been adapted 

to the new view of village needs: school construction and 

maintenance, construction of public buildings and roads, and the 

establishment and maintenance of the new utilities. Religious 

service is still very much a part of village life, but the system 

of carqos is undergoing a gradual shift in emphasis from traditional 
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to modern uses. 

In recent years Atzompa has seen a significant shift toward 

nontraditional types of home furnishings and equipment, primarily 

of transistor radios. There was somewhat more opposition to 

television than to radio: several women in the village were 

concerned by the effect of the programs on children, "Es un vicio", 

said one woman, "Despierta la juventud". (It is a vice; it puts 

ideas into young peoples heads) (Stolmaker 1973:237). 

Other aspects are changing: the discarding of traditional 

dress is shown to be inversly related to age. In housing, cane 

huts replace adobe houses, which are more substantial and therefore 

more desirable than cane housing. With the installment of elec-

tricity in 1969 the majority of villagers had service extended 

to their homes despite the high initial cost. Modern medicine 

has also made an impact, but the practice of levantada is still 

prevalent. 

As in all societies, decisions of investment in traditional 

status, in material goods, or enterprise, are made in accordance 

with the prevailing social and cultural values (Firth 1964:21; 

Belshaw 1965:112-113). As described by Stolmaker (1973:215), 

These values are changing in Atzompa. A major 
factor in bringing about value change is the village's 
proximity to Oaxaca City. Many families of San Jacinto 
Amilpas and San Lorenzo Cacaotepec, neighboring vil-
lages that lie along the Pan American Highway, supple-
ment farm income with wage work in the city; the 
result is greater orosperity and exposure co urban 
ways of life. Atzomperos note that the way of life 
in these more acculturated villages "is more civilized" 
than their own, that is: the people have more of 
the accoutrements of city life. 
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Summary 

For the purposes of this paper peasants w i l l be defined 

as small scale-producers with a simple technology and equipment, 

often re ly ing pr imari ly for subsistence on what they themselves 

produce. In the case of the peasants in the Oaxaca Valley, 

the primary means of production is by cu l t iva t ion of the soi l . 

These peasants l i ve in closed corporate communities that 

are uni f ied by kinship, work projects ( v i l l age ) , c i v i l - r e l i g i ous 

hierarchy, campadrazgo, and barr ios. 

I t is important to remember that what comprises peasantry 

is not occupational but s t ruc tu ra l , and that part of being a 

peasant is having a larger whole with which to interact . 

Therefore the majority of the interact ion occurs through the 

economic or market system, with additional interact ion occurring 

wi th in the c i v i l - r e l i g i ous hierarchy. Other contacts are made 

through individuals who operate in both cultures: the small 

peasant v i l lage and the larger whole, these people have been 

labeled by Eric Wolf as 'Cultural Brokers'. 



CHAPTER III 

PRE-CONQUEST 

The Zapotecs 

According to local legends, in the beginning the Zapotecs 

were born from the rocks, caves, and trees of the region and 

the first leader of the Zapotec nation descended from the sky 

as a bird. 

The valley of Oaxaca had for many centuries been the 

traditional center for the Zapotec culture (see Figure 1). 

It was this tradition that began about 100 B.C. at Monte Albâ 'n, 

and continued until its interruption by the Spaniards in the 

1500's. Change did occur, and present knowledge permits some 

division of this long tradition into periods. Nevertheless, 

there was not any sharp break in the Valley Zapotec ways, 

caused by the abandonment of Monte Alban, nor the Mixtec conquest 

and occupation, nor the Aztec invasion. Except for the abandon-

ment of Monte Alban and the later capture of a number of towns 

by the Mixtecs, change in the Valley of Oaxaca from the time of 

Christ until the Spanish conquest tended to be both \/ery gradual 

and internal: the work of the Valley's own Zapotec inhabitants. 

Paddock (1966) designated the "resuUing periods as Transition 

Illa (ca. 100 B.C. to A.D. 300), Illb (A.D. 300-900), and IV 

26 
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FI6URE 1. Archeological Sequences of the Oaxaca Valley 

Figure courtesy of Marcus Winter 



MAP 1. State of Oaxaca 

Map from Handbook of Middle American Indians Vol. 3, p. 963 
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(A.D. 900-1521). Nevertheless, note should be taken that periods 

III and IV of Monte Alban are in most senses a single tradition 

interrupted only at Monte Alba'n by its abandonment" (Paddock 

1966:126-127). 

At the end of period III Monte Alban collapsed. What caused 

it -- a slave state, a couple of dry years that the priests 

could not cure -- is not known. At the end there was no vengeful 

destruction of Monte Alban. The temples came down, but they 

fell stone by stone over the years of lack of repairs. Offerings 

were still made there secretly in Spanish colonial times. Even 

now one may see, almost any day, large pilgrimages in Mexico. 

It is common for tens of thousands of men, women and children 

to walk fifty or more miles to a shrine in Mexico. They are 

not slaves; they would revolt if denied the right to make their 

pilgrimages. If they were asked, they would gladly offer a jar 

of water, or a log or a stone; or they would give a few days' 

labor. For it is part of their tradition to provide offerings to 

the gods at their religious centers. 

Paraphrasing Paddock (1966:152), these people were participating 

in the life of a metropolis; they could see that they were making 

it possible. They could stand before those mighty temples, 

wander over the eminent open plaza, and gaze over the whole valley 

from their religious center. They knew that no other such center 

existed for hundreds of miles — and even then their city had 

only rivals, not superiors. They were proud, and they were 
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reassured at this enormous work of art as evidence that man, 

too, has power. 

Spores (1967:965) has suggested that during the late post-

classic the Mixtec pushed over into parts of the Oaxaca Valley 

and the carriers of two distinct cultures were living in the 

Valley. The Mixtec strain (Monte Alban V) seem to have been 

dominant, but it did not displace the Zapotec traditions. The 

two existed side by side but with little or no visible blending. 

The Mixtec appear to have come in, built or taken over com-

munities, occupied them for a period, and then moved out leaving 

Zapotec culture relatively unaffected. 

In spite of all the difficulties, we have some 
fairly solid starting points from which to begin con-
strucing a picture of life in period IV. Since there 
was a massive Tetlamixteca invasion of the Valley, 
most of the towns in the Etla and Tlacolula Valleys 
were subjugated if not populated by the invaders. 
How do we know Monte Alba'n V culture was not simply 
cut off and replaced by the Monte Alba'n of the 
Tetlamixteca? It is true that the Zapotec people 
and culture may have been temporarily forced into 
exile in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, but the ability 
of the Indians to maintain their own ways under 
Spanish pressure makes it clear that the Zapotecs 
were entirely capable of keeping their traditions 
alive in spite of Mixtec military successes and 
occupations (Paddock 1966:255). 

From the abandonment of Monte Alban as a functioning city 

during the tenth century until the Spanish conquest, the culture 

of the Valley Zapotecs is called Monte Alba'n IV; but it was in 

fact an unbroken continuation of Illb in most ways, then, no 

Zapotec metropolis at all after Monte Alban Illb, and the Zaootec 

situation came to resemble more the Mixtec one, with many small 
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cities subject only to rather ephemeral unification. 

Social Structure and Political Organization 

of the Zapotecs 

We have little reliable information on how the social order 

was structured in pre-columbian times. In general it would appear 

that leadership, both religious and secular, was inherited and 

that succession, if not determined strictly by descent principle, 

tended to be restricted to families of small aristocratic groups. 

It seems certain that, during the classic and post-classic 

periods, social classes were a feature of ancient Mesoamerican 

society. The basic stratum was peasantry, at the top was an 

aristocracy of civil, religious, and military leaders; occupyinq 

an intermediate position, at least in some instances were artisans, 

traders, the lower echelons of the priesthood and minor officials. 

Dominant Themes of Mesoamerican Culture 

One predominant theme is a distinctive fatalistic cosmology 

manifested in elaborate religious systems with powerful gods 

before whom man is insignificant and impotent. It is important 

to remember that these gods comprised the upper echelons of the 

peasants' political and religious systems. 
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Zapotec Pol itical and Social Organization 

Just Prior to Conquest 

The towns offered tribute and services, the characteristic 

emblem of subjugation in precolonial Central Mexico, to the 

Zapotec rulers seated in the capital. That service was normally 

specified as "assistance in war" and that local government tended 

to reside in the hands of the local lords reinforces the argument 

that this was an involuntary allegiance. Higher authority was 

recognized by the Valley communities through their tribute and 

services to either Teotzapotlan, Tehuantepec, Tenochtilan, or 

the Mixtec; but local political control was vested in local 

ruling dynasties. Mitla had no cacique but was under the 

authority of a priest whose religious authority extended over 

the entire Valley. 

In other towns of the Valley there was a clear distinction 

between religious and secular authority and the instance in 

Mitla would constitute somethinq of an anomaly. 

The pre-conquest. peasants view of the political system 

in which he operated was that of a political authority over the 

whole Valley and the local community was controlled by the local 

nobility. This group was responsible for the government and 

maintenance of order in the community and of the collection of 

tribute and of recruitment or service. 

Spores indicates "the existence of a hereditary aristocracy 

in each community, the members of which were clearly distinguished 
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from the remainder of the population. There was within this 

body a royal lineage which possessed, quarded, and passed from 

generation to generation the title of cacique, or "ruling lord" 

and the privileges and possessions adhering to that title" 

(Spores 1967:967). 

The Mixtec 

On the eve of the Spanish conquest, the Mixtec culture 

had spread over most of western Oaxaca, the valley of Miahuatlan, 

and the Almoloyas-Sosala region to beyond the Guerrero border 

on the west, the Pacific Ocean on the south, and beyond the 

Puebla border on the north (see Map 2). The area of Mixteca 

culture has been divided into three subregions, the Mixteca 

Alta bordering the first mention area to the east and south, 

the Mixteca de la Costa comprising the southwestern coastal 

lowland of Oaxaca, and the Mixteca Baja in Western and North-

western Oaxaca. 

Mixtec Social Organizational Structure 

The Mixtec community as paraphrased from Spores (1967) 

constituted the total social universe for the majority of its 

inhabitants. Its social structure was "^ery similar to that of 

the Zapotecs, with one major exception: the priests were not 

constituted in a special class or set apart and their ranks 

were replenished from either the comnion class or from tho 

nobility. 
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MAP 2. MIXTEC AND ZAPOTEC REGION 

Figure from Handbook of Middle American Indians Vol. 7, p. 368 
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The overall structure of Mixtec society can be arranged in 

the following manner: at the top, a privileged kin group com-

posed of the native ruler, his siblings, his mate, his children, 

and perhaps an elderly parent; next, a more flexible contingent 

of supporting nobility of indeterminate, but relatively small 

size; then, the great mass of macehuales or commoners; and 

finally, a lesser number of tenant farmers, servants and slaves 

who cared for the lands and households of the ruler and high 

ranking nobility. Designation and class level had a considerable 

behavioral implication and was a \/ery important organizing 

principle among pre-conquest and colonial period Mixtecs. 

Each community kingdom, or cacicazgo, was regarded as a 

discrete political entity. It is possible, even probable, that 

certain lineage ancestors were venerated by several ruling 

families but the implication of a commensurate bond of inter-

communal authority is slight (Spores 1967:9). 

Mixtec Urban Development 

All of the items which correlate with the rise of urban 

centers were present in the Mixteca, but an extensive state 

organization did not develop. As Spores (1967) points out: 

Despite the presence of many of the components 
that characterized the great civilizations of Meso-
america, Mixtec society did not attain the level of 
Alba'n, Tikal, Teotihuaca'n, Mayapa'n, or Tenochtitla'n-
Tlateloco. The Mixtec peoples had achieved a high 
degree of artistic and cultural sophistication, but 
their creative efforts stopped short of the urban 
stage of development (Spores 1967:8). 
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Mixtec Religious Life 

Mixtec religious life was characterized by the worshio of a 

number of idols and deities closely similar to Tlaloc, 

Quetzalcoatl, Xipe Totec, and others. These gods were similar 

to the Aztec pantheon but had Mixtec names. 

Mixtec Warfare 

During pre-conquest times the pattern of warfare was 

well developed. Skirmishes were fought between neighboring 

communities over disputed boundaries, probably in cases of con-

tested royal succession and extensions of tributary dominion. 

There were also instances of 'long range' warfare where Mixtec 

armies allied with the Zapotecs to fight the Mexicans. One 

example is the battle near Tehuantepec just before the conquest 

v/here combined armies of the Zapotec and Mixtec delivered a 

crushing defeat to the Mexicans. 

As Spores (1967) describes: 

Standing armies were not present in the Mixteca 
Alta. We know that in the case of an attack by the 
Mexicans just prior to the Spanish conquest, an ad hoc 
army was collected from the hamlets subject to the ruler 
of Yanhuitlán and presumably from other communities. 
The army was formed under the leadership of a member 
of the Tilantongo nobility who had been appointed as 
a war captain, but conscription and removal of people 
from the populated areas were with the full consent 
of the ruler of Yanhuitla'n (Spores 1967:14). 
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Political Structure of the Mixtec 

up to the Conquest 

The concept of an absolute monarchy had its classic expression 

among the caciques, in the Mixteca Alta. A cacicazgo (the 

rights, properties, duties, and preogatives pertaining to the 

hereditary title of cacique) was a religiously guarded possession; 

there were precisely defined requirements for establishing a val id 

claim. The native lord is said to have had four regidores who 

governed the entire kingdom. They were aware of everything that 

occurred in the area and gave accounts of events to the cacique. 

The most gifted of the group was the leader and the remainder were 

labled associates. They determined when and what to sacrifice 

and handled other business. The priest and the cacique ruled 

on such important matters as making war. 

Spores (1967) points out that: 

Despite the Mexican overlordship, virtual local 
autonomy continued in the major centers of the Mixteca 
Alta. The Mexicans were interested more in acquiring 
tribute than in physical domination or acquisition 
of land. The desired end could best be obtained by 
maintaining traditional lines of authority, and there 
seems to have been little effort on the part of the 
Mexicans to upset traditional local patterns. Ruling 
lineages were allowed to carry on probably much as they 
had previously (Spores 1967:980). 

Meanwhile the life of the common man was relatively undisrupted 

decade after decade. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE VALLEY OF OAXACA AT CONTACT 

BY THE SPANIARDS 

Spanish Arrival in the New World 

In Easter week, 1519, a young adventurer, Hernan Cortes — 

a lawyer by professional training and military man through 

baptism of fire on Santo Domingo -- landed in the vicinity of 

San Juan de Ulua in Veracruz. He brought with him an army of 

508 soldiers -- 32 of whom were crossbowmen and carried harque-

buses -- 16 horses and 14 pieces of artillery together with 11 

ships and 100 sailors. In July and August of that year, Cortes 

beached his ships and embarked on the conquest of Tenochtitlan. 

Two years later, on August 13, 1521, Tenochtitlan fell to the 

Spaniards. One cycle of history had come to an end and another 

cycle began. 

The ease with which the Spaniards gained control in Middle 

America was partly due to the military tactics employed by a 

courageous general, Cortes. However, none of these military 

successes would have been possible without the Indian allies 

Corte's won in Middle America. From the first, he enlisted 

rulers and peoples who had suffered grievously at the hands 

of the Mexican enemies. In a decisive way, as Ralph Beals has 

39 
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put it, "The conquest of Tenochtitlan was less a conquest than 

it was a revolt of a dominated peoples". Not only had these 

peoples provided victims for Aztec sacrifices, but also (to give 

one example) the village of Tepotzla'n "paid tribute in the form 

of cotton mantles, cloth, paper, pottery, shields, warriors' 

costumes, and beans to the Aztec confederacy" (Lewis 1960:17). 

Thus the climate was right for the intervention of a third 

party, the Spaniards. But Spanish firepower, arms and cavalry 

would have been impotent without the Tlaxcaltec, Texococans 

and others who joined the Spanish cause. They furnished the 

bulk of the infantry and manned the canoes that carried the 
/ 

advance of the brigantines across the lagoon of Tenochtitlan. 

They provided, transported, and prepared the food supplies needed 

to sustain an army in the field. They maintained lines of com-

munication between coast and highland, and they policed occupied 

and pacified areas. They supplied the raw materials and muscular 

energy for the construction of ships that decided the siege of 

the Mexica capital. Spanish military equipment and tactics 

carried the day, but Indian assistance determined the out-come of 

the war. 

Beals (1967:450) points out that in examining the process 

or effects of acculturation where contact is massive and pro.-

longed, two aspects must be distinguished. These are the adap-

tations and modifications of the social system in contact, and 

the changes in culture to the systems in contact. 
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In the particular case of the Spaniards in Mexico it is 

important to examine how these cultures came in contact, for this 

is the key: here the Spaniards came to the military aid of 

oppressed peoples. Except for the Aztec civilization the 

cultures remained almost intact with a minimal amount of change 

within the system. 

In the Valley of Oaxaca the effect of the conquest was 

even more buffered than in many other parts of Mexico. In the 

Valley, the Zapotec and Mixtec Indians naturally tended to the 

side of the Spaniards due to the tremendous amount of tribute 

that the Aztec confederacy had required these two Indian nations 

to provide. Also, the Zapotec and Mixtec nations had just 

joined together to fight the Aztecs at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

and had repulsed them because the Aztecs had to pull back some 

of their forces to fight the Spanish invaders from across the sea, 

The Cacique 

The word cacique (pronounced kah-see-ke) comes 
ultimately from the Arawak Indian language but is 
now used throughout the Spanish-speaking world, 
including Spain itself. Consonant with the size of 
this universe and the diversity of social conditions, 
the meaning of the word varies enormously — from the 
militaristic boss of a national state, to a conser-
vative, upper class -- and paternalistic — landlord, 
to the chief of a small band of South American hunters 
and gatherers, to the religious leader of a Zuni pueblo. 
But these and most other references share at least 
several components of meanings: strong individual power 
over a territorial group held together by some socio-
economic or cultural system (Friedrich 1968:246). 



42 

In Mexico the term and the phenomenon of cacique are centuries 

old, deeply and perhaps ineradicably built into the traditions 

and the way of life and the idioms of Mexican Spanish. 

With particular reference to Mexico, this thesis defines a 

cacique as a strong and autocratic leader in local and regional 

politics whose characteristically informal, personalistic, and 

often arbitrary rule is buttressed by a core of relatives, 

'fighters' and dependents and is marked by the diagnostic threat 

and practice of violence. These caciques bridge, however 

imperfectly, the gap between peasant villagers and the law, 

politics, and government of the state and nation and are therefore 

varieties of the so called "political middlemen" (Wolf 1956; 

Friedrich 1968). 

Capulli 

There are several theories concerning the term capulli 

as it is used in Mexico. Some agree with Wolf, (1959) Caso 

(1958), and Kirchoff (1955), that they were "conical clans": 

kinship units which bind their members with common family ties, 

but which distribute wealth, social standing, and power most 

unequally among the members of the pseudofamily. Such kin 

units trace their descent back to an original -ancestor, real or 

fictitious; but at the same time, they regularly favor his 

lineal descendants over the minor or cadet lines in relating 

access to social, economic, and political preroqatives. 
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Beals (1967) describes them as small landholding social 

groups with the population concentrated either in a single 

community or in a dominant community with smaller satellite 

communities. Within each of these units existed stratified 

lineages, probably exogamous. One lineage may have been re-

garded as a chiefly lineage; at least it normally provided the 

principal rulers. However, heads of other lineages also parti-

cipated in government as members of a council or in other capa-

cities. 

The system outlined, or something very like it, seems 

fairly clearly established for most of the Nahuatl-speaking 

peoples and most of their neighbors such as the Mixtec and Zapotec 

according to Beals. 

Frequently such units were linked together by 
conquest, in what is preferably called a sehorio 
(the term cacicazgo is also employed). In such cases 
one calpul1i provided the top ruling group for the 
seríorio, and members of this calpulli as a whole 
may have occupied a high status within the society. 
At a higher level or organization, a number of 
serforios were sometimes linked together to form a 
larger state, as in the case of Tlaxcala. In^other 
instances, both such states and individual seTTorios 
or unassociated calpulli might be dominated by a large 
urban center or by a confederacy of such centers 
(e.g., Aztec confederacy). The large urban centers 
in the highlands apparently consisted of several 
calpulli joined in a common residential center (but 
retaining separate landholdings) and organized for 
common purpose (Beals 1967:451). 

Indian Revolt 

At the time of the Spanish conquest, the Aztec confederacy 

was primarily a military domination of other states, senorios 
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or calpulli-type organizations. The main purpose of the domination 

was to insure open avenues of trade and to collect fixed tributes. 

As noted above, the 'conquest' was essentially a native insur-

rection against the Aztecs for which the Spanish provided leadership. 

The importance of this insurrection to the matter of accult-

uration is to emphasize that for many groups the first contact 

and the conquest was not a tramautic conflict of cultures in at 

least the physical sense. For many groups the processes of the 

conquest were a continuation of the ancient power struggles which 

were characterized by violent conflicts and shifting alliances. 

For not a few groups, the conquest was a liberation. 

Theocratic Period in Mesoamerica (Mexico) 

At the time of the conquest, according to Wolf (1959:80, 81) 

the religious specialist was the center of power in the ceremonial 

centers, The center was set off from the everyday routine tasks 

of the cultivator. In this center a special apparatus was housed 

through which supernatural energy was concentrated, stored, and 

distributed to the common man. This machinery was in the hands 

of uncommon men, priest-rulers, whose special training and 

esoteric knowledge allowed them to approach the deity and to 

transmit its will. These priest-rulers were clothed in the 

symbols of divinity, the mask of the jaguar or the feathers of 

the quetzal bird; and they spoke with the voice of gods but they 

were not holy devotees of the supernaturals: they were also 
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devotees of power, power over men. It was in them that society 

had developed specialists in religion and tribute as well as 

worship from the mass of men. 

But these new specialists also possessed economic functions. 

The new priest told the people when to clear new land for planting, 

when to plant, when to weed, arid when to harvest. Religious 

ceremonies were held to further the tasks of cultivation. Where 

slash-and-burn agriculture was practiced, the priesthood probably 

allocated land to farmers and regulated the rotation of the land, 

so that fertility could be maintained at high levels. Finally, 

it is possible that the temples served as granaries for seed 

from which the next year's crop was raised. 

The priests did not, however, serve only as administrators 

and organizers of agricultural effort. As servitors of their 

gods they also administered the offerings to the deities. The 

temple centers became storehouses of the gods, where produce 

accumulated in the service of the supernatural . 

Spanish Outlook in Mexico 

A major objective of this paper is to deal with the change 

that occurred in the Indian communities from contact with the 

European-Spanish culture: the manner in which these groups 

arranged and rearranged themselves especially in regard to the 

role and the status of the common man, the macehuale. 

Each rearrangement produced a changed configuration in the 



46 

relationship of community-oriented and nation-oriented groups. 

During the first period of post-columbian Mexican history, 

political power was concentrated on the national level in the 

hands of royal officials. But there was a struggle between the 

royal officials and the colonists over the labor supply located 

in the Indian communities. This struggle organized the Indian 

peasantry into "corporate communities which proved strongly 

resilient to outside change" (Wolf 1956:1073). 

Beals (1967:459) describes how this re-organization came 

about. Throughout the first colonial-Indian period Indian-

Spanish relationships underwent a gradual change. Alienation 

of Indians from native cultures continued under missionary 

influence. Conversely a number of factors contributed to an 

increasing resistance toward new Spanish influences. In the 

latter part of the 16th century the Indian population was 

drastically reduced due to lack of immunity to European illnesses, 

in many areas making it difficult for communities to maintain 

use and occupancy of lands. The caciques were in a large way 

economically destroyed and their lands were usually sold to 

Spaniards. The caciques continued in their collection and payment 

of tributes under the supervision of the Spanish but the tran-

sition was too disruptive and too slow for most of the caciques 

to survive. 

In Mexico the receptivity of native populations to Spanish 

culture was quite variable. In some instances acceptance was 
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inversely proportional to the degree of contact and perhaps also 

related to previous history. 

Often Spanish authority took over from first contact to 

stabilize positions without military operations. As Beals 

(1967) emphasizes, "most historical discussions on the military 

operations against Tenochtitlan and subsequent activities in 

regions of resistance have also totally concealed the fact that 

the Spanish initially appeared to many Middle American peoples 

as libertadores, as in Central Mexico, or as decisive factors 

in wars between competing groups, as in parts of the Yucatan and 

elsewhere" (Beals 1967:450). 

Spanish Crown Policy Toward Mexico 

Contemporary Spanish political and social thought were 

consonant with the maintenance of the bulk of Indian population 

as an agricultural peasantry and labor force. Spanish belief 

in a stratified society was strong, as was belief that the health 

of the state required a wealthy nobility also to support and 

defend its retainers and dependents. At the same time the 

peasantry must be inducted into Spanish culture, a task laid 

primarily upon the church, especially through the various 

missionary orders, with the direct support of the Crown. 

The second Audiencia established the principle of limited 

self-government for Indian communities, perpetuating on one side 

the position of the native rulers, and establishing on the other 
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side governments which incorporated many features of government 

of Spanish "free" towns (a type already declining in Spain). 

The pattern included a mayor, a council, judge, police chief, 

and a superintendent of public works (English is used because 

terms vary within the valley). Although not explicit in the 

documents, a number of religious functions and officials were 

incorporated and the offices formed a hierarchy through which 

theoretically all men passed or could pass. 

Also another decision that was made, as important as 

incorporating the caciques into the Spanish system, was to 

simplify the calendar of saints and to elaborate the pageantry 

associated with special religious celebrations in order to 

offset the colorful aspects of native religious events. 

Nevertheless, dances that were not deemed 'immoral' were even 

encouraged in the church. 

This author agrees with Beals (1967:457) that what the 

Spanish crown attempted here can be viewed as a gigantic attempt 

at "planned culture change" with the ultimate view of assimi-

lation of the Indian population into a new stratified society at 

levels comparable to their position in the aboriginal stratified 

society. An important aspect of planning was recognition that 

the process was reciprocal and required many changes within the 

Spanish system. 

To this end, the crowri encouraged the organization of the 

Indian population into compact communities with self-rule over 
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their own affairs, subject to supervision and interference at the 

hands of royal officials. Many of the cultural forms of this 

community organization are pre-hispanic origin, but they were 

generally repatterned and charged with new functions. It must 

be remembered that the Indian population underwent serious 

reduction in social complexity during the 16th and 17th centuries. 

The Indians lost some of their best lands and water supply, 

as well as the larger part of their population. As a result of 

this social cataclysm, as well as of government policy, the 

repatterned Indian community emerged as something qualitatively 

new: a corporate organization of local groups inhabited by 

peasants. These peasants were charged with the autonomous 

enforcement of social control and with the payment of dues. 

Thus these communities were equipped to function in terms 

of their own resources and in the centuries after the conquest 

developed veritable cultural stability. They had communal 

jurisdiction over land, obligations to expend surplus funds 

in religious ceremonies, negative attitudes tov/ard personal 

display of wealth and self-assertion, and strong defenses against 

deviant behavior. These all served to emphasize social and 

cultural stability. 

Wolf reminds us that at the same time, the crown failed 

to change the Spanish conquerors into passive dependents of royal 

favors. Power thus passed from the hands of the crown into the 

hands of local rulers who interposed themselves effectively 
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between nation and community just as the priests and nobles, 

of the pre-conquest era, were interposed between the local 

villages and their gods. Effective power to enforce political 

and economic decisions contrary to the interest of these power-

holders was not returned to the national level until the Mexican 

revolution in 1910 ('Wolf 1956:1067). 

Historical Look at Zapotec and Mixtec 
I • !•• II I —1 • ••• M • •• I • • M M • II •• I m á ll̂l — 1 1 ^ ^ ^ » ^ M M ^ K ^ I 

Spanish Contact 

In describing the Valley of Oaxaca Julio de la Fuente 

(1960:233) states: 

no obstante la insuficiencia de datos sobre el 
grupo zapoteco, lo que de su cultura se sabe permite 
proponer la hipothesies de que no estamos frente a 
una cultural sino ante varias. 

Earlier reports by Spanish friars describe the southern 

part of Mexico, now politically united as the state of Oaxaca, 

as a land of many different tribes, languages, and cultures. 

Maps made by these friars plot the language distribution of at 

least fifteen groups (see Figure 4). The largest of these groups 

in areal extension and in number of speakers is the Zapotec; 

according to Nader (1969:330) the fact that the Isthmus was 

colonized by the Zapotec only a short time prior to the conquest 

has been used to explain local linguistic diversity there. 

Contact betv/een the Spaniard and Zapotec did not occur 

simutaneously in all parts of Oaxaca. The process which began 
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MAP 3. RE6I0NAL DIVISIONS OF THE MESOAMERICAN CULTURE AREA 

From Sanders and Price 1968 p. 8 



52 



53 

in the 16th century is still going on. Upon the Spaniards' 

arrival they found large compact or clustered villages, each 

village owning considerable territory, a pattern which is pre-

hispanic. 

It is important to note here that when the Spaniards gave 

the rights of the land to the communities to control, they 

effected no drastic change in the culture of the Indian popu-

lation. 



CHAPTER V 

CONTINUITY OF TRADITIONS AND ECONOMIC 

SYSTEMS POST-CONQUEST 

One of the striking features of the history of the Oaxaca 

Valley in contrast to Northern Mexico and the Central Highlands, 

is the continuity of traditions from the early period. Whereas 

in the Aztec capital the Spaniards were the conquerors, to the 

Zapotec they were benefactors, whose landing hastened the 

Aztec invaders withdrawal north from Tehuantepec to meet the 

threat from the sea. The Zapotec welcomed the Spanish occupa-

tion since it relieved the pressure on the Zapotec nation from 

the increasing hegemony of the Mixtecs and Aztecs. The 

Marquesado of the valley was an immense domain, and the Marques, 

Cortes himself, preferred the method of indirect rule. Better 

the loyal nobility than scheming and predatory colonists. 

Nevertheless the Zapotecs certainly felt economic effects 

from the Conquest as Selby (1974) explains: 

Domestic animals were introduced, and with the 
growth of a mining industry to the southwest the 
demand for hides, tallow, and meat offered great 
incentives to the Spanish rancher to expand his holding 
at the expense of the Indian and to convert farming 
to pasture land. But the Indian v/as not slow to 
defend his rights through litigation, and the lands 
in the branch of the Etla Valley... were so needed 
to grow wheat that was necessary to feed the growing 
capital of Antequera that the cattlemen never made 

54 



55 

serious inroads on the Indian wheat and corn farming 
land. To encourage Spanish ownership rather than 
encroach upon Indian land the viceroy had swamps 
drained and allotted to the Spaniards (Selby 1974:134). 

This historical data is important to view the continuity of 

traditions within the Oaxaca Valley both cultural and social, 

from the precolonial period extending into the revolutionary 

periods and even into the time of the second World War. The 

closed corporate community that we see today, in the Oaxaca 

Valley, is not a corporation that was formed at the time of the 

conquest, but an evolutionary product of several or more cul-

tures including those of the preconquestal period. 

Mixtec Post-Conquest 

Changes brought about in Mixtec culture by the conquest 

were countered by the relative stability of numerous elements 

in institutions in native Mixtec life. 

The masses continued to make pottery, raise squash and 

beans, construct their houses in the traditional manner, weave 

cloth and dress as they had always done, and call in a curandera 

to cure their illnesses. 

As Spores has noted, although the Spanish judicial system 

replaced intercommunity warfare for the rectification of pri-

vate and public grievances, one of the most durable facets of 

Mixtec experience that was to survive the Conquest and persist 

through the sixteenth century was hereditary native rule and the 

community kingdom (Spores 1967:27). 
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The Catholic Church and the Mesoamerican 

Religious Cults 

Not only in the secular aspects of culture contact was the 

contact smooth and without attack. For the Catholic church 

blended easily into the native religions. Both religions, 

moreover, believed in a structured and ordered supernatural world. 

True it is that native priests were removed from authority 

and the religious cult was reduced. Indian religion was replaced 

by Spanish Catholicism. The native idols were replaced, or became 

rechristened, as Christian saints. Blood offering and human and 

animal sacrifice was terminated as incompatible features of 

native religion. Both native concepts of penance, ritual purifi-

cation, supreme deity, offering, confession, communion, and a 

penchant for colorful religious ceremony found easily assimilable 

counterparts in Spanish Catholicism. 

The Middle-American peasant, like his Spanish counterpart, 

was more interested in the powers that affected his crops, his 

children, his family, and the people with whom he was in immediate 

and personal contact. His daily concern was with the gods of the 

earth, fertility, rain and water, with illness, with the immediate 

short-range future, with the malevolence of his neighbors. Both 

the Spanish peasant and the Mesoamerican peasant worshipped idols 

andwitches who could be ordinary people during the day and male-

volent spirits in animal disguise at night. 
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The priests of both religions were the heirs of intel-

lectual traditions. The concern of the priest was not the concern 

of the peasant, and yet the same religious structure could embrace 

both. 

This tradition from the old to the new was eased also by 

an astonishing similarity in ritual and symbol between the old 

and new religion. Wolf describes many of the similarities in 

that: 

both religious traditions had a rite of baptism. 
In Catholicism, the child was baptized and named, thus 
including him among the true believers. The Mexica 
similarly bathed and named the child in a religious 
rite, and the Maya celebrated with a ceremony the 
first time the child was carried astride the hip. 
The Mexica and the inhabitants of the Gulf Coast con-
fessed their sexual transgressions to a priest of the 
earth goddess Filth-Eater; the Zapotec hád annual 
public confessions and the Maya confessed themselves 
either to priests or members of their families in 
case of illness. Both religious traditions possessed 
a ritual of communion. The Catholics drank wine and 
swallowed a wafer to symbolize their contact with the 
divine blood and body of Christ; the Mexica consumed 
images of gods made of amaranth and liberally anointed 
with sacrificial blood. Both peoples used incense 
in their churches; both fasted and did penance; both 
went on pilgrimages to holy places; both kept houses of 
celibate virgins, both believed in the existence of a 
supernatural mother; and both believed in the virgin 
birth. Where Catholics held that Mary conceived 
immaculately through the power of the Holy Spirit 
the Mexicans believed that their goddess Coatlicue had 
given birth to Hummingbird-on-the-left, impregnated by 
an obsidian knife which fell from the sky (Wolf 1959:171). 

Thus, aspects of the civil-religious hierarchy that can still 

be seen in parts of the Oaxaca Valley predate the conquest and 

have many features that were existent in pre-hispanic times. 

This civil-religious hierarchy can not only be seen as a means 
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to structure political roles in the community, but also as an 

effective leveling device that keeps all members of the community 

at about the same economic level, thus maintaining the premise 

of equality. In this political system the sacred offices and 

the political offices were interlinked. 

As a young married man, the villager starts at the bottom 

of the ladder and works his way up in the prestige system of the 

village by successively holding civil and religious posts, until 

he becomes a respected elder, or principal, in his old age. He 

gains prestige by the expenditure of wealth in fulfillment of 

his sacred or secular posts. Every saint has a sponsor or 

mayordomo, and a festival. Celebration of the festival requires 

the expenditure of a great amount of money, and the sponsor may 

pay for the mass, the music, the fireworks, the food, and the 

drink, as well as all the sacred trappings of the saints. Since 

each festival is village wide, one must provide quantitatively 

as well as qualitatively. There is no reason to believe that 

expenses were proportionately smaller in earlier times, and one 

can easily see that the civil-religious hierarchy can act to 

bring individuals back down to a general level of subsistence if 

they are fortunate enough to get ahead financially and to acquire 

some small amount of capital. 

Similar .Reaction Among the Mixtec 

At the time of the Spanish conquest the Mixteca was dominated 
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by the Aztecs who exacted tribute and maintained military gar-

risons in the larger Mixtec centers. In the valley of Oaxaca and 

on the Isthmus, the Mixtec invasion and conquest of the Zapotec 

was underway. Both were fighting the Aztec as well. 

Therefore new contacts with larger traditions was not unknown 

when the Spaniards arrived. The conquest was achieved in the 

Mixteca with the same speed characteristic elsewhere. Mixtec 

dislike for the Aztec and the burden of tributes probably hurried 

the Spanish victory. 

New ideas were introduced into the Mixtec culture through 

the early Christian missionaries, soldiers, and merchants. The 

transition was eased due to similarities in both Mixtec and 

Spanish life. Long-lasting factors in acculturation were the 

use of the Mixtec language by the Spanish priests and their 
t 

often permissive attitude toward many non-Christian traits. 

Churches were built atop former temples and the cult of saints 

and ceremonial kinship was introduced. 

There was no Mixtec empire to collapse; instead there 

seemed to have been regional grouping of hereditary (this also 

ties in with Spores and his city states) stratified authority, 

probably kin-based not tribal. Common or noble status was 

acquired by birth (Spores 1967; Ravicz and Romney 1969:370). 

By the seventeenth century the municipio form of government 

was spread throughout the region: the Indian class system was 

destroyed, hereditary rulers were dispossessed, and the theecracy 
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was wiped out, although the older council of elders or ancianos 

was not entirely replaced. The higher echelons of Indian poli-

tical and religious hierarchy had disappeared, but the sparse 

population and the rugged terrain acted to preserve^ at the lower 

levels, a Mixtec people who continued to eat their customary 

foods, plant their ancestral lands, and pay tribute -- except 

that now they paid it in a different form and to different dig-

nitaries. The Mixtec perpetuated themselves beneath a thin veneer 

of Southern European culture. 



CHAPTER VI 

CIVIL-RELIGIOUS HIERARCHY 

One of the basic features of traditional post-conquest 

Indian peasant communities, in Mesoamerica, is the civil-

religious hierarchy. This hierarchy is a combination of most 

of the civil and ceremonial offices of the town's organization. 

All men of the community have to enter into it and all have 

an opportunity to climb up to the highest step and reach the 

status of an elder. In one time or another, directly or in-

directly it involves everyone within the village because a man's 

wife must often assist him: by preparing food, sewing new 

clothes for the saint... 

Generally a man alternates between civil and religious 

positions with a period of non-service between them as he climbs 

the ladder. The social pressure from within the system to serve 

and raise ones status is strong. Although cargo positions are 

sometimes requested, as an outcome of a religious vow, they are 

usually not in great demand. 

Higher offices carry higher responsibilities in the political 

and ceremonial organization and usually demand a number of ex-

penditures in the form of sponsorship of fiestas and the banqueting 

connected with the transmission of office. Thus the men with 
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the highest prestige are the ones that have completed the ladder. 

These are usually referred to as principales (principals), 

Pasados (ex-officers), or, since this grade is reached at an ad-

vanced age, ancianos (elders). 

According to Carrascq, the ladder system has a survival 

factor: 

in that it holds the community together by checking 
the internal economic and social differentiation 
that tends to disrupt the community, vyhile outside 
economic and social conditions do not allow its total 
assimilation into the greater society. After the lapse 
of the tribute system, it is this survival value that 
has kept the Indian communities cohesive and functioning 
although receding more and more into marginal areas. 
The successful introduction of the Spanish form of 
village organization into Mesoamerica rests upon the 
fact that it could adapt itself to the existing Indian 
social structure. It also proved most suitable to the 
retransformation of the native societies into a pea-
santry of autonomous, equalitarian, and democratic 
communities (Carrasco 1961:412). 

Description of the Civil-Rel igious Hierarchy 

As a male goes from boyhood to old'age he passes through 

many different cargos. Som,e males serve only at the lowest 

levels and never complete a career. There are four main types 

of cargos found in ewery community, these are alguacil, mayordomo, 

regidor, and alcalde. 

The lowest type is that of alguacil. This cargo comprises 

of janitor for public buildings, errand boy for higher officials, 

and policeman. Many communities have separate alguacil cargos 

for the civil and religious sides of the hierarchy. Alguacil 
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is a term normally applied to the civil cargos, which may also 

be called mayor, policfa, and topil. 

The second type is that of mayordomo. A man becomes eligible 

for mayordomo cargos once he is married and established as an 

adult. This cargo is almost completely religious and involves 

sponsorship of fiestas and care of the saints. Other names for 

this office include capitan, pasionero, alferez and confrade. 

The third type is that of regidor. The office holders are 

mature men with previous experience as mayordomos. Their tasks 

are administrative-collecting taxes, supervising communal v/ork, 

and settling conflicts between members of the community. The 

regidores are responsible for the appointment of cargo holders 

and what experience the men of the village have acquired in service 

of their cargos. 

The fourth type is that of alcalde. The alcaldes are the 

chief executives of the civil-religious hierarchy. It is also 

through the alcaldes that dealings with the outside government 

occur. 

The title of principal is given to a man who has served as 

alcalde, or sometimes a ^^ery high mayordomo. All communities 

have their past alcaldes who may be called pasados or ancianos, 

as well as principales. 

Many communities have another type of cargo post, sacristan, 

that is not formally part of the hierarchy but is closely asso-

ciated with it. The sacristanes are ritual specialists associated 
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with the mayordomo cargos and are usually five or fewer in number 

at any one time. 

The cargo career (see Figure 2) of a man is not only passed 

through by himself, but as he passes through the hierarchy his 

family is nearly always involved with his service (Cancian 1967: 

285-289). 

The distinction made by anthropologists between the civil 

and religious sides of the hierarchy is that the civil side is 

responsible for dealings with the outside whole and justice 

within the community; and the religious side is responsible for 

the care of the saints and celebration of the fiestas or saint's 

days: to keep the spiritual world in equilibrium. Integration 

of civil and religious functions is closest in the offices at the 

upper levels of the village hierarchy. 

Functions of the Civil-Religious Hierarchy 

The hierarchy sponsors ceremonials that permit the s.ymbolic 

reassertion of the strength and integrity of the community social 

structure before the eyes of its members. 

The civil-religious hierarchy defines the limits and member-

ship of the local society, acts as a channel of the socially-

controlled modes of personal display, and is an efficient device 

for marking clearly the paths and methods for achieving respect 

and political say in a local society. 

Wolf (1955b) has emphasized the role of "institutionalized 

envy" in keeping individuals to the traditional patterns. On the 
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FIGURE 2. TRADITIONAL CIVIL-RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATION 

Figure from the Regional Museum of Oaxaca 
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other hand participation in the civil-religious hierarchy is a 

manner of declaring good intention for those who have accumulated 

great wealth and are concerned about the envy of others. All of 

these consequences of the civil-religious hierarchy may be con-

sidered integrating from the point of view of the community. 

The effect of this is the uniting of the community against the 

surrounding larger whole. 

Social Evolution of the Religious Hierarchy 

Change or continuity will vary according to whether we 

consider the structure, the form, or the function of a social 

institution. It has been pointed out that the continuity of 

the structural principles are related to the ladder system of 

the civil-religious hierarchy, for this is the tie that links 

the preconquestal with the modern forms of political and cere-

monial organization. But the introduction of the Catholic cult 

and Spanish forms of town government meant a radical change in 

the cultural form of the particular office activities through 

which the structure is concretized. As Carrasco indicates, 

"It cannot be studied, however, in terms of cultural traits 

traveling back and forth between cultures in contact, with 

the social structure that brings people in contact regulated 

to background. The analysis of the contact situation as a 

wider social structure becomes the primary task of an accul-

turation study" (Carrasco 1961:413). 

Thus the transformation of the political and ceremonial 
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structure is a function of the peasantization of the Mesoamerican 

Indian. 

Civil-Religious Hierarchy Differentiation 

Zapotec vs. Mixtec 

The civil-religious hierarchy that has been described can be 

and is applicable to both the Zapotec and Mixtec Indian cultures, 

although small differences may be found. By the middle of the 

17th century, the civil-religious hierarchy in the major areas 

of contact is similar. The differences that can be found are 

in the areas where contact with the European culture was limited 

or almost nonexistant, and where the older religious beliefs 

were still persistent. 



CHAPTER VII 

SOCIAL-RELIGIOUS HIERARCHY 20th CENTURY 

During the last part of the 18th century and most of the 

19th century, there is little ethnohistorical data for all Indian 

groups. It is probable that documentation is extremely scanty 

for this period because of the growing isolation of the Indian 

community. Data indicates that a synthesis of European and 

native cultures took place during this period and became crys-

talized. Persistent Indian communities depended on adherance 

to the civil-religious hierarchy, and on the maintenance of 

isolation through excluding outsiders. Although broad regional 

resemblances exist, only such isolating can account for the 

rich and infinite variety of the contemporary Middle American 

Indian communities. 

Symbolic of the Modern Indian period is the merging of the 

criollo and mestizo social systems, with mestizos forming a sub-

stantial part of the new elite. This shift was accompanied by 

the acceptance, by the Mexican national government, of the Indian 

background and their utilization as part of the new nationalistic 

ideologies. At the same time the revolutionary ideology included 

the incorporation of the Indian into modern economic and political 

life, in effect, the inauguration of a new period of directed 
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social and cultural change. 

The fact is that the Indian cultures were changing, but 

they were not changing in the form predicted or desired by 

Mexican officialdom. Most particularly they were clinging to 

their 'lndianness'. Many Spanish and Mestizo officials with 

small amounts of social science training perceived the problem 

essentially to be one of introducing the symbols of modernism, 

progress, and Mexicanness. These symbols tended to be clothing, 

housing, and customs divergent from those accepted by Indian 

officials. To the Indian these symbols were opposite to his 

cultural beliefs and to the social system in which^for three 

centuries, he had maintained his individuality and his intra-

village security. 

The effect upon the political system of the amount of 

interaction with the outside whole can be illustrated by 

looking at two villages, Rojas and San Sebastian, located in the 

Oaxaca Valley. The villages are similar in that they are small 

rural peasant villages located in the same geographic area. 

Both are municipios, having similar political structures and 

parallels. Neither village participated extensively in the 

revolution and both were governed by local caciques (political 

bosses) until post-revolutionary times, and both are now 

actively engaged in the regional market economy as well as in 

subsistence agriculture. Yet there are several major differences 

between Rojas and San Sebastian. 
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Rojas is of post-conquest origin. Most of the families 

migrated to the present location in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries seeking employment as peons on the haciendas or for 

the local caciques and are Spanish-speaking mestizo. San Sebastian 

has had less contact with the haciendas and has retained unin-

terrupted possession of its communal lands since at least the 

eighteenth century and is Zapotec-speaking Indian. 

In San Sebastian an elaborate religious hierarchy flourishes 

with corresponding individual obligations to assume financial 

responsibilities of mayordomias, although support for these is 

weakening, particularly among the young. 

Rojas does not have a religious hierarchy, but does sponsor, 

with great pride and enthusiasm, two major mayordomías. Whereas 

no waiting lists exist for sponsorship and the practice is not 

to volunteer for these large personal expenditures, strong social 

pressure is put on those who are known to be more able finan-

cially of sponsoring them (Krejci 1976:187-188). 

Krejci goes on to say that both San Sebastián and Rojas 

have similar political systems and that their difference in 

outlook upon the larger whole is not due to the indigenous 

political system, but is partially an effect of it. There are 

several key factors here in the differences of the two villages: 

one is that the point of active contact with the larger whole is 

much later in time for San Sebastian than it is for Rojas. 

Second is the fact that San Sebastia'n has a pre-conquest origin, 

thus has a continuation of civil-religious traditions within a 
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single community, whereas Rojas was formed as the result of the 

hacienda and used a composite of people from different areas. 

This elevated them from a set pattern of traditions to follow 

as a community. Point of contact and traditional origins are thus 

shown to be factors in bringing about community differences. 

So it seems that the effect that a civil-religious hier-

archy has upon the interaction potential of a community is not 

all-encompassing, but just is one facet -- a facet which itself 

is a combination of factors -- of a multifaceted culture that 

shapes the environment in which the people follow their patterns 

of social progress. 



CHA.DTER VIII 

ATZOMPA 

The village of Santa María .Atzompa is situated in the Valley 

of Oaxaca about five miles northwest of the state capital of 

Oaxaca de Juárez, near the opposite bank of the Atoyac River. 

The village is believed to have been a Mixtec hamlet at the 

time of the conquest, by the fact that it owed its allegiance 

toCuilapan, a known Mixtec center, and that it had a Mixtec name. 

Today Atzompa is a village of more than 2,000 inhabitants 

and is the cabecera (head town) for a municipio (township) of 

five hamlets. 

But one is not able to say positively that Atzompa is a 

Mixtec-Zapotec frontier of the pre-conquest era. All traces 

of indigenous language have been lost, and although a few of the 

older villagers remember that something other than Spanish was 

spoken many years ago, they are not sure what it was called. 

Considering its location^it is felt by Jorge Iturribarria, 

head librarian of Oaxaca, that the village must have been 

originally Zapotec and underwent change at the time of the last 

invasion of Monte Albá'n by the Mixtec. There is even a little 

speculation, by Iturribarria, that it might have been an Aztec 

center at one time. With all these invasions, it is easy to 
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account for the loss of ethnic identification and the quick 

adoption of Spanish in the place of the native language. 

Atzompa Government 1970 

The municipio of Atzompa consists of an administrative 

unit for the village and three outlying ranchos (hamlets) under 

its jurisdiction. Although in principle the Mexican municipality 

is independent and self-governing, in practice it is dependent 

on the state capital which makes all major decisions and inter-

cedes whenever it is deemed necessary. 

The civil posts within the village consist of the police 

force (five ranks), and the topiles (council hall messengers) 

headed by a supervisory topil mayor. At the upper levels is the 

ayuntamiento (village council) which is composed of the presidente 

municipal (mayor), sfndico (traditionally the supervisor of 

public works but increasingly involved in judicial matters), 

three regidores (council men) and five alternates. Appointed by 

the council for its term of office are the secretary and the 

treasurer, presently for three years. 

In the village of Atzompa the traditional appointive post of 

alcalde^whose responsibilities are judicial, is losing its con-

tent to the si^ndico but is still functional in taking testaments 

and presiding over land transfers, taking measurements and 

carrying out traditional transfer ceremonies when these are 

desired. At the present^the function of the alcaldia is to 

provide a sponsor for the elaborate Easter festivities. 
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One of the principal tests of the authorities is that of 

maintaining law and order in the community. Although the alcalde 

has special juridical function, the council as a whole sits 

as a court of justice; the juzgado, to settle disputes, pass 

judgment on misdemeanors, and impose penaltities of fines and 

imprisonment (Hendry 1957:50, 69, 70; Stolmaker 1973:181-184). 

Carqo Economic Limitations 

The system of cargos (religious offices) has been associated 

by non-village observers and the more 'progressive' villagers 

with inhibiting economic progress in Atzompa. Most anthropologists 

acquainted with the effects of the carqos or mayordomfas are 

of the opinion that they result in wealth leveling and economic 

homogeniety. Stolmaker lists the prices of three mayordomia 

fiestas during her period of study as: 

$2,129, $1,622, and $5,386 (in pesos). The 
last figure represents the expensive Easter cele-
bration which is the responsibility of the alcalde, 
a traditional civil official. At the time of the 
study it was also estimated that it cost about $10 
to feed a family of six a day. Thus some of the 
fiestas would cost a family about 200 days of food 
(Stolmaker 1973:135). 

Changing Cargo System in Atzompa 

In westernized societies^ it is expected that those who 

serve in offices of the government be paid for their service. 

In Atzompa, as in most other communities in the Oaxaca Valley, 

service has been assigned to the members of the community. 
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This is a continuation of the tradition of tribute from the 

pre-hispanic era where the 'tribute' service has been rechanneled 

into village needs. Thus no remuneration is offered for service 

except for the honor of having been chosen, the satisfaction of 

serving, and the opportunity to move up the prestige/status 

ladder as in the past. Thus, material improvement has not 

been an important consideration. Religious service has been 

seen in somewhat the same light as civil service since it con-

tributes to 'religious insurance' for the village. 

At one time the office of presidente municipal was attained 

by virtue of having served a range of mayordomi'as including the 

more important ones, as well as the full range of civil posts 

(except for the alcaldfa, which followed service as oresidente). 

Since the early 1920's_, the participation of local PRI (Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional) representatives in the selection 

of the council slate has tended to stress competency over prior 

religious service, thus reducing and almost eliminating the 

close connection between the civil and religious hierarchies. 

De la Fuente's description (1949) of the three principal leaders 

(until 1944) illustrates the continuum from the old type of 

leader who was respected for the sacrifices he made in service of 

the community, to the modern leader who must be abl e to handle 

ladino language and ladino law. "The first was a rich and 

rustic individual knowing little Spanish; the second, a Spanish 

speaker of moderate means; the third, a poor man fluent in 
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Spanish and informed in Ladino law" (de la Fuente 1949:214). 

A major factor in bringing change to Atzompa is the nearness 

of Oaxaca City and the ease with which the villagers have access 

to it. Some members of the village supplement their farm income 

with wage work in the city; the result is greater prosperity 

and exposure to urban ways of life. This has caused a shift 

in values in the village, increasing numbers of individuals 

are more interested in their own material advancement than in 

the honor and prestige of office holding. While 'progressive' 

individuals do not begrudge contributing to the material 

betterment of the community, thereby improving their own lot as 

well, the requirements for time inputs in civil service conf1ict 

with their desire to get ahead economically. Religious service 

is also seen as a drain on time and a needless expense. 

Yet there is still the belief, in the village, that if one 

does not show devotion to the saints by sponsoring mayordomias, 

the saints will not allow them to accumulate wealth. 

An example of this can be seen in the statements of one 

68-year traditionalist who had reached the peak of the civil-

religious hierarchy, and who remarked ruefully that for those 

who serve no cargos, life is "puro progresar" ('just getting 

ahead') (Stolmaker 1973). Such a statement recognizes that there 

are those who do avoid these expenses, but not because they do 

not value them. Yet this 68-year old traditionalist found it 

difficult to visualize himself in this role of "just getting 
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ahead", since he said with regard to wants, "There are things 

I would have l i ked . . . a piece or two of land, a nice house, a 

car t , a horse, an ox team, even a t ractor . But God would not 

have allowed i t . I f I hadn't taken the cargos, the money would 

have been wasted — perhaps on clothes" (Stolmaker 1973:197-198). 

Cargo Avoidance 

As in any system there are methods used to be rel-ieved of 

duties or obligations, such is true for the cargo system. One 

group that tends to withdraw from the traditional f̂ 'esta system 

are the formally educated. These persons^if called upon for a 

mayordomia, usually request alternate service on a village com-

mittee, where their services are in any cass useful. Also^ 

some villagers who are mobile economically have a tendency to 

avoid some of the larger fiestas. Nevertheless, they may retain 

traditional life styles — sleeping on floor mats, sharing food 

bowls at meals, wearing traditional clothing. 

Some of the villagers manage to avoid the major cargos by 

pleading poverty or having an occupation that precludes service 

on crucial days (such as barbering which is largely a Sunday 

occupation), but even these villagers are called upon for night 

service as village policemen. Some men serve for many years as 

policemen in order to avoid the other cargos. 

There are even a few young men who are considered progressive, 

by village standards, because of their interest in material 
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acquisitions, their knowledge of the world, maximization of time 

in their pottery production and sales methods, and their aspira-

tions, yet who remain enthusiastic about traditional fiestas. 

As Stolmaker points out, "Service in higher civil offices 

is prestigious, but particularly in the case of the presidente 

municipal it entails a groat deal of time loss and many frus-

trations -- even physical danger -- in dealing with recalcitrant 

villagers (where drunkenness is endemic and every household owns 

a machete) such as those who refuse to pay assessment or fees" 

(Stolmaker 1973:191). 

Recent Change i_n Atzompa 

In recent years Atzompa has seen a significant shift toward 

non-traditional types of material possessions such as household 

furnishings and equipment, primarily of transistor radio. The 

discarding of traditional dress is shown to be inversely related 

to age. Change is also in evident in construction styles of 

housing, cane huts being replaced with homes of adobe brick or 

at least with mud-bonded stone dwellings. In 1969, the village 

had electric service installed and a majority of the villagers 

had service extended to their homes despite the high initial 

costs. 

In recent years modern medical services have been used in 

addition to the village's curing resources rather than a sub-

stitute for them. This is indication of a movement away from 

traditional practices and traditional beliefs, although many of 
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the villagers continue to patronize the local curanderos and 

continue to believe in traditionally-defined diseases thought to 

be magically caused. 

Thus with the efficiency of modern medicine and its in-

creased use, vows to saints have declined and have had a de-

pressing effect on the religious fiesta system. But as Stolmaker 

tells us: 

The practice of levantada (figurative raising-up 
of an afflicted individual before a saint's figure 
to petition for a cure) is still prevalent. BÔth 
levantadas and pilgrimages often have motives in 
addition to that of seeking a cure: in the first 
case, acquisition of a desired padrino and compadre, 
in the second, the pleasure of a journey (Stolmaker 
1973:274). 

Both levantadas and pilgrimages are a carryover from the pre-

hispanic religious obligations. 

Summary 

Thus, with the examination of the c i v i l - r e l i g i ous hierarchy 

and the social patterns of the macehuales in the Valley of 

Oaxaca, i t can be seen that they are a combination of both 

pre-hispanic and 20th century cul tural patterns. Although change 

wi th in the v i l lage has been accelerating the last twenty years^ 

the posit ion of the commoner within the system has not changed 

in re la t ion to his posit ion within the larger whole since pre-

conquest times. He was a subsistence farmer making pottery 

to supplement his income in pre-conquest times and is a sub-

sistence farmer making pottery to supplement his income in the 
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present (see Figure 3). 
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FIGURE 3. MIXTEC POLITICAL-RELIGIOUS STRUCTURE 



RITLI TG 3TRUCTTTRE 

îlIXrSC POLITICAL-RSLIGICUS STHUCTUHE 

ARISTOCHATIC >îORILITY 

83 

CCf'!?''.CN CLA3S 

PRE-CO.N'QUEST 

1 Senor lo 

2 cac lque 

3 re j í idores 

^. p r i e s t s 

1. . admin i s t ra to r s 

2. a s s i s t a n t s 

3 adYlsors 

^. m l e r s 

5. r ec ieved *:ribute 

6. kin-linke<1. 

1. farmer 

2. tradesman 

3. artisana 

^. ter.ant farmers 

serTants 

slaves 

1. Spain 
2. Spanish s^ovenors 
^•Corpora te Comnrunities 

POST-CONQUEST 

1 a d r a i n i s t r a t o r s 

2 recieved tribute 

3. priests 

1. faraer 

2. tradesnan 

3- artisans 

^. t enan t fariners 
5. l o c a l govemment 

l e a d e r s 

20TH CENTURY 

t . Mexican Na t iona l srovernment 

2 Mexican S^-ate Crovemment 

1 Gorporata Gommunities 

1. farmer 

2. tradesmen 

3. artisans 

i4.. t e r ^ n t far- ier 
5. l o c a l govemmenc 

l eade r s 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has been an ethnohistorical examination of the 

civil-religious hierarchy, especially as it has involved the 

commoner in the communities of the Mixtec and Zapotec Indians 

in the Valley of Oaxaca. 

A holistic approach has been used to achieve an under-

standing of the civil-religious system and the cultural system 

in which it operates. Thus the complete social sphere that 

surrounds the political system must be taken into consideration 

for an accurate view of how a system has changed and of some of 

the reasons why it has changed -- if it has. In the Valley of 

Oaxaca, as well as in other parts of Mesoamerica, change is 

operating through the acculturation of the Indian and Spanish-

European cultures. 

It is the hypothesis of this thesis that the way in which 

the peasant relates to his political system, within small com-

munities, in the Oaxaca Valley, is basically unchanged since 

pre-conquest ' times. Instead, in agreement with Fallers (1955), 

Nash (1967), and Nader (1969), the relationship of the peasant 

to his political system remains the same; just some of the 

structure has been rechanneled. The basic structure of the 
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peasants' view point of the hierarchy is still the same. 

Acculturation 

Change is a characteristic of all cultures, but the rate 

and direction of change varies considerably. Culture change 

may be slow, occurring over long periods of time, or it may 

be rapid, occurring over relatively brief periods of time. 

The processes or mechanisms involved in cultural change are 

invention, diffusion, cultural loss, and acculturation. The 

process most involved in the change that occurred in the 

Oaxaca Valley is that of acculturation, with the contact of 

the Indian and Spanish cultures. 

Anthropologists use the following terms to describe what 

may happen during acculturation: substitution, syncretism, 

addition, deculturation, origination, and rejection. It is 

through these terms that culture change in the Oaxaca Valley 

will be examined. 

Substitution 

In substitution, a pre-existing trait may be replaced by 

one that fills its function, involving minimal structural change 

Within the Oaxace Valley, at the time of the conquest, the sub-

stitution of the Catholic saints for the Indian gods is an 

example. The method of the religious culture changed but the 

result remained the same: the Indians could go on worshipping 
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their individual deities just as long as they referred to them 

as saints. 

Another example is that of tribute. The substitution of 

work projects for material goods was not as dramatic and rapid 

as that of the religious structure, but occurred slowly, linked 

to the demise of the caciques. But the end product was the 

change in the recipient of the tribute; it changed to the form 

of the village work projects, with the village receiving tri-

bute from itself. 

The change in the tribute system is closely 1 inked to the 

change in the ruling structure of the village. The change 

from caciquesto (village council) came slowly, but as it was 

the cacique who received tribute in turn for looking out for the 

welfare of its inhabitants, it is in turn the village council's 

responsibility to receive tribute and provide for the protection 

of its inhabitants. 

Syncretism 

With syncretism old traits blend to form a new system. 

The continuing tradition of belief in a structural hierarchy is 

an example of a trait that has existed from pre-conquest times 

to the present. The pre-conquestal Mixtec and Zapotec ruling 

and status structure was based on a partially earned and a oar-

tially kinship hierarchy. The pre-conquest Indians could qain 

status and advancement through the accomplishment of deeds or 
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occupations. This is also present in the 20th century Mixtec 

and Zapotec c i v i l - r e l i g i o u s hierarchy where men gain status 

and respect through the cargo system. 

Addition 

By addition, new traits may be added, and a structural 

change may or may not occur. The addition of the Spanish town 

government falls under this classification. In pre-hispanic times, 

the Mixtec and Zapotec cultures were organized around a hier-

archical political structure in which status and political 

control were determined through occupation, kinship, and deeds. 

When the Spaniards arrived they instituted the form of Spanish 

town government that also was based upon deeds, acquired status, 

and service to the upper levels of the hierarchy. When the 

addition of the Spanish town government was combined with the 

pre-hispanic forms of governmental structure, the civil-religious 

hierarchy emerged. This form of government evolved as a com-

bination of the two types: members of the community still gained 

status through sponsorship of fiestas and other religious func-

tions, yet advancement through the hierarchy was possible as 

during pre-hispanic times. 

Deculturation 

If deculturation occurs a substantial part of a culture 

may be lost. This finds its best example in the change that 
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occurred in pre-conquest Indian life styles. There was a 

rapid change that occurred in the life styles of the Indians, 

and this was not only caused by the contact of the two different 

cultures, but in the depopulation of the Indians due to lack 

of immunity to European illnesses. This caused a large resettle-

ment of the Indian population. Thus many different Indian life 

styles were thrown into one and the Indian was forced to not 

only cope with the new Spanish culture but that of other Indian 

cultures. An effect of this is that, in the present, many 

Indian villagers do not remember which Indian life style they 

once belonged to other than it was something else than Spanish. 

Origination 

The origination of new traits to meet the needs of the 

changing situation is often necessary. The changing role of 

the village presidente is an example of this. The role of the 

village presidente has changed to cope with the need for increased 

and accurate contact with the outside whole. Whereas the 

presidente, at first,was a man who had filled the needs and 

requirements of the cargo system, the office evolved into that 

of a man who was adept at dealing with the outside whole and not 

so much as to his accomplishments within the civil-religious 

hierarchy. 
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Rejection 

Rejection occurs when changes are so rapid that a large 

number of persons cannot accept them, resulting in either total 

rejection, rebellion, or revitalization movements. Many examples 

of this can be found in Mexican peasant life^for it is one of 

the basic modes of this type of peasant society to be slow in 

the acceptance of new ideas and methods of doing things. One 

example, in the present, is the attitudes of the villagers toward 

the influence of radio and television which are encroaching 

upon the village life styles. In their calling the media a vice 

or a device that puts ideas into young people's heads, a re-

luctance to readily adopt new ideas from outside the community 

into community life is indicated. 

Pottery styles are also very resistant to change. In the 

village, utilitarian pottery styles have remained the same 

since pre-conquest times. This is not to say that pottery 

styles have not changed. Some have, but the rate of change is 

slow. The pottery wheel, although used by one family in the 

village, is not widely accepted because of the fear of changing 

from methods that have been passed from generation to generation 

and are known to be successful. Thus the Indian communities are 

reluctant to give up production methods that have proved successful 

for those that require a significant change, but might increase 

production. This element of reluctance to accept new ideas and 
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concepts is found within all parts of the Indian communities* 

social system. 

Basically, since the time of the conquest the way in which 

the peasant himself views the hierarchical structure in which 

he lives is the same. He still maintains control over his own 

life patterns; corn is still his basic staple, pottery is still 

an enterprise for supplemental income, and political control is 

held by the upper levels of the hierarchy. Even though the 

upper levels of the hierarchy have been controlled historically 

by different social orders, the peasant has maintained his 

autonomous profile dealing with intra-village cultural aspects. 

This, with the isolation features of the closed corporate com-

munity, helped and maintained the intra-village cultural continuity 

from pre-conquest. to present times, despite the changes in the 

upper levels of his hierarchy. 

The labels of the political positions have been changed, 

but the basic structure has remained. Change has occurred, but 

the Indian political systems have not changed as greatly as 

would be expected from such a prolonged and extensive contact 

between cultures. 

Mixtec and Zapotec cultural stability, rather than cultural 

change, has been the norm. Because of this, the anomie which 

has racked some other regions of Mexico has been largely absent 

in the Oaxaca Valley. 



GLOSSARY 

Alcalde - holder of the office of alcaldfa; the mayor; highest 
executive office 

Alcaldfa - Traditional civil-religious office 

Alferez - another name for mayordomo 

Alguacil - the lowest traditional civil-religious office; janitor, 
errand boy; policeman; primarily a civil office 

Ancianos - elders; those who have served the highest civil-
religious office 

Barrio - district of section of a community 

Cabecera - head town of a municipio 

Cacicazqo - community kingdom 

Cacique - a native chief, also used to mean political boss 

Capita'n - another name for mayordomo; a religious office 

Cargos - public offices; the term usually refers to religious 
offices but also encompasses civil offices and require a 
financial commitment 

CapuUi - a Nahuatl term referring to the pre-Columbian kinship 
unit which bound member with a common family but which 
distributed wealth, social standing and power most 
unequally among the members 

Carnival - religious holiday 

Compadrazgo - co-parenthood, the social relationship or institution 
centering around baptismal and similar types of sponsorship 

Compadre - the godfather of one's child, or father of one's godchild 

Confradfas - soldalities 
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Criados - servants 

Ejido - government-grant farm land 

Encomienda - right granted to the early Spanish colonists to 
exact tribute and services from a stipulated number of 
Indians 

Encomendero - representative of the Spanish Crown in colonial 
Mexico to whom certain estates were entrusted 

Envidia - vindictive envy 

Huipi l - woman's unf i t ted blouse 

Ladino - mestizo 

Levantada - f igura t ive raising-up of an a f f l i c ted individual 
before a saint 's f igure to pet i t ion for a cure 

Libertadores - l iberators 

Los Costumbres - local customs 

Macehuales - commoners 

Mayor - alcalde 

Mayordomo - f ies ta o f f i c i a l who sponsors and finances a rel igious 
celebrat ion; must be married to be e l i g ib le 

Municipio - Mexican po l i t i ca l uni t roughly equivalent to a 
United States township 

Padrino - godparent of a chi ld in baptism, communion or marriage 

Pasados - ex-off icers 

Pasionero - another name for mayordomo 

Presidente - mayor, f i r s t in authority in the municipal council 

Principales - pr incipals 

Quelaquetza - borrowing 

Regidor - a members of the municipal counci l ; e l i g i b i l i t y after 
service as mayordomo 

Repartimentos - Indian work forces during colonial rule 
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Respeto - respect 

Senbrio - pre-conquestal term for kingdom 

Silfidico - t rad i t iona l c i v i l - r e l i g i ous of f ice 

Sacristan - t rad i t iona l rel igious o f f i ce ; a rel igious caretaker; 
r i t ua l specia l is t 

Teniente - a work assignment levied equally upon a l l households 
of the v i l l age , comprising a l l males under the age of 50 

Topil - t rad i t iona l c i v i l - r e l i g i ous of f ice 
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