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About the Series

Latin America Otherwise: Languages, Empires, Nations is a critical series.
It aims to explore the emergence and consequences of concepts used to
define ‘‘Latin America’’ while at the same time exploring the broad
interplay of political, economic, and cultural practices that have shaped
Latin American worlds. Latin America, at the crossroads of competing
imperial designs and local responses, has been construed as a geo-
cultural and geopolitical entity since the nineteenth century. This series
provides a starting point to redefine Latin America as a configuration of
political, linguistic, cultural, and economic intersections that demands
a continuous reappraisal of the role of the Americas in history, and
of the ongoing process of globalization and the relocation of people
and cultures that have characterized Latin America’s experience. Latin
America Otherwise: Languages, Empires, Nations is a forum that con-
fronts established geocultural constructions, that rethinks area studies
and disciplinary boundaries, that assesses convictions of the academy
and of public policy, and that, correspondingly, demands that the prac-
tices through which we produce knowledge and understanding about
and from Latin America be subject to rigorous and critical scrutiny.

Until the 1980s, colonial studies of the Viceroyalties of New Spain
and of Peru focused mainly on the writings and deeds of Spanish men
of letters, soldiers, notaries, royal authorities, and missionaries. Since
then, attention has switched to the writings of indigenous intellectuals
and the activities of the indigenous elite confronting the new social
order brought about by Spanish colonization. Laura A. Lewis’s Hall of
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Mirrors: Power, Witchcraft, and Caste in Colonial Mexico is a landmark
because it brings colonialism’s most invisible peoples—women and
men of African origins—to the forefront of colonial studies.

Furthermore, Lewis’s book is making a signal contribution to our
understanding of the history of racism. The prevalent understanding of
racialization in the modern/colonial world has been written from the
perspective of Northern European history (the French and British col-
onization of the world), ignoring the sixteenth century caste-framed
foundation of the racial system in which we are still immersed. Lewis’s
detailed historical account and theoretical insight could be read as a
provocation to revisit canonical views of the history of racism in the
modern/colonial world, as well as the intricate relationships between
gender, caste, race, and class.
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Note on Sources

Archival materials are drawn from a number of record sets held
in the Archivo General de la Nación (agn, Mexican National

Archives) in Mexico City. The most significant of these sets are In-
quisición (cited as Inq), Indios (Indios), Criminal (Criminal), Civil
(Civil), and Bienes Nacionales (bn). Inquisición holds proceedings of
the Holy O≈ce of the Inquisition, which functioned to suppress heresy
in Mexico throughout the colonial period. Indios contains texts relat-
ing to Indian matters that were heard before the viceroy and the Gen-
eral Indian Court. Criminal holds texts pertaining to penal matters
heard and decided by the audiencia (royal high court), while Civil
contains texts relating to what were deemed civil disputes, also heard
by the audiencia. Bienes Nacionales consists of ecclesiastical records.

Additional information from the agn was drawn from the following
record sets: Ordenanzas (Ord), Historia (Historia), Reales Cédulas
Duplicadas (rcd), Reales Cédulas Originales (rco), General de
Parte (gp), Mercedes (Mercedes), and Tierras (Tierras). Ordenanzas
covers various o≈cial regulations concerning social conduct. Reales
Cédulas Duplicadas and Originales hold royal orders directed to colo-
nial authorities. General de Parte contains requests, complaints, and
demands presented in writing to the viceroy or to the audiencia relating
to viceregal decisions and orders. Historia is a series of manuscripts
originally collected by the viceroy’s o≈ce in the late eighteenth century
in order to prepare a general history of the Indies. Mercedes is the
registry for viceregal dispatches, mostly regarding royal land grants.
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Tierras principally contains documentation regarding land and water
disputes.

In addition to the agn, I consulted microfilms of correspondence
between viceroys and the crown from the Archivo General de Indias in
Seville, Spain, which are held in the Museo Nacional de Antropología
(National Anthropology Museum) in Mexico City, and several manu-
scripts from the Biblioteca Nacional de Antropología e Historia (Na-
tional Anthropology and History Library), also in Mexico City. These
are cited as agi and bnah respectively.

Of the approximately one thousand sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century court cases, mandates, letters, and reports that I read, a repre-
sentative sample of about three hundred is used in this book and cited
in the following manner: Archive repository and record set, volume
number, expediente (file), and/or foja (page) number, and date. A typi-
cal entry thus reads: agn, Inq vol. 355, exp. 27, 1625. Additional ab-
breviations are v. for the verso or the left side of a page, r. for the recto
or the right side of a page, and bis. for a duplicated expediente number.
Legajo (leg.) refers to an unbound volume. In the text itself, place name
spellings, which can vary in the documentation, follow Peter Gerhard’s
Guide to the Historical Geography of New Spain (1972).
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Introduction

adriana ruíz de cabrera and

the mexican inquisition in 1655

In 1655, at the midpoint of New Spain’s three-hundred year
colonial period, a woman named Adriana Ruíz de Cabrera was

accused of witchcraft (hechicería) in the eastern port city of Vera Cruz.∞

She was carted o√ to Mexico City, the colony’s capital, where she was
condemned to a dungeon run by the Holy O≈ce of the Inquisition.
The records of her trial identify her as belonging to the black casta
(caste), but while the majority of blacks in colonial Mexico were likely
enslaved during this era, Adriana, as it happens, was not.≤

The trial opened with the inquisitors’ accusation that Adriana had
used herbs, ‘‘superstitions,’’ and ‘‘tricks’’ to uncover thefts and ‘‘take
revenge’’ on people. The immediate complaint indicated that she had
o√ered her services as a witch to ascertain who had robbed a boarder in
the rooming house she owned. To do this, she had allegedly gathered
together for a washtub-water divination a group of women who ‘‘know
about and use the things’’ of witchcraft. In conformance to the caste
classifications conventional in the colony, one of these women was
identified as Spanish, one as mulatto, one as Indian, and one, like
Adriana, as black.

Adriana claimed to be a confirmed and baptized Christian who knew
‘‘nothing of witchcraft.’’ The washtub, she said, held only herbs to make
a scented mixture for the religious sisterhood of which she was an elder.
Moreover, she had grown up in the ‘‘unblemished’’ house of a Spanish
lieutenant and his wife. Had she been raised by a ‘‘suspicious’’ woman, she
added, she would more likely have blasphemed. While she might have
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succumbed in her youth to ‘‘women’s weaknesses’’ ( flaquerías de mujer),
including sexual promiscuity in the form of incest with her brother, she
had only once been called a witch, and that was in jest. From her point of
view, the charges were therefore ‘‘tricks, lies, and false testimonies.’’

It was customary for the inquisitors to keep denunciants secret,
which they did in this instance as well. But Adriana knew that her
accuser was Ana María de la Concepción, another free black woman
who had asked to rent a room at Adriana’s boardinghouse and had then
stolen items from one of Adriana’s three black slaves. The plainti√
could not ‘‘be any other person than the black Ana María,’’ Adriana
insisted, for the woman was a ‘‘lying cheat’’ whose ‘‘evil’’ (maldad) had
to be stopped. All of Ana María’s accusations were lies, she added,
‘‘because [Ana María] is a black [woman] [negra].’’

Tales like Adriana’s illustrate the role caste played as a system of
values, practices, and meanings in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Mexico: the dispute ostensibly dealt with whether or not Adriana was a
witch, but the textual narrative highlights how she, her defenders, and
her accusers constructed their arguments in great part through claims
about caste. In this vein, Adriana went on to defend herself with the
help of two Spanish priests, who insisted that she had overcome her
‘‘natural’’ inclinations. She was once ‘‘rebellious and too much given to
sensuality,’’ said one, but had since come to control these ‘‘excesses’’—
she was respected, owned slaves, and had a well-appointed home. The
other remarked that she behaved quietly and peacefully, prospered, and
gave alms to the poor and to clergymen. Both told the inquisitors that
Adriana regularly heard mass, confessed, took communion, and made
sure that her family and slaves arrived punctually to church. Adriana’s
attorney then contrasted her with the ‘‘lying’’ Ana María: Adriana was
‘‘a clean-living black woman,’’ he said.≥ She was devoted to the Virgin
Mary and had dealings with the principal Spanish men and women of
Vera Cruz. She was not idle, he insisted, and she gained a livelihood
through her own hard work.

In support of Adriana, the attorney also discredited Ana María for
what he claimed to be her instability as a woman and her baseness as a
black. By law, he pointed out, ‘‘women are kept from testifying in
criminal cases due to the fragility of their sex and their fickleness . . .
They bring false testimony, and even civil law excludes them if, along
with being women, they have an evil reputation.’’ Ana María’s ‘‘other
vices,’’ including the ‘‘vileness of her caste,’’ also barred her from testify-
ing. Adriana, he argued, was not a ‘‘similar case.’’
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Ana María was not a native of New Spain, and a notary duly de-
scribed her as a ‘‘foreign black.’’ Born in Guatemala, she had apparently
been stolen as a young girl and taken to Spain, where she was raised as
a slave. She was eventually brought to Cartagena by the count who
owned her. When he died, she fled with a slave girl she herself had
abducted and kept by her side through various forms of subterfuge.
After turning Ana María over to the authorities for stealing from one of
her slaves, Adriana searched Ana María’s clothing. There she found
tucked into a pocket, a falsified deed of slavery for the girl. Because
Adriana could not read, she gave the deed to a court clerk, who de-
clared that Ana María should be ‘‘broken and burned.’’

For her part, Ana María testified that everyone was against her, for
‘‘people’’ said of her: del monte sale que en el monte quema (one who
comes out of the backwoods burns in the backwoods). In the colonial
imagination, the hills or backwoods (monte) marked the undomesti-
cated spaces beyond civilized towns and cities. The backwoods were
associated especially with runaway slaves and Indians who, having fled
Spanish rule, were seen to have reverted to their former ways. By invok-
ing this idiomatic phrase, Ana María must have been relating what
others perceived to be her intractable wildness.

In her testimony, Ana María also insisted that Adriana and the Indian
who had participated in the alleged washtub ritual were longstanding
friends. This claim was loaded with a meaning that Ana María further
pressed as she added that Adriana had once asked the Indian woman to
divine for her and, in fact, had invited her to lead the divination in the
washtub ritual, a request with which the Indian had complied. When
all was said and done, then, Ana María might have been ‘‘of the monte,’’
but Adriana was worse, for she had allegedly engaged an Indian witch
right in the heart of town.

During her months-long trial, Adriana repeatedly claimed that she
was innocent of the charges. In the end, she was indeed vindicated
when Ana María finally conceded that she had lied. She never imagined
that the Inquisition would act on her contentions, Ana María said,
nor could she be held entirely responsible for her actions because the
‘‘devil had tricked her.’’ She was fined a considerable sum, and Adriana
was set free.

Court records such as the one that preserved moments of Adriana’s life
are the best sources available for gaining access to colonial people’s
quotidian experiences, for in them individuals testified about, cen-
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sured, and defended their own and others’ perspectives and day-to-day
activities.∂ Although the records are ones of conflict, they more broadly
tell us about the meanings and usages of caste in New Spain. As
Adriana’s dispute indicates, individuals drew on caste symbolism and
caste practices to delineate social boundaries, values, and their own
positions. Adriana thus verbally distanced herself from the ‘‘evils’’ of
blackness, pointed out that she owned slaves, and tied her heritage to
estimable Spaniards, while Ana María elaborated Adriana’s bonds to an
Indian ‘‘friend.’’ Both of these women knew, as did the inquisitors who
oversaw the proceedings, that proximity to Spanishness and Spaniards
indicated conformity to proper colonial values. Conversely, proximity
to Indians and Indianness marked a potent and nonconforming super-
naturalism. It is more than suggestive that the discourse of the text
draws connections between the black woman Adriana and both Span-
iards and Indians, for colonial caste logic provided for a range of inter-
stitial actors who took on qualities of power represented by Indians
and qualities represented by Spaniards. In the end, the ambiguous
question of Adriana’s witchery turned on the ambiguities of caste itself.
Was Adriana Spanish (and not a witch) in spite of her blackness? Was
she really Indian (and definitely a witch) in spite of her Spanishness?
Was she legally black according to the genealogies that the Inquisition
typically policed? Or did her identity more complexly play o√ of the
social and symbolic implications of her caste a≈liations and practices?

The colonial politics of caste reflected a social world in which the
divide between rulers and ruled was constantly criss-crossed and medi-
ated by a multiplicity of subjects. In light of this, this book uses records
that address inter-caste experiences and relationships involving people
legally classified as ‘‘Spaniards’’ (españoles), as well as those classified as
‘‘Indians’’ (indios), ‘‘blacks’’ (negros), ‘‘mulattoes’’ (mulatos) (the o√-
spring of a black and an Indian or a black and a Spaniard), and ‘‘mes-
tizos’’ (mestizos) (the o√spring of a Spaniard and an Indian).∑ Those
records indicate that caste spoke to the distinct but interlocking kinds
of power that each of these categories represented, while indexing a
clever and multilayered process that pulled individuals into a colonial
world while e√ectively allowing them to strategize within it.∏

Colonial Mexicanists who write in English tend to translate casta as
‘‘race’’ and to base their analyses of the caste system (sistema de castas)
prevalent in the colony on caste as a stratified set of sociolegal rankings.
Yet while race was produced through taxonomies developed to exclude
from power individuals western science construed as essentially dif-
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ferent due to blood, ancestry, or color, caste constituted a more ambig-
uous and flexible set of qualities that combined social a≈liations, kin-
ship, and inherent di√erences as it worked to facilitate incorporation
into systems of power.π Ultimately, caste was something of a capacity,
elaborated through the genealogical, moral, and operational aspects of
a person’s place in relation to other persons. Such capacity was ani-
mated and transmitted through ‘‘dense webs’’ of social networks like
those Michel Foucault identifies as key to the ‘‘thematics of power.’’∫ As
he argues, such thematics do not rest on a ‘‘certain strength,’’ an ‘‘ele-
mentary force,’’ or an ‘‘essence.’’ They are rather about the strategies
deployed by persons who act on others, who in turn are potential
actors in their own right.Ω

the sanctioned and unsanctioned domains

Especially because of its large populations of blacks and Indians, colo-
nial Mexico raises interesting questions about the history of racial
thinking and the enactment of power. In the documentation, one finds
nothing so simple as a shared camaraderie or a mutual resentment
between these two subordinated groups—the one initially imported as
slave labor and the other enduring as conquered indigenes. Rather,
every manuscript page reveals a complicated social sparring indicating
that connections between blacks and Indians, and broader questions of
domination and resistance, have to be contextualized in a world wider
than one might initially suppose.∞≠ Indeed, analysis of what turns out
to be a complex colonial politics of caste must include those classified as
Spaniards, as well as the mulattoes and mestizos whose numbers grew
rapidly after the initial conquest period. 

As discussed here, the politics of caste involved two trajectories of
power, which mirrored each other and were inextricably intertwined.
The dispute around Adriana indicates that patterns of kinship (includ-
ing figurative), friendship, and patronage tying people to Spaniards
were meaningful, and so were ones tying people to Indians. The first set
of patterns indexes colonizing processes that politically organized caste
to privilege Spaniards and Spanishness while subordinating Indians
and Indianness, and turning blacks, mulattoes, and mestizos into medi-
ators who extended Spanish authority. In this book I call the social
fields that constituted this domain sanctioned in order to convey a sense
of routine caste behaviors and meanings that were implicitly—if not
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always legally—condoned by the colonial state and its agents. The
second set of patterns indexes the world of witchcraft, a term which
described state-censured sets of moral violations ranging from unor-
thodox religious behavior, including trysts and pacts with the devil, to
popular forms of sorcery or ‘‘black magic.’’ The social fields of this
domain—which I call unsanctioned—reversed sanctioned patterns by
organizing caste in ways that privileged Indians and Indianness, while
subordinating Spaniards and Spanishness and reorienting blacks, mu-
lattoes, and mestizos, who could now attach themselves to Indians in a
bid to undermine Spaniards. Put simply, these domains were some-
thing of Spanish and Indian worlds bracketed by Spaniards and In-
dians, and integrated and brought together by the mediating groups. If
the health of the sanctioned social body depended on the ‘‘vigor and
proper functioning’’∞∞ of its interrelated caste parts, so too, in the end,
did its unsanctioned illness.

While the sanctioned and the unsanctioned referenced two possible
trajectories of power, the unsanctioned also followed inevitably from
the sanctioned ways in which the colonial state organized and gave
meaning to caste. In particular, both trajectories spoke to a logic that
converged around the Spanish attribution of weakness to Indians.∞≤ A
feminized quality, weakness justified and made possible Indian subser-
vience to Spanish governance in the sanctioned domain. But weakness
also produced that domain’s reversal, for in the unsanctioned domain
the devil made victims of Indians, who came to wield authority over
Spaniards through witchcraft. Colonial ideologies generated both do-
mains, and colonial institutional and social policies drew into their
spheres of influence a cross section of individuals from a range of caste
categories.

In her study of contemporary Gawan (Papua New Guinea) society,
Nancy Munn draws on the concept of hegemony and Foucauldian
understandings of power as ‘‘the pressures embedded in social inter-
action’’∞≥ to semantically situate Gawan witchcraft within the wider
social field of Gawan conceptions of self and society, emphasizing nega-
tion in the form of witchcraft as an integral part of the social collective.
Examining how the ‘‘world’’ of the witch and the ‘‘world’’ of the non-
witch belong to the same cultural system, Munn concludes that neither
world can be said to be prior;∞∂ instead, the witch personifies the ‘‘nega-
tive principles’’ that hold sway over everyday Gawan life.∞∑ Drawing on
Munn’s ideas, we can look at the colonial Mexican unsanctioned do-
main as, on the one hand, what Munn refers to as a ‘‘ ‘world’ of its own’’
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with reference to Gawan witchcraft.∞∏ On the other hand, it was made
operational in the context of a cultural system that included the sanc-
tioned domain, which set the terms of the debate over values and with
which the unsanctioned cohered through the idiom and implications of
caste. In both domains, power filtered through the social a≈liations
people forged as the di√erent castes were drawn into a unified system
of meanings that shifted with the frame of reference: the same caste
qualities made individuals less esteemed in one domain and more es-
teemed in the other. What remained consistent was the idea that pres-
tige operated through the shaded distinctions to which caste spoke.
Thus, while the sanctioned and the unsanctioned were in opposition,
that opposition was itself constituted through the singular logic of a
caste framework that delimited patterns of power, including the con-
trariness of witchcraft. Both the sanctioned and the unsanctioned pro-
duced spaces for elite and subaltern activity and passivity, and both
provided viable paths to authority and its loss.

Raymond Williams’s observation that ‘‘the dominant culture, so to
say, at once produces and limits its own forms of counter-culture’’∞π

therefore bears keeping in mind. Colonial Mexican witchcraft, though
at first glance seemingly counterhegemonic, derived from the hege-
monic, which referred back to its own opposition in an endless loop.
Witchcraft was not, then, an autonomous realm of resistance. It was
instead a set of discourses and practices derived from the colonial im-
plications of caste. The conflicts it embodied spoke to the struggles
characteristic of hegemony, which William Roseberry describes as a
‘‘common material and meaningful framework for living through, talk-
ing about, and acting upon social orders characterized by domina-
tion.’’∞∫ That common material and meaningful framework generated
in the present case by caste principles reveal fissures that both desta-
bilized, through witchcraft, and reinforced, through not-witchcraft,
the hold of colonialism on the populace.∞Ω

In his study of ‘‘wildness’’ and witchcraft in colonial and contempo-
rary Colombia and Peru, Michael Taussig brings the above issues to bear
on the Latin American case through an artful analysis of Indian magia
(magic) as a hegemonic social force linked to Western ideas about race
and the ongoing political economy of conquest.≤≠ As he explores the in-
terpenetrating worlds of colonizers and colonized, Taussig calls social
analysts to task for imposing order on the inherent disorder of social
life.≤∞ In this book, I seek to explain aspects of that disorder by showing
how Spanishness, Indianness, and other caste qualities constituted a deep
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logic in the colonial imagination and, consequently, in the lives and
experiences of colonial peoples. In piecing together that logic, I turn to
gender themes and, to a lesser extent, class themes in order to show how
caste was organized by sets of meanings that seeped into these other
configurations.≤≤ For instance, we have seen that the Indian witch
brought to the fore in Adriana’s case was a woman, as were the litigants
themselves. Ana María described the Indian as the leader of a group of
women gathered together for allegedly nefarious purposes, and cer-
tainly the problem that was femaleness otherwise runs through the
narrative.≤≥ References to class do as well. Thus, for instance, Adriana’s
propertied status served to reinforce her honor by countering the fickle-
ness assigned to Ana María, a thief and a vagabond.

In addition to extending the implications of power in the above
ways, I maintain a focus on the forms of mediation and interstitiality
represented by non-Indian, non-Spanish actors like Ana María and
Adriana. This is because actors and qualities defined by blackness, mu-
lattoness, and mestizoness straddled Spanish and Indian power and the
Indian and Spanish worlds, while simultaneously rea≈rming social hi-
erarchy. In many ways, these actors best represent what Carolyn Dean,
in her study of the Inca nobility, calls ‘‘the colonizer’s quandry,’’ which
is ‘‘the paradoxical need to enculturate the colonized and encourage
mimesis while, at the same time, upholding and maintaining the di√er-
ence that legitimizes colonization.’’≤∂

Finally, the significance of judicial punishment and restitution are
crucial to our understandings of Spanishness and Indianness. The judi-
cary’s role as an institutional enforcer of caste di√erence made it central
to colonization processes. But the judiciary also reveals a contradiction
in those processes, for judicial authorities did not just punish. They
o√ered restitution, especially to the Indians on whom Spaniards ex-
pended many of their ideological and material resources, and with
whom they resolved most of their labor needs. Colonial justice there-
fore countered colonial exploitation, a point that takes on further sig-
nificance and connections to caste politics because the dual character of
Spanish authority was mirrored in the Indian kind. While Indians in-
flicted harm through witchcraft, they also had the ability to heal. Thus,
in a profoundly colonial sense the judiciary acted as a kind of sanctioned
magical force controlled by Spaniards (which echoes Taussig’s consid-
eration of the ‘‘magic of reason’’), while witchcraft operated as a kind of
unsanctioned system of justice controlled by Indians.
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history and anthropology

A number of anthropologists have studied the cultural consequences of
‘‘high’’ colonial formations in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere.≤∑ Their inter-
ests have included unpacking the mechanisms behind the creation and
maintenance of social hierarchies; exploring tensions among classes of
colonizers over colonial goals and practices; identifying confusions and
contradictions in colonial ideologies; tracing the ways in which race,
gender, class, and sexuality intertwined through material production;
and examining the new social relations and cultural fields that brought
colonizers and colonized together. Although institutional, disciplinary,
and even area studies boundaries have in many ways conspired to keep
anthropologists and historians unsympathetic to each other’s strengths
and struggles,≤∏ people trained in both disciplines share interests in
understanding the perspectives of subordinated peoples in colonial situ-
ations, and in grappling with questions of representation.≤π Because of
this, in recent decades historians and anthropologists have both been
drawn to ‘‘subalterns’’ and to new ways of reading colonial documents.
From this, the relatively new field of historical anthropology has emerged.

Studies of subalterns show that they are not a coherent group, and
that their ‘‘popular’’ culture is not an autonomous domain.≤∫ Sub-
alterns might act, but not necessarily in concert, and their culture can-
not be disentangled from that of elites. One of the most important
contributions historical anthropology has made to these questions has
been a focus on what Brian Keith Axel describes as ‘‘the ways that
supposed margins and metropoles, or peripheries and centers, fold
into, constitute, or disrupt one another . . . constituting new centers of
inquiry, just as it demonstrates the powerful positionality of the mar-
gins right at the center.’’≤Ω Central to this focus are the cultural worlds of
European missionaries and colonizers, whose perspectives are rightly
deemed as worthy of study as those of natives. Indeed, it is only by
bringing the two sides together, and therefore destabilizing the divide,
that the importance of the disruptions at the center of historical anthro-
pological studies can be fully realized. By the same token, calls to move
beyond ‘‘essentialist taxonomies of the subaltern’’≥≠—which typically
fail to address the heterogeneity of subordinated persons and their
experiences, and the consequent fluidity of relations of domination and
subordination—recognize the di≈culties of managing the tensions be-
tween simultaneously exposing power and acknowledging the agency
of subordinated persons.≥∞
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Recent conversations among Latin Americanist historians over the
‘‘new cultural history’’ of Latin America, especially of Mexico, speak to
the issues outlined above.≥≤ In particular, these historians have debated
the failure to move beyond essentializing taxonomies, and the related
tendency of some scholars to impute too much agency to subalterns.≥≥

Eric Van Young thus observes that in an e√ort to recover the perspec-
tives and capacities of subordinated peoples, some new cultural histo-
rians have made of agency an ‘‘apotheosis’’ by imputing to colonized
subjects what Alan Knight refers to as a near ‘‘rational-choice’’ instru-
mentality.≥∂ As Knight notes, this leads to the resulting ‘‘paradox that
subalterns, who are defined precisely by their subordinate and disem-
powered status, are seen to be calling the shots.’’≥∑

The problem, however, might not be so much whether subalterns
have agency or how much they have, as it is the tendency to approach
agency as if it had a universal and uniform character. Turning our atten-
tion to culture itself will perhaps help to resolve this problem. I under-
stand culture not as one among many distinct realms of human life, nor
as a set of mentalities or ideals, but as the symbols inscribed in words
and things that reflect and shape unique qualities and logics in human
thought and activity. Bringing culture to bear on creative human ac-
tion, Sherry Ortner reminds us of the ways in which ‘‘every culture,
every subculture, every historical moment, constructs its own forms of
agency’’ as the ‘‘structure of domination’’ ascribes to both the super-
ordinated and the subordinated values and traits making particular
kinds of action possible and others inconceivable.≥∏

Here I draw attention to how the Spanish colonial project in Mexico
was itself implicated in the production of various kinds of e√ective
actors whose practices generated various kinds of hierarchy. That proj-
ect provided spaces for subalterns to act and to act subversively, but in
ways that often conformed to the expectations of elites—expectations
implemented by direct force but also through institutions like the judi-
ciary, and through economic processes that inculcated networks of
power. As I explore the cultural politics of caste in the colony’s sanc-
tioned and unsanctioned domains, then, I am therefore speaking simul-
taneously to the intersection of subaltern and elite spaces, domination
and subordination, and power and culture.
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framework of the book

In order to clarify the two patterns, the book treats the sanctioned
domain first and for the most part separately from the unsanctioned
one. In part, this organization follows colonial norms that juridically
separated witchcraft from other kinds of conflicts; and in part it indi-
cates how witchcraft was a world within the larger colonial world pop-
ulated by individuals like Adriana and Ana María, and the Indians,
Spaniards, and others with whom they were involved. Because witch-
craft was part of and not apart from that larger world, it was as central
to colonial reality as labor practices or civil controls. The sanctioned
cannot therefore be fully understood without the unsanctioned, and
vice versa. The reader will notice that at various points the one world
creeps in as the other leaves o√.

My methodological approach is interpretive. I therefore tease out
from the documents thick cultural data, which I present through direct
quotes from the records even as I weave together the various strands in
order to systematize the meanings and social practices that caste shaped
and that shaped caste. Interpretation does not eschew the laudable goal
of objectivity. It rather recognizes the complexities of knowing, and of
what one desires to know. Its point is to capture the noise that the
statistician tends to find irksome in order to probe the deeper and
messier meanings of human beliefs and behaviors, and to uncover what
is inherently ambiguous and fragmented. Thus, I am reading texts that
are already ambiguous and fragmented for their also ambiguous and
fragmented content.

The materials are drawn mostly from colonial judicial records housed
in the Mexican National Archives (agn).≥π Although I do not define
my work in what Knight describes as ‘‘simple time-place terms,’’≥∫ most
of the information pertains to Central Mexico and its vicinities. This was
the most densely populated indigenous region both before and after
the conquest. It had the highest concentration of colonial state institu-
tions and activities and the largest numbers of blacks during the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. The records date from 1537 to 1695,
with three-quarters clustered between 1590 and 1675, a period Louisa
Hoberman describes as the ‘‘heart of the middle colony.’’≥Ω I focus on
the longue durée rather than on change over time, not because culture
does not change but because the documentation suggests that caste
patterns changed slowly, or only in their details rather than through


