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CHAPTER 1 

BELONGING TO A COMMUNITY 

High on the slopes of el cerro ('the mountain') above Nanacatlan, one gets a splen
did view of the impressive mountains of the Sierra Norte de Puebla (map 1.1) and 
the small Totonac village below. When I climbed on a cold day in January 1998 to 
one of the steep maize plots however, I had to keep my eyes on the trail for where 
to place my next step. The paths that I had taken to visit the fields, the river on the 
foot of the mountain, and the neighbouring villages, had been difficult enough; to 
visit these high fields was scary. And it was not even raining. Without words but 
amidst fits of laughter, first my bag and then my camera was taken from me, so I 
could use both hands to climb. My companion Irene, who could not stop laughing 
over my clumsiness, was also carrying a bag with a pot of food (chicken prepared 
with a broth called tixmole); her small son ran further and further ahead of us car
rying a bag with a pile of warm tortillas (maize pancakes) and two bottles of sweet 
hot tea. Irene was bringing a meal to her husband Pedro, her two sons, a cousin, 
and a neighbour with his small sons who were sowing maize on a plot Pedro had 
rented. On our way, the men working the fields around us took the opportunity to 
take a short break and comment on our slow progress. Irene became impatient 
every now and then, because we had to arrive before noon. Custom requires that 
she serve the workers their meal at noon, and eat with them, to secure a good maize 
harvest. Fortunately we had begun earlier knowing that my presence would make 
the trip much longer. We ate with the men and after a short while returned to the 
village. It was a busy time for the whole family, as my field notes of that day 
show: 

Early in the morning the neighbour, his two sons and Irene's cousin arrive. They have a 
cup of coffee and a piece of sweet bread before going to the milpa with Pedro and his two 
eldest sons. Last week Pedro helped them to sow their maize and today they return the 
favour. He wants to have the fields sown now although the best time (the waning moon) 
has already passed. He cannot wait till the next period of waning moon because he wants 
to return to Mexico City to work. Yesterday Irene selected the maize used for sowing and 
the grains have been soaked in water all night. Today she is also busy because she has to 
feed the men on the milpa and Pedro's sister is visiting from Huehuetla and can help her, 
as well as Irene's grandmother who lives with them. After the men have left, the women 
start preparing the chicken, the sauce, and the maize dough for the tortillas. They make 
tixmole, a sauce often made with beef, but beef is taboo today, because the maize plants 
would not grow well. Irene would have preferred to make the traditional mole, but there 
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is not enough money to buy the expensive chile ancho. The chicken is from their own 
coop. When the food is ready, the women start preparing a large pile of tortillas and tea. 
Before packing the food and drinks Irene puts a small portion on their house altar, to ask 
God for a good harvest. Her youngest son accompanies her and helps carry the meal. 
When we arrive up the mountain the men are still working, walking in a neat line to sow 
maize, and they finish their row before taking a break. Irene gives them two pieces of 
chicken and sauce in a plate, and eats her own meal only after everybody else has been 
served. She has to eat on the milpa as well, because otherwise the plants could be dam
aged. We return home while the men continue working. There the women prepare another 
pile of tortillas, which Irene carries with a pot of food to her comadre' Lupe, the wife of 
Elios from whom Pedro has rented the land. Irene also brings some food to her father. 
Since he is a widower Pedro's father comes to eat with them almost daily and she thus 
does not carry food to his house, like she used to do when her mother-in-law was still 
alive (fieldnotes 2 January 1998). 

Not only had I been present at an auspicious moment in the annual agricultural 
cycle that day, but I had also made the stiff walk up and been given a share in the 
ritual meal. Days later people would still say that they had heard our laughter 
throughout the village, and they complimented me on my attempt to climb to the 
steep fields. Clumsy as I may have been, I had apparently fulfilled the basic condi
tions that made me acceptable: to eat, and even enjoy the village food and walk to 
the fields "unlike those migrants who have moved to the city and now feel too 
proud to do so". That I, in contrast to those migrants, was not even born in the vil
lage only shed a harsher light on those 'townspeople' who refuse to eat local food 
and walk the village paths. In doing so, these migrants distanced themselves from 
more than just the food and the fields that touched upon the very core of village life 
- they separated themselves from the rhythm of men working the fields and women 
preparing food, including the customs and values that go with them. Though in this 
case all migrants were stereotyped by the villagers, such distant behaviour is actu
ally uncommon among those villagers who live in the city. Many migrants not only 
take care to remain in touch but are actively involved in village life, especially the 
sizeable number of men who divide their lives between Nanacatlan and Mexico 
City. They commute to their urban jobs during the year but return regularly to 
attend to their fields. In the meantime, their wives have to take care of their house
holds and livelihood. It is a hard life for both, but far from rejecting rural life, they 
make an arduous effort to remain involved. Over the years that I periodically stayed 
in the village I have tried to understand why and how working the land, eating local 
food, performing customary rituals, and generally living according to local custom 
are so central to many people who declare themselves Nanacateco. They would say 
it is very important to follow their costumbres, the local customary repertoire of 

1 As I explain later in this chapter, this term is part of local ritual kinship. Compadrazgo refers to the 
relationship between parents and the godparents of one or more of their children, when women become 
comadres (co-mothers) and men compadres (co-fathers). 
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practices and ideas that have been handed down by the ancestors. Why is this? And 
why does this apply not only to permanent residents of the village but also to tem
porary and even permanent migrants? 

That day in the steep fields however, I was content enough to finally sit and 
admire the view overlooking the mountains, the valley, the scattered neighbouring 
villages, and Nanacatlan below. The village looks greener and less populous from 
above, as many houses and small paths are hidden under the canopy. Along the 
main road the large houses, schools, village hall, and especially the church with its 
tall towers, dominate the view just like they do from within the village. The road 
connects Zapotitlan with Ixtepec and since the 1990s also moves on to Huehuetla 
and beyond (maps 1.2 and 1.3). To the southwest of the village the cemetery covers 
the top of a small hill. The steep mountain slopes above the village are usually 
covered with maize, but on that day in the fallow period between crops, there were 
only weeds, rocks, and stones that seem to just hold on to the mountain. Closer to 
the village and all the way down to the Zempoala river below, the slopes are green 
from coffee bushes and the shadow and fruit trees that almost hide them. In between 
the coffee plots there are meadows with a few cattle and some scattered maize 

http://Hwhu.Ua
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plots. Only one field is now planted with sugarcane which before the 1970s was the 
main commercial crop in the region. 

The road which crosses the Sierra and connects the towns of Zacapoaxtla and 
Zacatlan forms a clear line on the mountain on the other side of the river, on the 
way passing through Zapotitlan de Mendez. This centre of the municipality to 
which Nanacatlan belongs, is just visible further to the west along the river (map 
1.2), where a small road branches off to Nanacatlan and beyond. For public trans
portation, buses are available that serve both Zacapoaxtla and Zacatlan and nowa
days drive all the way up to Nanacatlan. Built in the 1970s, the road was asphalted 
in the early 1990s thereby reducing the bus trip to and from Mexico City from 
about 11 to between 8 to 10 hours. This would have been less if the branch road to 
Nanacatlan had been improved as well. From my position on the slope, San Miguel 
de Cerdo lies across the road and further up the mountain I catch a glimpse of 
Zongozotla. Behind San Miguel de Cerdo but hidden by the mountain, lies the 
neighbouring village of Huitzilan whose inhabitants are not Totonac but Nahua 
(map 13).2 To the east one can see the village of Tuxtla, which belongs to the same 
municipio as Nanacatlan, and on clear days even Nauzontla (map 1.2). On the other 
side of the mountain I climbed begin the fields of neighbouring Zitlala and Hueyt-
lalpan (map 1.3), villages reachable after a stiff walk of another \Vito2 hours. 

For a newcomer like me, the view that I was admiring provided natural beauty 
o r\/~i 0"'a''"*0'**'3*'"|r"» m o l n r i o n r o f m n r s n f T r \ r t r i o A M 1 I o rrarc it t r t - f»r\ i*ö • +V»o l o n H c / r i n o i c r»A^7 

ered with cultural, historical, and religious meanings.3 Most Nanacatecos know 
every plot, well, stream, mountain, or other environmental detail by name as well 
as the stories that go with them; like they know whether it is part of the village 
territory, to whom it belongs, and often what event took place there. They can 
indicate where the village boundaries are currently, and where they used to be in 
the past when the village was a lot bigger. They can also read it as a socio-economic 
map: they can point out the lands owned by the rich villagers and the smaller plots 
of the local peasants, whether such land is fertile, relatively flat, or steep and rocky, 
and whether it is fit for coffee (see map 1.3). 

A community on the move 

Several villagers could ruminate endlessly with stories about the topological mark
ers one can observe from the mountain slope - and a number of them will come up 
in the book - but modernity and migration have taken their toll: for a few decades 
a sizeable number of villagers are away at least part of the year, and are not always 
around to share such stories. From March to July and from September to December, 
the village looks nearly deserted. With over one-third of its inhabitants gone, the 

2 San Miguel de Cerdo belongs to the municipality of Huitzilan. The Zempoala river is the border 
between Nanacatlan and Huitzilan/San Miguel de Cerdo. 

3 See below for how people engage in place-making (Basso 2002; Low and Lawrence-Zufiiga 
2003). 
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streets are empty and life is a little dull with only one or two women and children 
who go shopping or fetching water. In these months, the village is only livened up 
before and after school hours when the children are on the streets or when an occa
sional truck, bus, or car passes. Even the fields are mostly unattended, though the 
new plantings of maize and coffee are witness to some recent agricultural activity. 
Only in the evening does the village come back to life when people gather in its 
centre: the young to play basketball, the grown-ups to consult one of the authorities 
in the village hall or to go to a meeting, a few Catholics to visit the church. People 
walk the streets to visit each other or to watch television elsewhere, if they do not 
own a set themselves. Sundays bring a welcome change, with a visit to the market 
in Zapotitlan, or to one of the churches; the main Catholic one or the smaller chap
els of the Pentecostals or Baptists. A closer view reveals that the grown-ups are 
mostly married women and elderly men and women, the young men and women 
and able-bodied men being conspicuously absent. 

In these periods, Nanacatlan at first glance seems to be a hollow (Geertz 1965:4) 
and timeless place tending towards stagnation, where nothing much happens and 
nothing changes. This relative emptiness is in fact a recent phenomenon; it is only 
since the road was constructed that many men started working in Mexico City, 
some going to live there permanently, others just commuting. Only a few dozen 
years ago the village was bustling with local people and itinerant traders passing 
with their trains of mules and horses, as the elderly people recall. It was quieter in 
the evening though, because everybody went to bed early; only since electricity do 
people stay up later and fill the air with the sound of their radios, cassette players, 
and an increasing number of televisions. But such noise can't replace the liveliness 
of having people around. Is this then a 'village without development' that people 
increasingly tend to leave and is in danger of becoming deserted? 

The answer is certainly in the negative when one visits the village, together with 
the returning migrants during one of the main village rituals: Semana Santa (the 
week before Easter), the days of the village feast of Santiago (25 July), the days to 
commemorate the dead during Todos Santos (All Saints' Day, November 1, and 
including All Souls' Day, November 2), and the period around Christmas and New 
Years. Then it feels like a different place, full of life and activity. Over the years 
these bustling days have even increased. Moreover, new rituals such as birthdays 
and the Mexican national religious feast of the Virgen de Guadalupe have become 
popular. Men work hard to prepare the public rituals, women put a lot of effort into 
cooking the appropriate meals and migrants make the long, and for most of them 
expensive journey to return. Several migrants remain active in one of the village 
dance troupes, take part in the basketball competition during the village feasts, or 
are among its organisers. Many prefer to celebrate their weddings or important 
birthdays in their home village. This is not to say that it is all is harmonious in 
Nanacatlan or that everyone takes part in all community and family rituals: particu
larly since nearly a quarter of the population has turned from Catholicism to Prot
estantism, there are obvious dividing lines between villagers. But all in all, in the 
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past decade village rituals and feasts are much more frequently celebrated and 
attract more participants because people have become, as they say, interested in 
their own costumbres, "just like our ancestors were". This increase in rituals and 
feasts has given current village life a much stronger contrast between relative qui
etness and flamboyant bustle. 

Many migrant Nanacatecos come for more than a family visit or attending one 
of the village rituals. After the village feast in July and again after Christmas, they 
stay on for a while to harvest their maize (in July or August) or coffee (in Decem
ber, January, February), or sow maize (in January or February). Some of the perma
nent migrants still own land and they stay for a week or so to arrange such work as 
needs to be done and to give instructions to a resident relative who acts as a super
visor for their lands. Unlike in the past, quite a number of people actually own land 
which they have bought with the money they earned in the city and even when they 
stay for some time in the village, they rarely work as day labourers for one of the 
village patrons. In addition to being part-time farmers, they remain as strongly 
interested and involved in village affairs as resident villagers; during the politically 
highly strung 1990s it was hard to guess from the intense debates and fights who 
was living in the village and who was not. Many stay with at least one foot in the 
village and are continuously to-ing and fro-ing between urban and rural life. Living 
in two worlds has made people more vulnerable to the ups and downs of global 
economy conditioning migration cycles: when the price of coffee dropped dra
matically in 1989 more people left to work in Mexico City. Inversely, when the 
Mexican economy stagnated and the national currency (peso) was devaluated in 
1994, many returned to the village to await a recovery of the urban labour market. 
On the other hand, these new income sources for migrant labourers have blurred 
the steep divide between a majority of Totonac day-labourers and a mostly mestizo 
elite of past decades. Migration may have brought economic uncertainties but it has 
also changed the old forms of social differentiation in the village. 

The rapid transformations Nanacatecos have been dealing with have turned the 
village into a relatively quiet place during large parts of the year and a bustle of 
activities during the main annual celebrations and agricultural peak seasons. The 
urban-rural divide and the growing economic, social, religious, and political 
pluriformity have led to a more fragmented and differentiated community, but 
remarkably not to a demise of the community. In the remainder of this introduction 
I will sketch how to understand the relation between general transformations and 
the way local communities change, give an insight in how I did the fieldwork on 
which this study is based, and summarise the outline of the book. My key concern 
here is to understand why and how in a period of rapid transformations the local 
community not only remained relevant as a socio-economic safety net, but also 
why it has become an ideal place to belong to. In the past, communities in flux have 
been studied as either disintegrating and disappearing under the pressure of outside 
forces or struggling against these forces and surviving as a 'traditional community'. 
Such approaches miss the paradoxical reality of a resilient community where under 
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rapidly-changing conditions a common place to belong to increasingly matters, 
especially when members of a community live in different places. To understand 
why community life can gain in prominence I will look at how people create and 
recreate their community against all odds through social networks, narratives, ritu
als, and exchanges. Before doing so, I first focus on how communities have been 
framed in anthropology. 

Conceptualising communities 

'Belonging to a community' is a problematic conceptual statement because in eve
ryday speech it carries a sentimental judgement, expressing positive feelings of 
connection. "These are not value-free ideas. 'Belonging', like'association', 'relation
ship', and a host of similar connective terms, carries positive overtones" (Edwards 
and Strathern 2000:152). Such a sentimental and natural connotation is often at 
odds with its anthropological re-conceptualisation.4 Community - with its underly
ing nineteenth century Utopian ideal of loss, recovery, or achievement (Delanty 
2003:19-20) - has the same positive overtone of embodying direct relationships, 
often contrasted to being a citizen in an alienating state (ibid: 10). But a community 
can be everything between supportive and destructive, the latter not only for those 
who are excluded, but also for the people who belong. Moreover, the concept of 
community derives from a past in which it was seen as the opposite of modernity 
and about to disappear, or if not, at least as a hindrance to development. Ideas on 
changing communities build upon a long discussion within the social sciences about 
the relation between modernity and community in which modernity was seen as the 
cause of declining community life. Community was thus often equated to tradition, 
understood as a making of the past, and this traditional community was to be found 
on a map, its boundaries enclosing a group of people living and belonging together, 
sharing a culture.5 

Mexico has a rich history of anthropological community studies (Chambers and 
Young 1979) and a concern with 'rurality' amidst a process of internal capitalist 
development (Hewitt de Alcantara 1984). Such studies mainly focus on indigenous 
communities and how to see their place in the world; which until the 1970s meant 
that they were destined to disappear due to their incorporation and integration 
within the larger society, for their own good. Watanabe distinguishes two schools 

4 The uneasy relationship of anthropology with these and many other of its concepts has made them 
prone to quotation marks. This seems to have almost become a charming spell. I will try to avoid this 
and instead clarify concepts, taking critical re-assessment of and disagreements about anthropological 
concepts for granted. 

5 A view on tradition as a product of modernity was lacking (Delanty 2003:30). It is interesting to 
note the historical similarities between the concepts of community and culture as traditionally bounded 
units that exist in opposition to modernity, while both are nowadays seen as its product. Culture - even 
though conceptualised as shared ideas and values - has often been seen as a thing that can be owned: 
the by now 'classic' idea of culture as contained in a location and/or attached to a particular group 
(Ortner 1999:7). 
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within this integrationist view: the 'cultural essentialists', who had a static view on 
culture but an eye for inter-personal differences, and the 'colonial historicists' who 
saw the opposition between mestizo (Ladino) elites and Indian rural masses as an 
artefact of colonial domination (Watanabe 1992:5-11).6 The early cultural essen-
tialist studies, such as Redfield (1964) and Lewis (1972), focused on the commu
nity as a holistic and isolated unit and have been criticized as 'trapped in time and 
space' (Chambers and Young 1979:50). Though early on anthropologists were 
concerned with change and development, change was seen as something that came 
from outside and not from the dynamics of rural and indigenous communities 
themselves: they were 'closed corporate communities' (Wolf 1955 and 1957) or 
dominated and underdeveloped 'regions of refuge', the so called exploited hinter
land of the industrialized metropolis (Aguirre Beltran 1987b). Wolf and Aguirre 
Beltran did not see this relative closure as inherent to such communities, but as a 
historical outcome within a hostile and dominant environment. In their view "... 
the Indian community became a creation of the wider society, not a subtraction 
from it" (Hewitt de Alcantara 1984:75).7 

In contrast to the cultural essentialist studies, Marxist studies (cf. Stavenhagen 
1968 and Friedlander 1975) are more critical of the dominant society and stress 
class differences. Indian-ness is here an expression of peasant subordination and 
marginality. Notwithstanding their critical view on society, they share with the 
CUllUiai eSsenuai i s l s II1C view ui inuiai is as p a s s i v e , a n u eApecieu II1CII1 iu u i u u i a u . i ; 

merge into the Ladino world (Watanabe 1992:7). Only some Marxist studies con
sider cultural and economic pluralism as a positive force for development (Cham
bers and Young 1979:53), of which I use Durand (1986) about Nanacatlan in this 
book for a comparison with socio-economic differentiation and livelihood in the 
1990s and for its historical insights. General modernization theory expected or 
even endorsed the disintegration and demise of indigenous communities, because 
that was the most favourable way for them to become part of development. 

Contrary to expectations, communities turned out to be neither safe havens of 
the past nor did they disintegrate and disappear. More so, their 'survival' was not 
directly related to a lack of development (Watanabe 1992:7-11). This brought a 
turn in social research: communities were increasingly studied not as a stage in an 
evolutionary process of development or as a social and economic problem, but for 
their cultural, religious or ethnic continuity, and change. Anthropologists replaced 

6 In light of the well known Redfield-Lewis debate it is clear that the hindsight evaluation of early 
community studies abstracts from many differences. Redfield, pioneer in peasant studies, conceptual
ised cultural change along a folk-urban continuum that would inevitably lead rural communities to 
integration into the modern world. In his restudy Lewis criticized Redfield amongst others for putting 
to much emphasis on a homogenous, integrated, and isolated nature of the community of Tepoztlan, and 
for seeing change as exogenous. Lewis saw a conflictual and individualistic village, full of fear, envy, 
and distrust in inter-personal relations (Lewis 1972:428-29), a view on indigenous communities shared 
by Foster (1965a and 1965b). 

7 Though Aguirre Beltran attributes a more active role to the Indians in closing off their community, 
he is also more outspoken in his solution of integration into national culture and society (Sandstrom 
1991:40). 
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a temporal conception of communities (as timeless and in the past) with a notion of 
coevalness (Fabian 1983), a sharing of present time between other and their own 
societies. From the 1970s, the great narrative of modernization theory and develop
ment thinking gradually gave way to a trend of empirical studies with a clear 
regional and cultural orientation. In Mexico this is reflected in a number of studies 
of indigenous peoples stressing the resilience of ways of living rather than seeing 
them as cultural remnants from the past (Chambers and Young 1979:48). Ichon's 
study of the highland Totonacs (1973), to which I will refer frequently, is one of the 
interesting examples of this trend. 

To look at communities as changing themselves in different ways - and not only 
under the impact of external forces originating in the wider society - meant to 
move away from holistic, integrative, and primordial ideas of culture and the geo
graphical rooting of community. Instead, notions such as imagined communities 
(Anderson 1983)8 and community as a symbolic construction (Cohen 1985) 
emphasise that a community need not necessarily be conceptualised as static and 
closed. Cohen especially made an important contribution to community studies by 
his emphasis on shared practices as opposed to shared values, or as he framed it: on 
aggregative instead of integrative belonging, a commonality of forms but not nec
essarily meanings (1985:20), in which ritual may play an important part: 

... the symbolic expression of community and its boundaries increases in importance as 
the actual geo-social boundaries of the community are undermined, blurred or otherwise 
weakened. Evidence to substantiate this thesis may be found not only in settled com
munities, but also among those whose members have been dispersed and for whom ritual 
provides occasions to reconstitute the community (ibid. 50-51). 

Although formulated several years before the term became fashionable in social 
sciences, Cohen's ideas can be effortlessly linked to discussions on globalisation 
- a process which Tomlinson (1999) has characterised as the general framework of 
transformation processes of our time and which he defined as the rapidly develop
ing and ever-densifying network of interconnections and interdependencies. The 
perspective of globalisation on the study of communities offers a link to change as 
a heterogeneous and differential process and provides the local with an automatic 
reference to the wider world. Globalisation studies within anthropology have thus 
fostered an intensified sense of cultural and ethnic heterogeneity with a keen 
emphasis on difference. Communities are focal points in which the global and the 
local meet and are expressed through an interaction of general and particular pro
cesses and a series of paradoxes. The two processes of sameness and difference 
operate simultaneously: the disappearance of difference an d the creation and trans-

8 Anderson used it to refer to people who never meet but can imagine belonging together within a 
bounded national community. I also find it useful for referring to diasporic situations, where people 
know each other and occasionally meet and imagine belonging to a (non-national) community that 
crosses spatial boundaries. 
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lation of new differences; the loss and the revival of traditions (Clifford 1988); 
revitalisation andcreolisation (Eriksen 1997); global homogenisation and increased 
heterogeneity (Geschiere and Meyer 1998). One might say that the most significant 
feature of the globalisation paradigm is that it has created an increased awareness 
of cultural difference - both beyond and within the immediate and local world. 

Anthropologists have increasingly studied local ethnic communities with a 
focus on why and how local people continue to live as a community in a changing 
world instead of taking community existence for granted. It is useful to recall how 
Barth (1969) pointed at ethnic identity as the social organisation of cultural differ
ence, which he understood as a focus on processes of boundary making and main
tenance and not on "the cultural stuff that the boundary encloses". He later (1994) 
argued that to study ethnicity it is necessary to look at culture and to reconceptual-
ise it as 'flux' - instead of seeing it as a partition in neatly separable, integrated 
wholes - and that any imagined community (ethnic, national, religious, global) is 
full of cultural difference and contention. Recent work points at how global and 
transnational contexts often sustain and strengthen local indigenous groups and 
organisations, or provide contexts in which indigenous ethnicity can emerge (Kear
ney 1995:560; Morin and Saladin d'Anglure 1997). Migrant networks and migrant 
leaders reconstitute and localise dispersed communities at home and in the Mexico-
US frontier society, but also lead to new inter-ethnic alliances (Velasco 2002). 
Ethnic revival is however, not the inevitable outcome (cf. Eriksen 1997), and eth
nicity not necessarily an issue for indigenous people. 

Viewing indigenous culture and ethnicity as 'in flux' or 'under construction' 
nevertheless seems more problematic (see however, Baud etal. 1994), as the notion 
of indigenous often implies people who set forth centuries-old traditions. Though 
it is altogether logical and patently evident that people draw on existing repertoires 
(and that cultural continuity does exist in this sense9), even then such developments 
are not an automatic or natural process as Sandstrom (1991) shows in his beautiful 
study of a Nahua village. Traditional cultures persist in the face of massive world
wide change by a conscious effort. The emphasis on local communities as products 
of modernity instead of continuations of the past on the other hand, does run the 
risk of neglecting communities as products of people who relate to regional, 
national, and global developments as well as to their own past, present, and 
future. 

... Western assumption that assertions of 'tradition' are always responses to the new (that 

there is no real recurrence in history) may exclude local narratives of cultural continuity 

and recovery (Clifford 1988:15). 

9 A social constructionist approach does not imply that "anything goes'. It just reminds us that 
'continuity' itself is an interpretation or choice, involving relations of power. It is more useful to take 
social constructionism as a concept which facilitates the critical assessment of ethnicity and culture and 
which opposes the essentialisation of them (Vermeulen and Govers 1997). 
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Ouweneel (2000) has a similar suggestion by pointing at the Western tendency to 
regard Western essentialisms as neutral or universal and to only see other views as 
essentialist. He calls for attention, like Sandstrom, to what he refers to as 'essences': 
constant factors over the centuries. It is important however, to understand that 
practices similar to those of the past have acquired shifts in meaning over time and 
reflect upon the present. This makes it crucial to analyse continuities (or constant 
factors) and to try and understand what they mean (and have come to mean) in a 
changed context (cf. Barabas & Bartolomé 1984; Bartolomé 1979; Barth 1993; 
Chamoux 1987). Moreover, an ideology of continuity is characteristic of most 
ethnic groups, but what is claimed to be tradition from the past is more often than 
not 'tradition remembered' (Eller 1999:15, 29). What these studies of indigenous 
communities show is that local forms of religion and morality prevail as frame
works for giving meaning to life, though this does not mean that they are unaffected 
by change. Despite changes in beliefs and practices, villagers nowadays consider 
themselves to be no less locals than their parents and grandparents (Watanabe 
1992:18-19), and they definitely feel themselves as belonging to the locality from 
which they originate. 

In periods of rapid transformations, belonging is more likely to become an ideal 
to overcome social and personal insecurity and disintegration. As Ortner (1999) 
emphasises, people are always trying to make sense of their lives to grapple with 
the threats and sometimes realities of chaos and evil. Therefore the meaning-making 
process is a central issue for anthropology in a changing world. To understand why 
the local gains in prominence in fast-changing times I focus on what 'belonging to 
a community' means because it emphasizes a social process of connecting to others 
and ties this connection to a specific place with a past, beliefs, rituals, and to land 
and livelihood in the case of a rural village. A community is imagined and unbounded 
but also material; its specific elements not only concern cultural, but social, eco
nomic, and political processes. 

Community is constituted by a set of practices, a series of 'performances,' through which 
claims are made about collective and inter-subjective identities. These claims can be 
contradictory, produced through relations of power, and are open to resistance and 
contest (Hardgrove 2002:5; see also Turner 1987). 

Belonging needs practice; this implies a focus on how people create a symbolic and 
material community by performing stories, rituals, and exchanges that divide and 
unite people. 

A community of networks 

In the same sense that belonging is rooted in practice, communities are not abstract 
entities, but constitute actual connections of people. In the present world people's 
lives are rarely confined to a specific socio-geographic locality, making a living out 
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of localW available resources. Their worlds are tied to what happens in a much 
wider region outside their own place of residence. If we want to discuss communi
ties we have to see them not as primarily based on cohabitation but as a grid of 
relationships, in other words as network communities (Appadurai 1996). Rural and 
indigenous villages have increasingly become part of national and transnational 
networks and people in even remote villages increasingly need skills to deal with 
socially varied and geographically dispersed social networks. Diversification of 
livelihood has become the norm and this has made people's social networks more 
complex. People who have started working in urban jobs need different networks 
from those who focus or focused primarily on the village. This implies a focus on 
changing patterns of social relations and social differentiation to see how and why 
social networks and their resources have come to differ. 

A social network is the chain of people with whom a person more or less 
regularly interacts (Boissevain 1968).10 People within a network do not have access 
to the same resources and a social network therefore consists of hierarchical rela
tions and is socially differentiated. To understand a network it is necessary to look 
at who owns resources, who has access to them, and who is excluded from such 
access. In the rural past this meant primarily land, credit, and trade but nowadays it 
includes access to non-agricultural resources and often urban jobs. Social networks 
themselves can act as resources as they provide access through the sequence of 
m / » I n r ^ i / > o 1 *~»K1I f i n t i n n c t l - »o t r - V i o r o p f p n c p r p l o h n n c H<=»Hx/É*f*n r v * r \ r \ l £ » — m v i n c T rf*rf*i\f-

ing, and returning a gift (Mauss 1970). Though everyone is part of at least some 
social networks, not everyone is a member of the same number of networks, nor is 
everyone able to use social networks to the same extent. The crucial function of 
networks and the differential access people have to them has given birth to the 
introduction of the overarching concept of social capital - the ability to connect 
into social networks to get things done outside formal and bureaucratic procedures, 
as Field (2003) has defined it11 - stressing exactly the instrumentality of networks 
in providing access to resources. Through their contacts with others in their net
work, people are able to gain access to resources they do not own themselves, and 
so broaden their resource base. Sometimes access is direct when the person becomes 
the client of a rich and influential patron, someone who directly controls resources 
such as land, jobs, scholarship funds, or specialised knowledge. In other cases it is 
highly expert network specialists - social brokers - who bring people in touch with 

10 The network concept is nowadays used to study a community that crosses geographic boundaries 
or more generally of people not living in the same place (anymore). Initially though, the study of net
works was meant to overcome the classical anthropological concept of corporate groups as a focus for 
study (see Boissevain 1968; Wolf 1966). 

11 Bourdieu has used the term social capital in a different way by stressing difference. "Different 
individuals obtain a very unequal return on a more or less equivalent capital (economic or cultural) 
according to the extent to which they are able to mobilise by proxy the capital of a group" (Bourdieu 
1980:2). He defines social capital as the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual 
or group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of 
mutual acquaintance and recognition (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992:119). This a more formal definition 
compared to Field, who is primarily concerned with the informal usefulness of social relations. 
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each other, bridge gaps in communication, and provide access to patrons (Boisse-
vain 1974:147-148). 

Networks may differ in the degree of the density and strength of the social 
relations that constitute them. The ability to access resources depends both on 
strong ties and weak ties in the sense that Granovetter (1973 and 1983) uses them. 
Granovetter asserts that acquaintances (with weak ties) are less likely to be socially 
involved than close friends (with strong ties) who form a densely knit network 
(clique). Each of the acquaintances however, is likely to have strong ties with other 
friends and thus participate in a clique that is different from the others. An indi
vidual with weak ties is thus connected to different cliques and will have access to 
information from distant parts of the social system, while an individual with only 
strong ties will be confined to the provincial news and views of close friends. 
While strong ties are a good source of jobs in firms and occupations where family 
and friends were already represented, he states that bridging weak ties (those 
acquaintances that act as bridges between network segments) are a relatively effec
tive way of finding jobs in new fields. 

Those with many relations meet a lot of people, while the encounters of those with few 
relations are more modest. People with a very dense network often frequent the same 
people but have little contact with those outside their own circle and may form a group 
with strong social cohesion. Those who have an extensive network with a low density are 
less likely to belong to a strong, culturally cohesive collectivity where people feel at 
home, but have more opportunities to access resources and to become acquainted with 
various mores (Blokland 2003:212). 

Kinship, household, and compadrazgo 

Providing social support in times of need and acting as social capital is, of course, 
not the only function of networks as they also provide empathy, moral and emo
tional support, attachment, and a sense of belonging. For their networks people 
thus not only, and maybe often not even primarily, focus on the usefulness of their 
social ties as their affectionate value may be far more crucial. How networks are 
composed is not the result of individually calculated or socially dependent deci
sions, but arises from institutionalised social practices (Blokland 2003:59). Choice, 
affection, and social support can lead to independent initiatives which not only 
apply to friendship and ritual kinship but also to kinship relations. Kinship is usu
ally seen as consisting of 'blood' relations and serves as a model for many other 
relations, ritual kinship in particular. Generally the most important personal ties 
exist between next-of-kin (often including household members) and in the case of 
Mesoamerica in particular, between ritual kin.12 In Mexico relations between ritual 

12 According to Coleman (1991) individualisation has undermined kinship and reciprocal relations. 
This rezones the issue of community disintegration, where a nostalgic view on a supposed holistic and 
integrated past blocks alternative views of what could be a community. Coleman in particular relates 
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kin in the form of compadrazgo are taken very seriously and are often as or even 
more important than between next-of-kin (Mintz and Wolf 1977; Nutini and Bell 
1980). 

Granovetter's distinction between strong and weak ties also holds for relation
ships between kin. This is the more so in a flexible kinship system such as in 
Mexico. Here, kinship is important as the primary network of people but it is not 
restricted to a small circle of next-of-kin or to the kindred. Who is considered kin 
is broadly defined and may be anyone with whom there is a connection through 
blood, marriage, or ritual relations.13 Relations between this wide variety of kin are 
maintained and encouraged regardless of genealogical or geographic distance. 
They are usually characterised by an ideology and morality of generalised reci
procity and do not attach a particular relation to a particular obligation, like in so-
called balanced reciprocity (Rothstein 1999:583).14 Such kinship flexibility enables 
considerable choice because it is possible to maintain weak ties with a large number 
of kin as well as to have strong ties with a smaller number of one's own choices. 

People relate not only through networks but are usually also members of a 
household, traditionally seen as the basic unity of society involved in production, 
reproduction, consumption, and socialization. A household's anthropological con
ceptualisation rests on what the people themselves regard as the significant unit of 
their society (Moore 1988:54-55). The household also has a spatial connotation as 
the place where people live together 'under one roof' (even though not necessarily 
all the time), organise their livelihood, eat together, raise children, support their 
elderly or sick parents and other relatives, and where strong feelings of emotion 
and support may exist. However, relations with people outside the household -
especially with kin and ritual kin, but also friends and neighbours - can be equally 
or even more important than those within. Following Moore, I regard the household 
as the basic social unit of people who live together in a place where they focus their 
efforts to organise their home, livelihood, and personal life (even when they do not 
live there most of the year). Using the household as a unit of observation and 
analysis is valuable as assets tend to be owned by, and networks are centred on 
households. There are however, obvious internal differentiations, divisions of 
labour, and hierarchical relations based on gender and age within households15 

social capital to primordial ties such as kinship and the origin of the most effective form of social capital 
to relationships established by childbirth (Field 2003:109). He sees anything changing kin ties (divorce, 
separation, migration) as disruptive. It is not only that migration studies suggest otherwise, as Field 
(ibid.) rightfully points out, but Coleman's whole idea of undermined kinship relations rest on a narrow 
definition of kinship. 

13 Recent kinship studies (Carsten 2000) depart altogether from the conventional relationship of the 
biological and the social in kinship studies and 'nature' or 'biology' as the grounding for the 'social'. 
Instead, they focus on how people relate and connect to understand how relatedness may be composed 
of various components - substance, feeding, living together, procreation, emotion. 

14 In terms of Mauss (1970): balanced reciprocity is where the obligation to give, receive, and return 
are equally important, while in generalised reciprocity the generosity of giving and its acceptance are 
more important than the obligation to return the gift. 

15 People, not households, interact and there is always an inherent tension between the category of 
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which should not be overlooked. In this study I therefore use the household in the 
first place as a unit for analysing land use, land tenure, and non-agricultural jobs in 
order to compare changes in assets over time (in particular with the data from 
Durand's (1986) study of Nanacatlan). In the second place, I use the household as 
a unit because it provides the basis of social networks which are operative in rela
tion to migration and religious and political pluriformity. 

In dealing with social networks and kinship in Mexico, particular attention 
needs to be given to ritual kinship in the form of compadrazgo or 'co-parenthood'. 
This term points to a complex of relationships between an initiate (usually a child), 
its parents and the sponsor(s) of the initiate (the godparents). Originally such rela
tionships were established in the ritual of Catholic baptism. Parents and sponsors 
address each other as compadre and comadre and in Mexico this connection obliges 
them to offer help, honesty, and hospitality - obligations that not only involve the 
individual compadres and comadres but their children, parents, and other relatives 
as well, thereby making it a powerful core of social networks. 

As it creates the basis of important social relationships, the compadrazgo model 
has been extended to other life-cycle events. There are numerous occasions at 
which such ritual kinship relations are established: from baptism, marriage, confir
mation, first communion, blessing of the house, blessing of a saint, and installing a 
cross on a grave, to the inauguration of a new oven, ground-mill or shop, and 
school graduations. The mediating occasion, person, object, or entity through 
which the relationship is established is only of secondary importance: it is not the 
relation between godparents and godchildren which is at the heart of compadrazgo, 
but the relationship between the individuals or couples who have become co-par
ents: compadres and comadres (Nutini and Bell 1980:53-54; Masferrer 1983:24; 
Masferrer et al. 1984:380). Especially the sacramental baptism and wedding com-
padragzo involves a life-long bond of loyalty and reciprocity between compadres 
and comadres who address each other on equal footing. As it is such a powerful 
model, in situations of social change when traditional obligations between kin and 
neighbours are under stress, compadragzo relations tend to multiply in order to 
maintain and strengthen face-to-face relationships and include new categories of 
potential supporters or competitors (Mintz and Wolf 1977). 

Combinations of the different types of social networks and social capital are 
noticeable in the way compadrazgo ties are created. Though ideologically it is an 
egalitarian relationship between co-parents, in practice they can be distinguished in 
horizontal relationships between social equals and vertical relationships between 
elites and 'commoners'. Totonacs and poor mestizos in the Sierra Norte of Puebla 
often ask local rich mestizos to be godparents for their children thus creating a bond 

households and the activities of its members, who may act for themselves or on behalf of their house
hold (or both). Households are not a unity but are full of differences and clashes of interests between its 
members, of which gender and generation are the most obvious (Niehof 1994; D. Wolf 2000). House
holds moreover, not only vary considerably between societies, but within societies according to life-
stages and social strategies (Moore 1988:54-59). 
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that may develop into a patron-client relationship, while mestizo families in turn 
prefer to ask other wealthy mestizos who usually live in other villages in the region 
(Ichon 1973:201). 

From the perspective of a network community, compadrazgo is especially 
important to create and sustain local and regional networks, because it provides a 
collective model for ideal human relations (Bartolomé and Barabas 1982:150) and 
strengthens the social organisation of the community (Masferrer 1983:29). As com
padrazgo is modelled after kinship, it also is dominated by an ideology of general
ised reciprocity (as between close relatives) where the focus is upon solidarity and 
giving and not so much on the obligation to return a favour (Sahlins 1974:193-
194). 

Locating memory and worldview 

If we look exclusively at networks and their mutual overlap, we only reach a partial 
understanding of what a community of locals living in and outside the village is 
about. It provides a grid of relationships and linkages but still lacks insight into 
how networks, and therefore also communities, operate 'in action'. A local past and 
a worldview expressed through sharing narratives both as listener and speaker, 
provide instructive actions for what brings people together, as well as what divides 
them. Stories, memories, and other spoken communication such as gossip, jokes, 
prayers, and songs create a local community and are also sources for knowledge 
about the community: they offer an explanation for why and how the community 
exists and how life is or should be lived. Such narratives are also very concrete in 
that they attach people to a place with a history and to the natural environment. 
People do not necessarily have to agree on a story or interpret it in a similar way to 
share common themes. 

Theorists on globalisation often assume that complex connectivity leads to an 
increasing mobility of people, ideas, and commodities and that this weakens the 
ties of culture to place; a process called 'deterritorialization' (Tomlinson 1999:29). 
Societies are thus not limited to a specific place but are based on flows of people 
and goods (Appadurai 1996) and creolisation (Hannerz 1987); in this view the 
anthropological tendency to 'place' people is a problem that should be overcome. 
Ethnographic places were primarily seen as anthropological images and ideas, but 
places are also - just like voices - local and multiple social constructions with 
overlapping and competing narratives (Rodman 2003). 

The physical, emotional, and experiential realities places hold for their inhabitants at 
particular times need to be understood apart from their creation as locals of ethnography. 
While anthropologists indeed create places in ethnography, they hold no patent on place-
making (ibid p. 205). 

My main argument will be that on the contrary, an increased mobility goes very 
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well together with an increased emphasis on local culture and on the village as 
place of origin and orientation. Locals may move around, local customs may even 
be performed elsewhere, but amidst flow and deterritorialization people recreate 
community, reterritorialize the landscape, and reconnect people (Low and Law-
rence-Zuniga 2003:25-26). In other words people produce and construct locality 
(Appadurai 1996). Scattered communities or network communities are more 
appropriate concepts to show that people and place do not necessarily coincide. 
Cohen's understanding of the ethnography of locality focuses on the ways people 
express their attachment and belonging to a locality or community (1982:2-3). He 
looks mainly at the social relations between people and groups in the local popula
tion. Landscape and place here are passive settings of social interaction (Gray 
2003:225-227). But when people share memories, stories, and activities that relate 
to the community and its past this often includes place-making: to give meaning to 
and to name places or in more fashionable terms, the social construction of place 
(Rodman 2003). This is a way of constructing history itself, a means to revive as 
well as revise former times (Basso 2002:6). It may well be, as Basso (2002:63) 
suggests for the Apache, that in today's climate of social change the importance of 
the relationship with the land has deepened. Because (through the stories or names 
attached to them) geographical locations have a moral significance, the landscape 
is a moral reminder of the ancestral ways in the face of outside influence. The issue 
here is twofold; to look on the one hand at how different actors construct, contest, 
and ground experiences from and about the past, and on the other hand how they 
create a morality. 

Narratives are important for creating and reproducing a sense of belonging to a 
local community because they provide people with a distinct history and worldview 
and this may well become more important in times of increased mobility and social 
change. The community is not only a place to meet people and participate in rituals, 
but also to share memories and a way of living through oral history and myth. 
Persuasive arguments exist to link oral history and myth instead of treating them as 
opposing categories because "... both myth and history use experiences from the 
past to respond to the needs of the interested parties in the present" (Gossen 
1977:250). The realism attributed to history is itself a myth (Tonkin 1990). 

My attempt here to distinguish between two kind of narratives that can be cat
egorised as oral history and myth, does not rest on a hierarchical view about what 
is more or less 'real', but on the different ways these kind of narratives relate to the 
community and its people. The oral history category concerns the stories and 
memories that give the past a very specific spatial connotation. Places produce 
meaning and meaning can be grounded in place (Rodman 2003:207); in their sto
ries and memories of places people link the community and its past firmly to ('re
place. Myths are often not situated in a specific time and place and they link people 
to the natural and supernatural world. A reciprocal relationship exists between land 
and self, and people thus produce a moral relationship with the land (Basso 
2002:102). Historical place-making can serve as moral teaching and in such a case 



BELONGING TO A COMMUNITY 19 

history and worldview work upon each other (see Basso 2002), but this is not 
necessarily so. Though it is obvious that the two categories presented here are not 
mutually exclusive nor are their boundaries always clear, I use them to distinguish 
between local history (chapter 4) and the local worldview (chapter 5). 

Oral history distinguishes itself from myth when such stories provide locals 
with a view about the past of their community. According to Connerton (1989) 
memories of groups - what he calls social memory - are conveyed and sustained in 
social activity, by (more or less ritual) performances. He also sees informally told 
narrative histories as a feature of all communal memory.16 Connerton's analysis 
also points to the fact that the form of memories (in his case ritual performances) is 
important, while often content has received attention, especially in political con
texts (Sutton 2001:10). The interesting feature of spatial stories and memories is, 
however, that both form (the landscape) and content (the story) matter and work 
upon each other to relive the past. My focus will be on those stories about the vil
lage past that are widely known among Nanacatecos, or that express memories of 
particular categories of people (such as the poor, mestizos, women). Such local 
stories come in different forms but are often connected to places, and create an 
image of continuity with the village past in their retelling. 

Myths distinguish themselves from oral history by a stronger, and sometimes 
outspoken, emphasis on morality. Like oral history they refer to local place and 
space, but tend to combine environmental references with the embodiment of 
morality. Within Amerindian cosmology the body is central for differentiating 
between people, and therefore categories of identity are often expressed in bodily 
idioms, particularly food practices and bodily decoration (Viveiros 2002:317). 
Myths link the environment (the natural world) and the supernatural beings who 
are the 'owners' of natural phenomena (such as sun, moon, earth, and water) to 
human beings. In Meso-America this happens through a widespread belief in the 
existence of two souls in the human body, an animal-soul and a spirit-soul (cf. 
Gossen 1994). The relationship between nature, supernature, and human beings 
works through the influence of supernatural beings on the body-souls. This mani
fests itself when the balance between the three is broken. In sickness, this relation
ship is disturbed, harmony needs to be restored, and myths offer the necessary 
explanation that lead to specific healing practices.17 The body is thus the symbolic 
location of the relationship of human beings with the natural and supernatural envi
ronment and acts as a moral reminder (cf. Bowie 2000:38-69). I therefore also look 
at ideas of and practices in sickness and healing to provide a key to understanding 
indigenous notions about the world. 

16 Connerton. though, emphasizes rituals because according to him their structure has significantly 
less potential for variance compared to myths (1989:57). He sees rituals as merely re-enactment but as 
I will show below it is vital to consider their capacity to change while appearing to be a continuity of the 
past. In this sense they do not differ from narratives. 

17 See chapter five for a further explanation and references. 
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Rituals and change 

A community also assumes an 'imagined' character (Blokland 2003:60) that 
becomes social through performance. People imagine and symbolise their com
munity; it is through social action and rituals in particular that they give meaning 
and bring people together. As Clifford Geertz (1973:112) states: "In a ritual, the 
world as lived and the world as imagined, fused under the agency of a single set of 
symbolic forms, turn out to be the same world". Following Alexander (1997:139) I 
define ritual in general and basic terms as a performance, planned or improvised, 
that affects a transition from everyday life to an alternative context within which 
everyday life is transformed (see Bowie 2000:151-189). A ritual is a special form 
of symbolic communication that can create strong emotions of togetherness and 
belonging and is well suited to include a wide variety of people because it can be 
interpreted differently by its participants. Cohen (1985) specifically relates rituals 
to community, which he sees as a symbolic expression and affirmation of bound
ary, confirming and strengthening social identity and people's sense of social loca
tion. They are an important means through which people express their belonging to 
a community. This points to an understanding of community as 

an expression of a highly fluid communitas - a mode of belonging that is symbolic and 
communicative - rather than an actual institutional arrangement, and that is a variable, 
capable of sustaining modern and radical social relationships as well as traditional ones 
(Delanty 2003:31). 

Rituals often have an 'official' form, but their participants may attribute a different 
meaning and experience to them and, as Cohen states, it is the individual and 
idiosyncratic possibility of assimilation that makes them so compelling and attrac
tive. 

Rituals have historically been associated with religious performance (Leach 
1968). Turner18 has broadened this view understanding rituals in a wide religious 
and secular sense, and has drawn attention to the ways in which rituals are being 
changed and which new ones are performed to cope with new situations. The trans
formational potential of rituals has now been commonly accepted, though maybe 

18 Turner distinguishes between rituals of status elevation, status degradation, and status reversal. 
Life cycle rituals and those related to achieving a higher status (such as a political office) generally 
concern status elevation but calendrical rituals, almost always referring to large groups or whole socie
ties, and rituals relating to groups crises (going to war, to reverse disasters like famine or drought) can 
also be rites of status reversal (Turner 1969:168-169). Courts martial and excommunication ceremonies 
create ritual degradation (1974:232). Turner (1974) argues that some rituals can lead to communitas, an 
absolute identification among members that strips away social divides and distinctions. According to 
Turner (1974:232) communitas emerges in liminality - a time and place of withdrawal from normal 
modes of social action - during which the ritual subject becomes ambiguous, betwixt and between all 
fixed points of classification. In his view communitas leads to a sharing of meaning. Cohen on the 
contrary claims that community rituals work because of their ambiguous character that can easily incor
porate different meanings (Cohen 1985:50-63; see also above). 
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less so its association with conflict and violence (Bowie 2000:176-183). Rituals are 
thus paradoxical in that they create a feeling of belonging but are also occasions 
where social and cultural tensions come to the fore. 

Rituals come in many sorts and Bell (1997:94) offers a wide range of categories 
that overlap in practice: rites of passage (life cycle rituals), calendrical and com
memorative rituals, rites of exchange and communion, rites of affliction, rites of 
feasting, fasting and festivals, and political rituals. In this study I apply a simpler 
classification of rituals - or costumbres as the appropriate translation would be in 
Mesoamerica - and focus on ritual performances in the agriculture cycle, at life 
cycle events, annual public celebrations, state ceremonies, as well as in healing 
practices and interpersonal and inter-household exchanges. I have included agri
culture as a separate category because many steps in the cultivation of food crops 
are accompanied by strictly prescribed practices, and I subsume feasting, fasting, 
and festivals under the other ritual categories. I prefer to use state rituals above the 
more narrowly-defined political rites, because state-sponsorship also includes 
many celebrations at schools that are not political in the strict sense.19 For reasons 
I explain later, I also look at those customary practices that that at first sight seem 
less ritual and more mundane like labour exchange (mono vuelta) and communal 
labour (faena). 

Changes in traditions and rituals have been conceptualised as (re-)invention, 
(re-) creation, revival, or as imagined. These distinctions can be taken as different 
kinds of perceptions about change that I also apply to costumbres. As we have seen 
above, Clifford points at the neglect of cultural continuity in anthropological dis
cussions and this is reflected in his use of the term revival. When culture is consid
ered as a process rather than as a static essence (Fabian 1991 ch. 10) however, the 
supposed cultural continuity and revival do not operate outside of change but inevita
bly include it. That people regard and express their rituals as a continuation or revival 
of the past is, of course, a significant moral and political statement. Furthermore, 
people actively choose and select particular forms and discourses making continuity 
and active creation thus quite compatible (Feierman in Ranger 1993:77). 

Claims of continuity are especially strong when people refer to their own 
memory. The concept of 'invention of tradition' (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) 
stresses the opposite, a discontinuity with the past and a conscious construction of 
tradition. In a later essay Ranger himself (1993) generously points at the drawbacks 
of the use of the term 'invention', because it implies a one-sidedness of colonial 
inventors to the disregard of custom, and makes little allowance for process (for 
which re-invention has been used). He has come to prefer 'imagined traditions' 
(following Anderson 1983) because this stresses ideas, images, and symbols, and 
instead of only focusing on colonial ideology allows for (in Ranger's case) African 

" Ichon (1973:327) distinguishes among the traditional Totonac ceremonies, both individual and 
collective, as: transition rites, curative rites, purification rites, agricultural rites (almost neglected), and 
a now disappeared public rituals related to the earth and idols (Tawilate). He unfortunately does not 
mention possible new rituals. 
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participation and initiative in innovating custom (ibid. 81-82). By taking the con
cept of invention out of its specific African colonial context and by focussing on its 
meaning as conscious construction of tradition, it may yet prove to be useful for 
pointing at customary change that does not derive from memory but is an imagined 
continuity from an imagined past. 

Rituals can not only be characterised as continuation, revival, or invention, but 
also as 'innovation', though they may be framed as old. People introduce new 
customs, or customs that are new to them, and not only continue the past. Globali
sation has led to an increased confrontation with or participation in new worlds and 
the consequences are not only an increased emphasis on local customs, but the 
introduction of urban, national, and global customs. Rather than invention or 
imagination I prefer to use the term 'creation' as a more general term and I will 
show how the creation of costumbres occurred in Nanacatlan: how old and new 
ones are introduced, how they are related to existing local customs, and how these 
in turn are influenced and changed. 

Until recently, rituals in Mesoamerica were related to Catholicism, which in 
indigenous communities has blended with or has been incorporated within indige
nous religious practices. These communities are organised through a system of 
hierarchical religious and political positions, the so-called 'cargo system'. The 
political cargos (cargos civiles) cover a variety of activities for the benefit of the 
community ranging from cleaning, weeding, and organising the schools to acting 
in the highest offices as a mayor or a member of the village council. The religious 
cargos {cargo civiles) centre on participation in activities and rituals for the Catho
lic Church with the cargo holders as highest offices for organisation and supervision 
of the local church affairs. Being part of the local community brings the obligation 
of participating in communal labour and in the ritual and economical duties of the 
cargo system. In this way men can show their loyalty and gain respect (Sandstrom 
1991:315; Watanabe 1992:113). The cargo system is thus seen as central to com
munity life and its changes have therefore often been taken as an example of com
munity decline, as Cancian (1992) for instance shows. 

But if one makes the cargo system central for community participation, one 
negates different and new costumbres. Moreover, with the cargos being male and 
Catholic affairs, such a view implies that women and the increasing number of 
followers of new religious movements are excluded from being part of the (ritual) 
community. Keeping Turner's broad view on rituals in mind, there are many rituals 
that are not or not only related to the cargo system, such as life cycle, agricultural, 
healing, and state rituals. They also point to other hierarchical positions besides 
cargo holders such as ritual specialists, reciters and performers (including young 
people and migrants), healers, and midwives. Including these actively involved 
people can also shed light on why people can be central to the community without 
high offices in the cargo system or when their socio-economic position does not 
distinguish them from most of the other villagers. 
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The material basis of belonging 

Food exchange combines all the relevant themes for studying a community dis
cussed so far: it has a definite link with locality and world view, the exchange takes 
place between members of social networks, and exchanges are intimately con
nected to ritual occasions. It therefore embodies, so to speak, what constitutes a 
community. 

What is eaten and how it is prepared, with and by whom food is exchanged, 
what rituals are performed, what food is suitable or taboo on such occasions, and 
how the food is regarded in relation to the community's past and present are crucial 
issues for understanding a community. According to Sahlins (1974) food is more 
suited than other goods for sharing. Fundamental in the exchange sequence of 
obligations - giving, receiving, and returning a gift - is that the giver is always the 
superior one, and this prompts the receiver to in turn become giver (Mauss 1970). 
In a continuum of exchange constructed by Sahlins (1974:191-196), one extreme is 
the already mentioned generalized reciprocity based on solidarity and altruism 
where giving is more important than the expectation of a return gift. In the other 
extreme of negative reciprocity, receiving is at the expense of others (through 
transactions like theft, gambling, barter, cheating) and is obviously more important 
than giving or returning a gift. The midpoint is balanced reciprocity whereby social 
relations are continued through the material flow of usually the same type and 
amount of goods or transactions. The return gift can either be simultaneous or later 
(delayed reciprocity) within a usual finite and narrow period. 

With the growth of ritual celebrations and the expansion of social networks, 
food exchanges also increase because they usually take place when people come 
together. It is usually women who prepare the food, serve it, and in general are 
responsible for providing and carrying out food gifts. Food production and exchange 
are a central female activity that nevertheless only recently received attention for 
how it highlights the central role of women in social, religious, and ritual life and 
how this relates to gender (Komter 1996; Van Esterik 1998; Counihan and Kaplan 
1998; Pollock 1998), understood as the social and symbolic construction of female 
and male. 

My emphasis is on widely shared food habits and how they bring people 
together.20 The answers to questions about food habits "... centre on a question of 
group identity - a sense of belonging to some particular human group" (Murcott 

20 The general idea is that "... food consumption practices, and food uses, are a function of social 
differences, or distinctions" (Gofton 1986:130). Control over food and food distributions and the rela
tions involved are linked to political and economic power, as well as to male-female power relations 
(Counihan and Kaplan 1998). "If food is treated as a code, the message it encodes will be found in the 
pattern of social relations being expressed. The message is about different degrees of hierarchy, inclu
sion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions about boundaries" (Douglas 1972:61). In Latin America 
it seems that the differences between men and women can be made to stand for other forms of differ
ences and therefore gender is seen as an entry for understanding both social and cultural classifications 
and inequalities (Melhuus and Stolen 1996:1-33). 
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1986:108). Food and cuisine can be central in creating a sense of collective belong
ing (Fischler 1988:280). Food habits can change by a wish to belong and share food 
in an imaginary common meal and thus share an imagined experience (Falk 1991). 
Like landscape and place, food can be an object that triggers memory and produces 
meaning (Sutton 2001). I especially focus on how food habits in Nanacatlan high
light the role of women in maintaining social networks and the community, and 
how this is related to the particular food preferences and taboos. 

Looking at what people eat during daily meals as well as special occasions, and 
what people consider to be edible and taboo, means a concern with the basic edible/ 
inedible distinction, which is "... closely related to analytically constructed and 
more abstract binary oppositions such as us vs. them, same vs. other, inside vs. 
outside, good vs. bad and culture vs. nature" (Falk 1991:69). People do not eat 
everything available or eat the same, even within comparable ecological, social, 
political, and economic circumstances. Mary Douglas explains specific food taboos 
and preferences through her notion that taboos and avoidance occur where some
thing does not fit into existing classifications (Douglas 1966). I use her symbolic 
approach to see how the food used in the exchanges is related to the social and 
supernatural relations involved. 

This is not sufficient to explain how and why food practices continue to exist or 
have changed. Looking at food in today's world invariably includes looking at how 
large-scale processes of change have influenced food habits (see inter alia Mintz 
1996; Kurlansky 1997, 2003). The coevalness of new and old ways of producing 
and consuming food reflects developments in food acquisition and preparation 
through time - from gathering to global distribution - in one locality.21 In many 
parts of rural Mexico industrialised food supplemented but did not replace self-
produced food (Allen 1992). Subsistence agriculture and gathering are often used 
more for daily food intake than the unaffordable industrial products (Allen 1992; 
Pelto 2000; Vargas and Casillas 1992; Zarate 1982:108-153). There have been 
major shifts in food availability by the large scale diffusion of flora and fauna as 
well as ways to prepare food across the world through barter, trade, conquest, colo
nialism, and globalisation. Food in Latin America reflects a meeting of for the 

21 Major historical food developments coincided or at times even enabled three crucial historical 
processes (Bryant et al. 1985): the slow process of the domestication of plants and animals, with 
agriculture and permanent settlement as a replacement of or in combination with hunting and gathering, 
a very early process in Mesomerica (between 7000 and 10,000 b.p.); the industrial revolution with 
greater agricultural efficiency through machines and considerable improvement in processing, storing, 
and transporting food to be able to feed the urban population; the scientific revolution, which started as 
an effort to solve the problems caused by the industrialised food chain, especially large scale diseases 
and malnutrition. Industrialised food only took off in Mexico from the 1940s onwards (Allen 1992; 
Vargas and Casillas 1992). Malnutrition, together with disease, poor sanitation, and limited access to 
health care - still present in many parts of Mexico today - are especially affecting children and pregnant 
women (Pelto 2000:104-105). 
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greatest part regional indigenous and Mediterranean European customs (Long 
1997; Coe 1994:228-246; Cartay 1992).22 Indigenous communities however, have 
frequently complemented instead of displaced native products with new introduc
tions (Martinez et al. 1994: 27-28). This fusion of food habits further highlights 
costumbres as creations because it is relatively easy to identify the origin of dishes 
and produce in local cuisine. Typical for the world today is not only the spread of 
food but also the fact that eating has mainly become consumption, because people 
often do not prepare their meals anymore, let alone cultivate produce. People no 
longer have knowledge about the production, history, and origin of their food; and 
this causes anxiety and fear (Fischler 1988:289). Typical for many rural Mexicans 
- Nanacatecos are no exception - is that they at times consume anonymous food 
when they work in the city, though when returning to the village men can still be 
producers of agricultural products and women of meals. This context is crucial in 
understanding the significance of food exchanges in Nanacatlan. In Mauss' words 
(1970:10), gifts create and sustain social relations because to receive a gift is to 
receive a part of the giver's nature and substance (someone's spiritual essence). 
The more so when a gift concerns home-made food from subsistence crops that is 
seen as typical of the village in contrast to industrial urban food. In that perspec
tive, the villagers' indignation about migrants who refuse to eat village food men
tioned at the beginning of this chapter, sums up what belonging to the community 
is about in their eyes. 

Introducing the research 

My research began with the question of how, amidst the relatively rapid transfor
mations that the village is experiencing, Nanacatecos have coped with the new 
economic, social, and cultural landscape that has emerged - and also how these 
changes have affected people's lives. Why did some villagers stay at home while 
others took up the opportunity to earn a living in the city and why do they, despite 
their often prolonged absence from the village, continue to invest time and money 
in agriculture and in local rituals? How can we understand the connections and 
differences between people living and working apart, and how did the changes in 
income, work, and education affect social relations and village social differentia
tion? What kind of village are we dealing with, where a large part of its population 
is absent most of the year, a quarter has converted to religions which exclude them 

22 The most revolutionary introductions by the Spaniards were the plough and draught animals, 
which enabled agricultural expansion through wide fertile areas, and livestock breeding (cows, domes
ticated pigs, sheep, goats, and chicken), which transformed vast areas used for hunting and gathering 
into livestock zones and the growing of fodder. Marginal highland areas like the Sierra Norte in Puebla 
where mountains are too steep for ploughing, water too scarce for irrigation, and transporting too time 
consuming, have escaped such expansions. Agriculture itself entails a continuation as well as margin-
alisation of original crops and displacement by newly introduced ones. This seems to have taken place 
mainly in the post-colonial period during the expansion of capitalism and commercial agriculture, 
though there are marked regional differences (Martinez et al. 1994:26). 
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from the major public rituals, a young generation embraces an urban lifestyle, and 
women and men must deal with and maintain a social network that increasingly 
crosses the village boundaries, but for all of whom the village is more important 
than ever? Such questions about a community in flux relate to one of the basic 
concerns of the social sciences: the issue of social cohesion and solidarity versus 
disintegration and individualism. I address this issue through my main research 
question: how did Nanacatecos manage to create a viable and often lively com
munity, so that far from disintegrating in a period of major transformations it actu
ally gained in prominence? 

Looking at communities as aggregative and imagined rather than as given and 
natural has opened up new ways to study how rapid transformations impact com
munities without leading to their demise, and how people have crossed the bound
aries of local communities and yet maintain a feeling of belonging to their locality 
and express it through community rituals. In this study I attempt to answer the 
questions of how and why in such a turbulent period did the community not disin
tegrate but remain a vitally active village; and why despite major transformations 
in livelihood, beliefs, and practices, do Nanacatecos still consider themselves to be 
as local as their ancestors. More specifically, I want to understand why costumbres 
are increasingly valued and performed, to what extent this upswing of community 
rituals is shared among Nanacatecos, and what this tells us about their feelings of 
belonging to the village. Rather than leading to the failure of the community, it 
seems that modernization and globalisation have reinforced their sense of local 
belonging. Following Cohen and Anderson who showed that in times of change 
communities are being reconstituted, I focus upon the ways in which villagers 
living in an increasingly pluriform and fragmented society have to play a multitude 
of roles and face new situations and experiences; and how they resort to local cus
toms and recreate and reproduce the community as the focus of their social world 
and of their sense of belonging. [Recreating a community is however, not a simple 
and straightforward endeavour; striving for unity and cohesion it simultaneously 
creates exactly the kind of contradictions and paradoxes it means to overcome. 

The objective of this study is thus to use the global-local perspective to explain 
the paradox of a community that experiences large scale migration and incisive 
socio-economic change even while becoming a livelier place than before. I want to 
show how this paradox works by giving ethnographic insight into how people 
create belonging - through social networks and through sharing a past, a world-
view, rituals, and exchanges. To understand belonging amidst a flow of people 
moving in and outside the village I will focus on those Nanacatecos actively 
engaged in [recreating the community; the cultural brokers such as ritual special
ists, healers, and some young and migrant initiators, and how their efforts were 
taken up by Nanacateco women and men. Their combined efforts resulted in creat
ing a continuation with the past as well as linking new influences to the local cos
tumbres. I propose that it is precisely the simultaneous input of new and old types 
of cultural brokers creating a local customary repertoire that links the village past 
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to a rural-urban present and future and allows the community to remain a central 
focus in times of change. 

The dilemmas of fieldwork and change 

The following chapters serve as a representation of social and cultural processes 
developed in a process of communication with villagers from Nanacatlan and not 
as a reproduction of realities (cf. Fabian 1991 ch. 11). I bear full responsibility for 
the text. I understand communication not only as a dialogue or encounter but also 
as participant observation. This remains however, an unbalanced encounter no 
matter how human and equal the communication, because rarely are the people we 
study able to study the lives and societies of anthropologists. But there is of course 
more. Ethnography is based on a particular kind of communication that rests on 
more than the actual encounter. Communication is also a meeting of histories and 
expectations and these are not merely related to the grand world clashes, but to 
local memories and experiences. In the first months it was hard to convince people 
that I was not from the USA (like the Protestant missionaries, doctors, and nurses 
they had come to know); or from a government institute or programme and thus 
useless for village development; that I had my own methods and behaviour differ
ent from the researchers they knew - most prominently Elio Masferrer and Pierre 
Durand - and that unlike migrants I was staying even though there was no major 
feast or ritual in the near future. 

Processes of change are hard to study, let alone in a single fieldwork period. I 
was fortunate to have four fieldwork periods between 1989 and 1998 (five months 
in 1989, four months in 1994, two months in 1996, and again two months in 1997-
98). Though this sensitised me to the changes that were hard to overlook, it by no 
means diminished the struggle that anthropologists face in coming to terms with 
the people and the places they study, both during fieldwork and in the writing 
process. The difficulty was to unravel the often contradictory processes of change, 
without pinpointing or fixing a linear sequence of difference, and to understand 
how Nanacatecos interpret and deal with change and costumbres without getting 
entangled in naive views on continuity even while appreciating the multi-sidedness 
of contemporary fieldwork. 

Ethnography thus must be able to capture more accurately the historic context of its 
subjects, and to register the constitutive workings of impersonal international political 
and economic systems on the local level where fieldwork usually takes place. These 
workings can no longer be accounted for as merely external impacts upon local, self-
contained cultures. Rather, external systems have their thoroughly local definition and 
penetration and are formative of the symbols and shared meanings within the most inti
mate life-worlds of ethnographic subjects. Except in the most general overview, the 
distinction between the traditional and the modern can have little salience in contempo
rary ethnographic analysis (Marcus and Fischer 1986:39). 
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Though I agree that the 'external' and the 'local' are localised symbols and mean
ings and often not distinguishable, the distinction between traditional and modern 
is not easily dismissed. For one, it is made by the people anthropologists study and 
as such is highly relevant. To understand what this distinction at the local level 
means, involved being conscious of my own (Western and anthropological) use of 
the categories, and not to simply ignore them. It took time to understand the differ
ence between what I supposed and what villagers thought was costumbre or new. 

During my second stay, when everybody I knew welcomed me warmly as a 
long lost friend, political tensions were so high that I had to manoeuvre carefully 
between followers of the two parties; living with the family of an ex-mayor who 
had faced accusations from opponents did not make this easier. It was also the 
period when there was a wide-spread rumour about white women who were kid
napping children to either sell them for adoption or organ transplants. I had in fact 
read about it before I went to Mexico, because a female tourist was almost killed in 
Guatemala when she was taking pictures of children. The same story ran through 
the Sierra and the village, and the youngest children who did not know me from my 
previous stay, shrieked in terror at my sight. Villagers would tell the story and 
finish comforting me: "We know you, you are not like that" or "I told others you 
are different". Stories like "the dangerous white person that you are not" are a 
recurrent theme in ethnographies as a sign of trust, a passing of some boundary, but 
they could equally be understood as a confirmation of being "betwixt and between", 
not exactly to be distrusted like 'them', but also not one of 'us'. Why otherwise 
would I have needed reassurance? It is exactly this liminality which enables a crea
tive understanding and communication between increasingly familiar strangers 
who, to be understood, can share a lot of understanding and affection. (See Bakhtin 
in Marcus 1999:107 note 22). 

Marcus questions whether rapport is desirable and achievable at all in the 
changing circumstances of anthropological fieldwork and proposes to replace it 
with complicity: 

The basic condition that defines the altered mis-en-scène for which complicity rather 
than rapport is a more appropriate figure is an awareness of existential doubleness on the 
part of both anthropologists and subjects; this derives from a sense of being here where 
major transformations are under way that are tied to things happening elsewhere, but not 
having a certainty or authoritative representation of what those connections are (Marcus 
1999:97). 

The idea that ethnographers must remain as strangers and avoid being too much at 
home has been part of their wisdom (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983:102) but this 
has always begun with the presumption that increasing familiarity is the rule that 
runs the risk of 'turning native'. With multi-sited ethnography the once initial stage 
of ethnography - with all its uncertainties and ambivalences - has become a more 
permanent feature. The issue is now how to become familiar in many places and it 
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is one shared with many locals. The different periods of fieldwork that I spent over 
a longer period of time (four times in nine years) - when I would be confronted 
with new people, new developments, and familiar people in quite different circum
stances - share much of the characteristics just mentioned. 

To address this complexity of ethnographic research and change, I lived and worked 
with a great variety of people and used a multitude of methods. Though I stayed for 
most of my fieldwork in Nanacatlan, occasionally I spent time elsewhere travelling 
or walking with villagers. Most of all I accompanied them to neighbouring villages 
and to the main cities at the outskirts of the Sierra, to meet their relatives and 
compadres, to go with them to local or family feasts, to markets and shops, and to 
some regional offices of state organisations. I also visited some people in their 
homes in Mexico City. 

I visited a number of households almost daily and got to know their lives inti
mately: their domestic chores as well as their working outside the house, social 
relations, ritual performances, stories, sickness and healing; in short local life as 
lived by different types of families. Much of my insights into their lives I derived 
from a combination of participant observation, informal interviews, and recording 
histories and myths. It proved unproductive to record conversations on tape because 
people felt uncomfortable, closed up, or started talking very formally. In this book 
I have turned several families into case-studies which provide a detailed account of 
their lives over the years. Though I can by no means do justice to the variety of 
contacts and friendships I had with many Nanacatecos, I will introduce some of the 
people prominent in this book.23 

It is not accidental that this study opens with Irene Castaneda and Pedro Ramos, 
a Totonac couple I came to know well during daily visits. They are exemplary of 
the Nanacatecos who are trying to improve their livelihood through income diver
sification and education of their children. With the money Pedro earned from work
ing in Mexico City, they were able to buy some land to start growing coffee. They 
rent land to grow maize. Irene gradually turned into a friend and assistant who 
helped me in many ways, particularly in my struggle with the Totonac language, 
and Pedro proved to be an animated story teller and interpreter of customs. They 
were not only themselves major sources of knowledge, but also some of their close 
relatives: their children, her Nahua grandmother who lives with them, his father 
don Reyes who knows so many stories, his sister Tomasa whose children had left 
for Mexico City, and her stepmother dona Juana who is a healer. 

I also became good friends with the mestizo family of Lupe (Guadelupe) Ortega 
and Elios Bravo, their children, and their domestic help Caro Ramos who lives with 
them. They provided me with a home and an opportunity to see their children grow 
up; two children when I met them, five by my last visit, one of them Caro's son. 
Lupe is a local schoolteacher and Elios' family had come to the Sierra in the nine-

Annex I provides short biographies of all the informants that appear in this book. 
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teenth century. Elios has inherited some plots of land parts of which he rents out 
while he cultivates others with the help of wage labourers. A long-time member of 
the PRI (the dominant political party in Mexico), he had been the village mayor for 
several years. His elder siblings are all professionals in Mexico City but he had to 
give up his engineering education when his father died and he had to come home. 
I also came to know his elderly cousin don Gualo rather well. Through them I met 
the many villagers who are their compadres, comadres, and godchildren as well as 
many mestizos in neighbouring villages. 

The other mestizo family I became familiar with is the Rodriguez family, espe
cially the main female local healer and herbalist dona Celia Manzano (who died in 
1990), and her son Camilo who lived in one of the large old houses along the main 
street. They used to be influential landowners and had shared in the near-monopoly 
that local mestizo families had in regional trade. After the new all-weather road was 
built in the 1970s however, regional trade was rapidly taken over by urban mer
chants. As Camilo did not want to grow coffee and was unable to find other new 
income sources, he gradually had to sell most of his land. 

During the first weeks of my first stay in 1989 I lived with don Gustavo Ramos 
and dona Lucinda Posadas. They were among the first Totonacs who owned a con
siderable amount of coffee land and kept a popular grocery shop annex bar. After 
Gustavo and Lucinda died in the mid-1990s and their daughter Susana had left for 
Mexico City, I was mostly in touch with Odilia, the only daughter who lived in the 
village. I also spent a lot of time with the father of don Gustavo, don Miguel, a 
former itinerant butcher who travelled the Sierra with some small cattle, and who 
now was still active as a healer. He was an expert on village history and as the 
oldest villager had memories that reached back to the beginning of the twentieth 
century. His wife dona Migaela Posadas and her sister dona Lucinda shared many 
of their experiences with me of a past when life in Nanacatlan was, as they said, 
much more difficult. 

Alibert was among the first Nanacatecos to whom I was introduced as he had 
experience in working with anthropologists: in the late 1970s and early 1980s he 
was the assistant of Elio Masferrer. He is from the Totonac Jimenez family, who 
belong to the first generation of relatively well-educated Totonacs in the village. 
Like Alibert, several relatives of his generation have become school teachers. 
Although they do not work the land themselves, he and his brother Leobardo even 
more so, grow coffee for additional income. At an early stage, Alibert became an 
activist of the PRD, the opposition party that challenged the powerful PRI during 
national and local elections during the 1980s and 1990s. Upon my return in 1994 
when political clashes ran deep during the presidential elections, I was at first easily 
associated with the PRI as I was living in the house of one of its leaders. Thanks to 
Alibert and his relatives I was able to overcome distrust from the PRD following. 

Don Beto Vazquez works as a day labourer for Elios with whom he and his wife 
had a compadre relationship. In the mid-1990s he was the Totonac president of the 
religious cargo holders. His teenage son Esteban sometimes helped me with Totonac 
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translations. Later, Esteban married a granddaughter of don Miguel, Anita (a niece 
of don Gustavo), and although he had hoped to escape working the land by becom
ing a teacher, this didn't work out: by the time he had earned his secondary school 
diploma, the entrance rules to the teacher training college had been changed and he 
now works as a day labourer in the village and in Mexico City. 

Lorenzo Velazquez is a Totonac healer who has made healing into his major 
occupation. In that field he is a self-made man who combines all kinds of practices 
he has come across in the region. He is often blamed for using witchcraft (brujeria), 
as he keeps his knowledge strictly to himself- although he gradually opened up to 
me as an outsider who was not a potential competitor. He and his wife Magdalena 
Ramos live from what his patients pay him, as well as from some small-scale trad
ing by her and after their three sons had grown up, from the money they earn as 
day-labourers doing all kinds of jobs in the village. The sons are all active in the 
most important village dance troupe and perform not only in Nanacatlan but also in 
several surrounding villages. 

In contrast, don Felix Ramos comes from a family of Totonac healers and mid-
wives, and though he is well respected even he occasionally faces accusations of 
brujeria. He owns coffee lands but derives most of his income from his work as a 
carpenter and carver of wooden masks and religious images. His family has always 
been active in village dances and rituals but most of his children now live in Mexico 
City. He is known as the informal leader and most important shaman of Nanacatlan; 
it took a long time before he gradually opened up to discuss his knowledge of the 
local world view and healing practices, always presenting a far more coherent dis
course than most villagers who only have partial knowledge of these issues. 

I held formal interviews with a large number of other people - often in their homes 
- because of their work, position or specialised knowledge. On the household, its 
social and supernatural relations, and the networks of food exchanges in which 
they were involved, I talked primarily with women. I mostly talked with men 
when it came to agriculture, urban and village labour, and politics. For local poli
tics and village organisation I specifically went to the village authorities and the 
representatives of the ruling party, to active members of the new opposition parties 
and to representatives of state organisations from inside and outside the village. 
For local rituals and religion I talked with the religious officials of the Catholic 
church, ritual specialists, active villagers such as young Catechists, elderly women, 
reciters, decorators, performers, and members of various Protestant churches. I 
visited a number of healers and midwives repeatedly for questions about sickness 
and healing; some of them several times a week. Oral history was best known by 
several of the elderly whom I visited; about school I turned to teachers and chil
dren. 

Day-to-day conversations, informal interviews, and informal observations took 
place on the streets; in the fields, markets, and shops; at the basketball field; in 
church or the churchyard; at people's homes; either with people whom I knew 
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intimately and through former interviews and contacts, or just anybody I would 
meet, as often happens in Mexico. 

The local archives were a shambles but I used them as much as they were avail
able and accessible; unfortunately a large part had been eaten by mice and had 
subsequently been burned. What was left nevertheless gave a partial insight into 
the working of political functions and the village authorities from the 1960s 
onwards, though not sufficient for a systematic historical overview. 

State censuses on population, coffee production, local coffee producers, and on 
subsidies for land tenure and agriculture were available through the local repre
sentatives of the organisations concerned. 

I made my own database of all village households, including demographic 
details, landownership, land use, wage labour and trade, migration, religion, politi
cal affiliation, literacy, and type of housing. On top of that all houses were mapped, 
including a database reference for each household, thereby following the conven
tion in Nanacatlan to equate village households with people living in the same 
house. Maps were also made of the village centre and of two example houses with 
a list of all household possessions, and their gardens with a list of every plant spe
cies. 

Organisation of the chapters 

The general question of my research is how Nanacatecos dealt with the rapid trans
formations of the last three quarters of the past century when the village and the 
villagers became increasingly part of the wider world, and why and how this did 
not lead to a decline of community life but rather to an increased interest in village 
affairs and local customs. To answer this question in the subsequent chapters, I look 
at the increasingly pluriform setting, the changes in social networks and social 
differentiation, local stories about the past, the Totonac worldview, the re-creation 
of ritual life, and the growing number of food exchanges. Throughout the book I 
focus on recurrences, transformations, and new introductions to try and understand 
how belonging to the village is being re-created and how villagers take part in and 
look at this process. 

Chapter 2 provides general information about the setting with ecological, geo
graphical, and demographic data, including the daily tasks of women and men. 
This is followed by an overview of infrastructural and agricultural transformations 
and a discussion of the civil and religious organisation of village life. 

What land and agriculture as a traditional basis of income have meant and still 
mean, what changes have occurred in land tenure and land use, and what other 
opportunities to derive income have arisen (most notably urban migration) are the 
focus of chapter 3. It shows how quickly the economic landscape has changed 
since the 1970s and what the consequences of the diversification of livelihood were 
for the social organisation of the village where new income sources and educational 
opportunities have upset the local pattern of social stratification considerably. In its 
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wake, the nature and scope of social networks, especially compadrazgo relations 
and brokerage, have changed as they are no longer confined to the village bounda
ries, but have come to include regional and urban ties as well. 

The views Nanacatecos have of their village past is the subject of chapter 4. 
Oral history is largely shared as long as it addresses the distant past; people hold 
divergent interpretations when it comes to more recent history, when landowner-
ship, trade monopoly, and political control of the emerging local mestizo elite 
turned most Totonac villagers into day-labourers and clients of local patrons. This 
division of local power was maintained through a system of close compadrazgo 
relations between elite patrons and the majority of villagers, as well as a shared 
feeling that supravillage authorities always neglected village needs. It was not until 
the 1990s, after the economic basis of mestizo domination had collapsed, that 
political power of the elite also became contested. 

Notwithstanding an increased economic, social, educational, political, and reli
gious pluriformity, Totonac villagers still have a lot in common. Chapter 5 shows 
how far and in what respects people share a worldview and morality. Nanacatecos 
and also the Protestants among them, largely agree about how people relate to the 
natural and supernatural world through Patrons and ancestors, the way in which 
these relations should be honoured, and how disturbed relations affect well-being 
and cause diseases or natural disasters. Ideas and practices of sickness and health 
are central to the moral order and this makes healers and sorcerers crucial for 
restoring personal and village well-being. 

How social relations and networks are maintained through rituals is the subject 
of chapter 6. Depending on the kind of ritual, the focus is on different kinds of 
relations: a smaller circle of kin, compadres, friends, and neighbours in life cycle 
rituals and mano vuelta; a larger circle of (former) villagers in annual rituals (or in 
case of the fiesta also from surrounding villages); and more formal and official 
relations in secular and state related celebrations. With an increasingly outwardly 
oriented village, local rituals have become important to unite villagers. Local cus
toms have become more elaborate, while new rituals reflect a growing concern 
with mestizo and national ways. Young people and migrants often have a leading 
role, which occasionally results in clashes with established ritual specialists. 

As chapter 7 shows, since all rituals are accompanied by food exchanges there 
has also been a tremendous increase in the scope of these exchanges, not only 
because there are more ritual occasions but also because they are often the reason 
for many migrants to visit the village. Moreover, due to opening up of the village, 
social networks have become more complex and more outward-oriented. This has 
considerably influenced women's roles as the main actors within the food exchange 
networks. They have become central in incorporating outsiders and uniting a dif
ferentiated world. The types and cultural meanings of food exchanged shows what 
kind of relation is being maintained. 

The conclusions in chapter 8 answer the question of how the seeming paradox 
of a sometimes fragmented or even hollow village and a busy celebrating one can 
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exist simultaneously and how villagers can feel proud Nanacatecos at a time in 
which most of them depend on the outside world for their livelihood. The chapter 
relates this dilemma not only to the changes specific to the Sierra Norte de Puebla, 
but also to more general processes of globalisation and the [re]creation of locality. 
The desire to belong to the village and the rituals used to experience and create a 
sense of belonging however, are a specific response and may well change again 
over time or under different circumstances, even though they are perceived as cus
tomary.* 

* The Totonac orthography in this book is based on the directions of the National Institute for Adult 
Education (INEA): Instructive* del alfabetizor. Población Totonaco. Puebla: INEA Delegación Puebla 
(1991). 

Throughout this book I have used passages from previously published articles (Govers 1997. 1998. 
2000,2001). 



CHAPTER 2 

A VILLAGE IN TIMES OF CHANGE 

Although Mexican villages have probably never been the static, isolated, inward-
looking communities they were once thought to be; it is equally clear that in certain 
periods more rapid change takes place than in others. This is certainly the case in 
Nanacatlan, which during the last quarter century saw its economic, political, and 
cultural landscapes rapidly transformed. The 1990s in particular were a decade of 
salient changes that point at an increasingly diverse and outward-oriented experi
ence in Nanacatlan. I briefly introduce the ups-and-down of village life here, to 
discuss them in greater detail in the following chapters. 

Nanacatlan, a mountain village 

Nanacatlan is situated about 750 meters above sea level in the temperate zone or 
tierra templada of the Sierra Norte of the state of Puebla (Durand 1986:31).' Aver
age annual rainfall is about 2000 mm and the average annual temperature is 21.6 
degrees Celsius, with the coldest months in December, January, and February and 
the warmest in May and June (INEGI 1996:15-18). Below the village runs the 
Zempoala river, the border of village land and also the boundary between Totonac 
and Nahua territory. Nanacatlan is made up predominantly of Totonac people, with 
a few mestizo and Nahua families as well as some mixed ones through inter
marriage of Totonacs with mestizos or Nahuas. In the 1990s the population varied 
between 1,000 to 1,200 inhabitants who lived in about 250 households, some three-
quarters of which were nuclear families.2 There were several extended (about 13 

1 The political system in Mexico is based on the Constitution of 1917, the outcome of the Mexican 
Revolution. The federal republic consists of 31 states and the Federal District (DF). Power is concen
trated in the president, who dominates the Congress (Senate and Chamber of Deputies). A state - in this 
case Puebla - constitution mirrors the federal Constitution and is headed by a governor who is, like the 
president, elected by direct vote and can not be re-elected, and the Chambers of Deputies. It can make 
its own laws as long as they do not contradict federal ones. It should be clear from the context that 'state" 
can refer to the Mexican (federal) state, the state of Puebla, or in general to the state at its local, regional, 
and federal level. State intervention is often a combination of local and regional interpretations and 
implementations of federal plans. It is the interface of levels that is central to the production of a multi
ple and varied political terrain (Aitken 1999:33), resulting in locally specific developments. 

2 I use the population statistics of 1995 (1120 inhabitants in 247 households) throughout the book 
as the basis of calculations in 1995 (such as land use, land tenure, religion, migration). The data and 
figures are derived from a village survey, the local government archives and local administrations of 
national government programmes. Following Durand (1986), to enable a comparison with his data of 
Nanacatlan, I use the household as the basic unit of my statistical data. Percentages in the tables do not 
always add up to 100 due to rounding. 
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percent) and one-person (10 percent) households. The extended households were a 
mixture of nuclear families incorporating one of the partners' parents, single or 
divorced mothers and their children living with their parents, grandparents and 
grandchildren, couples or widowed elderly with adopted children, or others who 
take care of them. Quite a number of households are due to second marriages of a 
widower or widow, and they include children of the previous marriage. Most cou
ples have four to six children. For most households the nuclear family is the basic 
unit of production and consumption (see also Harvey and Kelly 1969:667), though 
there a many cases in which households help each other for larger projects. Resi
dence is virilocal (place of origin of the male), kinship is bilateral/cognatic (male 
and female descent are equally important) and inheritance is in principle based on 
ultimogeniture (inheritance by the youngest son). 

Nanacatlan is predominantly an agricultural village (see map 2.1). Coffee is 
grown at the village level and further downhill to the river. On the slopes above the 
village an occasional frosty winter night makes coffee cultivation too risky and 
here we find the maize fields (milpa). Most of the land belongs to petty owners. 
There are really no large landowners in Nanacatlan, especially not in terms of 
coffee lands (cafetales). Two households own four hectares and about seven two 
hectares of cafetal. Five households own more than five hectares of milpa, and they 
are all mestizos from a single family. The main landowner among them (who used 
to own 30 hectare of first quality land, but gradually sold almost half of it) does not 
use the land to grow coffee but rents it out as pasture for cattle and about 10 hec
tares as milpa. The largest amount of milpa (12.5 hectares) is owned by a well-to-
do Totonac household. There are almost 100 households (about 40 percent) without 
land. Most landless and smallholders rent milpa from the larger landowners. The 
majority of households have relatives in Mexico City and depend mainly on migra
tion for their income. The people staying in the village are either the poor who earn 
their living as day-labourers (peones, often called mozos) in agriculture, or the 
better-off households who make a reasonable income from local coffee cultivation, 
regional trade, or a steady job such as teacher. 

Travelling through the Sierra 

There are two ways to get to Nanacatlan, from either Zacatlan or Zacapoaxtla, two 
towns located at the outer part of the Sierra (see map 1.2) at an altitude of 2,040 and 
1,800 meters respectively. Going from there to Nanacatlan is a long way down- and 
uphill, crossing rivers and streams. The first time I went to Nanacatlan in July 
1989, I arrived in the old bus which leaves Zacatlan every afternoon. It was a 
bumpy, slow, but beautiful ride through green mountains with gullies and ravines 
on a winding, dusty mountain road. After a few hours, I saw that the women were 
dressed in black skirts, embroidered blouses, and red belts; a few hours later the 
skirts were white, the belts much broader. I had passed the Nahua region of the 
Sierra to get to the Totonac region, but did not see much of it that time as I did not 
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arrive in daylight. The trip from Mexico City did not take the six to eight hours I 
was told, but four hours to Zacatlan and another seven hours to the village. The 
road was full of potholes, washed out by the past rainy season, and the bus could 
only drive very slowly. When I finally arrived the village was pitch-dark because 
the electricity supply had broken down, as happens every now and then. With sheer 
luck I sat next to one of the daughters of a local shopkeeper and at that time the 
largest owner of coffee land whose name I had been given, and they took me in for 
the night. The next day I could see that the whole village was on a mountain slope, 
with only a small flat part in the centre, and that as far as the eye could see there 
were beautiful mountains in every direction. 

Later on I would mostly leave and enter the Sierra through Zacapoaxtla, a 
slightly more comfortable and shorter route, but a bit more expensive. The daily 
buses started in nearby Ixtepec (the end of the road during my first stay) and passed 
through Nanacatlan at five and six o'clock in the morning to Zacapoaxtla and 
Zacatlan respectively; they would return to the village at the end of the day ideally 
in the late afternoon. There were also three smaller daily buses to Zacapoaxtla, 
which were able to take the curves faster and were therefore quicker. But they 
could only drive fast and take curves at nauseating speed after the road from Zaxa-
poaxtla to Zacatlan had been paved, as I found out during my second period of 
fieldwork in 1994. With the new road there were also more minibuses, and less 
time was lost by changing buses in Zacapoaxtla. More traffic was passing through 
the village, since the road had been extended beyond Ixtepec to several other vil
lages and ultimately a few years later to Huehuetla, itself connected by road to 
Zacapoaxtla. 

The road from Zacapoaxtla to Zacatlan passes through the small town of Zapo
titlan de Mendez, situated along the Zempoala river. From there a smaller road 
crosses the river, and climbs up and down and eventually goes steeply uphill to 
Nanacatlan (see map 1.3). To go by foot from Zapotitlan to Nanacatlan takes one 
hour stiff walking uphill for someone not accustomed to mountains and a lot less 
for Serranos, whose walking is almost running. The poorest people still prefer to 
save the bus money, though many do so by walking downhill but returning with 
their shopping by bus. Villagers appreciate the new connections and the paved 
main road, but also have become more impatient. They complain about the bad 
condition of the road between Nanacatlan and Zapotitlan, which makes this part of 
the trip quite slow. 

Compared to only two to three decades ago, things had changed immensely. 
There were no roads then useable for motorised vehicles. People liked to tell stories 
about walking long distances through the Sierra and the few people - for the most 
part traders - going to Zacapoaxtla by horse in five hours and by mule in twelve. 
Nowadays many Nanacatecos still go to nearby Zapotitlan for the weekly market, 
the health care centre, a private doctor or pharmacist, but travelling to Zacapoaxtla 
for major purchases or hospital visits is not the privilege for the happy few any 
more. It has now become exceptional to walk to villages such as Hueytlalpan and 
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Zitlala, which I visited on foot in 1989 when there were yet no roads, even though 
the distance through the mountain trail is much shorter than via the new road. It 
was even harder to find company to make the beautiful walks to Ixtepec, Tuxtla, or 
Zapotitlan. 

The Totonac Sierra 

Together with its neighbour Tuxtla, Nanacatlan is part of the municipality Zapo
titlan de Mendez, one of the municipalities in the so-called Totonac Sierra, a sub-
region of the Sierra Norte de Puebla located in the southern part of modern 
Totonacapan.3 People generally do not perceive the region as being Sierra Totonaca, 
but given the ecological and infrastructural boundaries it is clearly a world on its 
own (Baez 1993) in which people interact relatively frequently with inhabitants 
from other villages in this part of the Sierra. Notwithstanding similar land and 
labour conditions, facilities and infrastructures within the Sierra as a whole on a 
closer look show marked differences between various subregions. As altitudes vary 
between 160 and 1,700 meters, various microclimates exist ranging from warm-
humid to moderate-humid. Such microclimatic differences result in a variety of 
crops and fruits grown in the Sierra.4 Moreover, the soil in the region is only partly 
suited for agriculture (mainly Zongozotla and Zapotitlan), and therefore raising 
cattle is important in the greater part. 

More than other parts of the mountain range, the Totonac Sierra is ethnically 
rather homogenous: according to national statistics in the early 1990s, 86.7 percent 
of its total population of 64,350 inhabitants were classified as 'indigenous', which 
in practice means Totonac. The majority (84 percent) were working in agriculture, 
while incomes here are the lowest of the whole Sierra Norte de Puebla, and most 
land is owned by petty farmers; only a few villages practice the ejido system of 
communal land tenure.5 

Coffee has been the dominant cash crop since the 1980s. The Totonac Sierra -
characterised by Baez (1993) as a coffee ecosystem with low technology - has 
become dependent on coffee, making it susceptible to market fluctuations and 
weather conditions as happened during the coffee crisis of 1989. Durand (1986:130, 
216-227) mentions that during the first half of the twentieth century cattle raising 

3 The exception is Huitzilan de Serdan, which is mainly Nahua. The Totonac municipalities are: 
Amixtlan, Camocuautla. Caxhuacan, Coatepec. Hermenegildo Galeana, Huehuetla, Hueytlalpan, Igna-
cio Allende (Concepción), Ixtepec, Olintla. Zapotitlan de Mendez, and Zongozotla (Baez 1993:40-45). 
See map 1.2 and 1.3. 

4 A report by SEDESOL (National Solidarity Programme with Agricultural Day-labourers) of the 
socio-economic situation of the day-labourers in the Sierra (Baez 1993) provides us with detailed infor
mation about the population and its economic activities according to a further subdivision of the region 
based on micro-agroeconomic systems. I confine myself here to comparing the Totonac Sierra with the 
general characteristics of the Sierra Norte de Puebla. 

5 The ejido system is the outcome of the land reform of the Mexican Revolution in the 1920s which 
brought collective land tenure and management for the landless, who could obtain a certificate of 
hereditary agrarian rights. 
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and sugar cane were the major sources of cash income. However, agricultural pro
duction also consists of subsistence crops: maize, beans, and tropical fruits as well 
as some chillies (also a cash crop). These food crops are supplemented by herbs 
and wild vegetables collected in the surrounding fields and fish caught in one of the 
rivers. The extensive use of land has left little natural vegetation and the tropical 
forests have almost disappeared (Ellison 2004:212); only the high slopes are still 
covered with woods. 

Economic activities outside agriculture are concentrated in the cities that play a 
central role for the whole Sierra (in the so-called Boca Sierra) such as Huauchinango, 
Zacatlan, Zacapoaxtla, and Tezuitlan. The last is the most important city of the 
region, with not only several factories and a quarry (to serve the iron and glass 
industries) but also an urban infrastructure of banks, government offices, shops, 
and wholesale trade. In the Totonac Sierra there are only a few small-scale indus
tries, such as those for processing coffee in Camocuautla, Hermenegildo Galeana, 
Zapotitlan, and Zongozotla as well as two clandestine rum factories in Huehuetla. 
As employment in agriculture is limited and highly personal at that, and as regional 
industries only provide a few jobs, landless workers and small farmers have looked 
for work as agricultural labourers in the outskirts of the region such as Zacatlan and 
Huauchinango or in other states such as Veracruz, Tlaxcala, or even as far as 
Campeche and Chiapas. But more and more, those people have moved out of agri
culture to work in construction, services, and industries in cities such as Puebla, 
Poza Rica, and Mexico City. In most municipal centres (the towns that head a 
municipality, called cabeceras) there is a weekly market and many people are 
involved in (small) trade. 

The majority of roads in the region were constructed as late as the 1990s and 
their bad condition (because of frequent landslides in the rainy season and poor 
maintenance) is one of the main problems of the area. Municipal centres have basic 
facilities. Electricity, medical centres, and solar telephones are now found in the 
cabeceras and in some villages. Most villages do have a kindergarten and a primary 
school, and they increasingly also have a secondary school or one with long
distance televised secondary education (telesecondario). But the villages do not 
always have a road, a doctor, or medical centre and hardly ever a drinking water 
supply or drainage system. For further education people have to send their children 
to Caxhuacan (with a junior high school or preparatorio), Zongozotla (training 
centre for agriculture and livestock), and a senior high school (bachillerato) in 
Zongozotla, Huehuetla, Olintla, and recently in Zapotitlan. For hospital visits and 
higher education people have to go to Zacatlan and Zacapoaxtla. 

There are serious erosion problems in the region because of deforestation and 
land reclamation on mountain slopes (Velazquez 1995:40, 186; Del Angel-Pérez 
and Mendoza 2004:340-341). In 1999 major landslides occurred in the Sierra, 
wiping out villages and killing more than 500 people, especially around Tezuitlan. 
Zapotitlan was also heavily affected by a landslide and flooding of the river 
Zempoala. Many people lost their houses or (part of) their land. Nanacatlan escaped 
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almost unharmed but was isolated for several weeks because the road was destroyed. 
They were lucky the landslides did not hit the village; in the last decades land rec
lamation has extended to the steep stony slopes above the village, which are now 
virtually bare except for an occasional maize crop. 

The layout of the village 

The settlement pattern in Nanacatlan is comparatively dense. Looking from the 
mountain slope in the North-East down on the village, one sees a concentration of 
houses with gardens, some along the wider streets which make up a rectangular 
grid, some along narrow winding paths, and an open space in the middle surroun
ded by public buildings. The centre of Nanacatlan gravitates on the main road, 
connecting it to Zapotitlan to the west and Tuxtla and Ixtepec to the east. There are 
two steep cross and side roads, as well as two level parallel roads which divide the 
village in four zones (see map 2.1). In between these roads and outside the centre 
run numerous small trails, sometimes almost hidden between trees and bushes. Just 
outside the village a footpath connects the village with Hueytlalpan and Zitlala, 
crossing the mountain ridge. The flat part of the centre is dominated by the most 
important buildings: the church and churchyard, the primary school with a yard 
which doubles as a basketball court, the village hall, a large water basin with a tap 
and a small park, and lately a large water tank and a covered square (auditorio) 
behind the village hall, also used as a basketball court when it rains. Only one of 
the Protestant churches is in the village centre: just above the flat centre in view of 
the church is the small wooden building of the oldest Baptist church. The new 
Baptist church (of plastered concrete blocks with glass windows) is situated along 
the highest village street, the main Pentecostal church is in an existing building of 
natural stones along the road towards Tuxtla, and the second Pentecostal church is 
in a small wooden building along one of the village streets (see map 2.1). 

Village houses used to be made of zacate (bamboo or cane), some of wood with 
a thatched roof, and a few of natural stone (sometimes plastered) with tiled roofs. 
Since the 1970s more spacious houses of concrete blocks have been added, some 
of which are or have been used as a shop. Nowadays the simple houses have walls 
of zacate, wood, or concrete blocks (or a combination) with corrugated iron or 
asbestos roofs and open windows with shutters. More expensive buildings have 
natural stone walls, a tile roof, and large windows with shutters or are made of 
plastered concrete blocks with one or two stories, a flat concrete roof, and glass 
windows. The best houses along the main road are owned by mestizo families or 
well-to-do Totonacs, with one of the front rooms serving as a shop. Smaller ver
sions of such houses as well as wooden ones are found along the other village 
streets. Over the years land for housing has become scarce and lately some large 
and luxurious houses have been built anywhere there was still a piece of land avail
able along the streets - thus upsetting the old pattern in which the rich and mighty 
live in the centre close to church and village hall along the main road. 
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Figure 2.1: Annual cycle Nanacatldn: crops, migration, non-agricultural sub
sistence, domestic work, and rituals 
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Daily life and daily chores 

The average day of a village household is not very exciting as it consists mainly of 
recurrent tasks that people have to perform to turn their house into a liveable place 
and to provide the daily meals. Given the dearth of modern amenities this tends to 
take up the greater part of the day, leaving little time for leisure. Of course, there 
are differences in the ways in which Nanacatecos spend their day; these obviously 
vary with income and the size and composition of the household. The annual cycle 
of crop growing, migration, and rituals also influences daily activities (see figure 
2.1). Most Nanacatecos have only a limited amount of possessions (see annex 2), 
but face a heavy workload to keep the household going and, with luck, improve 
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their life. The mestizo and well-to-do Totonac households stick out with posses
sions such as cars, electric coffee grinding machines, complete sets of furniture and 
kitchen utensils, gas-stoves, refrigerators, tools, consumption goods, and piles of 
clothes and shoes - however scanty they may seem compared from the perspective 
of an urban lifestyle. Ironically enough it takes a lot of effort to maintain, repair, or 
replace the goods, because there are no skilled mechanics or craftsmen in the 
village. 

When people are at home, the kitchen is the centre of the house where people 
are most likely to spend their time and to receive neighbours, close friends, and 
relatives. Women spend a large part of their day in the kitchen preparing the meals, 
because making fresh tortillas twice a day is time-consuming. This turns the kitchen 
into the nucleus of the house, even more so when the television set is placed there. 
Less well-known visitors are received in the main room in the front. It is a sign of 
increasing familiarity when they are asked to move into the kitchen. 

Gender and generation are obvious distinctions for how a day is spent. They are 
to a large extent independent of socio-economic differences, be it that the poorer 
one is, the more manual work needs to be done. The household's level of income is 
most clearly reflected in the time-allocation of children, whose help in most house
holds is indispensable, but who hardly have to do household chores when their 
parents have money. There is a strict gender division of labour, as we will see fur
ther in chapter 7, with separate domains for women and men. I will therefore show 
the activities of women and men separately, as well as those of girls and boys. 

The tasks of women are part of a daily routine, largely independent from the yearly 
cycle and occurring mostly within the village boundaries. Of all the household 
members, women spend most of their time at home taking care of daily chores. For 
the family, a woman's creativity and ability to manage the household and its rela
tions with other households are crucial. The new infrastructural provisions may 
have made her life easier in a way, but for most women work remains time-con
suming. Obviously, the poorer a household is, the harder a woman's tasks. Cook
ing, going to the maize mill, washing, fetching water, mending clothes, taking care 
of the children, shopping, cleaning the house and the garden, and attending to the 
animals around the house are recurrent daily activities. Life gets easier for a woman 
when her children grow up or when another woman lives in, such as a mother (in
law), an unmarried daughter, sister, or godchild. Before electricity came to the 
village the grinding of maize took a lot more time; before the water tank and water 
taps this was true for doing the laundry as well. In addition to household chores, 
every woman is engaged in other activities, some of which provide an income such 
as trade, healing, or domestic work for others. The most rewarding and pleasurable 
work for women is picking coffee at harvest time. But not all work is paid for: 
women engage in communal activities such as the village committees, cooking for 
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2.1 Irene preparing tortillas 

2.2 Pablo carrying food to the milpa 



A VILLAGE IN TIMES OF CHANGE 45 

nffirial yillaop guests nr school celebrations6- while devout women take care of 
their church. 

Women's lives are not completely confined to the village: they collect plants 
and herbs in the mountains, shop in the regional markets, visit relatives in neigh
bouring towns and villages or in the city, and if need be, go to see a doctor in 
Zapotitlan or the hospital in Zacapoaxtla, Puebla, or Mexico City. When a woman 
has small children and no help, life can be hard. Today, even having teenage chil
dren isn't much of a help, and women complain that they are spoiled and only 
reluctantly lend a helping hand. Moreover, work never ends, because unlike the 
men who can take a break from their hard lives during feasts and holidays, a woman 
will be busy cooking the special meals. When her husband migrates, her workload 
will increase as she has to manage the household and educate the children mostly 
on her own. 

The daily activities of most men used to be determined by the yearly agricultural 
and ritual cycle. Now that there are many more jobs outside agriculture, men face 
less of a daily routine: their work alternates between cultivating their milpa and/or 
coffee plot, working the land of others as wage labourers, commuting to the city, 
and performing the community tasks7 they are in charge of. In the household they 
have a number of recurrent tasks. They are responsible for firewood supply and 
r a m i l n r K i Kr,,,o tr\ rm infr» tVi£» m n i i n t a i n e tr» f^tr-Vi \\/r\r\rl H?hprp t hpv n lco r o l l p r ' t tr ip 
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leaves to make tamales, and the flowers and palm leaves for decorating the church 
or house altar. Some men go hunting (see annex 4 for varieties of game in the 
region) and many occasionally go fishing in the Zempoala river. Men repair the 
house, fences, and henhouses and mend baskets, bags, tools, and sandals. Until 
recently men used to carry water from the main well downhill when the village 
wells would dry out in April or May, but the arrival of a water supply system has 
eased their lives. Harvest time still means hard work, when they have to carry 
heavy loads of maize and bags of coffee as well as work the fields on the steep 
slopes in hot weather or when they are slippery from rains. 

Migrant work in Mexico City may be attractive because of the potential earn
ings but for many it is difficult to leave their families behind. Most work as manual 
labourers in construction and gardening and work long hours for six days a week. 
They tend to live with fellow villagers with whom they share the house rent and the 
household tasks. The lucky ones who have relatives in the city, live an easier life 
although they do have to pay for their boarding. When they or their wives prefer 
village life, they remain temporary workers, commuting once in a while to their 
families in Nanacatlan. Other men bring their families to settle permanently, in 

6 As a further distinction I use: celebrations when the rituals performed include a festive or com
memorative event; feast when such an event is a party; fiesta for the village feast; and ceremony when 
ritual specialists are necessary for its performance. 

7 On these community tasks (cargos) see below. 
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which case their wives join them and take jobs as cleaners in offices or households. 
Those who came as single men and women are the most likely to continue living in 
the city after they get married. 

Children and teenagers also have their daily work, in addition to school and home
work, but obviously there is a difference between the poor majority and their well-
to-do peers. Children from mestizo and richer families hardly have to do any sub
stantial work - and certainly no physically demanding labour. Children from less 
well-to-do families have their share in household chores. Girls help their mothers 
in preparing food, learn to make tortillas, clean the house, help with the laundry, 
and sometimes go out to sell food or snacks. Girls from poor families do small 
household chores or baby-sit for others; boys from poor families help out in all 
kinds of jobs, from working the land, cleaning water canisters or cars, to picking 
coffee or building houses. Boys work with their fathers and have their share of 
physical labour when working the land and carrying wood, maize, coffee, or help
ing their mothers fetch water. When their fathers migrate, children have a busier 
life. Girls will take over household chores and childcare from their busy mothers. 
Boys have to check the fields every now and then, do small repair jobs, run errands, 
and collect leaves and firewood. Children however, always find time to play, roam 
around, join the basketball games, or visit relatives. 

Incorporating the village into the national state 

For the greater part of its history, Nanacatlan has been a remote mountain village 
relatively far away from the centres of power, in colonial times and in the two 
centuries of Mexican independence. It has never been an isolated village however, 
as it has at least indirectly experienced the vicissitudes of the nation's history and 
in more recent times, has directly been touched by development initiatives and the 
political incorporation that the central government has embarked upon. 

The village in a historical context 

The villages in the wider region of Totonacapan, of which the Sierra Norte de 
Puebla is a part, share a similar history.8 Until well in the twentieth century the 
Sierra had all the characteristics of a remote area: a major indigenous population, a 
minority mestizo elite concentrated in dispersed major settlements, and a poor 
communications infrastructure resulting in nominal external authority (Brewster 

8 Present-day Totonacapan is a considerable reduction of its past. Part of it went to a process of 
Nahuatlization, due to early Mexican migration during two periods of famines in the valley of Mexico 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth century, and to a lesser extent to the Mexican conquest. In other parts, after 
the Spanish conquest Totonacs were nearly wiped out by epidemics or their land was gradually taken 
over by Spaniards and mestizos. See e.g. Krickeberg 1933; Kelly and Palerm 1952:14-30; Garcia 
1987:31-61; Palerm 1990:293-330. 
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2003:29). Totonacapan was ruled by Aztecs (or rather, Mexicans9) when the Span
ish arrived. Because the Totonacs allied themselves with Cortes, the Spanish con
quest of the southern part of Totonacapan was free of the violence that characterised 
other parts of New Spain (Kelly and Palerm 1952:25-30). In the first half century 
after the conquest, agriculture continued along traditional ways and there was 
hardly any deforestation in Totonacapan in marked contrast to the nearby regions 
of Mexico and Puebla where the Spanish cut most of the woods for construction 
purposes (Ortiz 1995:37). The relative isolation of most of Totanacapan impeded 
great change, the more so as it lacked precious minerals, had few all-weather roads 
(the main lines of communications passed south and north of Totonacapan) and 
because the ecological characteristics of this mountain region hampered large-scale 
agriculture and cattle farming. All this made the area less attractive to commercial 
exploitation (Kelly and Palerm 1952:39-40) and therefore no haciendas were 
established here.10 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, life in Totonacapan 
continued relatively independent of events in the urban centres or the large estates.'' 
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries however, the development of coastal and 
highland Totonacapan began to diverge more and more. The lowland became heav
ily involved in the insurgent movement, and after Independence in 1820, Papantla 
became the centre of recurring rebellions. A century later Poza Rica became the 
centre of industrialisation after oil was discovered on the coast (Kasburg 1992:16-
18; Kelly and Palerm 1952:40-46). Despite its remoteness, the Sierra nevertheless 
witnessed a series of changes related to large-scale political and economic transfor
mations of Mexico. I provide a short summary here, and present local details and 
memories in chapter 4. 

At the time of the conquest, Zapotitlan, Nanacatlan, and other neighbouring 
villages belonged to the altepetl (indigenous community) of Hueytlalpan,12 now-

9 Commonly known as Aztecs, though properly speaking this is not a people. Aztec was a name 
used by the aristocracy of the Mexican empire, and points at the Aztec regime or state. The people 
continued to call themselves Mexicans (van Zantwijk 1992:23). They are presently known as Nahuas 
(and their language Nahuat) but are often still called Mexicanos, for instance by the Nanacatecos. 

10 In contrast, the southern part of Totonacapan was subject to great changes. At the end of the 
seventeenth century the large population of Zempoala virtually disappeared: from a calculated 20 to 30 
thousand heads of families only eight families survived (Kelly and Palerm 1952:8-10.38; Ortiz 1995:38-
39). As many areas were officially declared vacant of indigenous population, cattle farms replaced the 
tropical forest, especially between the rivers Tecolutla and Nautla (Wilkerson 1990:275-76). 

" At the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth century, haciendas developed 
strongly in lowland Totonacapan. The haciendas differed from the encomienda in that they had fixed 
ownership, employed labourers (peones) instead of serfs, and introduced new economic activities. In 
Totonacapan this consisted of the production of sugar and small posts, grinding wheat, and making 
candles and soap. Most importantly, they forced the population to deliver wood, honey, wax, and espe
cially vanilla. They were also responsible for the new economic activities of cattle raising and sugarcane 
cultivation, especially in the south where the rapid decline of the Indian population had made the haci-
enderos bring in Black slaves and Mexican workers (Kelly and Palerm 1952:37). 

12 Ixtepec was a separate enclave in this region. Garcia (1987, appendix 1 and 3) mentions popula
tion figures from various sources for the sixteenth century varying from between 5,660 and 6.880 for 
Hueytlalpan and between 564 and 800 for Ixtepec. The idiom was Totonac, with the exception of the 
south of the altepetl, in Huitzilan. Hueytlalpan can be identified as Teutalpa or Teotlalpan in some 
colonial documents. Teotlalpan is mentioned in the Códice Mendoza 53 (part of the Libro de Tributes) 
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adays a small inconspicuous town but then one of the most important and populated 
villages of the Sierra. The Spanish wanted to maintain the principle of native 
organization, using the native lords (caciques) as local administrators (Kelly and 
Palerm 1952:33-34) and transforming altepeme (plural of altepetl) into pueblos de 
lndios each with a specific territory; they also turned major settlements into politi
cal centres (cabecerd). From 1531 a provincial Spanish official (alcalde mayor) 
had his seat in Hueytlalpan - which became cabecera and the seat of the diocese.13 

He ruled from there over a province that reached from Zacatlan to the coast of the 
Gulf of Mexico, until the province of Papantla came under a separate alcalde mayor 
in 1600. In 1620 the alcalde mayor took up residence in Zacatlan, which became 
the new capital until 1787, when the region became subordinated to the administra
tion of Puebla. During the eighteenth century the Sierra went through a process of 
a fragmentation of the old pueblos de lndios with the establishment of many new 
independent villages, Nanacatlan being one of them (Garcia 1987:291-294). 

The largest problems occurred after the introduction of the repartimiento system 
that consisted of forced labour for the Crown, the church, or individuals. It was 
officially abolished in 1632, but continued for decades on an 'informal' basis. 
Within the Sierra los indios de repartimiento most probably worked in domestic 
service, small scale agriculture, and public works such as building bridges, prisons, 
or the houses of the alcalde mayor. Later, forced labour was mostly performed 
through encomienda (which disappeared in the eighteenth century), obligatory 
services of a group of Indians to a Spaniard. The workload was heavy, because 
apart from working for the encomendero and the church, tribute had to be paid to 
the indigenous lords and the Crown. Many Totonac therefore choose to escape to 
areas out of the reach of the Spaniards.14 Commercial repartimiento, a truck system 
in which the indigenous population was forced to sell its produce to local and 

which lists the amount of tribute has to be paid to Mexico (Krickeberg 1933:111). In 1569 the Doctrina 
a cargo de Clerigos counts 140 persons who belong to the church in Santiago Nauacatlan. undoubtedly 
Nanacatlan (Carrion 1965:23). 

13 The first missionaries to arrive were Franciscans in 1523, who worked in the Sierra and southern 
Totonacapan. followed ten years later by Augustins, active in northern Totonacapan. The isolation, the 
dispersion of the population, and their decrease due to epidemics made Christianisation no easy task and 
in spite of early missionary activities the results were less apparent than in many other parts of New 
Spain. (Kelly and Palerm 1952:30-33). For a long time Spanish efforts to concentrate the population by 
resettlement in congregaciones were not effective in the Totonac Sierra. From about 1531-32 the well-
known Franciscan friar Andrés de Olmos began visiting Hueytlalpan, where he settled in 1539 and 
established a convent, school, and hospital. By November 1567 the Franciscans had already abandoned 
the Sierra, including their only establishment in the Totonac region and remained only in Zacatlan. 
(Garcfa: 1987:127, 131-32; Kelly and Palerm 1952:31). 

14 Hueytlalpan was clustered together with six neighbouring places and divided between two enco-
menderos, Pedro Cindos de Portillo and Hernandez de Salazar. A peculiar situation arose around 1531 
when Portillo was converted into the Franciscan friar Jacinto de San Francisco. When some of his 
servants came under the attack of rebellious groups of Indians he went out to rescue them. In the skir
mish that broke out he all but died. The scared encomendero attributed his rescue to a miracle, which 
made him regret all the cruelties he had committed to the Indians. He immediately disposed of his 
possessions and encomienda and went in search for the rescue of his soul (Garcia 1987:83, 110-111; 
Gerhard 1986:401). 
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regional officials and to buy commodities from them, was in full swing in the 
seventeenth and especially the eighteenth century, when regional officials became 
more intensively involved (Kelly and Palerm 1952:34-38; Ortiz 1995:38-39; 
Hoekstra 1993:121-160).15 Power abuse by the alcaldes mayores in commercial 
repartimiento was one of the main causes for the colonial rebellions in Papantla 
between 1760-90, next to irregularities in tax collection, communal fund usage and 
elections (Ducey 1996). Despite the absence of large-scale landed property there 
were regular land conflicts and the indigenous population of the Boca Sierra, in 
Zacapoaxtla and Zacatlan for example, saw their best lands expropriated by Span
iards. When they dared to protest, they often ended up in jail - as the government 
usually backed up the land grabbers. In the Totonac Sierra however, hardly any 
land was owned by Spaniards (Garcia 1987:236), again an indication of the low 
commercial value of the region for the Spanish rulers. 

Though the Sierra itself was often free from the social and political problems 
that regularly popped up elsewhere, the region was strategically important and 
during the nineteenth century offered asylum to political activists in the independ
ence war, Totonac rebels of the nineteenth century revolts, and Mexican patriots 
during the French invasion (Kelly and Palerm 1952:40-41).16 Things changed after 
Independence in 1821, when political control over the municipalities was trans
ferred to the district level, which in the case of Nanacatlan meant Tetela, with 
Tetela de Ocampo as its capital. The indigenous communities themselves were 
organised through the civil and religious cargos which in the nineteenth century 
were merged into a single system of administration (Chance and Taylor 1985). 
Because the clergy and conservatives in Puebla were actively trying to regain con
trol over that state, Puebla became a spearhead of the liberal federal government 
which set up a locally controlled National Guard (started in 1847-48).17 Within a 
few years the Sierra Norte changed from a conservative and politically marginal 
region into a liberal stronghold that occupied a centre stage in politics well into the 

15 In early seventeenth century Hueytlalpan. the clerk of the alcalde mayor organized a repar
timiento of cotton, which he had woven into mantles. In exchange he demanded eggs, turkeys, and other 
commodities. He even made the Indians pay for the election of their Indian officials (Hoekstra 1993:154-
155; Garcia 1987:251). 

16 For the Totonac rebellions see e.g., Chenaut 1995:207-219, 1996; Escobar 1996; Kelly and 
Palerm 1952:40-44; Masferrer 1984, 1986b; Velasco 1979. The French invasion lasted from 1862 to 
1867 (see also chapter 4). In Totonac villages of the Sierra of Papantla (Veracruz) churches were dete
riorating and priests changed often. Priests hardly communicated with the population and mainly asso
ciated with mestizos. The Totonac population was active in religious celebrations, considered pagan by 
priests, but rarely the liturgical ones, except for Corpus Christi and Semana Santa (Chenaut 1995:196-
198). Totonacs celebrated Semana Santa so differently from how it was intended by the church that the 
bishop of Puebla prohibited its celebration in 1836, which started a rebellion in Papantla led by Mariano 
Olarte, the son of a notorious independence fighter. It soon spread out into the Sierra of Puebla and 
lasted several years (Masferrer 1984). 

17 The liberal reform undermined the established authority of village secretaries (generally mesti
zos), and especially the clergy with its central role in education and tax collection, and replaced it with 
the decentralised authority of the National Guard commandante, the secular school teacher and collector 
of taxes at district level (Thomson 1990:54). 
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1880s. The Sierra's National Guard often controlled whole communities, but the 
Totonac region only remained lightly involved (Thomson 1990). The Sierra came 
under the control of General Juan Francisco Lucas, a Nahua local commander who 
gathered national fame after his Nahua soldiers contributed to the defeat of the 
French invaders in a major battle in 1862. 

A close mestizo friend of Lucas, General Juan N. Méndez was the organiser of 
the National Guard in Tetela, and governor of the state between 1880 and 1884. His 
name would become added to Zapotitlan (N. de Méndez). He was a believer in the 
political importance of music and, just as everywhere in Central and South Mexico, 
civil village brass bands were formed in the district of Tetela, including one well 
documented example in Zapotitlan. They were also providing a ritual and ceremo
nial focus for the new liberal order, which had banned religious services and pro
cessions beyond the church walls. Villagers however, often continued organising 
illegal processions, which created tensions with the district authorities who could 
not believe that they organised them voluntarily and with their own funding, with
out any clerical intrigues. Though there was no National Guard in Zapotitlan, band 
members were easy to find because they enjoyed the privilege of exemption from 
taxes as well as labour for civil works (Thomson 1990). In 1885, Puebla's centrally 
imposed new administration demobilised the National Guard and the military brass 
bands, whose members continued as civil bands after their return to their villages 
(Thomson 1994:319). 

It was only in the second half of the nineteenth century that mestizos moved into 
the Sierra. Mestizo families from Tetela de Ocampo, home town of General Juan 
Lucas, settled in Zapotitlan, a key municipio in the administration of the district of 
Tetela. Situated on an important crossing point on the river Zempoala, it linked the 
temperate highlands where the National Guard was recruited with the tropical low
lands that provided much of the taxes as well as food supplies in periods of war and 
rebellions (Thomson 1990:53). The arrival of a mestizo population brought a dras
tic transformation in agriculture as maize cultivation was rapidly surpassed by 
sugar cane. By the turn of the century, Zapotitlan had become one of the most 
important trade centres within the Sierra thanks to the production of sugarcane and 
its distillation into refino (rum) (Durand 1986:219) which provided the fortunes of 
several Tetela families, including the Méndez's (Thomson 1990:54). 

After the death of Lucas in 1917, the mestizo Gabriel Barrios took over as gov
ernor followed in 1940 by his brother Demetrio who remained in office until 1961 
(see Brewster 2003). For a century Lucas and the Barrios brothers were the main 
power holders and intermediaries between indigenous communities and mestizos. 
They succeeded in bringing this region of outlaws and rebels into the camp of the 
federal government. They had their own Serrano Brigade (Highlander Brigade) 
unique in the history of the Mexican federal army because its soldiers fought within 
their own region and accepted no orders from officers from outside the region. The 
Serranos were not simply or even primarily the supporters of the federal cause 
however, but saw in it an opportunity to settle local issues and power struggles in 
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the Sierra (Masferrer 1986a; Brewster 2003). A major reason for their support to 
the military leaders in these years was that they were able to offer them protection 
from the random violence that was endemic in the region during and after the 
Mexican Revolution. For years, communities had been at the mercy of both revo
lutionary forces and bandits, but Barrios had ruled them out and transformed the 
previously violent and lawless Sierra into a place were it was safe to use the moun
tain tracks, as even his enemies had to concede (Brewster 2003:65). 

Unlike in other parts of Puebla where agrarian unrest had led to the agrarista 
movement, in the Sierra land and agrarian reform were not the central issues 
because most people owned land or had access to communal land; there was no 
immediate threat of expropriation by mestizos. Land problems mostly occurred 
between local communities that held competing claims to communal land (Garcia 
1987:238-241; Kelly and Palerm 1952:40) or in a village such as Nanacatlan 
between commoners and the local elite who illegally used parts of the communal 
land (Durand 1986:213-232). The Serrano movement was a popular movement at 
that time that differed from the agrarista movement elsewhere in Puebla in that it 
was an expression of popular resistance to increased political centralisation and 
fought to regain local autonomy (Knight 1980; Panster 1990:39).18 This explains 
why the Zapatistas (followers of Emiliano Zapato), the spearhead of the agrarista 
movement who dominated most of Puebla, did not gain a foothold in the Sierra. 
Some Zapatista troops led by two men from Tetela unsuccessfully tried to move 
into the Sierra, and followers of Pancho Villa (Villistas) led by someone from Cuet-
zalan were also active for a while (Ruiz 1991:61). But generally Lucas and later 
Barrios, managed to keep them at bay. 

Local communities regained some of their autonomy as an outcome of the 
struggle and this was confirmed in the new administrative legislation: the new 
Constitution (1917) of the Mexican Revolution again put the municipalities 
(cabeceras) in control of their internal affairs.19 

The Revolution brought other changes as well: the new state began its 'civilis
ing mission' to modernize the Sierra through education, as well as through road 
construction in one of the most ambitious development programmes of post-revo
lutionary Mexico (Brewster 1998:272). It also replaced the system of corvee labour 
locally called topiles (a survivor of colonial times that had been corrupted to serve 
the benefit of the local elites) by a voluntary labour system called faena. The state 
also took over ritual life by initiating 'secular' patriotic fiestas and national celebra
tions which brought a new sport, basketball, to the village (although people contin-

18 This centralisation was especially strong under the regime of Profirio Diaz, called Porfiriato. 
who ruled from 1876-1910 (except 1880-1884). Before he took power the presidency had changed 
hands 74 times since independence in 1821; four interim, provisional, or irregular presidents for every 
constitutional president (Meyer and Sherman 1991:432). 

19 The municipalities in Puebla became organised according to a state law (Ley Organico Municipal 
de 1923) that with some changes (in the Constitution of the state Puebla (1969) and new municipal 
laws) resembles the civil cargo system described below. Puebla has 217 municipalities with more than 
4.6 million inhabitants in 1995. 
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ued celebrating saints' days). School teachers were at the forefront in this process 
of secularising village rituals, often opposed by fervent Catholics who started the 
reactionary Cristero movement to do away with the achievements of the revolution 
(Pansters 1990; Vaughan 1994; Brewster 2003:121). This modernizing upsurge, or 
rather this initial attempt at state-directed development of the Sierra, did not last 
long. Though the depression of the 1930s prevented the government to invest heav
ily in development, after a relatively swift economic recovery it turned away from 
rural development projects and focused instead on urban-based industrialisation. 
The roads, bridges, and telephone lines that had been built during the 1920s quickly 
fell into disrepair. For several decades the Sierra fell back in economic terms to its 
marginalized position of the pre-revolutionary period. It was not until the 1960s 
that the federal government began to renovate and expand the old infrastructure 
throughout the Sierra,20 and introduce programmes to boost the rural economy. 
They were part of an overall national development effort that aimed at curbing a 
rural exodus to the cities by broadening the rural resource base and stimulating 
'modernization and progress' in agriculture. 

The paradoxes of rural development 

Since the 1970s, the Mexican state has incisively intervened in Nanacatlan through 
a series of subsequent development initiatives. Many new conveniences have been 
introduced: electricity (1976), a dirt road (1979), a credit programme for coffee 
(1979), a cheap state-subsidized shop (1981), a secondary school (1982), and a 
kindergarten (1988). This new technological, educational, and financial infra
structure has definitely put its stamp on everyday household and village life. With 
electric light, people go to bed later and listen to radios more often. While in 1989 
there were no more than five or six television sets, by 1996 there were already 
several dozen, mainly black-and-white. They mostly have the unclear reception of 
a small antenna that does not work well in the mountains. Only a few people can 
afford a satellite dish. The omnipresence of audiovisual equipment also means that 
there is a lot more noise in the village, in contrast to the overwhelming silence that 
used to characterise the Sierra villages (Marschall 1972). For women, electricity 
brings the advantage of five electric mills to which they can go with their maize, 
instead of spending hours grinding maize manually. Children particularly enjoy the 
few shops and houses with refrigerators because they sell ice cream, jellies, and 
cold drinks. 

With the new road, travel facilities greatly improved, especially since the greater 
part has been paved by now. Those who can afford it travel more frequently to the 
market, the doctor, or the hospital in the nearest towns; some children are sent there 
to secondary schools and for higher education. A few villagers have bought their 

20 This fate did not befall Tezuitland which was comparatively well-developed due to the Avila 
Camacho family who favoured their home town during their successful political careers, one president 
and two governors (see Pansters 1990). 
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own pick-up trucks and commute between the village and major market centres, 
while many trucks from outside pass through the village to sell products; especially 
wood, cement, tiles, and other building material, but also clothes, blankets, furni
ture, and kitchen utensils. This new influx of commodities broke the monopoly of 
influential local merchants who until the 1980s used to bring in goods on their 
mules and could set high prices. The road also made (temporary) migration outside 
the Sierra Norte much easier. 

With local schools, education has become more accessible and every village 
child goes through at least three or four grades. Until 1965 the local school only had 
the first three grades of primary education and few children would go to Zongozotla 
or Zacapoaxtla to continue their studies. Nowadays more and more children com
plete primary school. Since the establishment of a secondary school in 1982, non-
mestizo villagers are also able to go there - b e it still on a limited scale. Some parents 
work hard to finance further education of their children, especially since senior high 
schools (an additional three years after the three years of secondary school) opened 
in the nearby towns of Zapotitlan and Zongozotla. Mestizo families prefer to send 
their children to city schools where educational standards are higher. 

Better education, television, and migration have brought a higher fluency in 
Spanish to the detriment of Totonac as well as a higher sensitivity of national and 
global affairs (from state ceremonies, national heroes, Mexican politics, the US 
treatment of Mexican illegals, to Rwanda killings or flooding in Bangladesh). Even 
my own national background was highlighted when Holland played Brazil in the 
] 994 World Cup and the quality of Dutch soccer was discussed on television for 
many days. People started realizing that my country was indeed not a US state or 
city. 

One provision still lacking in the village is a good drinking water supply. In 
particular women and children complain, as it is mostly they who have to walk 
daily to the central water tap, the water tank in the centre of the village, or to one 
of the draw-wells in the vicinity. Before 1992, water was not available throughout 
the year in the village, and women and men had to walk long distances downhill to 
the only well that did not dry out in spring. Since then a water pipe has been installed 
and a water tank as a 'back up', but the planned extension of the water supply 
through taps in every street was delayed and only began in the lower part of the 
village in 1997. House-to-house delivery has yet to be planned. 

In 1995 a solar-powered satellite telephone was installed in the village and 
though it does not always work, it greatly improved communications. It was amaz
ing to notice the immediate normality of phone calls: within a few weeks villagers 
were used to make calls to their migrant relatives or friends. 

Rural development thus brought a whole range of new facilities to the village, 
deeply affecting the lives of its inhabitants. In one important way, the outcome was 
diametrically opposed to the objectives of the national Mexican government that 
had intended to provide better living conditions in the countryside to keep the peas
ants in their home villages. But the improved access and communications worked 
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the other way around: more and more Nanacatecos moved away to either temporar
ily or permanently earn a living in the cities. As we see later, precisely this combi
nation of rural and urban labour brought major improvements to the lives of many 
villagers. 

Making a living 

Even though there have been obvious improvements in the general socio-economic 
conditions of village life, making a living in Nanacatlan is not always easy, even 
for the small number of well-to-do families. Most households have to combine 
various sources of livelihood to survive in a countryside plagued with either natural 
disasters such as droughts, night frosts, or excessive rains; or by national and global 
disasters such as the devaluation of the national currency (peso), urban unemploy
ment, or slumps in the coffee world market price. Villagers therefore have to make 
ends meet by diversifying their livelihood, economizing, or borrowing (depending 
on the circumstances and prospects) and instead of saving an unstable peso; by 
turning money into assets - land, housing, building materials for future housing or 
improvements, and higher education of their children - which might with luck 
provide them with a pension and social security in old age. Almost every man 
works the land (either his own or other's) or hires farm hands to do so. Almost 
every woman trades on a small-scale or performs odd jobs for other women. Many 
men and young women work as temporary migrants in Mexico City. The mestizo 
and a few Totonac villagers have permanent jobs, own shops, or a trade business. 
Among them are the main landowner don Camilo Rodriguez, five members of the 
Bravo family who are also the main owners of coffee land, the main milpa owner 
don Felipe Ramos (and later his widow dona Herminia Jimenez), and don Gustavo 
Ramos (who owned the largest amount of coffeeland, divided among his children 
after his death). Typical for both poor and more well-to-do villagers is to combine 
two or more livelihood activities. Those households whose members join forces 
fare better and visibly improve their lives over the years. Unfortunately they will 
also rarely escape the uncertainties and regular setbacks of Mexican economics. In 
some years their efforts may hardly pay off. As I discuss the increased diversifica
tion of livelihood and its consequences for social differentiation in the next chapter, 
I limit myself here to some general characteristics. What becomes clear is that 
Nanacatecos have been affected differently by the modernization of the country
side, dependent on their assets (especially land), level of income and education, 
and the choices they made. 

Day labour and subsistence agriculture 

Many villagers spend a large amount of time in subsistence agriculture, cultivating 
maize (the basic ingredient of the staple food tortillas) and growing various vegeta
bles, fruits, and herbs in between their maize and coffee and in the garden around 
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the house. Most large landowners do not want to invest the extra time and trouble 
that inter-cropping will take. To do so would force them to hire additional wage 
labourers and apply additional expensive insecticides and fertilisers. Of the 150 
households with land, two-thirds use (part of) their land as milpa - generally 
because it is too high on the mountain slopes to be used for coffee. One-third rent 
land for subsistence agriculture, because the land they own is suitable for coffee.21 

For the time-consuming sowing and harvesting of maize villagers often work 
together in a system that is called mano vuelta, which ensures them of mutual help 
from a few households. 

The 97 landless households make up a mixed category, but most are elderly 
(couples as well as widowers) and newlyweds who depend on agricultural wage 
labour or who have a salaried job though most of them (about two-thirds) rent a 
small plot of land for subsistence farming. Almost 40 percent earn most of their 
income from a more or less steady job in the village or from temporary migration 
to Mexico City. Some are reasonably well-off; others hope to improve their lives in 
the future and even acquire land, while the very poor (about 27 percent of the land
less households) have no prospects and do not even own their sitio. They mostly 
live in poor houses on very small plots rented from the village. They have to pay 
the rent in cash and lack even the space for a small garden where they can grow 
some vegetables. A small number rent a sitio from their parents and are likely to 
inherit at least part of the property. 

The villagers who rely primarily on agricultural wage labour for their income 
- about 100 households - are among the poorest, whether they own a small piece 
of land or not. Their exact number is hard to assess because it varies over the years. 
In good times their number is small, but when the coffee price falls it increases. 
Generally, these wage labourers work more or less regularly for one of the larger 
landowners. Wages tend to be very low: during the 1990s they varied between 2.5 
and 3 US dollars per day.22 The income of wage labourers only rises markedly 
during the time of the coffee harvest, when they can make extra money by joining 
the picking. The poorest among them are the ones who own no land at all, not even 

21 That is why coffee producers also cultivate subsistence maize (for which they can rent the land, 
if necessary), but not the other way round because subsistence farmers do not grow coffee on rented 
land. Even if it would be available, it is too costly and risky to rent land for coffee, with its highly 
fluctuating prices and yields. 

22 In absolute terms, daily wages in the village were the equivalent of US$2.31 (in 1989), $2.77 (in 
1994), $2.42 (in 1996) and $3.44 (in 1998). These figures do not take into account the rising costs of 
living in that decade but in general the conclusion of EPI holds that average hourly income in Mexico 
decreased by 40 percent between 1991 and 1998 (Sales 2001). In 1989 daily village wage was 5,000 to 
7.000 pesos and task-wage for harvesting coffee 250 to 300 pesos per kilo; in 1994 between 8 to 10 
pesos a day and 0.5 peso per kilo, in 1996 between 15 to 20 pesos a day and 1 peso per kilo, in 1997/98 
25 to 30 pesos a day and 1 to 1.20 pesos per kilo. A daily harvest usually varies between 25 to 45 kilos, 
but in favourable years can be as much as 180 kilos per person. In Mexico City weekly wages were 
about 100,000 pesos in 1989. 200 to 220 in 1994. 250 in 1996 and 300 in 1997/98. The exchange rate 
was about 2,600 pesos against 1 US$ in 1989. In 1993 the peso devaluated from 1,000 to 1, and in 1994 
the exchange rate against 1 US$ was 3 to 3.5 new pesos, in 1996 7 to 7.5 new pesos and in 1997/98 8 
new pesos. 
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a sitio (premises) and house, and still worse have no prospect of inheriting land. If 
they for one reason or another are unable to migrate or engage in small-scale trade, 
such landless households will continue to live on the brink of a precipice. However, 
most able-bodied men and women will try and find some income-earning jobs; it is 
only when they get sick or older that they have nothing to fall back on and become 
dependent on the support of their children or other relatives. 

A minority ( about 15 percent of the households) is not involved in agriculture 
at all: they neither own nor rent land. Again, these are not necessarily the poorest 
villagers. About half have an income from a local job or through temporary migra
tion. An additional 17 percent of the households not involved in agriculture consist 
of newlyweds who are likely to improve their lives like the generations before 
them, and will be able to buy some land or start working outside the village in the 
future. Some come from very poor families, while others work the land of their 
parents.23 The remaining households (23 percent of those not involved in agricul
ture) are to a large extent dependent on others and unable to return the favours: they 
include an almost blind man and his wife who still have children at home, a wid
ower, 7 elderly widows, 3 elderly couples (one without children) and an unmarried 
woman. All these households - about 5 percent of the total village households - live 
under permanent conditions of destitution. 

From coffee boom to coffee crisis 

Not coincidentally, one effect of the introduction of technological infrastructures, 
such as the construction of the new Sierra roads and the connections to the electric
ity grid, was to facilitate the commercial production of coffee on a far greater scale 
than before. Without electricity for husking the coffee beans and the road to trans
port large quantities, it would not have been lucrative for the government to pro
mote coffee cultivation in the region. An additional financial programme persuaded 
many people to turn to coffee. 

In 1979 the government initiated a credit scheme through INMECAFE24, which 
27 local coffee producers joined. By 1981 their number had grown to 66 and by 
1989 there were 110 coffee producers participating in this scheme. Around 1980, 
many migrants returned to the village, a process called 'repeasantisation' by Mas-
ferrer (1988a, following Wolf 1966). In the years that followed, a sizeable number 
of landless wage labourers managed to save enough to buy a small plot of land of 
about a quarter to a half hectare, or even up to one hectare. The credit provided by 
INMECAFE enabled them to buy coffee seedlings and survive the years before 
they could reap the first harvest. They became a new generation of landowners, and 

23 Villagers always distinguish between those who do not have land and those who do not yet have 
land but will have it in future. They already consider the latter as landowners. 

24 INMECAFE was the Mexican Coffee Institute, a state corporation that promoted the commerciali
sation of coffee and buys, processes, and exports the crop. It ceased to exist after the 1989 coffee 
crisis. 
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in the early 1990's many people under 50 whose parents had been landless all their 
lives owned a piece of land.25 

As their living conditions improved during the 1980s, people began buying land 
or building materials for a house. Many could also afford to send their children to 
school, travel to nearby towns to see a doctor, or buy luxury consumer goods such 
as television sets or shoes and jeans for their older children. This boom came to an 
abrupt end with the 1989 global coffee crisis, when prices fell by half to their 
lowest level since the 1920s. INMECAFE was unable to fulfil its contractual obli
gation to buy the coffee at the agreed floor price or to provide any further credit. 
Harsh years ensued, with many men again leaving the village to look for work in 
Mexico City. In 1994, in the wake of a recovering world coffee market, the National 
Indigenous Institute (INI) started its own credit scheme for small coffee producers 
(and for growing maize). The few coffee producers who had not neglected their 
land and coffee trees in the meantime, had some good yields and thus benefited the 
most from the slow increase in the coffee price. Households who maintained the 
balance between cash crop cultivation, subsistence agriculture, and wage labour -
40 percent of the village households - suffered least from the coffee crisis and for 
a while were even better off than the bigger coffee producers who had relied solely 
on cash crop income. In general, villagers with different income sources were also 
better able to manage, with great effort and improvisation, during the Mexican 
economic decline from 1994 onwards. 

Non-agricultural village jobs 

There are basically two ways to earn an income outside agriculture in or close to 
the village: engaging in trade and commerce, or having a steady job. Only a few 
households, about 15 percent, can live on such income; for others it is yet another 
way to make ends meet. A more or less steady income comes from government jobs 
or self-employment such as teacher, trader, or shopkeeper. The richest villagers -
descendants from the old mestizo and the new Totonac elite - are able to combine 
the most lucrative sources of income: large-scale coffee production, intermediate 
and retail trade, and a government job. 

Next to these happy few with a relatively high and more or less stable income, 
many villagers derive a small additional income from trading or services. Among 
the services offered, healing stands out conspicuously. Though there are only a few 
all-round healers, an amazing number of people have one or another healing capac
ity: to cure muscle pains, lumbago, constipation, diarrhoea, menstruation pains, 
skin problems, or one of the so-called cultural diseases such as the evil eye (mal de 
ojo) or susto (extreme fright comparable to a shock). They either know how to 
massage or make herbal teas and medicinal liquids for topical application or drink-

25 Smith (2005:108-109) mentions how in nearby Huehuetla this success was related to food secu
rity crises of the 1960s caused by natural disasters and a slump in the prices of sugar and vanilla. 
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ing. Payment for these services tends to be low and the very poor are only able to 
pay in kind. 

Almost all village women are involved in small-scale or occasional trade, either 
selling from their homes or by visiting regular customers. Poor women can only 
afford small-scale door-to-door peddling of part of their crops (vegetables or fruits) 
or ready-made food such as tamales or sweet squash. Besides these commercial 
activities, there still is the petty exchange, often through barter of small quantities 
of food crops. When selling at home on a regular basis, these women offer either a 
whole range of articles (resembling a shop), or just a few items such as sweet bread 
and during the coffee harvest period preferably tortillas. Other women have started 
visiting their own customers - mainly women and the young - with fashionable 
underwear and bed sheets, Avon and Fuller cosmetics, and Tupperware articles. 
The most successful women are the ones able to sell on credit but evidently only 
the more well-to-do can do so. 

Migration to and from Mexico City 

Since the first migrants left for Mexico City in the 1970s on a temporary or perma
nent basis, this became one of the two major methods to earn cash income in addi
tion to coffee production. The large majority of temporary migrants are single or 
married men; since only husbands migrate on a temporary basis from married cou
ples, any female temporary migrants are invariably young and single. The propor
tion of female and male migrants who have moved to the city on a permanent basis 
is more or less equal, but exact numbers are hard to come by. Men from all age 
groups now work as construction workers or gardeners; young women as domestic 
servants; some better-educated young men and women as bookkeepers, shopkeep
ers, or secretaries; while some of the Nanacatlan mestizos have even become 
medical doctors or engineers.26 For this last group, moving to Mexico City means 
leaving the village for good. The great majority of migrants plan to live only tem
porarily in Mexico City; they return frequently to the village and if they have saved 
some money or if they are too weak, they want to come back to live in Nanacatlan 
permanently. In their years as migrant workers, they tend to work long hours for 
relatively low wages while living in poor housing conditions. Long-term migrants 
gradually improve their living and working conditions, and it remains to be seen 
whether they will actually return to the village. 

One or two of the male household members, usually including the husband, of 
almost 40 percent of the households work in Mexico City part of the year. Those 
who can manage are healthy, often not older than 50, and with enough skill to move 
around in an urban mestizo world. More than half of the temporary migrants own 
less than two hectares of coffee land and about a third are landless. Most try to 

26 Higher education is the main reason for mestizos to migrate or send their children to the city, 
especially since the educational level in the Sierra is poor. Several teachers told me that the level of 
secondary school in the village is comparable to that of primary school in Zacapoaxtla. 
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combine working their cafetal and an (often-rented) milpa with working in the city. 
Even the majority of landless migrants rent land to cultivate maize. They go to 
Mexico City after the coffee harvest or the sowing of maize (in January or Febru
ary), return for the village feast of July 25 and the subsequent maize harvest, and 
go back to the city from August/September to the beginning of December. Another 
25 percent of village households have one or more (former) household members 
who work in Mexico City or places such as Puebla, Huauchinango, and Zacatlan 
permanently or for years at a stretch. They tend to be people with children old 
enough to work, most of whom are married and have children themselves. A few 
own land or a house in the village, and are likely to visit the village regularly. On 
the whole families with children rarely move between village and city: some who 
did have returned to the village when life in the city proved to hard or when they 
could not cope with being permanently away from their relatives. 

Kinship, compadrazgo, neighbourhood, and networks 

As roads, modern means of communication, and transportation have changed and 
migration has become a major way of living, social relations in the village have 
changed as well. This goes for the whole range of people with whom one is con
nected: kin (including ritual kin), neighbours, and friends. In the course of time, 
some have fared better than others and they have been able to buy land and build 
new and better houses. Some even become semi-urbanites in their way of living 
and behaving or have become urbane while others are less successful in getting 
their share of development. All this has had its impact on the size, composition, and 
roles of existing social networks. 

Kinship as a source of solidarity and of mutual help 

As in most Mesoamerican kinship systems, Totonac descent reckoning is bilateral 
(Harvey and Kelly 1969:666). This makes for a flexible kinship system where the 
inner circle of recognized relatives includes paternal and maternal consanguines but 
where in practice this circle is extended to affines and ritual kin across generations 
and distance (cf. Rothstein 1999:583). In principle, this flexibility allows for pro
gressive selectivity: beginning with a limited degree of personal choices from among 
the consanguineal relatives, through the current fair degree of freedom in selecting 
spouses, to a considerable choice of turning non-kin into compadres and comadres. 

The creation of affinal relations is only marginally restricted. Marriages are 
generally proscribed between close kin and ritual kin: it is taboo between siblings, 
first and second cousins, nieces and nephews, compadres and comadres, godpar
ents and their godchildren, and the children of their godchildren.27 While it is easier 
today to meet future spouses from outside Nanacatlan and from outside the region, 

Remarkably, marriages between children of compadres are allowed. 
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many young people still prefer to marry someone from the village - a tendency also 
found among the first-generation migrants who have moved permanently to Mexico 
City. The standard reason that people give is that a boy can be sure of the girl's 
chastity and the girl of the boy's unmarried status. The selection of a spouse is a 
matter of concern for the two families who will be allied through the marriage and 
therefore want proper and decent in-laws for their children. 

Ritual kinship, which in Mexico means compadrazgo, is a domain in which 
people make deliberate choices of godparents for their children. As I explain later 
in detail, there are many reasons people choose compadres but because the rela
tionship will be of great importance in everyday life, choices are made with care 
and deliberation. Such bonds as exist between compadres have high moral and 
emotional overtones and in everyday life are at least equated with kin ties, but in 
this relationship utilitarian considerations are never absent as these bonds bring 
strong claims on mutual support. 

Though Harvey and Kelly concluded that kinship plays a restricted role in social 
relations among Totonacs outside the nuclear family (ibid. 1969:667), this is cer
tainly not the case in Nanacatlan. Consanguineal, affinal, and ritual kin are sup
posed to have a mutual bond and readiness to help even when they live at a distance. 
If needed, relatives who live nearby should support and help each other; this goes 
for the village and for the city, where kin often live in the same neighbourhood or 
street. Across the rural-urban divide, kin ties also remain important and practical: 
villagers who look for work and lodging in the city can turn to their urban relatives, 
who are also the ones to approach if Nanacatecos want to enrol their children in 
advanced education. Conversely, city folk will stay with their relatives when they 
visit their home community and will send children who have run into trouble to live 
with relatives in the village. Some who still own land in Nanacatlan have it culti
vated by their kinfolk who also benefit from such an arrangement. Elderly people 
who don't have children depend on other relatives for help, or try to find someone 
to come and live with them in return for free housing and/or a share in the inherit
ance. Kin-ties therefore, are both a means to survive when people are in dire straits 
and a way to get ahead in life. Kinship can thus be seen as a major source of social 
capital. 

Permanent migration affects the system as geographical distance comes into 
play. It negatively affects the elderly particularly - of whom there are relatively 
more than in the past because of better health care and the absence of younger 
people. When they are no longer able to work or when their partner has died, they 
depend on their migrated children for financial support. In many cases they can 
rely upon such support, but it is not always secure. When they settle in the city sons 
tend to loosen their relations with, and thus their financial obligations to, their 
parents, especially when they marry someone not from Nanacatlan. Daughters, but 
also daughters-in-law or granddaughters, are more reliable sources of support even 
when they are in strained circumstances themselves. 

Despite disinterested support among kin being the moral rule, one should not 
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exaggerate the willingness of relatives to help each other: much depends on the 
nature of the personal relationships and the relative position of the persons involved. 
If one is well-off, it will be difficult to avoid or turn down claims for help from kin, 
but it does happen especially when there are competing claims from different rela
tives - husband and wife may disagree whether to help his or her relatives or to 
what extent they should help the parents. Although there are only a few cases of 
parents actually being abandoned by their children, quite a number of elderly in 
Nanacatlan complain that filial support is no longer a matter of course. 

More fundamentally, when personal relations among relatives have suffered 
from troubles in the past, claims for support stand little chance of being honoured. 
In Nanacatlan such family quarrels tend to be rather frequent, particularly because 
of disputes over inheritance. Some rules are clear: the house is to be inherited by 
the youngest son, who also is supposed to take care of his parents when they grow 
old;28 the rest is to be divided between all children, though sons are more likely to 
inherit land than daughters. There is also the rule that whoever took care of the 
parents and whoever has helped pay for a plot or house is entitled to the inheritance 
or at least a larger share of it. Parents who made promises to one of their children 
but forgot to make a will - and sometimes deliberately so - are the cause of many 
conflicts after their death. 

The new economic opportunities in Nanacatlan have put a strain on kin rela
tions, and divided relatives who used to be more or less in the same boat. Social 
differentiation has progressed swiftly in past decades and people with only slightly 
more access to money, credit, trade, education, and urban labour (cf. Rohtstein 
1999:386) - and I add a slightly stronger entrepreneurial spirit or more egalitarian 
gender relations within the household - have been able to considerably improve 
their households' economy. This may be a happy coincidence for relatives lagging 
behind as they can call on their help (as in the case of urban migrants). But it may 
also be a source of envy and distrust, the more so if the successful relatives are not 
as generous as expected. People may then turn to accusations that their greedy 
relatives have made their wealth illicitly: through dishonesty, embezzlement, or 
cheating; first of all of their poor kin, of course.29 

That these kin relations are not always harmonious and smooth does not under
mine the importance of kin ties as such. The bilateral system is flexible in that it 
may expand and contract according to situations: some distant relatives may 
become closer while close relatives may become nearly outsiders. The flexibility of 

28 This rule of ultimogeniture is widespread in Mesoamerica; see Robichaux 1997 for an over
view. 

29 This is comparable to 'the image of limited good', the idea that all desirable things in life are in 
short supply, which supposes that personal gain must be at the expense of others and personal progress 
is a threat to the community. Improvement of one family thus goes at the expense of another and can 
lead to envy and jealousy (Foster 1965a; 1965b). Nanacatecos nowadays live in a world of (relative) 
abundance and many have benefited. But for those families who could not improve their lives, or not as 
much, limited access (and not availability) is the keyword and their envy and distrust resembles Foster's 
idea: others have appropriated what is legitimately theirs. 
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the kinship system is a way out of family feuds and tensions, as it enables indi
vidual preferences, choices, and strategies. The personalities in the kin network 
may change, but the network as such remains an important sheet-anchor; in other 
words there will nearly always be relatives to whom one can turn in last resort 
although the conditions under which this help is given may no longer be a matter 
of course. 

The bonds of ritual kinship 

As explained, kin relations are not the only bonds that make up personal networks; 
ritual kin - especially compadres and comadres - play a crucial role as well and 
therefore need special discussion here. Compadrazgo relations involve multifari
ous personal and moral obligations between two families and have been called 
even more important than kinship (Nutini and Bell 1980:10). On various occasions 
such as baptisms, first communions, graduations from primary and secondary 
school, or weddings; the parents of the child or adolescent invite another couple to 
act as godparents, thereby establishing a close relationship between the two cou
ples. Especially in the case of baptism or when the same godparents are asked 
several times for the same child as well as for siblings, there is frequent contact 
between the two couples and the members of the two households. These relation
ships can be horizontal or vertical (between social equals or members of different 
social classes) and inter- or intra-ethnic (between Totonacs and mestizos). Among 
Totonacs compadrazgo ties rarely crossed the village boundary in the past. Mesti
zos were often asked to be compadre within Nanacatlan, but they themselves 
choose the godparents of their children outside the village, among their large 
regional and sometimes national mestizo network (Ichon 1973:201). Compadrazgo 
is absent between adherents of different religions. Protestant converts generally do 
not maintain their former compadrazgo obligations and certainly do not engage in 
new ones other than for school graduations, except Baptists who form compadrazgo 
relations among themselves for weddings. 

Nanacatecos always clearly preferred inviting a well-to-do couple in the village 
to be godparents, since such a relation is seen as mutually beneficial for all compa
dres and comadres (Masferrer 1983; Masferrer et al. 1984). To ask one's employer 
and his wife to bepadrino (godfather) and madrina (godmother) for one's child can 
strengthen labour relationships because most patrons will prefer a compadre to 
work for them. Employers in turn are assured of a trustworthy labourer. Such 
patron-client bonds not only cover economic but also political affairs: the political 
elite is assured of political support and villagers in turn have a direct relation with 
a local power holder who can act as broker to outside authorities or do them an 
occasional favour. One should bear in mind that from a national perspective, the 
Nanacateco elite are small fries compared to other parts of Mexico, and calling 
Nanacateco local strongmen caciques (Aitken 1999:33-38) would stretch their role 
further than their relatively limited economic and political power warrants. Since 
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villagers have become more involved in the world outside Nanacatlan, they have 
begun looking for other brokers besides the local elite. Teachers who are potential 
brokers to authorities, employers, or medical care outside the Sierra are in demand, 
although usually not as the crucial godparents in baptism and marriage. Since vil
lagers move permanently or temporary to cities, compadrazgo networks increas
ingly include and reinforce urban-rural relations, with migrants acting as godparents 
for Nanacateco children and villagers for the city children. Unlike in the past, when 
they were chosen outside the circle of close kin (Masferrer 1983:28) such relations 
nowadays are often also established between siblings. And whereas in the past 
there was a tendency to ask the same influential compadres repeatedly, there is a 
tendency nowadays to spread compadrazgo to include as many people as possible 
from outside and inside the village. 

Neighbours and friends 

Whatever the importance of kinship and compadrazgo in establishing a solid per
sonal and household network, for their daily lives people rely as much or perhaps 
more on neighbours and friends. This is not surprising given the growing number 
of relatives and godparents who live far away. But there is more. Compadrazgo 
within the village is often hierarchical and kinship relations can be stressful, or at 
least have to be managed carefully. Neighbours may be ritually less important but 
as a result relations with them are also less strained. On the other hand, neighbours 
live close enough to make disagreements hard to live with and tend to know more 
about the intimate details of daily life than relatives. They are also easy to call upon 
when a problem arises. Good neighbourly relations therefore are more than handy. 
Neighbours often work together, help each other out, and exchange ritual food and 
daily meals. However, people keep a clear line between kin and ritual kin on the 
one hand, and neighbours on the other. Neighbours are rarely asked to become 
godparents, because there would be no additional benefit in doing so. 

A final category of 'relevant others' consists of friends. Friendship suggests a tie 
that can surpass kinship and compadrazgo, because it is based on free choice and 
ideally has no strategic objectives. Bonds of friendship are highly valued; they are 
often between people from the same generation and from more or less the same 
background. Compadres and comadres who really like each other and become 
close will also become friends; or the other way around: friends will be asked to 
become godparent of one of the children. Friendship between men means visiting 
or consulting each other, going out together for a drink or talk, working together, 
doing each other favours. Friendship between women means intimate talks, visits, 
helping each other and borrowing, exchanging produce or food, doing each other 
favours. In many cases friends are often the first people to turn to when one is in 
trouble and they are supposed to provide support to the best of their ability. If 
friends fail to do so, or if they withhold their loyalty (as happened in several cases 
during the political rivalries in the early 1990s), people feel betrayed and resentful. 
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Personal networks are thus a combination of friends, neighbours, compadres, and 
kin who can act as social, economic, and political supporters or brokers. With 
people from each category the personal relation can range from a deep emotional 
bond to a more instrumental or distant tie. 

Networks, morality and decency 

Social relations are guided by rules about what should be done or avoided and are 
above all controlled by public surveillance and gossip. Especially behaviour 
between girls and boys or women and men is strictly watched. To avoid gossip, 
women and girls take care not to walk alone or to be visited by a man when they 
are home alone, but only when accompanied by a chaperon. As a sign of respect a 
man will take care to avoid being alone with a woman, even an in-law or comadre, 
by having one of his children with him. Boys and girls regularly meet nowadays 
but are only supposed to get to know each other better when they are engaged to be 
married. Their meetings are also chaperoned. Such avoidance behaviour is not 
required within the household, between godparents and their godchildren, or in 
trusted relations between in-laws and compadres and comadres. Only when she 
knows a woman well and trusts her completely, will a wife leave her alone with her 
husband when she needs to go out. 

Sexuality is not talked about directly and openly, not even between husband and 
wife or parents and children, but it is the subject of endless jokes, gossip, and 
rumours. Extramarital affairs, pregnancy of unmarried girls or women, unchaper-
oned women and girls, obscenities by drunken men, but also prospective engage
ments are heartily discussed and joked about. Even frequent mutual visits of affines 
and compadres are a cause for suspicion and innuendos, though the potential danger 
of intimacy between a compadre and comadre is a more comical subject. Several 
funny stories tell about scandalous sexual behaviour between a compadre and 
comadre (considered to be incestuous), and by priests. There are no stories about 
incest between close relatives, which is equally improper but perhaps too sensitive 
for entertainment. Movements in the village are so carefully watched that one won
ders how people manage to meet secretly at all. The most likely places for 
clandestine meetings between men and women are in the fields (between the coffee 
trees), at home when nobody else is around, or outside the village. Some men and 
women have a reputation for adultery and nobody likes to see their child or partner 
in their vicinity. The few men who are known to harass or even rape women are 
avoided as much as possible. Notwithstanding the strict public surveillance and 
social control, the number of single mothers and the even greater number of ille
gitimate children prove that also in Nanacatlan sexuality is hard to contain. 
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Political organisation and control 

Mestizo political control 

Villages belonging to a municipality - such as that from Nanacatlan to Zapotitlan 
de Mendez - are called municipios auxiliares and have an administrative structure 
that mirrors the municipal one.The cabecera receives state funds and has to distrib
ute them to the individual villages according to a budget approved by the governor. 
This system has brought competition for funds between the villages and the munic
ipality, and villagers in Nanacatlan complain that their financial situation has dete
riorated since the introduction of the system in 1986. Before, the district administra
tion of Tetela de Ocampo would collect taxes and receive government funds, which 
according to the villagers were allocated more equally. 

Villages have their own mayor elected in a village ballot every three years. 
Unlike a municipal mayor, a village mayor does not have separate powers but is a 
member of the village council {Junta auxiliar). The elections for local mayor are 
held in public: officially to avoid fraud, but according to critics to control the out
come. Voters have to tick the name of one of the candidates on a blackboard. This 
effectively prevents common people from not voting for a powerful candidate on 
whom they depend, and has also effectively reduced interest in participating in local 
elections.30Politics follow the typical Mexican personalistic networking linked into 
the seemingly eternally ruling Mexican Institutionalised Revolutionary Party (PRI), 
the only party in Nanacatlan until the 1990s. If one wants a political career in 
Nanacatlan, one needs to be part of the PRI-network; this was true even in the late 
1990s. This is less a matter of ideological convictions (although Miguel Ramos, the 
oldest man in the village, and his son don Gustavo have been ardent supporters of 
the PRI since it came into power) than of political expediency as the PRI provides 
the only reliable access to political power, government funds and subsidies, and the 
supralocal network of influential politicians and authorities. But a small number of 
people have the resources or take the trouble to engage in party politics. Most vil
lagers remain aloof from such politicking. This does not mean they are not con
cerned with maintaining and improving village life, because they do actively 
participate in the system of cargos civiles or civic duties that cover a variety of 
activities for the benefit of the community. But a tension exists between the com
munal character of the civil cargo organisation on the one hand and the political 
control of its main functions by a few PRI related power holders on the other. Many 
men who started opposing the PRI during the 1990s demanded payment in cash or 
kind for communal work and refused to do the work when the authorities - whom 
they accused of embezzlement of village funds - could not do so. 

30 Villagers can cast a secret ballot for federal, state, and municipal elections. Before the 1990s, not 
many people bothered to vote. That did not pose a big problem for the acting mayors of Zapotitlan and 
Nanacatlan, as they apparently would make up for the low turnout by filling up the ballot papers (includ
ing those of deceased people) themselves. 
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The organisation ofcargos civiles 

The civil cargo system in Nanacatlan comprises nearly the whole public domain -
with the exception of religious activities, arranged by a separate organisation of 
cargos religiosos. The civil functions range from the local administration to village 
committees for arranging health care and the local schools as well as development 
projects, to everyday duties in guarding village security. All men are obliged to 
serve in the civil cargo system, albeit that generally mestizo and well-to-do Totonacs 
hire others to act as guards and do the manual jobs. The highest offices such as those 
of mayor, public agent, and to a lesser extent village councillor, are in the hands of 
people closely associated with the ruling PRI. The office of mayor tends to be con
trolled by a very small number of mestizo families and a few well-to-do Totonacs. 
Of the twenty mayors since 1942, half have been members of either the Bravo or 
Rodriguez families. Ordinary villagers rarely make it to positions of influence and 
have to be content with becoming a substitute of one of the higher offices at most. 

The village council consists of five men: the mayor and four regidores or 
councillors (for finances, public work, education, and internal affairs-the last also 
heading the local police). There are also five substitutes. The mayor is a very busy 
man because many people want to consult him; moreover he is asked to make 
decisions, has to call for meetings, give orders, check upon the progress of village 
works and committees (especially when problems arise and that means almost 
constantly), and welcome visitors. He in turn has to go to meetings or put forward 
village problems and requests at the municipality, state organisations, or even the 
governor's office in Puebla. The councillors or their substitutes come to the village 
hall every evening to listen to villagers who need help or have complaints and to 
draw up the necessary reports; to consult with committee members; to pass on 
messages, money, or material from the municipality or a state organisation to the 
appropriate committee members; to settle or discuss problems and new plans for 
the village; or to have their own meetings. Messages to all villagers are announced 
through the sound system connected to a loudspeaker on top of the village hall. 

In addition to the councillors, every three years a justice of the peace (Juez de 
Paz), his substitute, and a Census Inspector who registers population statistics are 
appointed by the council. While the justice of the peace is a villager in charge of 
minor legal matters and quarrels in the village, there is also a more formal way of 
settling conflicts and of administering justice through the Agente Subalterno del 
Ministerio Publico (assistant attorney), who can impose charges and fines. He and 
his substitute are not appointed locally but by the Attorney General of the state (in 
this case Puebla) and do not change office every election. Miguel Gaona, who was 
mayor once in the 1960s, remained assistant attorney for thirteen years until the 
beginning of the 1990s. Men usually begin their career in the cargo system as vil
lage guard and continue in one of the committees for the organisation and implemen
tation of specific village tasks. The local police consist of five persons appointed 
by the mayor for one year to organise the guarding of the village. Every village 
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man is obliged to be on duty as guard once a month during 24 hours, which means 
they hang around outside the town hall, unless they are called by someone or 
receive orders from the head of police or the mayor. When there is trouble or when 
they want to take somebody into custody, they consult the head of police. 

The village committees have very practical goals and the members spend much 
of their time doing manual labour. They are chaired by more experienced cargo 
holders. Committees start by making a work plan, including the budget of necessary 
materials, to be sent to the appropriate authorities. The chair has to organise the 
meetings and work-days and secure the resources by making formal written requests 
or visits to the local or municipal authorities or the offices of the related state 
organisations (mostly in Zacapoaxtla or Cuetzalan). There are permanent commit
tees for the schools and for health care, and a range of temporary ones which take 
care of current projects and government campaigns. The committee for each school 
(kindergarten, primary, and secondary) is run by parents. The school committees 
come together at regular meetings, to repair, improve, and enlarge the school build
ings and help teachers with school activities and celebrations. The Health Commit
tee is concerned with the vaccination programmes, the pharmacy, and national 
health campaigns. The National Institute for Adult Education (INEA) started an 
adult literacy programme in Spanish and Totonac. A group of locals took courses to 
become INEA teachers. Other committees during the 1990s included a Solidarity 
Committee31, a Solidarity Committee for a Decent School (toilets for primary 
school, extra rooms and televisions for secondary school, and school grants to the 
poor), a Committee for Drinking Water Supply, and a Drainage Committee. 

Women have (so far) never been cargo holders, but they increasingly participate 
in school committees and programmes of INI and INEA. Women's participation 
started when INI initiated a health programme with local women as promotores de 
salud that included running the pharmacy, inoculating villagers, and providing 
information on hygiene and vaccinations. INI also set up meetings and regional 
courses for local healers and midwives, sewing and cooking courses, and facilitated 
the building of cooking places and outdoor toilets. Women also run the DIF 
(National System for the Integral Development of the Family) committee - the new 
Pronasol food programme - to sell cheap milk and flour to poor villagers. Though 
it has become normal for many women to participate in state programmes and 
move around the village on their own, they complain that they face gossip and 
accusations such as "You only go there to hang around with the men". The femini-
sation of public life is not undisputed. 

31 The National Solidarity Programme (Pronasol) is a populist programme launched by president 
Salinas to distribute federal resources (in cooperation with the state governments) on the basis of co-
participation of the recipients. At the local level Solidaridad committees are established to sponsor 
food-aid programmes, production projects, social-services programmes, and infrastructure projects. It 
has been criticized for its political purposes by channelling resources to municipalities held by the PRD 
in an attempt to divide the opposition's bid for support. These are thus not necessarily areas of the 
greatest need and seem to have resulted in a lot of votes for the PRI (Barry 1992:99-102; Buve 1992:300-
302). 
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Apart from the cargos civiles, village authorities have the right to summon the 
men to do communal labour, called/aena. All men are obliged to participate, except 
those actively serving in the cargo system. Faena includes repairing and weeding 
the road, trails, and wells when necessary; and cleaning the village before impor
tant local rituals or official visits. Women have their own communal work (although 
it is not called faena) by providing tortillas and preparing meals for official visits 
and meetings, mainly with representatives from state or federal organisations and 
once even with the governor of Puebla who chose Nanacatlan as a regional meeting 
place. 

Political opposition enters the village 

When I first arrived in Nanacatlan in 1989, people in the Sierra were just about to 
recover from the violence and the tensions which had prevailed over the region. 
Especially during the 1970s and 1980s in the neighbouring village of Huitzilan 
people had been killing each other for several years because of severe land prob
lems between large landlords and villagers which had become more violent when 
it turned into a clash between right- and left-wing peasant organisations. The pres
ence of the army and other armed groups had its impact in the whole area. There 
had also been cases of robbery and some murders close to Nanacatlan, but without 
the clear-cut inequalities between large landowners and landless common in other 
villages, the village itself was less likely to be drawn into violent conflicts. The 
general atmosphere of fear in the Sierra during the first half of the 1980s and the 
difficulties people faced in moving around freely was still fresh in people's memory. 
In hindsight, these tensions may explain why people wanted to convey the image 
of Nanacatlan as a village of peace and harmony to me. Every time I asked about 
political conflicts, people downplayed contradictions or referred them to a distant 
past and stressed their image of Nanacatlan as a safe haven of peace and security. 

When I returned to Nanacatlan in 1994,1 felt like I was in a different village 
than the one I had left five years before. The tranquillity of a more or less unitary 
village had turned into its very opposite: the village was now split down the middle 
between followers of the PRI and a new opposition party called the Party of the 
Democratic Revolution (PRD).32 At the national level, the early 1990s were the 
first period since the PRI took control of Mexico in the 1920s that serious opposi
tion had proved feasible. In Nanacatlan this changing power balance apparently 
had opened up new opportunities to challenge the local authorities. The village was 
abuzz with gossip, and supporters of the two parties accused each other of corrup
tion, incompetence, and unreliability. In the wake of this, a string of old feuds and 
conflicts (especially concerning land issues) were resurfacing. They ranged from 
accusations that the rich families had grabbed communal or church land in the past 

32 The PRD was founded in 1989 as a follow-up to the National Democratic Front, a coalition of 
several left-wing parties and PRI dissidents. The presidential candidate. Cuautemoc Cardenas, was the 
son of one of the most popular Mexican presidents (Lazaro Cardenas. 1934-1940). 
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that they should at least have paid for, to complaining about the ways in which 
some relatives had cheated others out of their lawful inheritance. Everyone was 
touchy. 

Because the long autocratic PRI rule (since 1929) had effectively prevented an 
open political climate, and therefore a repertoire of debate and competition was 
lacking, opponents eagerly engaged in clashes that created a lively political arena. 
Clearly it was not just national politics being fought at the local level but also - or 
mainly - it was a fight between local competitors, building upon and reviving a 
long line of earlier conflicts. In Nanacatlan there had been serious frictions during 
the election campaigns of the municipal mayor in 1992 and the village mayor in 
1993, when the winning candidates were accused of corruption. However, as there 
was no way of channelling this critique into effective action, the local PRI leader
ship was again able to maintain its control. In 1994 the presidential elections fuelled 
the political disagreements. 

The presence of two competing national parties provided a format to take up 
factional fights. Fierce criticism and accusations of corruption directed at the vil
lage authorities and especially the new mayor (all members of the PRI) came from 
people who now spoke on behalf of the PRD. Initially its main mouthpiece was the 
then (1990-1993) local mayor's second cousin Genaro Bravo, who himself had 
been (PRI) mayor in the preceding term and who had been unable to secure his 
appointment as treasurer in Zapotitlan in the new municipal mayor's administra
tion. Disappointed, he withdrew from the PRI to establish the local PRD branch. 

Notwithstanding the highly vocal PRD support (particularly when its presiden
tial candidate Cardenas visited Zapotitlan), the opposition was unable to radically 
change the local arena as the PRI in Nanacatlan again managed to win the majority 
of the local votes for the presidential election, with 150 to 100 for the PRD.33 

Disappointed by this outcome, many Nanacatecos withdrew again from active 
politics. Only a few activists, Genaro Bravo among them, tried a different angle to 
attack the PRI, and established a local branch of the leftist PT (Labour Party). It 
provided them with a platform to voice their discontent but to little effect. Only 
after the turn of the century would there be a new opposition, when in the 2000 
elections the conservative National Action Party (PAN) provided the first non-PRI 
president of Mexico since the 1920s. In chapter 5 I give a more detailed account of 
the rise and fall of PRI opposition, but whatever the specific details, what is crucial 
is that the PRI monopoly of local politics ended in 1992. Critical voices or dis
agreeing factions could not be reduced to complete silence anymore. 

33 A household census in 1994 showed in greater detail that political cleavages divided the villagers: 
55 percent supported PRI, 33 percent PRD, while another 12 percent supported other parties or none at 
all. Remarkably, this division holds nearly independent of social class and migration status. Thus, 47 
percent of the large landowners (over 2 hectares) and 61 percent of the landless supported the PRI. The 
voting of temporary migrants didn't differ much from those who remained in the village in their support 
for PRI (53 percent) or PRD (32 percent). Religion though, was a major indicator as most Protestants, 
and among them all Baptists, supported the PRI. 
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Crime, violence and the local justice system 

People often also tried to convince me that outside politics present-day Nanacatlan 
is a quiet place compared to the past when rural Mexico as a whole was notorious 
for alcoholism and murder, to which the Totonacs were no exception (Viqueira and 
Palerm 1954). Indeed, nowadays one usually only encounters a few drunken people 
in the street or around a local shop, and murder and manslaughter are nearly com
pletely absent from the village. The 1980s saw some cases of homicide in neigh
bouring villages, but during the 1990s there was only one case of manslaughter in 
Nanacatlan. 

The relative absence of violent death does not mean that Nanacatlan is all peace 
and quiet. Burglary is apparently more frequent and not many people leave their 
house unguarded if they can avoid it - but then, nowadays people own more items 
of value such as radios, cassette players, and television sets. Vegetables or fruit are 
also often stolen from remote fields. When such things happen, people link them to 
outsiders, in this case including villagers not born in Nanacatlan - and are shocked 
when those acts come from 'real Nanacatecos'. 

Misdemeanours such as petty theft, alcohol abuse, fighting, and violence against 
women and children, as well as marital problems, are handled by the local justice 
of the peace - when a settlement can be reached - or the assistant attorney. The 
local justice of the peace will be involved in the settling of minor, but sometimes 
also complicated cases out of court. Alcoholism is one such problem - particularly 
among a distinctive group of men, and particularly during village and family feasts. 
Excessive alcohol consumption often leads to fights between men or the beating up 
of women and (step)children. Although everybody knows about domestic violence, 
relatives or neighbours usually only ask the local police to interfere when such 
abuse becomes very violent or frequent - otherwise they are reluctant to 'meddle'. 
The most obvious cases are brought to the justice of the peace who tries for recon
ciliation of the parties. If he is successful, the settlement is formally recorded and 
signed by all parties involved. The assistant attorney acts in civil and penal cases 
and is the only one allowed to impose a fine. People who repeatedly commit petty 
thefts and violence are handed over to the municipal authorities in Zapotitlan (Min-
isterio Publico del Municipio), and those guilty of major crimes such as murder, 
robbery, or large-scale burglary to the district authorities in Tetela. The assistant 
district attorney is independent of local authorities, who should not interfere with 
his legal responsibilities. 

Such a local justice system based on settlement, negotiation, and consent can do 
remarkably well under normal conditions. But lacking the strong arm of a reliable 
police force, it can do little when its authority is undermined and criminals and 
offenders feel free to act as they like. This explains why nobody wanted to be 
involved in handling conflicts in Nanacatlan during the politically tense 1990s. For 
many years during this period there was no assistant attorney and no justice of the 
peace. Men who refused to do communal labour could therefore not easily be called 
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to order or punished. The village council either had to turn a blind eye to criminal 
behaviour or immediately bring in outside authorities. 

The growth of religious pluriformity 

It is hard to overlook the grand old church, which dominates the centre of the vil
lage and is the pride of the overwhelming majority of Catholic villagers. With its 
two towers (one with a bell) and enormously high ceiling, it is remarkably big for 
such a small village. On many occasions the church bell can be heard everywhere. 
For Protestants (as all the old and new religious minorities together are called) such 
grandeur merely serves to prove that the Roman Catholic Church has always been 
far too rich for its own good but not the people's. Though hardly any Catholic 
attends mass on a regular basis, many are involved in the rituals related to Catholi
cism or participate in the religious cargo system. With their exuberant rituals, 
Catholics dominate public religious life. Protestants largely confine their religious 
ceremonies and meetings to their own churches. Catholic rituals are far more 
expensive and time-consuming, especially for the cargo holders. 

The system of the cargos religiosos 

In contrast to the civil cargos dominated by the mestizo elite, the religious cargos 
(cargos religiosos) - centering on the Catholic church - are the Totonac domain par 
excellence. The religious cargo holders are responsible for the maintenance of the 
local church and the organisation and supervision of local church affairs and rituals. 
They change office after the local elections for mayor when both new religious and 
civil cargo holders are installed. Unlike in the civil cargos, it is possible for any 
active Catholic man to become one of the principal cargo holders and the two cargo 
systems are therefore widely different in composition and social outlook. They con
stitute two separate worlds that occasionally can turn into antagonistic domains. 
Although 'real' political power is in the hands of the civil cargos, during the political 
tensions in the 1990s the religious cargos became the counterpoint to the PRI-
dominated civil cargo hierarchy. Almost every religious cargo holder during three 
subsequent periods of office in the 1990s supported the new opposition party PRD. 

Religious cargo holders are generally poor or lower-middle class Totonacs, with 
little or no land. The cargo holders have to work together with the priest. Nana-
catlan does not have a resident priest; instead the priest from Zapotitlan passes by 
on religious ceremonies and every other Sunday to say mass or to perform other 
duties. As he has to say mass in several other villages as well, his visit on Sunday 
lasts hardly more than half an hour. He also takes care of weekly meetings for cat-
echists young villagers interested in teachings about the church, though he does not 
always attend the meetings himself. 

There are five main cargo holders or fiscales (president, second president, sac
ristan, treasurer, and fiscal) as well as five members who are also substitutes. They 
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are present outside the church every evening to attend to whomever needs them -
such as asking for a mass - and to uphold the religious calendar by doing the neces
sary rituals such as seeing to the daily evening prayers (done by a female reciter), 
organising the room for the catechists, making preparations for the priest, decorat
ing the altar, moving a statue to its special place, or performing a procession on 
more important occasions. Most of their time goes into the preparation and per
formance of the main religious holidays, when they are busy for 7 to 10 days. 

Catholic men are obliged to start their cargo religioso by doing odd jobs during 
the main celebrations (cleaning, decorating, carrying the statues during proces
sions), as collectores, collecting money and preparing decorations for a specific 
celebration, and may move up to become comisiones, helpers organising the vil
lage feast and San Miguel. They are free from these duties when they perform in 
one of the dances. Older women perform various daily tasks in the church and 
assist in the processions. They pray, sing, and carry candles and the statues of the 
Virgin Mary. Only men can make a career of becoming cargo holder, as most active 
Catholics will do, while only some of them will make it as far as president. More 
well-to-do Totonacs may be asked to become the chief sponsor or steward (mayor-
domo) of a public ritual. The mayordomos of the village patron Santiago and of San 
Miguel (the patron of agricultural fertility, thunder, and rain) change every year. 
They keep a small wooden case with glass windows and a picture of the saint 
{nicho) on a specially erected altar in their house the whole year round. During the 
feast of the saint, his nicho is brought to the church, to be later carried to the house 
of the new mayordomo. There is also a third mayordomo in Nanacatlan for the 
celebration of Christmas, who stays in office for four or five years. To become such 
a mayordomo, one has to be married in church and have a daughter of about four to 
five years old. During the year, they have a nicho with the infant Jesus, Mary, and 
Joseph on an altar at home. Their daughter is called the madrina and will carry the 
infant Jesus in several processions. 

Next to the rotating cargos, there are ritual specialists who stay on longer, often 
for life: the dancers and especially their master and captain, as well as healers. 
Local celebrations are not complete without dances (see annex 6). The same danc
ers and captains often perform in a dance troupe for decades. The three most impor
tant village dances are battle dances of fights between good and evil: the dance of 
the Santiagueros (Santiago against Pilatus), that of the Migueles (San Miguel 
against the devil), and the Negritos dance (a group of peones against a snake). They 
have been preserved during the years of ritual decline of the 1970s and 1980s. For 
many years don Felix was the captain and later master of the last two dances but 
has now been succeeded by two of his sons. Don Pedro Francisco, the master of the 
Santiagueros, the dance devoted to the village patron, has an important ritual func
tion as keeper of the wooden horse of Santiago in his house on a special altar. He 
will likely be succeeded by his son, who has already been religious cargo holder 
and captain of the dance for several years. 

The most influential ritual specialist and informal leader of Nanacatlan is don 
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Felix; he and his sons and followers are most influential in religious and ritual 
affairs, and often in political matters as well. He is a devout Catholic and a PRD 
supporter, deriving his informal power from a combination of ritual specialties: as 
a knowledgeable healer with a regional reputation, a carpenter/sculptor of all the 
wooden statues of saints and ritual attributes in the whole region, and through 
involvement in dances. Though he has no official say in the religious cargos or 
village affairs, people often consult him. As someone brave enough to stand up 
against the authorities, he and his family have supported (if not outright instigated) 
protests, criticisms, and activities against local authorities. Though the cargo hold
ers are in charge of church affairs, they are only temporarily in office and therefore 
religious specialists and healers with their life-time position can often exert more 
influence if not downright power. This, however, also brings them more easily in 
conflict with the priest. 

Who owns the Catholic church? 

Catholicism has been absorbed to such a degree that it is impossible to neatly dis
tinguish between Totonac and Catholic aspects of life in general and of the local 
religious rituals and feasts in particular. However, sometimes the two religious 
strains collide with each other when villagers and the Catholic priest disagree about 
ritual performances. Some priests more than others are keen to follow official 
church rules and regulations. When they try to force this upon the villagers, tension 
arises between them and their parish members, who see the church predominantly 
as their own. In the early 1990s, the priest objected strongly to couples who were 
not officially married in church; he refused to accept them as compadres or to 
baptise their children. As a consequence, various people did not go to church when 
the priest was present but instead lighted a candle or prayed at their own conven
ience. But most of the time, parishioners organise their own church rituals per
formed without the priest and these ceremonies are at times as crowded or even 
more so than the ones he celebrates with a mass. 

A new priest, even more formal and strict, arrived in the mid-1990s and insisted 
that the religious customs be in agreement with official Catholic doctrine. In 
preparations for and during Semana Santa of 1996 he tried to bring the Holy Week 
ceremonies in line with Catholic orthodoxy. He wanted a total refurbishment, to the 
despair of the fiscals, who were trying very hard to remember and understand the 
new rules. The chairman don Beto repeatedly complained that it gave him a head
ache and although he gradually accepted several changes he blatantly refused 
others. The tension or power struggle between priest and parishioners underlines 
that the religious cargos are, in contrast to the civil ones, the Totonac domain par 
excellence. The current cargo holders as well as the informal leader and his follow
ers, and the captains of dances have a final say here and they are not about to yield 
to the priest and give up their position: Totonacs have their own local church and 
can do without interference by the outsider-priest. 
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The rise of Protestantism 

The religious landscape changed significantly when Catholicism lost its denomina
tional monopoly. Compared to the rest of the region, the recent conversion to 
Protestantism in Nanacatlan is not exceptional.34 Of a total of 247 households in 
1995, 74 percent are Catholic, 19 percent Protestant, 2 percent mixed Pentecostal-
Catholic, and 5 percent with no (known) religion. In 1989 there were four protestant 
churches: one Baptist, two Pentecostal, and one make-shift temple of the Jehovah 
Witnesses; but by 1996 Pentecostal influence had almost ceased to exist, the 
Jehovah Witnesses had attached themselves to a group in Zapotitlan, and there 
were now two Baptist churches. The 19 percent of Protestants in 1995 are subdi
vided in about 9 percent in the new and 3.5 percent in the old Baptist church, 3 
percent Pentecostal or Evangelical, and about 2.5 percent Jehovah Witness.35 

The rapid expansion of Protestantism in Latin America is explained as a form of 
religious protest to either the dominant position of the Catholic churches or the 
state, for its closeness to indigenous spiritual healing, as a way in which the new 
entrepreneurial middle classes could disengage themselves from community obli
gations strongly embedded in Catholic calendrical rituals (Dow 2005b), or the 
opposite; as a reaction to more successful villagers (Sandstrom 1991:362-363). It 
is difficult to assess what structural factors have been at work in Nanacatlan push
ing people out of their traditional denomination, though not to Pentacostalism 
anymore while that denomination has the highest growth in Mexico (Garma and 
Leatham 2004). There is no strong correlation between religious affiliation and 
landownership or involvement in cash crop production and migration, and only a 
weak correlation between elite status and Protestantism.36 Other factors must have 
been at work that can be found in the idiosyncrasies of the village's history, the 
growing tensions of local politics, and the religious cargos as counterpoint. 

The presence of Protestantism in the Totonac Sierra began in the late 1940s 
mainly because of efforts from US missionary societies who were able to intensify 
their proselytising work through the Texas-based Summer Institute of Linguistics 
(SIL). The first churches were either Methodist or Baptist. In Nanacatlan, Zapoti
tlan and nearby Ixtepec, Protestant influence grew very slowly. The first converts 
had a hard time because they were often attacked by Catholics, since they no longer 
wanted to perform their religious cargos and those tasks of communal labour related 
to the Catholic church. Pentecostal influence did not appear until the late 1970s, 
through missionaries from the city of Puebla and later from Chihuautzingo. These 

34 Carlos Garma mentions 4 percent Protestants in the municipalities of Xochitlan de Vicente Juarez 
and Zapotitlan de Mendez. 13 percent in Huitzilan de Serdan and Ixtepec and 43 percent in Zongozotla 
(personal communication). 

15 Percentages do not add up due to rounding. 
36 Only one out of the 10 elite households is Protestant while there are five Protestant households 

among the 16 households that belong to the village sub-elite. In chapter 4 I discuss the composition of 
the elite and sub-elite in greater detail. 
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missionaries not only visited the Sierra, but also Veracruz and Oaxaca. When for as 
yet unclear reasons they ceased their work in the area around Nanacatlan, most of 
their followers turned to one of the Baptist churches. 

In the early 1950s SIL appointed the American Herman P. Aschmann (or Pedro 
Aschmann as he became known in Mexico) to prepare a Totonac dictionary and to 
translate the bible into Totonac. Aschmann chose Nanacatlan as his residence and 
approached a number of villagers to be his informants and assistants. Some of them 
were among his early converts to Protestantism. Even the Catholics still talk with 
great respect about him and especially his wife, a nurse who cured many people 
without asking money at a time when there were no doctors around. After several 
years he moved to Zapotitlan where he stayed for five years. Aschmann's role was 
taken over in the 1980s by a Baptist preacher from Texas, who used to come with 
his trailer to visit various parts of Mexico during the summer. After he left for 
Romania, Baptists from a branch of Latin American Indian Ministries (LAIM)37 in 
La Union (a small town to the west of the Sierra, see map 1.2) began visiting the 
village in recent years. Their hospital in La Union attracts volunteer surgeons, doc
tors, and nurses from the US in the summer. Occasionally they travel around the 
Sierra in a trailer. When they stayed in Ixtepec for a few days many villagers went 
there for a consult. In 2000 a villager who had been educated as preacher in a bible 
school and the Biblical Seminary in Puebla returned to Nanacatlan as LAIM coor
dinator to set up Totonac missionaries. According to his own account38 he is based 
in Nanacatlan but also active in surrounding villages. 

Protestant celebrations 

Central to the various Protestant churches are the services. In the 1980's there were 
weekly services in the main Pentecostal church on Wednesday, Saturday, and 
Sunday led by a local attendant. A preacher from Zongozotla would lead the service 
once a week, at times organising bible readings and discussing problems. He 
arrived every Saturday afternoon, to leave on Sunday morning after the 10 o'clock 
service. In many places there are youth choirs, but not in Nanacatlan. Singing and 
clapping are an indispensable part of the service and therefore cassettes were played 
in church from the preacher's own music group. Generally about ten people 
attended. A minister from Chihuautzingo visited the village several times a year to 
lead a service, staying overnight to continue his journey to Huitzilan and Zongozo
tla, and would come upon special requests such as weddings. During his stay in 
August 1989 twelve women and sixteen men attended the service, which consisted 
of long sermons and loud semi-rhetorical questions from the minister (translated 

37 According to their own website (www.Iaim.org) LAIM was initiated by an assistant of Pedro 
Aschmann at the Totonac Bible Centre (Centre Cultural Pro-Totonaco) in La Union. It gradually 
expanded its activities to other indigenous groups. The aim of LAIM is to provide a networking service 
for indigenous evangelising initiatives. LAIM is based in Pasadena, California (USA). 

38 www.geocities.com/misiontotonaco. 

http://www.Iaim.org
http://www.geocities.com/misiontotonaco
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into Totonac by the preacher from Zongozotla), with increasingly trancelike 
answers, praying, singing and clapping from the believers. He had brought a micro
phone, an organ, and two large loudspeakers. The sermons and songs could be 
heard throughout the village. After the service a videotape of services elsewhere 
was shown outside, which attracted more people. Once a year, a music group from 
Cardenas (Hidalgo) came to perform. Active village members would attend meet
ings, bible readings, and campaigns elsewhere; in Zongozotla, Cardenas, or Ixta-
paluca. After several Pentecostal families migrated, the number of followers 
declined but the church ceased to exist when the minister stopped visiting the Sierra 
and the local attendant was convicted of a crime and went to jail. The second church 
always had been small, with five to six people during services. It started out of 
rivalry when the founder was not elected attendant in the main church, but did not 
survive for long. 

The Baptists were united until their new temple was ready in 1994. In the old 
building the followers would attend the weekly services during which some boys 
played the guitar. Everybody worked hard to build the new church, named Iglesia 
Evangelica, Jesus Christo, Nino de la verdadera Dios viviendo, which was regis
tered officially in Mexico City. Shortly after it had been inaugurated however, 
church members started to disagree about what 'proper behaviour' meant. After the 
church had been registered, the people had to live by strict moral codes for dress
ing, playing music, playing in the street, and receiving visitors. When some people 
considered these rules to be too much of an invasion of their privacy and did not 
want to force their sons to stay indoors, stop playing guitar and hanging out on the 
street, and their daughters to dress in long skirts, they opted out of the church. As 
before, they set up their own place of worship in association with a missionary 
centre in La Union. They use the old Baptist building and are therefore considered 
to be the oldest, even though they split off. The Pentecostals who had split from 
their congregation joined them. The independent Baptists (in the new building) 
became the main Protestant group (over 9 percent of the village households in 
1995), after many former Pentecostals joined them. Most followers of both churches 
attend the weekly services with local preachers on a regular basis. 

The Jehovah Witnesses tried to start their own services in the village, but with 
only six families there were not enough people. They joined the church in Zapoti-
tlan, but because of the distance the followers do not go there every week. They are 
the most sober in their celebrations and in general do not want to feast or dance and 
thus object not only to Catholicism but also to other Protestants. Unlike Catholics 
and Baptists, they hardly have to pay for maintaining the church and the priests or 
ministers. They dress very formally (the men in shirt and tie) when going to 
church. 
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Conclusions 

To picture Nanacatlan as I have done thus far captures the community at a specific 
moment in fast-moving times. It is easy to overlook the impact and depth of local 
change, because 'modernity' is not just about outward appearances through fash
ionable commodities and urban lifestyles. 

Indeed, the most visible changes are the economic and infrastructural transfor
mations that have enabled Nanacateco households to broaden their livelihood: they 
could replace their nearly complete dependence on subsistence agriculture and 
agricultural wage-labour with a combination of income from urban migration and 
rural coffee cultivation. At the same time, new roads and new incomes meant that 
more children and adolescents gained access to education in the village or, possibly, 
elsewhere. Everyday life is also different now; daily chores have become lighter 
due to electricity, piped water supply, and modern commodities, although on wom
en's work has become more burdensome in households with an absent husband, 
and men face the burden of combining urban wage labour and rural agriculture. Of 
course, not all villagers benefited equally from the newly created opportunities. 
Elderly couples as well as the sick and weak cannot join the stream of urban 
migrants and for them life has definitely become more strenuous. What is a dream 
or challenge for some can be a nightmare or envy for others who feel left behind by 
progress. 

I also discussed the growing pluriformity in the village, both in economic, 
social, religious, and political sense (I return to this in more detail in the following 
chapters). Today people have more choice both within and outside the village than 
ever before and how to live life is much less a matter of course. These widening 
choices have made people less dependent upon the mestizo elite who used to hold 
a monopoly on employment, trade, and politics. People have now found alterna
tives to urban jobs by owning their own coffee land, through regional traders, and 
in political opposition parties. New religious denominations have entered the vil
lage and open up another domain in which people can make a choice. 

Although there is some correlation between religious affiliation and political 
allegiances (the Protestants generally in favour of the PRI, and the active Catholics 
of the religious cargos siding with the oppositional PRD during the 1990s) the 
village social and cultural landscape has become kaleidoscopic rather than dichot
omic. Unlike other parts of Mexico, of which Chiapas with the Zapatista movement 
and the large-scale expulsion of Protestants is the most outspoken example, there is 
no clear divide between 'modernised' villagers turning to Protestantism and 'tradi
tional' Catholics who stick to their customs or between 'urbanised' Indians who 
engage in political opposition and 'rural' Indians who cling to agriculture and their 
mestizo patrons of the PRI. One may say that village life has become fragmented 
and that the dichotomic hierarchy of the past has been replaced by a highly differ
entiated and blurred present. 

The encounter with new influences and activities gave villagers a different 
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awareness of what they want, who they are or want to be, and with whom they want 
to connect. Perhaps most of all, it gave villagers an awareness of difference. The 
question that now poses itself to anthropologists is how it is possible that despite 
these potentially centrifugal tendencies Nanacatecos still feel themselves as part of 
a community, even when their life is no longer limited to the village and many do 
not live in the village at all. 

The next chapter tackles this question for the new diversification of livelihood 
and the concomitant socio-economic transformation of village life. It will become 
clear how different categories of Nanacatecos have coped with these changes and 
whether they have managed to improve their lives. An obvious point to begin such 
an analysis is by looking at the economic differentiation that originated from the 
opening up of the urban labour market and cash crop production. To understand 
what this meant for the community implies that we are looking further than just to 
the local economy and its relation to national and global processes, but including 
changes in social networks as well: what has happened to old patterns of compa-
drazgo relations in these fast moving times? 



CHAPTER 3 

AGRARIAN CHANGE, MIGRATION, AND NETWORKS 

If we compare village life in the 1960s and 1970s (Durand 1986) with that of the 
late twentieth century we see a thoroughly different village. In the past two decades 
life in Nanacatlan particularly changed through processes that were to a large extent 
beyond national control. Like many countries today, Mexico went through a global 
phase of neo-liberalisation which made itself felt at the economic as well as the 
political level during the 1990s. To boost agricultural productivity - or rural devel
opment in general - private ownership was thought to be crucial, and the new 
agrarian law for the privatisation of ejido land was accepted in 1992.' Following 
the World Bank's Structural Adjustment Policy, the federal government decided 
that private land tenure and less interference by the state would contribute to eco
nomic growth and poverty reduction. The beneficial economic impact of the new 
agrarian reform however, has been limited at best and the high hopes of the govern
ment proved to be unrealistic. This was mainly caused by the government's 
assumptions: it still conceptualised rural Mexico as a predominantly agricultural 
economy, while for many decades the nature of the countryside had changed funda
mentally; non-agricultural income sources at present outweigh income from agri
culture (Davis etal. 1999; Jones 2000). Everyday peasant life is based on a diversity 
of livelihood of which urban and transnational migration has a pivotal role. Changes 
in the structure of land tenure therefore only have a marginal impact on the rural 
economy (Thiesenhusen 1995; Nuyten 1998; Zoomers 2000; Zoomers and Van der 
Haar 2000). Agrarian life with or without the ejido system turned out to be remark
ably similar and at the turn of the century the state is still one of the crucial deter
minants for rural development.2 

In this chapter I focus on the role of state intervention and global economic 
processes in the development of the Sierra Norte de Puebla: on how households in 
Nanacatlan have been able to grasp the new opportunities that arose and what the 
consequences of these processes were for social differentiation and social relations. 
As in most of the Sierra, the ejido system was absent in Nanacatlan and all village 
land is privately owned. In that respect, the new agrarian law could not bring any 

1 Before 1992 an ejidatario was entitled to sell. mortgage, or lease the ejido land. Ejido land within 
a community is often divided in private plots and an area for collective use. 

2 The ejido sector was saved from income decline and poverty through income diversification of 
households and cash transfers via PROCAMPO (Programme of Direct Support Payments to the Coun
tryside) , a state programme initiated in 1993 to compensate for the negative effects of trade liberalisation 
(Davis et al. 1999). The reform not only failed to increase agricultural income, it also failed to reduce 
government intervention (Jones 2000). 
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change. But other dimensions of rural policy, in particular the opening up to global 
markets, did affect local power relations, degrees of inequality, and land tenure and 
land use, as well as non-agricultural sources of income. As such, local develop
ments highlight the central issues of the debate on neoliberal reform in Latin 
America (cf. Zoomers and van der Haar 2000; Keeling 2004). In actual practice, 
there were not many differences in the way the smallholders (minifundistas) in 
Nanacatlan and ejidatario households elsewhere had to cope with the changing 
socio-economic landscape of neoliberal Mexico. 

'Rural development' in its modern sense is a relatively recent phenomenon in 
the Sierra. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the Sierra had remained 
relatively marginalized for centuries: with the exception of the Boca Sierra and 
some major centres at the outskirts of the area, there has been little interest in the 
region (Kelly and Palerm 1952; Nutini and Isaac 1989; Velazquez 1995).3 The 
Totonac majority consisted of peasants, often working the land owned by local 
elites. Control over land and trade (in agricultural products) was what lay behind 
the history of struggles between competing elites and between them and the rural 
population. Accumulation of capital in the Sierra had largely come from trade and 
as the mestizos had a virtual trade monopoly, they had become the military and 
political leaders in the nineteenth and the caciques in the twentieth century 
(Velazquez 1995:57-59). As the only intermediary traders they could set high prices 
for selling as well as low prices for buying which earned them the nickname of 
coyotes. The mestizo elite from Zapotitlan was the regional leading power in the 
first half of the twentieth century because of their key role in the sugarcane trade 
and the rum distilleries. The town lost its intermediary position in the trade network 
between the temperate zone of the Sierra and central Mexico to new emerging 
centres just outside the Sierra, after those had become easily accessible by new 
roads. At the same time, local traders were more and more able to bypass the 
Zapotitlan traders (Durand 1986:219-225). In Nanacatlan, it was not the Totonac 
families (of whom at best only a few could buy one or two animals), but the local 
mestizos who acquired their own mules and horses to travel through the Sierra, 
buying local produce to sell it in towns such as Zacapoaxtla, and returning with 
commodities to sell in the village. They became wealthy and were able to buy large 
tracts of land in the village. During several decades these mestizo families were 
able to control trade as well as agriculture in Nanacatlan, and their current houses 
still reflect the glory of their wealthy past. 

The comfortable position of the local elite came to an end when an all-weather 
road was built through the Sierra, connecting the interior to Puebla, Mexico City, 
and Poza Rica by motorised transport that made transportation by mules and horses 

3 The 1920s are an exception, when General Barrios (who had military control of the Sierra, where 
he was born in the district of Tetela) became heavily involved in developing the Sierra through the 
construction of bridges, roads, telephone lines, and schools. They fell in disrepair in the 1930s when the 
Avila Camacho family controlled the Puebla government and focused development on their hometown 
of Tezuitlan (Brewster 2003). 
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redundant. The road was part of the developmentalist policy under the Echeverria 
presidency (1970-76) aiming at incorporating remote parts of the country into the 
national economy. The opening up of 'isolated areas' was meant to stimulate rural 
development and improve living conditions for the rural poor who would then not 
feel inclined to leave the villages and move to the already overpopulated urban 
centres. The 1970s and 1980s indeed brought an end to the isolation of the Sierra 
(Velazquez 1995:109-124) and indeed more people stayed in the village or even 
returned from the cities. This process of 'repeasantisation' (Masferrer 1988a) how
ever, was very short-lived and a few years later people again returned to the cities. 
More people did begin to buy land, though this was not so much the outcome of 
agrarian reform but of the appearance of a new cash crop, coffee, and improved 
access to credit (Ruiz 1991). Moreover, the opening up of the Sierra enabled many 
villagers to earn an income outside agriculture through (circular) migration. As 
coffee was easily grown on small plots they could buy with money earned from 
migration and plant with cheap government credit, a number of landless villagers 
jumped on the bandwagon and became smallholder peasants. The new roads also 
enabled urban traders to come to the village - effectively ending the monopoly of 
the local merchants. The elimination of these local intermediary traders was one of 
the key objectives of the development plans for the Sierra, because by the mid 
1970s it was widely recognised that their monopolistic power was an important 
reason for the peasants' low incomes and low level of investment in subsistence 
and cash crop agriculture (Edelman 1980:37).4 The economic and political 
consequences of the liberalisation policy during the Salinas presidency (1988-94) 
further accelerated the changes that had been set in motion in the 1970s. 

The processes of rural change this chapter addresses in detail, can be summarised 
as the paradox of a local mestizo elite who own more land and produce larger yields 
but whose position has rapidly declined while many small peasants and agricultural 
labourers manage to advance through coffee production, urban migration, and 
advanced education. The question then is what has increased income, education, and 
migration meant for social organisation and social life of the village. I begin with a 
description of local agriculture and the way it has changed in recent years. 

Working the land 

Farmlands in Nanacatlan are much more extensive than initially meets the eye of 
the casual observer in the village: in total there are about 175 hectares in use for 
subsistence agriculture and 112 for cash crops (1995 figures). People calculate the 
size of a plot in almud (0.5 ha)5 or cuartillo (0.25 ha). When visiting the plots one 
becomes aware of the many different pieces of land used for cultivation and the 

4 To eliminate intermediary trade and organise agricultural commercialisation of maize and potatoes 
the Plan Zacapoaxtla and its Technical Assistance Program was implemented in 1974. It was meant to 
keep the land-poor and landless in the countryside, away from the cities (Edelman 1980). 

5 Almud is also used as a weight (one almud equals 7 kilo) and dry measure (1,6 litres). 
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diversity of the crops grown. When asked what they grow on their fields, people 
usually mention coffee, and sometimes maize. Unlike in neighbouring villages 
where tomatoes, beans, chillies, and squash are cultivated in separate fields; in 
Nanacatlan these crops are grown through a pattern of intercropping with maize or 
coffee. All in all, villagers distinguish four categories of subsistence production: 
(1) several local varieties (criollos) of maize on the milpa; (2) crops grown in-
between the maize such as beans and squash; (3) plants grown in between the 
coffee bushes such as fruit trees and bananas; and (4) vegetables and herbs culti
vated in the kitchen garden around the house. The cash crops include foremost 
coffee, while some people also grow chillies and some sugarcane. As a rule, men 
work the milpa and the cafetal, while women take care of the garden. Although 
women participate in harvesting the coffee beans, they are explicitly excluded from 
harvesting maize. 

Leobardo Jimenez owns 2 hectares of cafetal and 3.5 hectares of milpa, which puts him 
among the larger landowners. His coffee land is more or less the same size as that of many 
local elite families, but he owns far less milpa. One of his cafetales is on the mountain 
slopes above the village and therefore more easily affected by the occasional night frost. 
Next to it is his milpa, of which he rents out about half. He also owns two plots of coffee 
land further away towards Zapotitlan. He employs day-labourers (peones) to work the 
crops and never engages in mano vuelta. When I went to their cafetal I was surprised to 
see the extent of inter-cropping. Like many villagers, Leobardo had just told me that he 
grows coffee with some fruit trees, and milpa with beans and squash. But they also grow 
chayote, guava, yucca, chalahuite (a shadow tree for coffee, the fruits of which are eaten 
by children) and on their land further away chiltecpin (small chilli), elephant's ear (mafafa), 
jenecuil (a coffee shadow tree), sponge gourd (to bath with), oranges, and sugarcane. 

Maize is the most important subsistence crop (as well as the main source of carbo
hydrates) and is mainly cultivated above and at the village level. Higher on the 
slope of the mountains (tierra fria) only one maize harvest a year is possible 
between January or February and August. On the lower grounds {tierra caliente) 
the growing cycle of maize is four to five instead of six to seven months, and 
therefore two harvests are possible: in May/June and in November, with sowing in 
January and July respectively. This second maize harvest coincides with the busiest 
time in coffee harvesting. At that time of the year labour is often scarce so people 
with both a cafetal and milpa on the lower grounds confine maize to one cycle: they 
sow in January/February/March and harvest in June-September. Although it is pos
sible to use high-yield maize varieties to make up for the loss of one harvest, people 
stick to what they see as the customary village varieties called criollos. The high-
yielding variety maize requires considerable investment in chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides, and the shorter growing cycles are difficult to combine with migrant 
work. People also attach high cultural value and meaning to the local maize (see 
chapter 5 and Govers 1992). 
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In general, maize cultivation is not very labour-intensive. Only a few people are 
needed per hectare. The maize cycle starts with clearing a plot, which takes 40 
man-days for one hectare when it has lain fallow for years and is overgrown with 
weeds, bushes and shrubs. This is done in October/November. As there is hardly 
any land left fallow these days, such extensive clearing is infrequent. In Decem
ber/January the milpa is weeded. If a plot has been fallow for a brief period, it only 
needs light weeding - and thus less working days. In the eyes of the Nanacatecos 
the best time to sow is the eight days before a new moon, during a waning moon 
(luna quarto menguante), but it is also possible after the new moon, during a 
waxing moon (luna crecia).6 The biggest seeds of the best mazorcas (dried maize 
cobs) from last year's harvest are germinated7 by soaking them for 12 hours. The 
maize is then sown in transverse rows by making a hole with a pointed stick and 
dropping a seed. It takes eight men to sow one hectare in a day. If it does not rain 
in the next 15 to 20 days, the harvest will be lost. In 1989 there was such a drought 
and the fields looked very poor with half grown stalks and many cobs completely 
lost. The poor maize harvest coincided with the low coffee prices that year and 
people complained that they were in double trouble, as they did not have the money 
to buy extra maize to cover family needs. 

Pedro had sown his maize in the first week of March on half a hectare of land he had 
rented from his compadre Elios. He usually pays a fixed amount of rent, at a rate of 10 
huacal (carrier net) of maize per hectare, but fortunately his compadre settled on half the 
harvest (of full maize cobs) when the drought damaged the yields. Pedro harvested in 
early September and that year he could do the work easily on his own in two days. His 
eldest son helped him one day. While he had harvested 20 huacal in 1988 when he had 
planted only part of the land, a year later when he had sown all the land, he could harvest 
less than half of it. Not only did he harvest far less but about a third of the maize cobs 
were either very small, partly dried out, or eaten by worms. The yield was barely enough 
to feed the family while the year before he had been able to sell part of it to earn some 
extra cash. 

The situation is most favourable in years with sufficient rain and warm weather, 
because then after only three days the first leaves wriggle out of the earth; this may 
take up to 20 days in cold weather. After sowing, the land has to be weeded twice: 
after 20 to 30 days and again after the plants have started blossoming. Sticks are put 
close to the growing plant for protection during the first weeding. The weeds are 
not removed but always left on the milpa as mulch; this is a cheap substitute for 
fertilizers that many people cannot afford to buy8 and cow dung, which is rare in 
this village with only a few cattle. In May/June some fresh maize cobs (elote) are 

6 In chapter 5 I pay more attention to the rituals and beliefs concerning maize. 
7 Germination is uncommon in Mesoamerica (Kelly 1953). 
8 If they use fertilizers, they give about a tablespoon close to each seed during sowing and again 

when the plant starts growing. 
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Figure 3.1 Huacal 

Figure 3.2 Mecapal 
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harvested. The large majority of the stalks are broken halfway down the stem 
[doblar) in May/June/July/August during the waning moon to promote drying. 
When they have sufficiently dried (depending on the rainfall and the altitude of the 
milpa this takes between three to six weeks) the cobs are harvested and stored in 
the house. Yields are calculated in reales (60 mazorcas), of which a hectare of land 
brings in about 200 with a weight in good years of up to 3800 kilos. The cobs are 
loaded in a carrier net called huacal (see figure 3.1), which contains four reales or 
240 mazorcas (counted 48 times five when filling it) of up to 75 kilos, a heavy load 
to be carried back to the village. If the milpa is near the village, a peasant can bring 
home four to five huacal a day, otherwise only three. 

Intercropping on the milpa is only possible when the slopes are not too steep, 
because otherwise the plants will be damaged when working the land. Beans, the 
Mesoamerican source of vegetal protein, are cultivated on the milpa in-between the 
rows of maize stalks. Some people, such as don Felix, grow large quantities of 
beans, but only those who live in the village the whole year through can do so as 
the crop needs constant attention. As with maize, sowing beans has to be done 
during a waning moon. There are several varieties with different growing cycles. 
Frijol negro (black beans, T. laktustapu) and frijol cuerno (cow pea, T. lukustapu) 
can only be sown in January/February and will give a harvest in April/May on land 
below the village, but uphill where don Felix has his land the growing cycle takes 
until September. He sows frijol blanco (T. xuyumit) and frijol gordo (runner bean, 
T. klankastapu) in the beginning of the year, but on his land these cannot be har
vested until November.9 

Squash and, to a lesser extent cassava and yucca, are also grown in inter-crop
ping on the milpa. Cassava and squash have the same growth cycle as maize; yucca 
takes up nearly the whole year, from January/February to October/December. Some 
people do not cultivate yucca anymore, because it is easily stolen, more than 
squash. 

Although no new high-yielding maize varieties are planted in Nanacatlan, the 
milpas are densely cultivated to achieve the highest possible yield from the maxi
mum number of crops. This is only possible however, if fallow periods are long 
enough for the land to recuperate. People are concerned because land scarcity has 
become an obstacle to sufficient fallowing without additional fertilizing. Intensive 
intercropping is thus not always possible any more. "The land becomes tired", as 
people say, "it does not rest" (see also Smith 2004:418; Del Angel-Perez and Men-
doza 2004:340). 

Lower and at the village level, where there used to be milpas in the past, the 
plots are now mainly reserved for coffee. Unlike maize and beans, planting and 
pruning of coffee bushes is best done during a new moon (luna nueva) according 

9 Another slow growing variety, the frijol Colorado, is also ripe in November, but can be sown as 
late as April. The now nearly forgotten frijol rojo and amarillo can even be sown as late as June. See 
annex 7 for scientific names of the identified cultivated and wild plants. T. refers to the Totonac name. 
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to Nanacatecos. One hectare of land generally leaves room for no more than 1000 
bushes, because of the steep slopes. Planting takes 40 man-days and because after 
the first years of planting there is plenty of open space between the plants, it is 
necessary to weed every three months. In coffee cultivation smallholders use 
mainly family labour with an occasional wage labourer, while larger landowners 
employ day-labourers on a regular basis. Large landowners also work the coffee 
more intensively with fertilizers and pesticides, fumigation of the bushes against 
insects, and regular pruning. Smallholders often do not want to risk investing in 
fertilizers and pesticides, because a low coffee price at harvest time can mean a net 
loss. They tend to postpone pruning, as it saves on labour, although it diminishes 
the harvest over the years. Together with the occasional frost that can damage the 
crop severely, these differences in cultivation practices explain the huge variations 
in yields between landowners and between years. 

Coffee is mainly harvested by wage labourers who receive a fixed price for 
every kilo they bring in (the price per kilo of coffee on distant plots is slightly 
higher). Only when the harvest is small or when the plot is very far from the village 
are they paid in daily wages, otherwise no one would show up to do the tiresome 
picking. The workers bring the beans to the owner's house carrying their bag with 
a mecapal (see figure 3.2) attached to their forehead, carefully watch the weighing 
of their bag of coffee, and check the calculation of their payment. 

The owner needs a cement floor on which to dry the coffee beans. The yield is 
measured in quintales for which weight differs according to the stage of drying and 
processing. The freshly-picked beans are called café ceresa of which 245 kilos 
make a quintal. After shelling, washing, and a day of sun-drying it is called café 
oreada (one quintal which weighs 100 kilos). After about three days (depending on 
the weather), the beans have become café pergamino seco (where one quintal 
equals 57.5 kilos). The differential weights and measures correspond with the 
standard that café seco weighs more or less one-quarter of café ceresa. Coffee 
producers who get more - or less - than a quarter quintal of dry coffee, have made 
an extra profit or loss. 

The marketing of coffee also highlights the difference between large coffee 
producers and smallholders. The former can sell their coffee outside the village 
where they can fetch higher prices; the latter generally have to sell their yield 
cheaper within the village at lower prices - often to the larger landowners who thus 
make an additional profit. As coffee prices fluctuate according to the world market, 
growing coffee is a risky business that in bad years can bring net losses when 
market prices do not cover production and harvesting costs. Being more vulnerable 
to such setbacks, smallholders may decide to leave the beans to rot on the bushes; 
this backfires as coffee bushes deteriorate when not harvested. 

Elios Bravo is one of the larger landowners, with a total of 4 hectares of cafetales and 
seven hectares of milpa, scattered all over the village lands. In 1989 he employed a 
number of wage labourers to weed, prune, and fertilise for a total of 295 days between 
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April and December which cost him 1.475,000 pesos (US$567),10 not including the 
harvest. In November 1988, INMECAFE still paid 650 pesos for ceresa coffee when it 
was 500 on the private market; in December the difference was 660 and 800 pesos res
pectively. The harvesters received 250 pesos per kilo. A year later INMECAFE no longer 
worked with fixed prices and had not bought anything yet in the village. The market 
price had dropped to 250 pesos, but in the village it was as low as 200. Elios hoped that 
prices in December would rise again, because otherwise he would not have a profit on 
that harvest. During one extreme cold day in December 1989 however, most of the coffee 
in Nanacatlan was lost and with it all hope for a recovery. Elios also lost his job with 
INMECAFE when it stopped functioning. 

As on the milpas there is also intercropping on the cafetales. In between the coffee 
fruit trees mainly orange and lemon are planted, but also guava, tangerine, and 
mango. Bananas are planted whenever there is room for them. They come in sev
eral varieties that bear fruit at different intervals: platano amarillo (every three 
months), platano bianco and castillo (every six months), platano tabasco (every 
eight months), and platano roatan and Colorado (every nine months). The major 
shadow tree for the coffee bushes is the chalahuite, promoted by INMECAFE at 
the expense of other trees (Smith 2005:125). In addition to fruit trees, we also find 
herbs and vegetables on the coffee land: black pepper and cinnamon bushes, chilli, 
t m n a l n p s nnH r h a v n t p ' s n m p t i m p « F r p n r h hpans snnash and cassava T h e f r u i t 

trees, bananas, and vegetables are closely guarded shortly before harvest time as 
they are the targets of thieves, especially when the plots are in a remote part of the 
village lands. 

The garden is taken care of by women, except for the heavier work such as 
pruning or cutting trees and banana plants. The houses that people rent from the 
village rarely have a garden to speak of, but most of the other houses have enough 
garden space for some flowers, fruit trees, vegetables, herbs, and wild plants 
(brought in from the hills) as well as room for chicken, sometimes turkey, and 
occasionally rabbits or pigs. Relatively small gardens can yield an amazing variety 
of edible, decorative, and curative crops (see two examples in annex 3), but inter
cropping usually provides a larger quantity of vegetables and fruits. 

10 In 1989 the exchange rate was 1US$ for about 2,600 pesos. Elios did not make a profit that 
1989-1990 harvest (for which I have no figures available), because the prices dropped and a major part 
of the harvest was lost. In a good year such as October 1995 to April 1996 he harvested about 24,000 
kilos ceresa or 6,200 kilos pergamino secco. For the upkeep of the cafetal and harvesting (1 peso per 
kilo) he paid about 30,000 pesos (US$6,000), while he sold the harvest for about 90,000 pesos 
(US$12,000). The subsequent 1996-1997 harvest was 13,000 ceresa and 3,000 pergamino seco only, 
with costs of 17,000 pesos (US$2,125) and with a higher coffee price the income was about 65.000 
pesos (US$8,125). The exchange rate in 1996 was 7.5 pesos and in 1997 8 pesos for US$1. Elios thus 
has a gross return on investment of US$8,000 in 1996 and of US$6,000 in 1997, without depreciation 
of (mechanical) equipment, transportation costs, operational costs, renewal of coffee bushes etc. fac
tored in. 



*s CHAPTER 3 

Changing land use and land tenure 

In the past few decades, land tenure and land use have changed remarkably. Com
pared to 1970 (before the new development projects reached the village), the culti
vated area in 1995 has increased notably (table 3.1). Against a total cultivated area 
of 152 hectares in 1970, crops cover more than double that in 1995 (309 hectares). 
Not only has land used for coffee cultivation tripled, as expected from a new cash 
crop, the acreage of maize cultivation also more than doubled (from 71 to 175 
hectares). 

Table 3.1 Land me, 1970 and 1995 

Crop 

Maize 

Coffee 

Sugarcane 

Pasture 

Other/fallow 

Total 

Cultivated area 

1970 

(in hectares) 

70.75 

39.85 

11.75 

14.25 

15.50 

152.10 

Percentage of total 

cultivated area 

1970 

46.5 

26.2 

7.7 

9.4 

10.2 

100.0 

Cultivated area 

1995 

(in hectares) 

174.95 

111.75 

0.50 

12.00 

10.00 

309.20 

Percentage of 

cultivated area 

1995 

56.5 

36.2 

-
3.9 

3.2 

100.0 

Source: 1970 data: Durand (1986:132); 1995 data: Village survey and Procampo figures 

This immense increase in 25 years is only partially explained by the decline of 
sugarcane or fallow land. What has happened is that milpas no longer have double 
cropping and almost all land suitable for coffee production has been turned into 
cafetales. Additional land was needed, and wasteland higher up the mountain or 
farther away from the village has been converted to agricultural land. This indicates 
that agriculture in general has become more attractive and lucrative in the interven
ing years. Demand for food crops has grown, commensurate with a 50 percent 
population growth from 750 to 1120 inhabitants. At that time, the new roads had 
created opportunities to sell part of the harvest to itinerant merchants or commer
cial traders in town. 

While this changing land use is remarkable, shifts in the pattern of land tenure 
between 1970 and 1995 are also telling (see chapter 2): the percentage of landless 
households has actually decreased (from 52 to 39 percent), while at the same time 
the percentage of owners of over 2 hectares has doubled (see table 3.2). This is of 
course, closely connected to the spectacular increase in cultivated land, but unlike 
in the past, the large landowners were not the only ones who benefited. A sizeable 
number of landless households, through incomes earned outside agriculture were 
also able to buy a small piece of land that they converted to cafetal. Pedro Ramos 
is one of them. He wrote down his story. 
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Table 3.2 Land distribution, 1970 and 1995 

Acreage owned 

(hectares) 

0 

0.1-0.99 

1.0-1.99 

2.0-2.99 

3.0-3.99 

4.0-4.99 

5.0-5.99 

6.0+ 

Total 

Number of 

households 1970 

86 

33 

28 

9 

2 

2 

2 

2 

162 

Percentage of 

households 1970 

51.8 

20.4 

17.4 

5.6 

1.2 

1.2 

1.2 

1.2 

100.0 

Number of 

households 1995 

97 

51 

48 

14 

16 

9 

3 

9 

247 

Percentage of 

households 1995 

39.4 

20.6 

19.4 

5.7 

6.5 

3.6 

1.2 

3.6 

100.0 

Source: 1970 data: Durand (1986:123); 1995 data: Village survey and Procampo figures 

Table 3.3 Land use according to socio-economic class, 1970 and 1995 

Owned and rented land Owned land 

Classes 

! 
(2.0 hect. or more) 

lla 
(1.00-1.99 hect.) 

lib 
(0.1-0.99 hect.) 

Ill 
(landless) 

Total 

Maize cultivation 

1970 (in hectares) 

19.25 

(100) 

20.50 

(100) 

11.75 

(100) 

15.1 

(100) 

70.75 

(100) 

Maize cultivation 

1995 (in hectares) 

56.75 

(295) 

46.75 

(228) 

34.25 

(291) 

37.00 

(245) 

174.75 

(247) 

Coffee cultivation 

1970 (in hectares) 

10.00 

(100) 

7.75 

(100) 

7.00 

(100) 

0 
(-) 

24.75 

(100) 

Coffee cultivation 

1995 (in hectares) 

71.75 

(718) 

23.00 

(296) 

17.00 

(243) 

0 

H 
111.75 

(452) 

N.B. Figures between brackets refer to index figures (1970 = 100) 

Source: 1970 data: Durand (1986:135); 1995 data: Village survey and Procampo figures 

After 3 years of struggle [in 1980] I received a favour from God, because where I would 
normally harvest 12 huacales of maize cobs, I harvested 115 huacales. I just admired this 
enormous quantity of maize. Then I analysed my situation and how it would be in the 
future and we agreed on what to do and I started to struggle again and to look for a small 
piece of land. I asked several people who did not want to sell to me, but I finally found a 
good-hearted man who wanted to sell a plot. Then I handed over 240 almudes [1680 kilo] 
of maize, but that was not sufficient to pay all. It cost a total of 11,000 pesos (US$440) 
in maize and a 1,000 (US$40) in cash, and I still had to look for 8,000 (US$320).11 But 
also the way this man was, he gave me four months respite. Then I signed the document 

11 In 1980 the exchange rate was USS 1 to 25 pesos. 
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in January 1981, but I was unable to pay my debt because in April another child was 
born. When the time was there I did not have more than 1,000 pesos and I gave it to this 
poor mister. I had to go and look for work in Mexico [City] that year to be able to pay 
everything in December. I gave him the 7,000 pesos and thanked him for waiting so long. 
I stayed without further obligations and continued working in Mexico and what I could 
save I turned into coffee plants. I bought 500 plants, and each cost me 50 pesos while I 
earned 1,500 a week in Mexico.12 And only like this I managed to do what I wanted, with 
a lot of sacrifice, because when my next son was born I was not there with my wife, 
because he was born in April and not in May as expected. (Pedro Ramos 1989) 

If we look closely at how the new landowners operated in comparison to the old 
ones, table 3.3 reveals to some degree what has happened. Though the new owners 
(most of whom have less than 1 hectare) bought land to grow coffee, they still 
concentrate on maize cultivation and less on coffee. Besides land and an invest
ment in young coffee bushes (quite a lot in fact if we follow Pedro's story) coffee 
requires capital (or an income) to bridge the five years before the first harvest. 
Obviously growing maize is more within reach of poorer households. 

The table shows that it was particularly the well-to-do farmer households 
(owning 2 hectares or more) who have moved into coffee far more than the other 
classes of farmers: they expanded their coffee land from 10 to 70 hectares in 25 
years. The others were able to jump on the bandwagon of coffee production to a far 
lesser degree. Only after INMECAFE set up its credit programme did they come in 
larger numbers. Land tenure changed in that both the richest and the poorest villag
ers could increase cultivation. For reasons explained above, the larger landowner 
households benefited more in that they now control 71 percent of all village land 
against 49 percent in 1970 (see table 3.4). 

Most do not work their land themselves: they either hire wage labourers to do 
the job or completely rent out their land to small peasants and landless. In 1995 half 
of all milpas (87 hectares or 49.7 percent) were rented out against a fixed amount 
of maize, which the tenant was obliged to hand over to his landlord after the har
vest.13 This percentage did not differ much from 1970 when, according to Durand 
(1986:141) 53.7 percent of the milpas were rented out. 

Finally, when we look at per capita acreage of subsistence production, we notice 
a substantial increase (see table 3.3). In 1970, the total acreage was 70.75 hectares 
and the total number of households was 162; in 1995 the respective numbers were 
174.75 (hectares) and 247 (households), implying that household subsistence acre
age increased from 0.43 to 0.70. As I was unable to collect reliable information on 
yields and total agricultural production it is premature to conclude that per capita 

12 By that time the peso had devaluated several times and by the end of 1982 the exchange rate was 
1US$ to 2,200 pesos. It is therefore difficult to establish costs and prices. The figures mentioned imply 
that 18 weeks of income are needed to buy 500 plants and this seems unlikely. 

13 While rent for milpas can be paid in kind, the land for cash crops (coffee, chilli) has to be paid in 
cash. 
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Table 3.4 Land tenure according to socio-economic class, 1970 and 1995 

1970 

Classes 

I 

lia 

lib 

III 

Absentee 

owners 

Total 

Land owned (in 

hectares) 

74.00 

35.25 

16.25 

0 

26.60 

152.10 

Number of 

households 

17 

23 

33 

84 

-

162 

Average 

acreage per 

household 

4.30 

1,26 

0.49 

0 

-

0.93 

Percentage of 

all village 

households 

10.6 

17.2 

20.4 

51.8 

-

100.0 

Percentage of 

total village 

land owned 

48.6 

23.2 

10.7 

0 

17.5 

100.0 

1995 

Classes 

I 

lia 

lib 

III 

Absentees 

owners 

Total 

Land owned (in 

hectares) 

Number of 

households 

219.75 

57.75 

21.50 

0 

10.20 

299 

51 

48 

51 

97 

247 

Average 

acreage per 

4.31 

1.20 

0.42 

0 

1.21 

Percentage of 

all village 

households 

20.6 

19.4 

20.6 

39.3 

-

100.0 

Percentage of 

total village 

land owned 

71.1 

18.7 

7,0 

0 

3.0 

100.0 

Source: 1970 data: Durand (1986:127); 1995 data: Village survey and Procampo figures 

maize production has increased. It seems safe to say however, that subsistence 
agriculture has not substantially decreased or marginalized under the influence of 
coffee cultivation and out-migration. 

Table 3.5 Population Nanacatldn 1970-1995 

1970 

1979 

1981 

1995 

Households 

162 

147 

196 

247 

Inhabitants 

750 

762 

988 

1120 

Average number per 

household 

4,6 

5,2 

5,0 

4,5 

In Nanacatlan, new coffee lands and their promising future lured a number of 
people who had migrated to Puebla and Mexico City to return to the village and try 
their luck there. Between 1979 and 1981 the population grew by some 30 percent 
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when former migrants became peasants again. This was a temporary phenomenon 
however, and in the 1980s migration began again after coffee production lost its 
attractiveness (see table 3.5). 

The growth of non-agricultural activities 

During the 1980s agricultural production increased with the introduction of coffee 
cultivation and more people than ever before were tilling their own land (from 76 
households in 1970 and 150 households in 1995). Non-agricultural employment 
also grew rapidly as the village became closer incorporated into the regional and 
national economy through the opening up of the Sierra, and as more government 
and commercial jobs were created in the village. By 1998 there were thirteen teach
ers (mainly working in neighbouring villages), two policemen (working in Zacapo-
axtla), eight shopkeepers and one CONASUPO14 shopkeeper, four traders, four 
maize millers, two butchers (apart from the occasional sellers of meat), two carpen
ters, two bricklayers, two hairdressers, two mid wives (there used to be four), two 
instructors and the coordinator (with a regional office in Ixtepec) of INEA, and one 
school superintendent (working in Tuxtla). Most do not earn enough to sustain a 
nuclear family, but a regular cash flow is an important asset in a village where cash 
is always in short supply. 

Next to these steady jobs, other non-agricultural sources of income have given 
a new impetus to the village economy and the livelihood of individual households: 
small-scale trade and migration. These new sources of employment and income 
have also changed the local income distribution, which has become less skewed -
both because poor villagers could earn more and because the old elite lost much of 
its former monopoly on agriculture and trade. 

Trade and commerce 

Many villagers still vividly remember the few mestizo families of merchants and 
carriers who travelled through the Sierra with their mule trains. They had a near 
monopoly on trade inside the village as well as with the outside markets. They 
operated along an elaborate network of routes, one of which passed through Nana-
catlan from Zapotitlan through the Sierra of Papantla to the coast of Veracruz. A 
few locals such as don Miguel (the father of don Gustavo) were itinerant traders 
who spent sometimes weeks outside the village on their business routes. Don 
Miguel was a butcher and often took small cattle along. The Nanacatecos were 
entirely dependent upon these local merchants and the markets in Zapotitlan and 
Ixtepec if they needed commodities such as soap, clothes, and flour or wanted to 
sell their agricultural products such as coffee or chilli. In the early 1970s, there 

14 CONASUPO (National Company for Popular Sustenance) is a state sponsored programme for 
providing basic food at guaranteed prices, set up in cooperation with COMPLAMAR (General Coordi
nation of the National Plan for Economically Depressed Zones). 
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were only three shops in the village: one founded in 1940, another around 1960, 
and a third one dating from 1970 (Durand 1986:177-78).15 Two shops were owned 
by mestizos, who were at the same time the large landowners and the major coffee 
farmers. The mestizos also monopolised the coffee trade. These families had a 
major share in all economic domains making them not only wealthy but immune to 
temporary setbacks in one of these domains. 

The new road and the state sponsored development programmes dealt a severe 
blow to this monopoly of local merchants. Coffee production and marketing became 
regulated by the state agency INMECAFE, which made local intermediaries redun
dant. Having high hopes for the new coffee cultivation in the village, but fearing 
that this might lead to a serious decline in subsistence agriculture, the government 
through a joint CONASUPO/COMPLAMAR programme set up a village store that 
provided basic foodstuffs at low prices. In this way, it out-competed local mer
chants who had been able to ask high prices for their merchandise. The local mer
chants found some compensation because the growing demand for land for culti
vating maize enabled them to rent out land unsuitable for coffee growing. By the 
mid-1980s the combined outcome of the new cash crop and the supply of cheap 
food stuffs was that 

... several processes took place more or less simultaneously: bankruptcy or weakening of 
local merchants, renting of lands on the part of mestizo monopolists, strengthening of 
poor and middle strata merchants, and population growth (Masferrer 1988a:72). 

The local merchants were never able to recover. With the new all-weather road the 
Sierra had become easily accessible and merchants and coffee traders who came 
with trucks from Zacatlan or Zacapoaxtla took the place of the local merchants and 
their mules. The now readily available public transport and the rising cash incomes 
allow the villagers to make the trip to the cheaper markets and shops of these towns 
themselves, while migrants buy more expensive commodities in Mexico City 
before returning to the village. Commerce has also increased in the village itself: 
several small shops sometimes doubling as local bars, sell everyday items such as 
soap, shampoo, candles, matches, toilet paper, some canned food (beans, tuna fish, 
tomatoes), sweets, and refreshments. Some households deal in a few products such 
as chicken and eggs, vegetables, building material and kerosene; some women in 
luxury commodities; while several women sell crops and food, but they have been 
joined by regular female peddlers from Ixtepec and Tuxtla. The more well-to-do 
families also participate in small trade. 

Elios and Lupe not only earn their income from coffee and renting out maize land. She 
makes a regular income as one of the village primary school teachers. He has irregular 

15 The first shop dates from 1920 and was established by the father of don Gualo. In 1970 it did not 
exist anymore (Durand 1986:177). The shop that opened in 1970 was from one of the first well-to-do 
Totonacs. 
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jobs, and after his contract with INMECAFE had ended, he worked for one of the state 
electoral committees before and during the 1994 elections, and as secretary in various 
municipalities. He also hires out a maize mill and coffee-shelling machine and repairs 
most of the electric equipment in the village. Elios is involved in a number of trading 
activities, apart from buying coffee from villagers. He sells small building materials, 
kerosene, sugar and the like from his house, which as a pick-up owner he is able to buy 
directly from regional merchants. At the time of the coffee crisis in 1989 their income 
slumped. As a sideline to teaching Lupe then started trading in women's underwear, 
sheets, blankets, and later in Tupperware utensils and Avon cosmetics. She finds many 
customers because she is able to sell on credit. For the poorer village households, income 
diversification is also crucial to make a living. 

Combining urban and rural work 

Migration is not something new in the village. Decades ago men would walk for 
hours to nearby Huehuetla or the lowlands of Veracruz to work as seasonal labour
ers in agriculture. Walking at high speed, almost running, it took them almost three 
hours to Huehuetla, nine to Chumatlan, eleven to Entabladero, and fifteen to 
Papantla (see map 1.1 and 1.2). The walk back home could be very strenuous when 
payment had been in maize cobs instead of money. In later years, some families 
moved permanently to towns outside the Sierra, to Puebla or Mexico City. The first 
migrants to Mexico City went with Pedro Aschmann, the Baptist linguist from the 
Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL/ILV) who during the 1960s had been working 
on a Totonac dictionary in Nanacatlan and later in Zapotitlan (see chapter 2). The 
institute was situated in the suburb of Tlalpan and even today most Nanacatecos 
live close to each other in this part of Mexico City. 

The labour market in Nanacatlan and the market outside the village (first of all 
in Mexico City) seem like communicating vessels: when coffee production was 
promising in the beginning of the 1980s many migrants returned to the village only 
to leave again in great numbers when coffee prices dropped at the end of the 1980s. 
Migration also fluctuates with employment opportunities in the cities that were 
booming until the early 1990s; when the economic decline of 1994 set in, many 
migrants were forced to come back to the village because there were fewer jobs in 
the sectors they had access to. The same argument I had heard before from people 
leaving the village ("there are only tortillas with salsa to eat here") was now used 
to motivate their coming back ("at least there is always tortillas and salsa to eat 
here, and water and housing are free"). With money from a new rural support pro
gramme begun because of the economic crisis,16 the returning migrants were able 
to cultivate their land again, either their own - two-thirds of the households with 
temporary migrants own land - or land they had rented from others. Some could 
find work as wage labourers tilling other people's land or in the few new jobs in 

16 PROCAMPO (Programme of Direct Support Payments to the Countryside), see note 2. 
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trade and transport that the new road had created. For many this was just a tempo
rary resettlement because when the Mexican economy firmed up, they returned to 
the cities. 

It seems unproductive that men would come back to the village to cultivate 
maize and coffee, while they could make relatively high cash income from their 
urban jobs. The household would not need to abandon agriculture altogether, 
women could take over their husband's work. Unlike many other places experienc
ing a continuous out-migration of men however, Nanacatlan did not witness such a 
'feminisation' of agriculture (Govers 1997). For one, women are not particularly 
eager to add a new burden to their already busy lives. There are also 'traditional' 
rules proscribing women working the land, because land is considered to be female 
and should thus be worked by men; this especially concerns sowing and harvesting 
maize (see chapter 6). But these reasons are not sufficient to explain the present 
situation. There are several cases where women do supposedly 'male' work because 
there is no man around. Women with small children for instance, fetch firewood 
and check upon the fields until their sons are big enough to do so; whether or not 
there are men at home, every able woman or girl harvests coffee to have an income 
of her own. In other cases it was apparently possible to bend the rules and interpret 
cosmology in a more pragmatic way e.g., when villagers began to exploit the forest 
even though it broke the rules of respect people owe the (Patron of) trees. Why do 
migrant men then come back regularly to work their fields? 

Nugent (1994) suggests looking at the issue the other way around, and to regard 
urban work as a condition for farming. He points at the continued existence of the 
peasantry, instead of trying to categorise them as either agriculturists (campesinos) 
or labourers (proletaristas). Knowing that it is impossible to exclusively work the 
land, peasants work as urban labourers to be able to continue peasant production. 
Selling their labour power is thus 

... not just a matter of the 'peasant economy'subsidising the 'capitalist economy'. At the 
same time, implicated in the same process is the sale by agriculturalists of their labor 
power to capitalists in order to subsidize their livelihood in the countryside, to sustain 
their identity as agriculturers, which is to say as independent agricultural direct produc
ers (ibid. 303). 

Much as I agree to accept the continuity of the peasantry and the identity as peasant 
as a starting point, it is not just a matter of urban wage labour subsidising peasant 
life. Urban income has been used as an investment in land, cash crop production, 
education, trade, and housing and has led to visible income improvement. It is a 
strategy of risk reduction through livelihood diversification, not just by combining 
agriculture and wage labour but also by investing urban income and thus increasing 
rural income. 

Combining agriculture with urban jobs is a sensible and feasible thing to do. 
The peak season in maize and coffee cultivation coincides with major village feasts 



96 CHAPTER 3 

when migrants would come home anyway. The village patron fiesta is in late July, 
exactly when the maize can be harvested, and the coffee can be picked and the 
milpa weeded and sown around Christmas and New Year. The jobs they have in the 
city allow them to ask permission to leave several times a year as the men usually 
do not have long-term contracts. As transport to and from Mexico City has become 
regular and faster it is easier to come back for a short period. But as transportation 
costs, though comparatively cheaper, are still high compared to the income of a 
migrant, they tend to restrict their returns to a few longer periods. 

Peasants do not like to give up farming because it has proved its use as a source 
of income and a safety net, but this is not the only reason migrant men continue to 
work their land in the village. Because of their part-time presence in the village and 
their part-time presence in the city, migrant men run the risk of becoming marginal 
in both worlds. A man might opt for the standard role of a migrant worker who at 
local feasts and ceremonies comes home to visit his family and relatives, hands 
over the money he has saved, and enjoys his stay as a pleasant break with the hard 
work in the city. But such behaviour would classify him in the eyes of others as the 
outsider to village life who is on his way to become a stranger. In the city, the 
migrants are also outsiders: as a country bumpkin, a poor Indio, or just one of the 
mass of manual workers who have come to flood the city's outskirts. The way to 
avoid such double marginality is identifying oneself as the person one has been 
namely, as a peasant who has his firm roots - and his land - in his village of origin. 
Tilling the land, planting coffee and harvesting maize are thus not just additional 
economic activities that provide subsistence or an extra-income to the household, 
but they also turn a migrant worker into a peasant and this distinguishes him from 
the huge army of cheap labour in the city. Men are more likely to dedicate them
selves to agriculture when their wives prefer village life as well. 

Irene prefers to stay on the land where she is bom. Her relatives are around and the air is 
so clean, unlike the large and polluted cities that make your eyes sting and hurt your 
throat. Even Puebla, where she went to accompany her sick mother-in-law, is crowded 
and dirty; though less than Mexico. Another reason for preferring the village is that in the 
city she would probably only find cleaning jobs. "I would only be a servant there". 

Identifying oneself with a peasant household also shows that one has a continued 
interest in the village and village life, and is unlikely to move out of the village in 
the near future. This makes men and women (nearly) full-fledged members of the 
community who are entitled to participate in communal activities, rituals, and 
cargos; and who remain part of the local social network and exchanges; in short, it 
enables a couple to unquestionably belong to the village. Thus by a migrating man 
continuing his work on the land (and a woman preparing and exchanging food, see 
chapter 7), he can ensure that his household can keep its 'natural' place in the vil
lage - entitled to social support in times of need, when husband and wife get old, 
or both, and a right of say on village affairs. 
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Gender relations and cash income 

Modernity has also affected local gender relations. Whereas in the past the women 
spent most of their day in household tasks, there was now room for other activities, 
particular money-earning. However, not all women took the new opportunities. 
Some did not want (or were not allowed by their husbands) to take jobs or partici
pate in community activities. Since the 1980s many girls and younger women have 
opted for a different life when they began to earn an income themselves, as their 
social status in the community rose and as they became better educated. Coffee 
cultivation enabled women to earn their own money by participating in the harvest 
for the first time. This money she can spend as she likes and although she mainly 
uses it to feed and clothe her family and to buy household necessities, it has given 
her a greater say in household expenditures. Migration and the long-term absence 
of men created at least temporarily, a large number of female-headed households, 
and these women represent the household at official meetings. A small but increas
ing number of women has found a regular or temporary job (as teacher or assistant 
in one the government programmes for adult literacy, health promotion and public 
information, or courses on hygiene, food, sewing etc.) for which they now qualify 
because they are better educated. Others have lived, studied, or worked in the city 
and have eagerly copied urban attitudes and opinions on gender relations. Women 
have gained in confidence and become increasingly involved in village committees 
and communal activities. 

In 1998 Irene, Pedro, their children, and her grandmother partly lived in a new brick 
house and partly in their old wooden and cane house along one of the village streets. 
When their new house is finished soon, they will tear down the old one and build a 
separate kitchen. They have had five children, but the oldest died as a baby. Irene is 
usually very busy, though cooking, cleaning, childcare, and attending the garden around 
the house are just a few of her activities. Her grandmother does the lighter household 
chores and the laundry. Irene's father is almost blind and she helps him with food and 
small gifts whenever she can. Pedro's mother died three years ago and since then his 
father comes to eat with them most of the time. Irene occasionally sells maize, (cooked) 
squash or other vegetables, and picks coffee. In 1989 she bought a sewing machine, took 
an INI course, and started making clothes for other people. In a couple of years she also 
began working for INI, when it initiated a health programme in the village in the spring 
of 1989. She earns a few pesos by giving injections to people who have a medical pre
scription. For several years she was a bilingual teacher and later the village co-ordinator 
for INEA. When her children went to senior high school, she began to sell bread that she 
buys three to four times a week in Zapotitlan, and to cook for one of the village teachers. 
She started looking around for a steady and better paid job she could commute to, and 
found one in Tuxtla. taking care of the school for five days a week. She earlier had 
refused an offer to work as housemaid for her comadre Lupe. Pedro earns most of his 
income in Mexico City (as a construction worker) and an additional income in Nanacat-
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Ian by working for his compadre Elios as day-labourer and since the mid-1980s by 
cultivating coffee. 

Through the combination of several income-earning activities, the family could buy 
a cafe tal, improve its standard of living, but most importantly, invest heavily in their 
children's education. Irene and Pedro are used to discussing major decisions in life, 
which boils down to how to spend their money and how to earn a bit more. They consider 
their efforts and struggles worth taking, because they both want to give their children a 
better future and an easier life than they themselves have had; and of course they hope 
that their children will take care of them when they grow old. They agree that a combi
nation of teaching them how to work the land and sending them to junior and senior high 
school is the best way to raise their children. In 1998 their eldest son Silvino finished his 
training as a mechanic in Huachinango (see map 1.1), where he had stayed with one of 
Irene's brothers. Pablo is going to the new senior high school in Zapotitlan. Alex still 
attends secondary school in the village, but will continue his study in Zacatlan. The 
youngest daughter Lupita will finish primary school and is also expected to continue 
studying. 

There are also counter-pressures however: new problems have arisen with migra
tion as the women carry the burden of keeping the household while their husbands 
are away. They depend on the goodwill of their men to send sufficient money to 
cover daily expenses if they do not earn enough themselves, but women have no 
control over money spent in the city. Because wage labour for women in the village 
is scarce and not enough to maintain a family, this may bring poverty rather than 
improvement to the household. 

Paola and her husband Martin are one of the landless households; they rent a cheap house 
without a garden from the village. Their economic situation and living conditions have 
not changed much over the years. He regularly works in Mexico City and works his milpa 

when he returns to the village, participates in the religious cargos, and is active in the 
Santiaguews, one of the dancing troupes. Unlike many other migrants he does not regular 
work as peon during his stay in the village. Martin spends much of his urban income on 
consumption goods and when he returns to the city often has no money to leave behind 
for his wife and children. Paola spends little time on her own household. She earns some 
money by preparing tortillas, doing the laundry, fetching water, and cleaning tripes after 
pigs or cattle have been slaughtered. With only one year of primary school she is unable 
to find other work. She uses her income to feed and clothe the family but is constantly 
short of money. Their children have little hope for a better life because they are often kept 
home from school to help out. The money the children earn by running errands and doing 
all kinds of chores is used for the household. Only during the coffee harvest period, when 
the whole family picks coffee, does the household fare a bit better. 
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Social differentiation in the 1990s 

Half a century ago, it was easy to differentiate between villagers who had people 
working for them and those who had to work for others. This largely coincided 
with the distinction between the local mestizo elite and the majority of poor house
holds. Almost every male Totonac was (also) working the land as day-labourer 
within the village and in other parts of the Sierra or the lowland of Veracruz and 
cultivating a (rented) milpa. Few owned land and even fewer had an additional 
income from trade. Every woman was a housewife, spending the larger part of the 
day on her own chores and if poor, also on the chores of the better-off village 
women. Poverty was common and the wealth of the mestizo elite was all the more 
striking; they had everything the others lacked. Comparatively, they owned most of 
the land, had horses and mules, lived in big houses along the main road, had enough 
to eat, were literate, had easy contacts with municipal and district authorities, could 
afford to go to a doctor, had a large network of relatives and compadres throughout 
the Sierra, and even had boots or shoes to wear. The common villagers lived mostly 
in zacate or wooden houses, worked long hours, hardly spoke let alone wrote Span
ish, wore traditional Totonac clothes and home-made huaraches (sandals with a 
piece of rubber tire as sole and leather straps on top), and were very much depend
ent on the local elite for work, money-lending, and other favours. They had how
ever, a domain of their own within the village; they were their own masters in ritual 
and religious life that they could live without the interference from mestizos. In this 
domain, not all Totonac villagers were equal because some people had much more 
influence or even more income than others. 

In the 1980s the stereotypical mestizo patron/Totonac client divide had already 
become much more complicated. Masferrer (1988a) distinguishes between five 
social categories: 1) a mestizo and (new) Totonac elite with money from coffee, 
trade or cattle; 2) Totonacs with land and some cattle or small stock; 3) Totonac 
smallholders; 4) Totonac subsistence peasants and day-labourers; and 5) Totonacs 
without land. People had migrated to the cities from all these groups. In the 1990s 
this distinction - and especially its implicated hierarchy from richer to poorer - no 
longer applied. The complexity of income diversification, urban migration, and 
higher education uprooted classifications according to land ownership and local 
income. Some migrants managed to get well-paid jobs and just like mestizo chil
dren, those from smallholders are also better educated nowadays. The landless are 
not automatically the poorest villagers as many have regular jobs, such as teacher 
or trader. An income from migration, however poorly paid, may be better than one 
from coffee cultivation, with its often-erratic market prices. 

Old criteria of social stratification are not valid anymore. In the late twentieth 
century, it is no longer ownership as such but access to the urban world which has 
become the basis of social distinctions. Some of the Nanacatecos are still predomi
nantly standing with their feet in the village, while others have more or less severed 
their ties with the rural economy. Many villagers however, have one foot in the 
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village and one foot in the city. Therefore, a contemporary classification of Nana-
catecos reflecting changes, boils down to the following six categories. Two catego
ries of people are primarily village oriented: (1) agricultural workers (smallholders 
as well as day-labourers) and (2) men and women with a permanent village-based 
job. There are two categories that move in two worlds: (3) urban migrants with a 
foot in village agriculture, and (4) landowners who combine agriculture with 
commerce or state jobs. Finally, there are first-generation permanent migrants, who 
have opted for a life in the city but regularly visit the village: they consist of (5) 
households who some time ago moved to the city and abandoned their livelihood 
in Nanacatlan and (6) young people who went to work or study and because of their 
urban background will probably continue to live in the city. 

Focusing on the village 

The people whose lives focus on the village consist of the poor peasants (small
holders and day-labourers) who work the land, as well as the reasonably well-
educated that hold a permanent job or have a local trade or business. The first group 
are often poorly educated; the others have a better education, generally from 
regional schools, but not enough to qualify them for a job in the city. Teachers are 
prominent in this latter group. In their behaviour and attire they differ conspicu
ously from the local peasants. Nevertheless, several are committed to Nanacatlan 
and active in organising local feasts and keeping up 'tradition', while most are 
active in one of the political parties. The peasants on the other hand are clearly 
singled out as campesinos in both clothes and body language. Their children may 
go to school now, and some of them make it up to the village secundario, but that 
doesn't provide them with sufficient education to find a decent job; most end up as 
temporary or permanent migrants. Although the two categories of 'locals' both 
work and live in the village, their lives are at times a great distance apart. 

(1) Agricultural workers 
Though their number has declined in both absolute and relative terms, about a 
quarter of the village men make their living as agricultural labourers and small
holders. They spend their days on the fields working their patron's land, their rented 
milpa, or their own cafetal. They are among the village poor unless they can rely 
on their children for additional income or support. When their sons also work the 
land, they are just able to make ends meet. The older peones - with or without land 
- wear traditional Totonac clothes, live a simple life, behave submissively in front 
of their patron, and look worn out and older than their age. A few decades ago, this 
was the common way of life for the majority of Nanacatecos, but nowadays it is a 
sign of impoverishment amidst the growing number of co-villagers who are gradu
ally improving their life. Their strength and status is their continuing presence in 
the village, which makes them the backbone of the cargo system. Though this 
means they often have to replace absent villagers who work elsewhere, this adds to 
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their reputation as the pillars of the village community. They take pride in being 
active in the community and in cultivating their own maize. 

Don Beto is one of the traditionally dressed villagers, who earn their living as a day-
labourer. He most often works for his compadre Elios and even continued to do so after 
he himself turned into a PRD supporter while Elios was mayor under the ruling PRI. He 
kept his political opinions to himself and did not join other PRD followers in attacking 
his patron. He owns half a hectare of coffee land and rents half a hectare of milpa, and 
with three children this means that he has a hard time making ends meet. Throughout the 
years he has been active for the church and became president of the religious cargos in 
1993. 

Don Beto's son Esteban had hopes for a better life when he finished secondary school in 
the village. Such a diploma used to be sufficient to become a bilingual teacher, but by the 
time he graduated in 1988, a new rule required an additional three years of preparatory 
school for the job. To his dismay he is still a day-labourer like his father, though occasio
nally he also goes to work in Mexico City. After he married Anita (a granddaughter of 
don Miguel) and had two children, he came to live in his father's house while his parents 
moved to an adjoining smaller one. He was politically active with the PRD and later the 
PT, but also likes to assist his father with the religious cargos. 

If sons or daughters work in the city and support their parents by sending money or 
building a house, day-labourers and smallholders can have a slightly better living, 
some modern amenities in their houses, or a new house altogether. With their mar
ginal income, they always lived from hand to mouth and were unable to save for 
old age. Although they complain that nowadays there is not always enough work, 
during the peak seasons they are very much in demand. With so many men working 
outside the village, there is a regular scarcity of labour - unfortunately often offset 
by a shortage of money among potential employers. This brings the paradoxical 
situation that workers from neighbouring villages are brought in because they ask 
lower wages or because there simply are not enough local peones available. 

(2) (Self-) employed in village or region 
In the past a village such as Nanacatlan would have had a small number of people 
not involved in agriculture but working as artisans or craftsmen though few would 
have been able to live on such work alone. Nowadays, their number has rapidly 
increased but most still need the extra income from agriculture. With the new 
house-building activities, extra labourers are needed but usually on a temporary 
basis. The few bricklayers and carpenters therefore employ casual workers from 
among the younger peones, who like the variation and the extra money. 

Most local or regional salaried jobs are not sufficient to warrant a decent life
style and certainly not to provide the children with good education. Most people in 
this category are teachers in one of the local and regional schools. Teaching com-
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bines prestige and the advantage of a regular income, and allows one to continue 
living in the village. Moreover, it is within relatively easy reach as teacher-training 
colleges are nearby. While teaching used to be a mestizo employment, now only 
three are mestizo: Lupe, Genaro Bravo, and his wife Eufemia. The others are mostly 
from a Totonac background, from the slightly better-off families. Teaching is also 
often a husband-and-wife job: in addition to Genaro and Eufemia, two other cou
ples are teaching. One family in particular stands out: the Jimenez family. They 
were among the first in the village to start a career in education: Alibert, two of his 
sisters, and his cousin Abraham have all done so. Alibert used to be active in the 
village but moved to a teaching job near Zacatlan a few years ago. Most of the 
teachers are only qualified to teach at state schools; as the school in Nanacatlan is 
a federal school under supervision from the central government, they cannot work 
in the village and commute daily or weekly to Hueytlalpan, Ixtepec, Tuxtla, or 
Zitlala.17 

The other permanent government employees are the two police officers who 
live in the village but commute weekly to work in Zacapoaxtla. One belongs to a 
local Totonac elite family, his father Daniel Juarez is a former village mayor; the 
other is the son of a small landowner. 

There are several other temporary jobs related to the state linked to specific 
projects. Unlike the permanent state-employees, they usually have limited or no 
access to government welfare programmes and fringe benefits. State-employees 
who do benefit from such favourable terms of employment are sometimes the envy 
of ordinary Nanacatecos who feel neglected, as Pedro said: "We peasants, we are 
not supported by the government, or only a 1 ittle, but those who work for the govern
ment they have a life insurance and all that. And what does a peasant get?" 

Living in-between two worlds 

The temporary migrants who still work their fields when they are in the village and 
the well-to-do villagers who are landowners-cum-traders or landowners-cum-pro-
fessionals, constantly move between two worlds; as such they have a fundamentally 
different outlook from the 'locals'. Both groups definitely belong to the village 
where they live and work at least part of the year and they all are part of the local 
compadrazgo network of patrons and clients. At the same time they have crossed 
the village boundaries and pitched their tents elsewhere. The landed elite of course, 
have long since moved into the world beyond the village and the mestizos have 
become part of a wide regional network of relatives. Labour migrants have only 
recently become part of the supra-village world but their exposure to urban life has 
made a clear imprint on their worldview: now that they have become financially 

17 Education in Mexico is centralised and controlled by the Secretariat of Public Education (SEP: 
Secretaria de Education Publico). Since 1993 the organisation of education is a state affair (except for 
universities) and school programmes have been decentralised, but SEP remains responsible for national 
policies and assists schools in poorer areas. Public schools are predominantly federalized. 
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independent from their village patrons, they are more self-confident and have aban
doned their submissive attitude towards the village elite. 

(3) Migrants-cum-cultivators 
The men who move between village and city have a lot in common. In Mexico City 
they work long hours, live in poor conditions, have to take care of their city house
keeping themselves, and miss their relatives and village. Whenever possible, urban 
Nanacatecos meet after work, play or watch basketball together, or pay visits to 
relatives on Sunday. They rarely move outside Tlalpan or the neighbourhoods 
where they live in the city and are easily recognized as campesino (rural) by their 
behaviour and dress. When they are back in the village, migrants are continuously 
busy, because they have to deal with repair work and agricultural chores as well as 
their village and cargo responsibilities during their stay. On the whole, temporary 
migrants feel more streetwise and urbane than those villagers who rarely leave the 
village. Many started improving their Spanish, move around more freely in the 
region, communicate more at ease with outsiders, and incorporate urban attitudes 
and habits more easily. They were among the first poor villagers who could afford 
to come home with modern commodities and clothes. 

The main difference within the group of villagers who combine urban labour 
with agriculture is between those who own land and those who don't. This implies 
a difference in income and responsibilities as well as in status. Migrants who own 
land definitely rank higher than and feel superior to the landless migrants. Among 
the landowners, the coffee producers will make more money in good years but will 
also worry more in bad ones. They will have to stay in the village longer to take 
care of their cafetal and cannot choose to abandon their fields for a year, as maize 
cultivators sometimes do. Their children are more likely to advance in life than 
those of villagers who do not cultivate coffee. Investing in land - as many have 
done in the 1970s and 1980s - may not have brought the income they had hoped 
for to live comfortably in the village. But the combination of cash crop and subsist
ence agriculture with seasonal migration was not such a bad strategy as it now 
secures their livelihood. 

(4) Landowners-cum-traders 
Mestizos, proudly remember when their ancestors came from outside the Sierra, 
how they gradually settled in various places, and how the younger generations 
moved out again to the cities. A long history of inter-marriages among the regional 
mestizo families has strengthened the bonds between them and created a wide 
social network. Their close ties proved to be useful social capital allowing local 
mestizo families to control the regional and village economy and to monopolize 
regional trade. Only when the village opened up and the mestizos lost their position 
as gatekeepers, did a Totonac elite come to the fore and enter the commercial arena. 
Some were already large landowners, but land alone was never sufficient to make 
a difference. What they lacked was control over trade in agricultural products and 
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other commerce, over the peones as cheap and trustworthy labour, and direct access 
to politicians and administrators at state level. The mestizos had those assets and 
therefore had a hold on the village and could secure their interests. Such total con
trol has disappeared now, and the new village elite, whether Totonac or mestizo, 
never compares to the mestizo elite of the past. The mestizos still have the advan
tage of their political network which gives them easy access to state authorities - at 
least as long as the PRI is still in power - and as former lords of the land they still 
enjoy a higher social status and prestige than the Totonac elite. 

The elite households (ten in Nanacatlan) combine relatively large land holdings 
of more than six hectares with commerce and state-related incomes. They may not 
necessarily be the richest villagers anymore, but they are recognized as economi
cally powerful and thus of a high position. Of the seven pick-up trucks in the vil
lage in 1998, four belong to the elite. They are also the ones who employ the most 
workers and rent out the most land. Not surprisingly, five of these households are 
Bravos and one a Rodriguez, the two prominent mestizo families. In the Bravo 
family, don Gualo and his brother don Poncho have become too old to do anything 
besides renting out land and having peones cultivate their two hectares of coffee. 
Elios and Genaro are the new generation who own more coffee land (four hectares 
each) and are actively engaged in intermediate trade for which they both employ a 
pick-up. Don Camilo Rodriguez owns a pick-up, but his position is going downhill: 
for a number of years he was forced to sell his cattle and land bit-by-bit to make 
ends meet. He lives more on a past than a present status. The other four elite house
holds are Totonac with two hectares of coffee land each. The remaining elite house
hold of don Gustavo, made good money with his seven hectares of coffee but after 
his death the shop was closed and the land was divided among his children. This 
fate threatens most other elite families: their children have left or will leave the 
village, first to go to city schools and subsequently to engage in well-paid urban 
jobs. They are not interested in agriculture and a life in the countryside, especially 
when they marry partners with a similar urban lifestyle and education. When their 
parents die, they may keep their inherited land, employ a supervisor for their cafe-
tal and rent out land to other villagers or, if they do not bother, sell it off- severing 
ties with Nanacatlan. They may also continue the traditional pattern of inheritance 
- as Elios and Gustavo junior (the son of don Gustavo) did - where the youngest 
son returns to live in the family house to continue rural life, ideally also supervising 
his sibling's possessions.18 

A second category of landowners-cum-traders may be called the sub-elite in the 
village, consisting of twelve households who own 2-3 hectares of cafetal and four 
households who own less than 1.5 hectares. Most of them are active as traders 
and/or shopkeepers. This sub-elite or local commercial middle class to whom the 

18 As of now. there is only one exception to the scattering of elite land and property: Pablo, the only 
son of dona Marina Jimenez (widow of don Felipe Ramos) will inherit extensive land (two hectares of 
cafetal and over 12 hectares of milpa), a well-selling shop, a tight trade network, some cattle, and a 
pick-up. 
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father of Alibert and his brother Leobardo also belong (and Alibert before he left 
the village), share many characteristics in attitude and lifestyle with the local 
elite. 

Living in the city 

Finally a category we might call the 'Totonac diaspora' is still part of village life 
because they hold on to their Nanacateco background. They return regularly for 
family meetings and village festivals, and some still own (or will own) property 
there. Like the group of temporary migrants, this diaspora consists of two clearly 
distinguished categories: the relatives and descendants of the village elite and those 
of small peasants andpeones. The cleft between them runs much deeper than that 
between resident villagers, and their worlds are literally miles apart. This is due to 
the fact that the elite children that moved to the city to take up higher education a 
few decades ago came from mestizo families who at that time were still the masters 
keeping their distance to common villagers. When various Rodriguezes and Bravos 
earned their university degrees, other Nanacatecos from a much humbler back
ground and status had just arrived in the cities, worked in badly-paid menial service, 
and lived in poor conditions. The gap between the two could not have been wider 
or deeper. This distinction also applies to some extent within and between urban 
elite and sub-elite members. The sub-elite and Totonac elite is too recent to be 
comparable in education and income levels to the older generation of mestizo elite 
members, but among the younger generation these distinctions are becoming less 
clear-cut. Mestizo elite members however, can rely on much more and longer urban 
oriented social capital, which is not easily equalled. 

(5) Nuclear families in the city 
The continuous migration to Mexico City and other urban centres has kept the 
population figure of Nanacatlan relatively stable during the past decades. Statistics 
are hard to find, but a fair estimate is that about 150 households moved to the city 
to become first-generation migrants and whose parents or siblings still live in the 
village. This estimate does not include women who left upon marriage to a non-
Nanacateco. Part of the migrants left when they were still single and later started 
their own household in the city, many preferring to marry someone from their home 
village. Others who moved from Nanacatlan were already married, often had chil
dren, and left as a household. When someone migrates, relatives (especially sib
lings) are likely to follow. Some may return after a few years or even months, when 
they cannot get used to the city. Others, who planned to go away only temporarily 
to make some extra money, stay on. Migrants may want to return after many years 
to spend their old age in their native village. It is particularly older men who like to 
return, but usually their wives would object to it. They know that in the village 
they'll have to work harder, and that it is difficult to earn a proper income there. But 
their main motivation to stay in the city is that they want to live near their children 
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and grandchildren. The second-generation migrants, (children of first generation 
migrants born in the city) as well as those who were very young when they left, are 
unlikely to ever move to Nanacatlan. 

Migrants visiting the village stand out among the residents - deliberately or not. 
When they are (or thought to be) too keen to distinguish themselves, the residents 
criticize them for their arrogance. They wear fashionable clothes and jewellery; 
some of the women stumble through the village paths on extremely unpractical city 
shoes, and some men get drunk and show off by buying drinks for everyone. What 
people especially resent is when migrants refuse to eat village food, which they 
consider too greasy, do not walk to the fields anymore, and/or have gained a lot of 
weight. Village attire has also gradually changed and globalized, above all among 
the young; young migrants do not attract attention anymore among the local boys 
and girls who wear the same jeans, sneakers, miniskirts, or shorts when they can 
possibly afford to do so. 

First generation migrants maintain the closest links to the village. Often their 
children will continue to visit their relatives or compadres in Nanacatlan, as rela
tives in the village are still favoured as godparents among migrant families.19 This 
also goes the other way around: Nanacatecos maintain and sometimes strengthen 
their ties with their urban relatives. For several years they have also asked their 
migrant siblings to become godparents for their children; killing two birds with one 
stone: it reinforces the kin network and makes it easier to find accommodation for 
their children when they go to school or work in the city. 

Migrants keep in touch with local relatives, and some even become quite 
prominent in village life. Several men such as don Gustavo's and don Felix's sons 
wanted to do something for their native village and have extended the cargo system 
to include urban migrants. They have become active in the organisation of rituals 
in Nanacatlan and set up a committee to help Nanacatlan or Nanacatecos. As in the 
village, the committee members change every three years after the local elections 
for mayor. The committee regularly collects money from migrants and sets meet
ings to discuss how the money should be spent. Some of it is used as prize money 
for the basketball competition of the village feast, and part is set aside in a fund to 
lend to people with financial problems.20 

(6) Young migrants and new urbanites 
Few Nanacatecos could afford to send their children to the city for higher educa
tion. It used to be normal for the mestizo families; all the siblings of Elios Bravo 

19 In an overview of urban compadrazgo studies in Mexico, Kemper (1982) mentions that several 
quantitative studies conclude that a shift of compadre choices takes place from relatives to friends 
among urban migrants, though other case studies suggest that often relatives are chosen. Kemper con
cludes that whether city-dwellers have a greater tendency toward kin-related compadrazgo ties than 
Mexican villagers depends on their social status, their native or migrant origins, and their occupational-
residential situation. In Nanacatlan compadrazgo relations with relatives occurred after urban migra
tion, because it is primarily used to strengthen urban-rural ties. 

20 I return to the role of migrants in ritual life in chapter 6. 
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and don Camilo Rodriguez have left the v i l l a g e r s will most of their children. After 
finishing primary school they often live with relatives elsewhere or go to a board
ing school to continue high school and higher education. By now they seem to have 
easily merged with the Mexican urban middle class with its modern lifestyle, well-
paid jobs, and commodious housing. They would not dream of returning to Nan-
acatlan and live like their siblings who in their eyes have a tough and poor life, 
even though they belong to the rural elite. They ask their Nanacateco siblings to 
take care of their land - if they have not already sold their inheritance - and in 
return take in their village nephews and nieces when they come to the city for their 
study. They come to the village regularly, at least while their parents are still alive, 
but most continue to see their 'home village' and relatives every now and then. For 
a long time, urban education was the privilege for the mestizo elite but in recent 
years well-to-do Totonac families have also managed to send their children - some
times only the younger ones - to schools in the city. Susana, the daughter of don 
Gustavo, was among them. 

Susana was excited to start a three-year course for bilingual secretary at a private school 
in Mexico City in September 1989. With English so much in demand, she expected to 
find a good job. The school uniform alone cost 200,000 pesos (80US$) and the school 
fee amounted to 150,000 pesos (US$60) a month so her parents had to invest a lot of 
money. She found proper accommodation, because she could share a one-room house 
with her sister, next-door to one of her brothers and his family in a new housing estate in 
Tlalpan. Though they had no running water or sewage the first few years, she lived much 
better than most migrant villagers. She finished her study and found a job as secretary in 
a company. A few years later she married someone from Mexico City. They moved in 
with his parents before buying their own house after they had children, while she earned 
a decent salary from her secretarial jobs and he as bookkeeper. 

Before Mexico City came within reach, well-to-do Totonac families used to send 
their children to schools in or close to the Sierra, as most common villagers still do 
nowadays. Others would send their children to live with relatives in the city where 
they can combine work and school when they can afford to pay all the costs them
selves. A few take up the challenge on their own, as Feliciano did: 

Feliciano started out like many village youth, but has an exceptional career. He attended 
primary school, supported his godfather - for whom his father worked - with many 
chores, and when he was old enough found a job in Mexico City. But he wanted more out 
of life. After a while he became an attendant in a shop where he was increasingly trusted 
and liked by his boss. Feliciano's dream is to study, and he slowly started taking courses 
encouraged by his boss. Such studies are costly, so he could hardly send any money 
home. His parents bitterly complained about the lack of support but he felt less guilty 
when yet another sibling was born, number six in the family. He preferred supporting his 
studies rather than his parents "who only make babies". In 2002, when he was 28 years 
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old, he finished high school (preparatoria). He wanted to go to university but could not 
manage and thus started studying law in evening classes. As this is difficult as well as 
time- and money-consuming, he does not know whether he will be able to finish. 

The young Nanacatecos who left to work have a very different life compared to the 
educated migrants. In the old days youngsters would follow the established routes 
to Zacapoaxtla, Zacatlan, or Puebla, but today almost everyone works in Mexico 
City: the boys as gardeners or in construction, living with relatives or co-villagers; 
the girls as live-in domestic servants. Their move is part of a migration network in 
that they find jobs through Nanacatecos who already live in the city. Some girls 
started working for mestizo Nanacatecos who moved to the city. 

The sister of Feliciano, Lourdes, worked a few hours a day for her godmother Lupe 
doing the laundry, grinding maize, fetching water, and carrying the new baby. She drea
med however, of going to Mexico City to work for Lupe's sister-in-law. Lourdes' mother 
Tomasa warned her about the hard work that she could expect there; her other daughter 
had gone to Mexico City some years before, and had told Tomasa of the long hours she 
had to make in housekeeping. But Tomasa also knew that there is no way to earn money 
in the village. Lourdes was not to be dissuaded and started to work as a domestic with the 
family of a teacher in Zacapoaxtla. She had already accepted the job when she got a 
better offer in Mexico City. Her mother however, forced her to stick to her agreement 
with the Zacapoaxtla teacher. She is grossly underpaid with a monthly wage of 150 
pesos, which in 1996 should have been at least double that amount, but Lourdes is glad 
that she was able to leave Nanacatlan and become part of city life. 

Old and new brokers as compadres 

Until the mid-twentieth century, life in Nanacatlan was relatively transparent: most 
Totonacs focused on the village, while the mestizo elite controlled the local econ
omy and the political arena and were the links to the outside world. They travelled 
all the way to Zacapoaxtla to deal with merchants, to Zapotitlan and Tetela to 
arrange their affairs with the municipal and district authorities, and if need be, they 
would go and visit the state governor's office to settle important political business. 
In the meantime, they would see their kin-folk and in-laws all over the Sierra who 
would have a similar status in their villages and towns as the Nanacatlan mestizos 
had in theirs. 

Common villagers would travel as well, though this meant walking long hours 
barefoot or on their huaraches to go and work on the fields in the Sierra or the 
lowland of Veracruz. Quite a difference from the way mestizos would travel all 
over the region and to the towns on horseback wearing leather boots and carrying 
a gun or rifle. Moreover, the travelling peones did not find relatives or acquaintan
ces on their track - only the supervisors who hired them. For them, familiarity with 
the outside world was strictly confined to their work. 



AGRARIAN CHANGE. MIGRATION. AND NETWORKS 109 

Though the mestizos were the elite in a rather inconspicuous village, they were 
well established in the regional network of powerful mestizo families and could 
appeal to their relations for support and advice. The extensive networks of which 
they were part provided them with an opportunity to settle their own affairs. They 
also turned them into indispensable brokers to whom common villagers had to turn 
when they needed mediation with supra-local authorities. Such links were a major 
source of their local power, probably more important than their economic capital 
and political control. The close links with powerful mestizos in the region enabled 
them to help villagers who had problems with taxation, education, land transac
tions or conflicts over inheritance - and even when they were involved in petty 
crime. Therefore it was wise to have good relations with the mestizo elite: they 
were the obvious patrons and employers, and they also could provide support and 
protection more generally. One way to do so was by inviting them to become god
parents to one's children and thus establish a relation of ritual kinship and friend
ship with compadres - which would grow even stronger if they would be willing to 
become godparents for each subsequent child that was born in the family. Needless 
to say, that this was a completely one-sided affair, as no mestizo would ask a 
Totonac to be godfather of his or her children. 

That closed world in which 'people knew their place' rapidly disintegrated in 
the last quarter of the twentieth century. The divide between mestizo landowners 
and Totonac smallholders and peones was gradually blurred. Several Totonac 
people begin to climb socially through new economic initiatives such as the intro
duction of coffee cultivation, education and increased access to the urban labour 
market. For them, this meant that they were able to weave their own networks and 
links into the outside world without going through mestizo brokers. This mobility 
materialised in changing compadrazgo strategies, and nowadays Totonacs look for 
compadres among colleagues, civil servants, teachers and relatives who have set
tled firmly in the cities. Of course, the local peasants and peones continue the old 
practice of compadrazgo with the village elite, but now they can also ask well-to-
do and influential Totonacs to become compadres. This implies that the mestizo 
elite not only lost its grip on the economy and, as we will see in chapter 4, local 
politics but also is gradually loosing its role of community-nation mediators. 

This change is most visible among the urban migrants. They need things the 
village elite cannot provide: employment, education for their children, and a place 
for themselves or their children to live. The early migrants who followed the Bap
tist missionary Pedro Aschmann to Tlalpan have become the new brokers, initially 
for their relatives from Nanacatlan but over time for nearly all prospective migrants 
from the village. The children of don Gustavo were among the first to leave the 
village and one of his sons, Herman, has made a job out of networking. 

When Nanacateco men and women need a job they often go to Herman. When they come 
to the city for the first time, after a long absence, or when they are unable to find a job 
though their own relatives, he is the one to go to. After finding work through him they 
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try to find another job as soon as possible, because they have to pay him a weekly fee. 
Herman started as janitor in a hospital, and always knew where someone was needed to 
do the gardening or clean at the hospital or other institutes. He spent more and more of 
his time mediating for his co-villagers and became an important recruiter. He is doing 
well and owns a car and a three-storey house. 

Villagers have found their way to the city and decided to stay there. They have 
become the mediators for newcomers as well as favoured compadres because they 
can provide their compadres and godchildren access to a job and accommodation. 
But unlike the old mestizo-ToX-onac compadrazgo, which was most successful if a 
patron was godfather to all of one's children, such accumulation is rare now. People 
need different support from different people and therefore spread compadrazgo 
over a wider variety of people. In this way they expand their network and unlike in 
the past, they prefer weak ties with many over strong ties with a few people as that 
proves to be more effective in getting things done (cf. Granovetter 1973, 1983). 
Over time, urban migrants start choosing compadres among neighbours, relatives, 
fellow migrants, colleagues, and employers; which in general means a shift from 
relatives to friends (Kemper 1982). People look for urban and regional compa
drazgo relations among their own relatives but continue to include local elite mem
bers as well, as these categories of godparents can be useful in divergent situa
tions.21 

Urban settlers may also find it useful to establish compadrazgo ties with Nana-
catecos, those living in the city as obvious sources of support in everyday life, and 
those that live in the village as a foothold in Nanacatlan. Thus they will have trusted 
people to take care of their interests (land, house, or inheritance), to accommodate 
them when they come and visit the village, or to send their children to when they 
cause problems or have run into trouble. The urban-rural compadrazgo network 
ties the urban diaspora securely to their home village. 

There is one group of people in and from Nanacatlan who have had differently 
composed networks for a long time. Protestants do not engage in compadrazgo 
relations, but have their own networks. As we have seen, migration in Nanacatlan 
began with a Baptist missionary-cum-linguist and from early on Protestants could 
thus easily connect to Mexico City. The only two young village men who ever 
visited the United States were Baptists who went with the Texan preacher to work 
for him; though they were disappointed by the low wages and the long working 
days. Typical for the networking among Protestants is that it involves far less long-

21 Villagers thus had to increase their social capital to be able to make it in the city. Bourdieu 
unfortunately has a narrow conceptualisation of social capital as a resource of the privileged. Putnam 
(1993:167) on the other hand, sees social capital as a feature of social organisation such as trust, norms, 
and networks that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions. Putnam has 
a conceptualisation that is useful for relating social networks to people in everyday life but his definition 
has the disadvantage of assuming social capital to be good, and unlike Bourdieu disregards issues of 
power (see Field 2003:4-5, 42). 
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term and local obligations than compadrazgo. We have seen that half of the new 
sub-elite dissociated themselves from Catholicism (though not always by turning 
Protestant) and it may well be that for them compadrazgo is more of a burden than 
a source of prestige. Because they have only recently come into wealth and lack the 
old elite's political power and networks, they run the risk as compadres to less 
well-to-do villagers of being overburdened by requests for help. And as compa
drazgo ties only work when there is a mutual benefit, they may have decided to 
withdraw totally from such obligations. 

When trying to establish how the changes in social networks have affected com
padrazgo relations, Hannerz (1980:250) has a useful classification of networks that 
clarifies the type of interaction between people. Social networks can be (a combi
nation of) segregated (consisting of several distinct clusters of people who remain 
separate), integrated (where different clusters exist but people meet across clus
ters), encapsulated (close-knit and small, with frequent contact between people), or 
isolated (small in extent and low in density). In a small face-to-face village, social 
networks will generally be encapsulated and integrated. People who increasingly 
move into wider circles - such as urban migrants - will enlarge their networks but 
also transform them to include people who never meet outside their cluster (segre
gated) and perhaps small clusters of people who hardly meet (isolated). 

Conclusions 

Although land redistribution had not been the objective of the introduction of 
coffee cultivation in the village, it turned out to be one of the main results. This 
redistribution did not equally benefit all villagers: although more people who were 
formerly landless gained access to coffee plots, overall land tenure became more 
skewed with 20 percent of the households owning almost three quarters of the 
cultivated land. It did change local conditions in that a number of Totonac families 
benefited this time in addition to mestizo. 

The new infrastructures introduced in the Sierra more directly incorporated the 
region into the global economy and opened up new opportunities that many villag
ers were ready to take advantage of. The formerly landless and small peasants were 
now able to diversify their income by migration, coffee production, and maize 
cultivation and no longer depended largely on village patrons for work. Many left 
the village on a permanent basis. Although land is still a vital resource within the 
village, it is no longer possible to analyse socio-economic status by looking at the 
distribution of land and village income alone. In the past, control over agricultural 
products was crucial for an elite and landownership and trade were thus a conven
ient indicator for identifying an elite. Nowadays such control over the major income 
sources of villagers is no longer feasible. This has led to a downward mobility of 
the elite while migration, cash crop production, and education have resulted in 
upward mobility of many poor. State programmes accelerating the socio-economic 
transformation in the countryside in the 1970s and again in the 1990s turned out to 
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be a crucial condition for rural development. But improving living conditions was 
not only due to state support; villagers' ability to cope with changing circumstances 
and new opportunities was also vital. Although villagers have become more affected 
by economic crises in cash crop production and the urban labour market, the urban-
rural connection has turned out to be a feasible alternative to improve their lives. 
The downside is that such new alternatives were the least available to the very poor 
with hardly any assets or education to begin with. 

The elite have managed to control more land in the 1990s than in the 1970s, but 
yet are still confronted with less power and influence and less income. This paradox 
is largely due to decreased economic control by the elite and increased access to 
economic resources for many villagers both inside and outside the village. Elite 
members are forced to either stay in the village by their large landholdings, or leave 
altogether as they cannot afford to become part-time farmers like many of the 
migrants. 

As villagers can now secure access to urban jobs through their own personal 
network of compadres, relatives, and friends; and as they can now supplement their 
income from agriculture as part-time coffee cultivators, they are less dependent of 
the intermediary capabilities of the elite. This does not mean that the elite members 
have lost their role as compadres; they are still often invited to become godparents 
to the children of villagers but they are not the only ones. Villagers nowadays have 
a more extensive and diversified compadrazgo network which includes many rel
evant others (well-to-do Totonacs, temporary migrants, permanently migrated vil
lagers and new contacts outside the village). The mestizo or Totonac patron may 
now share ritual kinship towards the same family with a teacher from a nearby 
town, a city sibling of his land labourer, or a migrant peasant from the village. It is 
not so very lonely at the top anymore. This also means that brokerage has shifted 
from an exclusive preference for patrons (people with resources as well as social 
capital) to include people who live outside the village and are brokers in the classi
cal sense: intermediaries who have the expertise to be of help within social net
works. 

The diversification of livelihood has enabled villagers to loosen their ties with 
the village elite and start expanding their social network outside the village. This is 
certainly true for the upwardly mobile Totonacs who found their economic foothold 
outside the village boundaries. But even they still appreciate ties with people from 
the village - both members of the mestizo elite and those villagers who haven't 
moved out of Nanacatlan and whose webs of compadrazgo and friends are still 
predominantly local. The village is still the centre of gravity for all concerned even 
though its community has spread over a far greater area. The new network compo
sition provides the grammar of social life in a globalising local world. 

Nanacatlan is more than just a post-modern network community. Despite their 
geographical dispersion, Nanacatecos cherish a common past and origin embedded 
in memories and the ecology of the mountain village. In the next chapter I present 
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the central though by no means uncontested issues in the memories of Nanacatecos. 
These often focus on local events and people, relate to particular localities, and as 
such are eminently suited to shape and feed a local belonging that distinguishes 
itself vis-a-vis the outside world while simultaneously recalling recurrent disputes 
that are part and parcel of the recent past and the present. 
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3.1 Mano vuelta to sow maize 

3.2 Pedro sowing maize 



CHAPTER 4 

THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST 

The following is the history of Nanacatlan as told by villagers; as well as my own 
efforts to understand their stories within a context of regional history. It is not and 
cannot be the 'real history'. As the present is at least partly the outcome of what 
happened in bygone days, and as people perceive the present differently, their sto
ries about the past diverge. This is less so with the ancient and historically indeter
minate past of which most Nanacatecos and certainly its Totonac majority share a 
view of: a large, rich village that fell into ruins and poverty through arrogance and 
epidemics. But such consensus over the narrative of the far-away past contrasts 
markedly with disagreements about the recent past, the historical depth of which is 
not the same for every villager. For the oldest villagers it goes as far back as the 
time when several mestizo families from Zapotitlan settled in Nanacatlan, and came 
to dominate the village. For the narrative of this time (roughly since the mid-nine
teenth century), they rely on the memories of their parents and grandparents whose 
orally transmitted histories reflect that they were parties to those events. For most 
villagers the recent past begins much later, in the 1940s-50s; although they also 
know what happened before through stories from their grandparents. Nanacatecos 
share a common interest in and knowledge about their village and its history; the 
central issue I raise in this chapter is how their stories can create a feeling of belong
ing to Nanacatlan despite increasing agreements as the past turns into the present. 

In a rather arbitrary way, I distinguish between ancient, remote, and recent past. 
The ancient past is that period of which no one has a living memory, directly or 
indirectly. It is part of the local oral tradition in which events from a highly varie
gated past have been lumped together. The recent past is the period of memories, 
and consists of stories people tell from their own experience or that of their parents 
and grandparents.' Obviously, there is a considerable overlap between the ancient 
and recent past, depending on the age of the individuals. I therefore introduce an 
in-between category of the remote past with stories that reflect the duality of oral 
tradition and memory. People often hold divergent views and interpretations on 
that period of almost a century, although some things are agreed on. Nanacatecos 
share opinions on municipal and state policies in those days when outsiders and 
local bigwigs pocketed local taxes and funds, which were supposed to serve the 
community interests. In hindsight, some of the prominent families of those days are 

1 There is also a 'mythological past' that people do not necessarily take to be true. The relevant 
stories will come back in the next chapter, see below and note 3. 
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the target of shared criticism, snide remarks, and slander - at least, those families 
who no longer live or never lived in Nanacatlan. But stories diverge when it comes 
to local politics and land issues and such contradictions increase as the past comes 
nearer. When mestizos and other prominent locals speak about the ways they or 
their families acquired land by opening up waste land or purchasing it from local 
peasants, their stories do not square with many among the Totonac villagers who 
have their own memories of how the rich appropriated land and money at the 
expense of the village community as a whole. 

Even more contested is the recent past of which all villagers have a living 
memory: while ordinary villagers pride themselves in telling how they were the 
ones who made the communal fund, the road, and electricity supply; local authori
ties claim that it was they who took initiatives or intervened with the state to get 
development going. 

Although part of the recent past, the last decade of the twentieth century deserves 
a separate discussion as it coincided with the years I did fieldwork. I therefore have 
detailed accounts of what was very much on people's minds about their village: 
political competition and the introduction of opposition parties. This period shows 
how villagers deal with serious political conflicts and how personal experience and 
recent memories start evolving into new stories that reflect a common concern 
about Nanacatlan vis-a-vis the outside world. 

A comparison of how and when villagers disagreed or shared views on common 
experiences shows how local issues are related to large-scale processes, how exter
nal issues are localised, and how the past works into the present. What is important 
is that all villagers one way or another want to recuperate the past as theirs, and that 
it apparently has a meaning for them that by its detailed local nature is often only 
for them. This is why a discussion of the local past can contribute to an understand
ing of why and how people feel part of a community: only people who have shared 
the past can make sense of the events, people, and the places of oral history, and 
notice how that continues to influence the present. 

When villagers talk about the past they tell stories, but distinguish between the 
different categories of village oral history. Such stories are as they say, either histo-
rias (histories, stories), cuentos or cuentos y chistes (stories and jokes), or leyendas 
(legends). Stories about the past are historias (likatzin in Totonac) and are consid
ered to be true.2 What characterizes all the stories is that people know about them 
from their ancestors; through listening, not through books. As don Miguel explains: 

All these stories are true, they are not cuentos. They have become cuentos now, because 
it does not happen anymore today. But what the ancianos have passed on is true. Now-

2 No Totonac words exist for cuentos and leyendas, which suggests that all stories used to be 
likatzin, true stories. A legend is also true. A story (cuento) is more ambivalent and can be true and not 
true at the same time. When stories are about very personal experiences and memories, some people call 
them historia de vida (life history). Nanacatecos do not distinguish between stories that relate to the 
ancient, remote, or recent past. 
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adays they are cuentos for the people, because we do not talk anymore, we do not see. 
(Miguel Ramos 1989) 

This chapter is to a large extent based on village oral history, and thus includes 
historias, those stories about the village that people unambivalently hold as true 
and real.3 To know such local stories is to be part of the village, to know them well 
gives a special status of being knowledgeable about what the elderly have handed 
down to the next generation. 

People tell each other stories when they walk to or work together in the fields, 
at home, or during visits. Because working the coffee fields and urban jobs are no 
longer performed in groups, stories nowadays are mainly told during visits and at 
home. People would often come up with stories during walks as these tales are 
often closely related to specific places that used to be important or where things 
have happened. Women tended to be very reluctant to tell me such general stories, 
and would invariably refer me to their husbands. This does not mean that they do 
not know them. Villagers learn stories from their parents and grandparents or from 
fellow-villagers, but many specifically mention their grandmother. Women are 
important for maintaining such knowledge within the family, but apparently not for 
relating them to outsiders. Men would not readily start telling me stories, only 
when we became used to each other and they felt at ease. As Pedro said when his 
father changed his mind about telling me stories: "Now my father wants to tell 
stories, now you are a friend of the family". Women were however, more open than 
men about their personal past and experiences, and their stories provide a more 
intimate account of village life in the recent past. 

Nanacatecos rarely mention the major topics of Mexican historiography like the 
great Totonac past (with its centre in El Tajin and Zempoala) and the subsequent 
Nahuatization and Mexican (Aztec) colonization of Totonacapan, the Spanish Con-
quista, the many indigenous rebellions, the struggle for independence, or the 
Mexican Revolution. All this certainly affected the lowland of Veracruz and the 
Bocasierra more, even though in those regions these events had comparatively 
little impact. Remote areas within the Sierra often could stay relatively aloof from 
the course of national history. But it would be beside the point to say that such 
remote areas lacked the speed of change of national processes. Regional and local 
histories have a dynamics of their own as historians have become well aware of, 
and the Totonac Sierra communities are no exception (Brewster 1998; Thomson 
1990). This also goes for village oral history and it is therefore often hard to place 
the local stories on a historical time scale because people rarely remember dates 
and years. The grandfather of don Gualo and Elios, Genaro Bravo Gonzales, was 
born in 1869 and kept a notebook until 1935, and provides us with more precise 

3 In the next chapter I present cuentos that relate to the local worldview and often also to local space. 
Their local spatial references make some cuentos comparable to historias, but as we will see their sig
nificance is more religious and moral than historical, though there is overlap. In this chapter I use 'local 
stories' for historias and 'stories' in a general sense, for all categories. 
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dates.4 Sometimes people remember important regional or national events or per
sons that can be linked to their stories which makes it possible to date them. 

Nanacatecos remember primarily what has affected their own lives, or that of 
their family or the village. This does not mean that the village has not experienced 
the impact of regional and national processes or that local stories stand on their 
own. They do incorporate such processes and shocking events like the Revolution, 
though they often refer to them implicitly. Local historical knowledge is indispen
sable if one wants to understand the scope and impact of national and regional 
events and developments. My aim is different here; I want to understand what 
people tell about the village past and what this means for their sense of belonging 
to a community that has become more and more diverse. 

The ancient past 

The village and its immediate surroundings are known in detail by all villagers. 
Fields, plots, wells, and specific areas each have a name. They are often linked with 
a story which points to striking features (see map 1.3) such as an abundant well, a 
rock that looks like two men, the building of extremely high bridges. The Mapilco 
bridge across the Zempoala river below Tuxtla (map 1.3 number 6) for instance, 
crosses so high above the water to connect two sides of a ravine that people are 
amazed it could be built at all. Pedro tells, as he heard from his wife's grandmother 
dona Angelina, that the people could only finish it with the help of the evil, as the 
devil or Satan is called. They promised him the souls of 60 men and 60 women if 
he would build the bridge in one night. The devil worked hard and was just about 
to finish the last details when something happened: and old woman took pity on the 
people whose soul had been promised to the devil and clapped her hands. It sounded 
like cockcrow announcing daybreak. Thinking that he had failed, the devil fled.5 

Origins and reduction of Nanacatlan 

Origin histories occupy a special place in local stories and often relate to the village 
name. This is the case in Nanacatlan. The village name is usually interpreted as of 
Nahua not Totonac origin, meaning 'where the mushrooms grow'. Not everyone is 
convinced that it is really a Nahua name and explain its Totonac roots where nana 
means grandmother and tlan means good. This refers to a homeless grandmother 
and grandson who were walking in the area. When they reached contemporary 
Nanacatlan they decided it was a perfect place to settle. Before, the village used to 

4 Don Gualo and Elios are cousins who differ by about 35 years in age, and whose fathers where 
born in Zapotitlan in 1888 and 1909. Their grandfather (born in 1869) lived in Zapotitlan after his 
marriage, but was born in Zacapoaxtla where his father had moved from Guanajuato as an artilleryman. 
He kept a notebook during his life that is now kept by his grandson Elios. 

5 When dona Angelina heard Pedro's version of her story, she did not agree and made the family 
laugh by explaining that the old woman did not clap her hands but her thighs. 
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be called Kuksquichuchutl (water of the Kuksqui stream, often translated as water 
of Nanacatlan) and it was situated in present-day Zapotitlan near the puente de los 

amoves (lovers' bridge), a stone bridge across a small stream with flowers and large 
plants and high shady trees, a rather idyllic place (map 1.3 number l ) . 6 At that time 
Zapotitlan did not exist and only after Nanacatlan was founded did people build the 
first Zapotitlan further up the mountain, not far from the present cuatro caminos, a 
crossing were the roads from Zapotitlan, Tepango, Tlapacoya, and Hueytlalpan 
meet (map 1.3 number 2 and 12). According to the Nanacatecos, the whole region 
around Nanacatlan, as far as the eyes could see and even across the mountains, 
belonged to the village. They still proudly point to the former village boundaries 
when I would walk with them. Pedro has a very detailed version. 

How large Nanacatlan used to be 

According to the ancestors the village borders stretched as far as where the church tower 
of Zapotitlan presently is (Zapotitlan used to be higher up the mountain, where they call 
it Puhuac), and from there to the church tower of Zongozotla and on to Escorial, what we 
call Legkhotoy and Xlitepin. From above the ravine of Escorial it continued to the other 
side of the churchyard of Zapotitlan until Lakapaxne, above San Miguel, the Cara de 
Cerdo [Pig Head], and from this mountain it descended to Mapilco. From there the boun
daries mounted to Tuxtla, and turned at where the church is now, where Nanacatlan used 
to border with San Martin. From the church it climbed ur> the road to Ixtenec until where 
the electricity pole now is, went further to the water of Cuerillo until the old path to 
Ixtepec. It then descended again until above Zitlala and continued until the other small 
stream, close to La Garza. It then rose to the other hills, where it passed again through 
the ravine of Hueytlalpan. There it came out again on the path to Hueytlalpan. 

Nanacatlan is now a reduction. The ancestors have sold pieces of land and that is how 
the neighbouring villages were founded. We have little land left here, and the present 
boundary is not further than the Arenal in the west, a distance of no more than two kilo
metres. From the Arenal it descends only to the river, not across the river any more and 
neither the Cara de Cerdo nor San Miguel belong to us. In the south, in the direction of 
the river, we do not even reach to Mapilco any more, no further than Las Lajas. From 
there at less than a kilometre distance, about 800 metres, it goes up but not further than 
the old path to Ixtepec to the mountain Xtakayanu. There the mountain belongs to us, but 
not further than the ridge. Behind the path to Tuxtla in the east, the boundary rises until 
the top of the mountains to the north, to the mountains of Zitlala. It further extends to the 
Barranca Honda, until Xlapaxnixwi, above; there it descends again to the Arenal, on the 
path of Zapotitlan where the road is now. 

Nanacatlan was not here, but where the stream Kuksqui runs, from Kuksquichuchutl 
in Zapotitlan. Where it is now, Zapotitlan did not used to be, but it was where Puhuac is 

6 Chuchutsipi (water-hill) is a Totonac term for human settlement (pueblo), for which also kachikin 
is used (chiki means house). Chuchutsipi is a literal translation from the Nahua altepetl (Ellison 
2004:57). Communities identify with springs both as places of beauty and hazards, as water sources and 
densities of supernatural potency (Smith 2005:36). 
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on the foot of the mountain. Tuxtla used to be below in the Arenal. Until today they call 
us 'Kuksqui' here as they call Tuxtla 'Kaltuchco' and Zapotitlan 'Puhuac', after the old 
names. (Pedro Ramos 1989) 

According to Nanacatecos, their village had a glorious and wealthy past, which 
they lost together with the greater part of their territory. A possible explanation of 
the reduction theme lies in the existence of wasteland around the villages that did 
not belong to anybody, and the ecological constraints preventing large landhold-
ings, one of the reasons that kept the Spanish from moving into the Sierra. Without 
the Spanish,7 land conflicts were mostly between neighbouring villages as a conse
quence of the so-called protection zones (Garcia 1987:238-241; Kelly and Palerm 
1952:40). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the colonial government 
began to rearrange village lands so that every community was surrounded by a 
zona de protection. These were originally meant to avoid the mixing of indigenous 
and Spanish property, but over time were understood as protection of indigenous 
space. The communities started seeing these protection zones as communal land, as 
village property that marked the limits of the village. When more and more settle
ments wanted to acquire the status of an independent community, they each also 
needed protection zones that naturally came at the expense of the established vil
lages that saw this as an attack on their village boundaries. This explains the Nana
catlan stories about land being stolen by neighbouring communities. 

This 'enclosure' is however not all historia from the far away past; in recent 
centuries the reductions have been repeated, and each time the village felt robbed 
of its land - while villagers of Huitzilan, Zapotitlan, and Tuxtla maintain they 
bought it legally, people in Nanacatlan know for sure that they just stole it. The 
same happened a few decades ago when the municipality of Zitlala simply took 
away a large parcel of don Gualo's land, as well as other plots that were owned by 
Nanacatecos. In the 1970s villagers were trying hard to get the land back from 
Zitlala, but they gave up when political conflicts in Huitzilan started running so 
high that they feared the armed conflicts might spread to Nanacatlan. When I asked 
him in 1989, don Felix, one of the leaders of this recovery movement, said: "We do 
not practice politics - it is very dangerous, see what happened in Huitzilan". Those 
were the last attempts, as the issue of regaining lost property was not taken up again 
- not even in the highly politicised 1990s, though it is a recurring theme in local 
conversations. 

Founding the village is not only a matter of place, but of people. Some talk 
about a grandmother and grandson as the first ones to settle (as we have seen), 
others mention that they were a couple. Until several decades ago, the founders of 
the village were celebrated in an annual ritual and honoured as two statues (see also 
Ichon 1973:222-227) of a man and a woman, called xtankgaxekga kachikin or el 

7 The villages were not completely free from Spaniards, as they settled at the margins of the 
encomienda system virtually without connections to the mountain villages. 
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rai'z del pueblo (the root of the village) who were placed next to each other in the 
mountains close to the high path to Tuxtla. Don Gustavo's father, don Miguel calls 
them xintilh (elderly, idols of the elderly) and says it is something from the distant 
past and he wonders whether the statues still exist; according to don Reyes, Pedro's 
father, it is no longer the case: 

We do not know where they are; they say that people from Tuxtla probably stole them 
with the help of the priest. You can't move them without holding a mass, so they proba
bly did that. When you honour the xtankgaxekga kachikin well, people will have many 
children and the population grows. There used to be more people who were bad. They 
were rich at that time, everybody went by horse, but there were also many bad people. 
Their animals would damage other villages but they did not acknowledge this. Then 
neighbouring villages deceived us, and sent someone to do evil. They laid the man on the 
ground and put the woman on top [instead of keeping the statues upright next to each 
other as they should be]. And this is the cause of all the trouble that started afterwards. 
(Reyes Ramos 1997) 

When the Spanish arrived, they wanted to maintain the principle of native organi
zation, using the native lords or caciques^ as local administrators (Kelly and Palerm 
1952:33-34). Indigenous communities (altepeme, plural of altepetl) were trans
formed into pueblos de indios each with a specific territory, and major settlements 
became the region's political centres (cabecerd). These colonial administrative 
divisions were based on the principle of control over territory, which collided with 
an indigenous administration that rested primarily on personal obligations towards 
a lord, a process characterised by Hoekstra (1993:70) as a change from Personen-
verband to Territorialverband. Conflicts arose easily because of the incompatibility 
of the two systems. While the Spanish considered uncultivated land as property of 
the Crown, according to indigenous law wasteland was subject to tribute to the 
lords as soon as it was cultivated. The endless series of conflicts between Spaniards 
and Indios due to the clash of divergent legal systems were prominent in the 
Bocasierra but largely bypassed the more unattractive and inaccessible regions 
such as the centre of the Sierra. 

Building the church 

The most visible domain of Spanish presence was the Catholic Church, and in 
Nanacatlan the big church building testifies to early Spanish influence. Pedro cher
ishes the stories about the church he heard from his father Reyes Ramos Figueroa, 
who had heard them from his mother's father, because they are descendants of the 

8 Each altepetl (pre-Hispanic village) could only have one cacique, their natural lord by descent. 
Over time the term cacique changed in meaning and became more loosely applied to any men of power 
(Garcia 1987:200-201). 
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people who built it. His grandfather, 95 at the time (who would live to be 100), told 
the story to then 9 year old don Reyes and had heard the story from his grandfather, 
whose father or grandfather (both named Esteban Figueroa) was the master builder. 
He could not establish the exact descent and timescale, but what is more significant 
is that he can relate himself to the church master builder and can thus establish a 
long-term relation to the village as well as to an important historical figure. Accord
ing to don Reyes the church is over 400 years old, and was constructed shortly after 
the Spanish Conquista. In a village meeting the people decided that they wanted to 
have a church, and the government supported them. Don Miguel said they had to 
sell part of the village lands on the mountain (Cara de Cerdo, map 1.3 number 10) 
to San Miguel, to finance the construction. As they did not want to build on the 
Cara de Cerdo but preferred the other side of the river Zempoala, they decided to 
build the church at the present location and they moved the whole village there. 
That their large and old church is such a source of pride for the villagers is under
standable, because its construction must have been quite an effort. Its presence 
secured the independence of Nanacatlan in the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
At that time, a village could become autonomous if it met a number of require
ments: a minimum of 500 inhabitants, sufficient land, a good church, and the ability 
to maintain it.9 

Oral history deals with startling events on the local level: huge constructions 
such as churches and bridges, catastrophes such as epidemics (as we will see later), 
livelihood threats, and local political violence. Nanacatecos recount at length what 
has moved them most or what explains or gives meaning to the present. Twentieth-
century poverty looks different when seen from the perspective of a rich and glori
ous past. The present subordinate position of the village is compensated by an 
ancient history in which it dominated the whole region. The village has been 
'reduced' to its present size and living standard by rich Nanacatecos who misbe
haved, or by malicious outsiders who took advantage of the Nanacatecos. Typical 
for the region to which Nanacatlan belongs (an overlap of Totonacapan and the 
Sierra Norte of Puebla) is the remoteness that provides ample room for local and 
regional autonomy. Local history presents the village as a near self-contained world 
that only occasionally and to its disadvantage was touched upon by outsiders. 

9 The church (in Santiago Nauacatlan, undoubtedly Nanacatlan) is mentioned in 1569 in the 
Doctrina a cargo de Clerigos as having 140 followers (Carrion 1965:23).In 1646Zapotitlan-including 
Nanacatlan -became independent from Hueytlalpan (the cabecera to which a large part of the region 
belonged as we saw in chapter 2). Nanacatlan saw its population grow rapidly; as the by then 80 house
holds needed more land, the Nanacatecos drafted a petition to the alcalde mayor in 1673 to be granted 
part of Ixtepec's waste land, a claim which Ixtepec adamantly rejected. Land was not the only reason 
they wanted independence; they had problems with their cabecera Zapotitlan, the more so since recent 
migrants from Zapotitlan tried to take over local control. Nanacatecos petitioned to be part of Hueytlal
pan again, but when the parish of Hueytlalpan rejected this they opted for status as an independent 
community, granted on 26 September 1714. It would have Tuxtla as subordinate (Garcia 1987:289-305; 
Gerhard 1986:400-403). In 1646 Olintla also became independent (from Hueytlalpan) and in the eight
eenth century not only Nanacatlan but also subsequently Zongozotla. Camocuautla, Tapayula, Coatepec, 
Caxhuacan, Chipahuatlan. and Atlequizayan (Garci'a 1987. appendix 9). 
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Given its remote character in a difficult to access region, such an image of local 
autonomy is probably not far from the historical truth. 

The remote past 

What is recent and what is ancient past is not the same for all villagers and there is 
a period of overlap that I have set apart as the remote past. This concerns the at-
times chaotic period between the second half of the nineteenth and the first decades 
of the twentieth century (until well after the Mexican Revolution), when epidemics 
killed many villagers and the old communal land was appropriated by large land
owners. For most villagers such local stories resemble the historias about the far 
distant past their ancestors told them about, though many people can more or less 
date them. For the elderly such as don Miguel, don Gualo, and don Felix, they were 
memories of what happened to them or their parents and grandparents. This in-
between period is much more part of the family history of mestizos and their stories 
go back as far as the 1860s when their ancestors still lived in Zacapoaxtla or Tetela. 
Regional and national events such as the Mexican Revolution were more important 
to mestizo villagers, as they had a great impact on their personal lives - such as that 
of don Gualo and his family who fled from Ixtepec to Nanacatlan when revolution
aries burnt down their village. This period thus also marks a split between estab
lished Totonac villagers and mestizo newcomers, with both parties holding different 
versions of how mestizos rose to power and what this meant for the village. 

Recurrent threats of epidemics 

Repeatedly, villagers mentioned the large number of people who used to live in old 
Nanacatlan and the sudden decline in their number. Epidemics again hit the region 
in the remote past: people mention two severe episodes though they do not agree 
on which was first and cannot mention a date. Don Gualo says the population fell 
victim to cholera (which must have been sometime in the 1870s). Many people 
were buried near their home, because with all the consecutive deaths few could 
afford to pay for a decent burial at the cemetery. Don Felix mentions cramps 
(calambre), and Pedro and his father don Reyes mention a smallpox epidemic 
before the burning of Ixtepec. The lethal impact of the Spanish flu in 1918 is still 
remembered today even though people lost the historical details. For Pedro small
pox and flu not only killed many people, but also weakened the survivors, who now 
die much younger than before. 

The epidemics of Nanacatlan 
My deceased grandmother told me that this was a very big village, all the flat land, all the 
way up to Takalis, and the road of Ixtepec. The people were rich, they owned cattle, 
horses, lambs, and pigs, and they prospered because there were many people. The bad 
thing was that their animals damaged other villages, and the people did not acknowledge 
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the problems and the damage their animals caused. They did not remove their animals 
[from the land of the other villages], and no policeman examined it; they did not care 
because they rode horses. The animals went to Ixtepec, to Zitlala, to Hueytlalpan, all the 
surrounding villages, and did a lot of damage. They were very, very arrogant, very, very 
disregardful, and very, very bad. Perhaps God sees all that we are doing: when you do the 
right thing, He pays well, when you do the wrong thing, He pays you badly. Perhaps 
therefore one day many people from here, the elderly, not like the ones today, became 
tired. Many people live here today, but not like before, they are not really old, not of an 
advanced age; today they barely become 80,70, or 90. Before, the people lived to be 150, 
160. 

And because God saw what they did, not respecting other people much, he calmed 
the people here down with a disease that killed everybody, a disease called smallpox that 
was the first disease that affected everybody, and most people died. But because a few 
had survived, a second disease broke out, the flu, to knock down the people. And many 
people died, and that is why we are with so few, not so long ago we were still with very 
few, at the time when I started working, but nowadays we have come back halfway. But 
before we were killed, we were with a good deal, really a good deal of people. (Pedro 
Ramos 1989) 

This story combines characteristics of the ancient past histories with Pedro's own 
memories. The part about the animals that damaged the land followed by the epi
demics that diminished the population, is a merger of the epidemics and the land 
problems during the last decades of the nineteenth and the first of the twentieth 
century (see below). Don Gustavo's story about the flu epidemic is situated in the 
nineteenth century and may be a conflation of the date of the cholera epidemic in 
the 1870s and the devastation of the Spanish flu in 1918. 

The disease of 1877 

When this serious disease they call flu came to the village in 1877, all the people became 
ill, which means people were ill house-to-house. In every house one person stayed to 
take care of his family, but when this caretaker became ill nobody took care of them. The 
people died thus on a daily basis, because of this serious disease, four, five persons a day. 
Some survived and they where the ones lifting the dead, digging a hole and burying 
them. About four to five people were wrapped together in one petate (sleeping mat). 
There wasn't even time to make a coffin, or hold a wake; nothing. They were buried as 
soon as they had died, as if they were animals. It was a very difficult time then. There 
was also a doctor, he was not a real doctor; he only cured with refino and herbs, and 
someone else who helped the sick. He was called Miguel Luis and the other José Ramos 
Velazquez. In this period, they had many people to take care of, because they treated the 
people daily. 

No more than 30 of about 300 inhabitants survived, and they all deserted their land, 
their sitio, where they lived, houses; at that time simple, small houses of zacate. Some 
men and some women survived without parents, without siblings. They united, and they 
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started to take the best places, they appropriated the houses, that is to say, when there 
were no more owners left. And that is how they have lived, and now they have become 
owners of the abandoned land. And from there they slowly multiplied, and multiplied 
again, those 30 persons survived. And they started to multiply again, until they reached 
the same numbers as before. But frankly, it was all very sad, and those who stayed were 
the following persons: Manuel Juarez, Jacinto Velazquez, Francisco Velazquez, Ignacio 
Juarez, Antonio Ramos, and Aquileo Juarez. Only they were left as leaders of the village. 
Their sons tell how their parents were and how they lived. Well, this is how it was, it is 
not a story (cuento); it is reality. This story exists, we take it as a story, but it is reality. 
Until today we remember this. (Gustavo Ramos 1989) 

One explanation for such stories about frequent epidemics may be found in the 
series of epidemics that have plagued the Sierra since the Conquista. Because 
Totonacapan was the main point of entry for the Spanish, it is likely the epidemics 
started there. The most devastating epidemics in Nueva Espana occurred in 1520-
21,1545-48, and 1576-81, and they wiped out several villages in the lower parts of 
the Sierra. Totonacapan was especially affected by the second (smallpox) and third 
(measles) epidemic. The recurrent epidemics were a demographic catastrophe 
(Garcia 1987:113; Kelly and Palerm 1953:8-9).10 The local stories are not about the 
ancient past but relate to the new epidemics, which are so much closer to memory. 
In the lowland of Veracruz, smallpox struck in 1828, 1830, and 1841, cholera in 
1833 (Chenaux 1995:94). In the twentieth century, the devastating global Spanish 
flu of 1918 hit the village severely. In a country already plagued with the chaos of 
the Revolution the death toll was enormous.11 

Privatising the communal land 

The fields surrounding Nanacatlan were incorporated over time as communal land 
that was in principle open to all residents. But towards the late nineteenth century 
there was a growing pressure to convert them into private property.12 The way this 
happened caused a series of tensions, conflicts and resentments. It is not easy to get 
the full story of how the communal land became privatised, but the process included 
first a kind of monopolistic usufruct by one rich villager, then a conversion by 

10 In the diocese of Hueytlalpan the population diminished because they suffered sarna (itching) 
and pujamientos de sangre (blood loss) against which no remedies existed. 

11 In his notebook don Genaro Bravo wrote that the whole family had the flu in November 1918 and 
suffered badly. In such circumstances natural disasters are especially devastating and he mentions four 
cyclones, three earthquakes, and one excessive rain. A particularly devastating cyclone (which he calls 
the Great Cyclone) happened in September 1888. destroying many bridges including the one in Zapoti-
tlan, and caused many deaths. The second was September 1915, the third during two days in September 
1926, and the fourth during three days in October 1930. A very serious earthquake happened January 
1920, and again in January 1931 and July 1937. In 1931 it rained so excessively the whole year through 
that his house started to fall apart. He calls 1931 a year of misery from the beginning, as people could 
not earn any money while they had to buy food and clothes. 

12 For a comparable process in Huehuetla see Ellison 2004:118-137; Smith 2005:71-76. 
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which the majority of the land came into the hands of two powerful mestizos from 
Zapotitlan, and finally, much later, in the 1930s, a return of the land to Nanacatecos. 
A large part came into the hands of two rich mestizos and the remaining was redis
tributed among several dozen villagers. In their stories people often do not distin
guish between what happened at the end of the nineteenth century, during and after 
the Revolution and in the 1930s. 

When I asked about the communal land issue, people would automatically refer 
me to don Miguel Ramos as the oldest man in the village, or to don Gualo Bravo 
also one of the eldest villagers and with many relatives in Zapotitlan. Both were 
convinced they knew the truth. Both are from a wealthy background and therefore 
may be biased. Don Felix proved equally well informed and he could come forward 
with different and often critical stories about the way the local elite took over the 
fields.13 

Durand (1986:213-232) has reconstructed the history of conversion though not 
all people agree on his version. Of course, Durand had the advantage of working in 
1970 when there were still many more residents who had witnessed the conversions 
or had heard directly about it from their relatives. But don Gualo maintains that 
Durand got his information wrong because he only spoke with younger ill-informed 
people. As far as I can conclude, Durand has the right timetable and names of the 
three prominent mestizos who were the first to lay their hands on the communal 
land: the cacique Castaneda and later two mestizos from Zapotitlan in 1909-10; he 
is also right about its privatisation among villagers in 1932. He curiously left out the 
local elite families who succeeded the landlords from Zapotitlan. 

From the time Don Miguel remembers well, there have been two really rich 
villagers, initially the cacique Miguel Castaneda and later Idalecio Rodriguez, the 
grandfather of don Camilo. According to other villagers a third would be the father 
of don Gualo though he had less than the others. Miguel Castaneda was for many 
years village secretary (a salaried job in those days). He used to let his goat, sheep, 
pigs, and cows just wander around freely, eating everybody's crops and even the 
zacate the houses were made of. It was hard to stop him, because he was power
ful. 14 Finally, the father of don Miguel was one of the men who started doing 
something about it. 

13 Don Miguel should know by virtue of his 30 years of service to the community and his function 
as member of the village council (as regidor de hacienda, treasurer and regidor de instruction, organ
iser of faena) that he held until 1953. He is aTotonac, but always supported the PRI and the local mestizo 
elite. The mestizo don Gualo, although his family came to Nanacatlan in 1918, knows about the history 
of land because his uncle Felipe Mendez was one of the Zapotecos who more or less usurped the com
munal fields. Don Felix is a Totonac and the son of the village treasurer during the Revolution and 
therefore involved in the finances of the communal land. 

14 This reflects part of the origin and epidemic stories of Nanacatlan in which villagers who let their 
animals damage other people's possessions are one of the causes of the decline of the village and its 
population. The other two rich communal land usurpers, Francisco Nieto and Felipe Mendez, were 
absentee landlords from Zapotitlan and are therefore never included by Nanacatecos among the rich 
villagers. As a son-in-law of General Juan Francisco Lucas (see chapter 2) Castaneda, who came from 
Zapotitlan. had high-level protection. He, or his son who was also called Miguel, owned the house 
where don Gualo now lives. Rodriguez and his wife came from Tetela de Ocampo. 
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When my father was still nothing, very poor, this man [Castaneda] profited from the 
whole village. He was very rich. The whole village was pasture, what is now milpa all 
was pasture. My father only had a place to live, and he got along with all the people. The 
people asked him to be mayor and my father supported them to do politics, whereupon 
my father started to go to Tetela. Then they said in Tetela that there would be a land 
distribution, with each person receiving his own part. And when they implemented this, 
a licenciado came to Zapotitlan to see who could distribute the land. And they found 
Francisco Nieto Lopez as distributor. He made an agreement with Miguel Castaneda, as 
he was the secretary. And when the land was divided, Castaneda had to withdraw his 
animals. As revenge they shot at my father, who lost his finger. The outcome of it was 
that this secretary [Castaneda] ended up with a quarter of the village land: what is now 
the property of don Camilo, about 10 hectares. Francisco Nieto Lopez also took land 
from higher up the mountain, about 20 hectares or more. It was an agreement between 
the two. They had it for many years. Who knows what year it was; my father was 30 
years old. When he died he was 60,1 was 14; I was born in 1904. And much later, who 
knows in what year, I do not remember, they took away all their land, and distributed it 
among the common villagers. I was already 28, 29 years,15 when these politics came to 
an end. My father also received a part, more or less half an almud. The others received 
the same. That is why I used to like to do politics, not now, I am old already. (Miguel 
Ramos 1994) 

Don Gualo explains that "before the flu" his uncle Felipe Mendez and Francisco 
Nieto converted the land into private property with the help from the state govern
ment and authorised by the district (Tetela).16 But don Felix has a different version 
of what happened to part of the communal land. 

The father of the grandfather of don Camilo was a Captain, I think in the federal army. 
The authorities sold land to the grandfather of don Camilo. from behind the village hall 
all the way to the cemetery and the pasture around it and downhill towards the river. Who 
knows why they did that. They say he paid in cash, but I do not know how many millions. 
The mayor received the money and handed it to the village treasurer; unfortunately it 
was my father who held that position. But my father did not want to keep it at home, so 
he left it in the village hall. When he was working on his land, armed soldiers arrived on 
horseback, and some went to the office where they were told my father was not there. 

15 It must have been around 1930. and other villagers confirm this. The agreement between Nieto 
and Castaneda might have been around 1888. according to the ages don Miguel mentions, but was in 
1909-1910 according to Durand (1986:218), the last two years of the Porfirialo, the dictatorship of 
general Profirio Diaz. 

16 Felipe Mendez (who was a teacher in Zapotitlan and married to don Gualo's father's sister) was 
the grandson of General Juan "N" Mendez. from Tetela de Ocampo. after whom Zapotitlan de Mendez 
is named. Nieto was not only buying land in Nanacatlan. but all over the region. There was yet another 
powerful player in this game according to Durand. The owner of a rum distillery in Zapotitlan, Miguel 
Manzano. who controlled much of the regional sugarcane production - in Nanacatlan as well - and could 
consolidate his power by siding with General Barrios (Durand 1986:215-222. see also chapter 2.) 
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Then they beat the door open and took the money. He was a Captain. (Felix Ramos 
1994) 

During and after the revolution years, criminal activities by bandits as well as revo
lutionaries were not uncommon. In Zongozotla for instance, public funds were 
stolen by people from Zapotitlan (Brewster 2003:105). The money for the com
munal land in Nanacatlan was also stolen, probably by don Camilo's father himself 
as the story implies. The village was never compensated for the land and don Felix 
still considers it to be communal. When the villagers were trying to regain land 
from Zitlala in the 1970s (see above) they also wanted part of the land of don 
Camilo which they considered to be communal. When an auditorium was built 
behind the village hall in the 1990s, for which don Camilo donated the necessary 
land, don Felix saw it as a partial return of village property and not a donation at 
all. 

But others were also accused of having appropriated communal land. Don 
Miguel Ramos apparently took part of it for his son Ignacio when he was a regidor 
(member of the village council). The sons of Miguel Castaneda junior apparently 
sold land they did not own (and their house) to don Gualo's father.17 Only what was 
left of the communal land was distributed among the villagers. It is generally con
sidered to be of second-rate quality, unlike the top-quality land of don Camilo's 
grandfather. 

Land has always been an issue of great concern to Nanacatecos, not in the least 
because it was always a predominant source of livelihood. An important part of 
village history is a long story of land appropriation by neighbouring villages, absen
tee landowners, and fellow-villagers (and when it comes to inheriting land by rela
tives as well). Village membership concerns entitlement to land as a village and as a 
villager; this has been an ongoing struggle as long as people can remember. Because 
of the late arrival of mestizos in the area, the land issue never fully developed as a 
fight between indigenous people and outsiders, but has centred for a long time on 
village rivalry. Only during the late nineteenth century do mestizos come into the 
picture, as they successfully managed to concentrate land as private property; though 
as we saw in the previous chapter, it again divided in subsequent generations. While 
later on other villagers started buying relatively large properties, land did not become 
theirs in such questionable ways and this land ownership is not contested. 

Nanacatecos are sometimes divided, sometimes united when it comes to land 
issues. Their unity is primarily against neighbouring villages, while within the vil
lage the division is largely of Totonacs against mestizos. This divide is highlighted 

17 Castaneda had two sons, but only one inherited land, Miguel. The other, Elpidio, was very poor. 
Miguel only had daughters, who live in Tuxtla and received very little. To my amazement, Irene tells me 
that her grandparents used to live in the house now owned by don Gualo, and it turns out her grandfather 
Elpidio is a grandchild of the infamous Miguel Castaneda. But neither she nor her father can tell me 
about this relation. We also know now why the father of Irene owns no land. His father Elpidia, for 
reasons unknown, apparently received no inheritance at all. 
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by Totonacs working the land and mestizos never doing so.18 The mestizos how
ever, differ from other Nanacatecos by more than their history of recent arrival, 
land appropriation, and non-participation in tilling the soil. 

Mestizo memories and the state 

As in every Mexican town and village, the streets in Nanacatlan are named after 
national heroes and pivotal dates in the nation's history. The federal state has thus 
made its presence clear and villagers supposedly can live and walk amidst the 
mythology of the creation of the Estados Unidos de Mexico (see map 4.1). No less 
than eight streets refer to the struggle for Independence: the Calle 16 de Septièmbre 
(after the date of the independence declaration in 1810),19 the Calle Hidalgo, Calle 
Aldama, Calle Allende, Calle Mina, Calle Matamoros, Calle Geleano, and Calle 
Morelos (after the main leaders of the independence struggle, the heroes de la 
patria). Other streets recall major historical figures and dates: the Avenida Juarez 
(the first indigenous president of Mexico in 1861), Calle 5 de Mayo, and Calle 2 de 
Avril (referring to the battles against the French in Puebla in 1862-63) and finally 
Calle Carranza (the first constitutional president, in 1917, during the Mexican 
Revolution)20 and Calle Cuauhtemoc (the last Aztec emperor before the Spanish 
Conquista). 

Although children learn about these heroes and heroic dates of Mexican's his
tory and although some dates such as 5 May and 16 September are national holi
days, few villagers know the background or care to know it. It only seems relevant 
for a few mestizos, especially as the nation's history sometimes coincides with their 
family history. Don Gualo likes to tell about the 'French years' (1862-67) because 
his maternal [great-] uncles from Tetela had to fight at Querétaro.21 To feed the 
soldiers all villagers were obliged to make totopa (hard toasted tortillas that keep 
for a longer time) that the soldiers would take along. Several years later, his pater
nal great-grandfather, who had come from Guanajuato as an artillero, settled in 
Zacapoaxtla and was killed nearby. Elios is also the great-grandson of this artillero 
and recounts the family's version of his death: "When he was fixing something 
near Apulco, he didn't notice that his comrades had already left; then his enemies 

18 Smith (2005) stresses the cosmological embeddedness of agricultural practices, to which I will 
turn to in chapter 5. He considers hills as moral and political geographies, a terrain dividing the work of 
Totonacs from the non-work of mestizos that turn the hills into sites of Totonac work. My emphasis will 
be on gendered Totonac cosmology, where working the land is male and food preparation female. 

19 It was proclaimed by the priest Hidalgo (padre de la patria), and is knows as the Grito de Dolores. 
Mexican Independence was recognized in 1921, eleven years after the Grito. 

20 When the much better-known revolutionaries Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapato finally met to 
agree upon military support - a short-lived alliance - the ice between them was broken with heartily 
shared disdain and hatred of Carranza (Meyer and Sherman 1991:537; McLynn 2001:275). 

21 After losing the battle in Puebla, Napoleon III sent new troops and Ferdinand Maximilian of 
Hapsburg as emperor (in 1864). Mexican conservatives, who were against the liberal government of 
Benito Juarez, supported this move. In 1867 the French were defeated and Maximilian was executed in 
the colonial city of Querétaro (Meyer and Sherman 1991:391-398). 
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came and killed him". He left behind his young widow, a daughter, and a son. His 
son grew up to become don Genaro, who lived in Zapotitlan and left his notebook 
of local historical events.22 

Memories are livelier when it comes to the revolutionary years (1910-20). A 
very few elderly people personally experienced that period as children, but most 
heard about it from their parents and grandparents. What sticks most in memory are 
the attacks on Ixtepec. Don Genaro reports in his notebook that followers of Pancho 
Villa (Villistas) came to Ixtepec on 7 December 1917 and 19 July 1918 and burned 
it down - the second time including the house of his son Eduardo (don Gualo's 
father). But people nowadays only talk about the Zapatistas (followers of Emiliano 
Zapato) who raided the area and forced the men to join their army - whereupon 
many peasants fled to Veracruz. Dona Taidita, the sister of don Gualo, also remem
bers Zapatistas who burned down their house. 

The Zapatistas came from Huehuetla and Caxhuaca and wanted money from every vil
lage. When the mayor from Ixtepec refused to give them any, they burned down the vil
lage. They burned everything on their way and many people died. One general was good: 
General Medina from Tetela was also a Zapatista and helped us. He warned the people 
and my mother took us with her into the mountains. Many people fled into the moun
tains. I was a little girl. 

In that war many people died, many got frightened. There was another general from 
Tetela, not a Zapatista, but from the other party. I do not remember his name, he was 
from Zacapoaxtla. He had taken a lot of orphans into his house. (Taidita Bravo 1994) 

But the Revolution and its aftermath were not a protracted war that continued to 
haunt the Sierra. Only once and a while would the army and the guerilleros come 
close to Nanacatlan. Regional traffic continued; peasants and day labourers would 
walk through the mountains in search of seasonal labour and mestizos would cross 
the region on horseback, travelling as far as Puebla or Mexico City to visit rela
tives, trade, or contact the authorities. But modernity also came to the Sierra. Don 
Genaro writes how on 22 October 1921 they saw the first airplane from Zapotitlan 
fly over. In 1922, on April 4, an airplane crashed in San Juan (a village between 
Ixtepec and Caxhuacan) and two days later they went there to gape at the wreck. 
His sons Herminio and Genaro went to Puebla, quite a journey in those days. 

After the Revolution, the instability in the Sierra (and the entire state of Puebla) 
continued well into the 1930s because of the opposition against the secularising 
policies of the post-revolutionary federal state. Tensions between the government 
and the Catholic Church ran high, when the federal state tried to eliminate the 
considerable clerical influence and the church began a major opposition movement 
against the state reforms (the Cristero rebellion from 1926-29). In many parts of 

22 As Genaro was born in Zacapoaxtla in 1869, his father was probably killed during the 1870s, 
when there were recurrent fights between conservatives and liberals in Zacapoaxtla. 
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the Sierra there was no significant Cristero activity because Catholic influence had 
already been diminished through nineteenth century liberalism (see chapter 2). In 
the 1930s socialist education became an issue, especially in Zacapoaxtla (Brewster 
2003:50). The school system was one of the central political problems during the 
1920s-1930s due to a plan to federalise primary schools; the establishment of 
schools and the appointment of non-religious teachers provoked violent reactions 
especially in the Sierra (Pansters 1990:65).23 Don Gualo was not in favour of the 
radical Cristero movement that opposed the new Constitution and sought to restore 
the power of the Catholic Church. He remembered how the church in Nanacatlan 
was closed at the time of the Obregon murder [1928], and opened again two years 
later.24 It was also, according to don Gualo, a period when Cristeros attacked the 
teachers appointed by the government. The teacher had to be defended at night -
there was only one teacher in the village - and the female teachers stayed with the 
family of don Gualo. 

The priests [those not involved in the Cristero movement] were saying clandestine 
masses and the priests who came to the region to reform the church were refused. There 
were no classes between 1930 and 1933. When Armando Valera came, the teacher from 
Tezuitlan, we helped and supported him. When he slept in the school we would guard 
him outside. The clergy from the Partido de Action National (PAN) wanted to reform 
Mexico just like Spain under Franco. All the priests came from Spain with legal papers, 
but president Lazaro Cardenas ordered them to return. (Eduardo Bravo 1994) 

The in-between period, ancient history for most villagers and remembered by the 
elderly, is much more part of mestizo memory. Most villagers refer to the epidemics 
and the land problems, and only slightly to the Mexican Revolution. They are only 
partially concerned with what happened outside the village. Mestizos, on the con
trary, pay more attention to the highlights of Mexican history - the Revolution, the 
Cristero movement, and even as far back as the French period. For them this is 
more than national history that they were taught at school (and mestizos went to 
school long before the majority of Nanacatecos did so), it is part of their family 
history as well. This direct link to and knowledge of the outside world and Mexican 

23 Genera Bravo wrote in his diary: the Catholic clergy was persecuted from November 1934 
onwards and President Aberaldo Rodriguez ordered the churches to be closed: after Lazaro Cardenas 
came into power (in 1935) the situation of the church improved, the socialists set-up schools to propa
gate their socialist teaching. 

24 A militant Catholic killed Obregón in 1928, after his re-election. Obregón however, had not 
enforced the anticlerical articles of the new Constitution during his presidency (1920-24). This was 
done by his successor Calles. The Constitution of 1917 had just been amended to change the presidential 
term to six years and to enable re-election after an interval with re-election of Obregón in mind. After 
Obregón 's death Calles (his followers are called Callistas) was the man in power behind the presidents 
(one was interim president Rodriguez, 1932-34) until 1934, when Cardenas became president (Meyer 
and Sherman 1991:587-591). Reconciliation between state and church was formally agreed upon in 
1929. but this did not immediately stop radical anti-clericalism. In Puebla. Mijares Palencia was the last 
governor (1933-37) with an anti-clerical policy (Pansters 1990:68). 
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history gives mestizos an air of sophistication and sets them apart - or at least did 
so for the elderly generation - from the others, for whom supra-local history was 
never that important. 

The recent past 

Obviously the past that most Nanacatecos or their parents and grandparents remem
ber from their own experience is known in much greater detail and is at the same 
time very much part of the present: it is the time of reference comparing contempo
rary village life with that of yesteryear - for better or for worse - and when they 
legitimise clashes of interest or opinion in the village of today. Property rights and 
landownership are favourite bones of contention between heirs or between large 
landowners and small peasants who base their claims on past events. But people 
also like to talk about personal and family histories and the ordeals they went 
through: poverty, sickness, fights over land, and politics. Women tell about their 
personal experiences of a life of hard work, poor housing, the hardship of feeding 
the family, coping with drunken fathers or husbands, and of children who have died 
young. Men tend to avoid personal experiences and prefer to talk about how agri
culture changed, what problems over land they were involved in, or the embezzle
ment of communal funds. Elderly men remember what the environment looked 
like and how woods, wild animals, and birds have disappeared when more and 
more land was brought under cultivation. Because the village had a clear social 
dichotomy between elite mestizo patrons and a majority of Totonac peasants and 
workers who were their clients during the greater part of the twentieth century, 
local oral history is built upon this difference. 

Sugarcane and rum 

When elderly villagers refer to the village of their childhood, somewhere between 
1920 and 1950, they first mention its abundant nature: the mountain slopes were 
still woodlands, sometimes with enormous trees as one now only finds beyond 
Zongozotla and Hueytlalpan. The dense forest made good hunting with many wild 
boar, deer, weasels, badgers, rabbits, foxes, and coyotes. In the forest of Zongozotla 
there were snakes, monkeys, tigrillos (a kind of fox), and pumas. Only a few of the 
smaller game are left. The same goes for the Zempoala river that was full of small 
fish (called sardines), charales, and maxaxaca; but is nowadays nearly depleted of 
big fish. During the first half of the twentieth century the forests were increasingly 
opened up for cultivation of sugarcane. 

People vividly remember the time sugarcane was grown in the fields, and most 
people who were older than 40 years in 1989 had worked in planting and cutting 
sugarcane or making panela (clayed brown sugar) and melaza (molasses). This 
unrefined sugar was sold to neighbouring villages such as Ixtepec where they could 
not grow sugarcane themselves because of elevation or cold temperatures; but also 
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all over the Sierra, to Tetela, Zacapoaxtla, Zacatlan, and to the rum factories in 
Zapotitlan. Don Camilo's father was one of the largest cane growers on the fields 
that are now pastureland. January, when the cane was harvested and processed, was 
a busy time in the village. When he was young Pedro used to work with the tread
mill (trapiche). 

Unlike in the lowland where they used a horse and three persons, we used bulls and two 
men to work with the trapiche here. The work was very varied. Firewood was collected 
before the harvest. After, the sugarcane had to be crushed in the mill. The juice was 
boiled over the fire, but you had to be careful not to make it too dry. You try a bit on your 
lips, and when it dries fast, it is ready. You let it cool off and then put it in wooden 
moulds, where they come out like big candles. Then you put these in the sugarcane 
leaves to carry them to your patron's house. 

I used to hurry on the bulls, from when I was six years old, because this was always 
children's work. It was nice to work with sugarcane, because people work closely 
together, carrying the sugarcane and working on the mill. [This is different from what we 
have now:] in the coffee fields everybody works individually, and you have to stop wor
king to be able to talk. (Pedro Ramos 1994) 

Except for the sugar sold for consumption, a sizeable portion was brought to one of 
the many small-scale rum factories found in the region: in Hueytlalpan, Zitlala, and 
especially Zapotitlan. Miguel Manzano (a maternal uncle of don Camilo) owned 
one of the largest rum factories in Zapotitlan. Gabriel Luna also owned a rum fac
tory in Zapotitlan when his nephew don Gualo was young. At that time the larger 
factories of Apulco and Zacapoaxtla did not yet exist. 

To make first class rum, without chemicals as they do nowadays in Apulco and Zaca
poaxtla, it takes 72 hours of distilling the sugarcane juice (miel de cana blanca) - you 
cannot use the molasses as they are polluted. In adjusting the heating, you can change the 
percentage of alcohol: less fire and slower heating gives stronger alcohol. People used to 
distil rum at home, in pots with a copper cover, but that was illegal after a new law in 
1926. To enforce it, the state appointed a general from the army in each zone because 
there were still many bandits in the Sierra. Here, military control was in the hands of 
General Barrios. He made life difficult for people, who became afraid and did not dare 
to continue distilling rum. He made some tough examples: first some people were shot, 
and later others were convicted to hard labour. It was the same period that the clergy was 
trying to regain the position they used to have. (Eduardo Bravo 1994) 

In his youth, Don Felix knew many rum factories. They had already stopped work
ing when two new distilleries began operating in Nanacatlan. This was remarkable 
because it was as late as the 1970s, when sugarcane cultivation had almost ceased. 
The cane had to be bought from all over the area. The distilleries were owned by 
Miguel Gaona (mayor in the 1960s and later Agente del Ministerio Publico for 
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many years) and Berto Rodriguez (don Beto, one of the mayors in the 1990s). The 
distilleries were illegal, as their owners could not afford the high government reg
istration fees and taxes. When they were found out they had to pay heavy fines and 
close down the factories.25 During the harvest period the factories worked day and 
night but only produced less than 40 litres of rum per day. The work could be 
dangerous at times because of the heat; one supervisor became blind because his 
eyes completely dried out. 

Traders and travellers 

Before there was an all-weather road, itinerant traders crossed the Sierra with their 
mules and horses to buy up local produce and bring it to the market in the towns. 
They returned with household goods and other commodities that they had bought 
in the urban markets. Francisco Nieto from Zapotitlan (who, as we have seen, had 
been involved in the communal land problems) was one of them. The coming and 
going of these traders brought a lot of bustle in the village: there were always trains 
of mules and horses with their owners passing the main street or halting at one of 
the houses to do business. Elderly people complain that the occasional truck or car 
passing of today is nothing compared to the bustle of traders and their animals. 
When in the 1950s sugarcane cultivation gave way to coffee, traders no longer 
passed through Nanacatlan and Zapotitlan as often. Then, local mestizo landowners 
could fill in the gap and take over the merchants' role (Durand 1986:201). The 
Rodriguez family owned horses, but no mules. They did not do the trading them
selves but hired horsemen to do the job. The Bravo family owned four to five mules 
and would bring the local produce to the market and return with merchandise. 
Compared to prices in the towns, these local merchants paid a lot less for what they 
bought and asked a lot more of what they sold and could thus make a considerable 
profit. As the Bravoses and Rodriguezes held a monopoly on trade, they were able 
to set the prices of what they bought and sold, and at least in the eyes of the villag
ers, they did so at an exorbitant rate. 

Don Gualo comes from and old merchant family as all his maternal and paternal 
relatives were involved in this type of intermediary trade. He often went to Zaca-
poaxtla, which would take him seven hours with mules and himself on horseback. 

My grandfather (maternal) in Tetela used to go to Mexico City to sell and buy merchan
dise. My family had been traders for over 100 years. When I was small my great-aunt 
(paternal), invited me to stay with her and I became an itinerant myself. When I took the 
mules to Zacapoaxtla on Wednesdays, it always was very, very crowded. There were 600 
to 700 mules there. It was an incredible jostling and pushing and one really had to know 
how to handle the animals. Everybody was there. (Eduardo Bravo 1994) 

25 According to don Camilo, his two cousins owned both factories: don Beto and his half-brother, a 
Rodriguez from Ixtepec; they had rented the land from Miguel Gaona. 
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For mestizo merchants owning pack animals was crucial to get a foothold in the 
business, as was access to networks of traders. Since only a few other villagers 
would have a mule or a donkey, the mestizos had a near monopoly on local trade. 
Ordinary villagers either had to sell and buy through them or make the trip to 
Zapotitlan or Xochitlan on foot, using a huacal or mecapal to carry the goods. They 
were used to walking, but trade in such small quantities was hardly profitable. 

Most men would travel through the Sierra, but not to trade. When the sugarcane 
season was over Totonacs would walk to Huehuetla or Coxquihui where they would 
hire themselves out as seasonal labourers. People recall how the road through 
Nanacatlan was busy with men from Zapotitlan, Zongozotla, and Huitzilan who 
were also on their way to work in the lowlands clearing new land; sowing; weeding 
and harvesting oranges, maize, beans, coffee, or sugarcane; or working in the 
vanilla plantations of Veracruz. The mestizos would never walk but travelled on 
horseback wearing boots and carrying a rifle or pistol. Their trade and land monop
oly had made them wealthy and in those days they were the people of distinction 
who stood out on their horses among the Totonac walking barefooted or on their 
huaraches. Nevertheless, compared to the mestizo merchants and the cattle- and 
landowners in others parts of the Sierra, the local mestizos were small fries. Else
where, these rich mestizos would own cars when they lived close to a road and 
could even afford to regularly board a plane from one of the airfields built in the 
Sierra in the 1950s. Don Camilo's uncle and aunt who live in nearby Olintla were 
among them and nowadays they complain that travelling in the Sierra has become 
much more difficult. 

I really miss the small airplanes we flew in through the Sierra. There were airfields in 
various places. Later on Olintla, Cuetzalan, Zapotitlan, and another place were the only 
ones that remained; but as this made flying comparatively expensive it was used less. In 
Olintla it started in 1955 when I was mayor, and stopped in 1987. It was not even a 15 
minute flight to Poza Rica and from there an hour to Mexico City. To Cuetzalan it took 
no more than 5 minutes. Travelling was much more comfortable than today. After the 
road was built they took more and more airplanes out of service and we had to do every
thing again on horseback. Before, we would only go by horse to Nanacatlan or Ixtepec, 
where they had no airstrips. Flying was very beautiful, across the mountains and then 
into the lowland. Only La Ceiba was a bit scary because of the high mountains and deep 
ravines. (Don Paulo 1996) 

On Sundays sometimes a group of women would go by plane to the cinema in Poza 
Rica. We would get on an airplane like in a car today. (Dona Lupe 1996) 

Unlike their wealthy relatives, the mestizo elite families in Nanacatlan could not 
afford to be so fashionable and cosmopolitan. 
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Memories of daily life (1950-1980) 

Until the 1970s, most Totonac houses were still sparsely furnished and equipped. 
Kitchenware consisted of a few spoons and cups made of jicara (squash shells) and 
some earthenware pots and pans. A big jar was used to fetch water. People were 
dressed in the kind of traditional Totonac style that nowadays mainly the elderly 
and middle-aged wear. Women and girls wore a white skirt, an embroidered blouse 
with a short transparent white poncho (kichkemil) on top, and a red belt with col
ourful motives. Their hair was in two long braids sometimes with coloured straps 
woven in, and even when going out, they were barefooted. Men and boys had white 
trousers and a white blouse made from cloth bought on the market and wore huar-
aches.26 Nobody used underwear at that time. 

Life was not easy and people were always struggling to make ends meet. Those 
above thirty in 1989, remember a very poor and difficult past or childhood. They 
and their parents worked long hard hours, hardly had anything to eat, and lived in 
simple one-room houses of zacate with no commodities to speak of. Women 
remember their poverty and hardship and also their personal problems. Their life 
was tough, especially when they had a father or husband who would drink. These 
fathers would hardly ever support their families and would rather give frequent 
beatings. When the children grew up things might change and some women tell 
proudly of how their children supported them financially and protected them 
against their husband's violence. Dona Marilus, whose daughter Caro works for 
Lupe and Elios, told how hard life used to be, because her father was very poor and 
did not even own a milpa. She had to work hard, replacing her deceased mother, 
and as there was no mill, everything had to be done on the metate, which was a lot 
of work. 

We had nothing; we only took some tacos along to go to work. I went to pick tomatoes, 
but because I was hungry I was not strong enough. I was hungry, had nothing to eat. 
Sometimes they would give me a piece of soap where I used to go to wash. My food was 
just herbs such as mafafa, hierbamora, keltonile, suju, pata de gallo, gasparo [wild 
plants]. We ate meat once a week and this only when my father hadn't gotten drunk; we 
shared a small piece between all the brothers and sisters. Because we did not have a 
mother or a grandmother, and because I went out on my own to heat nixtamal, we were 
talked about in the community here. It gave people something different to talk about, but 
poverty does not distinguish. (Marilus Vazquez 1989) 

In 1989 she and her husband were not so young anymore, but she walked daily to 
Zapotitlan to sell milk, while her husband worked as a day-labourer and looked 
after the few coffee trees and the pepper tree they own. He sold the produce where 

26 Women used to wear a kind of poncho that they wove themselves (just like their belt) instead of 
the embroidered blouse and transparent kichkemil. They only embroider these days. 
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the price was high, even if he had to walk all the way to Caxhuaca with a bag of 
black peppers. 

Every elderly woman mourned the loss of one or more children. Two sisters, 
dona Lucinda (married to don Gustavo, born in 1932) and dona Migaela (second 
wife of his father don Miguel, born in 1927) told about their past. 

I actually had five more children than the eight I have now; four have died and I had one 
miscarriage. Early in my marriage we were very poor, we ate tortillas and chile, just like 
the poor people nowadays, for whom beans are already meat. I was not accepted as 
daughter-in-law at first, my parents-in-law even took away my metate. But we had to ask 
for it back or we would have been unable to eat. We only had one spoon and one pot to 
cook in and to make coffee in as well. When my husband would leave to work, I was 
always afraid in our small zacate house. I always went to sleep at six o'clock, to be able 
to sit up during the night. Very early I would go out to cut sugarcane, to make a sugar-loaf 
panela, what people used instead of sugar. Then I would go back to sleep again. (Lucinda 
Posadas 1989) 

I have had twelve children and four have stayed alive. The children died when they were 
three, four, two years. There was no doctor in those days, and when the children were ill 
we could not do anything. Now many children stay alive because they are vaccinated and 
can be treated by a nearby doctor. I only had one girl, the youngest. When she died at 
only 18 months, we went to live in Mexico City for a while because my husband was 
afraid I would die of grief over this loss. My girl would have been 22 now. (Migaela 
Posadas 1989) 

After so many pregnancies and such a hard life, women aged fast in Nanacatlan. 
Women who were in their thirties and forties during the 1990s are comparatively 
better off although many still struggled to make ends meet and many still have 
large families. Men usually want more children than their wives and tend to oppose 
birth control. Women are also reluctant to use contraceptives such as the pill 
because it makes them feel sick. Only when they have had four, five, or six children 
do they opt for sterilisation. Younger women tend to be better educated, know there 
is now better medical care for their children, and are more apt to practice family 
planning. 

Gender relations have changed, although very gradually. Women in their twen
ties and thirties remember that when they were young, they had little freedom to 
move around the village or choose their own husband. Secondary education outside 
the village or finding a job in the city was out of the question for 'decent' girls. 
Later, in the 1980's, young girls like Susana, daughter of don Gustavo, could go to 
the newly founded secondary school in the village and with the new school's girl's 
basketball team they travelled to nearby Tuxtla, Ixtepec, and Zapotitlan. Girls are 
still active basketball players, meeting at four o'clock every afternoon at the play
ground in front of primary school though this kind of outdoor freedom remains 
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limited as they are supposed to behave decently - and are carefully watched by 
their neighbours and relatives. If they walk around too freely and unattended, 
people would start talking about them; the more so if they were wearing leggings, 
shorts, or mini-skirts. 

Development comes to Nanacatldn 

Major changes in the past decades are all linked to the new infrastructures; devel
opment, like success, has many fathers (and mothers). The federal state prides itself 
for extending this gift to the rural areas, the mestizo elite claims it was they who 
were able to secure the development works through their good connections, and the 
villagers are convinced that development and all that comes with it is basically the 
fruit of their own hard work. 

Infrastructural development is what first meets the eye in Nanacatlan. Until 
1952 the village hall consisted of a two-room building in which one room served 
as the local three-year primary school and the other as the village administrative 
office. A separate one-storey village hall was built in 1952, and in 1965 the school 
was enlarged to include four rooms; a second floor was added to the village hall in 
the same year, which later accommodated the new secondary school until that got 
its own building. As we saw in chapter 2, the 1970s and 1990s saw an acceleration 
of development (roads, electricity, satellite telephones) though running water 
supply to the houses, a sewage system, and paved roads are still lacking today. 

One of the first development efforts people remember is the village community 
fund established in the early 1930s. A small part of the communal land was culti
vated through communal labour and the yields were sold to generate a fund to 
cover the salaries of the local teacher and the village secretary. The fund also served 
as a small loan-office. Pedro, who used to be close to one of the initiators of the 
fund, Gregorio Ramos Luna, described how it worked: 

There used to be a communal fund in the village hall of this small community. As there 
were few people, they had to pay a kind of tax of one peso each month, because the vil
lage had to pay the secretary and the teacher. About 50 or 60 years ago some people 
suggested a way to avoid taxation in money. People could instead participate in a kind of 
communal labour to cultivate a plot of land of two hectares near the water well above 
Xlac. It was organised by the community and rules were very strict: anyone who did not 
work the land went to jail and someone who owned cattle had to do the ploughing; if he 
did not want to do that he also went to jail. They had to accept whether they wanted or 
not, and those who did not have cattle had to work with their hoe and machete. They did 
so for three to four years, and because enough people cooperated, the village did not ask 
for taxes in cash anymore. The authorities sold the harvest and took care of the money. 
Part was used as a loan office with an interest of 3 percent: when someone borrowed 1 
peso, the interest would be 3 centavos, when it was 100 pesos the interest would be 3 
pesos. In a few years the fund grew to 500 or 600 pesos. In those days that was a lot of 
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money; because the people in Nanacatlan were much more humble, they were dressed in 
calzón de manta. The initiators of this fund were don Gregorio, don Indalecio, later on 
don Gualo, and Daniel Juarez, they were mayors and also worked, and they jointly did 
what had to be done. When there was enough money in the fund, the system of working 
the village land together was abolished. With the proceeds of the loans, the local expen
ses could be paid. The fund had a committee (consisting of the mayor, secretary, treasurer, 
and members) that decided what to do with the money, but it was abolished when the 
fund stopped. (Pedro Ramos 1989) 

Though its name suggests otherwise, the communal fund was not open to every
body. Only those with sufficient collateral, which in practice meant the owners of 
enough land, were entitled to apply for a loan. Generally they would use the money 
to pay the wage labourers they employed on their land, and after the harvest they 
repaid the loan with interest. About half the villagers were excluded because they 
did not own enough land and had to seek loans from local moneylenders (who also 
used money they had borrowed from the fund) at a much higher interest rate of 7-8 
percent. Those who had failed to repay their loans or had been very late in settling 
their debts were also excluded. 

The records of the communal fund (as well as those of a similarly organised 
church fund) that I found in the village archives show that it was used a lot but also 
that it was predominantly the more well-to-do villagers who could draw easy and 
cheap loans from it. Already at the start of the community fund, the elite nearly 
monopolised it as three or four of them borrowed up to 60 percent of its total bal
ance. Later the loans were a bit more equally divided and rich landowners and 
smallholders each drew 45 percent of the fund's capital, using it either for paying 
their labourers, to invest in their merchant business, or to buy land and coffee trees. 
As the size of the fund grew, the money was also used to cover the increased 
administration costs and construction works such as the local school or the annual 
village feast (Durand 1972, 1986:183-205). In the 1970s the fund ceased to exist, 
almost depleted because several mayors abused it. 

Recent development efforts impressed the villagers far more than the communal 
fund because they proved to be of greater practical use: electricity and the road. 
Former mayors don Gualo, don Camilo, and don Elios regard their role in securing 
such works as the most crucial. Don Gualo is the most outspoken with his view that 
development is an effort to 'educate' or 'conscientise' 'our Indians' {nuestros indi-
genas). 

Problems in development are especially due to traditional customs and illiteracy. People 
need knowledge about practical things. Everything slowly changes, people have more 
knowledge, but it is difficult to change a culture. Many people still lag behind; in some 
villages they do not even want a road. Some people are against it and the others follow. 
(Eduardo Bravo 1989) 
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People have to learn a lot here, there are many problems because of a lack of culture and 
knowledge, and the level is low. They blame politics, but they do not know how to live, 
there is no consciousness. (Eduardo Bravo 1994) 

Villagers generally credit the mayor responsible for securing a development work 
and judge the success or failure of a mayor according to what he managed to organ
ise. They nevertheless see their own labour as more crucial. Villagers and mayors 
agree though, that they had to overcome outside resistance. Apparently the Nana-
catecos had to stand up against Zapotitlan, the seat of the municipality, which 
tended to keep the benefits and the funds to themselves. 

In Zapotitlan, though they are our brothers and have studied more, they fight against 
Nanacatlan and Tuxtla. The money is all for Zapotitlan, they do not give us even half. 
When we started with electricity [in 1976], they at first said it was not possible. We did 
not have electricity at first; Camilo Rodriguez was mayor at that time. He asked us 
whether we wanted electricity. When we would work together and organise faena, we 
would not have to buy oil and candles anymore. All shouted with loud voices "Yes"! The 
people were pleased, without realising it would be so much work. There was also no road 
in Zapotitlan yet, only until San Miguel, not even to where the road now bends. When 
the electricity poles arrived, they [the village authorities] went door to door, for faena. 
"These are heavy poles, what if someone dies because of the weight. I am only going to 
help when more people are doing so", I thought. They collected three poles. The next 
Sunday I also went, we gathered our friends, 25 men per pole were needed. When we 
were ready, the engineers came to set them up. Then the electricians came to fasten the 
wires. We had to get the wires from as far as Xochitlan. And the thicker cables from 
across the river. We worked every week [on Sunday], for weeks. Then the transformers, 
and really, those are heavy. And then we had electric light. They had told us we would 
get it for free during a year, but after two months the first bills had already arrived, ha ha. 
(Felix Ramos 1989) 

The bills were indeed a disappointment for the villagers, as they had hoped (and 
some might have thought) that it would cost them nothing to be connected to the 
electricity grid, at least for a while. But in the long run, people discovered that the 
bills were much cheaper than the oil and candles they used before, and that it could 
make life so much easier and agreeable. 

The construction of the road from Zapotitlan to Nanacatlan (and further to 
Tuxtla and Ixtepec later on) was also something that had to be won in opposition 
to Zapotitlan. The shops and traders there were afraid they would lose customers, 
because Nanacatecos as well as customers from many villages in the area would 
easily be able to travel to the bigger towns to do their shopping. The people from 
Hueytlalpan, Ixtepec, San Martin, Tuxtla, and Zitlala for instance, would go shop
ping where the road was closest - first in Nanacatlan and after its further extension 
in Ixtepec - instead of walking all the way to Zapotitlan. Even after the state 
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government had approved, the Zapotecos tried to prevent road construction by 
blocking the bridge over the Zempoala river. But in the end the Nanacatecos 
won. 

At that time don Elios was mayor, he was a boy, but he fought for the road, and went to 
Puebla and Mexico City [to the state and national authorities]. We went to the river to 
collect stones to make a platform for the machines. We also worked in faena across the 
river when the road was blocked. Because they did not give permission in Zapotitlan for 
cars to pass the bridge, they had already set up a blockade. But from all villages, from 
Hueytlalpan, Zitlala, Ixtepec, Tuxtla, and Nanacatlan, they said: "Who made the bridge? 
Not only you from Zapotitlan, all the elderly from all villages". They wrote a letter to 
Puebla. How could it be that a licenciado or an engineer from the governor would not be 
allowed to pass the bridge? On July 25 the engineers and licenciados came with soldiers. 
Nobody hears us complain about extending the road to Tuxtla or Ixtepec. Only in Ixtepec 
they do not give permission for the road to continue to San Juan or Caxhuaca. That is 
because of the merchants. They know that they will lose trade in Ixtepec. The merchan
dise is now sold in Ixtepec, but when the road continues, the trade moves further on. Now 
the people from the villages [where there is no road yet] have to come to Ixtepec. (Felix 
Ramos 1989) 

Nanacatecos tell similar stories about building other facilities such as schools, 
water works, and the auditorium. They stress their own role and oppose and resist 
the "public transcript" (Scott 1990) of state development.27 

Nanacatecos oppose the claims of the state and local authorities on develop
ment, and boast of their hard work and enthusiasm that were much higher than that 
of neighbouring villages. It was quite a blow to them when Tuxtla won a major 
prize in the 1997 competition for the cleanest village. Tuxtla is clean and paved 
with natural stones (through faena) and when the authorities signed in for the com
petition the people made an additional effort to whitewash the village, repair and 
clean the streets, and to start garbage collection to a local dump. In return, the 
people from Tuxtla call the Nanacatecos lazy, because they could have done the 
same. Inter-village competition is thus thriving - with the cabecera Zapotitlan or 
with more friendly neighbours alike - and local pride is highly cherished and 
defended. 

During the second half of the twentieth century the local elite controlled the 
village primarily to their own benefit, but they also used their skills and social 
networks for general village improvements. They could never have done so 
however, without the efforts and support of all villagers. It is ironic that the major 
development works the elite so much cherished, would be among the main 

27 This also happens elsewhere. "Rather than solely continuing a 'tradition' of donating collective 
labor to road building and other public work projects, villagers are using memories of their work to 
construct historical narratives that confirm their own agency and the meaning of local-level participa
tion" (Roseman 1996:850, see also Chamoux 1987:321-323). 



THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST 143 

catalysts of new socio-economic developments that would undermine their com
fortable hold on the village. Economically, they experienced a relative decline as 
new resources beyond their control became available to villagers. Politically, the 
elite could uphold its position of power as long as the PRI's dominance was a 
matter of course. When political alternatives presented themselves in the Sierra 
during the 1990s, many Nanacatecos took their chance and opposed the local 
authorities. As I lived in the village during several periods, I could get more 
detailed, personal and contradictory accounts of what was going on compared to 
the views so far. Being in the village over a longer period of time gave me the 
opportunity to witness how memories were created - and others forgotten - about 
what happened just a few years ago. It was possible to distinguish similar concerns 
and even similar opinions by political opponents, and I suggest that these are 
likely to become the topics of future oral history. These especially concern the 
negative influences of outside politics and higher-level authorities on the well-
being of the village. 

The contestation of power 

During my first stay in 1989, local politics was as far removed from everyone's 
mind as possible. Nanacatecos stressed that they did not want to get entangled in 
political matters. During the national elections the year before, most people had in 
fact voted for the presidential candidate from the opposition (Cardenas) as else
where in the Sierra, but Alibert was one of the few people to mention this in 1989. 
At that time he was chairman of a newly established independent regional commit
tee (unrelated to political parties), the Comité Regional de Desarollo Rural Integral 
for the improvement of hospitals, schools, water supply, roads, electricity, and 
drainage. It took me some time to understand why Nanacatecos in general were 
reluctant to talk about, let alone engage in politics while apparently they had been 
actively involved during the presidential elections in the preceding year. It was 
only after I had heard stories about what was going on in nearby Huitzilan that the 
pieces started to fall into place. Although it has a mutual boundary with Nanacatlan, 
the village is situated on the other side of the river and across the mountain, and as 
one has to go through Zapotitlan it is a trip of several hours. Since the 1970s a 
protracted fight has been going on in the town between landlords and poor peas
ants, escalating into violence and murder when right- and left-wing peasant 
organisations became involved. Following actions by a clandestine left-wing peas
ant movement (Independent Peasant Union, UCI), landowners had sent in a number 
of gunmen to suppress the movement. It came to shootouts in which dozens of 
people were killed. In the 1980s landowners aligned themselves with a right-wing 
peasant organisation (Antorcha Campesina) to fight the rebellious peasants. Its 
local leaders managed to gain control of the key political positions because the 
governor channelled funds through Antorcha Campesina. The conflict increased 
and the army was sent in to stay in various parts of the Sierra during the 1980s. The 
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problems in Huitzilan lasted well into the 1990s and took the lives of more than 
100 people.28 

With such an extreme case of political conflict in their immediate vicinity, 
Nanacatecos carefully avoided any open political discussion. They feared a simi
larly dangerous situation if they became politically active, and were afraid of the 
military sent to control the area and whose presence was invariably associated with 
petty crime, robbery, and murder. In the middle of the 1980s nobody dared leave 
his or her home after dark. 

Groups of armed men would travel through, using the path above Nanacatlan. People 
would stay indoors in the evening. Several times these men attacked trucks, when they 
knew they carried money. Several years ago even some people from Tuxtla and Nanacat
lan got killed. People were afraid to walk between the villages and only travelled by 
truck or bus. These would wait for each other and only drive together. One time some 
men from Zapotitlan came to warn us that another group from Huitzilan was on its way 
and then the village men set out and arrested some of them. Another time they were seen 
to go to Hueytlalpan. After killing someone from Nanacatlan, the men then set out again 
and accidentally killed someone from Hueytlalpan; three men were burned alive. (Susana 
Ramos 1989) 

The reluctance of Nanacatecos to engage in politics typical for the 1980s, turned 
around during the 1990s. The conflict in Huitzilan had subsided (diminished, as I 
learned later) when I arrived in 1994; everybody talked about political tensions and 
disagreements and every debate was framed around the PRI-PRD controversy that 
dominated Mexican politics at that time and the presidential elections of that year. 
There is no easy way to characterise the two opposing factions. Most mestizos 
continued to support the PRI, although one (Genaro Bravo) was the initiator of the 
new PRD. Several Totonac elite and sub-elite members sided with the new opposi
tion party. Many of the villagers who had always been critical of PRI-dominated 
village affairs joined the PRD, but then again, others chose to support their PRI 
compadres or patrons. Catholics could be found in both parties, but people active 
in the religious cargos where mainly in favour of the PRD. Protestants invariably 
supported the PRI, though they always declared to refrain from politics. Most 

28 The conflict began with land occupations in the Cuetzalan area, led by the clandestine UCI, also 
rumoured to be involved in shootouts with landlord gunmen in Xochitlan, Huehuetla, and Huitzilan 
(Edelman 1980:35). Huitzilan is mentioned in Amnesty International's annual report of 1986 because of 
human rights violations such as executions (Amnesty International 1987). Antorcha Campesina. linked 
to the PRI and its National Peasant Confederation (CNC), had become a powerful organisation in the 
1980s in various parts of the state of Puebla, among them the area near Zacapoaxtla, and they were 
active against independent peasant organisations. When peasant organisations affiliated with the left-
wing PSUM (Unified Socialist Party of Mexico) it became a bloody conflict (Panster 1990:163). For 
more recent information see www.antorchacampesina.org.mx. In March 2004 UCI filed a complaint 
against AC, whom they accused of 24 murders and five abductions in Huitzilan. UCI claims that there 
were more than 150 murders since the 1970s, the majority by AC members. AC accuses UCI members 
of killing two longstanding AC activists in Huitzilan in February and April 2004 (La Jornada, 15 March 
2004; El Sol de Puebla 6 April 2004). 

http://www.antorchacampesina.org.mx
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people were far from active supporters. What the more militant new PRD activists 
had in common was that they were young, better educated, and better informed 
about national issues than the generations before them. The most significant devel
opment was however, that the PRI in the course of this process eventually lost its 
hegemony, though not its majority. A detailed analysis of the political upheaval 
provides an insight into how Nanacatecos deal with internal conflicts, how they 
relate their local world to what is happening at the national stage, and how they 
found a common ground to remain locals against the outside world. Maybe for the 
first time in its history as a village, the local was so closely linked to the national 
through migration, education, and mass media that Nanacatlan seemed to have 
become a 'Mexican village' instead of a rural indigenous village in the Sierra Norte 
de Puebla. As we will see however, there was a strong similarity with the ways 
politics operated in the past: notwithstanding the national party rhetoric, most Nana
catecos were expressing local concerns (see also Brewster 1998, 2003:32-34). 

The PRI from the Mexican into the global arena 

For the PRI, 1994 was its annus horribilis: the New Year opened with the well-
timed Chiapas uprising by the Zapatistas (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 
Nacional, EZLN), followed in March by the shooting of presidential candidate 
Colosio. In August the PRI did win the 1994 presidential elections with a new 
candidate as expected, and hope was now set on the new president, Zedillo, who 
would take office in December 1994. The shooting of the general secretary of the 
PRI (José Francisco Ruiz Massieu) in September killed the hope of political 
relaxation and peace after the presidential elections. The dramatic devaluation of 
the peso in December just after Zedillo took over cast a damper over the expecta
tion that economic growth would be a way out of political troubles. 

Like other Latin American countries, Mexico had been plagued with economic 
problems since the 1970s; its most salient features were a serious external state 
debt, rising unemployment, and inflation. Latin American governments had tradi
tionally played the role of intermediaries between their national economies and the 
world market, but the crises in the 1980s had seriously undermined their position 
(Fitzgerald 1991). In Mexico this opened the opportunity for the so-called techno
crats,29 especially interested in strengthening the PRI through economic and politi
cal reforms that allowed Mexico to participate in global economics, culminating in 
the privatisation of most state companies, state budget cuts, and participation within 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) implemented in January 1994 
under president Salinas.30 In their global orientation the technocrats had alienated 

29 Academically trained politicians interested in a professional administration based on technical 
criteria for decision-making, see Silva 1996. 

30 With it came the fiercest and most globalised critique by the Zapatistas, who with their use of 
armed force, fax and e-mail, media coverage, and indigenous practices are claimed to be a fascinating 
post-modern approach to indigenous autonomy (Gossen 1996; Nash 1997). Many intellectuals who had 
separated themselves from the state after the 1968 killing of student protesters during the Olympic 
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themselves from other major actors on the political stage, especially since their 
own networks were limited to upper and upper-middle classes, and because the 
budget cuts they proposed had serious consequences for hundreds of politicians 
and trade unionists who in the past could use these state funds to provide favours 
for their clients.31 This weakening of the PRI as a political machine enabled the 
major opposition parties PRD and PAN to mobilize so many people during the 
1988 presidential elections that Salinas only won through an (even for Mexico) 
unprecedented fraud (Buve 1992; Kerr 1994; Silva 1996). The unpopular start of 
his presidency probably prompted Salinas to pay more attention to mobilizing 
popular support, for which he launched the ambitious programme of social aid and 
action: Solidaridad, under the wings of the PRI. It was the implementation of this 
programme that triggered political conflicts in Nanacatlan. 

The paradox of local politics 

Though local level politics may be cast in terms of global and national issues, they 
are still very much characterised by a local political discourse of envy and com-
munality. Problems in Nanacatlan began in 1992 with the awarding of 24 Solidari-
dad allowances for primary and secondary school pupils. Even PRI supporters like 
Abraham (a cousin of Alibert) acknowledged the problems. 

It started with the allowances being given to relatives of the mayor and of the authorities, 
and not to those who were in need. The mayor should have written out a census. Around 
the corner here lives a sick man who needed it, or further on the man who is almost blind. 
The people who received the allowance did not turn up for faena, and then the others 
became angry. Now people demand money for faena, and they want the money for the 
presidency to be used for faena payments. (Abraham Jimenez 1994)32 

During the elections for municipal mayor in 1992 and village mayor in 1993, the 
PRD came with its own candidates for the first time. PRD followers accused the 
(invariably PRI) authorities of pocketing village funds or distributing them among 
their friends and relatives instead of using them for the benefit of the village and 
the poorest families. PRI followers denied that they were engaged in political 
games and according to them it was the PRD followers who started the problems 
and who were only interested in money. The new mayor (elected in 1992) who had 

Games in Mexico City (Tlatelolco) or who had been alienated by the technocrats, found a new move
ment they could support in the Zapatistas. 

31 The Mexican electorate and in particular the trade unions had traditionally been controlled by 
local political strongmen who because of the PRI hegemony had managed to monopolize votes, although 
this also resulted in fossilization and unkept promises (Buve 1992:301). 

32 Faena is always an easy subject for discontent. Chamoux (1987:314-315) distinguishes three 
main critiques against the authorities: to doubt the legitimacy of the faena; to accuse the authorities of 
stealing village funds: and as opposition between village quarters (about who works and who benefits). 
Such critiques are often related to different social and economic interests. 
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awarded the allowances had to step down after three months in power. Even PRI 
supporters were not content. 

The last mayor [of Nanacatlan] did not even listen to PRI people, his own party. How is 
that possible? It means something is going on. He was elected in November and had to 
resign after three months. The mayor in Zapotitlan wanted him as mayor here, but he has 
his own interests. (Abraham Jimenez 1994) 

His predecessor Elios Bravo however, had also been the target of criticism from 
PRD followers who accused him of embezzling money from village projects 
(though he never mentioned it). I had to hear it from his wife Lupe. 

Elios was very disappointed about Alibert, who talked badly of him, whereas they used 
to get along very well before. Elios never went to any meetings, not of the PRI or the 
PRD. The parties would meet every Sunday in Zapotitlan. When he was mayor a window 
was broken by Constantino [one of the young PRD activists | who threw a brick and my 
son Irmin was just sleeping there, because it had been so hot that I put him to sleep 
during the day at the other side of the house. I wanted to go to his house to complain, but 
Elios did not want me to. The sons of don Gustavo fought with him [Constantino], 
because he had been very difficult to their father. (Lupe Ortega 1994) 

Unlike in previous decades when the PRI was the only political organization at the 
village level, dissatisfaction with the implementation of Solidaridad projects could 
now be translated into political opposition. This in turn stimulated further criticism 
and accusations between followers of different parties, sometimes resulting in 
fights. The PRI still won both the 1992 municipal mayor and the 1993 village 
mayor elections, after which the PRD followers refused to work in communal vil
lage labour (faena). That undermined village life and was an obstacle for the imple
mentation of the Solidaridad projects for the enlargement of the secondary school 
and the improvement of water supply. 

In 1994 the political fissure received a new impetus because of the presidential 
elections. Not everyone dared be involved because there were rumours that another 
allowance - the Procampo subsidy for maize and coffee that almost every village 
household had received since its start in 1993 - would have to be returned with 
interest if the PRI lost the elections. In July for the first time in history, a presiden
tial candidate visited the Sierra Norte, the well-known Cuauhtemoc Cardenas of 
the opposition party PRD. He had been the favourite candidate in the elections of 
1988, and only lost because of a suspicious computer breakdown during vote-
counting. From Nanacatlan I joined a small number of mainly young people who 
wanted to attend the rally in Zapotitlan where Cardenas would speak. About 900 
people had turned up for the occasion and most were clearly not accustomed to 
their role as political activists. They merely laughed or kept silent during the 
moments they were expected to repeat the slogans shouted by the party campaign-



148 CHAPTER 4 

ers, except for the more active followers of the Organization Independiente 
Totonaca (Independent Totonac Organisation, OIT)33 from Huehuetla. Among the 
PRD members on the platform with Cardenas I recognised Alibert Jimenez, who 
had risen to regional prominence in the party. When we walked back to the village 
after his rather dull presentation, everybody was in high spirits and ready to take up 
fighting if necessary, as my fieldnotes show. 

We return home, even though there are calls to stay behind for party announcements. Why 
didn't they do that in the afternoon while we were waiting? The bus drivers do not want 
to drive to Ixtepec, because they would have to return empty, as there are already buses 
there for tomorrow morning. We walk in the dark, later helped by the moon; luckily it has 
stopped raining. Especially the young PRD-followers in the group talk about the PRD 
winning the elections as long as there is no fraud; about United Nations observers that 
have been sent; about the southern state of Chiapas where the guerrilla leader commandante 
Marcos has promised twenty years of war if the PRD looses; and how stupid the people 
in Tuxtla are to continue supporting the PRI-they are afraid. Times ahead will be difficult 
in Mexico [I was thinking] as I fear the PRI will remain the biggest party because the 
opposition is divided among several parties; no one outside the PRI will believe that the 
victory could have been achieved without fraud. (Fieldnotes 21 July 1994) 

The young people were convinced that the PRD could only be withheld from vic
tory if the PRI again took everybody for a ride. However, it was generally expected 
in Mexico City that the PRI would win even without a major fraud. They still ruled 
the country but most of all what meant excitement for the young people I walked 
with many others feared: the prospect of trouble and chaos. Especially PRI mem
bers - but also other Nanacatecos - were afraid a situation similar to Chiapas might 
occur in the Sierra and they were as much afraid of rebels as the inevitable arrival 
of the army it would provoke. They remembered too well the problems in the 1980s 
and how they only increased after the army came.34 The PRI won in Nanacatlan 
with 150 votes to 100 for the PRD. Camilo Rodriguez was local observer for the 
PRI, and Alibert Jimenez for the PRD. There was a general consensus in the village 
that the actual ballot had been fair. PRI members such as Elios extended this to the 
whole country. 

33 An activist parish priest, a cadre of Carmelite nuns, and some Totonac community leaders founded 
OIT in 1989. A coalition between OIT and PRD held the municipal presidency for nine years. In 1998 
the PRI regained power and OIT dwindled through repression and internal divisions. Lately it integrated 
with UNITONA (Unidad Indigena Totonaca-Nahua), a new regional network of Totonac and Nahua 
organisations (Smith 2004; Ellison 2004:525-541; Wahrhaftig and Lane 1997). 

34 The fear of chaos that I noticed in the village seems to have been a general fear, and the PRI was 
well aware of this. Not only did they manage to label the PRD as a party of violence, the political 
opposition themselves were unable to develop their own political discourse or an alternative political 
programme that could have reassured people. The general atmosphere of distrust could therefore easily 
include the PRD as well. The PRI won the 1994 presidential elections because it was at least a known 
and stable option (McDonald 1997; Aitken 1999:180-208). 
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The newspapers in California have written that these were the cleanest elections in the 
history of Mexico, an example for the United States. It is in the newspapers here. There 
were mistakes before the elections with names and the signing of results out of ignorance 
because it was the first time. (Elios Bravo 1994) 

PRD members such as Alibert started stressing fraud before the elections, though 
with a lot more calm than before because they were well aware that they came in 
third behind the right-wing PAN: 

There are many ways to commit fraud: through pressure by employers on their labourers 
to vote for the PRI, or on groups who work for the government to vote for the PRI; by 
handing out money by the government for projects; out of custom, because of voting for 
the PRI for many years, or as an obligation to family or compadres. Fraud is not neces
sarily committed on Election Day only. And then, there is the familiarity of the PRI 
through commercials and among people who cannot read and write. I always read the 
Jornada [newspaper], because it is from the PRD while the others are all from the 
government. The Jornada already writes a bit more truthful. In other newspapers they 
wrote there were only 200 people in Zapotitlan [for the visit of Cardenas], and that is 
definitely untrue, I would say about 1000, or to be on the safe side between 900 and 
1000. (Alibert Jimenez 1994) 

Paradoxically, PRI and PRD followers in Nanacatlan have a lot in common in their 
evaluation of the political state of affairs and especially in their shared mistrust of 
the PRI. When it comes to municipal, state, or national politics all Nanacatecos 
complain that their village is neglected and under funded. Outside the village even 
the highest local authority is relatively powerless as he is at the bottom of the 
political hierarchy. Politics may divide but can also unite Nanacatecos, as it did 
even during the tense 1990s. Most villagers saw the murder of presidential candi
date Colosio as ordered by president Salinas whom they also heavily criticize for 
his corruption. Both PRI and PRD followers unite in criticizing the municipal (PRI) 
authorities in Zapotitlan for not consulting Nanacatlan and Tuxtla about the candi
dates for mayor in the municipal elections. Moreover, they accuse the municipal 
authorities of keeping the majority of the state funds only for Zapotitlan instead of 
providing the auxiliary villages with their fair share. But when it comes to the vil
lage itself, agreements are short-lived. Even people who were fierce opponents 
though, were reluctant to break off all ties. 

In September 1994 a younger brother of Alibert died of heart problems when he was only 
37 years old. When a villager dies every household sends someone to pay their respects, 
with some small presents, while men who know the family well stay for a while at night 
during the wake. Lupe went and embraced Alibert when they met. They talked about 
how sad it is to lose a brother. In the evening Elios left for the wake despite initial doubts, 
and his wife Lupe strongly encouraged him. He came back somewhat sooner than expec-
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ted because he had been amidst only PRD-followers, and this had made him uncomfor
table. 

Lupe was no exception in trying to bridge strained relations. Women were often in 
favour of continuing or resuming contacts and especially so when a breach of con
tact would include members of their support and exchange network. On the other 
hand, people also were able to resume relations without losing face or feeling too 
awkward by simply resuming the customs expected within their networks, such as 
visiting for a wake or giving food. 

Reluctant PRI or PRD support 

In the mid-1990s, apart from some main activists, people were not very outspoken 
about their political allegiance. It seems that people favour a party for reasons other 
than its politics. Some supporters of parties were what one could expect: many 
mestizos who had been or at the time were village officials, sided with the PRI. The 
better-off Totonacs and religious specialists took their chance at political influence 
by supporting the PRD. But it would be a grave mistake to try and make clear-cut 
boundaries between mestizos and indigenous people in terms of politics: a former 
mayor {mestizo) had founded the local chapter of the PRD and many indigenous 
people voted for the PRI. Protestants would not actively campaign for politics, but 
in general they supported the PRI. Leobardo Jimenez, a Jehovah Witness, was the 
exception when he joined his family in supporting the PRD. He even went to 
Zapotitlan to see Cardenas and support his brother Alibert. When I asked him about 
it after the elections he simply said: "I am a Jehovah Witness, we do not engage in 
politics". Other families were split by political disagreements though. Some people 
would support the party of their patron, but others would also include their own 
patron and compadre in the accusations in a very aggressive and open way. When 
the former PRD leader Genaro Bravo moved on to start a local branch of the left-
wing Labour Party (PT) after the elections, some PRD activists did not hesitate to 
follow him. Esteban, the son of the religious cargos president, and Alibert were 
among them. 

Sometimes I was surprised to find PRI supporters where I had not expected 
them, such as Pedro and Irene who had never voted for the PRI before. In these 
days of turmoil they felt it their duty to continue their communal tasks. By doing so 
they were seen as PRI supporters, the more so as they stood behind their PRI patron 
and compadre Elios, who was accused of corruption when he was mayor. They 
simply did not believe this and felt it as an insult to themselves. In their eyes Elios 
had done well, because when he was mayor a lot had been achieved. According to 
Irene they were entitled to receive a Solidaridad allowance for their son, but when 
the problems started they were glad they didn't, as it would have implicated them 
in the corruption charges. 
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I used to vote for Cardenas, like many here. I always voted for the PRD, but not since the 
problems started. Many people were always pro-PRI but they aren't any more. I changed 
sides because I was a member of the school committee and the committee for the recon
struction of the secondary school auditorium. I always went to the presidency and there
fore people said to me "You are from the PRI". I never supported the PRD because they 
were so aggressive. And then they said a lot of things about my compadre, and I had to 
stand by his side. And furthermore, I knew that they were wrong, that they said things 
that were not true. I have more sympathy for the PAN now. Pedro always used to vote for 
the PPS,35 and now for the first time PRI. (Irene Castafieda 1994) 

In the course of events Pedro was drawn willy-nilly into the PRI despite his 
reluctance, and he made it to chair of the local PRI committee. In the end Irene 
abstained from voting for any party. Pedro never ceased to amaze me; in 1996 he 
easily shifted allegiances and joined the PT for a while. His explanation was not 
very clear, perhaps even to himself. 

When the PT representatives arrived I asked them various questions. They said they not 
only wanted to organise the party but would also support the marketing of regional prod
ucts. But until now they have not done so. My aim was to thwart the PRD, because they 
insult the PRI and are unsupportive of the village with their refusal to do faena. I was 
foolish, because my own friends from the PRI, like the mayor from Zapotitlan, did not 
trust me. I did not care to win or lose, but it is better that there are more than two parties, 
who make trouble, but better between three parties, so that people react. But why I never 
explained myself to the municipal PRI is because they never invited the [PRI] commit
tees of Nanacatlan and Tuxtla. Partly I did it for this reason; because I wanted a candidate 
from Nanacatlan and Tuxtla [for the municipal mayor elections] and not just a regidor. 

(Pedro Ramos 1996) 

For Pedro and Irene the most important reason to stay away from the PRD was that 
they felt its political criticism interfered with the well-being of their village. 

Nobody wants to work for the school in faena, only the people who received the grant 
because they have to. But only a few people show up, while before everybody came to 
work, like when the auditorium was built. Now people only weed a bit, because they 
want money. But it surely is our village that we have to take care of. (Irene Castafieda 
1994) 

Women would often say that they were not interested, let alone involved in politics. 
They would just repeat their husbands' points of view. This is a general way women 
talk about issues that concern the village, but does not accurately describe their 
attitude or role. Women have many ways to show their opinion without speaking. 

PAN: National Action Part (see chapter 2); PPS: Popular Socialist Party. 
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Genaro introduced the PRD in the village and when shortly after he tried to distance 
himself when things got rough, women forced him to join the meetings because 
"since he had started the trouble that our husbands had joined, he was not going to 
get away from it". Women also could stop greeting or visiting others and even more 
conspicuously could stop exchanging food with members from the other party or 
continue to do so even with their husbands political enemies.36 Irene had to be 
careful in dealing with her own and her husband's relatives. She has daily contact 
with her aunt and especially her two cousins, but this was not always the case in the 
past when politics coincided with and reinforced other tensions. Irene didn't get 
along with her husband's sister Tomasa for a while either. Although Elios was also 
her compadre, she and her husband joined the opposition and even shouted accusa
tions against him in public. Thereafter Elios no longer wanted to employ him as 
day-labourer. Irene also decided against Tomasa: 

I have problems with my sister-in-law because she does not support her compadre. She 
talks about him and about us as well, that we are more or less well off because my com
padre gave us money [from the presidency, when he was mayor] (Irene Castaneda 
1994) 

Similarly a family dispute over inheritance provided fuel for political divisions: 

My grandmother had a sitio that she gave to her son under the condition that he would 
take care of her. He does not support her with anything, not even a dime, and even the 
mayor Genaro told Pedro that I was entitled to have the sitio. I still remember when my 
grandfather was dying what he told my grandmother; I was ten years old: "Do not give 
it to anyone, not even your son, leave it to the person who took care of you". But my 
grandmother did not listen, because she loves her son very much. I do not want any 
problems and neither did Pedro, and therefore we did not reclaim. There was also dis
tance between us for a while because of the politics. They went over to the PRD, because 
they promised them a lot, but nothing came of it. (Irene Castaneda 1994) 

Despite these problems Irene tried to maintain relations even when they were at 
their most tense. For women the easiest way to do so is by continuing food 
exchanges (see chapter 7). 

I do not get along well with my sister-in-law but I bring her food anyhow, otherwise she 
says I forget her. I do not want to have more problems. You can choose not to bring food 
to relatives, or to comadres, but then you increase the problems. I therefore prefer to keep 
doing it. (Irene Castaneda 1994) 

M Dona Marina Jimenez was an exception in openly deviating from her husband's political stance, 
the wealthy don Felipe, a fervent PRI supporter until his death. She, a cousin of Alibert and Leobardo, 
studied in Mexico City in 1968 and never forgave the PRI for the killing of students. 
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The bustle of the presidential elections and the local havoc of 1994 didn't last long 
and afterwards people faced the need to normalize relations with political oppo
nents they used to be on friendly terms with. In the heat of the political clash even 
siblings and compadres had been out of touch and often didn't visit each other 
anymore or refused to work together. For a small village with face-to-face contacts 
such general avoidance between large parts of the community is fatal. Since there 
is no repertoire of political discussion between opponents, the only solution is to 
engage in clashes or withdraw from the political domain. In Nanacatlan this meant 
that by 1996 many villagers avoided official politics.37 Slowly people took up com
munity labour again. As we see in the next chapter, people were not reluctant to 
work for the community when it came to ritual life. PRD followers merely opposed 
village works because they saw it as part of politics and benefiting the authorities 
more than the villagers. Some people who saw faena as benefiting the village - and 
Pedro was among them - were actively trying to resume community labour, with 
success. In April 1996 about 30 men were building a wall to protect the secondary 
school from landslides. When I came back to village in 1997, the waterworks had 
been finished in most of the village, with several water taps per street. 

Though the PRI won all the elections in Nanacatlan in the 1990s, this does not 
mean that politics continued like before. One crucial difference with the past is 
that, after already losing much of their socio-economic influence, the local elite's 
political power has become seriously contested. The elite moreover, are no longer 
unanimous in their political affiliation. Instead of ruling the village as a matter of 
course, they had to make an effort to gain political support. When they failed to do 
so in the local elections of 1996, villagers did not show up for the elections. While 
this used to be the usual state of affairs, the elite can no longer be sure whether 
opposition will erupt again and how this will affect future elections. They will 
probably never be able to regain the political hegemony they had. Personal ambi
tions still find enough outlets and in 1999 yet another party, the PAN, entered the 
political arena on the local mayoral elections with don Camilo Rodriguez as candi
date. The elite may continue their control precisely by dividing themselves across 

37 The opposition PRD-activists in the village were so involved in criticizing the PRI, not only at 
the village or municipal level but drawing comparisons with national problems, that they failed to see 
not only the local power basis of the PRI but the rejection of many villagers of their actions as too dis
ruptive to village life. In a sense they did not recognize the power of rumours. PRD activists thought that 
revealing 'the truth' about PRI manipulations was enough to win votes. They did not understand that the 
general atmosphere of suspicion about any truth made it hard for many villagers to also believe them. 
The fraud that led to Salinas's victory in 1988, for instance, was not always attributed to the PRI. Many 
villagers told me they thought it meant that Cardenas had sold his votes. Too many villagers therefore 
could not imagine how a new party would or could be in power, let alone in a peaceful way. This aspect 
of distrusting politics, in many parts of Mexico paradoxically enough favoured the ruling PRI above the 
opposition (Kerr 1994:30). The working of rumours is especially important when people are reluctantly 
drawn into party politics, as was the case in Nanacatlan. They distrust or are not familiar with official 
party opinions and rarely have access to independent media for information or alternative opinions. 
Even in more activist places like Huehuetla, no more than 50% supported the PRD or the OIT (Ellison 
2004: 528; Vail Verdü 1998, though Smith (2004:407) mentions 75%, for the coffee activities of OIT. 
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different parties, but they will not be able to use their social network the way they 
could in the times of the one and only PRI. Their supra-local contacts, important to 
hold the villagers' support, will depend on their access to the networks of specific 
parties to a large extent. 

Conclusions 

While the social landscape has been further differentiated, the political landscape 
has become fragmented as well. For the community to continue to exist, the issue 
has become one of how to counterbalance these centrifugal forces. What can 
Nanacateco history mean and offer as a centripetal force? Obviously, the further 
back in time, the greater the consensus about what happened in the past. Nanacate-
cos share and cherish their historias of a rich past that vanished because of entice
ments in other places, encroachments from outsiders, and the devastating impact of 
epidemics which makes the present village land much smaller than before and 
reduced the number of its inhabitants. Villagers easily unite in drawing their 
boundaries vis-a-vis other villages and against absentee landowners who appropri
ated lands that rightly belonged to Nanacatlan. Even political opponents close the 
ranks when it comes to putting Nanacatlan first against outsiders who interfere in 
village affairs, like the "people from the Zapotitlan municipality", corrupt state 
officials from Puebla, or PRI politicians. In that respect, sharing and defending 
common interests against external threats is a major factor in reinforcing a sense of 
belonging to Nanacatlan. Often it is the local elite who represents the village in 
those confrontations, and in doing so live up to the claim of village leadership. 

But when it comes to local internal issues, the apparent unity easily breaks 
down. Recent history is a contested domain on which villagers more often than not 
hold rather different and sometimes opposite opinions and interpretations, depend
ing upon their personal interests and the faction they belong to. This is most obvi
ous when it comes to the history of land ownership. Totonacs, and partially the 
small peasants and landless among them, tell the stories of how mestizo and some 
Totonac families have managed to wheedle the Nanacatecos out of their lands 
through mean tricks and sheer fraud - something which of course, is adamantly 
denied by the accused who stress that they rightfully required their land holdings. 
Similar differences in historical consciousness and memory exist about who were 
the most important to bring development to Nanacatlan: the elite stressing their 
initiatives against the initially reluctant villagers, or the other villagers pointing out 
they with their own hands connected Nanacatlan to the power supply, and con
structed the road and water supply. 

The mes?(zo-Totonac divide is visible in the representation of history, with the 
mestizos distinguishing themselves in their way of life and their close ties to state 
officials and involvement in regional and national affairs - and increasingly in 
international affairs as well. Even so, the divide was not absolute, as a considerable 
number of Totonacs had aligned themselves to the mestizo power holders by being 
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part of the local authority system of political cargos and reliable peones and com-
padres. Moreover, mestizos and Totonacs to a large extent agreed that the municipal 
or state authorities did not always act in the interest of the village. In the past dec
ades, quite a few Totonacs have also become traders and landowners and started 
working in new urban employment, developing supra-local interests, and follow
ing urban lifestyles comparable to the mestizo families. This changed the old social 
stratification in that the indigenous villagers are no longer completely dependent 
upon the local elite for work and security. The opening up of long-time socio-eco
nomic dependency relations together with the opening up of the Sierra brought new 
religious and political differentiation and opposition to Nanacatlan. 

It is easy to imagine that this growing heterogeneity could have created strong 
centrifugal tendencies leading to major splits along these fault lines. For a while this 
seemed to be happening during the political disagreements. It is the more remarkable 
that such splits have not occurred, although at times tensions ran high. In many 
ways, villagers in Nanacatlan were trying to live up to their ideal of a united village, 
though this would have been far more difficult were it not that a number of villagers 
actively encouraged such unity and took the lead in trying to continue to feel respon
sible for the community as a whole. Regular disagreements and conflicts may crop 
up but most people are afraid that if they last too long, they might seriously disrupt 
community life. When the critique of political opponents threatened to do exactly 
that, even people who agreed with their words, turned away from their fights. The 
example of nearby Huitzilan torn apart by lasting and violent conflict may have 
been a strong deterrent. But it is not only out of fear that people stress the mainte
nance of community life and the need to contain disputes. When political opposition 
became so strong that PRD followers refused to participate in communal labour 
(such as faena for secondary school enlargement and water pipe fittings) this was 
seen by others as dangerously trespassing the boundaries of the community. What 
appeared to be crucial, were the continued initiatives by some villagers to perform 
such duties and to try and convince others to join them. They are social brokers in 
the sense that they bring people together and bridge communication gaps, though 
not to provide personal access to resources and knowledge (see Boissevain 
1974:147-148) but for the benefit of the community (which also brings personal 
advantages but less direct and not always immediate). Nanacatecos saw more in 
joining these community brokers when politics became heavy. 

One of the ways to contain the tensions and accommodate conflicts in the long 
run is by stressing the communality of local histories as told in stories and cuentos. 
The distant past serves as a firm ground of villagehood, the more so as the stories 
of local conflicts are narratives about a past within well-known boundaries, people, 
places, and bones of contention. Social and cultural differentiation may have blurred 
some of the old dividing lines within Nanacatlan but it has not wiped out the old 
dichotomy of villagers and outsiders and even migrants are careful not to transgress 
that boundary. When they return to the village they catch up with the latest stories 
and rumours because only by knowing, sharing, and understanding these stories so 
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strongly embedded in the physical and social landscape, can they create a sense of 
belonging. Villagers are united in a local past and it is impossible to understand the 
present or disagree on local issues without such common ground. The unison around 
village development against outside threats depends on sharing stories to cross the 
obvious boundaries of social differentiation. Language is ambiguous, like rituals 
(Cohen 1985); different interpretations of local stories exist, but exactly this makes 
it interesting and relevant to continue telling them. Their local spatial and personal 
details ensure sufficient common ground for mutual understanding and creating a 
more canonised repertoire of the ancient past, where disputes are no longer impor
tant and agreement coincides with a shared glorious past. More important than 
having the same stories, is being prepared to tell, listen, and understand. To be 
Nanacateco thus means to know, to share, and to dispute the 'real truth' of the his
toricus of Nanacatlan and thus continue the past into the future. 

In the next chapter we see that such a shared repertoire is also noticeable in the 
cuentos people tell each other, though this is a more ambivalent category of stories. 
They explain how human beings relate to the social, natural, and supernatural world 
and provide villagers with a worldview based on exchange between these three 
domains. When relations between humans and the natural and supernatural world 
are at fault, people will fall ill. Illness, including its causes and healing, is therefore 
a pivotal part of the worldview. While the historias represent the ideological domain 
of what it means to live in Nanacatlan and be a Nanacateco, the cuentos provide the 
morality of being a Totonac villager, which to a large extent crosses denominational 
religious boundaries, but often specifically excludes mestizos. 



CHAPTER 5 

COSMOLOGY AND MORALITY 

All villagers tell historlas (histories), but only Totonac villagers are familiar with 
the local cuentos y chistes (stories and jokes).1 The first refer to the historical past 
of Nanacatlan and the Sierra and claim to be historically true, while the cuentos y 
chistes are not situated in a specific time and place. They are therefore not neces
sarily 'true' or 'real' in a historical sense, but are held to be true in a moral sense: 
they contain the metaphysical and cosmological framework of relationships 
between the natural, the supernatural, and the human worlds; and as such provide 
a moral guide for action because they outline the basic categories of good and evil, 
and stipulate what to do to combat evil. 

This chapter deals with ideas about the ways in which people, nature, and super-
nature are interconnected and the ways in which these ideas structure community 
life and personal well-being. These connections not only involve paired relation
ships (between humans and nature, or between humans and supernature) but also 
mediated relationships: the ways in which humans relate to and interact with nature 
mediated by the supernatural world i.e., the Patrons (duenos, T. xmalana) of the 
natural elements or the animals and crops; most of all those of Water, Fire, Air, 
Earth, Thunder, Rain, Animals, and Maize. According to Ichon (1973:146-149) 
these secondary gods, as he calls them, are male and female. 

In Totonac cosmology in general, the Patrons of Maize, the Sun, and the Moon 
take a central position, and the cuentos about their origin are remembered while 
other origin stories have disappeared. Cosmology is a field of agency (Smith 
2005:37) and its basic pattern is that human beings can only live in a natural world 
by entertaining good relations with various Patrons. Misfortunes such as diseases, 
natural disasters and poverty are attributed to an insulted Patron. The natural and 
the supernatural worlds constitute one whole, and everyday life of human beings is 
situated between nature and supernature. To live a good life, humans have to be in 
harmony with these worlds which means that they have to engage in exchange 
relationships with them through rituals and religious practices and actions aimed at 
maintaining or restoring harmony. Similarly, people have to maintain a balance 
with their fellow-humans with whom they interact through networks of reciprocity 

1 As explained in the previous chapter, there is only one Totonac word (likatzin) for stories that are 
'real' and this is mainly used for historias. Totonacs use Spanish to differentiate between them accord
ing to historical reality or legend/myth but even then add whether the story is reality or not, because 
some cuentos are also 'real'. I use cosmology and worldview interchangeably. 
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providing mutual support (see Ichon 1973; Baez etal. 1992; Chenaut 1990; Ellison 
2001, 2004; Lammel and Nemes 1992; Kelly 1953; Smith 2005). 

Among the Nanacatlan Totonacs, cosmological views tend to be of a very prac
tical nature and they usually refer to them as guidelines for action when they face 
difficult or unusual situations. Illness, bad dreams, worries, feelings of guilt, gossip 
and nagging, or sudden sounds or movements at night often trigger stories and 
discussions about what rules have been broken and what should be done to make 
amends. People often know themselves what to do, but when problems are too big 
to handle, implying that relations with the supernatural world have been seriously 
disturbed, they turn to intermediaries such as healers (curanderos, T. macuchina) 
and sorcerers (brujos, T. skuwana). 

Cosmology pertains to a relatively secret world and Totonacs do not easily talk 
about it. They tend to shield it off and conceal their views on disease and misfor
tune from the mestizo villagers, as they know pretty well that such views are easily 
labelled as 'backward' or 'unchristian'. It was only after I was better known to 
people that they would tell cuentos and would speak about susto (fright T. pikuan 
or tlhawan), mal aire (evil air, T. laktlhawan tin or nitlan tin), or mal de o jo (the evil 
eye), and explain how one could fall ill or run into trouble by misbehaving or not 
abiding customary rules (costumbres). 

That this worldview is a Totonac affair - and strictly speaking not a local cos
mology - becomes evident as these basic views are shared among Catholic and 
Protestant Totonacs. Catholics tend to equate some of the Patrons with saints, but 
Protestants, although they stress that there is only one God and no semi-Gods like 
the Catholic saints, have no fundamental objections against duenos and the role 
they play in causing illness and misfortune. Some Protestants argue that their reli
gious beliefs provide more effective protection against ill-willing Patrons than 
Catholicism does. If Geertz is right in saying that religion deals with the chaos of 
inexplicability, suffering, and injustice by providing a "model of reality" explain
ing the world and a "model for reality" to guide behaviour (Geertz 1973:93-94);2 

then Totonac cosmology is a religion shared across denominations: it provides 
meaning; explains suffering and evil; and outlines a moral community that includes 
the living, the dead, the Patrons and God (cf. Baez et al. 1992:28). This does not 
necessarily mean that the 'model of' and 'model for' aspects are complementary or 
equally important. The possible disjunction between both aspects enables the 
incorporation of new ideas and practices. Though people try to create a coherent 
worldview, this attempt can be a force for transformation as much as for stability 
(Sewell 1999:47-48). 

2 See also Verrips 1983:5-6, 232-235. Asad (2003) opposes the idea of a universal concept of reli
gion and is thus critical of Geertz whose definition he sees as a modern, privatised Christian version that 
emphasizes the priority of belief as a state of mind rather than as constituting activity in the world. 
Though I agree with Asad that religion is about power and practice, and that this is to a large extent 
neglected by Geertz, I find the 'model of' and 'model for' aspects useful tools for looking at Nanacateco 
cosmology as a distinct field of meaning and practice kept separate and even hidden by Nanacatecos. 
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Religion and cosmology 

Nowadays in the Sierra people from different denominations more or less coexist 
peacefully.3 In Nanacatlan three quarters of the population are Catholic and the 
four religious minorities - the two congregations of Baptists, Pentecostals, and 
Jehovah Witnesses - are thus each small. What is more fundamental however is not 
just the number of converts, but the fact that when alternative religions entered the 
region local Catholicism lost its religious monopoly and the religious specialists 
much of their control. Catholics in Nanacatlan often do not distinguish between the 
various new denominations and refer to them plainly as evangelicos or protes-
tantes. They only know a few things about the most obvious differences4 and see 
Protestantism as a serious break with the past, which they perceive as characterised 
by religious unity. They fail to understand how a religion without feasts, offerings, 
and images is possible and how Protestants can make a clean break with the ances
tors. Through the wooden walls of the Baptist church they heard the Texan reverend 
call Baptists "children of God" and all others "children of the devil". They also 
heard him oppose vaccination, something that they do not understand as they them
selves just started benefiting from prophylaxis, and they feel confirmed in their 
view when a child from a Baptist family dies of measles. They are startled when 
they observe the split in two churches among both Pentecostals and Baptists and 
the regular switching from one church to the next (Pentecostals turning Baptist); all 
this only confirms their suspicions. 

On the other hand members of the new religions, especially the women, see 
their conversion as liberation and modernity. They welcome the strict rules for 
personal behaviour such as the explicit prohibition to drink alcohol or beat one's 
wife and children. Many are proud of being part of a large worldwide movement, 
and they contrast it to local Catholicism that they see as backward and parochial, 
largely organised by villagers with only marginal outside interference. They do not 
appreciate the time-consuming religious cargo system, so important for many 
Catholics, and they only engage in compadrazgo to a limited extent. It saves them 
from the many obligations involved, that they apparently perceive as outweighing 
the benefits. When political tensions ran high in the first half of the 1990s, the dif
ferences increased between Protestants (invariably followers of the ruling PRI) and 
a number of active Catholics who supported the new opposition party. These differ
ences became apparent during the many occasions of ritual exchange and co
operation, as I explain in the next chapter. 

3 See Garma 1984. 1986 and 1987. For a general analyses of the change to Protestantism in Latin 
America see inter alia Martin 1993; Motley 1996; Stoll 1990. 

4 Ignorance of religious minorities among Catholics in Mexico is widespread. Followers of these 
religions however, do have knowledge about Catholicism because they are often converts. Both Catho
lics and followers of religious minorities hold stereotypical views about each other (Garma 1998). 
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Notwithstanding all the differences, Catholic and Protestant Totonacs have many 
elements of their worldview in common - even with regard to the Patrons as the 
interface between nature and supernature. By relating to the natural environment 
through Patrons of natural elements and animals, the natural and supernatural 
worlds are fused. Human beings are only able to survive in this world through their 
relations with these various Patrons.5 Some Patrons have become equated with 
Catholic saints. The Holy Trinity is the Patron of the Sun for some, while for others 
it is Jesus Christ and Christ or God (often called San Manuel) is mentioned as the 
Patron of Maize. The Archangel Miguel is the Patron of Wind and Air (a manifesta
tion of the dead), and San Miguel of Rain and Thunder and therefore of agriculture .6 

San Isidro is Patron of bulls, and San Antonio of the domestic animals. Other 
duenos directly protect human beings: Santiago is village Patron and thus protects 
the village and villagers, the Virgen de Guadalupe (Patron Saint of Mexico) pro
tects villagers working in Mexico City, and Maria Lourdes protects fishermen in 
the river. Even so, there is a lot of confusion and disagreement on who is who and 
what does what; and of course Protestants will not speak of saints at all, while even 
Catholics over the years started to emphasize the difference between God and saints 
by reiterating that "there is only one God". 

Everyone agrees though that Patrons exist and that in order to avoid misfortune 
it is essential to maintain good relations with them. To honour them and to prevent 
their anger, they should not be disturbed at noon because that's when they rest. Men 
and women have to stop working, as tilling the soil, fetching water, or buying 
maize means bothering the Patrons. People speak respectfully about these entities, 
but also matter-of-factly, as they are a normal feature of life. 

Where Catholics and Protestants obviously differ in their reverence with regards 
to Patrons and God is the house altar that has a central place in the house of every 
Catholic. For Catholics this is the place to meet and honour Patron-saints, God, and 
the ancestors; and for them it would be unthinkable not to honour them according 

5 While nature is often conceptualised as a passive resource at the disposal of human beings in 
Western thought, the Totonacs of Nanacatlan make every effort to maintain good relations with the 
patrons or owners of the natural world. Western environmentalists opposing what they call the exploita
tion of the earth tend to restrict human interventions in the natural world as much as possible. Although 
this may be necessary under certain dramatic circumstances, in general it often means that projects that 
do not take people's needs into account are bound to cause more problems than they solve. Such a view 
of nature leaves hardly any room for the obvious human interests, no matter how much they may depend 
on nature for their daily needs, and has been appropriately called an ecocentric view of nature by Einars-
son (1993:77), who himself advocates considering people as a natural part of ecosystems, and thus 
taking local needs and wishes into account instead of solely focusing on the environment. He relates this 
last tendency to the anthropomorphization of nature and the questioning in general of the rift between 
nature and culture (1993:78). 

6 For the northern highlands, San Juan Aktsinf, the Patron of Thunder and Rain is also the patron of 
Water and one of the most important Totonac deities (Ichon 1973:45). Contrary to the northern highland 
Totonac, Aktsini' is often equated with San Miguel in the southern highlands (Ellison 2004:234). 
Aktsini' is related to Saint John by coastal Totonacs and to Saint Bartholomew in the Totonac highland 
village of Coyutla. Romero (1999:64-65) relates San Miguel to the Totonac deity Jill' or God of Light
ning, also called El Trueno Viejo. 
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to custom with dishes during major celebrations or with a candle and flowers on a 
Patron's holiday. They know that not doing so during Todos Santos would defy the 
ancestors who will seek revenge and punish the offenders. They repeat the stories 
about people struck by misfortune when they did not include chicken in the offer
ings when they had enough money to buy one (sanctions do not apply to those who 
cannot afford a complete set of dishes). Protestants do not have a house altar any
more. They consider saints and ancestral offerings superstitious and make a clear 
break with them. Instead, they focus on direct relations with God; it is to Him they 
present their food gifts, but only on the church altar not at home. 

In the remainder of this chapter I focus on the three fields most relevant for 
conceptualising Totonac cosmology: living and livelihood; the self; and misfortune 
and evil. 

The origin of maize and daily food 

Nanacatecos know little about the origin of the world, the people, or the animals. 
When I asked whether they knew any, they would refer to the Bible, but could 
hardly tell biblical stories of the creation for themselves. In strong contrast to the 
absence of such stories about the way the world came into being, are the well-
known stories about the origin of maize and the origin of the sun and the moon. 
Apparently, they offer an explanation of what people consider to be vital for every
day survival and the reproduction of life: the supply of a staple food and the fertil
ity of women as well as the earth through the influence of men, moon, and sun. 
Maize as the main food crop is the centre of attention as there is always the memory 
of hunger (see previous chapter) and the fear of hunger in these years of recurrent 
economic crises. The ideas expressed in stories about the origin of maize are crucial 
to understanding the way it is treated as a crop, as food, and in providing (a partial) 
insight into the division of labour along gender lines. 

Origin stories 

The story of the origin of maize in Nanacatlan has ants discovering the maize and 
a woodpecker hitting the rock that hides the maize. This resembles a version in 
nearby Huehuetla (Ellison 2004:247-248) and Nahua versions, more than northern 
highland Totonac ones (see Ichon 1973:87). Pedro told the following version: 

How maize was discovered 
The ants had already discovered maize, but they had no way of getting it, because it was 
lying underneath a big rock. But this poor animal, the woodpecker (pajaro carpintero), 
tried to open the rock and he started to rap and rap the rock until it broke. But the poor 
woodpecker fainted because a piece of rock accidentally hit him, and that is why this bird 
has a red spot on the head, where the rock hit. When the bird fainted, the ants {hormigas 
arrieros) saw their chance to take out the maize. Another animal, the vulture (zopilote), 
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saw its chance to take the good maize. When the poor woodpecker came to himself, there 
was no maize left; only waste, totally trodden upon. The woodpecker also took his part, 
but the good maize was already flattened. That is why today our maize is so flat; it 
shouldn't be flat, but rounded off like a clove of garlic, those from below (los abajenos), 

the ants, took the maize below. Those from above (los arribenos), the vultures, took it up 
with them. The poor woodpecker took the kernels, and although they were flattened, the 
heart of the kernels was still alive and the maize germinated soon. After three months the 
milpa was completely germinated. Those from above did not know how to treat the 
maize and they came to ask the woodpecker when they saw how high the maize had 
already grown, two meters or one and a half. The woodpecker decided to fool them and 
told them to boil the kernels and then sow them. It didn't work so they came back to ask 
again. This time he told them to grind it first, because sometimes they germinate like 
that. When it didn't work again the one from above got so angry that he came back with 
a strong wind and all the milpas fell down, and broke in three pieces. The one from below 
wanted his maize back and the one from above got all worried and started to put back the 
stems. And when the one from below snuck close to see how he did it, he saw how he 
blew his nose and used the mucus to stick the stems together. That is why today the stems 
of the milpa have something that is like mucus. The woodpecker told him how to sow his 
maize and he did so, but the maize needs a year to grow. But here we can harvest twice 
a year. Above (higher in the mountains) however, in Zacatlan, Tetela, and Zacapoaxtla 
they can sow only once a year, because the maize doesn't do anything until March. This 
is the history of the maize and of those who trod upon it. (Pedro Ramos 1989)7 

Don Felix told me about the origin of maize as an explanation of a dance, los 

Tejoneros (see annex 6), that I saw first in the neighbouring village of Zitlala. 

The dance of Los Tejoneros 

The bird [in the dance] is the Patron of Maize. When there was nothing, not a single 
maize and nobody knew where to find it, and there was nothing for sale either; ants 
(hormigas arrieros), the ones that break off leaves, went to take out the maize. Some 
went looking where it came from, out of a rock, but they could not open it. A gentleman 
came, Nacho, he was the only one who said, "I will do it", with his head. Now we see a 
red spot on the head of the woodpecker [Nacho is thus man as well as bird], because of 

7 The role of vultures in the finding of maize is somewhat mysterious and I have not found its 
presence in Aztec or Maya versions. The similarity of this Nanacateco version with others is striking 
however. Seler (1909) writes how in Aztec legend the God Quetzalcoatl went west to look for maize, in 
the mountain of provisions Tonacatepetl and that the ants showed him the way. Ichon (1973:68-71) 
points at the similarities between Aztec and Maya versions when describing a Maya myth where ants 
discover the maize and carry it off, while first a fox and later other animals and human beings come 
looking. The human beings ask the Gods of Rain for help and the most important Rain God asks the 
woodpecker to find the easiest spot to break the rock. God himself breaks it and a piece falls on top of 
the woodpecker, whose head has been red ever since (see also Petrich 1982:37; for the Tzeltal: Slocum 
1965). According to Ichon the Sun is an assimilation of the Maize God. I did not find any outspoken 
connection between the sun and maize, nor a link with rain, in Nanacatlan but following Ellison 2004 
(esp. 250-255) the sun-maize link is obvious. 
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the blood when he broke the rock. He went down, because of the blow, he looked like he 
was dead. The ants carried the maize down and when Nacho came to himself, almost all 
the maize was gone. Now the maize is flat, new maize is downtrodden. The badger [in 
the dance] is killed because he steals maize, and that is why he is not loved. (Felix Ramos 
1989) 

Ellison (2004:250) also mentions Los Tejoneros as a performance of the discovery 
of maize and though the dance is also known in other parts of Mexico I have not 
come across a similar explanation. Central in the dance is a tall pole with long 
strings of coloured paper wrapped around it, covered with leaves. On top of the 
pole is a woodpecker, and about a quarter of the way up is a stuffed badger (tejon). 
The foot of the pole is kept out of view by a screen of cloth about two meters high 
where the dancers, all males, go in and out; some dressed as men and some as 
women (called Huehues). The most important part of the dance causes much 
excitement in the public, and is when a man standing far out of the scene points a 
rifle to kill the badger while someone else pulls a rope so that it looks as if the 
badger really is moving in a death-struggle. Thereafter another rope is pulled and 
the woodpecker slowly moves down, rapping the pole (again, this looks quite real
istic), removing the paper and thus uncovering the maize. 

What seems a theme in both stories, apart from the central role of maize itself, 
is that they reflect an opposition between agriculture and hunting. The badger is a 
carnivore but also eats maize, just like humans. It is not a taboo animal, but is 
hunted to be eaten and to protect the maize crop.8 

Another well-known origin story about the sun and the moon - givers of life -
does not refer to maize but explains how the other ingredients of staple food (chilli 
and tomatoes) came into being and how they were used to invent the salsa, the 
sauce eaten daily with tortillas (though this is not apparent from the title of the 
story). Both the sun and maize are central Patrons, often equated to God or Jesus 
Christ. In a version mentioned by Ichon (1973:63) the sun is discovered under a 
rock, just as the discovery of maize. This is how Pedro told it: 

The tobacco grower and the sun 
The plants of a tobacco grower were very often destroyed, but he could not find out who 
did this until he saw a grey lizard. He started chasing the lizard and found it sitting on a 
beautiful, bright stone, as big as a marble. He took it home, but his two daughters started 
fighting about it because they both wanted it. One put it into her mouth and swallowed 

8 The badger symbolises agriculture as well as hunting and can be seen as a mediator between man 
the agriculturalist and man the hunter (both activities are taboo for women). It could be that the vulture 
in the version of Pedro is the mediator between hunting and agriculture as well, but most of all he 
exemplifies the advantages of agricultural life. In a funny story I was repeatedly told in the village, a 
vulture changes clothes with a lazy man, who dislikes agriculture and thinks it is far easier to just fly 
around for food. The vulture prefers agriculture above the difficulties of looking for carrion, and takes 
his place and is content with his life. The man finds that his new life is too hard and he dies of hunger. 
'Changing clothes' is a way of expressing bodily transformations (Viveiros 2002), see further below. 
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it. After a while she got pregnant and a little boy was born. When the boy was growing 
up he always told his grandmother that he would be the sun, but she did not believe him. 
When he was big, he went East and asked the people present to tell a young man who 
would pass by later, that he had gone West. He had already told his grandmother that she 
should look out for a sign at 12 o'clock noon and that she should stick a pole on that spot. 
The other young man, the one whose coming had been prophesied, was late because he 
had said goodbye to his lovers, his fiancees; because he had lingered so long, the other 
boy could go ahead. When he asked where the other had gone, the people said he went 
westwards. And this young man, already worried, passed by to disappear between the 
ashes.9 How could he ever catch up with the boy who had gone east? At the start of the 
day, he [the sun] already appeared in the east. And in the afternoon one can see the moon, 
as silver, because he does not radiate his own light. 

This is how it went and like he had told his grandmother, at noon some signs fell 
down, three drops of blood. The grandmother put some sticks there and during that day 
peppers, tomatoes, and chile de arbol (the biggest ones that are very spicy, much more 
than the green peppers) started growing. The tomatoes were of the longer variety. The 
grandmother of the sun wondered what she could do with it and started trying. She set 
the example, by preparing the tomatoes and the chillies and the green peppers, and cook
ing them on the fire. She started tasting, and it was very tasty. And until nowadays we 
still use this sauce of green peppers and tomatoes. And this is the history of the boy who 
comes from the tobacco grower; that is were it started, and he became the sun. 

This is a story (cuento) or something like a history (historia). (Pedro Ramos 1989) 

The origin stories obviously show that food eaten daily (maize and salsa) is God/ 
Sun-given, and the donation of blood by the Sun is common in Totonac versions 
(Ichon 1973:71). Other aspects receive equal attention, such as how men and 
women are involved. A clear example is the relation between the moon and women: 
the moon has various lovers, which suggests that the moon (T.papa) and a woman 
are a couple. Ichon (ibid: 65-66) cites a Totonac myth that explicitly states the 
moon is the husband of all women and is allowed to visit women once a month (T. 
papa), the reason why they menstruate. 

The sun is a different story. Although the sun is also a male, his relations are 
with relatives: his mother, and notably his grandmother. The sun is born of a virgin 
who became pregnant after her father brought a bright stone home. After the sun-
grandson has sent down some drops of his blood that became crops, the grand
mother invents the sauce that always goes with the tortillas. But most important, 
the sun together with water is the main source of fertility of the fields. 

Due to their constant competition (because the moon is trying to catch up with 
the sun) the moon and the sun are not only beneficial. Their fights result in eclipses. 

9 This part of the story is unclear. This may be because a part of the story is not remembered well 
anymore, about the way the boy who became the sun managed to do so by going into a big fire, while 
the other boy tried to do the same but the fire had already turned into ashes, and he thus became the 
moon (Ichon 1973:66). 
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This makes the moon the source of evil. According to Masferrer (1986a:30) the 
moon is male and dangerous one: brujos talk with the moon to make people die.10 

A lunar eclipse, Don Felix points out, is dangerous because all the blossoms of an 
orange tree will fall off, and a child born during a lunar eclipse will miss a finger, 
the nose, a toe, or will have a harelip. The sun can also cause havoc and during a 
long solar eclipse the stones from the cooking place and the steam-house can come 
alive. 

The relation between agriculture, food and gender 

What these stories do not explain - but what connects them - is the strong relation
ship that exists among the moon, food production, and the role of men. This 
becomes clear when looking at maize growing and how this is regulated by the 
phases of the moon.11 We again turn to Pedro: 

A new moon is not the time for sowing maize. Eight days after a new moon you can sow. 
It is better to do this eight days before a new moon, with a waning moon. You can also 
not cut a tree during a new moon; this has to be done always with the waxing moon. You 
can plant coffee with a new moon, so it strikes root; pruning is also better with a new 
moon. After five months it is time to fold the maize stem halfway (doblar), with the 
waning moon, eight days before the new moon. (Pedro Ramos 1989) 

Most Nanacatecos follow this pattern of maize growing. They carefully calculate 
the appropriate moon cycle dates for their work, but are pragmatic enough to use 
other days as well when circumstances interfere (chapter 3). 

But how can a male moon and a man work together to make maize? For this it 
is necessary to look at the earth as a connection to the moon and the male. We 
imagine that the moon, husband or lover of all women, is a fertility symbol paired 
to the female. I propose that the earth is such a fertility symbol for the male. The 
earth can be female as well as male (Braakhuis 1990; Ichon 1973:146; Lammel and 
Nemes 1992:191). When considering the fertility of men, we have to assume that it 
is in connection with the earth as a female that a man can produce a maize child 
(see Braakhuis 1990:128; Ichon 1973:73-93; Govers 1992 for more details). This 
also suggests a pairing of the female earth and the male moon. In the Nanacateco 
origin story the fertility of the earth remains unexplained. 

10 See also Lammel and Nemes 1992:189. According to Kelly (1953:186) the firm belief in a male 
moon among lowland and highland Totonacs is one of the elements which suggests non-Mesoamerican 
ties. Cordoba (1990:24) however, mentions a female moon related to the Virgin Mary, in Huehuetla. 
Kelly (ibid. 185) also mentions as non-Mesoamerican and more Circum-Caribbean the artificial germi
nation of maize, the fact that earth is not heaped about the base of the maize plant, women sharing 
agricultural work in the fields, and the use of clay pots as beehives. Only the first applies to Nanacatlan. 
Women do not work the fields; they harvest coffee and vegetables though never on the milpa, but in 
neighbouring villages like Tuxtla and Zongozotla women work in agriculture. 

11 Arias (1991:152) mentions how in Papantla working the milpa is related to saint's days, and thus 
on fixed dates. 
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The origin stories highlight agriculture and the preparation of food by paying 
attention to the most basic food of tortillas and salsa, what people eat daily with 
other ingredients or as a last resort when nothing else is available. The stories thus 
reflect that men work in agriculture (or work the female earth under certain condi
tions of the moon), while women play a principal role in the preparation of food. 
The gender division of labour as well as food seems to be a crucial issue (Govers 
1994,1997) to which I return in chapter 7. 

People only have a fragmented knowledge about the origin of the world, as 
Ichon also noted. What remains is considered central to living and livelihood: 
maize growing and daily food - despite the diversification of livelihood into the 
city. But to reconstruct the 'grand narrative' of even these domains other sources 
are necessary, and even then the picture is incomplete. Such crucial aspects such as 
the fertility of the earth and that of women are not explained. Water, another central 
element, does not even have an origin story but is linked to the origin of human 
settlement, including Nanacatlan (see chapter 4). As we see later the Patron of 
water is easily insulted and the main cause of susto. A complete picture has not 
arisen - if ever one existed. But the origin stories that explain living and livelihood 
are only one element of the local worldview; the mythical beings with their capac
ity to protect or attack the village provide an important link between the supernatu
ral world and the village. 

Mythical beings 

Cuentos and historias are neatly distinguished in other contexts, but when it comes 
to the supernatural they can overlap as is the case for local stories about mythical 
beings in Nanacatlan. Such stories are especially pervasive because they relate 
personal or ancestral experience to the supernatural and social world. The mythical 
beings in such stories often affect the community as a whole in a positive or nega
tive way. The latter is especially true for the Hojs-Kaxi (Squash-Head), a frequent 
topic of local talks in 1989. When people wake up at the dim light of dawn, children 
can feel a bit scared, and when grown-ups mention some strange noises they heard 
at night, the Hojs-Kaxi easily pops up in stories. The noise is said to have been 
made by he who has come to the village to cast a spell over it by moving through 
the village on one leg, after leaving his left bottom leg at the entrance to the village 
(see map 3 number 9), following the route of the processions and ending inside the 
church. It is said that he is sent by brujos from neighbouring villages that envy the 
prosperity and good life of Nanacatlan. Don Gustavo knows about his presence in 
detail. 

The Hojs-Kaxi ofZitlala 
We also have what I will tell as a story {cuento), but which is also reality. Various sur
rounding villages wanted to extinguish Nanacatlan. There is a village called Zitlala. 
about Wi hours away, and in those days all the people there were very envious. And 
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when this happened, the brujos in those days - it was in 1912 - would start to work, to 
bewitch this village. There were very good brujos in Zitlala, and in Nanacatlan as well. 
They would bewitch each other. In Nanacatlan they never thought they would come from 
Zitlala. But in those days they came to do evil to the village by sending an evil being to 
encircle the village, dancing and beating his jicara (dried squash). They call him Squash 
Head [Cabeza de Jicara, in Totonac Hojs-Kaxi]. At the boundary between Zitlala and 
Nanacatlan, he would leave his left leg behind to be able to enter the village and when he 
had entered he would do everything in reverse. He would change his clothes to wear 
everything inside out, his shirt, his [traditional] trousers (calzón) as they all wore in those 
days. He would beat and beat his jicara and dance backwards. He would circle the vil
lage on all the streets, from the four corners [the route of the processions]. 

In those days there were also village authorities like today and a Hojs-Kaxi would 
also bewitch the authorities. First he would go to the house of the mayor, then council
lors, the agent, and the judge. When he finished with all the authorities he would go to 
church. On entering the church he would leave his jicara outside at the door and would 
only go to the altar. Who knows what he was up to? When he was finished with praying 
or dancing, he would walk backwards, and talk to his jicara "Let's go, we did what we 
came for, we are ready". And he would continue walking backwards, backwards until he 
was outside the churchyard. He turned around and went back to the village border to pick 
up his leg and return home. 

The next dav everybody was talking about it, because many people had heard him. 
"Did you hear him last night?" "Yes, I heard it, who knows what it is?" The people who 
had survived his visits started to meet. "What do you think? Let us spy on him, and catch 
him, and see what we can do, we have to spy on him when he comes next time". They 
already knew he did not come every day, but only on Tuesdays and Fridays. They decided 
to watch him and some of them hid in the church behind the large statues. They saw what 
he was doing and also recognised him as someone from Zitlala. The next Friday they 
decided to grab him, because now they knew he was a person, and not a mal aire or 
something like that. When the Hojs-Kaxi was in the church they tied up his jicara; when 
he came out of church and was trying and trying to lift up his jicara they managed to grab 
him. They tied him and put him in jail. In those days though the village authorities did 
not have the power to punish and they decided to send him to Zapotitlan, to the munici
pality. There they punished and questioned him and found out he was only a servant. 
They asked for the master's name and decided to call him in. They released the servant, 
but took his jicara and his leg. He was so weakened, because he was bad and they had 
won, that he only managed to go back to the village border to die. His fellow villagers 
from Zitlala came to pick him up. His master became frightened and did not want to 
come anymore. This is what my grandfather, the father of my jefe, told me, exactly as I 
am recording it at this moment. (Gustavo Ramos 1989) 

The father of don Gustavo, don Miguel, told me that Nanacatlan survived the Hojs-

Kaxi visits because the people turned to God to ask for protection, and not to brujos, 

who used to be the counsellors. Most Nanacatecos, however, have a strong belief 
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in the power of brujos to either summon or avert evil and they all agree that the 
Hojs-Kaxi exists and also comes from Hueytlalpan. As don Felix told me, in addi
tion to the male ones from other villages who threaten the village, there is also a 
female Hojs-Kaxi: 

A boy and girl were just married. He did not know that she went out as a Hojx-Kaxi. His 
parents did not want him to register the wedding "because she will not stay with you at 
night, she will visit many villages". The boy had wanted to marry her anyhow. They loved 
each other very much. One night when the boy was fast asleep, the woman caressed him, 
his head, hands, hair, and body and walked around him. He was also from Hueytlalpan. 
The parents of the boy were awake and were watching what she was doing. The girl went 
to the village boundary to beat her jicara. The parents woke up their son but he went back 
to sleep again. This happened for three days, and the parents told their son to go to sleep 
early so he could see what was happening. When the girl started to caress him, he pre
tended to sleep by snoring, and she believed it. The parents accompanied their son and at 
the border of Hueytlalpan with Nanacatlan, they heard the voice of the Hojs-Kaxi. At the 
border there is a chapel and a cross and there lay her right leg. How did she do that, 
remove her leg? Her father-in-law, mother-in-law, and husband saw her leg and took it to 
the village and put ashes on the knee, right were it had been amputated. The woman was 
playing here in the church and did not know what they were doing. She came home 
crying, with one leg hurting awfully. "Why did you follow me?" "My father and mother 
did not want me to marry you". "Where is my leg? It is not your fault, I cannot help it 
either." He showed her the leg full of ashes. She died that afternoon. (Felix Ramos 1989) 

Nanacatecos distinguish between the male Hojs-Kaxi who is a threat to the village, 
and the female Hojs-Kaxi who is a threat to her husband and his family. In this viri-
local community, a woman comes to live with her affines. This means that a stranger 
is becoming not only part of the family but also comes to live with them. Any 
stranger is a potential threat, the more so when they are a member of the household 
and can thus more easily do harm. The same way people from neighbouring villages 
are a potential threat because they are familiar with the village and know its layout, 
the route of the processions, and where the authorities live. Men who do not belong 
to the village and women who do not belong to the family are a potential danger, the 
more so when they are familiar with the village or the household. 

Looking at the meaning of removing a leg can elucidate the kind of danger that 
a Hojs-Kaxi represents. This amputation may point at the real danger of a Hojx-
Kaxi because though Nanacatecos do not mention it, elsewhere it has been related 
to fertility and castration (Galinier 1984:436-437) and the fear of cannibalism by 
affines (Overing 1986). Both explanations have a point here. The male Hojs-Kaxi 
threatens the survival of the village and its inhabitants, which could be interpreted 
as a loss of procreation. The female Hojs-Kaxi is feared for her presence at home 
and her potential threat to procreation, for which she is indispensable. 

During my first visit such stories were frequently told, but in 1994 and 1996 
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nobody mentioned them anymore. At the end of the nineties the Hojs-Kaxi was 

back again. It was probably not necessary for him to damage the village, when 

Nanacatecos were so busy doing that themselves. 

There are also other mythical cum human beings like the Stantlawa and the Tip-

skgoyat, who are persons who have learned to protect. They are from the village 
and are protectors of the village and its people. Knowledge about them has become 
scarce. Don Felix could explain more about them than most people, because he is 
from a family who can turn into one of them. 

The Stantlawa is a person who goes out at night and flies into the sky. It goes up into the 
sky and when it is a woman you can see her long hair; when it is a man you can see it by 
his silhouette. They come out where the ravine is near the river where the singing stone 
is. Close to the cafetal of don Elios there is a large well that runs to the river. My mother 
told me that Bruno Ramos and his people were working, and it became late and his 
companions were asleep. He went to warm himself at the fire they had made and began 
to take out some fire; it stayed like fire, glowing, and he felt like flying and then he flew 
to where the strong thunder reaches. They [the Stantlawa] are the ones who help us, who 
guard us. When the stones want to revive [see below], they take care they do not walk 
about. When snakes want to appear, they stop them. 

Also the Tipskgoyat are companions, persons, and in every village we have them. 
When they come home in the morning they put themselves very exhausted into the fire. 
An animal wanted to come out of the well, where the well water comes into the river; I 
think it is Patron of the well. They [the Tipskgoyat] came together and caught him. 

And much earlier, the mother of my grandmother, Carmen Juarez, was also one of 
those who take care of us. I understand these things, because she was like my grand
mother, the mother of Josepha Perez. And it is true that when she died, she woke up 
straight away and returned to the sky. (Felix Ramos 1994) 

People do not know a lot about the Stantlawa and Tipskgoyat anymore, except that 
they were kind. They no longer exist; it is something from the past. Some villagers 
say this is because nobody teaches them to become one anymore. But according to 
don Felix people are born as Stantlawa or Tipskgoyat, it is not a matter of teaching. 
They have a lot of hair when they are born, that is how you recognize them. Pedro 
thinks that they may still exist but are hiding now, and that even the persons them
selves might not know anymore that they have the power. 

The Stantlawa is of minor importance, but the Tipskgoyat is defender of the village, of 
humanity. With a long solar eclipse all the stones that are heated [by human beings when 
they are cooking or taking a steambath] can come alive, the temazcal, tenamaztle, comal. 

The Tipskgoyat defends us from them. During a solar eclipse everybody would go to 
church and extinguish any fire or candle, at home or in the church. When there would be 
light, the stones would revive quickly. (Pedro Ramos 1998) 
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Don Felix contrasts them to the Hojs-Kaxi and his companion, the dwarf. 

They differ from the Hojx-Kaxi, who is bad, like the dwarves. Really, there used to be a 
lot of them [Tipskgoyat and Stantlawa], although they said they were opossums, but that 
is not true, they are persons; just like the Hojs-Kaxi is a person who could be jailed. You 
could hear him by the sound of his jicara. First on the mountain, then coming down, after 
that entering the village, he took the same route as the processions, the streets and the 
four corners. He entered the church and left his jicara on a large stone at the church door. 
It was a man from Hueytlalpan. The taksgoyut (dwarf) also started dancing, and accom
panied the Hojs-Kaxi, who danced and played the drum. (Felix Ramos 1994)12 

The opossum (tlacuache), owl, and tecolote (type of owl) are alike, according to 
Pedro, because they turn into dwarves that can play tricks with the human soul 
(listakna). Irene did not like to go to the bathroom at night, because of the dwarves. 

My grandfather went to the bathroom, he was ill and the dwarves took him, and he saw 
a beautiful road. The next morning we did not find him in bed. Don Miguel brought him 
back, he lived outside the village those days, and he had found him close to a gully. 
Grandfather told us. (Irene Castaneda 1994)13 

The Patron Saint is also very valuable. Santiago is so powerful that people from 
other villages come to ask his protection, like the dancers from Xochtitlan who 
come all the way to Nanacatlan before they start their performance during the vil
lage feast in Tuxtla. Huitzilan also has Santiago as Patron Saint, and according to 
don Felix their problems started when his statue disappeared, which offended the 
saint. Santiago also protects against attacks by people from neighbouring villages. 
Don Gustavo knows from his son-in-law how Santiago came to the rescue. 

Four men from Tuxtla wanted to kill a couple of men from Zapotitlan but they were not 
at home. The people from Zapotitlan went to Tuxtla; there was also a Nanacateco present, 
but they also found nobody. One night the men from Tuxtla decided to return to Zapoti
tlan. When they came to the border with Nanacatlan, they saw a man on a white horse 
carrying a lance. They saw Santiago from the village here. They could not continue 
because the road was blocked with rocks. They searched for the road, but it was blocked. 

12 Don Felix links stories about evil or things that go wrong to one of the new religious minorities. 
He is among the most fervent opposers of Protestantism. Since conversion to Protestantism he suddenly 
became a Catholic brujo and lost much if not all of his authority among Protestant Nanacatecos. 

13 Ichon mentions the Taqsjoyut, who shares many characteristics with the Tipskgoyat (not with the 
Taskgoyut). The Taqsjoyut is Patron of Fire, under the rule of Saint John-Aktsini and associated with the 
Siren, Patron of the sea. The Siren has left the sea and goes from village to village to turn wells into the sea. 
The Taqsjoyut stops her. He can be seen as a light when he flies in the sky. Each village has some as protec
tion. Two other main manifestations of Taqsjoyut are as Patron of the temazcal and tenamaztle (1973, 
especially 134-36 and 150-51). The word Tipskgoyat refers to illuminate (skoy or makskoy in Totonac), and 
is comparable to the translation of brujo by Aschmann (1983:116) as skoyuna' and skoyaydhuana, which 
resembles the Nanacateco skuwand (could have been written skohuanaj for brujo. 
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The next day someone from Tuxtla went to Nanacatlan and the road was normal again. 
There was nothing, because of Santiago. The four men, three from Zapotitlan and one 
from Nanacatlan, went to Tuxtla and killed the men. I know this story because the grand
father of Marco was present... Marco who is now married to Odilia [don Gustavo's 
daughter]. It must have happened in 1948. This is reality, it was about politics. (Gustavo 
Ramos 1989) 

Not all mythical beings are considered to be ambivalent; some are outright good, 
others bad. Only brujos have a two-sided quality: they can attack the village but as 
fellow-villagers they can be used to attack or defend against other villages. Village 
authorities face a double burden. They are extra vulnerable to attacks but neverthe
less expected to take the lead in defending the village. In the past, village authori
ties and brujos were the same persons and were thus able to defend the village 
against supernatural attacks. It is interesting to see that the ambivalence of brujos 
is expressed by their ability to turn into a good or bad being: they can become a 
Hojs-Kaxi but also a Stantlawa and Tipskgoyat. Such ambivalence of brujos is also 
apparent in their capacity to undo sorcery and heal as well as to inflict sorcery and 
cause sickness, as we see below. Though both mythical beings and origin stories 
are important explanatory aspects of the local worldview, they turn out to be less 
central to morality than ideas about self in relation to sickness. 

Conceptions of the self: kuxta and listakna 

Totonacs follow a general Meso-American pattern of tonalism (Ichon 1973:206-
207; cf. Gossen 1994) in that they think of their selves as consisting of two souls: 
an animal-soul {kuxta) and a spirit-soul {listakna). The kuxta is the soul of an animal 
(or a number of animals) to which one is closely related, or with which one is 
identified.14 When they translate kuxta, literally 'insect' or animal in general, into 
Spanish, villagers speak of dobles, or 'doubles', and thus express the fact that it is 
a person's co-spirit or co-essence. The listakna (Spanish: anima, or espiritu) is the 
spirit-soul that exists before a person is born and lives on after a person has died, 
and it is closely related to the duehos or Patrons. Stakna means 'life' or 'awake' in 
Totonac and refers to "that what makes the body live and grow" (Ichon 1973:175). 
This dual nature of the self, consisting of kuxta and listakna, lies at the heart of 
local morality and identity (cf. Watanabe 1992; Sandstrom 1991:229-260). The 
well-being of humans and the community at large depends on how people 'manage' 
their souls in their daily lives. Humans should try to find a balance between their 
body and souls through their relations with the animals that share their kuxta and 
the duenos who communicate with people's listakna. Upsetting these relations will 
bring trouble, misfortune, or worse. 

14 Watanabe (1992:87) notes that among the Maya of Santiago Chimaltenango the spirit double 
does not take the form of animals or natural phenomena anymore, but usually refers to a guardian angel 
or saint. 
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Tonalism or the belief in animal-souls links individuals in a very direct way to 
the natural world. People have several kuxta or dobles: some say that there are 
seven, and others count as many as twelve animal-souls. These souls are all differ
ent types of animals and they are all specific to each person. People however, never 
know for sure which animal is their doble: in dreams one may see his or her (type 
of) animal [species], but not the specimen. 

Irene thinks that her first animal is a bird, maybe an eagle or a sparrow, because she often 
dreams that she is flying. Her father thinks that he has the soul of a deer. Pedro decided 
that he must be an armadillo, a badger, or maybe also a deer because he often dreams that 
dogs are hunting him and that arms are pointing at him. But one never can be sure which 
animal it is and therefore one has to be cautious and avoid hurting or killing an animal 
that is a possible doble. Like Irene says: "The doubles of Nanacatlan live high on the 
mountain above Zogonzotla (see map 1.3 number 11) and therefore villagers never 
should go hunting at that place because of the risk that they may kill a fellow villager. If 
your primary double dies, you die as well; if something happens to your other doubles, 
you get ill". (Irene Castaneda 1989) 

The existence of animal souls means that people have to take care not to kill any 
animals, not even dangerous ones like poisonous snakes. Snakes use to be quite 
numerous in the fields and mountains and people could easily run the risk of being 
bitten and poisoned. In many stories, these snakes appear as anthropomorphic 
beings that attack humans. Irene told me: 

When seeing an injured snake, one has to cure it. Once my grandfather kicked a snake 
away and it landed between the thorns and got killed. Later, in his dream, an old man 
appeared to him who told him that he would not have had to die yet if he had not ran the 
snake into the thorns. 

Irene's grandmother added: "Once they killed a snake on the path and shortly after 
that a boy died. His stomach started swelling. It was his first doble". Curing ani
mals means not only curing people, but it can also bring you good fortune, as she 
continued: 

A man from San Miguel called Pedro saw a snake that someone had tried to kill, but it 
was still alive. When the man saw the snake he took pity and covered it. He took bark 
from the chaca tree, tusum in Tototonac. The snake was in three pieces and he covered 
the wounds. He was not afraid, it was probably his destiny. The man went to buy maize 
in Xochitlan de Pinos Juarez and when he came back he saw a young man of about 14 
years, whistling, but he did not know who he was. The young man said: "That you only 
arrive now. I have been waiting for a while, because my father told me to bring you 
along, because you cured me". Pedro thus knew it was the snake, which took him home 
to a cave that looked like a house. "My father wants to give you something, but you must 
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not accept it because you will turn into an animal. Do you know what you have to do? 
I'd better tell you because I am glad that you have cured me. You have to ask for a ring, 
a golden ring. You have to take the last ring that is shown because it will give you a lot 
of money." And Pedro became very rich. (Angelina Cristobal 1989)15 

According to Don Felix, a deer is the most important primary doble - or as he calls 
it, the companion of a human being - and therefore it is a mortal sin to kill or eat it 
because that equals cannibalism.16 Don Felix is seen as someone who has extensive 
knowledge about animal-souls because he, like his grandmother, belongs to the few 
people who have the power to change into their kuxta and become an animal. Such 
a capacity, called nahualism, represents shamanic power.17 It brings special talents 
and often also the legitimacy of leadership. Such bodily transformation (sometimes 
expressed as 'changing clothes') is a quite common phenomenon; the body makes 
the difference, but only in appearance, because the 'soul' or 'spirit' is formally 
identical in all species. In this perspective, bodies are not given but continuously 
made. Shamans derive their power from being able to transform into non-humans 
without losing their human condition, while other humans in a supernatural encoun
ter pass over to the other side because they die or remain the spirit or animal they 
transformed into (Viveiros 2002).18 The body is thus a symbol for the relationship 
with the natural and supernatural environment, and acts as a moral reminder (cf. 
Bowie 2000:38-69). People who are not nahuals themselves can sometimes invol
untarily turn into their animal double, as Don Felix reluctantly explained: 

Some say that the kuxta is like an animal, for instance a dove, and some say we have 
twelve of them. Who commits many sins, starts coming out like a pig. They say here that 
once, but already a long time ago, a woman liked to 'talk' to the priest [having sexual 
relations with him]. They say that he took her kuxta and that because of that she fell ill, 
changed, and looked like a horse, the old woman {la nanita). (Felix Ramos 1994) 

Though both the animal- and the spirit-soul reside in the heart, the spirit-soul also 
appears elsewhere in the body. The most important manifestation of the listakna is 

15 This seems like a short version oiElanillode Tlalocan (Reyes Garcia and Christensen 1990:87-
101). As Angelina Cristobal is Nahua (from Huitzilan) it is not surprising she told a Nahua story, but 
other villagers did so as well because there is extensive contact through inter-marriage, migration, and 
cooperation. 

16 According to Ichon (1973:86) there is a taboo on eating deer because a deer is the deceased father 
of the Maize God. 

17 According to Ichon tonalism no longer exists among the Totonac of the northern part of the 
Sierra, contrary to nahualism. Tonalism is existence of an animal-soul of each human being. Nahualism 
is the power to change from human into animal at night, a power only reserved for a few people called 
nahual. The two are often confused (Aguirre Beltran 1987a: 106). Such shamanic power often underlies 
political legitimacy and leadership (Gossen 1996:533; Masferrer 1986b). Nahualism and tonalism are 
thus related because they concern the same animal (Signorini and Lupo 1989:103). 

18 This is contrary to the European view where the soul is the marker of difference; Europeans in 
their encounters with Amerindians had to find out whether they possessed a soul, to be able to be human, 
while Amerindians had to establish whether the Europeans had a body, and thus were humans instead of 
spirits (Viveiros 2002:316). 
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in the throat where it pulses, or more precisely in the uvula which is similar to the 
heart.19 It also shows itself at the pulses, inside the elbow, at the ankles, and on the 
top of the head at the fontanel. These spots are important, particularly during puri
fication ceremonies and healings. When one is dreaming, the listakna leaves the 
body: dreaming is what the soul experiences outside the body. Saint Joseph, says 
don Felix, is the principal or Patron of dreams. When one is awake, the spirit-soul 
can also leave the body, for instance when one is frightened by one of the duenos 
or during sexual intercourse. When this happens, people fall ill with susto, one of 
the most common health problems. Or people who know brujeria (sorcery, T. sku-
wanan) might try to harm the soul. The moral code is that people have to behave 
well and perform the necessary rituals and offerings to ancestors, Patron-saints, 
and God and fulfil their obligations to the community, the church, and their fellow 
human beings. This way one does not have to be afraid of upsetting the duenos or 
the dead, or people, who may go to a sorcerer in revenge. What happens most often 
when people get susto is that when they walk carelessly they stumble and then 
swear; or when they go to the wells they spill water and thus upset the dueno of the 
earth or of the water. If this happens and the spirit has left the body, healing is 
necessary to bring the spirit back to the heart. 

When people die, the animal-soul grasps the spirit-soul and forces it to leave the 
body for good. After the body has been buried, the spirit-soul will return to the 
house before departing to heaven (or to purgatory, as some say). Therefore, people 
should not return to their household immediately after a burial because the soul of 
the deceased might harm the souls of the living. Every year at Todos Santos the 
spirit-souls of the dead return to the earth and relatives should take good care of this 
returning soul because if it is not treated well, it can cause serious harm. 

Not all Totonacs subscribe to the conception of the two souls. The most devout 
Catholics and Protestants claim to have one soul only, because they believe in one 
God. Lorenzo, a good Catholic and healer, denies that he and his wife Magdalena 
have animal-souls. They only have espiritu and are therefore better off. Lorenzo 
never had susto because as he says, he has fuerza (strength) and a clean heart. But 
he is well aware that many other villagers do have two souls and thinks they got it 
because of a lack of faith in one God. 

Restoring the balance: healing, curanderos and brujos 

The well-being of a person thus depends primarily on whether their body and souls 
are in balance. Illness and disease therefore, are signs that there is something wrong 
with their balance, and Nanacatecos have a whole repertoire at their disposal of 

19 People contradict each other when explaining where exactly the soul resides. Some say the heart, 
while others point at the uvula - which is also the part of the body that has a central place in healing 
rituals as healers try to bring the soul back to it. According to don Felix it does not have a fixed place in 
the body. Emotions also reside in the heart and according to some people there is also a (third) emotion-
soul. 
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ways to deal with that and restore balance. These range from simple home-made 
concoctions and offerings to traditional healing specialists, and today also modern 
medical services.20 

All people have some general knowledge of what to do with minor disorders, 
though some have more than others. If their knowledge is insufficient, there are a 
number of people who have special powers. Some can treat specific cases like bone 
fractures or lumbago, while others belong to the specialist group of curanderos 
who can treat one or more serious ailments. People talk freely21 about how they 
treat simple cases like susto, mal aire, and mal de ojo, or stomach problems them
selves. The ways to cure them are handed down from mother to daughter - women 
being most knowledgeable in this domain - and it is to the women that household 
members turn first when they are not feeling well. In most cases, they can cure 
them by using herbal teas from plants they grow in their garden or with herbal 
medicines they purchase from specialists. Most women have an extensive knowl
edge of medicinal plants for making tea. While walking with someone in the fields 
or looking at a garden, women often casually remark on the use of certain plants for 
curing a great variety of diseases such as coughing, a common cold, diarrhoea, or 
skin infections (see annex 3).22 

If women are unsuccessful or feel unable to cure a disease, they will ask advice 
from more experienced women among their acquaintances. If that doesn't work, 
they refer their family members to specialists: herbalists (who have a far greater 
expertise in medicinal plants), masseurs or masseuses (who use herbs mixed with 
refino to treat muscles, lumbago, and stomach problems), bonesetters, or midwives. 
The number of such healers and therapists and their specializations in a small vil
lage like Nanacatlan is amazing, and I sometimes wondered whether there was 
somebody in the village who was not able to treat some special ailment; in many 
cases they proved to be quite capable of making people better. 

If nothing helps, people these days have a choice: they can go to the small 
public health centre in Zapotitlan, a government institution providing free care, or 
turn to one of the traditional healers {curanderos) or sorcerers (brujos) in the 
region. 

The small health centre in Zapotitlan is not very popular. Medical interns work 
here during their year of obligatory practice in social medicine. Even though their 
service is officially free of charge, a small donation is often required and the pre
scribed medicines are not always free. This prevents the poorest villagers from 

20 I am concerned with the way villagers describe sickness, and not with objective indicators, and 
thus with illness and not disease (see Eisenberg 1977 for this distinction), but even more with local 
views on causes of illness. For a comparison elsewhere in the Sierra see e.g.. Ichon (1973. especially 
229-362); Signorini and Lupo (1989) for the Nahuas; and Galinier (1984:431-482) for the Otomf. 

21 Though only when they realized that I was already familiar with the subject. 
22 Annex 3 provides a list of herbs and plants used in local medicine. While I had no problems in 

receiving information on illnesses, curing methods and the ways people make herbal teas, it was hardly 
possible to get to know the exact composition of ointments and herbal blends as most healers justifiably 
consider that knowledge secret. 
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going there as they cannot afford the bus trip to Zapotitlan or the medical costs. 
Other people are also a bit reluctant to go there: they feel that they are not being 
treated by a 'real doctor' but an apprentice who is replaced every year so that there 
if no chance of building up a relation of mutual trust over time. In fact, the doctors 
are inexperienced and often face rural life and the diseases of the countryside for 
the first time. Sometimes their diagnoses are incorrect which in simple cases leads 
to snickering among the patients, but can be fatal in serious cases. Moreover, they 
lack the knowledge of 'common' health problems like susto, mal de ojo, mal aire, 
or cuajo - a frequent stomach problem among children. Mestizos and some of the 
rich Totonac villagers prefer to see private doctors in Zapotitlan or travel to the 
general hospital in Zacapoaxtla, and most of the women from these classes go there 
when they deliver a baby. 

But in the field of health and well-being, there is an obvious traditional category 
of people who have a special position in the region. These 'general healers' or 
curanderos are more gifted and powerful than the traditional specialists. People 
generally turn to them when they are really in trouble or when everything else has 
failed. Their power inspires respect and awe, as well as fear; if someone is power
ful enough to cure the most serious and life-threatening illnesses, then he or she 
could also use that power to harm people. Although people distinguish between the 
'good healer' (curandero or macuchina in Totonac which means medico) and the 
'dangerous sorcerer' (brujo), it is often hard to follow this distinction because even 
'genuine' healers from time to time are accused of sorcery or become the targets of 
local gossip. In Totonac, a skuwana {brujo) can be either good {skuwana namakg-
tayayan or skuwana xatlan), translated as brujo bueno, or bad (skuwana nixatlan or 
skuwana nitlanxtayat), a brujo malo.23 This coincides with the distinction between 
shaman and sorcerer/witch. Though both have special powers, the good skuwana 
uses them for protection and to undo sorcery, while the bad skuwana bewitches and 
harms people. Again, this distinction is not clear because a skuwana has the poten
tial to do both. In general people use the term curandero when they refer to a 
healer, the more so when they visit one, because nobody will readily admit to con
sulting a brujo. 

As curanderos occupy a central position in the maintenance and restoration of 
balance between body and the souls and the well-being of villagers, I briefly intro
duce five of them before I discuss the illnesses which stem from imbalance and 
misconduct: dona Celia Manzano, jefa (leader) of the women; don Felix, the infor
mal village leader or jefe; don Lorenzo, a self-made healer; don Miguel, one of the 

23 Makgtayaya means faenero (communal labourer) or ayudante (helper, assistant). Tlan means good, 
xatlan better and nitlan bad. Nitlanxtayat means 'not good character' as also the devil is called in Totonac, 
or akskawini (akskawiy is to mislead, to deceive), or by the Spanish names diablo, el malo (the bad), el 
maligno (the evil). Dow (2005a:3) calls the labelling of shamans (native priests) as brujos, sorcerers by the 
Spanish an act of linguistic imperialism. It is, however, clear that they did not manage to impose this 
translation in its unambiguous evil meaning. Nanacatecos clearly consider brujos to be ambiguous: sha
mans and sorcerers. For an overview of shamanism in Central and North Mexico see Dow (1999). 
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early Protestant converts and a renowned healer; and doiia Juana who cures the 

often ignominious sexual and reproductive disorders. 

Until her death in 1990, Celia Manzano (*1917), a woman from a well-off mestizo 

family and the mother of Don Camilo, was seen as the most prominent woman (jefa) in 
Nanacatlan. Although a Catholic, she was never very active in church. Compared to her 
Totonac contemporaries she was well-educated and well-connected through compa-

drazgo ties. She stood out as a very special herbalist because she was the only person in 
the whole region able to prepare blends and ointments of a professional standard to cure 
a wide range of health problems. Even curanderos from faraway places would come to 
her to buy them at the generally low prices she asked. She learned to make the concoc
tions and ointments from her grandparents and knew a lot about the village and its people, 
as well as about health and illness. Although she also was familiar with healing rituals 
through her frequent contacts with other curanderos she did not perform those rituals 
herself. Before she suffered from gout which impeded her movements seriously, she 
used to go and visit people and bring them food - especially those families working for 
her husband and later her son, and the very poor. 

As the most important shaman Felix Ramos (*1920) is called thejefe of the men.24 

When he was younger he also worked as a peon in seasonal agricultural labour as far 
away as the lowlands of Veracruz. He owns two hectares of milpa and one of coffee land. 
Unlike many of his Totonac contemporaries he is literate. He particularly treats severe 
cases of susto, mal aire, and fertility problems and is able to undo sorcery. He inherited 
his knowledge from his ancestors who are known as healers, brujos, and midwives; they 
are said to have been nahuales as well, able to change at will into animals or mythical 
beings during the night. Don Felix uses a book for his prayers, at the house altar or for 
curing Lavalle Nacional para uso del Catolico Mexicano, compuesto por el presbito D. 
Julian G. Villalan (Mexico City, 1905). He also prays by himself and reads the bible. 
Nanacatecos living in Mexico City and people from Huitzilan offered him money to 
perform brujen'a, but he does not want to compromise himself. People from the whole 
region come to him for healing, especially from Huitzilan. Because of his knowledge, 
people often seek his advice; at the same time he has also a reputation of a troublemaker 
who can stir up villagers. He was accused of being a brujo but never lost his influential 
position in the village. 

Miguel Ramos (* 1903) heals susto, mal aire and mal de ojo, but is especially known to 
cure fertility problems. He works at home and is mostly visited by people from Ixtepec, 
including those who have migrated to Puebla. He reads the bible a lot and prays to God 
in all his healings. He was an itinerant butcher and trader who travelled through the 
Sierra with a few small cattle. He owns half a hectare of milpa and of coffee land, but 

24 As we have seen in earlier chapters he is a carpenter famous for carving sacred objects for the 
whole region, was captain of two dances and had been active in religious and civil cargos. 
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used to own more land which he gradually sold. When he was working with Pedro 
Aschmann he converted to Protestantism, but is not a member of any church. Given his 
age, he must have been one of the few literate Totonacs when he was younger. He consid
ers himself to be well protected against misfortune and sickness because he reads and 
knows the bible; as he already finished it twice, he knows for sure that he is saved. He 
was never active in religious cargos, but was in the civil ones and knows a lot about 
village history and local stories. He has become too old for an active social life. He 
taught his children and grandchildren the stories he knew, but they do not seem to be 
interested to take over his healing. He has an honourable position as eldest villager. 

Lorenzo Velazquez (*1943) is mostly active in the surrounding villages especially in 
Tuxtla, and even prefers not to heal in Nanacatlan anymore; he makes house-calls instead 
of receiving people at his home. He learned most of his knowledge from attending rituals 
and reading texts he picked up from others; this made him a specialist in curing sustos 

though he also cures other illnesses. His wife inherited one hectare of land that they use 
as milpa and to grow chillies and less than a quarter hectare of coffee land. Since the 
early 1990s his sons have taken over working the land. He is literate - his father was a 
teacher - and uses prayers and is the only one praying novenas (nine evenings of prayers 
after someone dies) when asked to do so. Don Lorenzo also uses the book of Villalan, as 
well as La Santa Cruz de Caravaca. Nuevo Tesoro de Oraciones (Mexico City, 1963). 
He has difficulty explaining the specific causes of sickness and has no thorough knowl
edge of rituals and stories, except the common ones most Nanacatecos know about. He 
is often openly accused of brujeria unlike other healers who are sometimes the object of 
surreptitious rumours. Having twins, a sign that parents have ominous powers, has added 
to the distrust. Because of these accusations he is hardly active in the church anymore; 
he used to be a religious cargo holder but now has become a bit marginalized. His sons 
seem to have taken his place as they have been part of the dance troupe of the Santia-

gueros for years; one even plays the role of Santiago in the dance. Lately another son has 
become interested in learning to heal. Despite his healing powers don Lorenzo is mar
ginal and usually operates outside the village. 

The herbalist Juana Figueroa (*1947) treats people with reproductive and sexual prob
lems. Women, and also men secretly visit her and she only reluctantly talks about her 
healing practices. She is the only one left, because the other women who taught her the 
healing have died in the meantime. Two of them were dona Celia and the midwife Juana 
Ramos who curaban para lasfamilias (cured for the families), as she calls this healing. 
She learned how to treat painful, excessive, or postponed menstruation. fertility problems, 
impotence, problems with ovaries and the womb, and contraception, although she does 
not always know what causes these problems. Dona Juana went to an INI training course 
in Zacapoaxtla once, where they call healers doctores indigenas, and thus got used to 
explaining the non-controversial aspects of her work, but became suspicious when people 
started probing into her knowledge. She told the INI staff she helps and cures women but 
did not want to tell them that she also performs abortions - although she does. 
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Even though people clearly distinguish between the various types of healers and 
their different backgrounds, they tend to freely shop around in this world of heal
ing. For simple medical problems they use herbal teas from the leaves or roots of a 
specific plant which they prepare themselves. If they need stronger medicine, herb
alists and other specialists can provide more complicated mixtures of plants and 
herbs, often in an alcohol suspension. If it is immediately obvious that they are 
unable to cure the complaints themselves, they turn to others such as a doctor, 
bonesetter, midwife, or herbalist. For fractures, vaccinations, complications, and 
prolonged bad health people who can afford it go straightaway to a doctor or 
medical specialist and bypass curanderos even if they suggest that they can be of 
help. But when people suffer from stomach, gastric and intestine complaints, or 
sustained high fever, some might go to a healer and others directly to a medical 
doctor, and still others might go to both. For muscular and spinal aches, stiffness, 
or lumbago people ask a masseur to come by. Women with menstrual, vaginal, 
uteral, or menopausal complaints, or an unwanted pregnancy, will consult healers 
specializing in women's diseases; only if these complaints persist will they go see 
a doctor or a gynaecologist. As for many other medical ailments, when they are in 
doubt, they will go to both healers and doctors. In cases of severe susto, mal aire, 
mal de ojo, cuajo, depression, misfortune or an unidentified or incurable health 
problem, people know that only a curandero and as a last resort a brujo can be of 
any help. 

Only a few, don Gualo among them, are heavily opposed to traditional healing 
because they consider it dangerous and possibly lethal. He opposes brujos, as he 
calls all healers, because they turn their knowledge into merchandise and sell 
worthless herbs, but they take advantage of people. Don Gualo is sure that all this 
will change when there is more official medical care in the village. As a mestizo he 
does not understand the Totonac views on sickness, body, and souls that are outside 
the reach of modern medicine, although he knows some of these views. He uses 
herbs himself and others often mention him as someone who used to be a success
ful curer of snake bites. Some of the changes he favours, like vaccinations and the 
local procurement of medicines and injections have become common practice in 
Nanacatlan. In 1998, most women under 40 have been trained in hygiene and nutri
tion programmes; boiling drinking water for instance, is normal to them - causing 
a sharp decline in the incidence of infantine diarrhoea. Many older people do not 
like the taste of boiled water and continue their old habits. 

But even if people today have grown used to the habit of 'shopping around for 
medical services', the majority of Nanacatecos still relate most problems in well-
being and health to problematic relations with the supernatural world, and they 
classify them - apart from the already mentioned susto, mal aire, mal de ojo, and 
cuajo - as enojo (anger), saccar piedras (named after its cure of removing material 
objects planted in the body by a brujo), or brujeria (witchcraft and sorcery). In the 
next section I discuss these 'disturbances' as well as a number of illnesses related 
to sexuality and reproduction. 
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Sickness and healing 

When someone is healthy it means that body and souls are in harmony; to achieve 
this one has to be in harmony with the social, natural, and supernatural worlds. Only 
then does the spirit-soul stay inside the body and the animal-soul not get hurt or 
upset. Some people are more likely to fall ill than others: those born during luna 
recia (lit. strong moon) rarely fall ill, while those born during luna tierna (lit. deli
cate moon) often do. When someone has strength (fuerza) he or she is not only 
healthy, but also has the ability to protect the spirit-soul from being taken by Patrons, 
the dead, brujos, or other human beings. Even with such fuerza it is essential not to 
invite danger. Therefore people have to be careful to not upset the cosmic balance. 
The normal way to do so is by abiding the rules and following customs. Rituals and 
offerings are a necessary condition to maintain and restore harmonious relations. 
"In this sense all rituals are curings, formal gestures to re-establish equilibrium with 
the spirit world, with the avowed purpose of restoring balance and health to the 
community" (Sandstrom 1991:313). Healing and rituals then both aim at compen
sating for disequilibrium by taking away impediments - healing is often called 
cleaning (limpia). Humans - nature - supernature are in a reciprocal relationship 
and what follows are some of the most crucial disturbances of this reciprocity. 

Patrons causing susto 

Sus to is a state of shock that can vary from mild to severe, due to the absence of the 
listakna (spirit-soul). When experiencing a frightful situation a person can become 
ill with susto and will develop a headache followed by an aching body, high fever, 
diminished appetite, and in severe cases complete loss of appetite (Rubel, O'Nell 
& Collado-Ardón 1984; Aramoni 1990:49-88). Just about anything can trigger 
susto: an attack by a dog, a sudden car, a falling rock, cold water, falling in the 
water, getting too close to the fire, stumbling, shivering, saying something bad. 
Nanacatecos believe that an espanto, as they often call it, is caused by the Patrons 
of Water, Earth, Fire, Air, or Maize when they are or feel offended. In Totonac 
either tlhawan (moving, travelling) or pikuan (to be frightened) is used. Fear of a 
car or dog, or whatever caused the susto, is related to where it took place. Susto 
caused by the Water Patron is mentioned most often, which suggests a crucial 
symbol for human life (Romero 1999). When people cross a river or gully, wash, 
bath, go to the wells or water basins, it is easy to splash, spill, or soil the water and 
thus arouse the Patron's anger. The illness is caused by the Patron who forces the 
listakna (spirit-soul) of the person who caused his anger to leave the body and stay 
behind. Don Miguel explained: "Knowledge of sustos is handed down by the 
ancestors, and is not just a cuento, but it tells you how to live. Doctors do not know 
about it, you don't get cured by going to them". People can willingly or unwillingly 
insult a Patron and should therefore take care of what they do. Susto is related to 
everyday life and chores and can happen everywhere: when people grind maize, 
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when they walk or work the land, fetch water, or cook. When children fall, as pre
vention against susto, people beat the spot while addressing the soul and calling it 
by the child's name: "Get up [name], get up, you will not stay here, this is a place 
for walking". When they are on their own and have fallen or have been scared by a 
dog, it helps when children themselves blow their nose, or go to urinate quickly. 
But one can also try and prevent susto for instance, by burying a clove of garlic 
near the well where one regularly goes. 

Upon contracting susto it is not always easy to remember or know what its 
cause was, as susto can manifest itself long after the fact. But knowing it is neces
sary for the curing. Sometimes such knowledge comes through dreaming: when 
one for instance frequently dreams about water, one knows. When Irene once came 
back from the river, she developed a fever and went to get an injection at the 
medical centre in Zapotitlan. But when she did not she get better she realised that 
it must be a susto. She started thinking back, and concluded that she had water 
susto, though she herself had not been scared. 

I walked with Pedro along the river and he gave me a piece of fruit that smelled bad. I 
said "How ugly", but the water must have thought I was talking about it. I was getting 
very warm that day and that night I already had a fever and the next day my face was 
swollen. That is where the Patron of Water hit me. The Patron of Water was angry. Pedro 
went back to the river to get water, and to dona Celia to get her remedy. An aunt of mine 
did the curing. A couple of days later I was cured. (Irene Castaneda 1989) 

When dona Celia was still alive, many people went to her to buy the medicine for 
curing susto. She used refino with what she calls the hierbas de espanto: worm
wood (estafiate), savory (matanzi), avocado leaves, cloves of garlic, black pepper, 
clove, some tobacco, and nutmeg. After she died people went to dona Judith Bravo, 
who knows how to make the medicine. She does not perform the rituals, just like 
dona Celia, and that makes it safe to turn to her because she definitely is not a 
bruja. Other people know how to make a simple medicine. Water or earth from the 
place where it happened should be used, or added to the ready-made medicine, to 
drink and bath in it. When going to the spot where it happened it is vital not to 
speak to anybody on the way there and back. Especially upon returning the water 
should be handled with care, because it contains the spirit-soul, who will immedi
ately leave again when handled carelessly. The most important and indispensable 
part of the curing is to ask the spirit-soul to come back, using the person's name: 
"Irene, katat, katat, ni katamakogaxtakgat, kataspif (Irene, come, come, don't 
stay, return). 

Another way of curing susto is by starting to paladear (literally sucking, clean
ing the mouth), by applying garlic to the uvula, the body part through which the 
spirit-soul has left. When one has susto the uvula is slimy, it sticks, and that is why 
a person is unable to eat. When the uvula is hot, it is because the fright was by fire, 
when it is dry it is from the earth, and when very cold from water. Odilia (the 
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granddaughter of don Miguel) cures with garlic on the uvula as she learned from 
her mother, dona Lucinda, who is Nahua. Her mother does this with the smoke of 
tobacco which she inhales until she feels dizzy, like a drunk. She blows the smoke 
over the top of her forefinger until it turns black, and than uses the finger to touch 
the uvula. With paladear the spirit-soul who has been hiding will come down. The 
person vomits. For less severe frights, like the ones caused by aire or a dog, this is 
usually enough. Otherwise additional curing is necessary, by taking an herbal bath 
using water or earth from the place where it happened and by applying refino to the 
parts the body where the spirit-soul can be noticed (throat, temples, pulses, ankles, 
neck, fontanel etc.). Dona Lucinda uses refino by taking a sip and than spitting it 
on the skull where the fontanel is and in the neck. Others rub it with their hands on 
the particular spot. 

When a susto is more severe or does not go way through self-help, curing by a 
healer is necessary. Some use the method of paladear, but not the general healers I 
know. Don Miguel starts the curing and naming with "In the name of Jesus 
Christ....". He prescribes a tea of savory during a week, three times a day, and then 
the patient should take a total of six baths of boiled water with savory, garlic and 
tobacco at 11 o'clock (though he can not say why it should be at that time), every 
third day. He does not drink refino himself, like most male healers do and is an 
exception with his views on Patrons as the sources of evil. 

Sustos are caused by different spirits, which are also Patrons, but they are not from God 
but from the temptation. The Bible says that Jezebel [the devil] commands the world 
from the beginning; he is the enemy of Christ. When you fall, Christ comes to lift us up, 
to help us. Christ lifts you up, when you have faith in Him. That is how I cure, first with 
God our Lord, because I as a human being cannot do anything. When she does not feel 
well, I take my wife to the temazcal (steam house) in the name of God, and the fever 
leaves her. But only I, not everybody, do it like this. (Miguel Ramos 1998) 

Don Felix feels the places where the heart beats (where one hears the listakna). 
When, for instance, the pulse is irregular it is water susto, when it beats irregular at 
the foot, it is earth susto. 

Don Lorenzo has his own secret medicine of refino with a great number of 
herbs: ajo (garlic), canela (cinnamon), chichicastle (heartleaf nettle), clavo de 
comer (clove), coralillo (bloodberry), escobilla (vervain), espinosilla (Mexican 
false calico), estafiate (wormwood), hierba del aire (mountain saucerflower), 
laurel, mano de grillo (bloodleaf), matanzi (savory), mejorana (marjoram), mirto 
(baby sage), oregano,perejil (parsley),pimienta (allspice), salvia (skullcap), saiico 
(blue elder), toronjil (Mexican giant hyssop), yolispa (waxweed) (for botanic 
names see annex 5). He not only uses it for sustos, but for all kinds of other ill
nesses. He often visits his patients at night, between 3 and 4 o'clock, because it is 
important not to meet anybody on the way when one wants a good curing. He 
smokes tobacco, drinks refino and prays the rosary to be protected against evil on 
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his way in the dark. He always uses special prayers to accompany his cures inter
woven with a number of Lord's Prayers and Hail Mary's. 

When I go to cure water susto I carry water, but not always from where it occurred. Not 
when it happened too far away. I start with the prayings and during the Misterios I call 
the name of the person. After the praying I run the body of the sick person with the water 
with minced tobacco, garlic, wormwood, and savory. After that I rub the person with my 
mixture of refino and herbs. Then I cover the body with a blanket and when the person 
starts sweating it is all right already, than the temperature goes down. For susto de tierra 
I do the first rubbing with earth and for susto de agua I do it with the herbs. With susto 
de aire and fuego I skip the first rubbing. Each of the sustos has their own prayer. I got 
them from someone from Tuxtla; I want to keep it away from the people here, because it 
is from another village. The people here do not know it. (Lorenzo Velazquez 1989) 

Lorenzo is especially cautious in keeping his secrets from the other villagers 
because it is his way to make a living. Over the years I have had to continuously 
reassure him that I would not talk about his healing in the village, though he did not 
mind my publishing about it. 

Sometimes a susto can even lead to death, for instance when the loss of the 
spirit-souls leads to permanent damage to the heart, but this rarely happens. One of 
the sustos I have not mentioned yet, that only men can contract, causes impotency 
and when not treated properly the patient easily dies. Susto of women causes ovary 
problems and women can die when it is not cured. Both sustos are cured by special
ists who deal with all kinds of reproductive and sexual ailments, which I turn to 
now. 

Sexuality and reproduction 

Problems related to reproduction and sexuality are rarely talked about directly and 
should not be discussed between women and men, except between spouses and 
close relatives. There are enough stories, jokes, gossip, and veiled comments to 
compensate for this lack of openness. For reproductive problems, women visit a 
midwife, a specialised healer, or a doctor. In 1989 there were still four midwives, by 
1998 only two were left. A younger woman was learning the job, but she had just 
begun and did not yet have any children herself. One of midwives is an aged woman, 
dona Rosa, the Baptist sister of don Felix. Like her deceased sister (dona Juana 
Ramos) she learned the trade from her mother who was also a midwife. Dona Rosa 
took an INI training course for midwives and learned everything about hygiene, 
nutrition, and taking care of mother and baby (see birth rituals, chapter 6). The 
second midwife in Nanacatlan, also called Juana, has a rather ambiguous reputation; 
some consider her to be a bruja. She attends to several women but is highly secretive 
about her profession and refused to take part in the INI midwives course. There are 
male teachers and she doesn't want to talk about pregnancy and birth with men. 
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Dona Juana Figueroa is the stepmother of Irene and I met her every now and 
then when I accompanied Irene to visit her father. I therefore had the opportunity 
to get to know more about the secretive nature of her healing. Her most common 
healings are menstruation problems, either when they are too excessive or too late. 
Menstruation is excessive due to the female {hembra) movement of the moon, and 
is too late due to its male {macho) movement (its turn around the earth is male or 
female). The moon itself is male. Dona Juana is unable to explain more and thinks 
that people who know how to read know more about it, including the name (or 
Patron/saint) of the moon. When Irene consulted her about a pain she had, she told 
her that her womb was blocked and needed a cleaning with a tea from Mexican 
lippia (hoja duke) and cinnamon.25 After a few meetings, dona Juana also wanted 
to talk about other aspects of her work as a healer, and she reluctantly admitted that 
she sometimes practiced abortion. 

The women lose a lot of blood, that is why you have to do it before two months. You can 
not see it is a baby yet, at that time. The plant I use is called tapakglhtawila and is very 
cold; it should not be used every month. Especially girls but also women come for an 
abortion. An abortion is very ugly; you can not walk a lot for three days, the fourth day 
it dries. Some women immediately clean themselves, others wait a week. (Juana Figueroa 
1994)26 

Men also visit Juana (or other healers) for impotence, often caused by espanto de 
hombre. This susto is only whispered or gossiped about and occurs when a man 
experiences a sudden shock during intercourse if for instance, someone enters the 
room or turns on the light. This is extremely dangerous for the man (not for the 
woman though), because the stiffness of his penis turns inside the body which can 
easily cause death. A man is much more sensitive to such a susto when he has 
intercourse with someone who is not (yet) his wife, especially in adultery or during 
a rape. Dona Juana prescribes a tea of Mexican lippia with cinnamon, the same 
recipe she uses to cure women.21 

Constantino, a nephew of don Gualo, was said to have died of espanto de 
hombre and everybody was especially convinced this was true when his relatives 
returned without his body from the hospital in Zaxapoaxtla. Don Gualo did not 
want to tell me, but Lupe and Caro could fill me in, though their stories differ about 
why he got espanto. 

25 It is the first time I heard someone mention the word womb (matriz) without hesitation, because 
usually estomago is used for just about anything that it related to bodily parts and functions that are 
considered a shameful subject, like menstruation pains or diarrhoea. 

26 Irene does not agree you can't see it is a baby at two months, because she had a miscarriage once 
about that time. According to Juana it is not as real as with four to five months. She does not want to 
show the plant she uses to make the abortion tea. 

27 Every healer has his own method and don Lorenzo uses frog (rana) in his recipe. 
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At the hospital they accidentally mistook the body of the nephew of don Gualo for that 
of another person. They already buried the nephew in a municipal grave together with 
others without a coffin and thus could not dig him up anymore. Genaro and the son of 
don Gualo28 found out when they went to pick up the body. The hospital offered to pay 
compensation of 10 million pesos, if they didn't go to a judge. But Genaro wanted to call 
in a judge, he is so political now. That is why the widow only got 4 million, because the 
judge pocketed the remainder. She would have been better off if she had arranged every
thing with the director of the hospital. Don Gualo is angry with her, because she had left 
her husband alone after she brought him to the hospital in Zacapoaxtla, he died alone. 
But she is angry with don Gualo because they let her go unaccompanied to Zacapoaxtla 
with a dying man. She stays with him now, but has to pay for everything, even though 
she is a widow with four children and don Gualo has enough money. She did not even 
cry when her husband died. 

He died of espanto when he was with another woman, I heard from don Gualo and 
from Magdalena. (Lupe Ortega 1994) 

The wife of the deceased does not appear to be much affected by her husband's death. 
But she also had another man, close to her home. She received 4 million for the disap
peared body. There is no place now to burn candles, he was put in a municipal grave, 
together with others and could not be dug up anymore. His wife should have stayed with 
him in Zacapoaxtla, when he was so ill. He did not have another woman, but he harassed 
the women from Tuxtla who passed by. That is why the women did not like to go back to 
Tuxtla anymore. He took them up the mountain. I was always afraid when I had to get 
milk at his place and did not like to go to Tuxtla. He had cattle, from his mother, the sister 
of don Gualo; now his wife owns the cattle. (Caro Ramos 1994) 

Impotence can also be caused by sorcery or when a man drinks tea of kangkatatu-
wan. Women come to dona Juana to ask for this remedy when they suspect their 
husband of having an affair, but she again keeps the plant a secret. 

Also women can have espanto when they fall or are beaten by their husbands. 
"When they play [when they are having extramarital or premarital affairs] they can 
contract it", dona Juana explains in a moralizing way. In women this causes 
inflamación o hechado de ovarios (inflammation of the ovaries). This kind of sus to 
can be very dangerous and when doctors do not recognize it, the woman will die. 
Juana is able to cure it by hand, through massage. 

Illicit sex is a highly popular theme in local gossip and is often connected to 
stories about health problems and misfortune as the outcome of adultery and other 
forms of breaking the moral codes. Children are more likely to be the victim of 
adults, as we see now. 

28 Both are cousins of the deceased. Genaro is the son of don Alfonso, brother of don Gualo, and 
their sister's son is Constantino. Elios (husband of Lupe) is a cousin of don Gualo. 
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Mal de ojo 

When children cry a lot and feel unhappy they may have the evil eye, which means 
their spirit-soul has wandered of with another person. Some people have strong 
eyes, and when they look at a baby or small child, its soul wants to follow that 
person. Or somebody sees a beautiful and well dressed child and wants to take it 
with her or him. The evil eye is a widespread phenomenon in Latin America and 
the Mediterranean and is commonly seen as an institutionalised expression of envy 
(Foster 1965b:33). Nanacatecos on the contrary, talk about it as caused by exces
sive love, the opposite of jealousy. Love is excessive because it interferes with the 
child's attachment to the mother; due to the evil eye a child becomes very upset and 
starts crying so much that even the mother can't comfort it. A person can cause the 
evil eye without wanting or intending to do so and especially women, well-known 
ones as well as passing hawkers and vendors (see also Cosminsky 1976; Sault 
1990).29 Exposing a child to the outside world is thus a matter of care. There are 
ways to prevent the evil eye, especially by asking a person to touch and caress your 
child, as I was frequently asked to do, or by making a cross on the forehead. What 
also helps is to dress a baby in red clothes or a red cap, or to put a twig of fringed 
rue (ruda) underneath the pillow-case. 

When her children contract the evil eye, Irene knows how to cure them. She 
rubs the child's the body with a package of salt, alum, and 12 peppers (chiltepines) 
wrapped in paper, and afterwards throws it in the fire. The smoke from the package 
then reveals who has cast the evil eye. What remains is stored in a cold place. The 
child is taken to a cool place and the body is softly rubbed with an egg (in its shell). 
The egg is broken at the top, the egg white poured on a greenstick {hoja santa) with 
butter or oil and rosebuds, and spread out with another leaf of angel's trumpet 
(floripundio). One leaf is stuck to the belly, the other to the back, and a cloth is 
wrapped around the body, where it sits for 12 hours. The child is put to bed and 
Irene places a cup with water, egg yolk, the 12 peppers, and on top of it open scis
sors and two Mexican elder (saüco) twigs as a cross at the head of the bed, until the 
child wakes up the first time. Afterwards everything is thrown away, except the 
eggshell which is put in a cool place. 

Don Miguel also cures this way or with a chilpotle grande which he cuts open, 
takes the seeds out and fills with 12 chiltepines, salt and lime {cat) and wraps all of 
it in a piece of cloth. With this he cleans the body (by softly rubbing it) while saying 
"Come back, come back to your home, from where you are, from where they have 
taken you, come back". Then he throws the chilpotle in the fire, until it gets brown 

29 Cosminsky (1976) relates the evil eye to the restriction of women and Sault (1990) to the control 
of young women by elderly women. Sault suggests looking at the social relationships between the 
people involved in giving, receiving, and curing the evil eye. She sees a positive side to the evil eye 
because it affirms inter-generational social relations by younger women seeking advice and cure with 
elderly women. In Nanacatlan primarily women perform self-curing and often seek advice from other 
women. Social relationships are much more diffuse and relating fear of the evil eye to restriction of 
women or intergenerational contact between women seems too narrow a view. 
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and starts smelling strong; when it cools down it forms the shape of the person who 
caused the evil eye. Unlike others he does not put it in a cool place, but hangs it 
over the fireplace. 

Mai aire 

When children or grown ups suddenly start vomiting, it is likely they have been 
touched by malicious aire (T. nitlan ün or laktlhawan tin), which means that the 
soul of a deceased has poisoned the spirit-soul, or that a brujo has used it. A serious 
mal aire causes a swollen stomach, swollen legs, and difficulty in speaking. To 
prevent children from getting mal aire, a clove of garlic is used to smear them or is 
attached to their clothes or at the side of their pillow. The cure is the same as with 
the evil eye, only when the pepper is burned it takes the form of an animal, and one 
thus knows it is mal aire and not the evil eye. It is also cured by rubbing refino with 
garlic on hands and head. 

Don Felix once cured a man almost dying from mal aire. He used refino with 
valerian, camphor, garlic, wormwood, and savory every two hours for rubbing all 
the spots where the spirit-soul can be felt. As a drink he made vino Jerez (sherry) 
with nutmeg, and administered a teaspoon every two hours, to strengthen the heart. 
'And he truly woke up and lived another 15 years". When a mal aire is caused by 
witchcraft he also uses refino with tobacco and kutupatlh to rub the swollen legs 
downwards so that the mal aire goes down. 

Cuajo and empacho 

Children are also prone to stomach problems. When a child stops eating tortilla (or 
throws it up), has diarrhoea, and a hard stomach full of gas, it suffers from cuajo 
(literally coagulation, stoppage). This happens when a child falls down hard. Fin-
kler (1985:43) mentions the association of cuajo with intestinal dysfunction and 
loss of body symmetry with children. In the Sierra of Puebla it is often called caida 
de cuajo (Lupo 1998:241-248). Mothers with small children often know how to 
cure it, with help. One person has to lift up the child, the other has to massage the 
stomach; this should be repeated every three days a total of five times. Odilia lays 
her children on their belly in her lap with their legs up. When the feet are not on 
equal height, it means they have cuajo. She massages their back with the side of her 
hand, up and down the spine, and takes each vertebra between her fingers until they 
snap. Don Miguel says the fall causes the stomach to move to the side, instead of 
being in the centre. He cures it by massage, with oil or a pomade, each side of the 
stomach from left to right and from up to down. 

Diarrhoea can also mean that a child has empacho, stomach problems due to 
eating too much or too hastily, causing indigestion. Odilia gives her children tea to 
drink, drawn of a kneaded dough of burnt tortilla, cookies, and bread, which is 
minced and then boiled in water the way coffee is made. She makes a wrap of hog 
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fat and carbonate in a green stick and attaches it to the stomach for the night with a 
piece of cloth. The next morning the leaves have dried up and the illness is cured. 

The danger of provoking coraje 

Not only the anger of supernatural beings but of human beings, can be dangerous. 
When people die of tumours, heart problems, or when they wither away it is pos
sible they have died of anger or as Nanacatecos say coraje or enojo. Expressing 
such anger, or the state of anger, is also called muina, according to Galinier 
(1987:448) a local pronunciation of mohina (grudge), a frustration that originates 
from the inability to resolve a situation. Though it can be used to describe an ill
ness, Nanacatecos mostly refer to coraje as the cause of death, when the deceased 
is known to have been subjected to anger or has been angry over a longer period of 
time. The person provoking the anger is blamed for the death. Coraje is often the 
result of emotional problems between husband and wife. Women are easily affected 
by their husband's misbehaviour: when he is often angry with her, when he does 
not give her enough money, or has other women. Coraje also easily occurs when 
there are family problems, for instance, when people squabble over the division of 
inherited land. Slowly such a situation starts affecting the person. Especially sensi
tive women, and people who lose a dispute are likely victims. When Pedro's mother 
died of cancer, his sister Tomasa told me her mother probably died of coraje. Her 
father used to drink a lot and had made life very difficult for her mother.30 Coraje 
also undermines a person's strength and therefore makes them more susceptible to 
other illnesses. The new daughter-in-law of Magdalena and Lorenzo fainted three 
times when she was still living at home, and Lorenzo found out it was mal aire. 
This was provoked by coraje, because of the constant anger of her mother, who 
would often scold her children, for instance when there was not enough food (see 
also Finkler 1985:49). 

Death by coraje can be interpreted in different ways and directed towards the 
most convenient problem. 

Don Felix said that the death of don Gustavo (in 1994) was due to a dispute between him 
and the church over a piece of land. Don Gustavo claimed his land stretched as far as the 
church, while church documents, according to don Felix, show that the land belonging to 
the church includes half his house. Others related his death to the then ongoing fight 
between PRI and PRD followers. Don Gustavo's sons, I found out later, had been furious 
with the active PRD members because they were convinced that those people had caused 

30 Tension between spouses resulting in health problems for women that they attribute to 'anger' is 
apparently a widespread phenomenon in rural Mexico. This may be due to economic difficulties, heavy 
drinking, and the shift to nuclear families which often leaves women to face the burdens of the house
hold alone (Finkler 1985:40, 49, 61). We have seen in chapter 4 that many women in Nanacatlan have 
become more economically dependent since wage labour gained in importance and how their situation 
is affected by the willingness of husbands and children to pool income if she does not have an independ
ent income. 
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the coraje their father died of. Their father was chairman of the local PRI committee and 
had been much aggrieved with the fierce and aggressive attacks on his party. When his 
sons were in the village for the funeral, they went to the house of one of the critics 
(Constantino, who appeared in the previous chapter) and started beating up some of the 
PRD activists.31 

Saccar piedras 

Nanacatecos distinguish between sorcery and saccar piedras (removing stones), a 
type of sorcery widespread among the native people of Central and North Mexico 
(Dow 1999) that uses small objects to cause pain in the body. It is not an illness, but 
is named after its treatment which consists of the removal of those objects from the 
body. Unexplained pains in the body together with a guilty conscience are its most 
characteristic features. The ability to cure it is a sure sign of being a brujo, and 
nobody therefore readily admits being able to do so. Therefore the subject is uneas
ily discussed, especially by brujos, or rejected as nonsense. Don Gualo pointed at 
the house of his neighbour, don Felix, and laughingly explained "sacar piedras is 
just a trick from brujos in which people believe". Don Felix himself denied he 
would ever be doing such a thing, but admitted he asked someone from a neigh
bouring village to perform the treatment on him when his swollen legs did not cure. 
Other healers deny the existence of 'saccar piedras', like don Lorenzo who calls it 
"cheating" when people are made to believe in having been cured from it. But dona 
Celia simply referred to its existence and has less of a problem in explaining what 
it means. When someone is ill, it means according to brujos that there are pieces of 
stone, glass, hair, or nails inside the body. By smoking and chewing tobacco in 
combination with medicines - bought from her or made by the brujo - the pieces 
leave the body. Dona Celia told what happened to a relative of hers: 

A boy from Zapotitlan, a relative of mine, carried wood home every day. His shoulder 
started aching a lot, the pain became increasingly worse and he did not know what was 
wrong, and the pain increased. He took pills against the pain and went to see a doctor, but 
nothing worked. He finally went to a bruja. His muscles were very cold, and she started 
rubbing them, just rubbing them. And he had to spit all the time, but nothing came out. 
She put his hand under his mouth and he kept on spitting. At a certain moment the bruja 
said she had something. It turned out to be a piece of wood. "How did the wood get there, 
what have you done, what have you stolen?" the bruja said. "Nothing, really nothing", 
said the boy. "But you must have done something, otherwise how could the wood have 
gotten there. What did you steal?" "I have stolen nothing" said the boy "really, nothing". 
But the bruja kept on saying he must have done something. "You have to tell me; because 
you could well be bewitched by the person you stole from. You must ask forgiveness to 

31 I later found the victims' formal complaint about the attack in the archive of the local authorities. 
Don Felix did not dispute the cause of death, but was keen enough to point at another reason besides the 
PRD that could have caused the fatal anger. 
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God, otherwise it will not pass off'. The boy still denied but finally said "I am poor, I 
can't afford to buy wood. Every day I go to the land of a woman to fetch wood". "Than 
it is surely this woman who had the piece of wood inserted". Well, afterwards the boy did 
better; he did not have pain anymore. (Celia Manzano 1989) 

Brujeria as a last resort 

A sick person tends to have ambiguous feelings about his sufferings because it is 
hard to know whether they are caused by his own personal wrongdoing or by the 
evil actions of an enemy (Galinier 1987:450). When misfortune or illness befalls a 
person or family that cannot be attributed to one of the already mentioned health 
problems, sorcery is a last resource. When a family or person continues to suffer 
despite the proper life they live, and when no other cause can be found and no cure 
has been helpful, people are sure that brujeria has definitely been used. Whereas 
most illnesses are either caused by supernatural beings or humans, sorcery (includ
ing the already mentioned material infliction) is caused by the conscious efforts of 
a human being to provoke or change into a supernatural being to direct its actions 
against a particular person. Envy and jealousy are often mentioned as the reasons 
for this most negative and most feared exchange. 

When someone has a grudge against another person, he or she will go to a brujo 
to ask for punishment through sorcery {brujeria). The brujo is paid when he or she 
agrees to inflict sorcery irrespective of the results. When the victim gets sick his 
effort has succeeded. When the sick person is aware that this happened through 
sorcery, he or she may pay a brujo to undo it. People generally do not know how 
brujos work and brujos themselves are not keen to explain. According to don Felix 
brujeria is caused by saying the name of a person before the devil. He says his own 
father died because of sorcery by his daughter-in-law. His father had been a victim 
of sorcery before, but his grandmother had called for the brujo who was responsi
ble and threatened him until he got scared and took away the sorcery. "Sefue para 
resolver lapalabra, lapalabra del diabolo" (He went to undo the spell, the spell of 
the devil). Of course, people do not always know who inflicted the sorcery. One of 
the healers, don Lorenzo, was accused of sorcery by some catechists in 1988, 
because during the catechist meetings he said prayers that were not Catholic, but 
could be used to bewitch people. Don Lorenzo told me this was not the case, pre
cisely because it was a prayer. He would only pray it for his own family at home, 
to ask for punishment when someone was trying to harm them. He would never use 
it otherwise, or upon request of other people. Once, however, don Lorenzo con
fessed he occasionally was a brujo. 
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Prayer to San Alejo Oration a San Alejo 

San Alejo, San Alejo 
Three times I called you 
How many times I was promised 
Free me from all evil 

San Alejo, San Alejo 
Tres veces te hede llamar 
Cuantas veces se me ofresca 
Librame de todo mal. 

These three crosses that I make 
as a sign of a good Christian 
so that you punish the hand 
of the criminal or villain who 
wants to do me harm 

Estas tres cruces que hago en 
serial del buen Cristiano 
para que castigues la mano 
del criminal o villano que 
quiera hacerme mal. 

As you will crush the 
tongue of who is talking bad 
of me. I request you gloriously 
San Alejo, do not abandon 
the surroundings of my house 
nor what is under my 
obligation. 

Asi tambien quebraras la 
lengua del que habla mal 
de mi. Te reugo glorioso 
San Alejo, no abandones 
los alrededores de mi casa 
ni lo que este al pie de mi 
obligación. 

San Alejo, of the Lion 
my enemies be they of the world, 
of the sea and the mountains, 
the persons who want to 
betray me, by my God 
that they will lose all 
courage. Amen, Jesus. 

San Alejo, del Leon 
mis enemigos del mundo, 
del mar y del monte sean, 
las personas que quiren 
tradicionarme, por mi Dios 
se las caigan las alas del 
corazón. Amen, Jesus. 

San Alejo, San Alejo, 
those evil neighbours 
put them far, far away. 
And let them not return here. 

San Alejo. San Alejo, 
a estos malos vecinos 
retiralos lejos lejos. 
Y no vuelven por acqui. 

Apparently when someone says such prayers (especially since they do not resemble 
Catholic prayers said in mass) it is sufficient evidence to several Nanacatecos of 
brujeria. "Normal people" do not have the power they say, to incite evil, and when 
Lorenzo does that must be a sign of him being a brujo himself: only brujos can 
inflict brujeria, only brujos can undo brujeria. People with a lot offuerza are less 
likely to fall victim to sorcery but fuerza alone is not sufficient protection: if a 
strong person does something wrong or evil or neglects customary obligations, 
then he makes himself vulnerable to sorcery. As anyone can become the victim of 
sorcery, one needs brujos to undo it, and though such brujos can be respected per-
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sons they usually bring about mixed feelings: they are admired for their strong 
power, but feared and despised for the possible harm they can inflict. 

Conclusions 

In Geertz's view religion explains and helps to endure suffering, and provides 
ethical criteria for living a good life. In general it allows people to cope with chaos, 
injustice, and ignorance (Geertz 1973). Although his view of religion has been 
criticized for relying too much on a Christian tradition (Asad 2003), it is a useful 
perspective for looking at Nanacateco cosmology. This does not mean that all three 
functions of religion are equally important or that the way Nanacatecos explain life 
is only guided by local religious beliefs. To stay with Geertz: the "model for real
ity" is far more crucial than the "model of reality" and morality is what binds 
people. 

This is obvious when looking at the explanatory power of Nanacateco cosmol
ogy. Nanacatecos share a moral order, with cuentos and chistes as frames of refer
ence to guide them through everyday life and social relations, give meaning, and 
serve as a means of social control. They do not form a coherent metaphysical 
system (see also Ellison 2004:236-237) but tend to be fragments of a system from 
which obviously many parts have disappeared, particularly when it comes to origin 
stories. Explanations of the meaning of life with its poverty, suffering, and inequal
ities now come from a variety of sources and differ according to what is most on 
villager's minds. Denominational religions have to some extent become important 
for explaining the origin of the world and humans - though people usually only 
have a superficial knowledge of Christian theology. Cuentos and historias remain 
important for explaining local origin and local characteristics. In the preceding 
chapter we saw the great influence of views about the past and politics, and how 
especially in the first part of the 1990s political explanations prevailed. Obviously 
education, television (especially soap operas), and government programmes also 
provide explanatory models, even when they provoke criticism or disagreement. 
People were well aware of a wider world, which needs different references. The 
Totonac worldview therefore had to make room for other ideological systems and 
had become one of the sources of explaining life. Nevertheless, because people 
were more concerned with local conditions in daily life than with those of the 
world at large, customary worldviews that are known though the ancestors remain 
important for Nanacatecos. 

More crucial however, and at the heart of Nanacateco cosmology, are the moral 
guidelines expressed in the conceptualisation of good and evil or in more concrete 
terms in the ideas about the causes of sickness and ways to cure them. The stories 
people tell tend to focus on what had gone wrong and do not so much prescribe 
what should be done as what should be avoided. The local worldview is based on a 
personal relationship between the natural and the supernatural world materialized 
in the two human souls which connect humans to Patrons, animals, the souls {lis-
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takna) of the dead, and mythical beings. This relationship not only determines the 
well-being of individuals but that of the community, which can be attacked by 
mythical beings such as the Hojs-Kaxi. If one person behaves improperly, he or she 
will fall ill. If many Nanacatecos behave badly, this can induce evil beings to 
damage the village and its inhabitants. They cause or try to cause epidemics, large-
scale misfortune, the death of authorities, and even the total collapse of the village. 
It is precisely with stories of this kind i.e., what causes sickness and misfortune, 
that people rely on local traditions, as the outside world does not offer more ade
quate models. That outsiders often fail to comprehend and appreciate local views 
and practices only reinforces their value against sheer ignorance. 

The arrival of new explanatory models has not only put an end to the Totonac 
worldview as the single or major source of meaning, but has obviously changed the 
role of healers and informal leaders. They have had to share their influence with 
doctors and nurses, licenciados, politicians, priests, and ministers. When everyday 
life experiences no major setbacks, curanderos may seem to be inconspicuous or 
even redundant. But when something unexpected or unintelligible happens, people 
know how to find them, even if only as a last resort. While priests and ministers are 
concerned with God or after-life and doctors, nurses, politicians, and licenciados 
with life, only healers are able to bridge the gap between life and the supernatural, 
including the dead. The local worldview and locals are thus concerned with life 
itself and how to protect or cure it from sickness and evil. When faced with disaster 
or when medical care has failed, villagers readily agree that they need the strongest 
possible protection, which only those who know local customs can give. 

As Nanacatecos are focused on life and staying alive, it is not surprising that 
precisely these explanations and practices about illness and healing so central to 
the local worldview are hidden from outsiders. Knowledge is for insiders, and what 
is not known cannot be (mis)used or condemned by outsiders. Perhaps therefore 
Protestantism can pose a far greater threat to this worldview than Catholicism, 
because priests are invariably well-educated outsiders, while pastors can more 
easily come from within the community. According to their cosmology, Nanacate
cos rely on each other for a prosperous personal and community life. As they know 
each other intimately, they can easily link personal and social events to the local 
worldview and thus reinforce morality in a pervasive and detailed manner even 
while disagreeing about the exact nature of a particular misfortune. 

This chapter showed that managing illness and misfortune is not primarily a matter 
of healing, but of preventing chaos and disturbances in the fragile balance between 
humans and the supernatural world. Prevention is more important than curing. In 
the next chapter I turn to the ways in which Nanacatecos maintain this balance at 
the level of the community and the household by performing what they call cos-
tumbres, reflecting the major themes of Totonac worldview. In these performances, 
religious ideas and practices merge, showing that life as it is lived and life as it 
should be lived are one and the same. Ritual performances - though often deriving 
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their strength from their timeless appearance and interpretation - are far from static, 
but 

... are occasions in which ... we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collec
tive myths and history, present ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in 
some ways while remaining the same in others (MacAloon 1984:1). 

And as there is no longer a single worldview or religious framework that provides 
the cultural repertoire of rituals, Nanacatecos increasingly need to discuss, adapt, 
and perform rituals in their pluriform and diasporic community as we will see in 
the coming chapter. 



CHAPTER 6 

CREATING COSTUMBRES 

After an absence of almost five years I returned to Nanacatlan in 1994 and found 
to my amazement a new grocery store on the main street under the name Tienda 
Totonaca (Totonac shop). What struck me was the adjective Totonac. Though most 
people in Nanacatlan are of Totonac descent, they seldom refer to themselves as 
such but prefer to speak of 'Nanacatecos'. I had known the shop owner, Bernadino, 
a single man in his early thirties, as one of the dancers of the Voladores (Flyers). In 
1989 he and several others had begun to revive this famous Totonac dance after it 
had been nearly forgotten for several decades. They had learned it from a troupe in 
neighbouring Hueytlalpan who had been asked to come and perform it at the vil
lage feast. The dance itself is a spectacular performance: five men climb to the top 
of a 20-metre pole, where four tie ropes around their waists. After the leader, stand
ing on the top, has played his flute, the men drop off backwards, spiralling down
wards until their heads are just inches from the ground. No one could tell me at the 
time what the dance was all about, but the leader from Hueytlalpan told me that 
"there are books that explain it all". In the years to follow, young people added 
several other dances to the village repertoire and they gained prominence in com
munity festivities - "to keep from losing the costumbres", as people would say. 
Bernadino had become one of the enthusiastic instigators of the new interest in 
'culture'. 

When I met Bernadino again in 1994, he told me that he was now able to explain 
the dance because he had learned a lot about Totonac culture. His activities as a 
catechist in the Roman Catholic Church had taken him to a course in Huehuetla, 
where he had been taught about the Totonac year cycle and how the Voladores 
depicted this. The course had been organised by a group of activist priests, adher
ents of liberation theology1, who had initiated the OIT in Huehuetla to preserve and 
stimulate Totonac culture. This fit nicely with activities from Mexican state organ
isations such as INI and INEA, which had also become active in projects for cul
tural revival. In 1979, INI started the first indigenous radio station, and in 1994 La 
Voz de la Sierra Norte came on the air. By then Bernadino had become a prominent 
advocate of Totonac culture and had been on the radio several times to explain 
about the Voladores and the history of Nanacatlan. He had written that history 
based on stories he had heard from older people. He also took Totonac language 

1 A progressive Catholic theology in Latin America with an emphasis on social reform to liberate 
the poor from oppression, termed 'Indian Theology' in the Sierra (Smith 2004:406). 
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courses given by the INEA, later become a language teacher, and in 1997 was to be 
appointed coordinator of the subregion around Ixtepec, which includes Nanacatlan. 
In the years in which he had become an activist, Bernadino was one of the young 
people who supported the new opposition party PRD, and directed their actions 
against the ruling PRI authorities. After the 1994 elections however, Bernadino like 
several other villagers, left the party because as he said, there was no real difference 
between the two parties: "People are just in it for the money". As his interest in 
'traditional culture' grew and as he increasingly presented himself as a spokesman 
of Totonac traditions, he came into conflict with other Nanacatecos over his inter
pretations of local customs. It was particularly his role as self-appointed 'cultural 
innovator' which was called into question, the more so when he started interfering 
in local Catholic rituals. He was therefore not considered of proper stature, because 
he did not belong to the religious cargo holders that have authority in these costum-
bres. The last time I visited him in 1998, Bernardino was still active for the Totonac 
cause as a regional coordinator of the INEA, but was no longer involved in the 
local community or in its public rituals. That did not mean that villagers had lost 
interest in customs. On the contrary, celebrations and dances in the local customary 
fashion were there to stay. 

The growing interest in local rituals 

When Protestantism started to spread in the Sierra in the late 1940s, it did so par
ticularly by criticizing the lavishness of Catholic festivals and fiestas, which some
times led to heavy debts for the leading participants. Not only were they presented 
as superstitious rituals but as useless time- and money-consuming performances. 
As the latter seemed to hit a nerve, people from the Sierra started to counter the 
challenge by simplifying the religious cargos (see Ichon 1973:376). Ritual per
formances were also scaled down in Nanacatlan, against the wishes of the clergy. 
People began to economize on the lavish firework displays, big parties, and the 
dances that used to accompany the ritual calendar (Masferrer 1984:28). Ichon 
(1973:376) even concluded in the sixties that the dances in the Sierra were about to 
disappear. At the same time, other parts of the customary domain were fading - with 
characteristic Totonac clothing and language the most striking examples. 

The slump in rituals however, turned out to be a temporary decline. People 
fearing a total disappearance of local costumbres tried to turn the tide. It was espe
cially the young people and migrants who since the late 1980s had become actively 
engaged in local customs and in bringing back some of the lustre and abundance of 
the old religious celebrations: annual rituals like those of the village patron, Christ
mas, and Semana Santa became much more lively and bustling. Many dances reap
peared on the scene.2 This did not necessarily imply a return to traditional village 
lifestyle; the youngsters and migrants were as interested in modern ways of living 

2 For an overview and explanation of the dances see annex 6 and Govers 1998. 
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with television, popular music, and urbane outfits, as they were in costumbres. 
These symbols of modernity also included celebrations such as the feast of the 
Virgen de Guadalupe (the Mexican national symbol par excellence), birthday par
ties (formerly only celebrated by mestizo and well-to-do Totonac villagers), and the 
typical Mexican pinata, the decorated clay pot full of sweets that blindfolded chil
dren take turns trying to smash with a stick at parties. Another popular modern 
activity had started decades ago when the basketball games became a school activ
ity. Large crowds now gather to watch these games between school teams (from 
neighbouring villages) and especially the main intra-village competition during the 
patron feast. 

Bernadino and the other active young people had contributed in their role as 
cultural and ethnic brokers or entrepreneurs to this mixture of old and new celebra
tions. Such a mobilising role is not only crucial for ethnic (Barth 1994) but also for 
local groups. These brokers very often draw their position from the ambiguity of 
living in two cultures and are thus by definition also part of the supra-local world. 
They are the products and vectors of change and modernity while presenting them
selves as cultural spokesmen (Morin and Saladin d'Anglure 1997:185); alienated 
from but simultaneously conscious of tradition (Eller 1999:44). Bernadino, who 
had been educated in Spanish, worked in Mexico City, and later in life became lit
erate in Totonac, is a clear example of such a broker. He is part of a new generation 
that actively participates in reviving local customs to preserve them; though he 
later increasingly met with opposition, he was quite successful to begin with. 

People use the common Spanish word costumbres or sometimes tradition or 
cultura to describe the range of village rituals, standardised exchanges, and celebra
tions that are said to have been handed down by the ancestors and have therefore 
acquired the patina of respectability and sacredness. As in the previous chapters on 
historias and cuentos, people may have different interpretations of the meaning of 
rituals and the way in which they should be performed, but they do share a general 
repertoire of which costumbres have to be observed and how and when they have 
to be practiced. 

The question I address in this chapter is how the increasing interest in local 
customs (and in what kinds of customs in particular) arose alongside a growing 
impact of a globalised and modern lifestyle (see chapter 1). At the same time, there 
seems to be some uncertainty or even contestation as the Bernardino case suggests, 
about how to define and 'shape' custom and who is allowed to do so. Clearly, cos
tumbres are not static institutions: in Nanacatlan, they have also changed in the past 
and are changing in the present - in short: they are being created on the go. What 
one can now observe is a stark increase in the frequency and elaborateness of ritu
als from the past and rituals introduced to the village from the urban context. In this 
chapter I therefore also raise the question of how and when new incorporations 
occur and when they are rejected. I subsequently discuss costumbres related to 
agricultural practices, life cycle events, community celebrations, and statehood. 
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Agriculture and mano vuelta 

In agriculture costumbres focus on the crops grown, the land, and the people work
ing the land (table 6.1). Rituals tend to be more elaborate for maize (see chapter 5) 
but there are also some for coffee. People say that in the past the maize rituals were 
much more common, and that only a few have survived. This seems to be an over
all trend in the Sierra, although in some of the Protestant villages the decline has 
been much steeper. Garma (1984) noticed among Protestants in the neighbouring 
village of Ixtepec that agricultural rituals have disappeared and that this coincided 
with the introduction of coffee as a cash crop in the Sierra. In his view, Protestant
ism separates agriculture from religion, and is therefore much more adapted to the 
capitalist market while popular Catholicism is more integrated into traditional 
subsistence agriculture. This distinction between Protestants and Catholics does 
not exist in Nanacatlan. In the previous chapter we saw that the Nanacateco world-
view is more or less shared between people of different religious backgrounds, and 
that Protestants can and do practice the agricultural rituals although they cross out 
obvious Catholic ones such as the processions and the veneration of saints. We also 
find a general decline in the observation of agricultural rituals, regardless of reli
gion. 

Table 6.1: Agricultural and mutual help costumbres 

Milpa Lunar calculations and rituals for planting, folding maize stems, weeding, and 

harvesting (especially food rituals). 

Coffee land Lunar calculations for planting and pruning, minor food rituals. 

House (re)building Food rituals on a temporary altar, occasionally with compadres. 

Mano vuelta Mutual help between men for sowing and harvesting maize, (re)building a wooden 
house and between women for food exchanges and as care. 

Rituals are most common in preparing the maize for sowing. The variety used in 
the village is still predominantly the white Xochiteco maize (from Xochitlan), 
which has a broad and flat kernel.3 It grows relatively easily without pesticides and 
fertilizer, and takes only five months between sowing and harvesting (including the 
six weeks in which the stalks are drying on the milpa). This growing cycle is con
venient as it provides a harvest just before the village feast at the end of July. 

As we have seen, Totonacs use the best-dried cobs (mazorcas) from the previ
ous harvest as sowing material and germinate the maize kernels before they sow. 
These cobs are first used in a fertilization ritual: the peasant has to bind several 
mazorcas into a bunch together with a mazorca of red maize and hang them from 
the ceiling in the house. The red cob called jefe, is crucial: it is said to be male and 
if no red mazorca is included, the new crop will not be successful. 

3 The Xochiteco maize has smaller kernels than the yellow maize sold for consumption in the 
CONASUPO store and that comes from outside the region. It has a strong taste that people do not par
ticularly like, and is not used in local agriculture. 
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On the milpa itself rituals have become rare. Before sowing and harvesting 
maize, a few people sprinkle refino on the land, and fewer still offer food -common 
a few generations ago. Women have to bring the ritual food of tortillas with chicken 
or turkey mole to the milpa during sowing. The woman has to feed the workers 
(which include her husband), and after that she also has to eat on the milpa to get a 
good harvest and prevent the maize from being eaten by rats. When women have 
their menses at the time of sowing, they have to stay away from the field as her 
presence might cause crop failure; in this case a female relative takes over. Besides 
food, some peasants offer cigarettes, matches, savory, garlic, and refino on the 
milpa to protect the crop against badgers. After a good harvest, Catholics offer food 
on their house altar to God and/or the Patron of Maize, or give it to the priest by 
putting it on the church altar in Zapotitlan. Baptists do likewise by putting maize 
on their church altar where it is used for shared meals. 

In coffee cultivation, there are only a few minor rituals and they mainly consist 
of a cup of coffee and bread for the workers before they start and after they end 
their workday, occasionally with a glass of refino in the afternoon. Over the year, 
there are not many labourers in the coffee fields as most men do the weeding, 
pruning, planting, and fertilizing themselves or with their sons. At harvest time, 
there are many people picking the coffee, and the owner has to provide large quan
tities of bread and drinks. 

While standard agricultural rituals are on the decline, this is not the case with 
mano vuelta (mutual help) and its food rituals. In the years that Durand did his 
research in Nanacatlan (1970-1971), he found a concentration of land among a few 
landowners, who employed the landless as paid labourers. Exchange labour (as he 
calls mano vuelta) that can be found in relatively egalitarian traditional communi
ties is hard to combine with a community of large landowners and a majority of 
landless workers. It was therefore no surprise for Durand that mano vuelta was 
completely absent. According to some of his informants the system of mutual help 
between small peasants had disappeared "many years ago". In the late 1980s and 
during the 1990s however, mano vuelta was not only practiced but was definitely 
increasing. While there were only a few cases in 1989 because, as the people said, 
they could ill afford to provide the customary food to their partners in this exchange 
system; in later years more and more people turned to mano vuelta with relatives, 
compadres, neighbours, and/or friends. People used it for sowing and harvesting 
maize, but also occasionally for building or reconstructing wooden houses. In this 
system a group of men and their sons together work the milpa of one of them (the 
patron) without payment in cash or otherwise, but they are provided with special 
food. The patron and his sons will work the field of each of them at another occa
sion in return. 

How is it that mano vuelta seems to be returning? One explanation can be found 
in the changes in land tenure since the early 1970s. We saw in chapter 3 that since 
the years of Durand's research the number of landowning households has grown 
considerably. They consist of formerly poor or landless households who could 
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either buy or rent some land with the money they earned from migrant labour. 
When they cultivate a cash crop like coffee, they have to spend money on seedlings 
and often on harvesters; but when they grow maize on rented land, these small 
peasants avoid spending cash money whenever possible as they need that for other 
purposes. Especially for the kind of work that has to be finished in one day or a few 
days at the most (like sowing and harvesting) they either use only family labour or 
practice mano vuelta. For them it is a practical and cheap solution. But mano vuelta 
is more than just an efficient system of recruiting labour: it is an expression and 
confirmation of village and neighbourhood sociability and solidarity, and there are 
quite a few cases where this expressive dimension turned out to be more important 
than the instrumental one. Even when it was not necessary from an economic point 
of view, several peasants preferred to work their land in mano vuelta as it is much 
more pleasant to work together. 

Women and their daughters also work together4 to prepare the ritual food for the 
men, though this is not called mano vuelta. Women (usually the wives or other 
female relatives of the workers) come together in the house of the patron to prepare 
it. The wife of the patron not only feeds the workers and eats on the milpa; if a 
milpa is rented she also gives a part of the food to the landowner's wife. Catholics 
also make an offering on the house altar. Both husband and wife and often the 
children participate in the mano vuelta system; though people refer to it as help 
between men, the exchange is actually between households. 

Life cycle customs 

Contrary to the decline in agricultural rituals, life cycle rituals (see table 6.2) have 
become more elaborate and more costly in recent years. Their character is also 
changing in that some are becoming more 'traditional' and others are taking on an 
overall-Mexican style. Though these rituals directly focus on the major stages in 
the life cycle of an individual, they invariably involve a range of other persons; be 
they household members, relatives, neighbours, or compadres (and often all of 
them). Because the rites de passage highlight a change of status of a particular 
person (or persons) as Van Gennep (1965) has shown, the presence of others is a 
matter of course or rather a conditio sine qua non for the moment that people 
become in-laws, ritual kin, or just 'members of society'. 

In Nanacatlan, participation in life cycle rituals doesn't stop at religious bound
aries. Catholics and Protestants perform them in more or less the same manner and 

4 Women participated in social support networks when they had to prepare large quantities of food 
at weddings or funerals, or when one of them was ill or in childbed and other women sent her food or 
help her out. The most important characteristic of mano vuelta is that reciprocity between the people 
involved is direct: the same help (hours of help) that one received, has to be returned at another occasion 
- and for maize cultivation in the same season. This implies that the men involved in mano vuelta live 
and work under similar circumstances: they grow maize, often live in a wooden house, are able-bodied, 
and lack cash or are unwilling to spend it on paid labour. Between women the situation can be different: 
giver and receiver are not necessarily from the same social background. 
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Table 6.2: Life cycle costumbres 

Tacahuele 

Wedding 

Pregnancy and birth 

After birth 

Lavar los manos 

Baptism 

Thanking compadres 

Saint's Day 

Birthday 

Quincena 

Death 

Novena 

Dying day 

Asking for a girl's hand, with specific food. 

Wedding ceremony, compadres, feast and food rituals. 

Food rituals (mother, baby, village midwife). 

Herbal washing of newborn and mother, steambath in temazcal, burying the 

placenta, seclusion from household members, taboo on sex. 

Ritual cleansing of hands with refino between midwife and parents. 

Name-giving, compadres, and (small) feast. 

Ritual cleansing of hands, giving food to compadres, and gift to godchild. 

Related to a person's name (offering on altar). 

Extra sweets or cake and soft drinks, possibly a (small) party. 

Fifteenth birthday party of girl, increasingly celebrated mestizo custom. 

Wake, funeral, food rituals, and leaving home the night after the funeral 

Praying during nine days and on ninth day a cross is carried to the grave. 

Food offerings for four years following death. 

take part in each other's rituals, except for the ecclesiastical services involved. 
Mestizos generally have their own way of celebrating these life cycle events but 
they usually participate in those of the Totonac villagers as compadres or guests of 
honour. Nowadays, migrants tend to return to the village to stage a life cycle ritual 
for themselves or their children; this provides them with an opportunity to show off 
their position as urbanites, but also reinforces long-distance ties of belonging 
(Napolitano 1997:289). In this section I discuss major rituals and the changes they 
have undergone. 

Marriage proposals and engagements 

In present-day Nanacatlan, young people have many occasions to meet and they 
are definitely committed to the ideal of 'romantic love'. Compared to the years 
when their mothers were young, the situation has changed most for the girls who 
can now meet with boys casually: at school or work, when fetching water or run
ning errands, at the shops or markets, during visits or feasts, at the end of the day 
strolling through the village or going to watch the basketball competition. Never
theless, an adolescent girl is closely watched: she is hardly ever allowed to move 
around on her own unless for a specific reason which takes little time, such as 
walking to school or work, to a shop or the house of a relative. At other outings, 
there is always a sister, neighbour, cousin, or friend to accompany her, and it is 
quite common to see a group of giggling girls roaming the village. After dark how
ever, they have to stay inside unless a trusted adult is there to accompany them. 
There are obvious differences in body language and appearance between the shy 
village girls in their skirts and blouses who stay mostly at home, and the more 
streetwise girls in jeans or short skirts who go to secondary school or stay in the 
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city for study or work. But the parents of both categories - as well as most adult 
villagers - carefully watch them when they are on the street. Even so, girls and 
boys find ways to meet and to fall in love, which in the normative system of the 
village means the first step towards marriage. 

The rising popularity of the 'romantic marriage' however, has not drastically 
changed the role of the parents. Sometimes they can force a boy who is seeing a girl 
too often to "become serious" and go for the marriage vows. But their main role is 
now in taking care of the marriage proposal, called tacahuele, and preparations if 
they agree with the marriage. Don Felix went all the way to Mexico City to the 
girl's parents when his son wanted to get married. The parents of the prospective 
groom have to ask for the girl's hand in a series of four visits. They go to the house 
of the girl preferably after dark hoping that other people will not notice them. 
During the first visit the parents mention the qualities of the boy, and the parents of 
the girl either refuse or agree to consult her. On the second visit, the parents of the 
girl mention the qualities of the girl and ask for understanding if she does not know 
everything. The boy's mother will answer that she will teach her. The third time the 
parents have to either refuse - upon which there is no further visit - or say that they 
might be willing to agree. The fourth time the parents of the boy come with the 
expensive tacahuele gifts - drinks, a live turkey and the ingredients for mole - and 
the engagement is agreed upon but not yet official, because first the boy visits the 
baptismal godparents and both grandparents of the girl, who still can object to the 
engagement: they tell him how good the girl is and ask him to treat her well. When 
everybody has agreed, they are officially engaged and the parents of the girl pre
pare a meal for the parents of the boy using the tacahuele gifts. 

The boy now visits his novia (fiancee) regularly and brings along small inex
pensive gifts such as a bar of soap, some sugar, maize, or when he has more money 
or for a special occasion, cosmetics or cheap jewellery. She is supposed to stop 
working and stay at home until the wedding, and not leave without permission of 
her novio. When the boy breaks an engagement, he cannot ask for the food and the 
presents back. But when a girl breaks the engagement, or when the boy does so 
because of her behaviour, her parents have to return everything. It is very embar
rassing for the family when this happens and the whole village once (in 1997) dis
cussed a girl when her fiance left her because she had a second boyfriend. Her 
mother shed bitter tears. 

This is the proper course of events if everything goes smoothly. But if parents 
do not agree with the marriage, the couple can elope for a few days after which 
there is no viable option but marriage. This is also expected when a girl gets preg
nant. The parents of the girl are generally very angry and ask the village authorities, 
mainly the Justice of the Peace, to force the boy and his parents to consent to a 
marriage. Also, if people are unable to pay for the costly tacahuele, a couple can 
use elopement to avoid the expenses - either out of their own will or because the 
parents suggest they do so. 
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In January 1998, Santiago, the youngest son of Magdalena and Lorenzo, was secretly 
married to Josepha who had come back to the village after working in Mexico City for a 
while. They were very much in love, and it showed. He was 19 but she was only 15 and 
had started living with Santiago and his family several weeks before they got married. 
They went to see her father who was in jail in Puebla, to ask his permission. Magdalena 
said they would send him food when he returns from jail, which can still take years, but 
not the tacahuele food because that is too expensive. Lorenzo barely had the money to 
arrange the civil marriage, for which they had to make a trip to Zacapoaxtla. Josepha's 
mother did not agree and an uncle came on her behalf to the house to complain and 
demanded her to return to her mother. She was especially angry that her daughter started 
living with Santiago before the church wedding. When a couple has the civil papers the 
parents can't do anything anymore, according to Magdalena, though the parents still 
have to sign the marriage contract. At their daughter's age their consent is necessary and 
the mother agreed to do so. They plan to have a church wedding during the village feast 
in July. 

Migration has influenced courtship and engagement. When one of the couple works 
in the city, they can hardly meet, as urban-rural visits are rare. When both live in 
the city, the parents have little chance to control them. When the girl's parents are 
from Nanacatlan but now live in the city, the boy's parents have to go to the trouble 
of paying them costly visits to discuss tacahuele. Usually only the last visit is made 
while the first agreements are made during a stay in the village. Only when the 
family is from a different region, the tacahuele is dropped - a situation that occurs 
more often today. After an agreement has been reached between the parents and the 
couple is officially engaged, the girl sometimes returns to the village to live with 
her parents until the wedding. 

In the 1990s it was only the Baptists that continued the tradition of arranged 
marriages negotiated between the parents of a boy and a girl who often hardly 
know each other. Betty, whose parents belong to the old and less orthodox Baptist 
church, had not really met her fiance when they were about to marry (he was 21 and 
she was 17). 

When the parents of Daniel came to my parents, I did not know about it. He had asked 
his parents to visit mine. Afterwards my parents asked me whether I wanted him or not. 
I knew him from the temple. When we were engaged he came to visit me at home once 
a week. I never went to his house. (Betty Juarez 1997) 

That marriages are arranged in Baptist circles is understandable given the strong 

need to keep them within the same religious community, and given the relatively 

small size of the Protestant churches, there is not much choice. 
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Weddings and newlyweds 

The logical step after engagement is the wedding party itself. This is organised by 
the parents of the groom. It can vary from a simple small party at which only the 
wedding compadres, the parents, the parents-in-law, siblings, and grandparents are 
present to a slightly bigger one which also includes close friends. Occasionally, 
there is a huge party with music to which many from in and outside the village are 
invited. 

Whether simple or elaborate, a wedding party starts with the civil ceremony at 
the municipality of Zapotitlan. For religious people, this is followed by a celebra
tion in church. The two need not to be held on the same day, but many people, 
especially migrants, prefer to combine the civil and religious ceremonies. Many 
Catholics marry during the annual feast of the village patron-saint as that is practi
cal and advantageous: the priest is already present (which saves the cost of having 
a priest come over) and relatives from the city are also gathered for the feast. Bap
tists also have to send for someone to come from their headquarters in La Union to 
celebrate the wedding, but the local attendant of the new independent Baptist 
church performs the ceremony himself. Catholics and Protestants have compadres 
for the wedding; for Catholics there is usually one couple, sometimes up to four 
(though the number can and usually is much higher in urban Mexico), for Baptists 
their number can be up to four couples. The Baptist compadres provide a bible, the 
rings, the laso (two circles of beads to surround the couple), and a bouquet of white 
silk flowers (ramo) used by the bride. The Catholic compadres pay for the mass 
and provide a set of new clothes; when there are more couples of compadres they 
provide the rings, the laso, and the ramo. The baptismal godparents of the girl also 
give her a set of clothes, and the ones of the boy give him a pick spade. It is not 
uncommon to ask the compadres of baptism again as godparents for the wedding 
of their godchild. 

For a church wedding the bride dresses in a white wedding dress with white 
shoes and the groom in black trousers, black shoes and a white shirt; a really com
plete wedding includes dressed-up bridesmaids. After the wedding there is a party 
at the house of the bride's parents. Again, this can be a simple party of a meal or a 
big one with many guests and sometimes live music, like when don Felix's grand
son married and had a band play for the whole village at night. It also happens, 
however, that people do not celebrate at all or have a tacahuele, but just go to the 
municipality to get married: when they are very poor or when there are disagree
ments about the wedding. 

Although a wedding marks the transition to adulthood, this does not always 
immediately result in supporting an independent household. After the wedding a 
couple usually moves in with the parents of the boy until they have a house of their 
own. This may take weeks or up to a year. During this period the girl has to make 
tortülas for her in-laws. When the groom's parents have enough space on their 
sitio, they may build a house next to theirs. When they own some land elsewhere in 
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the village it may also be built there. In other cases, the bride's parents sometimes 
give them a piece of land to build on. In the separate household the young couple 
starts living their own life, where adulthood is ultimately affirmed with the first
born child. 

While girls move out of their parental home upon marriage and boys do so after 
a certain period after the wedding, the rule of ultimogeniture has it that the young
est son after his marriage comes to live with his parents: he and his wife are expected 
to take care of them in old age; in return he will inherit the house. This is quite 
common. In cases where the 'Benjamin' son does not live with his parents, for 
instance when he has moved to Mexico City or elsewhere, there is strong pressure 
on him to return when his father and mother get too old and need a helping hand. If 
he is unable or unwilling to return or if his wife objects to it, he might either ask his 
parents to come live with him, or pay his siblings in the village to take care of 
them. 

Notwithstanding these rules and regulations, there are many exceptions. Not 
everybody has a 'clean' marriage; sometimes the girl is already pregnant. The 
woman and the man are held responsible. Even his close relatives who continue to 
pressure him talk badly about a boy who refuses to marry a girl he made pregnant. 
Not all couples get married; about 10 percent of the couples in the village, mestizo 
and Totonac, live in union libre which is much less than a few decades ago. They 
are usually considered a regular couple, especially after they have children. There 
are also some single mothers who live with their parents, as well as some widows 
who became pregnant. The girls are considered 'loose' and are pointed out as a bad 
example for youngsters, but a young girl and her baby also arouse sympathy. A 
widow with a child is not talked about as much. A girl who becomes pregnant by a 
married man is thought to have been stupid.5 On the whole single mothers and their 
children are accepted.6 

The secularised house 

In the village a young couple starts building a house of their own. House building 
has also become part of the whole life cycle, because today many people try to 
improve their house over time, not just maintain it. Several rituals accompany the 
building of a house. The trees for building a wooden house (or any other use) will be 
cut by a full or waning moon; otherwise the wood will turn bad. Before cutting some 
refino is sprinkled to favour the Patron of the trees. Before the first pile-work refino 
should be sprinkled on the earth, to prevent something going wrong, but not every-

5 Compared to the low number of mestizo men, a high number of the illegitimate children are theirs, 
though not always in their own village. Such men have a bad reputation, especially when they do not 
provide for their children. 

6 It may well be that motherhood is so valued that it redeems a woman's unmarried pregnancy 
(Melhuus 1996:248). Martin (1990:486) even sees is as redemption of the community, because the 
power of giving birth and caring for children balances out male political self-interest and corruption. 
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body believes this any more. Catholics offer food on the house altar when a house is 
ready and ask the priest to consecrate the house. Every year the woman of the house 
repeats this blessing with the Holy Water and palm branches of Palm Sunday. For 
new cement or brick houses they also perform a ceremony which involves 'godpar
ents of the house' and this type of compadrazgo has thus increased. 

Today there are less sacred places in the house. The fireplace was the most 
sacred in a house, for which cleaning rituals and offerings were necessary (Ichon 
1973:293-295).7 The Patron of the fireplace is not honoured anymore except for 
some sprinkling of refino (on the fireplace). The temazcal, also related to the Patron 
of fire, is another sacred place (Ichon 1973:295-298) that has fallen into abeyance. 
Only elderly people have one, and though many people still take a steam bath 
occasionally, temazcal offerings are no longer part of household rituals. Nowadays 
the house altar is the only sacred place for Catholics; Protestants do not have a 
sacred place at all at home. 

Pregnancy and childbed 

Having children was always more important for a couple than getting married and 
this has not changed. Young people in Nanacatlan rarely practice birth control, 
except for the well educated and the mestizos who prefer to improve their new 
housing, level of education, or job situation first. A first-time pregnancy is greatly 
welcomed by a young couple. Upon the first signs, their parents and siblings visit 
and the expectant mother is loaded with advice on what to do and avoid. Advice is 
very much a mother-daughter-in-law affair (though a mother is often consulted as 
well) but after two to four months, a woman will go and see one of the traditional 
village midwives every fortnight for a check-up. Sometimes women have to follow 
a special diet for medical reasons but there are no particular rules of what a preg
nant woman should or should not eat: only that she eats enough, especially beans 
and meat, and drinks milk. 

Most women will give birth at home with the help of the midwife (called coma-
dre though formally she is not) and generally also that of the husband, mother, aunt, 
or sister. The midwife Maria Rosa Ramos, sister of don Felix, has delivered many 
babies in Nanacatlan and Zapotitlan. 

I first wash myself with water, and afterwards with refino, my feet and legs, arms and 
face, to disinfect my body. When she is already in pain, the woman drinks a special 
herbal tea of cinnamon, cocoa and basil, to smoothen the delivery. I give massages to 
help, on the hips, and I move the hips around. When the baby comes, the woman should 
be on her knees, but nowadays some prefer to lie down. I grab the baby and do not look 

7 The Patron of fire lives in the fireplace, which itself also has a Patron; the Patron of the fireplace 
lives in the three stones on which the cooking pots or the comal rest. Because the stones are heated daily 
by women, using them to cook, the Patron of the fireplace may provoke many diseases. 
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too closely, because it makes them feel ashamed. As there are old cloths on the floor, the 
baby does not land hard. The husband meanwhile continues the massages; he takes over 
when I have to deliver the baby. I cut the umbilical cord, wash the baby in pure water and 
swaddle it. I wash myself with the same water as the baby and later with clean water and 
refino, and change clothes. The next day I come to wash the woman, but some women do 
not want it, only after a week. I wash them every three days in water with omekelite; one 
woman wanted it every day. It is harmful not to wash. (Rosa Ramos 1994) 

After the delivery the father buries the placenta in the earth somewhere in the 
garden deep enough not to be eaten by animals. Not so long ago people used to put 
the placenta in a bag before burying it: a girl's in a tenate (the bag used by women, 
see figure 6.1) and a boy's placenta in a morral (the bag used by men, see figure 
6.2). To have a child of the other sex next time, a girl's placenta was put in a 
morral, the boy's in a tenate. This custom is slowly disappearing. The umbilical 
cord is safely stored away, because it can be used as medicine for children. After a 
few days most women and their babies take a bath in the warm temazcal. After a 
month, when the midwife stops washing a woman, the ritual cleaning of hands with 
refino takes place {lavar los manos) between parents and midwife, a purification 
rite to take away the impurities related to sexuality, delivery, and disease (Ichon 
1973:248-249). The father goes to Zapotitlan to register the baby. 

Not all women deliver a baby at home. Particularly mestizo women and Totonacs 
who have lived in the city have gotten into the habit of seeing a doctor in Zapotitlan 
or going to a hospital in Zacapoaxtla or - depending where their relatives live - in 
a city outside the Sierra. But when complications are expected, nowadays other 
village women also turn to medical assistance - and do without the midwife's 
herbal teas and bathing water. 

After the delivery mother and child remain separated from the rest of the house
hold; for a period of two to six weeks the mother stays day and night with her baby 
separately in a newly-made bed or on the floor and only slowly resumes her house
hold chores. During at least 40 days, the woman has to abstain from sexual inter
course and eat special dishes with beef and chicken meat which she is not allowed 
to cook herself. Instead, a female relative will take care of preparing the tortillas 
and meals, while other women she knows well take turns in sending meals - empha
sising the fact that the mother of a newly-born child belongs to a separate domain 
and is not part of everyday life. This separation is also visible in the food she con
sumes which is distinctly different from the food served during other life cycle 
rituals (see chapter 7). 

Baptism and name giving 

Most babies, except for those from Baptist and Jehovah Witness families, are bap
tised during the first year after their birth between two and twelve months old. For 
Catholics, baptism is an elaborate ritual which signifies the incorporation of the 
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Figure 6.1 Tenate 

Figure 6.2 Morral 
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child into the family, the religious community, and its wider social network. The 
Totonac practice of name-giving has by now been merged with baptism: before that 
the child is still anonymous and referred to as chindil. Baptism is a social affair not 
only because of the incorporation of the newly-born into the family but, often 
mainly, because it involves a wider range of relatives and ritual kin: the couple and 
its relatives as well as the new compadre and comadre. These baptismal godparents 
are the most important compadres of the parents. They are carefully selected, as 
their role will be crucial in the lives of both parents and child. The couple approaches 
another couple (very rarely a single person is asked) with whom they want to estab
lish a ritual kin bond. Sometimes it happens the other way around and are they 
offered a compadrazgo by another couple. Either way the parents of the child ask 
permission during a series of four visits -just like when asking for the hand of a girl 
in marriage- and set a date for the baptism. This can either be a special occasion for 
which they ask the priest to come to the village or - if this proves to be too costly 
- they may wait until the priest comes anyway, for the village feast for instance. 

The godparents are present at the baptism and provide the child with the white 
cloth. They promise the priest to look after a good moral and Catholic education. 
After the service they join the dinner which the parents have prepared for them and 
other close relations at the baby's home, and will stay when there is a larger party 
with other guests who come for a drink and piece of pie or a meal. When leaving, 
the godparents and other guests nowadays occasionally receive a small memento 
from the parents. 

After a year or two, the father - accompanied by his wife - will give a live turkey 
to his compadre, together with the ingredients for mole, again just like when asking 
for a girl's hand. The parents thank their compadre and comadre for carrying the 
baby and wash their hands with refi.no (lavar los manos), while the godparents give 
advice to the child for a good life. The godparents may in turn send clothes or a 
present to their godchild. After this the baptism is considered to be concluded. 

In the following years exchange between parents and godparents will be renewed 
regularly. Several times a year food is exchanged (see the next chapter) and on 
special occasions in the family the godparents are invited. Though compadrazgo is 
focused on the strengthening of social relations between the compadres and their 
next of kin, there is also a special and even affectionate relation between godpar
ents and their godchild. When the child enters a new school or job, is in trouble, and 
especially when it gets married, the godchild or its parents may seek the advice of 
the godparents. On other occasions the godparents may send a present to their 
godchild, and the parents in turn will send their son or daughter to visit and help his 
godfather or her godmother. Though the same godparents in the past were often 
asked again for other children and on other special occasions such as a wedding, in 
recent years people have begun asking different people for each child and on dif
ferent occasions, thus extending their compadrazgo network (see chapter 3). 

For the Protestant Nanacatecos the highly-ritualised baptism of the Catholics is 
out-of-the-question: they do not involve compadres. The Pentecostals have a sober 

http://refi.no
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ceremony including the parents and the church attendant or minister, while Baptists 
only present the baby to church because baptism is performed when their members 
are grown up, just like among Jehovah Witnesses. 

Birthdays 

Birthday celebrations are a relatively new phenomenon in the village. Only mesti
zos and the more well-to-do Totonacs used to invite guests to join a meal or party 
to which they also invite their workers. In other families mothers buy refreshments 
and sweets or prepare a special meal when finances permit or at least atole for the 
occasion. Young couples increasingly buy a birthday cake (in Zapotitlan or Zaca-
poaxtla) and refreshments for a small party. Since the early 1990s, a popular 
national anniversary tradition has reached the village: the originally urban ceremony 
of the quincena (celebrating a girl's fifteenth birthday) is now held in Nanacatlan, 
and occurred about ten times up to and including 1997.8 This has slowly gained 
popularity particularly among families with migrants and Herman (son of don 
Gustavo) and his wife even brought their daughter back to the village to have her 
quincena there. Lupe and Elios were asked as one of the compadres. 

We were asked as madrina and padrino for el ultimo jugete (the last toy) as a memory, a 
last piece of toy before she turns into a senorita. For a quincena there is a whole row of 
padrinos who contribute to the party. That is why Elios did not want to celebrate it for 
our daughter Ydalid, because he did not want to oblige so many people. The compadres 
one asks have to oblige and people ask many of them to spread the costs. My husband 
does not want other people to pay for us and as we are unable to pay for such a party 
ourselves, he did not want to do it. Some people have more padrinos than others, but 
mostly they have separate ones for the dress, the bouquet, cake, drinks, photos, album, 
mementos, and music. And some even more, for things like a diadem, the hassock for the 
church, church adornments, home decorations, bible, and rosary. The parents only have 
to take care of the food. (Lupe Ortega 1998) 

The families who throw such large parties say that they want to make the village 
livelier as there are too few parties for the people. Although many young people 
would agree, other villagers consider such behaviour excessive or even outrageous 
- particularly when one of the wealthier families in Zapotitlan ordered a 15-tiered 
cake that cost a fortune. Young girls however, start begging for their quincena and 
this celebration therefore becomes more widespread, though on a much more 
modest scale than the urban and mestizo examples. 

8 Celebrating a girl's fifteenth birthday is widespread in mestizo Mexico and has filtered down to 
lower sectors of the population to such an extent that it is going out of fashion among upper and upper-
middle classes. The symbolism resembles European culture (such as waltzes, maids of honour, and 
pages (Napolitano 1997:281)). It was so rarely celebrated (yet) in Nanacatlan that I was unable to attend 
one. 
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Death and funerals 

The church bell tolls three times when an adult has died in Nanacatlan - for Catho
lics and Protestants alike (if the deceased was once married in the church). Since the 
early 1990s a death has to be certificated by a medical doctor and registered at the 
municipality.9 Death is a serious matter to all villagers, especially when the deceased 
is young or when people die shortly after one another, and every household will 
send someone to pay its respect. A wake and funeral are the most widely and well 
attended of all life cycle events and can be considered a communal celebration. 

The deceased lies in state at home on a wooden board covered with sheets, in 
the front room. While the coffin is being made by one of the local carpenters, vil
lagers visit the house and relatives and compadres from elsewhere travel to Nana
catlan. The room fills up with flowers, candles, and gifts of food. All sorts of people 
come in for a while during the day and close relatives and friends continue the 
wake all night long. All visitors are served coffee and bread, the men often also 
refino. Usually the Catholic men waking all night get drunk from the generously 
served refino. There is a mixed atmosphere of sadness, particularly when parents 
have lost a child or when two relatives have died shortly after one another; and of 
bustle, with all the people chatting, cooking, preparing the funeral, or staying over
night. Whatever conflicts there may have been between families are forgotten for 
the moment and even adamant political and religious opponents pay their respect 
to the deceased. Tension within families, on the other hand, can easily rise if there 
are disagreements about the inheritance. 

The funeral usually is the next day, or after two days. If they wish to and can 
afford it, a Catholic family will ask the priest to come and say mass in church on 
the day of the funeral. Otherwise (and mostly) the burial starts from the house. Four 
men carry the coffin to the cemetery, followed by many villagers and at the end of 
the line the relatives of the deceased follow suit. The coffin bearers do not come 
from among first and second degree relatives: their relation with the deceased 
should be more distant and may include in-laws and compadres but not sons or 
grandsons. The grave itself has been dug by a group of volunteers who also line it 
with cement. There is usually no ceremony other then lowering the coffin in the 
grave, unless there is a priest present who prays and blesses the deceased. 

Most people walk away after the coffin has been lowered; only the helpers and 
volunteers stay to fill up the grave and cover it with the flowers brought by the 
participants. Immediately afterwards they bathe at a well below the cemetery or go 
home to take a quick bath. If they don't do that and visit their milpa afterwards, the 
maize would rot. The members of the deceased household also need to abide by 
strict rules: they have to give food to the deceased in the coffin (for Catholics also 
on the house altar), and serve food to those who helped at the cemetery and in the 
kitchen, and then leave home. They are not allowed to spend that first night after 

9 Five to eight people died yearly in Nanacatlan between 1989 and 1998. 
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the funeral at home as the deceased will visit it for the last time and it would bring 
ill-fortune to the deceased to meet somebody there. After that the spirit-soul (lis-
takna) will go to heaven, to return once a year at Todos Santos. 

When Catholics are more well-to-do or when a deceased has asked for it, the 
ritual is continued with a novena: during nine evenings prayers will be said at the 
house with the village reciter Lorenzo as the officiant. To conclude the novena, on 
the ninth day a newly-made cross which has been taken to Zapotitlan to receive the 
priest's blessing, will be taken to the cemetery by the padrinos de la cruz and put 
on the grave. Upon returning from the cemetery, the new compadres and other 
participants will eat together. All Catholics will continue to give the deceased a 
meal on the house altar on each anniversary of the dying day for four years. After 
that they will each year light a candle and maybe add some flowers or burn incense. 
Novenas rarely occur, not even once a year. 

Annual communal or public celebrations 

Although a large part of the population in Nanacatlan joins the annual celebrations 
and feasts, these predominantly Catholic occasions are, strictly speaking, not com
pletely communal anymore. First of all, not all Catholics celebrate the church-
centred ceremonies and only some of the major village celebrations attract large 
crowds. Every Catholic male however, is supposed to be actively involved in 
church celebrations at least during some time in his life. Second, and more drastic, 
the non-Catholics are not involved in church affairs (anymore), which makes some 
active Catholics regard the introduction of the various Protestant churches and the 
subsequent religious heterogeneity as a disruption of village unity. Nevertheless, 
the annual communal rituals (see table 6.3) are definitely the central public celebra
tions and have gained in importance over the last years. Young men perform in the 
dances, while girls join the singing, praying, and decorating the church. For 
migrants these occasions are the principal reason for returning to visit their village 
and relatives. They actively engage in the occasions by taking part in the dances, 
processions, and the basketball competition of the fiesta, or they donate money. 
Protestants are not complete outsiders. They watch the dances, processions, and the 
basketball competition; visit the market and migrant relatives and friends or receive 
them at home for a customary meal. The Protestant celebrations during the feasts 
- if any - are hardly ever public but limited to a service in their church, mainly at 
Easter and Christmas. 

The indigenous people in Mesoamerica have highly localized religious tradi
tions that belong neither to pre-Columbian nor Christian moral universes. "Each 
community represents an ever-evolving present that derives from particular pre-
Columbian roots and particular experiences with Hispanic missionization" (Gossen 
1999:55). Notwithstanding their Catholic connotation, the public rituals in Nana
catlan have a strong focus on local customs and usually are more or less independ
ent of the presence of the priest and Catholic liturgy. They are examples of the 
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Table 6.3: Annual ritual calendar in Nanacatldn (main village rituals in bold) 

6 January 

20 January 

2 February 

March/April 

May 

15 May 

May/June 

13 June 

24 June 

16 July 

25 July 

15 August 

24 August 

28 August 

8 September 

29 September 

4 October 

1,2 November 

8 December 

12 December 

16-25 December 

31 December 

Twelfthnight (Santos Reyes) 

San Sebastian, Patron of Tuxtla 

Candlemas 

Semana Santa (Holy Week - Easter) 

Month of Virgin Mary 

San Isidro, Patron of bulls 

God's Day (Corpus Christi) 

San Antonio, Patron of animals around the house 

San Juan (the Baptist), Patron of Sea and Water 

Santa Carmen 

Santiago, Patron of Nanacatlan and Huitzilan 

Virgen de Asuncion, Patron of Ixtepec 

San Bartolo, Patron Saint of Xochitlan 

San Augustin, Patron Saint of Zitlala 

Birthday of Holy Mary, Patron of Zapotitlan 

San Miguel, Patron of Thunder and Rain 

Patron of San Miguel de Cerdo and San Miguel Atlequizayan 

San Francisco (of Assisi), Patron of Caxhuaca 

Todos Santos (All Saints and All Souls Day), also on October 31 and November 8. 

Virgen de Concepción, Patron Saint of Concepción (Ignacio Allende) and Zongozotia 

Virgen de Guadalupe, Patron Saint of Mexico and Nanacatecos in Mexico City 

Posadas (Hostel processions) and Christmas 

New Year's Eve 

pluralistic nature of Mexican Catholicism (Masferrer 1998) and "the popular use of 
popular religion" (Rostas and Droogers 1993). This is reflected in the large number 
of participants; though only some of them have a special role, almost every villager 
is actively involved at some stage. 

The cargo holders or fiscals, comisiones or organisers of a particular feast, and 
collectores who are responsible for collecting money in the village are the organisers 
of the public feasts. The overall organisational and financial responsibility of all the 
feasts is in the hands of the cargo holders. As we saw in chapter 2 this does not mean 
that they do all the work and certainly do not bear all the costs. The cargo holders 
organise Semana Santa and Christmas. The comisiones do their share of the work in 
organising the village feast and San Miguel, for which they are responsible. The 
collectors for a specific occasion make house-calls several times to collect money. 
The mayordomo or steward, the dancers, the elderly women active in the church, and 
household members of organisers and performers (women as well as children) are 
the main performers of a feast. Many of them have to bear specific costs: the mayor
domo for the rituals in his house, the captain and his troupe for the dancing clothes 
and attributes, the basketball players for their uniforms. Because the most active 
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among them - the fiscals, comisones and collectors - have to spend a lot of time in 
these rituals, they have to forfeit their usual income. The children of the organisers 
are often present to do all kinds of odd jobs, while the wives or mothers of perform
ers face extra cooking duties, for dancers from other villages for example. 

Though most villagers are bystanders during the publicly performed celebra
tions they nevertheless are or have been quite busy. Before the celebrations the 
village men are supposed to work faena when summoned by the mayor and the 
women have a lot of work, beginning days before a feast preparing extra food. 
Permanent migrants are a special category. They collect money in Mexico City and 
have their own basketball team and two dance troupes. They take leave from work, 
consider a feast a holiday to visit relatives, drink and eat, and participate in what 
they like. They arrive when all the hard work is done and are invited for meals 
during their stay. The presence, participation, and financial help of migrants is 
however, greatly welcomed just as the help of youngsters. This does not extend to 
starting activities or making decisions on their own. Villagers and ritual specialists, 
with the cargo holders at the top, do not accept interference in 'their' business. 

Semana Santa 

The six weeks of the Catholic fasting period before Easter begin rather unobtru
sively. There is no Carnival before the fasting starts on Ash Wednesday, but on that 
day a mass is said in church, generally only attended by elderly women who receive 
the ashes. It is the last week of fasting which is a major period in the annual religious 
calendar given the amount of days it lasts, the bustle of village life further increased 
by the large-scale return of migrants, the pomp and circumstance with which the 
solemn processions are held on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday, and the amount 
of typical meals being prepared. During the Holy Week, Semana Santa, religious 
cargo holders are busy organising celebrations and rituals with the help of a small 
number of people, mostly women. During the daily processions female helpers carry 
the statue of Virgen Dolores (Our Lady of Sorrow or Nuestra Senora de los Dolores), 
while girls sing and pray with the elderly female reciter, who leads prayers. 

Although Semana Santa officially starts on Palm Sunday, the Friday before that 
a procession begins with the Virgin Dolores and Jesus el Nazareno. Both statues 
are carried to a central place in church: the image of Jesus in front of the altar and 
the Virgin Dolores in the right aisle, where they will remain for a whole week.10 On 
Palm Sunday a mass is said and a procession is held with Jesus the Nazarene and 
Santo Domingo Ramos (a statue of Jesus on his donkey). The latter statue is placed 
outside the church all day near the entrance of the churchyard, whereupon the 
church doors are closed until the evening procession. The priest blesses the huge 
sugarcane sticks and branches used as decoration outside the church with holy 

10 The usual place for images during the days they are celebrated is in front or to the right of the altar 
facing the church-goers except for images of the Virgin and the Infant Jesus, who have their place in 
front of the right aisle and to the right of the altar respectively. 
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water, as well as the palm leaves and flowers carried by women. These blessed 
palm leaves are brought home and saved, to be burned in front of the house altar 
during heavy thunderstorms, to ask for the protection of San Miguel. 

The Holy Week itself gains momentum on Wednesday with the preparation of 
the decorations. The cargo holders make an effigy of the apostle Judas and build a 
prison next to the altar for the statue of Jesus the Nazarene. The dancing group 
Judios (Jews, oddly dressed and wearing masks, some as women and others as men 
waving their guns) start dancing four times from the church through the streets 
passing the four village corners, but do not enter the church. An imposing structure 
several stories high representing Jesus' tomb is built inside the church next to the 
entrance and is abundantly decorated with branches and flowers. Santo Entierro 
(the image of a dead Jesus in a coffin of glass) is carried by the Judios to his tomb 
in the main procession of Thursday evening. On Friday morning the Way of the 
Cross11 is commemorated, from church to cemetery. In the early 1990s villagers 
also staged the Passion of Christ, in which the suffering of Jesus was performed, 
with Bernadino (the owner of the Tienda Totonaca) as Jesus. This Jesus would 
walk the Way of the Cross with a crucifix on his shoulders while being ridiculed by 
the Judios, and was crucified with two other men at the cemetery. Bernadino told 
me that many people became very emotional and even wanted to attack the aggres
sively and wildly dancing Judios, because they did not understand that "we are just 
actors". On Friday evening a procession takes place and on Saturday the meals are 
cooked to celebrate the resurrection of Christ, followed by a mass and the morning 
procession; final processions are held on Saturday evening and Sunday morning. 

As explained in the first chapter, in 1996 the presidente fiscal (leading fiscal) 
don Beto complained about the many changes introduced by the priest, who altered 
the days and practices of several processions saying they were not performed prop
erly.12 The fiscals thus built the prison on Thursday, not on Wednesday as they used 
to, and were asked by the priest to cover the images on the walls behind the altar 
with long white cloth, something that had never been done before. That day the 

11 It consists of 14 Stations, usually marked by paintings arranged at intervals in a church, depicting 
the main scenes of Christ's suffering and death. The Way of the Cross is a pilgrimage from station to 
station with a special prayer for each. In Nanacatlan there are no images and the Way of the Cross is a 
procession from church to cemetery, with 14 stops to pray a Station. 

12 To summarise the initial sequence of events: Ash Wednesday at the beginning of fasting, the 
Friday before Palm Sunday, Palm Sunday, Wednesday evening procession with imprisonment of Jesus, 
the main procession on Maundy Thursday, the Way of the Cross on Good Friday and a smaller proces
sion in the evening, the burning of Judas Saturday morning, celebrating resurrection on Saturday after
noon (Sabado de Gloria) and closing procession on Easter Sunday morning. The priest especially 
objected to the procession on Thursday evening and to the central role of the Virgin Dolores. He there
fore ordered the statue of Dolores returned to her place immediately after the Friday (before Palm 
Sunday) procession. On Palm Sunday the priest ordered replacement of the large sugarcanes by huge 
palm leaves and did not allow the closing of the church doors. The day was however, more significant 
because the village mayor elections took place in the morning. On Thursday Jesus the Nazarene was 
taken to prison, and at midnight taken out again, while the huge procession of Thursday was moved to 
Friday evening. Semana Santa is a sensitive issue because a prohibition to celebrate it gave rise to a 
Totonac rebellion from 1836 to 1838 led by Olarte (Masferrer 1984). See Masferrer (1986a) for a 
detailed description of Semana Santa in the 1980s. 
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Judios started dancing in the village, a day later than normal and only two small 
processions were held not a large one as used to be the case, though as usual almost 
the whole night rattles were used. Friday morning the Way of the Cross was made 
which took about 1 Vi hours, with a seminarian who performed the Stations and told 
the story of the Holy Week upon arrival at the cemetery. During this time the cargo 
holders and their helpers were building the three-story tomb, heavily decorated 
with palms and flowers. With the help of Don Felix they tried to add some of the 
older decorations of woven flowers and stars (from palm leaves and straw) that had 
not been made for years. But the priest had banned the Passion of Christ with its 
'live' crucifixion. As usual on Wednesday, the fiscals had made Judas represented 
as a man made of cardboard with jeans, shirt and shoes, a cigar in his mouth, one 
leg bent backwards and fastened, and a hand in his pocket. "Like someone from 
Mexico", one of the fiscals explained, amongst the giggling and laughter that 
accompanied the job. Judas - who used to be on his own, made of zacate, covered 
with banana leaves - is joined by his son and the two of them are mounted to the 
church tower. Judas reminds one of the one legged Hojs-Kaxi who with his son has 
become an urban threat and pointedly marks the urban-rural divide. 

In 1996, until Friday afternoon the Holy Week seemed less elaborate then I had 
been told and I was disappointed by the unobtrusiveness of the rituals. While nor
mally many people go fishing in the river for the meals on Thursday and Friday, 
few people had done so because the water was exceptionally high and cold. The 
fiscals would hurry home to eat instead of having a meal together (because Semana 
Santa has no mayordomo). The procession on Friday evening (which used to be 
performed on Thursday) however, turned out to be the memorable occasion I had 
come to expect. The priest and seminarian were not in the village and it seemed as 
if people had been waiting for this. More than 200 villagers were present in the 
church during a procession with Santo Entierro, Virgin Dolores, and the Apostles 
Peter and John. It lasted more than 1 Vi hours, although it never left the church. At 
the start the atmosphere was gay because of the increasing number of oddly behav
ing Judios, especially the ones dressed up as women, caused a lot of laughter. This 
changed during the procession itself, when the continuing noise of wooden rattles 
and a flute, the aggressive dancing of the Judios, the suffocating smell of incense, 
the burning candles, all so in contrast with the solemn and quiet crowd, made it into 
an impressive display. The cargo holders had obeyed most of the priest's requests 
for changes but they refused to alter the crucial ritual. The priest had wanted Santo 
Entierro to be carried to his tomb by the fiscals rather than by the Judios, but during 
the procession the Judios performed their role as usual. The cargo holders had 
refused to take their place, because as don Beto said indignantly: "As if we killed 
Jesus!" If one also realizes that two of the main saints Santo Domingo de Ramos 
and Santo Entierro do not exist within Catholic liturgy (Masferrer 1986a),13 it 

13 Masferrer erroneously also claims Virgen Dolores is not part of Catholic liturgy. The Virgin Mary 
is however, also named Our Lady of Sorrows after her suffering, the Seven Sorrows or the Seven 
Dolours. In the annual Gregorian liturgical calendar September 15 is noted as Our Lady of Sorrows 
(Nuestra Senora de Dolores). 
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becomes apparent that the priest has a long way to go before Nanacatecos celebrate 
the Holy Week according to liturgical guidelines. 

On Saturday morning meat was sold in various places, which only happens 
during the public celebrations. At noon the cargo holders burned Judas and his son 
outside the church. Previously, the young people used to drag him through the vil
lage into the cemetery while beating him up, but this does not happen anymore. In 
the afternoon the Huehues14 started dancing, teenage and young villagers who 
although they look a lot like the Judios with their masks and clothes, dance wildly 
and gaily. They were the sign that mourning has ended. Their performance was 
satirical and witty and the opposite of the serious and aggressive Judios who cap
tured Jesus. At six in the afternoon the priest said mass where he blessed fire (made 
in the courtyard) and water. About fifty women had appeared with a bucket of 
water that they use for blessing their house and house altar. Some will keep what is 
left for medicinal use. At home people ate their feast meal and those with a televi
sion watched old black and white movies about the life of Jesus or other religious 
themes broadcast this week. At night a procession returned Santo Entierro to his 
place. On Easter Sunday morning the last procession was held within the church, 
with the Virgin Dolores and the Apostles Peter and John.15 After this the festivities 
were over and the migrants returned home. The church was cleaned, and after a few 
days the statues were dressed in their old clothes. The new ones are kept until the 
next Semana Santa. The white cloth remained on the wall for another 40 days. 

For more than a week Semana Santa had been mainly a Catholic affair. The 
Jehovah Witnesses did not celebrate, but only paid attention to the Lord's Supper 
on Thursday; not with bread and wine, but just by shaking hands between those 
present. They ate fish on Thursday and Friday, because it is costumbre. The Bap
tists did not pay attention to Semana Santa. On Sunday they performed their weekly 
service. In 1997 Baptists from La Union came with a film about the life of Jesus. 
The family of Betty, like other Baptists, ate fish on Thursday and Friday, which the 
boys prefer to catch themselves. The resurrection of Jesus was celebrated at home 
on Saturday when many villagers - including Protestants - make sufficient food for 
the household as well as visitors. With the exception of Saturday, it had been a 
week that was more (almost primarily) centred on the church than any of the other 
public celebrations. Masferrer (1986a) suggests that Semana Santa is a metaphor 
for a solar eclipse, resulting from a battle between the Sun (Christ) and the Moon, 
and this would mean Catholicism is far less important than the church-centred 
performances seem to imply. 

14 The dance originates from an episode in the life of Jesus, when Herodes sent his men to find the 
baby Jesus. They are dressed up as Huehues (elderly in Nahuatl) to be able to enter the houses. The 
dance is related to death and is also called danza de los viejos (dance of the elderly) and used to be 
danced during Todos Santos, and still is in several places during Carnival (Ichon 1973:97,431-435). In 
Nanacatlan they appear on Sabado de Gloria, and as part of the dance los Tejoneros (see annex 4). 

15 After mass on Saturday the statues had been returned to their usual place in church already, 
instead of being kept to the right of the altar, because the priest liked it better that way. But the presi
dente of the cargo holders, don Beto, had assured me there would be a procession on Sunday anyway. 



218 CHAPTER 6 

The feast of the village patron (Santiago) 

As the patron of the Spanish monarchy, Santiago or Saint James successfully made 
the transfer to the colonies and in the process of hispanization the indigenous 
population came to see him as a powerful protector. He also became prominent 
among the Totonacs, who praise his power to win battles in the dance Santiagueros, 
a Sierra de Norte variety of the dance Mows y Christianos, spread by the mis
sionaries to christianise the indigenous war dances (Ichon 1973:407, 392; Mom-
pradé & Gutierrez 1976:127-28).16 

Each year, on 25,26, and 27 July - the most important days of the village feast 
- everybody is out on the streets and the village is crowded with migrants, rela
tives, and compadres and comadres living elsewhere, as well as people from nearby 
villages. The village is buzzing with life and no other days attract such large crowds 
to the centre. Preparations have started months ahead but culminate in a frenzy 
shortly before and during the feast.17 

The ritual period of the village feast starts with a procession on the day of Santa 
Carmen (July 16) to the house of the mayordomo to honour Santiago in his nicho 
who has been there on his altar since the end of his previous feast. After this the 
house of the mayordomo is crowded for days, when the altar and the house entrance 
are decorated and the colourful ceras are made, until during the main procession of 
the 24th when Santiago is carried to church.18 The dancers rehearse their dances 
and borrow, repair, or buy their costumes. The pole for the Voladores and the turn
ing wheel for the Quetzales are erected and used for practice. 

The civil authorities are also busy. They see to it that the village centre and 
whenever possible even the streets are cleaned of garbage and weeds, and public 
buildings are whitewashed. They organise communal labour to tidy up the village, 
and set up committees to prepare the basketball competition and ideally also a 
dance party with modern live music. They keep in touch with the district authorities 
for police assistance in case fights break out when people get drunk on refino, 
brandy, and beer that this time of the year is widely sold in most shops. 

The official start of the feast is on July 24 (vispera) when the nicho with San-

16 Nahuas in the Sierra of Puebla relate Santiago to Thunder and from his role in the dance Ichon 
(1973, especially 166, 405) suggests he incarnates the Aztec gods Tlaloc (Rain) and maybe Huitzilo-
pochtli (War). 

17 The comisiones - responsible for the feast - recruit collectors (for door-to-door money collec
tions and gathering of fresh flowers and leaves just before the feast), start organising church decorations. 
and do the necessary shopping. The religious cargo holders supervise the comisiones and the mayor-
domia (the ceremonial, financial and practical duties of the mayordomo). They walk in the processions 
and also stay in touch with the priest and assist him during the church services held during the three days 
of the feast (see also chapter 2). 

18 The mayordomo pays and feeds a father and his son from Concepción who stay in his house 
during three days to make ceras, large adornments of moulded beeswax figures and flowers on a 
bamboo structure, and covered with brightly coloured foil. He also assists during the adorning, of the 
altar on which the nicho with Santiago has been kept the past year, the room and the door. The ceras are 
carried around in the processions and placed next to the statues of Santiago. San Miguel, and the Virgin 
in church. 
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tiago is carried in procession from the house of the mayordomo to the church where 
he will stay for two weeks. The procession includes dancers led by the Santiagueros 
who are halfway joined by a procession from the church with the statues of San
tiago, San Miguel (as the second important village saint), and the Holy Virgin. The 
nicho is put in its place on the altar; the three statues take up the usual central place 
in front of the altar. During the three main days of the fiesta the priest says mass, 
and also performs weddings, baptisms, and communions. At the end of each mass 
the church bell is rung and firecrackers are lit, amidst the noise of the dancers with 
their music who start leaving the church. Every evening during the entire week the 
fiscals hold a procession within the churchyard with the nicho and the three statues 
and they also have their meetings during which they elect a new mayordomo from 
one of the more well-to-do households. The mayordomo takes office on 6 August, 
by receiving the nicho in his house where it is ceremonially carried to stay there for 
the rest of the year. 

Though the ritual dances in Nanacatlan were on the decline during the second 
half of the twentieth century, this trend has reversed since the 1990s. During my 
first visit in 1989 I witnessed the usual battles by the colourful Santiagueros and 
Migueles (who fight with the devil, the last day with the help of Huehues), but for 
the first time in many years the renowned Totonac dance of the Voladores was also 
performed again. In 1994 several additional dances were performed during the 
fiesta. Some of these new dances like the Quetzales and Espaholes consisted of 
Nanacatecos but also groups from neighbouring villages like the Negritos (from 
Zongozotla) and Tejoneros (from Zitlala) adding to the bustle of the feast (see 
annex 4 and Govers 1998). During the three main days of the village feast all the 
dance troupes perform simultaneously; the village is filled with their colours, 
music, and movements, their tapping feet, battles, and jokes. Dancers from the 
region are actively engaged in helping establish new dance troupes. For instance, 
the Voladores from Hueytlalpan taught young people in Nanacatlan, while the 
Santiagueros went to Hueytlalpan in return for the performances and teachings of 
the Voladores. 

With this system of reciprocal teaching and dancing, young dancers do not need 
to pay for their lessons but do have to buy their costumes and instruments, which 
can be rather costly. While many people are happy to invest their time, not all can 
easily afford to buy their costume. When their son registered with a dance troupe 
without asking his parents, Pedro and Irene were angry because they already paid 
for his school and that of his siblings and they would rather have done without the 
extra burden. In the end, they agreed to pay because they didn't want to embarrass 
their son who had already committed himself. Other parents readily pay for their 
children's outfit, like the sons of don Felix, because like their father they have been 
dancers themselves and like to maintain the family tradition. Others with even less 
to spend like Lorenzo and Magdalena still have a keen interest in involving their 
children in the village customs. Even though it remains an expensive affair to be a 
dancer, apparently this has not been a barrier to a proliferation of dance troupes. 
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With their number (nearly) doubled during the 1990s, the village feast has become 
far livelier than a decade before. Nowadays, not only villagers and migrants flock 
to watch, but more and more people from neighbouring villages as well. 

While the original fiesta is clearly based on religious celebrations, for decades 
it has had a double face: religious festivities and dances that concentrate on the 
church and a more secular or mundane feast that centres around the basketball 
court and the small market where food and drinks are sold. Up to 20 teams from 
villages and towns all over the Sierra and as far as Mexico City participate in a 
basketball tournament that attracts a large, predominantly young, male crowd. 
During the past four years the sons of don Gustavo who live in Mexico City char
tered a bus to bring other Nanacateco migrants, but also a few basketball teams 
(including their family team) of migrants from elsewhere in the Sierra. In the vil
lage remarkably tall young men with large sport shoes and oversized shirts come to 
roam the village centre and their huge bodies contrast sharply with those of the 
much shorter elderly villagers, a feature even further emphasized by the traditional 
clothes and simple sandals they wear. 

After the first two days when the mass in church, the dances, and the basketball 
games attract large crowds, the village splits in two: the now more modest church 
celebrations are mainly attended by elderly and the women, while the young and 
the men go to the exciting final games of the basketball tournament. The coinci
dence of a religious and secular fiesta not only bridges the gap between generations 
and gender, but also between mestizo and Indio's, and between Catholics and Prot
estants, allowing it to remain an all-village affair (Vaughan 1994:224-25). 

San Miguel 

For Nanacatecos San Miguel is the Patron of Thunder and Rain whose powers are 
feared in the mountainous region and therefore deserves special attention.19 His 
feast on 29 September is a small replica of Santiago's celebration and marks the 
end of the ritual period of the village feast, which began on 16 July. Preparations 
start weeks ahead of time with a meeting of comisiones and collectors who then 
start collecting money, shopping, preparing decorations, and gathering flowers and 
leaves all aimed at decorating the church as well as the house of the mayordomo 
which holds the nicho with San Miguel on a special altar. The days before the feast 
ceras are made in the house of the mayordomo. Some helpers carry the nicho with 
San Miguel from the mayordomo's house to the church, while dance groups accom
pany them. On this occasion the Migueles are on the lead. Halfway, the procession 
meets another group with the usual statues but this time in sequence of San Miguel, 
Santiago, and the Virgin. Just as at the village patron feast, the nicho is brought to 
church where it remains on the altar for a week, and the statues remain in their 
special place. Church celebrations start on the 29th of September with a mass in 

19 Elsewhere. Saint John the Baptist is often mentioned as Rain God (Ichon 1973:393). see also 
note 16. 
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church; for the rest of the week there are nightly processions and performances of 
the Migueles, Santiagueros, and Voladores. Although the structure of the ritual is 
similar, the celebration of San Miguel is much smaller in scale with fewer partici
pants and hardly any onlookers. It is also much more a religious feast in which no 
Protestants participate and for which hardly any migrants return. Like other saints' 
days, the celebration is mainly at the homes of the Catholics who light a candle on 
the house altar and burn incense and prepare the customary dishes. The end of the 
celebration of San Miguel marks the end of a long ritual that started on 16 July, but 
that is most visible for the raising of the Voladores pole on 23 July, the ante-vispera 
of the patron's feast. When the pole is removed on 9 October and the nicho with 
San Miguel is in the house of the new mayordomo, the ritual period has come to an 
end. Since 1997 however, the Voladores pole has remained in its place on the church 
square until after the day of the Virgen de Guadalupe (12 December) that has 
become a more popular celebration. 

Todos Santos 

Although in the Catholic calendar it is officially All Saints' Day, the dead are at the 
centre of Todos Santos.20 Honouring the dead is of special importance in Meso-
america (Brandes 1997; Nutini 1988). The dead are remembered and honoured, but 
the ritual is not only about those who have passed on. It is equally important for 
expressing alliances with the living, in particular compadres and close relatives, 
who receive the same food as the dead. It is therefore also a celebration of social 
relations (Ichon 1973:195; Lok 1991).21 As we saw in chapter 5, when a dead 
person returns home during Todos Santos, it is actually one of his two human souls 
- the spirit or listakna - that returns. Todos Santos consists of an elaborate series of 
rituals and ritual exchanges during various days, in which many different kinds of 
food are involved. Most exchanges take place within and between households, and 
on the cemetery. It is the least public of the communal rituals, with the exception of 
a communal effort to remove weeds and to clean the graveyard through faena. All 
stages of the ritual are a household affair. Most people - including Protestants - go 
to the graveyard to visit the graves of their relatives to clean or whitewash and 
decorate the grave and to burn candles. All other parts of the ritual take place inside 
the individual houses. 

20 All Saints' Day is 1 November and All Souls' Day on 2 November according to the official 
Catholic calendar. In Mesoamerica that last day stretches over the whole period from 31 October to 8 
November in commemoration of the dead. This reflects older and quite elaborate celebrations of the 
dead in Mesoamerica and the importance of All Saints Day in fourteenth century Spain (see Nutini 
1988:38-76; Callejo 1999:241-257). 

21 At the Day of the Dead Mexicans share humorous representations of skulls and skeletons (of all 
kinds of material, or as food) and satirical verses (known as 'skulls'). Such representations have become 
a national Mexican symbol and have given Mexicans a name of being obsessed by death. They are 
secular, designed for the living and urban, often shared among Mexico's cultural elite (Brandes 1998). 
Such iconography is absent in Nanacatlan. 
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6.1 The madrina carrying the Infant Jesus at Christmas 

6.2 Apinata for school
children on Twelfthnight 
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The female or male head of a Catholic household offers food on the house altar, 
invites the dead by calling their names, and burns incense that is moved across the 
altar. On 31 October the names of dead children who are close relatives are called 
and they are invited to bring their dead friends who have nowhere else to go i.e., 
whose relatives are not alive or do not celebrate Todos Santos. This category of 
children includes all people who never married. There are few households who 
have not lost a baby or child and this is therefore a sad day for the parents and 
grandparents. When Pedro and Irene commemorate the early death of their first
born and offer food Pedro invites him: "My son, I offer you this small gift from the 
earth, may you bless it, and invite those children who have nobody to offer for 
them, so that they can share with you".22 1 November is the day for adult relatives 
who have died and each is called by name and invited to eat from the dishes on the 
altar. The next day, the proper Day of the Dead (All Souls) according to the liturgi
cal calendar, all dead relatives (children and adults) are offered a meal - on this day 
people also urge them to bring their dead friends along. In the afternoon, the female 
head of the household sends dishes taken from the house altar to her parents, par
ents-in-law, and her comadres (with the godmothers as first receivers) who in turn 
give her the same kind of dish from their house altar in the bowl that she came with. 
On 8 November, a special category of dead are commemorated in their households: 
those who had an 'unnatural death', by drowning, being killed, or by dying in an 
accident. A few strict Catholics stretch the period of commemoration until Saint 
Andrew's day that marks the end of the month of November. 

Over the years I spent in Nanacatlan people started to speak of Todos Santos in 
a different way as if they had come to feel a bit uneasy about the special veneration 
of death. It may have been through the influence of strict Protestants in the village 
who proudly say that they only believe in God and don't need Saints, the dead, or 
two souls to be their mediators to God; some Catholics as well state that Todos 
Santos does not mean they directly relate to the dead, but that it is a way to honour 
God and through him to venerate the deceased. 

Christmas and New Year 

Christmas is still predominantly a religious affair and the public celebrations centre 
around the Catholic church. From there a series of processions makes their way 
through the village. These processions, the nine Posadas23, take place every evening 
during nine subsequent days, each day to a different village house. These nine hos
tels or posadas stand for each month of the Virgin's pregnancy. Every Catholic 
household wants, at least once in their lifetime, to act as a posada. The central 
house is that of the mayordomo, which holds the Infant Jesus during his four years 

22 Curiously enough he speaks Spanish, while many others use Totonac. 
23 Posadas were first celebrated in churches and convents and became popular at the end of the 

eighteenth century. They coincide with the Aztec celebration of the birth of Huitzilopochtli. For various 
interpretations on the origins of the Posadas see Salles 2000. 
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in office. Because of the many expenses a mayordomo is supposed to have, he 
generally is selected from among the wealthy families and has to be a good Catho
lic, dutifully married in church. It is his small daughter who acts as the madrina of 
the Infant Jesus (or simply El Nino) and who plays a crucial role in the Christmas 
ritual. She carries the Infant Jesus (not to be confused with the nicho holding the 
little Jesus together with Mary and Joseph that is carried in the Posadas) on the 
most ceremonial occasions. Nine days before Christmas, on 16 December, a pro
cession starts from the church to the first hostel. The fiscals decorate the entrance 
and construct a large altar inside the house where the nicho will stay that night. 

As during other church rituals, the mayordomo household is the busiest. On the 
24th, the last hostel only keeps the nicho for a few hours, after which it is accompa
nied to the mayordomo. Later that night the most important procession takes place, 
leading from the house of the mayordomo to the church amidst a large crowd. At 
midnight the madrina brings the Infant Jesus in her arms from her house to church, 
where he will stay in a crib in a decorated stable in front of the church altar. At 
home, many people - including Protestants - celebrate Christmas and New Year 
with a customary meal, though some only do so when their children or relatives 
come over. Mestizo and some Totonac families have a Christmas tree in or just 
outside their house for which flashing coloured lights with music have become 
popular as decoration. These families often also celebrate Christmas Eve with 
presents. 

At midnight on the start of the New Year, the madrina again carries Jesus during 
a procession that stays inside the church. Every following night there is a small 
procession at the church, until 6 January (Twelfthnight) when she carries him back 
home upright (and not as a baby anymore) where he will lay in a small bed. On 2 
February (Candlemas) Jesus is dressed in new white clothes by an elderly woman, 
and the madrina carries him back to church in the morning where he is blessed and 
the priest says a mass. That evening she carries him home again for the last time 
and returns him to his nicho until 24 December. 

During Christmas and New Year, many migrants return to the village and the 
streets are again more crowded than usual. Only a few stay for a longer period, 
generally to start the coffee harvest and do some work in the fields. They usually 
arrive just before Christmas and with the exception of the last Posada and the 
church celebrations, spend most of their time at home or with relatives and friends 
celebrating Christmas Eve and New Years Eve. 

The number of active participants in the festivities is limited. In 1997 I counted, 
apart from the ten fiscals, in total about 25 women, teenage girls, and children who 
performed the prayers and songs during the hour of the first Posada. During the 
following eight evenings their number gradually grew to about 50. Only during the 
main procession after the last Posada did a large crowd gather. On Christmas Eve 
the madrina of the Infant Jesus is washed, her hair carefully plaited, and dressed - in 
1997 for the first time in what is considered a traditional Totonac outfit instead of 
in a long white gown like before. In that year also for the first time, the fiscals 
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organised apinata outside the church, in which about 40 children took part trying 
to break the decorated clay pot so the sweets spray around. 

... and many more 

In addition to the calendrical highlights of Semana Santa, Santiago, Todos Santos 
and Christmas, the annual cycle has a range of other saints' holidays that receive 
special attention though the public pomp and display is far more moderate. These 
include the procession at Corpus Christi that is held on the 60th day after Easter, the 
blessing of the bulls in the churchyard and the mass said at the day of San Isidro on 
the 15th of May, and the mass of San Antonio on the 13th of July. But Nanacatecos 
also share in the patron feasts of neighbouring villages (see table 6.3) and honour 
them by putting candles, flowers, and incense on their house altars. They also 
actively take part in the fiestas of Zapotitlan (Santa Maria on 8 September) and 
Tuxtla (San Sebastian on 20 January) when the village basketball team enters the 
fiesta competition.24 The elderly say that they never used to work on those days out 
of respect for their neighbours' patron saints and they regret that young people do 
not seem to bother anymore. 

Less obtrusive but equally important to Catholic women are the rituals during 
the entire month of May when the Virgin Mary is venerated daily with prayers in 
church and a procession. Catholic initiation rites such as the Presentación, First 
Communion, and Confirmation are only performed by a number of villagers. The 
Presentación is a recent rite to 'present' three-year olds to the church on any chosen 
Sunday, while the administering of First Communion has been joined with the 
annual village fiesta when the priest is present in any case. On that occasion, the 
young first grade children are allowed to fully participate in the Eucharist for the 
first time. During the days of the fiesta, other children receive their Confirmation, 
which establishes them as full members of the church. The celebrations are rela
tively expensive as children are dressed up in special new clothes and their parents 
invite a new padrino and madrina to have an elaborate meal. Many children there
fore never receive their First Communion or Confirmation. 

A relatively new celebration is that of the Virgen de Guadelupe on 12 December. 
There used to be a small procession where her statue was accompanied to the 
church altar and adorned with the Mexican national flag. In the morning, people 
would sing the Mananitas25 and other songs before and during the procession and 
the hoisting of the flag while girls would dance Mexican folk dances (Mexicanitas) 
in the afternoon. Since 1996, the celebration has become more elaborate. Earlier, 

24 To a lesser extent Nanacatecos go to the village fiestas, of Ixtepec {Virgen Asuncion, 15 August) 
and Zitlala (San Augustin, 28 August); even fewer go to Xochitlan (San Bartolo, 24 August), Caxhuaca 
(San Francisco, 4 October) or Hueytlalpan (San Andres, 30 November). 

25 An early morning celebration song and birthday serenade sung all over Mexico on December 12 
honour Our Lady of Guadalupe, and commemorate the apparition of the Virgin Mary to the Indian Juan 
Diego in 1521. 



226 CHAPTER 6 

girls went from door to door selling tamales and atole to raise money to pay for the 
decorations and young Catholic activists started to adorn the statue of the Virgen. 
The Voladores and Migueles also joined the procession turning it into a much more 
festive occasion. 

Local rituals of statehood 

The presence of the Mexican flag at the celebration of Mexico's national symbol, 
the Virgen de Guadelupe, already shows that religious rituals sometimes touch 
upon or coincide with public rituals related to the state (see table 6.4). While the 
centre of government and national politics might seem far away for the villagers, 
the presence of a state in Nanacatlan cannot be denied. In daily routine, it is mani
fested by the local authorities and their actions, by the civil cargo system for local 
administration and communal work, but also by federal and state (of Puebla) insti
tutions such as the village schools and the national programmes for development 
projects and crop subsidies. The reach of the state affects everyday life of the vil
lage households in a direct way. 

Table 6.4: State rituals 

6 January 

5 May 

June 

16 September 

20 November 

December 

Twelfthnight (Santos Reyes) celebration at school 

Commemoration of the Battle of Puebla (1863) against the French 

Diploma presentation (clausura) kindergarten, primary, and secondary school 

Independence Day (declared in 1810) 

Revolution Day (commemorating the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1920) 

Christmas celebration at school (last school day before Christmas holiday) 

The material presence of the state is quite visible in the traditional layout of the 
village with its typical rectangular grid of streets and gravity point in the central 
plaza with the church, village hall, and school buildings. This material presence is 
occasionally accompanied by local varieties of national rituals expressing nation
hood and 'modernity'. Such secular rituals are designed to arouse popular involve
ment in and loyalty to the national state and the development it advocates. Never
theless, with the exception of the mestizos and some faithful PRI supporters, 
Nanacatecos predominantly are only interested in the state as far as it affects local 
society and do not care much for what happens beyond the boundaries of their 
village. State rituals however, are obligatory and even though they mirror religious 
rituals to a high degree, they are not particularly liked. Whereas Nanacatecos par
ticipate in great numbers and with strong emotional attachment in the main public 
religious feasts, they largely consider state-related rituals to be the affair of the 
local authorities and the schoolteachers, and only reluctantly join them when they 
can't avoid them (cf. Sekimoto 1990). 

Paradoxically, even though they do not feel part of the state, villagers know 
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quite well how one should behave and what the local authorities should do as rep
resentatives of the village vis-a-vis official visitors.26 When Genaro Bravo, village 
mayor at the time, refused to attend the meeting the INI organised with local heal
ers to inventory the most pressing health related problems (i.e., water, sanitation, 
medical care) and instead continued to play basketball, people were upset and 
criticized him because his conduct was detrimental to the village. It seems that in 
Nanacatlan proper procedures and behaviour in official matters are as important as 
elsewhere in Mexico. 

Of course, among the local elite there are politically articulate villagers who 
even started 'seeing like a state' (Scott 1998) in the sense that they have taken over 
the objectives and mission statements of government programmes and the formal
ized procedures of official meetings with its bureaucratised jargon, but that stands 
far apart from everyday experience of most villagers. With the younger generation 
the attitude is changing. Since more schools have been set up in Nanacatlan and the 
region, educational enrolment has increased and levels of schooling have steadily 
gone up. Because it is mainly schoolteachers who play an active role as initiators 
and instructors of state celebrations, more and more young people have become 
accustomed to them. Moreover, the prolonged presence of migrants in cities has 
made villagers aware of being part of a wider world and the fact that what happens 
there directly affects their own lives. The growing number of TVs clearly adds to 
this awareness: even entertainment programmes turn into a form of national con
sciousness-raising because they expose their audience to a whole range of new 
urban experiences; even more so they convey the message of 'Mexican-ness' itself. 
Thus villagers have become interested in and started identifying with the latest 
popular music bands and the exciting characters of soap operas, but also with the 
national soccer team and the fate of Mexican immigrants being ill-treated in the 
USA. 

State rituals are everywhere. On Monday mornings, a small group of primary 
school children in their uniforms (boys and girls taking weekly turns) raise the 
Mexican flag in a ceremony attended by the whole school. School is also the place 
for commemorations of the three major national holidays: Independence Day (on 
16 September), the defeat of (though not victory over) the French invasion army in 
Puebla (on 5 May) and Revolution Day (20 November). The children have a day 

26 The village authorities remarkably often act as host. Official visits may include state or municipal 
officials, medical doctors and nurses, representatives from INI. INEA, INMECAFE, CONASUPO. or 
other organisations that have an ongoing programme in the village or try to start one. Their meals are 
paid from the village budget and may take up a considerable amount of the available funding. There are 
no facilities available for overnight stays and visitors leave again at the end of a day. Such visits are 
mostly related to meetings, either with villagers or regional officials from state organisations. The most 
remarkable visit was the arrival by helicopter of the state governor, who had chosen Nanacatlan as host 
for the regional INEA meeting. When he was at a different meeting in Zapotitlan somewhere in 1996, 
also arriving by helicopter, Irene had the nerve to speak up. When the regional education coordinator 
told the governor that all schools were 100% covered by teachers, she stood up to say that there were 2 
teachers short in Nanacatlan. She never mentioned it herself, but other villagers marvelled at her 
daring. 
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off but on the day before or the day after they have to attend the ceremony when the 
flag is hoisted in the presence of the mayor. In class, these major events of Mexican 
history also receive a lot of attention. The declaration of independence from Spain 
in 1810 made by Hidalgo is the most important of these events (which shows from 
the fact that the president of the Republic and all governors and mayors repeat it 
every year) and everybody knows el grito de Hidalgo. Even so, rarely are many 
ordinary villagers present at these ceremonies. 

Like religious instruction, religious holidays are not part of the school curricu
lum. Schools do pay attention to the secular aspects of Christmas and the 6th of 
January when presents and sweets are exchanged among the children. In a similar 
vein other mundane occasions like Mother's Day, Father's Day, Teachers' Day, and 
Children's Day are celebrated with gifts or poems. 

A specific school event that has gained in importance over the years is gradua
tion day or clausura.21 When children finish kindergarten, primary school, or sec
ondary school, a special ceremony is staged in which they are handed their diploma. 
This clausura is quite an occasion: the school committee and the mayor sit in front, 
the teachers have prepared a performance, the children are neatly dressed up, and 
their parents and other relatives are proudly present. For this occasion there are also 
new compadres who join their graduation godchildren. After a flag hoisting cere
mony, the children receive their diplomas whereupon they give a performance: 
those from kindergarten show some folkloristic dances and the secondary school 
graduates - the boys in black trousers and white shirts, the girls in sumptuous 
graduation dresses - perform a waltz. From among the secular rituals this is by far 
the most important and migrants come all the way back from Mexico City to attend 
their children's graduation. 

The tension of (re)creating rituals 

Looking back over the years between 1989 and 1998, it is clear that rituals became 
of major importance in Nanacatlan and ritual life and costumbres have actually 
expanded. This does not mean that community rituals have remained the same. On 
the contrary, even in such a relatively short period change has nearly been the order 
of the day. Some old customs, especially those related to agriculture, house build
ing and personal behaviour, have simply disappeared. Others have been changed, 

27 Though many more children are educated than ever, numbers drop drastically in each grade of 
primary school, as well as with each higher level of education. In 1994 for instance a total of 178 chil
dren enrolled in primary school according to grade with the following numbers: first 40. second 38, 
third 32, fourth 23, fifth 23, and sixth 22. The higher numbers in the lower grades was not due to a rise 
in the number of village children. This means that only about 50% finished primary school. Sadly 
enough, only a little persuasion is necessary to increase school participation. Maestro Lupe for instance, 
had the third grade with 32 pupils, when three years earlier in first grade they had been 49. She managed 
to have the same number pass to second grade with another teacher, because she used to visit each 
family whenever a child failed and stimulate the parents to send their child to school. Other teachers do 
not always do this. 
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and still others have been (re)created. But what has been recreated and how has 
been a matter of debate. There were disagreements: among Catholics, between 
Catholics and Protestants, and between Catholics and their priest, as to how rituals 
should be lived and performed. The more rituals became popular, the more they 
became a matter of concern, and the more tensions grew as to what they were all 
about. 

The fiesta of the village patron Santiago is a case in point. It is nowadays by far 
the most important community ritual for all Nanacatecos and attracts a growing 
number of visitors from outside the village. The fact that the fiesta in principle 
includes all villagers, does of course, not guarantee village unity. Alvarez (1991), 
for instance, describes the situation in the Totonac highland village of Filomena 
Mata where the local basketball team and the dance troupes got involved in a 
political conflict when the dance square next to the church was turned into a bas
ketball court - furthering a political split in the community. In Nanacatlan, several 
problems also popped up in the politically turbulent year of 1994. At the start of the 
fiesta it was unclear whether the Santiaguero dancers would show up because there 
had been some internal accusations that not all of the subsidy the troupe had 
received from INI (through a programme aimed at cultural revival) had been spent 
properly. Other dance groups in the village had similar problems with the INI sub
sidy. Under the already tense political disagreements in that presidential election 
year, accusations of fraud and embezzlement of government money easily added to 
the envy and mutual accusations among supporters of the competing political par
ties. Similar tensions broke out when urban migrants returned to the village with 
their own group of Migueles. When they assumed that they would perform in the 
fiesta, the newcomers clashed with the local Migueles group that had been active 
for decades in Nanacatlan. Many villagers were indignant that the migrants had 
dared start a group of their own and claimed a right to perform during the village 
feast. "They know that we have older rights but as soon as they have left the village 
they think they can do it their way". The son of don Felix who was the captain of 
the local group, called in the help of the fiscals who banned the newcomers from 
performing during the feast. But all these tensions and competition had no impact 
on the fiesta itself, which remarkably turned into the most communal and crowded 
of all public feasts bridging even the division between Catholics and Protestants. 

As we have seen, in 1996 there were also many disagreements during Semana 
Santa between the new priest and the fiscals, and between the priest and the cate-
chists led by Bernadino. The disagreements centred around the scenario of what to 
do during each of the days of the Holy Week and the new Passion Play that was 
being prepared - the priest severely objected against a number of 'theologically 
unsound' practices. In the end the organising committee had to give in to the orders 
of the priest, but carefully maintained or revived local customs when he was not 
around. 

A year later, during the preparations for the Christmas celebrations of 1997, new 
tensions arose. This time it was not between villagers and the priest, but among the 
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local Catholics themselves. A group of young people had become active in church 
affairs and had their own ideas of how Christmas should be celebrated. They col
lided with the established religious functionaries from among the cargo holders 
who had always been in charge. The year before, a potential conflict between one 
of the catechists, Bernadino, and the cargo holders was settled before it became a 
problem. Although Bernadino had withdrawn from the scene, in 1997 the two 
groups clashed head-on. Young girls overruled the elderly woman who for years 
had been leading the evening prayers in the church and forced her to leave the 
praying to them. But when the girls couldn't cope with the praying and singing 
during the Christmas Posadas, they asked the old woman to come back - which she 
reluctantly did after consulting with fiscals. There was a lot going on simultane
ously between young and old, between the Catholics and their priest and everyone 
seemed to have run into disagreements with everybody else. In the end, the Posa
das and the procession on Christmas Eve were far less sumptuous and crowded 
than preceding years. 

Bernadino had not only been locally active, but had followed courses for cate
chists in Huehuetla in the early 1990s inspired by liberation theology and ethnic 
revival. The religious congregation there was among the supporters of the OIT. 
Bernadino and his group had from then on wanted to spend more time in practicing 
how to sing, in teaching about religion, and 'the true meaning of Christmas' as well 
in decorating the church. They asked for innovations, 'modernization', and Totona-
cization at the same time. They received permission from the priest to introduce at 
least one lasting alteration to the Christmas ritual: instead of being dressed in a long 
white semi-bridal gown with a crown in her hair, the madrina who carried the 
infant Jesus had to wear the 'traditional Totonac' outfit. Not everyone was pleased 
with this innovation and several churchgoers were outraged that the young were 
allowed to deviate from custom and take over from the well-respected fiscales. 
When earlier that year they had tried to expand their innovative drive by changing 
the white gown of the Virgin Mary into the traditional Totonac outfit as well, with 
a small tenate and flowers, the elderly women were dismayed and complained to 
the priest. Then he was on their side and became angry at the young innovators 
because they had not consulted him about this change. At Christmas the priest 
sided with the young people who by then had carefully asked his permission, but 
this turned out to only exacerbate the tension with their co-villagers. 

This was a major setback for Bernadino and his followers. Initially, he had 
enjoyed broad support in his efforts to what he called 'reviving the customs'. When 
he and several others instigated the Voladores in 1989, people had been proud and 
excited. The same happened when he succeeded in incorporating the feast of the 
Virgen de Guadelupe into the annual ritual cycle. His proposal in 1993 to stage a 
Passion play was also greeted with enthusiasm and emotion. Since then, many 
more people had become active as dancers, performers, and organisers and large 
crowds showed up to attend the ceremonies. But it didn't turn out to be a linear 
development; in 1994 the first problems occurred between the 'modernizing tradi-
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tionalists' and the established religious cargo holders who felt threatened by the 
unorthodox innovators - but Bernadino could still count on general sympathy from 
among the villagers. 

That changed when Bernadino overplayed his hand by interfering with the ritual 
responsibilities of the cargo holders and the elderly women who had been the pil
lars of religious rituals for such a long time. He particularly ran into trouble when 
he tried to put too much emphasis on Totonac revival and the need to 'awaken' the 
people for the Totonac cause. He politicised tradition and that made him lose touch 
with the people who didn't want 'Totonac tradition' but ' costumbres' \ to follow the 
ways as they had been ever since they began participating. Bernadino's group 
increasingly had to face criticism until many women no longer wanted to take part 
in the 1997 Christmas processions. The young people had not only offended the 
one among them who had always taken care of leading the prayers but all older 
women felt insulted by their interfering with the church decorations and trying to 
replace ritual costumes (considered costumbre) for Totonac dresses. Bernadino had 
also tread on the toes of the fiscals by accusing them of not working hard enough. 
He had wanted them to clean and repaint the whole church and make more sumptu
ous decorations. The cargo holders who had already put in a lot of effort, were 
angry, and complained that they also had families to support and couldn't leave 
work more often than they already did. Being attacked by the priest and now 
offended by Bernadino, they found themselves treated ungratefully. 

Conclusions 

Nanacatecos show a flexible and inventive way of dealing with customs. Their 
recreation of a ritual repertoire was a strong feature during the 1990s and contrasts 
sharply with the ritual decline of the decades before. In this chapter I argue that this 
can only be understood in relation to the increased embeddedness of local life 
within a larger world and the constant rural-urban flow of people, goods, and ideas. 
The more a community becomes imagined the more it needs symbolic expressions 
of belonging (cf. Cohen 1985). The wish of villagers to revive tradition is obvi
ously just one part of the process. It can be juxtaposed with the gradual erosion of 
local customs and the impact of urban {mestizo) influences on ritual and commu
nity life. Though the customary form of rituals is crucial, they are far removed from 
being a re-enactment, as Connerton (1989:57) would have it; they have become 
recreated, they were revived, certain new additions were incorporated, and others 
rejected while existing details disappeared. Novelties are incorporated into existing 
rituals and completely new customs are accepted into the ritual repertoire as long 
as they are performed according to costumbre, or at least do not interfere with it. It 
is the customary form that enables change, and form and content are thus not only 
different issues over time (Barabas and Bartholomé 1984) but also at the same time 
(Cohen 1985). 

The most visible expansion has been among those rituals attractive to migrants 
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and young people: for them large festivities are reasons to return home and for 
them new influences in local rituals bridge the urban-rural divide. A large number 
of local customs are also open to Protestants, such as the village fiesta, many life 
cycle celebrations, and the clausura. But they are by no means the only ones. Sev
eral costumbres related to livelihood and daily life may have disappeared while 
others such as marriage and childbirth customs, mano vuelta and food habits, and 
the healing practices mentioned in the previous chapter continue to exist or have 
even increased. Such more common customs may be less spectacular, but by 
including seemingly private and instrumental actions into the local customary rep
ertoire, they reinforce the timeless and communal connotation of costumbres 
beyond the exceptional and the public. 

It is no coincidence that migrants and young people in particular, have taken 
initiatives to revive local customs, either with the help and knowledge of, or in 
opposition to, older religious experts and state support schemes. They most of all 
face the uncertainties of dealing with two worlds and their local ritual activities 
keep them firmly 'where they belong'. This of course, precisely sets them apart 
when they invade the conventions of ritual responsibilities and habits. As the case 
of Bernadino shows in detail, local particularities and details proved to be crucial 
in defining what is local and who is entitled to organise local rituals - issues that 
have become serious bones of contention. 

This is also reflected in the tensions arising between migrants and resident vil
lagers and between young and older people - or more specifically, between the new 
cultural brokers and the traditional ritual specialists. The latter moreover, had to 
face the increasing pressure of the Catholic priest who tried to push his own ideas 
about ritual orthodoxy. Don Felix, the informal leader, and his followers may have 
lost their bid for political power but because of that they are less willing than ever 
to relinquish their central role in ritual life. They were supported by many villagers 
who agreed that the religious cargo holders and not the priest or the migrants and 
young were the ones entitled to organise church rituals. In general however, the 
new groups have had a good deal of success in their efforts to change the ritual 
landscape. Having added to the grandeur of the annual celebrations by bringing in 
some spectacular innovations, they became popular as long as they did not encroach 
on existing rituals or the local religious establishment. 

Especially when some tried to bring in new ideas about Totonac traditions, it 
emerged that the idea of a distinctive ethnic identity did not appeal to most Nana-
catecos. They accused Bernadino: "Inventas cosas" (You're just inventing things). 
While villagers did participate in state programmes they considered worthwhile, 
they kept these at bay. The INI and the INE A are valued for their grants, health 
care, language courses, and radio programmes; not for their ethnic and cultural 
objectives even when these are propagated by some of their own people. Paradoxi
cally, reinventing an imagined Totonac past is more out of tune with custom than 
incorporating new urban rituals, as long as this is done the customary way. 

The whole process of ritual recreation defies an easy classification of rituals as 
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a continuation from the past or a new urban introduction; of being lost or revived. 
Many- most notably Semana Santa and Christmas - carry several of these charac
teristics simultaneously: some elements have disappeared, new ones like the clothes 
of Judas and of the madrina of Jesus have been added, while certain old decora
tions have reappeared. Other costumbres such as agricultural and house rituals 
have disappeared without much concern. New features such as the celebration of 
the Virgen de Guadalupe or birthdays closely follow the pattern of existing rituals. 
It is therefore more apt to look at the globalisation paradox as not so much the 
simultaneousness of tradition and modernity - whether conceived in terms of 
homogeneity and heterogeneity (Geschiere and Meyer 1998) or of loss and revival 
(Clifford 1988) - but to look at the interaction and even mutuality of the two, 
because this is what makes present-day rituals in Nanacatlan so appealing. While 
the recreated rituals imply a more splendid honouring of the saints, the Virgin, and 
Jesus for the active Catholics; for young people they are above all splendid excite
ment. And while new rituals are interesting for the village youth and migrants 
because they resemble celebrations in Mexico City, for most other villagers - and 
in many cases the Protestants - they are acceptable because they are celebrated as 
part of costumbre, even though older ones may be more important to them. What 
all people share is their local chauvinism of Nanacatlan outdoing neighbouring 
villages with their more grandiose celebrations. Without the active role of the new 
cultural brokers however, costumbres in Nanacatlan would not have received nearly 
so much support nor would migrants, young people, and Protestants have been as 
interested in the village as a ritual community as they are now. 

Performing in or at least attending customary rituals to maintain the balance 
between humans and nature and between humans and supernature in the healing 
rituals for restoring that balance (discussed in the previous chapter), has come to 
determine the villagers' sense of belonging to the community. Ritual specialists are 
not just organisers and villagers are not mere participants; they share a common 
responsibility for the prosperity of the community and it is no wonder that tensions 
arise when it is unclear how and by whom rituals should be performed. The pre
carious balance of costumbres and change is reason for concern even at the best of 
times. Nanacatecos realise that it is in everybody's interest to incorporate everyone 
into the symbolic community, even though this is not always easy. They follow the 
pattern of performing costumbres and incorporating people not only through the 
rituals presented thus far, but also through extensive food exchanges, the central 
theme of the next chapter. Food preparations and meals usually take place within 
the household and it is therefore easy to overlook the significance of food for bridg
ing the private and the public as well as the social, the natural, and the supernatural. 
As we will see, exchanging food as a material affirmation of local belonging has 
gained importance because ritual life has expanded on the one hand - and therefore 
the role of food exchanges - and on the other hand rural-urban migration has cre
ated an awareness of food as local, just like those who eat and share it. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FOOD AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF COMMUNITY 

However important they may be as performances and expressions of communality, 
rituals do not in their own right create communities. Neither does a shared world-
view and morality or interdependencies between people in networks (cf. Blokland 
2003:208-210). To create and maintain mutual bonds, social actions are required 
that are framed in a multi-layered structure of reciprocities. It is through actual 
behaviour and exchanges that bonds between villagers are constituted and feelings 
of belonging to the village are substantiated. 

Exchanges come in different forms: exchanging information and views (be it on 
household and family affairs or economic, religious, and political matters) and 
exchanging labour and other forms of mutual help are everyday and obviously 
important ways in which co-resident villagers interact. Even so, ritualised forms of 
exchanges performed at major occasions in individual lives and the annual cycle of 
community life have a symbolic quality that carries crucial meaning and weight. 
These forms of reciprocity have become even more crucial since the lives of villag
ers, through migration and communication have expanded beyond the geographical 
boundaries of Nanacatlan. It is through such exchanges that the community as a 
complex of networks, memories and morality, and rituals comes together and is 
symbolically constructed as a social space to which people feel attachment and 
belonging (cf. Cohen 1985). 

As we have seen in the preceding chapter(s), keeping a balance within and 
between the three domains of the social, natural, and supernatural is the leading 
thread in everyday life as well as in ritual. The mechanism through which these 
relationships are affirmed or restored and the well-being of individuals and the 
community is assured is a system of ritualised exchanges. If a community wants to 
thrive and misfortune is to be avoided, participation in such rituals and exchanges 
is vital. We have also seen that even though modernity has broadened the spatial 
and socio-cultural horizons of villagers and brought new obligations and priorities, 
Nanacatecos have been keen on keeping up costumbres - albeit with their form and 
scale sometimes changed. 

Ritual exchange involves a two-way transaction between givers and recipients 
as well as material objects that are being exchanged. As elsewhere, the most uni
versal medium through which exchanges are being channelled is food. It is exten
sively shared among relatives, compadres, neighbours, co-villagers and relevant 
others, or offered to the supernatural beings. Compared to other goods, food is 
more readily shared and employed instrumentally as a starting, sustaining, or a 
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destroying mechanism of sociability (Sahlins 1974: 215). Because women are most 
intimately involved in preparing and distributing food, a closer look at the exchange 
patterns will also throw light on their social and religious roles in family and com
munity - roles that tend to be obfuscated by the more visible and public religious 
roles of men (Van Esterik 1998). 

In an early study of symbolism and rituals in Nanacatlan, Masferrer (1984) pointed 
out that the social construction of the community (what he calls "the social incor
poration in the village") takes place through the communal systems of cargos and 
faena, while "individual incorporation" (or the social construction of the individual) 
is achieved through the web of kinship and compadrazgo ties. I want to add that we 
should distinguish between female and male social roles and include the extensive 
food exchanges taking place at many occasions over the year as another major 
factor of community construction. 

When studying food, anthropologists look at and seek explanations as to how 
food can help us understand a society (Fischler 1988; Messer 1984). From such a 
perspective, the observation that it is mainly women who are responsible for 
exchanging food may tell us something about the communal roles of women in 
Nanacatlan, their position and performance in the complex networks of village 
households, and about the gendered organisation of village life. Although women's 
autonomous role in exchanges has long been underexposed (cf. Weiner 1976; 
Komter 1996), there is now growing attention to the significance of gender in food-
centred activities and the social and cultural implications of women's roles (e.g., 
Bynum 1987; Counihan and Kaplan 1998; Van Esterik 1998). In a similar way, 
studying the parties involved in food exchanges and the types, frequency, direc
tions, and quantities of the food being distributed as well as the occasions this takes 
place, may reveal important dimensions of ethnic and socio-economic stratification 
as well as of political and religious divides and tensions. In Nanacatlan this means 
looking at the food exchanges in the light of the new religious and political 
pluriformity and the new social differentiation which emerged in the 1990s, and 
how this changed compadrazgo from a primarily local and patron-client centred 
(encapsulated) network to an integrated network (Hannerz 1980); including 
regional and urban (migrant) compadres, but excluding Protestants and, more 
recently, political opponents. 

Food is not only a means of creating, maintaining, or restoring sociability, it is 
also a good loaded with meaning and symbolic value. People do not just eat any
thing to appease their hunger; there are many rules and taboos regarding what to eat 
and what not. Some concern the ways in which food is prepared: in Nanacatlan, 
men generally are not supposed to cook, certainly not tortillas or ritual meals. 
Other rules are more specific as certain dishes and occasions require or proscribe 
special types of food: beef for instance, is not to be used in the main ritual dishes 
prepared for life cycle events such as weddings or for calendar rituals such as Todos 
Santos or Christmas. As Lévi-Strauss (1992) and Mary Douglas (1966) have con-
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vincingly argued, such rules and taboos tend to be closely related to underlying 
systems of thought and world views.1 

In this chapter I want to look at the social networks of food exchange (what 
types of food are given by whom at what events), at the symbolic value of the food 
being exchanged (why are specific dishes and ingredients being used), and at the 
types of reciprocity between the exchange partners (generalized or balanced) to see 
how exchanges produce and reproduce social networks and the community at large 
as well as how these exchanges are embedded in the cultural outlook of the Nana-
catecos. 

There is a clear difference between ritual food and daily meals. The composition 
and quality of a daily meal depends to a large extent upon the economic means of 
the households, the seasonal availability of ingredients, and a woman's skills as a 
cook. In general, daily meals are simple with only a few basic ingredients, more 
often than not without much animal protein as meat is expensive for the majority 
of people, while for the poor even beans as a source of vegetable protein are costly. 
Ritual meals on the other hand, are elaborate and varied and eaten with pleasure; 
preferably in the company of many relatives, friends, and acquaintances; they are a 
source of pride, not only to the cook but also to the community as most villagers 
readily agree that Nanacateco food tastes better than anywhere else. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, rituals have increased over the past two 
decades and so have food exchanges, particularly since migrants return regularly to 
the village. When they come to take part in the rituals of the religious calendar or 
in life cycle ceremonies, they are being served the 'typical village food', most 
notably mole and tamales. While these dishes are part of an all-Mexican cuisine, 
migrants appreciate their real taste "as only Nanacatecos know how to prepare 
them". The local tortillas are always freshly made unlike the industrially-produced 
ones eaten in the cities that are thin and dry, and the local fruits, vegetables, but 
especially the herbs cannot be had in the cities. They have become a source of 
nostalgic memories (cf. Sutton 1992) when migrant villagers are away and an obvi
ous reason for delight when they return to the village - except of course for the few 
migrants who have grown accustomed to city food and primly complain that they 
can't digest the 'greasy and heavy' village meals. Nanacatecos consider them arro
gant, spoiled, and condescending. Being back in the village first and foremost 
means eating together, and the villagers take great trouble to feed everybody well 
(as the case of Odilia illustrates). 

After don Gustavo, the local shopkeeper and coffee farmer, and his wife dona Lucinda 
had died, their daughter Odilia became the focal point of the family. When her parents 
were still alive, she was the one to help them out in preparing meals when they had 

1 For a critique on the a-historical and static nature of their work on food see Mennell, Murcott, and 
Otterloo(1992). 
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invited all members of their extended network of compadres, workers, and traders to 
their house during the village fiesta. She and her youngest brother who recently came 
back to settle in his parents home, are the only ones from the large family of don Gustavo 
and dona Lucinda who live in the village. Odilia is now the one to keep her brothers and 
sister together and she is proud of her role. It requires a lot of work for her to have them 
around but it also brings her new status, and as managers of the coffee lands and the old 
family house on behalf of her absent siblings, she and her husband earn some extra 
income. Because her sister and brothers are all married and have children, the family 
circle has grown rapidly and they all come when village feasts are held in Nanacatlan or 
one of its neighbouring villages. They will stay for a few days in their old family house, 
often bringing along a number of their Serrano friends from the city, who join the bas
ketball competition. At times like that, Odilia is extremely busy but she likes the bustle 
very much and proudly says: "My family now comes to me and I feed them. The last 
time they came with a chartered microbus from Mexico City. I thought that they would 
be with six, and I had enough food for that many people, but they turned out to come with 
30 and one after the other came in. I barely could find enough food for all of them and in 
the end; I just gave them eggs and beans. They went to the fiesta of Zongozotla (Decem
ber 8) and will also come again in January to go to that of Tuxtla". (Odilia Ramos 
1997) 

Being together or being together again, means sharing a meal - a strong symbol of 
sociability. Before turning to the analysis of food exchanges and food symbolism, 
I first discuss the major dishes prepared in Nanacatlan and the variety of occasions 
on which food is being cooked and distributed that turns kitchens into the centers 
of community life (Christie 2004:23), and of social networks. 

Dishes and drinks: the Nanacateco cuisine 

Food is a favourite topic of discussion among women who like to talk at length 
about what to serve on what occasion and how to prepare it. Like the returning 
migrants, they are as proud of the basics of their cuisine: the daily tortillas with 
salsa, as of the most elaborate dishes served at celebrations and commemorations: 
tamales and mole. While women can prove their cooking skills better in the prepa
ration of these special dishes, the quality of their daily tortillas is probably an even 
more crucial criterion: eating without tortillas means not eating at all and they 
could hardly understand how others, including me, could survive without them. 
These maize pancakes require a careful and lengthy preparation and are a major 
part of women's daily chores. Maize - the staple food of classic Mesoamerica as 
well as present-day Mexico2 - has different names at different stages: as a plant it 

2 Most of the local food today however, is a mix of indigenous Mesoamerican and Spanish/Mediter
ranean products and customs (Coe 1994; Cartay 1992; Long 1997; Martinez et al. 1994). Maize was 
domesticated around 5000 BC in the Central Highlands of Mexico (Tehuacan Valley). The first evidence 
of a metate dates back to that period while the oldest coma! is dated at appr. 3000 BC (Bryant et al. 
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is called milpa (T. xawatl, just like the maize plot), the fresh cob is called elote (T. 
tlakgtla) and after it is dried mazorca (T. kuxi). The maize kernels (granos de mai'z, 
T. kuxi) are processed into nixtamal (see below) and this is ground into masa (maize 
dough), from which tortillas, tamales or atole are made. Maize is hardly eaten on 
the cob, and rarely are elotes used for masa, because people need to dry and store 
their elotes to last until the next harvest. 

The main dishes consist of either meat or beans. Cooking, stewing, and steam
ing, often combined with frying, are the standard ways to prepare them. Meat, fish, 
eggs, and vegetables are usually fried in lard (sometimes also cooking oil) first 
after which water with herbs, salsa and, if any, vegetables are added.3 Beans are 
boiled first and can be fried later. Dishes are always spicy because of the abundant 
chillies used. Drinks are often sweet through an abundant use of sugar, and the 
sweet tooth is also satisfied through sweet squash, cake, and increasingly with 
factory-made sweets, jellies, or sweet bread (pan dulce). 

The kitchen is the central place in a wooden or zacate house, while modern 
houses have an outdoor kitchen because cooking is done on an open fire; even 
those with a stove will always cook tortillas that way. Pots and pans are placed on 
three stones (tenamaztle) or a metal rack under which a fire is made, either on the 
floor or nowadays more often on a brazero, a wooden container on legs filled with 
fine sand and covered with ashes (see figure 7.1). Mestizos and well-to-do Totonacs 
have an additional stove inside their house but more people gradually start buying 
a small single-burner cooker for dishes such as beans that take a long time (and a 
lot of wood) to cook or for parboiling something quickly. Every kitchen has a 
mixture of 'traditional' and 'modern' kitchenware. Every household at least owns 
some plastic buckets and a large plastic container for water, a bucket for boiling 
maize into nixtamal, a hand mill for making masa, a metate (see figure 7.2) for 
grinding masa and ingredients for sauces, a clay or metal comal to bake the tortillas 
(see figure 7.1), a few high clay pots for cooking beans, some broad clay pots for 
dishes such as mole and tixmole, one or two frying-pans, and a few casseroles. For 
daily meals one needs at least a gourd to keep tortillas warm, squash spoons 
(although most household nowadays also have metal spoons and forks to eat with 
and larger enamel ladles), knives, plates, and bowls as well as plastic, enamel, and 
china mugs and glasses. 

1985:47). Maize is relatively easy to grow, it can be dried and stored for long periods and is easily 
transported. A crucial invention that helped maize become a staple food (and perhaps was also the basis 
of the rise of Mesoamerican civilizations) was nixtamalization: a process in which the maize grains are 
soaked and cooked with lime or (alkaline) wood ashes. In the process, the hard skin is softened and 
removed making it easier to grind the kernels but at the same time it makes the proteins in them digest
ible. Without this alkaline processing, the niacin content of the maize remains chemically bound and 
inaccessible to the human metabolism (Katz et al. 1974; Bryant et al. 1985:42-47; Coe 1994:9-16; 
Visser 1986:33). When maize was introduced to Europe in the sixteenth century, it was consumed 
without nixtamalization, causing widespread dietary deficiency diseases like pellagra and kwashiorkor 
(Brandes 1992). 

3 For an overview of cultivated and wild plants in Nanacatlan, with English, local Spanish, and 
scientific names, see annex 7. See also annex 5 (medicinal plants) and table 7.2 for food classification. 
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Figure 7.1 Brazero with comal 

Figure 7.2 Metate 
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Preparing food is a time-consuming affair; this goes in particular for the tortil
las, as they have to be freshly made for each meal. Making a good tortilla is con
sidered an art and a skill that women should have: girls are taught at a very young 
age how to make them as this skill is a prerequisite for even thinking about getting 
engaged. Every other day, the women take the maize cobs for several meals from 
the storage, husk {desgranar) them, and cook them into nixtamal. Twice a day she 
goes to the local mill to have it ground into dough (masa) for each meal separately.4 

Bringing the masa home, she still has to grind the dough again on her metate to 
refine it, shape each tortilla by hand and bake them on the comal. If she has run out 
of maize, she may use industrially-produced flour (harina de maiz). This is cheaper 
and faster but most villagers don't like the taste of such tortillas. Because the 
preparation requires a lot of time, mestizo families tend to hire someone for the job, 
or buy them ready-made at the shop in Zapotitlan. Totonac women will also buy 
tortillas during the busy coffee harvests when they have no time to spare; they are 
sold during that period in one of the village shops. 

Tortillas are, eaten as a staple food but are also the basis of other dishes like 
enchiladas (a wrap tortilla filled with salsa or egg), gorditos (thick tortillas with 
salsa, beans and herbs such as Mexican tea (epozote) mixed through the dough), or 
tacos (fried tortillas with a topping of salsa and fresh herbs). 

Maize is also the basic ingredient of tamales5 that come in a variety of shapes 
and types. The basic way of making tamales is to fill small portions of maize dough 
with meat and a sauce or with beans, to wrap them in Indian shot leaves (papatla) 
or maize husks, and steam them for some time in a bucket with some boiling water 
at its bottom. The variation among tamales comes from whether dried or fresh 
maize is used and what kind of filling they have. It can be whole fresh beans, 
minced cooked beans (tamales defrijol), turkey, chicken or pork (but no beef) with 
specific herbs and a red or green salsa. Nowadays people often add lard (or occa
sionally the more expensive butter) to the dough as that makes the tamales softer. 
The ones made from dried maize with pork, chicken, or turkey and those with 
whole black beans (tamalespintos) are generally used in food exchanges as well as 
in offerings on the house altar. 

In addition to tortillas, chillies6 are universal ingredients in Nanacateco dishes. 

4 Because the maize has gone through the process of nixtamalization, it turns into dough, not flour. 
See also the previous footnote. 

5 Tamales are considered to be of Mayan origin (Taube 1989; Coe 1994). In the classic Maya period, 
they were the principal maize dish and the principal sacrificial offering in post-classic and contemporary 
Mayan ceremonies. Among present-day Maya, the Central Mexican tortillas (much thicker than the 
ones made by Nahua and Totonac) have supplanted tamales as staple food and they are called with the 
same Mayan name. For Coe (1994: 145-152), the difference between the two is negligible because they 
are made from the same dough and are prepared in so many ways, that they can actually look much 
alike. The fact that tortillas can either be toasted on a heated stone slab or directly in the ashes of the 
cooking fire means that they could have been available among the Maya much earlier than presumed, 
because as Coe suggests, the absence of a comal does not mean the absence of tortillas. 

6 Capsicum armuum is the species originating from Mexico from which most of the chillies grown 
today are derived. They now come in such a variety of colours, shapes, sizes and degrees of pungency 
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They add flavour and taste to all other food and are a source of vitamins (A and C). 
The red and green chilli sauces (salsa rojo and salsa verde) are essential parts of 
daily meals. The peppers are ground very finely on a metate - and nowadays some
times in an electric blender, usually after first roasting them. Red sauce comes from 
chilpotles, large dried and smoked and therefore wrinkled, warm brown-coloured 
jalapeno peppers, and from tomatoes and cumin seeds. The green sauce is made 
from chile verde, tomates de cascara, and either guias de espino or coriander. Other 
varieties of chillies go into other dishes: chiltepin is often used in daily food and 
chile ancho is the pepper that is a required ingredient for the famous mole. 

Because of its use in the salsa, the major vegetable in the Mesoamerican kitchen 
is the tomato - a confusing name as the tomato we know by that name {solarium 
lycopersicon) originally comes from South America and is called jitomate in 
Mexico. The name tomate is used in Mexico for the cultivated variety of the indig
enous species of the husk tomato (physalis called tomate de cascara) of which the 
wild variety is called miltomate (Coe 1994:47). Tomatoes (as I will call the jito
mate) are nearly always part of the dishes served in Nanacatlan, and for most of the 
year people have to buy them in the market or from itinerant traders, because they 
only grow in July and August in the village. 

For the most part, people also have to buy the popular dried black and red beans 
in the market because they are only harvested a couple of months a year, or not at 
all as the milpa soil has become poorer over the years. The beans are boiled for 
hours and make up the standard side-dish for the people who can afford them. 
Other beans eaten are cow pea (frijol cuerno) and several varieties of runner bean 
(frijol gordo) harvested from spring to autumn. They are usually fresh and cooked 
with several kinds of herbs. 

A common dish is sopa: a thick soup made of pasta, rice or vermicelli, cooked 
in water with herbs and tomatoes. For mestizo villagers this is a starter; forTotonacs 
this is usually the whole meal. Vegetables often replace the pasta or rice, with some 
herbs to add flavour. Such vegetable sopa is the most common way to eat subsist
ence produce: squash, cassava, yucca, chayote, cabbage, and French beans; and 
bought produce: potatoes, sweet potatoes, onions, and carrots. Any combination of 
these vegetables is used; whatever is available. Sometimes vegetables are fried in 
lard: beans, squash, potatoes, chayote, and also bananas and quelites. Avocados are 
eaten on tortillas. Paxnica is a favourite dish, made of capote (wild mafafa) leaves 
that grow in the hills all year round. The leaves are boiled with a mixture of the 
leaves of peanuts and avocado, barbados nut (pihon), roasted sesame seeds, lime, 
and chilli. 

Eggs are scrambled with chilli, salsa, coriander, curly dock (lengua de vaca) or 
other herbs and spices. They are sometimes mixed with vegetables such as French 
beans. 

Fish from the Zempoala river is occasionally caught or bought from itinerant 

that it is impossible to name them all (Coe 1994:61). 
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traders. It is first fried in lard or oil, after which water, onion, tomatoes and a whole 
chilli is added. The small crayfish are added to fried red chillies with water, or are 
used to make tortas, round tamales that resemble thick tortillas. 

Meat is a rare treat, and appears mostly in the ritual dishes like mole and tama
les. People have to buy meat in Zapotitlan as it is only sold in the village during the 
annual ritual celebrations by villagers who keep a pig, turkeys, or chickens. Few 
villagers have cattle, and beef is thus rarely sold. Most villagers keep a few chick
ens, and chicken is most often eaten in small portions as daily food. The most 
common way to prepare it is as chicken broth, with chilli and herbs, and vegetables. 
Totonacs eat meat in a stew or soup; only mestizos eat pan-fried meat like steak or 
pork chops. 

Turkey, chicken, or pork are especially eaten as ingredients of mole (also called 
after its place of invention: mole poblano), which deserves special mention in this 
overview because it has become famous all over the country. It consists of cooked 
meat in a dark spicy sauce to which chocolate is added, and is eaten with rice and 
tortillas. It is the favourite and pre-eminent meal prepared for festive and ritual 
occasions. Because of the amount and variety as well as the price of its ingredients 
(particularly the chile ancho is expensive), people only eat it on special occasions.7 

Beef is rarely eaten in the village, except as part of ritual dishes such as tixmole, 
chilposontle, or chilmole. The first is a reddish beef tea coloured by chipotles. 
Another beef tea, chilposontle, is also made with chipotles to which cinnamon, 
tomatoes, and lengua de vaca are added. The same dish can also be prepared with 
pork, but in that case the lengua de vaca is replaced by purslane (verdolaga). 
Finally, chilmole is a thicker stew of fried beef. 

Among the drinks, not surprisingly in a village surrounded by cafetales, the 
most readily available one is coffee. A bucketful is always ready on the stove for 
people to have a cup or to serve to visitors. Other drinks include atole, a home
made drink prepared from maize dough or fresh maize which comes in a sweet or 
a sour variety. The sweet atole is made of masa dissolved in water, sieved, and 
boiled for an hour after which sugar is added according to taste. The atole agrio is 
made of elote (the ground kernels, not turned into nixtamal) that is kept in a con
tainer with water for 12 hours during which it grows sour. It can also be made from 
masa. Alcoholic drinks are rare except for the locally-produced refino (made of 
fermented sugar cane juice) and some bottled beer. Women hardly ever consume 
alcoholic beverages. Some men are habitual drinkers and buy their refino at one of 
the local stores. Refino is also an important ritual drink served to fiscales and danc
ers who drink from the same glass that is constantly refilled. A richer drink is 

7 Mole is said to be a colonial invention (Cartay 1992: 363). It was first made in the eighteenth 
century in the Santa Rosa convent of Puebla in honour of a visiting viceroy. Over the years, it has 
become the standard dish of the proudly named 'traditional regional cuisine' of the state of Puebla as 
well as for festive occasions in many other parts of Mexico. Ingredients for Nanacateco mole: butter, 
lard, chile ancho, tomatoes, tomates de cascara. almonds, cinnamon, clove, licorice marigold (anis), 
peanuts, 2 bars of chocolate, salt, sugar. Some also add cookies or sweet bread and bananas. 
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ponche consisting oirefino with sugar, a whipped egg and fringed rue (ruda); occa
sionally people drink tepache, made from fermented pineapple with sugar. Among 
the local mestizos, some drink beer, brandy, or mixed drinks of cola with rum and/ 
or brandy, and in recent years more and more people have become used to buying 
soft drinks. 

We see that the main dishes and ingredients used in the Nanacateco kitchen have a 
composition of influences and ingredients from all over the world, and range from 
subsistence crops, wild herbs, and vegetables to industrial products. The more 
complex the dishes, the more people need purchased ingredients. Maize neverthe
less remains central to all meals and even if many ingredients have to be bought, 
the dishes are still perceived as traditional. After this brief inventory, I now turn 
first to the meals served in everyday life and later to those served and exchanged at 
ritual festivities. 

Daily household meals 

There is an obvious - and necessary - difference between the elaborate meals that 
are part of ritual ceremonies and the food people usually consume. For the majority 
of Nanacatecos their daily meals depend on what is available from the land, and on 
what they can barter with others in exchange for their own produce. Cooking is no 
easy job since the simple daily meals require at least four hours of women's work; 
from making the fire, to gathering, bartering or buying the ingredients and prepar
ing the dishes. Eating in Nanacatlan follows the rural Mexican pattern of two 
meals: the almuerzo, usually around 11 o'clock in the morning, and the main meal 
(comida or cena) around 4 o'clock in the afternoon (Allen 1992). The majority of 
the villagers start and end the day with some coffee and have an evening bite con
sisting of some leftovers from the comida. When they go to school, children eat 
whatever is available in the morning or drink just coffee, come home around noon 
to have their almuerzo and some sweets, and eat their cena in the late afternoon 
with their families; before they go to sleep, they have some evening coffee or milk 
with a few leftover bites. Mothers will try to give their teenage gluttons some extra 
tortillas in the evening. Children and pregnant women drink milk from milkpowder 
(provided by the government) rather than fresh milk sold by the few cattle owners 
in the village. The men engaged in hard physical labour on the milpa or cafe tal, eat 
more: before they leave for the fields, they have some coffee and tortillas or sweet 
bread between five and six in the morning. When they work on the village lands, 
their wives or children bring them their almuerzo at noon (usually a huge pile of 
tortillas and sauce, or enchilladas); when their work is further away, they take their 
meals along. Upon coming home at the end of the day, they have their comida. If 
their trees bear fruit and there is an abundance of vegetables in the garden, people 
eat a lot more. The meals of the well-to-do are not only richer but also more diverse 
and often include a thick soup (sopa), meat, canned or fresh fish, sausages and 
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eggs, and cheese and milk. Most people eat meat only once a week, beans once or 
twice a week, and eggs every two or three days. The better-off also eat more often 
and tend to have three to four meals a day: coffee and sweet bread in the morning, 
a rich almuerzo and comida and again coffee and sweet bread in the evening. Others 
will only have an extra evening meal during the months of the coffee harvest when 
there is more money around. 

More often than not, the ingredients come from subsistence agriculture: maize 
from the supply people keep in their houses, vegetables, vegetables leaves (such as 
squash or chayote) and herbs from intercropping on the milpa or cafetal as well as 
from the house garden (see chapter 3). Sometimes wild herbs and vegetables are 
gathered in the hills: mafafa (capote) leaves, xocoyol pinto and bianco (begonia), 
several kinds of quelite and quilltonil(e) (especially prince's feather) and hierbamora 
(black nightshade), and watercress, which are considered delicacies. Most people 
also need to buy food stuff (cooking oil or lard, meat or fish, and sometimes pasta, 
rice, and beans) in one of the village shops or at the nearby markets. Favourite 
commercial products are tins of tuna fish or sardines. Those who don't have any 
land and those who have run out of supplies need to buy most of their food which 
means that in the slack season (the months before the harvests) the daily meals of 
the poor mainly consist of tortillas with salsa or simply with fresh chillies.8 

The daily diet has considerable seasonal variation. Between March-April and 
October-November, most households consume their own vegetables, fruits and 
herbs. In such periods squash, chayote, cassava, bananas, and a variety of beans 
come to the table; occasionally also cabbage, sweet potatoes, and French beans. 
In-between meals people then eat fruits such as bananas, oranges, mandarins, 
guava, and peach. As households harvest at different times (the growing cycle 
varies with ecological conditions as well as the use of fertilizer and pesticide), 
women often exchange or trade fresh vegetables, fruits, and herbs. 

Given the strict gendered division of labour, daily meals can be seen as a form 
of internal exchange in which women provide food to the other members of the 
household. She is responsible for the ingredients of a particular meal, using the 
subsistence crop or bartering it for other ones, by gathering or buying food. The 
husband's reciprocal obligation is then to grow the main ingredients, to gather 
when he goes to the fields or hills, to fish and provide the cash to buy food. When
ever possible, household members eat together - but often they arrive at different 
times and have their meals separately. In exceptional cases, women may refuse to 
cook. If she is furious, for instance if her husband has been repeatedly drunk, has 
beaten or mistreated her, she has several options - apart from separation and 
divorce. She can go and stay with her parents or siblings for a while, she can go out 
for the day without making arrangements for the daily meals, and she can refuse to 

8 This resembles the general rural Mexican pattern, where costly industrialised food occasionally 
supplements produce from subsistence agriculture and gathering, but does not replace it (see chapter 
1). 
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7.1 Dry chillies at the market in Zapotitan 
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7.2 Food offering for a good maize harvest 
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prepare a meal for her husband even though she is at home - the utmost form of 
marital protest. Socially, the most acceptable solution of avoiding cooking for her 
husband is to leave the village for some time because she can pretend that her 
parents or other relatives need her. On the other hand a husband can express his 
anger by not coming home at all and having a meal elsewhere, not coming home 
and not giving any notice, or refusing to eat the meal that his wife has prepared for 
him. Again, the last is seen as a serious sign of contempt and a major insult.9 

While the two daily meals tend to be sober for most Nanacatecos this does not 
mean they are quick-and-simple. Even a standard dish is made with a considerable 
number of ingredients and requires hours of work in preparing. Maize is the main 
source of carbohydrates (starch); protein is usually of vegetable origin (beans); 
vitamins come from vegetables, herbs and fruits; and the omnipresent coffee pro
vides a stimulant. With only a few exceptions it is the women who prepare and 
serve food, and see to it that it is brought to the men working the milpa or cafetal. 
They also have to make sure there is enough food at home and manage the house
hold purse (finances). The type and quality of food change markedly when it is not 
the members of the household who are being served: when meals are prepared as 
part of ritual occasions in which many others take part. To understand the central 
role those ceremonial meals play in establishing and affirming social ties among 
villagers, I now turn to those food exchanges in some detail and look at the occa
sions of exchange, the people to whom it is given, and the type of meal that is 
handed over or shared. 

Ceremonial food and social networks 

Following the order in which I discussed the costumbres in the preceding chapter, 
I have classified food exchanges into four broad categories according to their set
tings. These are successively: labour exchanges and mutual care; life cycle events; 
calendrical rituals; and finally state rituals. In general, the exchanges involve the 
households of next-of-kin, compadres, friends, and neighbours either invited to 
share a meal or to whom food is being sent. Following the food not only gives a 
clue to the members of someone's network but also to the cultural messages con
veyed through the particular food. Women usually say that they give food to a 
comadre, or to parents-in-law even when they provide enough food for all the 
members of the household. Only in specific cases is food given to individual 
recipients such as meals for the participants in labour exchanges and for someone 
in need of care (such as a woman after childbirth), the first meal to newly invited 
godparents, meals to ritual specialists and performers (the fiscals and their helpers, 
dancers, musicians, and decorators), as well as to official visitors and participants 
of state celebrations. 

9 Similar conflicts and reactions may of course also occur between other members of the family -
with similar outcomes. 
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Food for labour and care 

When people come to work, paid or unpaid, they do so for the person who provides 
the work and whom they 'come to help' as they say. In return for their assistance a 
patron's wife will offer each of them coffee and bread or cookies. People taking 
part in mutual help are given a more elaborate meal than ordinary wage labourers 
as mano vuelta still has all the connotations of a ritual rather than a businesslike 
affair. The wives of participants will reciprocate the meal when the others come to 
work their land. Providing food for mutual help is more than just a compensation 
for their efforts as the meal has to meet specific conditions and is collectively, if not 
ceremonially eaten. 

Mutual help and wage labour 
Mano vuelta is most common and significant when the maize is sown and har
vested; consequently the meals served at those occasions are the most elaborate. 
The women of the patron's household, often with the assistance of the wife of one 
of the mano vuelta workers, cook the food. 

At sowing-time the men have to eat their meal at noon on the milpa; after they 
have finished the women who have prepared and brought the food should eat there 
as well to secure a good harvest. As Totonacs consider beef to be 'hot food' that 
might burn the young sprouts, it should be avoided in such meals.10 A preferred 
dish for the occasion is mole with chicken or turkey and of course, tortillas, but 
when household finances do not allow such an expensive meal, tixmole with 
chicken will also do. Afterwards, the patron's wife takes part of the meal to the 
house altar as an offering, and when they have rented the milpa, she will also bring 
a dish to the owner of the land. On the altar the woman will add some bread, coffee, 
and refino to the offering, light a candle and burn some incense. 

Harvest time tends to last several days and the mano vuelta workers eat at their 
patron's house -beef is now permitted. Before they leave for the milpa, they come 
for a coffee and some bread; at noon, when they have already once or twice brought 
home a huacal full of mazorcas, they will have their almuerzo. This is usually a 
simple meal of eggs with chillies, herbs or green wild vegetables, and some kind of 
beans. At the end of the working day, they take their comida, which is somewhat 
more elaborate and may include eggs and beans, sopa, organic meat, or chilposon-
tle, preferably with beef. The last meal on the final day of the harvest always 
includes chicken, turkey or pork, preferably as mole or tixmole, because on that day 
an offering has to be made on the house altar where beef is taboo. 

Even when the group of harvesters is small, the number of meals and the amount 

10 An exception to this rule was Odilia, the daughter of don Gustavo and dona Lucinda, who didn't 
object taking beef to the milpa. "Some people say that it is not allowed to do so, but I don't care." 
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of work preparing and bringing them to the workers can be considerable as the 
following case illustrates:11 

When Pedro asked his neighbour and his sons to come and help him with the maize 
harvest, Irene had to make food twice a day for an additional two adults and three teenage 
children: an almuerzo after their first trip and a comida after the third and last trip. The 
harvest lasted from Monday till Tuesday the next week; as Pedro had to do faena on 
Friday and had a day off on Sunday, the harvest itself took seven days to complete, and 
therefore Irene had a tough working schedule preparing the rather elaborate meals: 

almuerzo comida 

Monday 

Tuesday 

Wednesday 

Thursday 

Friday 

Saturday 

Sunday 

Monday 

Tuesday 

Tortillas, black beans 

Tortillas, black beans 

Tortillas, frijol bayo, chilli 

Tortillas, scrambled eggs, chilli 

No harvest activities - but still cooking for the family 

Tortillas, scrambled eggs, lengua de vaca 

No harvest activities - but still cooking for the family 

Tortillas, scrambled eggs, chilli, bread 

Tortillas, egg with beans, bread 

Tortillas, paxnica 

Tortillas, sopa (of vermicelli) 

Tortillas, frijol bayo, egg 

Tortillas, sopa, chicken 

Tortillas, chilposontle (beef) 

Tortillas, sopa, gizzard 

Tortillas, chicken, salsa verde 

Similar arrangements apply to house building as that can also be done either in 
memo vuelta or through wage labour. The food served is the same as when they 
work the land: coffee and bread for the wage labourers and the elaborate almuerzo 
and comida in case of mano vuelta. When the house is roofed, the patron's wife 
prepares a special meal such as mole for all who have come to work. On that occa
sion, Catholics install a small altar for food offerings. 

Wage labour is generally used by large landowners or migrants who don't have 
time to work their cafetal or milpa themselves or in mano vuelta. These workers are 
served coffee with bread (or sometime cookies) twice a day in the kitchen, some
times with a glass of refino as well. 

Social support 
Although the term mano vuelta covers a specific form of work by mutual support, 
there are many cases in which people help each other by giving a meal. Women will 
feed elderly or sick people, women in childbed, households in trouble, or passing 
visitors. This help will be returned if the present giver or one of her close network 
members needs it, and can stretch across a wide network of relatives, in-laws, com-
padres and even friends of relatives, compadres, and friends. 

When a close female relative, comadre, neighbour, or friend is ill; women often 

11 Of course, when Pedro and his sons return the favour and work the neighbour's milpa. they will 
have their meals at the neighbour's house and Irene will have to cook much less. 
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send food, if only tortillas with beans or sweet atole. Like women in childbed, sick 
women and men cannot eat most of the cold food, so one cannot just give a portion 
of the family's meal of that day. 

Generally parents and parents-in-law who live in the village receive a share 
every time special food is made (most notably the occasions mentioned in this 
chapter), or whenever one has come across extra food. This may be in harvest 
times, after fishing in the river, a successful hunt, collecting herbs and wild vegeta
bles, or when one of the animals has died (and there is no danger in eating the 
meat). When the mother (- in-law) is too old to cook, or when the father (-in-law) 
is a widower, children are supposed to give food on a daily basis. Sons (or one 
should say daughters-in-law) may fail to do so but daughters and granddaughters 
are more likely to live up to this obligation. Since more residents migrate, feeding 
the elderly has become much more complicated and the daily responsibility has to 
be shared between fewer women. 

Passing visitors also receive a meal and the next case illustrates how such hos
pitality can cover a wide-spread social network: 

On a Thursday, Irene unexpectedly had a lot of extra eaters. Five adult relatives of her 
compadres in Zacapoaxtla and several of their children had come from Puebla on their 
way to delivering furniture in Tuxtla. Irene had to make enchilladas for them filled with 
a sopa of vermicelli because, as she explained, she had stayed with these people when 
she went to Puebla to take her mother-in-law to the hospital. Shortly afterwards, several 
salesmen from Tepango who were relatives of her relatives in Huitzilan stopped by and 
she served them tortillas with egg in the front room of her house. "It is not easy to be a 
woman as one has to make tortillas all day", she complained. 

This last case illustrates both direct and indirect forms of balanced reciprocity typi
cal of a rather flexible kinship system (Rothstein 1999) where relations of relatives 
and ritual kin form part of a common network. The people from Huitzilan (relatives 
of her relatives) whom Irene fed will probably never be in a position to return the 
favour, but when Pedro and Irene visit Huitzilan they know they can count on their 
relatives (who hardly ever come to Nanacatlan). With the relatives of their compa
dres from Puebla, the exchange is direct because although their relationship was 
rather remote, they have lodged and fed Irene and her mother-in-law in the past. 

Life cycle rituals and food exchange 

Whenever a person is going through a ritual transition in life: birth, engagement 
and marriage, when one becomes a parent or a godfather, when sick or old, and at 
the point of death; food is a crucial medium to guide the person safely through that 
liminal phase. As these liminal phases also involve the next-of-kin and the ritual 
kin of the person concerned, food exchanges invariably include the household and 
a wider social network. 
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The general model of life cycle exchanges is that women are the givers while 
households are the recipients of meals (except when food is given to a woman in 
childbed). There are two exceptions. Baptisms and weddings are the most ceremo
nial transitions and the food exchanges on these occasions underline the incorpora
tion of new (ritual) kin into the family. When a child is baptised, it is not only the 
baby that is welcomed into the circle of kin but also its godparents. When the par
ents of a prospective groom and bride agree on their marriage, a new daughter-in-
law is about to be welcomed. On these occasions, men act as the primary givers of 
food by handing over the ingredients for mole to the father of the bride and his 
compadre (at the hand washing ceremony) respectively. The mother of the groom 
and the comadre receive the ingredients and prepare the meal for their own kin and 
for the giver and his household. These two crucial moments thus differ considerably 
from the usual way of performing food exchanges, when a woman gives enough 
prepared food to her comadre to also feed her household members. The first special 
meal however, is for the compadre and comadre and as this is the same for all 
occasions when ritual kinship is created, I present this first. 

New compadres and comadres 
When a couple has agreed to become the godparent of a child of another couple, 
they visit the house for the party of their new godchild. They are treated as new kin 
and treat their godchild as a new relative, even when they are already compadres of 
that couple as godparents of other children or of the same child for another occa
sion. Ritually speaking they are 'newcomers'. As a first ceremonial meal they 
receive a portion of mole. They are served first and get the chicken or turkey breast, 
while the others eat the rest of the meat or pork. Their household members may 
also be invited to the party, but they are treated as any other guest. Although com-
padrazgo relations are created on numerous occasions, this does not mean everyone 
is involved in all of them. Many children do not finish secondary school and their 
parents will not have compadres for graduation ceremonies.12 But most people 
have children who will be baptised and will get married, and therefore nearly all 
women will prepare mole for these two most important life cycle rituals. This meal 
is the beginning of an exchange flow as comadres who both live in Nanacatlan 
exchange food whenever there is an occasion to do so. Compadres from outside the 
village are invited for a meal at special occasions, or whenever they visit Nana
catlan. Comadres might extend these exchanges to include close relatives and ritual 
kin of their compadres, or even friends, colleagues, and neighbours during a visit 
to the village. 

Well-to-do couples are often invited by many to become their compadre and 

12 It is quite common to ask a teacher as a compadre or comadre for such graduations. People invite 
a compadre and comadre after finishing secondary school, as well as when their children complete 
primary education. There is however, pressure from the government to do away with this last habit 
because it is considered too expensive for most parents and in some years the school committee did not 
allow it. 
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will often eat the good food sent to them by their comadres: when their husbands 
start sowing or harvesting the maize on land rented from their compadres, when the 
village fiesta is held, at Todos Santos, when they have a family feast, or when there 
is another occasion to prepare a special dish .They will look for influential godpar
ents for their own children outside the village among their regional and urban net
works. Unless they are relatives, these external compadres will rarely come to 
Nanacatlan and only visit when their compadres have a major celebration or at 
funerals. The local well-tot-do therefore usually receive more food than they give. 

Compadrazgo used to be cumulative as most parents tended to invite the same 
couple to be compadres at all other occasions in which children go through some 
kind of initiation ceremony. For this reason, the number of people within the 
exchange network of a household was limited, the more so if compadres and coma
dres were chosen from among siblings, relatives, or employers who were already 
part of the exchange network. Poor households often still act like this thereby 
avoiding extensive and expensive food exchanges. Today, there is an opposite trend 
(see chapter 3) among those who can afford it to deliberately create a more exten
sive circle of compadres and particularly invite relatives who have migrated to 
Mexico City or other urban areas. These migrant compadres come for a couple of 
days when there is an occasion that they should attend and are cordially welcomed 
and well fed with tamales, tixmole, and beans. 

Food exchanges are a way to build good relations between compadres, but more 
effectively between two wider networks. Therefore, only at the very start of that 
ritual tie are compadres are served meals for themselves alone. Afterwards, the 
relationship is extended to include all members of their households. In spite of the 
instrumental ring of compadrazgo ties, the nature of the exchanges between ritual 
kin follows the characteristics of generalised reciprocity common among close kin. 

Marriage proposals and weddings 
After the parents of the girl have accepted the boy's parent's proposal, the boy is 
allowed to regularly visit his fiancee and is supposed to give her small presents that 
are useful for the household or little personal presents. After one or two months, his 
parents bring food (llevar tacahuele or 'offering') to his future parents-in-law and 
set a date for the wedding. His father has to take the initiative and he is responsible 
for the gifts: they include in addition to a case of beer, a case of soft drinks, refino, 
maize and bread: all the ingredients for mole, including a live turkey and a leg of 
pork, though not the chocolate or the bananas; the firewood is part of the gift. 
Similar gifts are handed over to the girl's baptismal godparents and her grandpar
ents. She and her mother will then prepare mole for her own household, her grand
parents, aunts and uncles, and all her godparents as well as for her future husband 
and parents-in-law who brought this tacahuele. 

At the wedding the situation is reversed: it is at the house of the groom's parents 
who provide the ingredients while the mother with the help of relatives, comadres, 
friends, and sometimes paid help, prepare the wedding meal. The food is consumed 
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at the party but first a large pot of mole is brought to the house of the bride's par
ents. They eat a little and leave the rest for later. Then an offering of mole, bread, 
soft drinks, beer, refino, and coffee is made to the deceased relatives on the altar at 
the groom's house, and food is sent to the relatives who cannot attend the party 
because they are ill or too old. 

How much food and how many drinks are served depends on the wealth of the 
parents and the size of the party, but they invariably include mole with rice and 
sometimes beans, soft drinks, and - when religion permits - beer and refino. At 
bigger parties other alcoholic drinks are also served as well as a wedding pie. 

Among Baptists alcohol is out of the question and they don't include godparents 
in the sharing of the food, except for the compadres of the wedding itself. They do 
follow the food customs, as Betty the daughter of a large Baptist family, explains: 

My parents-in-law carried everything needed for making mole to my parents, because it 
is the bride's mother who has to make mole. With some helpers they also brought bread, 
meat, a leg of pork, soft drinks, soap, and firewood. You have to give them to eat that day 
in the girl's house: tixmole made with pork or chicken. You eat the mole with your gran
dparents and aunts and bring food to the boy and his parents. During the wedding, the 
mother of the boy and some of her relatives did the cooking. For my wedding [in August 
1996], they made mole with chicken because you need that for your compadres-of-the-
wedding: you give them chicken-breast. They slaughtered a pig and made mole with 
pork for the other guests. (Betty Juarez 1997) 

After marriage, the couple live with the husband's parents during the first year 
when their house is being built. Now it is the new daughter-in-law who has to make 
tortillas for her husband and her in-laws in the household. 

Childbed and baptism 
After she has given birth, a woman has to stay at home in bed for 14 to 40 days and 
is not allowed to do any cooking. Instead other women (relatives, comadres, and 
neighbours) will take turns to feed the husband and children and prepare special 
dishes for the new mother. These dishes have to be made separately from what the 
others eat because for a woman in childbed there are strict dietary rules as to what 
she may and may not have. She can eat maize, chicken, beef, game (such as arma
dillo, opossum, tuza), lamb, goat, black nightshade, all beans except the black ones, 
sopa of rice or pasta, vegetables, fruit and bread, milk, and coffee. Other kinds of 
food are taboo: pork, turkey, black beans, mafafa, quiltonile, chayote, chillies and 
salsa. This division more or less follows the distinction between hot and cold food: 
during 40 days the young mother should avoid the cold food (other than squash and 
fresh-water fish) but is allowed to eat hot food, but not the chillies.13 Eating the 

13 This pattern of support is more or less similar when a woman is ill and unable to cook herself. A 
close relative, comadre, neighbour, or friend will then send food. Sick men should also avoid cold 
food. 
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wrong type of food will upset the baby's stomach.14 But observing the rules of what 
to do and what to avoid in childbed requires a lot of organizing and involves many 
people, as when Tomasa gave birth: 

In October 1989 Tomasa had her third child, a daughter; Irene brought her sister-in-law 
food that same day. Tomasa and her baby already had each taken a spoon of oil, and 
Tomasa a mixture of refino, coffee, oil, and honey. She lies on new wooden planks on the 
floor. This serves as her bed, day and night during the first weeks after she has given birth 
and after that for another two to three months. She has daily help to wash the child and 
her own clothes and those of the baby. Because of the rains, October is an awkward time 
to do the laundry as it hardly dries on the line. Every three days the help heats water for 
her bath, but Tomasa prefers to bathe herself. The rest of the day she is lying in bed, with 
the baby completely covered in blankets, apart from when she is breastfeeding her. She 
has visitors every now and then, and several women come to bring her something to eat. 
Irene, Tomasa's mother, her mother-in-law and another sister-in-law more bring her 
food. Her comadre Lupe also sends her help to bring food, because she and her husband 
are godparents of several of the children and Tomasa's husband works for them. For a 
couple of weeks her husband and the other two children regularly eat at his or her parents 
and occasionally with other relatives or friends who may also bring food to the house. 

A month after the birth when the mother is on her legs again, she has to prepare 
mole from a whole chicken, a piece of chicken-breast or some two pounds of pork 
and take it to the midwife. Some women also bring her a live turkey and some 
bread. 

When the baby is baptised, which usually takes place somewhere between con
finement and its first birthday, the new compadres, grandparents, close relatives, 
other compadres, and friends come for a festive meal while some new parents even 
throw a big party with a large cake and a great deal of drinks. 

At the special ceremony of hand washing15 (lavar los manos) between the two 
couples allied through the new-born child, it is by way of exception the father who 
gives food to the new compadre. However, he doesn't hand him a prepared dish but 
its still-uncooked ingredients: a live turkey and all the rest that goes into mole, as 
well as two cases of soft drinks, a case of beer and one or two bottles of Presidente 
brandy.16 This takes place up to one or two years after the baptism. 

14 'Hot' and 'cold' do not refer to thermal categories, but are a way of labelling food as bringing 
about heat or cold in the person's body. It is therefore necessary to regulate the use of food to strict rules, 
especially in cases where the body is already 'hot' or 'cold' for other reasons. In daily food, when the 
body is in balance any food can be eaten. Known throughout Latin America, the hot-cold classification 
distinguishes food, plants, illnesses, and medicine (Cosminsky 1975; Neuenswander & Souder 1977). 
In Nanacatlan these labels are mostly used when speaking of food and illness, and the latter is classified 
as 'hot' or 'cold' according to the food that is prescribed or taboo. 

15 This ceremony of hand washing and the handing over of a live turkey and mole ingredients, only 
takes place between couples of a baptismal compadrazgo. 

16 Only at one other occasion, tacahuele (when the parents of the boy ask for the hand of the girl), 
is it the father of the groom who gives food. 
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New birthday and quincena parties 
Villagers increasingly celebrate birthdays, especially those of their children: usu
ally just with atole or refreshments, sweets or jellies and the larger affairs with pie 
or even tamales. Mestizos also organise a pinata to which they invite the children 
of their compadres and workers, and hand out plastic bags with sweets to the chil
dren when they leave the party. The adults who celebrate their birthday usually 
serve beer, brandy, or refino to the men; and soft drinks to the women and children, 
with pie or a dish such as tamales, tixmole, or gorditos. 

The 15th birthday of a girl (quincena) has become the most important birthday 
party. For that occasion, new compadres have to be sought, often more than one 
couple; in exceptional cases even up to a dozen. As compadres have to be given 
elaborate meals of chicken or turkey mole, quincenas have become a major food 
exchange. 

Wakes and funerals 
Relatives offer a number of food gifts after a person has died. While the deceased 
is lying in state during the three days before the funeral, his or her favourite food is 
on a nearby table or shelf, while there are mazorcas underneath the bier. In the 
coffin will be twelve tiny tortillas wrapped in a napkin, as well as some water, salt, 
and ramates de zacate. Catholic families offer food (anything but beef) and coffee, 
soft drinks or refino on the house altar. Each household will try to send someone to 
come to pay their respect and will bring one or two of the following items: flowers, 
mazorcas, maize flour, ground coffee, beans, salt, bread or sugar, and if they are 
Catholic, they might bring a candle or refino. Protestants will not make offerings 
on a house altar, but don't object to putting food into the coffin. 

During one or two nights, a wake is held, which is an all-male affair. They sit in 
the room where the coffin is and drink refino, often in large quantities. 

On the morning of the day of the funeral, the women of the house use the maize 
that the visitors have brought to make tamales and put them as an offering on the 
house altar. Later, they give these tamales to the men who helped carry the coffin 
and dig the grave, and to the women who helped out in the kitchen. Afterwards, a 
novena may be held when relatives say prayers for the deceased for nine consecu
tive days; on the final day, a cross is carried to the cemetery and at home women 
prepare a large quantity of mole for all who have taken part in the pageant and offer 
a portion on the house altar to the deceased. They serve the mole with chicken or 
turkey breast to the compadres of the cross. 

For four years, relatives commemorate the deceased on the anniversary of his or 
her death by putting tamales, coffee, soft drinks, and refino on the house altar17. 

17 The food on the altar for deceased children is the same as that for adults except that it is less spicy 
and does not include refino. 
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Food exchanges in the annual ritual cycle 

Each village celebration tends to have its own type of food: on different occasions 
people eat either fish, tixmole with beef, bean tamales or mole and tamales of pork, 
turkey, or chicken; tamales and mole are the most common dishes. In the days 
before the celebration, the whole village is busy preparing these customary dishes 
and receiving guests. Men are collecting firewood and plants and flowers for deco
ration, and women fetch extra water and do the shopping. Commerce is thriving as 
some stock farmers slaughter cattle or pigs or poultry. Some people go fishing in 
the river, but many buy the fish from door-to-door peddlers. The day before the 
actual celebration, big meals are prepared for the returning migrants and other 
guests who have arrived while the women of the house start sending food to fellow 
villagers. If they or one of their household members have a special role during the 
celebrations, they will probably feed ritual specialists or performers, or others will 
feed their husbands or sons. 

Ritual specialists and performers 
A separate category of people to whom food is given individually are the specialists 
in charge of or working for the organization of the calendar rituals (in particular the 
feast of Santiago, San Miguel, and Christmas) in the village and those who perform 
the dances that accompany these rituals. On those occasions the household of a 
mayordomo provides meals to the fiscals, dancers, musicians, decorators, and 
others who help out. The households of the village dancers also take turns to feed 
the dance troupe once or twice. 

The house of the mayordomo of the village patron for Santiago has by far the 
greatest bustle. Several days before the feast, the women of his household, often 
assisted by their sisters(in-law) or other female relatives, have to feed the two 
decorators who come from Concepción for the four days when they make the col
ourful ceras and beeswax candles. The decorators eat tortillas with beans or eggs, 
and at least once tortillas with meat. This is prepared a week before the fiesta starts 
when food is offered on the altar of Santiago. The women also serve coffee with 
bread to the men who come to decorate the front-door of the mayordomo's house 
and Santiago's altar. On the 25th of July when the fiesta starts, they prepare a meal 
(a plate of beef tixmole) in the front room of the house for the fiscals and other 
church assistants and the dancers who come to perform in front of the house. During 
the processions to the house of the mayordomo on 16 July and again when the 
nicho of Santiago is being moved to the church on 25 July, the women serve coffee 
or atole and sometimes sweet bread to all participants and a glass of refino to the 
fiscals and the dancers. At the end of the fiesta a new mayordomo agrees to take 
over the office, and he offers the fiscales a glass of refino. A week later when he 
officially begins his duties, his wife feeds the fiscals and dancers with tortillas and 
beans or gorditos or tamales pinto and hands out atole drinks to the participants in 
the procession. 
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The women of the household of the mayordomo of San Miguel have a similar 
task. On 29 September they feed fiscals and dancers and distribute atole or coffee 
and sweet bread to all participants. The new mayordomo also offers a glass of 
refino to the fiscals as a sign that he accepts his appointment. When the nicho of 
San Miguel is carried to his house on the 9th of October, the women of his house
hold feed the fiscals and dancers and serve all participants coffee or atole and 
bread. 

The women of the households assigned to act as the Christmas posadas between 
16 and 24 December also serve coffee or atole to the people that take part in the 
procession when it stops at their homes. On Christmas Eve, the women of the 
mayordomo's house prepare pork tixmole for the fiscals and their assistants and 
give them coffee and bread when they come decorate the house and the altar. On 
the 6th of January the Infant Jesus is carried back from the church to the mayor
domo's house, and the fiscals receive again a dish of tixmole of pork. 

As the dancers of the Santiagueros, the Migueles, and the Voladores frequently 
give performances during village rituals, their mothers or wives often have to feed 
the dance troupe. When other troupes from outside the village come to take part in 
the. fiesta, these women will also take care of their meals. The dancers will again be 
offered a meal of beans or eggs with tortillas when they come to dance in front of 
the house of those who have invited them so that their homes will be blessed. 

Unlike the food offered to relatives and compadres, the meals given to the spe
cialists and performers are part of a direct exchange because they receive them in 
return for carrying out their ritual tasks. The food is a gift to individuals and does 
not include their households. 

Fish during Semana Santa 
The Holy Week stands out because of the absence of meat in the dishes as the 
Catholic rules proscribe it for specific days during the period of Lent.18 On all 
Fridays until Easter meat is taboo - not too heavy a burden for villagers who rarely 
eat meat anyway. The Protestants follow the same dietary pattern because they 
consider it to be part of local custom. On Thursday and Friday during the Holy 
Week, women make the customary tortas of shrimp, gasparo or eggs; or cook 
freshwater fish from the river. On Saturday evening (Sabado de Gloria), Jesus' 
resurrection from the grave is celebrated at home with tamales, mole, tixmole, 
misiote - or in lean years enchiladas. On a small scale, women bring food to their 
parents, parents-in-law, and sometimes a close comadre, enough to feed the house -

18 Although there is considerable local variation, the general Roman Catholic rules are as follows. 
Fasting and a taboo on meat used to exist during the whole fasting period, forty days before Easter. 
Presently the general rule is that abstinence of meat is to be observed by all Catholics 14 years and older 
on Ash Wednesday and the Fridays of Lent. Fasting (which means not more than one full and two 
smaller meals) and meat abstinence is to be observed on Ash Wednesday, Good Friday, and preferably 
also Holy Saturday. On Ash Wednesday the period of penance starts when people go to church and 
receive a marking on their forehead with ashes from the burned palm leaves of Palm Sunday. In addition 
to fasting the penitents should give alms and say prayers (preferably by going to Mass daily). 
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hold or even its visitors. There are no strict rules as to what kind of food should be 
made for the Saturday evening meal or to whom food should be given. Beef is 
conspicuously absent from the dishes and women use chicken, turkey, or pork 
though they do not offer food on the house altar. 

Feeding migrants and non-villagers at the village fiesta 
The fiesta de Santiago on the 25th and 26th of July is the most conspicuous event of 
the year when many migrants return to the village and many visitors arrive to take 
part in the bustle. The village feast used to be thé occasion to feed non-villagers, 
but nowadays invariably includes the many Nanacatecos who live elsewhere. It is 
not only the village feast that brings people, but also the weddings, baptisms, and 
first communion celebrations that villagers prefer to organize during these days. 
Households, many of whom have put up their returning relatives and fed visitors 
from outside the village, are busy preparing food for them and all the people from 
neighbouring villages with whom they have an exchange relationship. This means 
that those with large networks and many migrant relatives are extremely busy. 
Remarkably enough, no food is placed on the house altar, because the customary 
food for the fiesta is taboo in offerings. 

Tamales that last for several days, have already been made on the 23d and 24th 

of July for when the guests arrive, and are given to parents, parents-in-law, and 
close comadres. On the 25th most women make tixmole, preferably with beef, but 
others cook mole with chicken or pork. These days there are no fixed meal times, 
and visitors are served when they arrive, and often leave again shortly afterwards. 

In 1994 Irene's brother from Huauchinango came to stay with his wife and children for 
a couple of days. They became the new godparents for the First Communion of one of 
their nieces on 25 July. They also agreed to take Pedro's and Irene's eldest son Silvino in 
to board next September when he will go to technical school in Huauchinango. This year 
Irene has more visitors than usual from Concepción, Hueytlalpan, and San Martin, 
because in the preceding months Pedro has been installing electricity. Those who were 
kind enough to feed him have been invited for a meal during the feast. A few days before, 
on the 23d, Irene prepared some 80 tamales some of which she brings to her father, her 
parents-in-law. and to Lupe who is her closest friend and comadre. When her relatives 
arrive, she serves them tamales, and on the 25th she makes them and the others guests 
tixmole with tortillas. 

That same year, a few houses further down the road, Lupe and her maid Caro made a 
bucket full of tamales - part of which she sent to Irene in return for the ones she received 
from her - and beef tixmole because as usual she will have some relatives of her husband 
Elios coming to stay. His sister Sylvia already came over from Mexico City a week 
before the feast to drop off her son who will stay in Nanacatlan during his holiday. His 
other sister Venus and her husband have also come from Zaxapoaxtla to join the fiesta. 
Elios's other siblings usually come and visit him at Christmas. As he is from a family 
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with many relatives living throughout the Sierra, there are always some (second) cousins 
who drop by during the fiesta and join the meal. Other guests who come during these 
days are several of his fellow members of the committee that prepares the presidential 
elections and they are served pork chops and tortillas. Normally, Lupe's mother and 
occasionally her brother and his family would come as well, but not this year as Elios and 
Lupe will visit them in San Luis Potosi in August. 

Magdalena has to feed quite a number of people, even though she has no overnight 
guests, and she prepares tixmole and a huge pile of tortillas. Her sons are members of the 
Santiagueros and she feeds the dancers at least once. Many compadres and patients of 
Lorenzo drop in and on the first and most crowded day of the feast she feeds about fifteen 
people from Tuxtla, Zitlala, Hueytlalpan, San Martin, and Concepción. A nephew from 
Puebla - where Magdalena's brothers live - also pays a visit. 

As Jehovah Witnesses, Florencia and Leobardo have a more modest approach. Florencia 
cooks tixmole and invites me to come and eat. She also feeds her brother-in-law Alibert 
and his daughter, who stay with them during the feast, as well as her widowed father and 
father-in-law. They do not stop their children going around the village and enjoying 
themselves. Later on Leobardo and Alibert visit one of the shops, to get tanked-up with 
other villagers. 

As nearly all other households are in similar situations as those of Irene, Lupe, and 
Magdalena - though in Florencia's case, not always with the same quantity of 
people - the village population has nearly doubled for a couple of days. In most 
houses there will be some people passing by to eat or drink and go back again to 
watch the dances and basketball games or just stroll through the village. 

Todos Santos: honouring the ancianos 
As we have seen, commemorating the dead and preparing special dishes at Todos 
Santos takes place on three consecutive days from 31 October till 2 November, and 
again on 8 November. The first day, the day in which the dead children are hon
oured, women make tamales with beans. On 1 November (the day of the deceased 
next-of-kin of the family); they prepare tamales and tortillas with turkey, chicken 
or pork; and on 2 November (the days of all adults who have died at home) the 
dishes consist of mole with turkey, chicken or pork, and tortillas. The same dish is 
also made on the final day of Todos Santos, the 8th of November, when all adults 
who have died outside their homes and those who have died because of an accident 
are commemorated.19 On all these occasions, beef is taboo just as all meat and hot 
chillies are taboo on the day of the deceased children. 

The members of the family eat these meals together with relatives who have 
come over for the occasion and sometimes with their compadres whom they have 

Some households commemorate these ancianos on the day of San Andres (30 November). 
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invited. The mother or father of the household places part of the food on the house 
altar for the dead20; he or she calls the deceased relatives by their names and asks 
them to come and share the meal. On the third day, they extend their invitation to 
all dead souls. 

After these three days which are mainly an intra-household affair, the 3rd and 8th 

of November are days of food exchange between households: women take the mole 
from the altar and bring it to their comadres, relatives21, neighbours, and friends 
who live in the village; again, sufficient to feed the household. These exchanges are 
remarkably direct, immediate, and balanced: what is given is at the very same 
moment returned with an equivalent food gift, to be carried home in the same pot 
or bowl she used herself to bring the food. 

When a comadre comes to bring the food, she is always invited to come in 
before she returns. Women in well-to-do families, who often have a large number 
of comadres, have to cook a lot of mole and will be busy receiving numerous visi
tors who come to bring theirs. They end up with many portions of mole that their 
household and its visitors have to consume because they may not use what they 
have received for redistribution.22 

The Christmas processions 
The nine households that act as stations orposadas during the nine evenings before 
Christmas have to feed the fiscales during the day the procession will come to their 
house. They put up the decorations and hand out atole to the participants in the 
procession that accompanies the nicho with the Infant Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. 
When the crowd arrives at their door, many children and male teenagers join to get 
their share of the atole and the sweet bread and donuts that some households are 
now giving out. In 1997, the children had an additional treat when the fiscales 
organised apinata after the main procession. 

For all other households, Christmas is an increasingly family affair which is 
held at home, if at all. On the 24th of December they have relatives, compadres, and 
friends over for a common supper of tamales while some also serve mole or tixmole 
on the 25th. When visitors stay longer, they might also be served tamales defrijol 
or tamales pintos on the 26th. 

A week later on New Year's Eve, people prepare tamales and drink atole, rum 
or beer; in the Catholic church chocolate atole is served at midnight. If they have 
visitors staying over for the New Year's celebrations, women may also cook a 
festive dinner, part of which will be sent to parents, parents-in-laws, or other close 
relations. 

20 Although there doesn't seem to be a general rule on what amount of food has to be put on the 
altar, some people say that preferably there should be an odd number of dishes. 

21 Food is not sent to all comadres and relatives, but it will at least be brought to the baptism and 
wedding comadres and to parents and parents-in-law and those siblings, relatives, and comadres with 
whom the woman has a close bond. 

22 As the godparents of their own children tend to live elsewhere in the Sierra or in the cities, they 
don't exchange food except when these compadres are visiting Nanacatlan during Todos Santos. 
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State celebrations and meetings 

What goes for community and religious celebrations also goes for occasions in 
which the state, or its local incorporation- the village authorities, is involved. No 
gathering happens without some kind of customary food. Whenever official visi
tors come for a meeting, the authorities have to provide food and drinks. In practice, 
this means that the wives of the men who are members of the civil committees and 
the female committee members are asked to make tortillas and mole with chicken; 
or when the mayor considers it to be a special occasion, even with turkey. While the 
work is 'donated' by the women who prepare the food, the village pays for the costs 
of the ingredients; these meals tend to use a large part of the village budget.23 

Once every three years food is served to all villagers when a new mayor takes 
office and the outgoing mayor has to organise a festive meal for all the villagers. It 
is said to symbolise the community as a collectivity under the aegis of the mayor 
and his wife. It is not a gift from the retiring mayor as the costs are borne by the 
village, and his wife has to organise and prepare the meal. 

In 1996 after the years of political tension, the wife of the outgoing mayor was unwilling 
to do her share, and the new mayor had a bull slaughtered and his wife and sister organise 
a huge meal of beef mole24 with piles of tortillas for everyone .This proved to be a clever 
move, because all villagers came to join the meal, even his fiercest opponents from the 
oppositional PRD. They denied that they came to celebrate their competitor's victory but 
stated that they just wanted to have their share in what was being paid from the village 
budget. 

Schools are the other community-related reason for cooking or donating food. 
Teachers ask mothers to donate some food for the Christmas party on the last school 
day before the holiday. On 6 January the municipality offers food and sweets to all 
schoolchildren, prepared by the women and the wives of the men of each school 
committee. Though it is Twelfthnight, the meal is more a treat for the children than 
a religious celebration. In 1998, each child received 3 portions of the typical 
Mexican tacos: six factory-made tortillas (bought in Zapotitlan) with meat, onion, 
coreander and salsa, and also a glass of soft drink. 

When reciprocity ends 

So far, I have discussed occasions at which food exchange initiates (as in the case 
of new compadres) or reinforces (as in ritual meals being given to others) social 
ties between villagers and between villagers and outsiders such as migrants and 
relatives and friends living elsewhere. There are also cases in which the circulation 

23 When village funds are low, the mayor may use the loudspeaker to ask women in the village to 
bring a few tortillas. 

24 This is quite exceptional because as explained, mole is hardly ever made with beef. 
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of food deliberately comes to a halt - implying that at least one of the parties 
involved wants to cut a previously existing tie. These cases fall into the category of 
'negative reciprocity'25 as when a gift is not made, the material flow is not balanced 
by a return gift, or when the balance is upset by someone refusing to receive a gift. 
These cases involve a breach of the three crucial obligations (to give, receive, and 
return a gift) that Mauss (1970) distinguishes as the stages of reciprocity. Though 
Nanacatecos regard theft as a serious offence, they take it more personally when 
the flow of food exchanges is disrupted on purpose. Not giving or refusing food 
when it is considered a customary obligation is a grave neglect or insult. This may 
happen as a result of personal quarrels or local feuds causing a breakdown of social 
relations. Because it is women who entertain social ties through food exchanges, in 
the last resort their actions in such a situation decide whether relations are indeed 
severed or not. During the political turmoil between 1992 and 1996, tensions 
between parties and factions caused serious trouble between relatives, neighbours, 
and friends. Some women added fuel to the fire by halting food exchanges with 
political opponents, while others tried to make peace or at least not aggravate the 
situation by adding insult to injury. 

Sebastian, Pedro's brother-in-law, had always worked for Elios and rented a milpa from 
him. It was thus a matter of course to ask Elios to become his compadre when his chil
dren were born. Sebastian remained a loyal client of Elios until 1992 when political 
conflicts between the local factions of PRI and PRD erupted. Unlike his close relatives, 
he became a PRD activist and joined the most outspoken criticisers of Elios, who was 
mayor at the time. Elios reacted by not employing him anymore and Sebastian had to 
turn to another patron, found in the person of don Felipe. 

Tomasa, Sebastian's wife and Pedro's sister, was carried away by all this and for a 
while stopped sending food to her comadre Lupe (Elios's wife). However, she kept 
exchanging food with her brother Pedro and her sister-in-law Irene, even though Pedro 
was very active in the PRI and a staunch supporter of Elios who was also his compadre. 
The two men were hardly on speaking terms when the conflict was at its height, but 
though both Tomasa and Irene stood by their husbands, they continued sending food to 
each other "to not make things worse". 

Things went sour between Sebastian and his father, who had always remained a loyal 
PRI supporter. He fell out with his son after he had become a political opponent, to the 
point where relations seemed totally disrupted. One day when Tomasa had sent her 
daughter with food to Sebastian's father, his wife (stepmother of Sebastian) locked the 
door of the house and pretended not to be at home. Tomasa felt greatly insulted and it 
took months before the break could be healed. In the end, it did - as did their relationship 
with Elios and Lupe. 

25 Sahlins uses the term to denote attempts when people try to get something for nothing with 
impunity: the unsociable extreme or the most impersonal sort of exchange involving theft, chicanery, 
gambling, barter, or haggling (1974:195). 
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It need not be political frictions that upset food exchanges. Feuds which follow 
from family quarrels such as inheritance disputes can also cause severe tensions 
and may lead to a split. Women may either try to settle or worsen such conflicts; 
they tend to make their own decisions in that regard. If she wants to aggravate the 
situation, though her husband wants to keep the peace, she may continue sending 
food to the other party but restrict both its quality and quantity to an absolute 
minimum. The message will be clear enough. As a last resort, she may decide not 
to send food anymore to show her discontent and not receive food sent to her, the 
latter being an even greater insult. In that respect, there is a clear parallel between 
what may happen within the household and what may happen between households: 
refusing food is a sign to break off social relations. 

Characteristics of the food exchanges 

I now turn to the social and symbolic dimensions of the exchanges. In Nanacatlan 
exchanging food is the medium through which social networks are created, main
tained, and reinforced (as well as broken up when the exchange is deliberately 
brought to a halt). At the same time, the type of food exchanged is bounded by 
cultural rules and taboos. In the next sections, I want to point out how food 
exchanges constitute a coherent system that is crucial in the construction of com
munity. To do so, I first analyse who is involved in exchanging food at the occa
sions presented above, then how this is done, and finally what the types of food 
exchanged say about the symbolic domain of food and local belonging. 

The gendered nature of exchange 

As we saw in chapter 3, male and female domains are strictly defined and norma-
tively sanctioned, which is reflected in a clear division of labour between them, 
"according to custom", as people like to say. The rules about men cultivating crops 
and women transforming them into food (see chapter 5, also Pollock 1998) are 
related to ideas of the earth being female allowing only men to make it produce 
crops. The only time women may enter the milpa is when they bring meals to their 
husbands - and occasionally to his co-workers. On the other hand, women's own 
reproductive capacities are associated with the male moon. As the husband brings 
in the food and the wife bears children, both are complementary in the sense that 
they are involved in a balanced exchange of maize and children (Govers 1992). The 
division of village life into male and female domains can also be seen as the way in 
which women and men are related to culture and nature. The male domain is closer 
to 'untamed' or 'wild' nature (in agriculture, hunting, taking care of animals outside 
the village) and to culture (in the religious and civil cargos). Women primarily deal 
with domestic tasks (garden, animals around the house) and transformations: turn
ing cultivated products into cooked ones, babies into social beings, and outsiders 
into close relations. Seen from this perspective the woman can be seen as responsi-
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ble for turning nature into culture and the wild into the social (Govers 1997).26 The 
division of realms between men and women is ideologically complementary in that 
both contribute to the common cause, and although in many other cases divisions 
of labour imply gender inequality, in Nanacatlan power is not an exclusively male 
prerogative nor can male and female roles be distinguished for their public and 
private (or domestic) nature.27 

This separation of domains clearly visible in the division of labour within the 
household is extended to the relations between households and the exchange pat
terns within the community. Exchanges between men as members of the commu
nity include communal labour, the organization of rituals, faena, and politics 
through the system of cargos civiles and cargos religiosos. When men act on behalf 
of their household, the exchanges they are involved in concern the extension of kin 
ties (e.g., betrothal - tacahuele - and marriage), of ritual kin ties (compadrazgo) 
and of relations with the supernatural world (prayers, offerings, and decorations). 
Here again, female roles are complementary in that the male exchanges are invari
ably accompanied by exchanges of food prepared and distributed by women. The 
reproduction of social relations therefore requires the involvement of both men and 
women, in that men initiate and formalize these relations while women mediate by 
embedding them in shared food that acts as the material basis of these relations and 
keeps the potential dangers of new relations at bay. 

The food that women exchange is, like present-day social networks, not confined 
to the village itself but regularly crosses its boundaries: they invite (migrant) rela
tives, compadres, and friends from outside Nanacatlan into their homes on ritual 
occasions but also when they happen to visit the village. Even though the actual 
exchanges usually take place within the domestic sphere of the house, women play 
a conspicuously public role in maintaining and strengthening social ties. 

When we relate these general issues to the food exchanges discussed above, the 
complementary nature of gender relations becomes apparent. A cross-tabulation of 
exchange occasions and the gender of givers and receivers of food (see table 7.1) 
shows that it is mainly women who initiate the food exchanges as on only two 
occasions do men act as initiators. A man gives a live turkey and the ingredients for 
mole to the godfather of his child and to the future father-in-law of his son; his gift 
is prepared by the godmother and the future mother-in-law and bride. His house
hold receives a portion of this food as a return gift. On all other occasions women 

26 This is interesting in the light of recurrent discussions about women and nature or nurture, also 
within feminist anthropology, which gave rise the nature-culture debate (see Moore 1988:13-21). The 
old discussion between Ortner (1974) and McGormack (1980) and Overing (1986:136) became relevant 
again when women were seen in the 1990s as the 'natural' keepers of the endangered environment in 
ecofeminism, and in the debate on women, environment and development (WED. see Hausler 1993; 
Luhrmann 1993; Meynen 1993; Van den Hombergh 1993) which has influenced programmes and poli
cies concerning the environment. 

27 The discussion of female roles used to focus on whether they were of a domestic or public nature 
and whether a hierarchical relation exists between the two (with the public as more powerful and male). 
For the different opinions involved in the 'domestic-public debate' see e.g., Friedl (1967), Rogers 
(1975), Rosaldo (1980). For an overview see Moore (1988, especially 21-41). 
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Table 7.1. Food exchanges and gender* 

Type of 
exchange 

Generalised 

Balanced 

Creation of ties 

Uncooked food 

Tacahuele: 

Father aroom 

to father bride 

Father child to 

new compadre 

Expression of ties 

Tacahuele: mother 

bride to next of kin 

and new in-laws bride 

Any ritual: daughter 

(-in-law) to parents 

(-in-law) 

Comadre to new 

compadres 

Woman in household 

to the dead 

Woman in household 

to Patrons and saints 

Todos Santos: 

female to female 
next-of- kin, 
comaure to 
comadre 

Any ritual: female 

to female next-of-
kin, comadre to 
close comadre 

Woman in hh to 

guests at life cycle 

rituals 

Woman in hh to 

guests at annual 

rituals 

Woman in hh to 

guests at religious 

rituals 

Food as support 

Daily meals: wife and 

mother to husband, 

children and 

household members 

Old age: daughter 

(-in-law) to parents 

(-in-law), and women 

to favourite next-of-

kin 

Wake / f underal: 

village women to 

household deceased 

Childbed: women to 

young mother 

Sickness: women to 

sick woman and 

household members 

Accessory to other j 

exchanges i 

Renting milpa: 
wife renter to wife 
owner land 

Mutual help: wife 

patron to workers 

Wage labour: wife 

patron to workers 

After birth: young 
mother to midwife 

Rituals: wife 

mayordomo to cargo 

holders and ritual 

specialists 

Dances: mother/wife 

of dancer to troupe 

Before elections: party 

leaders to voters 

After elections: wife 

village mayor to 

villagers 

* Gender in exchanges: between males: underlined: between females: bold italics; from female to 
male: italics; from female to female: bold; from female to female and male: normal; from male to 
female: non-existent. 
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exchange food with other women and men, and women's gifts may freely pass 
gender lines as they give to women, men, or both. Men only give to men. 

When we look at it from another angle we can say that men give food when a 
new relation of kinship is involved: at baptism, the moment the child receives a 
personal name and the father's family name,28 and at the tacahuele when a father 
gives to the father of his future daughter-in-law. The male food gift thus symbolizes 
the incorporation of new kin into their circle. Food exchanges by women are less 
innovative as far as kinship29 is concerned, but more diverse as they cover the 
whole network of a household. 

Exchanges exclusively between women are the general practice during Todos 
Santos. At that time of the year, women prepare several dishes which they put on 
the altar for the ancestors and the other members of the family who have died. 
Although at first sight, Todos Santos is a ritual performed within the household 
(and on the graves of the village cemetery), the food is shared among the house
hold's network. The day after it has been put on the altar, the women bring this food 
which has passed through a stage of 'semi-sacralization', to their comadres. It is 
always the mother of the godchild who goes to the house of her comadre to bring 
her food and receive the same kind of food in return; it is a direct and balanced 
form of reciprocity. The Todos Santos exchange clearly involves households and 
kin groups that are engaged in numerous other exchanges as well. The closest 
bonds exist where women exchange sacral food for sacral food as it expresses ritual 
kin ties that extend to the ancestors. Therefore it produces an incorporation of out
siders as kin within the household, this time performed by women. 

Types of reciprocity in food exchanges 

If we now turn away from the people involved in exchanges towards the nature of 
the reciprocity in the exchange, we can draw a number of concentric circles (see 
figure 7.3) in which the inner-most circle encloses people closely related and 
among whom we find basically forms of generalized exchange, while the outer 
circles cover more and more distant relations where balanced exchanges predomi
nate. The inner circle begins at home with the household members, including the 
deceased relatives and the sacred beings venerated at the house altar: God, the 
Patrons, and Saints. From there it moves to the circle of the next-of-kin (siblings 
and married children with their parents-in-law) and the closest ritual kin (compa-
dres and comadres with the members of their households). The only exception to 
generalized exchange within the inner circle is the food given and returned at Todos 
Santos: this is a direct exchange of equivalent gifts. But the very fact that this 

28 A child also receives as second name the family name of the mother, but the father's family name 
is the one commonly used and is passed on to the next generation, so that patronymy is the actual 
practice. 

29 Outside kinship, women do initiate new social ties with friends or colleagues who become part of 
her exchange network. 
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Figure 7.3 Reciprocity: participants and types of exchanges 

3 Generalised exchanges: next-of-kin and ritual kin 
] Balanced exchanges: wider circle of relations 

involves sacral food that has come through the ancestors means that the receiver 
has to make a similar gesture in returning the gift with food that has been blessed 
by her ancestors. In the next circle we find remote kin and distant compadres, 
neighbours, friends, village and school authorities, and other villagers; whereas the 
outer circle is for relatives and compadres of the people in the previous two circles, 
as well as of regional acquaintances and authorities (such as from neighbouring 
villages and the municipality) and colleagues or urban relations. Notwithstanding 
their semi-permanent absence from the village, most migrant relatives have 
remained within the inner circle of people with whom one has a form of general-



268 CHAPTER 7 

ized reciprocity, partly as a consequence of their frequent returns to Nanacatlan and 
partly because many of them have become the new compadres of the relatives as 
they provide a convenient foothold in the city for villagers and their children.30 

The different types of food exchange in Nanacatlan also fulfil a number of dif
ferent functions: to establish new ties, an expression of existing ties, accessory to 
other exchanges, and as support and care for those who need it. 

New ties are created through marriage (tacahuele) and ritual kinship (compa-
drazgo). They create strong ties between the persons and the households involved, 
based on generalized exchange, and provide indirect and sometimes useful, access 
to people in the networks of the two parties. 

Food is the most appropriate medium to maintain and regularly reaffirm exist
ing ties as it keeps the stream of all kinds of exchanges going. The gifts to parents 
and parents-in-law and compadres as well as the offerings to the dead and to 
Patrons, Saints, and God, are based on generalized reciprocity. In other cases such 
as during life cycle ceremonies and calendar and community rituals, relations are 
reaffirmed through balanced exchanges: migrants and other guests, who have come 
over and are fed, are supposed to return the favour when Nanacatecos visit them at 
their place. 

Food is also exchanged between people who feel more distantly related; not as 
part of a continuous cycle of reciprocity, but as part of other exchanges. Such 
accessory food gifts can be of a more personal character. This is for instance, the 
case when food is given to the wife of the owner of a milpa that the household has 
rented, when the wife of an employer provides a meal to the wage labourers, when 
a young mother gives a present to the midwife who helped her deliver the baby, as 
well as gifts by a mayordomo to the ritual specialists, by parents and wives to 
dancers, or by political leaders to the electorate. Accessory gifts between more 
closely related people occur during mano vuelta when men or women come to help 
each other. No return gift is expected in these cases. 

Finally, food may be disinterestedly given as a form of support or care when 
someone is in childbed or ill and incapable of preparing a meal, and during funerals 
when people come out to help the bereaved family. A return gift is not expected and 
may in fact never be given by the receiver; as such, support gifts are also of a 
generalized nature. 

Hot-cold: what to give and what not 

As we have seen above, there are specific rules about what should be exchanged at 

30 As explained in chapter 3, the inclusion of migrants and people from outside the village (like 
teachers) has caused a shift of local social networks from primarily being close-knit ('encapsulated') to 
become 'integrated', consisting of people who are members of different clusters but who know each 
other and meet (Hannerz 1980: 250). In terms of Woolcock (2001), present-day compadrazgo has 
moved from local patrons as favourite godfathers for villagers ('bridging social capital') towards urban 
relatives who can provide 'bonding social capital' as well as 'linking social capital'. Social ties may 
have become weaker than in the past, but as Granovetter (1973, 1983) explained, weak ties can be an 
effective way of securing access to resources in modern society. 
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what occasions, and what types of food are taboo. If we look closer at these pre
scriptions and proscriptions and analyse the occasions at which they are in force, a 
structure of food classification emerges that underlies these rules and norms. To 
simplify matters I look at meat, the most important ingredient of the exchange 
dishes. 

Let us turn to the most salient examples and paradoxes. On many occasions, 
particularly at the end of Semana Santa at Easter Eve, tamales and mole are the 
favoured dishes that women exchange; they should be made with turkey, chicken, 
or pork - except for the commemoration of deceased children on the first day of 
Todos Santos when it should be tamales with beans. When in childbed, a woman is 
not allowed to eat turkey, pork, and black beans, but may eat chicken and beef. 
Beef is prohibited when the maize is sown on the milpa and when food is offered 
at the house altar. It is however, eaten on a large scale during the village patron 
feast when it is served to visitors from outside Nanacatlan; on the other hand, on 
the same occasion, exchanges between comadres and the food prepared for the 
guests that stay overnight contain no beef, but tamales. Beef is allowed when one 
is in childbed and during the village fiesta but at all other rituals it is proscribed. 
Black beans are to be avoided in childbed, but should be part of the tamales on the 
day of the dead children. 

To explain these paradoxes we need to understand the system by which food is 
classified. In Nanacatlan, as in most of Latin America, a major way of classifying 
food is through the categories of hot and cold (see table 7.2). 

Turkey, chicken, and pork are generally considered cold food, and as these types 
are often prescribed in ritual exchanges, at those occasions apparently hot food 
should be avoided and cold food is the norm. Cold food should be eaten when the 
body is hot, and that would lead one to conclude that during rituals bodies are hot 
indeed. This corresponds to the rule that a woman in childbed, whose body is cold, 
should eat hot food such as beef or a lean chicken.31 

More difficult to understand is why beef as a hot food type is served to visitors 
at the village fiesta but is allowed neither in the offerings on the house altar nor in 
the meals to be eaten at the milpa. How to understand this taboo on beef during 
religious rituals? For this we turn to Mary Douglas's famous work Purity and 
Danger (1966) in which she shows how taboos are related to ideas about purity and 
pollution. In her view something is seen as polluted when we do not know how to 
handle it; when it does not fit into our system of ideas on society and cosmology. 
People tend to have fairly consistent taxonomies and anything that does not fit into 
such a taxonomy is labelled as "impure" and dangerous and can therefore best be 
avoided. So how is it that beef does not fit into the existing categories of Nana-
cateco classification? The history of Mexican food might serve as a source of 

31 This seems to be at odds with the classification of chicken as cold food. This goes indeed for big 
and fat chickens but a young, lean chicken is classified as hot. 
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Table 7.2: Hot-cold classification of food 32 

'Hot' food 'Cold' food 

Maize (T. kuxij 

Tortillas 

Beef 

Chicken 

Game: armadillo, opossum, paca 

Goat, Lamb 

Egg 

Fowl 

Tomatoes 

Green tomatoes (tomates de cascara) 

Dried flea-chilli (chiltepin) 

Dried and smoked Jalapenos (chilpotles) 

Fresh and dried chile de arbol 

Potatoes 

Black nightshade 

Beans (frijol,J. stapu): 

Frijol bayo/blanco (T. xuyumitl 

Frijol Colorado (T. makia) 

Frijol cuerno (T. lukustapu), cowpea 

Frijol gordo (T. klankastapu), runner bean35 

Frijol grande (T. xoyema) 

Purslane, little hogweed 

Coffee 

Atole (sweet and sour) 

Sopa (prepared with oil, not lard) 

All fruit 

Turkey 

Young turkey (totole) 

Pore 

Fat chicken 

Armadillo 

Fish: Acamaya (transparent river shrimp), cosol, 

maxaxaca, sardines (river fish) 

Milk (fresh and powder) 

Tomatoes 

Green tomatoes (fomafes de cascara) 

Green and red chilli (chile verde, rojo) 

Mafafa, mafafa morada33 

Quelites, Quiltonil, quintonil34 

Potatoes 

Black niqhtshade 

Frijol negro, (T. laktustapu), black beans 

Squash 

Chayote 

Cabbage 

Mole 

Tixmole 

Chilmole 

Coffee 

explanation: beef does not belong to the original Mesoamerican diet, but is part of 
the imported food as cattle were introduced from abroad only after the Spanish 
Conquista. Chicken and pigs, however, were also unknown in pre-Columbian 
Mexico and are not part of a general system of taboos. My hypothesis is that chicken 
fitted more readily into the existing classifications, as these could be subsumed 
under the familiar category of poultry because of their similarity to turkey. This 

32 Hot food can usually always be eaten, while cold food is taboo when sick and/or using medicine. 
Items with * are taboo for women in childbed: when underlined they appear in both categories (when 
informants differ), but less mentioned here. 

33 Elephants ear. Wild: capote. (T. paxnica, pisis); Cultivated (also in wild): purple stem taro, T. 
lok). 

34 Overlapping categories of wild and cultivated plants. Especially the wild prince's feather (red 
amaranth), available the whole year. 

35 Frijol bayo, pinto, and negro are recognised varieties of the frijol gordo. 
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could explain why the bigger, fatter chickens are 'cold' like turkey, and the smaller, 
leaner ones are 'hot', like wild birds. 

Cattle and pigs pose a problem within Nanacateco classification but why is beef 
'hot' and pork 'cold'? Pigs, turkey, and chicken are all kept around the house and 
taken care of by women. They also eat maize, the sacred staple food. Cattle are kept 
outside the village, are tended by men, and do not eat maize in contrast to the other 
domesticated animals just mentioned. So the foreign origin of cattle is reinforced 
by their particular spatial and metabolic characteristics. They are definitely not 
wild, but they are also not part of the female domain like other domesticated ani
mals. They can be said for Nanacatlan to be 'betwixt and between', an awkward, 
not easily classifiable type of animal. In the case of women in childbed, to eat beef 
therefore symbolises her seclusion (even from her own domain). The village feast 
is not so much an exchange between villagers, but between Nanacatecos and people 
from outside the village and beef is thus served to people who do not live in the 
village. To use beef as a token of seclusion or of relating to outsiders would be 
contradictory in food exchanges meant to express closeness and maintain and 
create intimate bonds and so becomes taboo. It comes as no surprise that the 
activities at which eating beef is under the strictest taboo are when an offering is 
made on the house altar and while sowing maize. There is a tension though, in the 
correlation of beef and outsiders, because in the past the village feast was the pre
eminent occasion to invite less well-known outsiders, especially from neighbour
ing villages. Nowadays this is extended to well-known outsiders who double as 
co-villagers: migrant Nanacatecos. They are not complete outsiders, but also not 
living in the village, and one could say they are as 'betwixt and between' as the beef 
they are served. But while they have this awkward position as villagers, they remain 
next-of-kin and compadres in personal relations and are therefore also part of the 
more intimate food exchanges. 

The exchange taboos and reversions suggest that not only individuals but rela
tions can be 'hot' or 'cold'. Relations with supernatural beings, patrons, and the 
dead, as well as with close relatives, comadres, and compadres and friends are 
considered as 'hot' and this means cold food is necessary. Other relations are 'cold' 
and need 'hot' food, including a mother of a newborn baby until they are (again) 
incorporated into the community. The village feast relates villagers to neighbouring 
villagers, and they are received at home and given food. There food falls under the 
same category as for sick people whose souls have left the body. Food exchanges 
are thus mostly but not always a meeting of souls. It seems that relations within the 
household are generally neither 'hot' nor 'cold', because daily food is free from the 
hot-cold taboos and prescriptions. 

Obviously, there is a strong correlation between the types of social relations and 
the symbolic meaning of food to create and maintain such relations. As such, food 
used in exchanges has become a marker of how the giver perceives her relationship 
with the receiver. At the same time, the symbolic analysis of Nanacateco food 
classification sheds light on a common framework of perceiving the social, natural, 
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and supernatural and even though villagers are often not consciously aware of the 
symbolism involved in exchanges, they share a practical knowledge of how to act 
in different social and ritual settings. 

Conclusions 

In the previous chapter I discussed the increase in rituals in number, frequency, 
scale and participants, and argued that this is closely linked to the overall transfor
mation of village life: the accelerated opening-up to the outside world, a differen
tiation of income sources, considerable long- and short-term migration, and a 
changing system of social stratification - in short, processes that made life in the 
end of the twentieth century dramatically different from thirty or forty years before. 
Instead of the expected breakdown of the community as community relations were 
under strain, we saw that villagers and migrants apparently found it in their interest 
to maintain expressions of communality as far as possible. Many migrants keep a 
foothold in the village not only socially but economically - a step that they could 
make as the introduction of coffee enabled them to more or less successfully com
bine urban labour with seasonal work in agriculture. The growing interest in the 
community is reflected in an expanded ritual life: old-time rituals on the decline in 
the 1960s and 1970s have been recreated, new rituals or ritual performances have 
been added to the repertoire, and exchanges have become more elaborate. 

Rituals underline sociability and communality and also present social relations 
and social networks in action. As sociability is based on reciprocity and exchanges, 
the most visible expression is through the medium commonly used to symbolize 
and constitute social proximity, viz. through the sharing of food. This is the case 
within the household in Nanacatlan, where women are responsible for the produc
tion of the daily meals, particularly the crucial tortillas. Ideally, her role as food 
producer is complementary to that of her husband who is in charge of growing the 
maize and other food crops. Their responsibilities are ideologically and spatially 
strictly separated: the men in the milpa and the woman in the house - in that respect 
gender roles are unyielding and transgressions are extremely frowned upon even in 
exceptional circumstances. Even so, or rather for that very reason, the bond between 
husband and wife is seen as an exchange relationship in which both are simultane
ously giver and receiver. 

This intra-household model of exchange can be extrapolated to inter-household 
networks of exchange. At the start of a household, a couple brings their own net
works of kin and friends but in the course of time enter into a widening range of 
new relations: compadres, new affines, neighbours, friends, and colleagues. To be 
viable, this circle of belonging and mutual trust needs to be maintained by a con
tinuous flow of exchanges. What better way of expressing reciprocity and mutual
ity than through the giving and sharing of food, the symbol par excellence of 
potential harm warded off in a setting of trust. Here again, while men tend to rep
resent the household outwardly, women take care of preparing and distributing 
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food and in doing so recreate and reaffirm social bonds. Given the increased fre
quency of rituals, and therefore food exchanges, women's role in maintaining the 
network of the household has gained in importance. 

Reciprocity in food exchanges is most generalized among next-of-kin and the 
cherished comadres among whom exchange does not require an immediate and 
equivalent return gift. They also receive the food that has become sacred after it has 
been offered to the family's ancestors on the house altar - implying that by sharing 
in this food, the receiving party becomes part of the household, and vice versa, 
because it is immediately balanced by a similar return gift. In all other cases, 
exchanges are balanced and more profane. What is essential is that they strengthen 
alliances between households and do not serve as a redistribution of wealth, though 
they can be strategic (see also Monaghan 1990, 1996). 

Food exchange is more than just the material expression of common bonds; in 
the ways it is classified as appropriate (or not) for the occasion, it embodies a 
worldview shared among Nanacatecos. Under normal conditions, there should be a 
balance between hot and cold in the body - if that is not the case, the spirit soul 
(listakna) may leave the body and cause sickness. Inside the household, the woman 
has to see to it that this balance is maintained or restored. A similar precarious role 
is played by the women in food exchanges in that they have to carefully follow the 
local rules that say what kind of food should be given or avoided at specific ritual 
occasions. 'Hot' food such as beef is given to more distant relations and to express 
seclusion (for a woman in childbed), while 'cold' food is part of the more intimate 
and sacred exchanges where 'hot' food is taboo. In that way, the common ideational 
system is reproduced in the food given to others.36 

At a more mundane level, village food has acquired symbolic value: home
made meals have become a symbol of the good village life they have left behind 
since migrants have moved to urban environments where they have to buy their 
food, including tortillas, and where they have become part of the large-scale indus
trialised food chain. Nanacatecos have increasingly become aware of the value and 
tastiness of their meals. Local food (as opposed to the ingredients people buy in 
urban shops) has become a source of pride and an emblem of belonging to the vil
lage. 

Since urban migration has soared and social relations have crossed village and 
regional boundaries, social networks have changed. Unlike the small but tight net-

36 Obviously, in Protestant circles the symbolic dimension of ritual food tends to deviate from the 
customary Nanacateco worldview that sees ritual meals as being sacralized. As they don't have a house 
altar to offer food to God (as the Patron of the maize) or to dead souls, the meals they prepare and 
exchange may be the same as among Catholic villagers, though they lack spiritual and symbolic power. 
Nevertheless, from the fact that with only a few exceptions they follow the common rules and taboos, 
one may conclude that Protestants are aware of and endorse the importance of food exchanges in safe
guarding communality. Likewise, they share many other elements of the local worldview (the ways in 
which Patrons have to be treated, sickness is explained and cured, stories about the village past are 
recounted, and brujos and Hojs-Kaxi constitute a dangerous threat) and therefore are still part of the 
community. 
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works of relatives and compadres based on generalized reciprocity, present-day 
networks often include a much wider circle of people. Ties between them are 
weaker, but as they cover a wider range, they have become much more useful as 
migrant relatives - who are increasingly invited to become compadres - provide 
access to new resources. As relations with them tend to be more instrumental, 
exchanges are based upon balanced reciprocity. It is precisely the increase of those 
ties that has linked migrants more closely to the village - which in turn, has been a 
major cause in the ritual upswing in Nanacatlan. One may conclude that balanced 
exchanges have become crucial in the creation and continuation of the community 
as the focus of a spatial, ritual, and social network of Nanacatecos. 



CHAPTER 8 

PERFORMING THE COMMUNITY: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Since Tönnies (2001 [1887]) and Durkheim (1997 [1893]), village communities 
have been presented as bulwarks of traditionalism - or conservatism - that in a 
modernising world are succumbing to the strong pressures originating from capi
talist economies and centralist nation-states. They are classified as on the brink of 
their demise as the unifying force of history will replace these small-scale worlds 
of social harmony, solidarity, and communality with anonymous societies. Twenti
eth-century social scientists from Redfield (1964) to Lévi-Strauss (1981) and 
Stavenhagen (1968) to Cancian (1992) have often repeated these views of the erod
ing external forces that undermine the internal cohesion of communities and even
tually lead to their disintegration. But in the actual world communities did not 
disappear - at least, the majority of them haven't - and new studies have reached 
the paradoxical conclusion (paradoxical for those who prophesied their doom) that 
communities not only show much more resilience in the face of modernity but that 
they may actually thrive amidst the waves of global change as they acquire new 
forms and meanings. 

I began this study with the question of how Nanacatecos managed to maintain 
and create a viable and at times lively community against the odds of strong pres
sures toward economic, political, and cultural incorporation; so that far from disin
tegrating in a period of major transformations it gained in prominence. I first 
approached that central issue by mapping the far-reaching processes of change that 
took place in this mountain village during the past thirty years. 

Economically, the village saw a marked diversification of income sources 
through smallholder cash crop cultivation and through temporary and permanent 
migration. This diversification upset the former social class structure in that the old 
mestizo elite of landowners and merchants lost their central position as well as their 
wealth. The Totonac population as a whole now has a greater share in the village 
lands and in total income and has improved its living conditions and educational 
level. New forms of social differentiation have emerged but don't know longer 
follow the strict ethnic lines from the past. 

Diversification also made itself felt in the fields of religion and politics. A vil
lage where Catholicism and Totonac worldviews have merged into a monoreligious 
whole saw a substantial number of inhabitants convert to Protestantism. Besides a 
radical break with the past when 'Catholic' and 'indigenous' were coterminous, 
this religious pluriformity also meant that the new converts withdrew from com
munity rituals, because many of these concentrated on the local Catholic church. 
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This restructuring of the religious scene was attended by a remarkable, albeit rela
tively modest, form of political polarization as the protracted monopoly of the PRI 
over village affairs was challenged by a growing number of villagers. 

In spite of these divisive and even centrifugal tendencies, the village is still a 
place full of meaning to those who live there and are proud to be Nanacatecos 
rather than Totonacs, but also to those who temporarily or permanently have left 
the village to work elsewhere and remain strongly attached to Nanacatlan, return
ing regularly. This points to the fact that in opposition to these tendencies towards 
fragmentation, there are other processes at work that are of a centripetal nature. In 
this study I located them in a number of social fields: a shared, but not uncontested 
perception of local history as well as a generally shared worldview; a system of 
social networks based on ties of kinship, compadrazgo, neighbourhood, and friend
ship adapted to cope with the changing social world of the villagers; and an elabo
rate pattern of regular and frequent rituals as well as exchanges between households 
in which women play a prominent role. Apparently, the village has acquired new 
meanings for its inhabitants and for the migrants and is being reconstituted by new 
patterns of relationships and new cultural practices (J. Cohen 2000; Watanabe 
1992). In the remainder of this chapter I will describe the ways this has happened 
and their relevance for community studies in general. 

The new developments in Nanacatlan which increased socio-economic, religious, 
and political diversity in the village and brought an urban and sometimes global 
orientation of village life, have made people aware that they are different as Nana
catecos - but also that to survive as Nanacatecos they need to reaffirm those fields 
of social life that up to recently had been self-evident and familiar. If people living 
in the village and the city, or moving in-between, all claim to be Nanacateco, 
'belonging' is no longer a matter of course. In the past, male roles as peasants and 
cargo holders and female roles in managing the household and its social networks 
provided clear guidelines for villagers to find their place in the community. Now 
that the religious cargo system is no longer all-encompassing and a part of the 
population works and lives in the city, other ways need to be emphasized for incor
porating men and women in the community. Without such an effort, villagers 
unable to migrate would become marginalized rurals in a hollow village and the 
migrants at the bottom of the urban economy would become marginalized urbans. 
They both need one another to escape such a fate and found it in a rediscovery of 
their community through a number of recreations discussed in the previous chap
ters. The gist of my argument can be summarized as follows. 

Dealing with an increasingly pluriform and differentiated local society with many 
people working outside the village, a changed social landscape in which more 
people than in the past own land, youngsters who see their future somewhere in the 
wider world, and a quarter of the population having turned away from the dominant 
religious denomination; the social structure in which the traditional divide between 
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well-off Mestizo families and poor Totonacs has been replaced by a much more 
complex social stratification. This also had its impact on the social networks that 
bind people. In the past they mainly consisted of horizontal ties with relatives living 
in or near the village and with neighbours of ritual kin, and predominantly vertical 
ties with strategically placed compadres usually from among the mestizo elite. 
These networks still exist in the village, but new forms have emerged alongside 
them. In these new networks kinfolk in the cities play a central role: nowadays they 
are within relatively easy reach and are often well placed to act as mediators in 
providing access to the urban world. That has made them eminently suited to 
become compadres of their relatives in the village - the more so as these ties pro
vide the migrants with prestige and stronger ties to Nanacatlan. In fact, a new type 
of community has emerged increasingly based on networks of rural-urban kin ties 
and compadrazgo relations instead of solely geographical proximity. The social 
boundaries of Nanacatlan now extend to a much wider area than before; to such an 
extent that we may speak of a network community instead of a village community. 

Nevertheless, the village is still there and as people do not meet in an abstract space 
or an imagined community, geographical place remains important as the framework 
for and the embodiment of a common past and an internalised history. 'Being a 
local' means to share a common past and a common present based upon an intimate 
knowledge of the locality and its inhabitants. This kind of knowledge is incorpo
rated into and transferred through narratives about the history of the community 
and is often framed in meaningful references to the locality and its environment 
(Basso 2002). One has to be a local to truly understand and reproduce the stories 
and memories as well as the local gossip. Oral history ties people to the place and 
involves all Nanacatecos: Totonacs and mestizos, Catholics and Protestants, and 
those living outside the village. This does not imply that social and religious differ
ences do not play a part; on the contrary, people from different groups can hold 
widely divergent views and interpretations of the village past - particularly when it 
comes to more recent political history. But even in their disagreements about intra-
village affairs, villagers share a common frame of mind that gives meaning to 
contemporary persons and affairs and sets them off against outsiders. In times of 
change this historical community provides a handhold in connecting events and 
people to local places. 

Remarkably, differences along religious and political lines are overruled by a 
worldview shared by the majority of Nanacatecos: they interpret their way of living 
as handed down by their ancestors and expressed in myths (cuentos y chistes) and 
costumbres. This worldview is based upon a basic tripartite reciprocity between 
people, natural beings, and supernatural beings. It boils down to the premise that 
well-being can only exist when relations between these three are in harmony. In a 
practical sense, the local worldview provides the fundamental outline of a morality 
that maps crucial issues like sickness, death, and the sources of evil. The ways to 
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cope with such issues may be formally part of the domain of the denominational 
religions in the village, but with their emphasis on the hereafter and the next world, 
these provide less practical guidelines for everyday life and the here and now. That 
makes healers and especially brujos (shamans or sorcerers) locally influential spe
cialists as they communicate between people and supernatural powers before whom 
ordinary villagers stand in awe. This worldview is the basis of the village as a 
moral community as the workings of the natural and supernatural world give direc
tions for personal well-being and that of the community. 

For the resident villagers, the central community and life-cycle rituals have 
remained the basic cultural system for, as Turner (1974) puts it, "experiencing 
communitas". For the migrants and their families, these rituals have become the 
beacons and bearings of their ties to the village. They return to take part in these 
embodiments of communal life, and through their presence the village which may 
seem dull and deserted in everyday life, experiences a bustle during major rituals 
and the agricultural peak seasons. For the migrants, this does not just mean a nos
talgic return to their past as most of them actively engage in organizing such events. 
Even though villagers present these rituals as fixed expressions of community 
solidarity and cohesion, they are constantly being reshaped by their participants 
who tend more and more to have differing perceptions of how these rituals should 
be performed and how the ancestors might have wanted them to be performed. At 
times this leads to clashes between established ritual specialists and performers in 
the village and newcomers to the ritual arena such as young people, migrants, and 
other cultural innovators; between, as we might say, 'traditionalists' and 'neo-tra-
ditionalists'. These clashes indicate that rituals are not on the decline but are thriv
ing and constitute a cause of major concern to all involved. As they are intended to 
express and symbolise the community and have become an important reason for 
scattered people to meet, participants want to recognize themselves in the way they 
are being performed: therefore in addition to 'experiencing communitas' rituals 
also are 'experiments with communitas'. Nanacatlan then is a ritual community 
precisely because rituals are crucial for providing a sense of continuity in times of 
change, while at the same time provide a space to integrate new experiences by 
linking them to their memories of a common past. 

As Massey (1993:66) has put it: "...what gives place its specificity is not [only, 
CG] some long internalised history but the fact that it is constructed out of a par
ticular constellation of relations, articulated together at a particular locus". Bonds 
are created and maintained through concrete actions between villagers who are part 
of reciprocal networks in which they are involved in a series of frequent exchanges 
(J. Cohen 2000). Among them, the exchange of food is the most obvious and most 
common way to express belonging and sharing; therefore these exchanges are a 
good point of entry to study social networks and the ways these are embedded in 
ritual life. Public rituals may centre on the role of men, but as all rituals involve 
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extensive food exchanges, women play a crucial role in this system of reciprocity 
and community building. The extension of social networks over greater distances 
involving more people with whom ties are of a different (weaker nature) has 
replaced an exchange pattern primarily based on generalised reciprocity, character
istic for tight networks and strong ties, with one in which balanced reciprocity 
takes priority. It is these food exchanges among members of the wider networks 
that bring the social, historic, moral, and ritual community together in social action 
as an exchange community. 

I have shown how globalisation works in practice: how through socio-economic 
and political restructuring old ties lost their self-evidence while simultaneously a 
framework of new ties was created through networks. The central significance of 
the community itself did not disappear, but a different type of community has come 
into being, not so much tied to location but inspired by it. In addition to face-to-face 
contacts the time-space compression offers new unmediated communication to 
keep the community alive in between and as an extension of actual encounters. To 
escape the abstract proliferation of globalisation as an external homogenising force 
upon localities that makes locals into passive recipients - much like the steamroller 
of modernization would flatten communities - it is crucial to link globalisation to 
agency. I have attempted to show that global processes work through the local by 
people who rather than being will-les victims of globalising forces, actively create 
and emphasize their community. The metaphors that express globalisation as a 
paradoxical process -summarised as homogenising and diversifying or as flow and 
closure - mirror concerns about how history works. In contrast to the linear model 
of modernization replacing tradition, it offers the advantage of providing a view on 
the apparent contradictions and simultaneousness of processes of modernity. 

Geertz - one of the most influential early anthropologists to keep positivist 
presuppositions at bay - analyses culture as meaning making from the actor's point 
of view. To paraphrase his metaphor "webs of meaning" (1973:5) that create a 
coherent world, I want to emphasize how Nanacatecos create webs of practices that 
give meaning to their lives as a community. Because people have different interpre
tations of the forms that local practices should take, this is always a process full of 
contestation. In Nanacatlan this often focused on who is entitled to take the lead in 
organising, performing, and thus shaping costumbres. This was claimed by tradi
tional specialists as well as the young and migrants and two kinds of ownership 
started competing: that defined by origin as place of birth (as had always been the 
case) and as place of residence. Migrants felt entitled to define rituals because they 
were from Nanactlan. Resident locals readily agree that migrants can participate, 
but claim superior ownership through both birth and residence - because the latter 
implies the day-to-day duties. Not only access to the local was at stake; access to 
the global was also an issue. The active residents had been unable to escape village 
labour, the better educated young did not find suitable jobs, and the migrants were 
pushed in and out of the urban economy. Unlike autochthonous struggles in Africa 
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where the defence of a return to the local is actually about the global in the sense of 
excluding others from new avenues to riches and power (Ceupens and Geschiere 
2005), the fierce political clashes and cultural disagreements were hard to address 
because different competitions were going on at the same time. Nanatecos were 
afraid to lose or miss access to the global as well as the local. The global is in a 
sense also a local issue, because it concerns what is accessible and at stake among 
locals. One could thus conclude that struggles about the global are invariably about 
local power issues. 

Nanacatecos have found a way to create a community in fast-changing times 
and amidst contestations by linking urban and rural practices under the aegis of 
community. Rather than paradoxical, flow and closure of global processes are two 
sides of the same coin. Local customary repertoires would not have risen in promi
nence if it were not for new experiences and circumstances that boosted the crea
tion of community practices and enabled the quite divergent locals to give their 
own meaning to the local community. In Cohen's words, a community does not 
need shared meanings but exists by the shared practices that leave room for differ
ent interpretations. It is, as Cohen states, an official form that allows for different 
meaning and experience and offers the individual and idiosyncratic possibility of 
assimilation. What makes the community so compelling and attractive among 
locals who live in a pluriform world, precisely lies in the range of practices and not 
only interpretations. It is performance rather than form that matters; the enactment 
of form that allows for interpretation, criticism and participation (cf. Tedlock 
1983:236). Performing in the historical, moral, ritual, network, and exchange com
munity leaves room for Nanacatecos to express their belonging in different ways 
and at different times, yet share in the customary repertoire. 
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BIOGRAPHIES OF MAIN INFORMANTS1 

Alibert (1953) is from the Totonac Jimenez family, who are relatively well edu
cated and politically outspoken, and several relatives of his generation have become 
teachers, like himself. He married Mercedez, whom he divorced ten years later, and 
they have three children. Though he left the village after my first stay to become a 
teacher near Zacatlan, he regularly returns to meet his relatives. Alibert has always 
been interested in the development of the Sierra and before joining the PT was an 
activist in the PRD, where he moved up to the regional party organisation. He was 
Elio Masferrer's assistant during his research. Alibert and especially his brother 
Leobardo (1950) also grow coffee and employ day-labourers to work their land. 
Leobardo, his wife Florencia Velazquez (1959) and their children are among the 
few Jehovah Witnesses in the village. 

Dona Angelina Cristobal, see Irene. 

Bernadino Vazquez (1960) is a single man who used to work in Mexico City; 
upon his return to the village he opened a shop. He has taken part in the Voladores 
dance since this started in the village in 1989, and has been a Catholic cathecist and 
a teacher of Totonac. He became more and more interested and active in village 
costumbres, and was also interested in the PRD. Since the mid-1990s he has been 
regional coordinator in Ixtepec of a language and culture programme for Totonacs 
for that part of the Sierra Norte of Puebla. 

Don Beto Vazquez (1943) works as a day-labourer for his compadre Elios and 
during two of my stays was the presidente of the religious cargos. His son Esteban 
(1971) is among the first Totonacs to have secondary education in the village school 
though by the time he finished, this proved insufficient for becoming a teacher, as 
he wanted. Esteban now works as a day labourer in Nanacatlan and as a temporary 
migrant in Mexico City. He married Anita Ramos (1973), a granddaughter of don 
Miguel, and they have two children. Don Beto is a quiet follower of the PRD but 
Esteban became an outspoken activist of the PRD and later the PT. 

Camilo Rodriguez, see dona Celia. 

1 Year of birth (and if applicable, year of death) is added in parenthesis. People with similar surnames 
are not relatives, unless mentioned. People whose names appear in italics have their own biography. 
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Caro Ramos (1967) is the help and godchild of Lupe and Elios and has lived with 
them since she was a teenager and continued to do so after she became a single 
mother. The father of her son is from Nanacatlan but did not want to recognise him. 
Her parents were very poor and worked for don Camilo and his parents, he as day 
labourer and she daily selling their cows' milk to Zapotitlan. They both died in the 
1990s. Caro did not inherit anything because her brother died shortly thereafter, 
and the village authorities pressured her to leave everything to her widowed sister-
in-law and children. She then built a small house not far from Elios and Lupe, to 
have a home when her son grows up. 

Dona Celia Manzano (1917-1990) and her son Camilo (1945) are from the mes
tizo Rodriguez family. She was widely known for her healing abilities and espe
cially her home-made ointments and medicines. She was highly appreciated 
because she asked little money and used to help the poor and sick before her own 
health deteriorated. Her husband's family used to be influential landowners and 
traders who like many mestizos in this part of the Sierra came from Tetela de 
Ocampo. After the monopoly of the local mestizo trade collapsed Camilo no longer 
pursues other economic activities and gradually has sold his cattle and land. Camilo 
divorced his first wife, who left with the children, and now has two children with 
his second wife, who is from Zacapoaxtla. She runs the only telephone in the vil
lage that people increasingly use to contact their relatives outside the village. 

Elios (1953) is from the mestizo Bravo family whose great-grandfather came to the 
Sierra in the nineteenth century and whose educated members have moved out 
again. Most of his siblings are professionals in Mexico City; he had to give up his 
study to return home when his father fell ill and died. He is a coffee producer and 
works for the state government whenever there is a job available. His wife Lupe is a 
local teacher. Their cash income is among the highest in the village, but they have to 
diversify their income to keep up their living conditions and to educate the children 
outside the Sierra. He has twice been village mayor. His two much elderly cousins 
(sons of his father's brother) also live in Nanacatlan and of them, don Gualo, has 
also been mayor. Elios is from a Pentecostal family, but is no longer practicing. 

Esteban Vazquez, see don Beto. 

Feliciano Francisco, see Tomasa. 

Don Felix Ramos (1920) comes from a family of shamans and is the informal 
leader of the village. He owns some coffee land but earns most of his income as a 
carpenter and carver of ritual wooden objects such as masks and religious statues 
for the whole region. He is also a widely known healer. The majority of his children 
live in Mexico City. His family has always been active in the religious and civil 
cargos and have led of some of the village dances; his sons and grandsons continue 
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to do so. Especially those living in the village are taking over his many roles. He is 
an expert on local cosmology and healing practices. Though he is very much 
respected he also faces accusations of brujeria. 

Genaro Bravo, see don Gualo. 

Don Gualo, Eduardo Bravo (1919), whose father is the brother of Elios's father, 
came as a young child to Nanacatlan from Ixtepec when that village was burned 
down during the Revolution. His father was one of the traders who controlled the 
local trade with his mules, and both his paternal and maternal relatives were traders 
living all over the Sierra. He is single and lives with his single sister Taidita (1911) 
in the same house. His brother and family live next-door. Both brothers own con
siderable coffee and maize land. Don Gualo has been a Baptist for many years. 
Apart from having been mayor he was active in other civil cargos and a faithful 
supporter of the PRI. His nephew Genaro Bravo (1956), who with his wife teaches 
in a neighbouring village, was also mayor (during my first stay in the village) and 
later on the founder of the local PRI and afterwards PT. 

Don Gustavo Ramos (1926-1993) and and his wife dona Lucinda owned consider
able coffee land and a shop in the centre of the village next to the church. He was 
the first Totonac to open a shop in the 1970s and gradually became one of the well-
to-do Totonac Nanacatecos. Don Gustavo has always been active in the civil cargos 
and the PRI. He knew many village stories. Their sons were among the first to 
move to Mexico City and now that their daughters have also left, Odilia (1964) is 
the only remaining daughter who lives in the village with her family. Since her 
parents died, Odilia and her husband take care of the property that she and her 
siblings inherited, while the husband also works in Mexico City. Odilia is one of 
the village women who became active in community work through health promo
tion and food distribution. 

Irene Castaneda (1958) and her husband Pedro have put a lot of effort into their 
lives and that of their children. She took secondary school evening classes and 
courses in Totonac, sewing, health promotion, and courses for teaching adult liter
acy. Irene used this for an income by making clothes, working as health promotor, 
language teacher, and later coordinator of the literacy programme. She also started 
selling sweet bread during the coffee harvest period, picks coffee like most women, 
and became active in a village committee for food distribution. Her maternal family 
is from nearby Huitzilan and her mother divorced her father don Silvino (1933), 
who remarried with dona Juana Figueroa (1942) in 1964, a healer who specializes 
in reproductive and sexual problems. He is an impoverished mestizo, but is consid
ered Totonac in the village. Irene's Nahua grandmother dona Angelina Cristobal 
(1921) who came from Huitzilan with her husband many decades ago raised Irene 
and since she is a widow, lives in with them. 



284 ANNEXES 

Dona Juana Figueroa, see Irene. 

Lorenzo Velazquez (1944) is a self-made healer who combines all kinds of prac
tices he picked up, mostly in surrounding villages where he goes to heal, and is 
often accused of brujeria. With his wife Magdalena and their three sons they live 
off income from his healing, her small-scale trading and after they left school, the 
work of their sons. They own a milpa and a very small piece of coffee land. Their 
sons finished secondary school after which they started working as day-labourer 
for all kinds of jobs in the village. They are clearly village people and with their 
small income they have a hard time making ends meet. The sons enjoy performing 
in the Santiageiros village dance and Lorenzo used to be active in the religious 
cargos. Most of his siblings live in the village but he hardly has any contact with 
them. As a healer he is often asked as a godfather and thus has many compadres 
especially in neighbouring villages. 

Lourdes Francisco, see Tomasa. 

Dona Lucinda Posadas (1932-1995) and her sister Migaela are Nahuas. They lived 
in poor conditions and lost many of their young children. With their husbands don 
Gustavo and his father don Miguel they have been able to improve their living 
conditions considerably. Almost all the children left for Mexico City, among them 
Susana (1967) who as one of the youngest could go to a private school, to become 
a secretary. Only one daughter stayed in the village (Odilia), while another married 
a teacher from Ixtepee, where she lives now. The children always come back to 
village celebrations, and her sons have organised a basketball team to play in Mexico 
City and during village feasts in the Sierra. Dona Lucinda converted to Pentecostal-
ism because she favours their strong objections to drinking and misbehaviour. 

Lupe Ortega (1958) is the only local schoolteacher who lives in the village. She 
comes from another state (San Luis Potosi) but stayed when she and Elios fell in 
love. They have four children whom they raise as Catholics, although their father 
is from a Pentecostalist background. With her job she needs the help from Caw 
who has lived with them from the time she was a young girl. Their income was not 
sufficient to pay for the education of their children so in addition to her job Lupe 
started trading in Avon and Fuller cosmetics, Tupperware utensils, and a variety of 
good quality bed-clothes, linen, and ladies underwear that she buys in Zacapoaxtla. 
She is successful because she can afford to sell on credit. 

Magdalena Ramos (1950) is married to Lorenzo, and a housewife who does some 
small-scale trade and barter, mostly with her many comadres. Her husband does 
not want her to go out working. During the day she often accompanies her husband 
when he goes out healing. Her siblings moved to Puebla decades ago and some
times they or some of their children come to visit her. She is glad of the company 
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of her new daughter-in-law, who married her youngest son and then moved in with 
them. She is a cousin of don Reyes, the father of Pedro, but did not know this 
anymore, because her father had died about the time she was born. 

Don Miguel Ramos (1904), the father of don Gustavo, used to be an itinerant 
butcher who travelled through the Sierra with some small cattle. He still is a healer. 
He knows a lot about village history and as the oldest villager has memories all the 
way back to the beginning of the twentieth century. He is one of the first Protestant 
converts in the village and a faithful reader of the bible, though he has never been 
a member of any church. In his younger days he was very active in the civil cargos 
and the PRI. He and his son Gustavo married two sisters, because when don Miguel 
became a widower he married the sister of dona Lucinda, dona Migaela (1927). 

Odilia Ramos, see don Gustavo and dona Lucinda. 

Don Pedro Francisco, see Tomasa 

Pedro Ramos (1953) and his wife Irene come from a modest background and 
started off with barely an education and living in a small house of zacate. His 
family has lived in Nanacatlan as long as they remember. Through income diversi
fication - Pedro growing coffee, working in Mexico City, and as wage labourer in 
the village for Elios, and Irene working as well - and education in evening classes 
and courses, they gradually climbed socially. Pedro bought his coffee land in the 
early 1980s and by the end of the 1990s was finishing a brick house with running 
water. The children are in senior high schools and training colleges elsewhere in the 
Sierra. Pedro knows many village stories, mostly learned from his father don Reyes 
(1931). He is always active in communal labour and politics, where he moved from 
supporting leftwing parties to the majority party PRI. His sister Tomasa is the only 
one of his siblings who did not move to Mexico City. 

Don Reyes Ramos, see Pedro. 

Susana Ramos, see dona Lucinda. 

Tomasa Ramos (1957) and her husband Sebastian Francisco (1951) have six 
children. The eldest three migrated, of whom Feliciano (1975) and Lourdes (1981) 
appear in the book. He worked as day labourer for his compadre Elios, until he 
joined the PRD and started accusing Elios of corruption. He then found a job with 
another landowner. Tomasa is a housewife, doing some small-scale trade and coffee 
picking, but her husband does not want her to go out working. She is the sister of 
Pedro, and for a while their relation was tense because of the political clashes. As 
son of the master of the Santiagueros, don Pedro Francisco (1923), Sebastian 
became the captain of this dance. He is active in the religious cargos. 
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HOUSEHOLD POSSESSIONS 1989 AND 1998 

2.1 Possessions 1989 Household 1 

Migration 

Income husband and 

wife 

Land and housing 

Furniture 

Kitchen utensils 

Coffee land, s/'f/o, 

wooden house (one cane 

wall) 

Kitchen table, large 

table, 2 small tables, 6 

chairs, 1 bench, 1 stool, 3 

trunks, 1 open cupboard, 

3 beds, 4 petates, 5 

blankets 

Brazero, comal, 2 

metates, jical, handmill, 

scale, 4 enamel and 10 

plastic buckets, 2 water 

casks, 3 clay casuelas, 4 

frying pans, charolita, 5 

clay stewing pots, 3 

cooking pots, 2 drainers, 

2 wooden kitchen 

spoons, 2 kitchen knives, 

2 ladles, 3 plastic boxes, 

15 plates, 20 spoons, 15 

cups, 3 plastic cups, 

dinner set, 7 napkins 

Household 2 

Village labour 

Income husband 

Milpa, sitio, wooden 

house 

Kitchen table, large 

table, small table, 3 

benches, 4 stools, 4 

sitting poles, 4 beds, 

1 petate, 5 blankets 

Brazero, comal, 3 

metates, 2 jical, scale, 2 

enamel and 5 plastic 

buckets, 3 water casks, 3 

clay casuelas, frying pan. 

charolita, 5 clay stewing 

pots, drainer, 2 wooden 

kitchen spoons, 3 kitchen 

knives, 8 plates, 8 

spoons, 8 cups, 24 plastic 

cups, 5 napkins 

Household 3 

Mestizo 

Income husband and 

salary wife 

Coffee land, milpa, sitio, 

concrete house, 

bathroom (toilet, 

shower) water tank, 

glass windows 

Kitchen table with 8 

chairs, kitchen cupboard, 

dinner table with 6 

chairs, cupboard, couch 

and chairs, 4 beds 

(mattresses, blankets, 

sheets, pillows), 

wardrobe, curtains, 

rocking chair 

Gas stove with oven, 

refrigerator, blender, 

mixer, kitchen towels, 

brazero (outside), 

metate, comal, 10 

buckets, 4 jerry cans, 4 

water casks, 2 drainers, 5 

or more pots and pans, 

clay stewing pots, frying 

pans, ovenproof dishes, 

kitchen spoons, knives 

and ladles, plastic boxes, 

bowls. 

For daily use: about 20 

plates, cutlery, cups, 

glasses, plastic cups; 

Special: dinner set with 

bowls, cutlery set, cups 

and saucers, glass set, 

large pots, pans and clay 

stewing pots. 
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Tools, machines, work 

necessities 

Clothes 

School necessities and 

new books 

Consumption goods 

Shoes 

Toys 

Various 

4 mortal 2 tenate, 3 

bags, 3 mecapal, huacal, 

4 machetes, 3 pick 

spades, 5 hammers, pot 

of nails, 2 pierces, saw, 

wedge, axe, sewing-

machine 

3-5 sets per person, 3 

dresses (both mother 

and daughter) 

Shoes (2 sons), 3 pens, 5 

pencils, 15 notebooks 

Radio with cassette 

player, 40 cassettes 

Plastic sandals, 

huaraches 

-

5 white hats, 1 umbrella, 

2 watches (adults), iron, 

8 towels 

5 morral, tenate, bag, 

knapsack, 5 mecapal, 

huacal, 5 machetes, 4 

pick spades, 5 hammers, 

pot of nails, pierce, saw, 

axe, hunting rifle 

2 sets adults, 3 sets 

children 

3 pens, 12 pencils, 1 

notebook 

Radio with cassette 

player, 7 cassettes 

Plastic sandals, 1 pair of 

boots, huaraches 

-

Clothes for village dance, 

10 white hats, 1 clock, 5 

towels 

Pick-up van, complete 

set of tools and garden 

tools, large electric mill 

and small hand mill 

(both for maize), large 

and small electric coffee 

husking machine. 

More than 20 sets per 

person, and sweaters, 

coats, jeans, ponchos 

Many pens, pencils, 

books, coloured pencils, 

notebooks, Readers 

Digest etc. 

Colour and black & 

white television, radio 

with cassette player, 60 

cassettes 

Leather and plastic 

shoes, sandals, boots, 

sport shoes 

Cars, dolls, balls, games, 

tricycle, etc. 

Camera, make-up, 

jewellery, repellent, 

watches, clock, alarm 

clocks, bags, iron, 

ironing-board, 20 towels 
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2.2 Acquisitions 

1990-1998 

Land and housing 

Furniture 

Kitchen utensils 

Tools, machines 

Clothes 

School necessities and 

books 

Consumption goods 

Shoes 

Toys 

Various 

Household 1 

New brick house, 

running water 

Each child a bed 

Blender, single-burner 

cooker with 2 gas tanks, 

glasses, 3 charolitas 

Coffee-husking machine 

(convertible to 

electricity), 3 mecapal, 2 

huacal, 4 machetes, 1 

axe 

Sweater (everybody), 

jeans 

Education children 

(junior and senior high 

school) 

Shoes, school books, 

fees, boarding houses 

(2), bags 

Colour television, 30 

cassettes 

Sport shoes (children) 

(no huaraches) 

Doll, ball 

Deodorant, make-up, 5 

baseball caps (no hats), 

1 clock, 4 watches 

Household 2 

Income sons 

Wood for 2 new houses 

(for sons) 

1 bed (son and wife), 4 

blankets 

1 ladle, 26 cups 

2 macapal, 3 huacal, 5 

machetes, 2 hammers, 1 

piercer, 1 axe 

10 sets (daughter-in-law) 

-

Colour and blacks 

white television, 20 

cassettes 

Plastic boots, shoes 

(children) 

2 guitars 

Black hats, 3 watches, 

make-up and jewellery 

(daughter-in-law) 

Household 3 

Trade wife 

Tiles on bedroom floors, 

running water 

New dinner table with 6 

chairs, new curtains 

Tupperware boxes and 

cups, kitchen machine 

Small electric maize mill 

Shorts, mini-skirts 

(daughter) 

Education children 

(junior and senior high 

school) outside the Sierra 

School books, fees, 

boarding houses 

(relatives), bags 

Video, 20 video 

cassettes, 40 cassettes 

Nintendo computer 

games 

Rucksacks (children), 

camera 
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GARDEN OF TWO AVERAGE HOUSEHOLDS 
BETWEEN 1989 AND 19982 

Type of cultivation 1989 

Vegetables and plant food 

Herbs and spices (including 

leaves) 

Medicinal plants (see annex 5) 

Fruit 

Flowers and decorative plants 

Trees 

Other 

Garden 1 - 300 m2 

cinnamon, flea chilli 

acalypha, allspice, angel's 

trumpet, fringed rue, greenstick, 

ginger, Mexican false calico, 

parsley, sedum, sweet violet, 

Veracruz pepper, waxweed, wild 

mint 

bananas, guave, lime, orange, 

tangerine, wild avocado 

ala de cotorra, barba de San José, 

chrysanthemum, crown of thorns, 

estrellitas, flor silvestre, hibiscus, 

hortensia, palm, rose 

barbados nut, frangipani, great 

leadtree (seeds), 

coffee bushes, Indian shot leaves 

(for wrapping tamales), lemon 

grass (tea), spider flower 

Garden 2 - 300 m2 

air potato, avocado, chayote, 

maize, Mexican tea, squash, 

tomatoes 

begonia leaves {xocoyole pinto), 

daffodil garlic, large chilli, flea 

chilli, oreja de gatto, purple stem 

taro (mafafa), prince's feather 

{quiltoniles), wild mint 

absinthium, baby sage, 

bloodberry, Mexican giant hyssop, 

parsley, rosemary, savory, sweet 

marjoram, waxweed, wild mint, 

wormwood 

bananas (various), black sapote, 

cherimoya, frisco, guave, lime, 

orange, peach (white, yellow), 

wild avocado 

Aztec marigold, begonia, cotton 

(Christmas), palm leaves, rose 

capulin, carboncillo, guacal, 

mamey (no fruit), vanilla (not 

productive) 

angel's trumpet (turkey food), 

coffee, cotton (for medical 

purposes), Indian shot leaves, 

lemon grass, peanuts 

2 The households are the same as household 1 and 2 of annex 2. My aim is to show the variety of 
edibles in a village garden. Mestizo households usually have decorative plants and flowers and hardly 
any edibles in their gardens, and therefore household 3 is not included. When the house is enlarged or 
additional houses are built for the children or grandchildren, cultivation gradually diminishes. In house
hold 1 a new larger brick house was constructed and in household 2 two houses will be built for the 
eldest sons. See annex 7 for botanical names. 
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Changes between 1989-1998 

Vegetables and plant food 

Herbs and spices (including 

leaves) 

Medicinal plants 

Fruit 

Flowers for house altar 

Trees 

Other 

Less 

-

cinnamon, flea chilli 

allspice, parsley, wild mint 

tangerine, wild avocado 

hibiscus, palm, barba de San José 

Indian shot leaves, spider flower 

Additional 

bottlegourd, red bean, runner 

bean 

allspice, cabbage rose, fringed rue, 

sedum 

bananas, mango, melon, 

tangerine 

barbados nut, frangipani, great 

leadtree (seeds) 
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WILD LIFE3 

Edible ; 

Ardilla - squirrel - stayi 

Armadillo - armadillo - kunjuy 

Conejo - rabbit, probably: 

Gato del monte-both: 

leoncillo - wildcat, jaguarundi cat 

ocelote - ocelot 

Jabali - wild boar - kuiwipaxni 

Mapache - raccoon - mapachin 

Marta - marten - stiwéwat 

Perro de agua (nutria) - otter - tankatzis 

Puma - puma - lahpanit 

Tejon - badger - xkut 

Temazate (venado) - deer - skatan 

Tigrillo - margay - staku misin 

Tlacuache - opossum - xtan 

Tuza - paca - tuspan 

Vistlacuache - porcupine - xump 

Zorra - fox - wekgni 

Sciurus Aureogastar (grey), Sciurus 

Dasypus novemcintus 

niger (red) 

Sylvilagus floridanus 

Felis yagouaroundi 

Felis pardalis 

Pecan tajacu 

Procyon lotor 

Potos flavus 

Lutra canadensis 

Felis concolor 

Nasua narica 

Mazama amerkana 

Felis wiedii 

Didelphis marsupialis 

Cuniculus paca 

Coendu mexicanus 

Urucyon cineroagentus (grey) 

| Non-edible 

Cacomixtle - ferret - tankwiwi 

Hormiguero - ant-eater - kuinkalixkol 

Onza - long-tailed weasel - smajan 

Perro de monte - tayra (weasel) - aktza stziya 

Temazate (venado) - deer - skatan 

Zorri l lo-skunk-sasan 

Zorrillo de espaldo bianco 

Zorrillo manchado (sometimes) 

Basariscus astutus 

Tamandua tetradactyla 

Mustela frenata 

Tayra barbara 

Mazama amerkana 

Conepatus mesoleucus 

Spilogale augustifrons 

3 Animals are mentioned first with the Spanish name used in Nanacatlan, the English translation -
Totonac from Nanacatlan - Latin name, based on Leopold 1987. 

4 Commonly named comadreja. Elsewhere in Mexico onza refers to leoncillo. 
5 Not meant is the gato monies - wildcat - Lynx rufus. 
6 Deer is common as animal-soul and according to some informants eating it is cannibalism. 
7 Collective noun for the sporadically found puma, and the non-occurring lion, tiger, and jaguar. 
8 Commonly named tuza real or tepesquintle. 
9 Commonly named puercoespino. 
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MEDICINAL PLANTS 

Local name: Spanish /Totonac 

Aguacate (Hojas de) / kukuta 

Ahuah 

(axiote) 

Ajenjibre / Kaxtalampin 

Ajenjo / jenjo* 

Ajo* 

Anis 

Arnica/ maklhtgkun 

Canela* 

Chaca / tusün 

Botanic10 and English name 

Persea americana Mill., Lauraceae 

Avocade (leaves) 

Bixa orellana L, Bixaceae 

Annatto, lipsticktree 

Zingiber officinale Roscoe, 

Zingiberaceae 

Ginger 

Artemisia absinthium L, 

Compositeae 

Absinthium 

Allium sativum L, Lilliaceae 

Garlic 

Tagetes micrantha Cav., 

Asteraceae 

Licorice marigold 

Heterotheca inuloides Cass., 

Compositae 

Arnica 

Cinnamomum zeylanicum Hees, 
Lauraceae 

Cinnamon 

Bursera simaruba (L.) Sarg., 

Burseraceae 

Gumbo limbo tree 

Application in self-medication, 

usually as tea11 

Susto (water, earth, aire): oral and 

external: in refino: avocado 

leaves, clove, estafiate, garlic, 

matanzi, nutmeg, pepper, tobacco; 

Stomach pain (also with 

manzanilla); Hard delivery: with 

chocolate, cinnamon, sugar, silver 

coin;. Mai aire: new leaves, 

mohuite and salt in refino to rub 

child. 

Seeds: tea against measles. 

Dysentery: root tea; Toothache: 

concentrated tincture (boiling root 
tea). 

Coraje (anger, sadness) with loss 

of appetite; Strong susto. 

See aguacate. 

Gas in stomach; Uncomfortable 

delivery: rub belly with mescal 

(magey), oil, (Anis de campo) 

sherry and honey in refino. 

Inflamed pimples and bites; 

Inflamed stomach. With chaca 

and manzanilla to bath 

undeveloped pimples. 

Coughing: with flower of 

bougainvillea, espinosilla, violet; 

See aguacate. 

See arnica. 

10 I am greatly indebted to Miguel Angel Martinez Alfaro for identifying the plants. See also 
Martinez Alfaro et at 1995. 

11 Plant leaves are used to make tea as an oral medicine, unless otherwise indicated. Diseases in 
Spanish are explained in chapter 5. Plants with * are all added to refino (rum) for a medicine against 
susto (oral and external use), used by healers. The recipe is secret. 
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Chichicastle/chiüx* 

Clavo de comer* 

Coralillo / lakgpin* 

Cordoncillo / kgantsaputuwan 

(Juniapa) 

Epazote / Lhkganni 

Escobilla / xkgatnalipalhna* 

(verbena) 

Espino / maklhtukun (chayote) 

Espinosilla/ nicaxanil* 

Estafiate / estapiake * 

Flor de muerto / kgalhpuxam 

Floripundio / kalapux 

Guayaba / asiwit 

Hierbabuena / Ihpupuwina 

Hierba del aire / 

paxtokgnatuwan* 

Hierba del cancer / tujuma tuwan 

Hoja duke / sakgsin tuwan 

Hoja santa / pulhuku 

Urtica chamaedryoides Pursh, 

Urticacea 

Heartleaf nettle 

Eugenia caryophyllus, Myrtaceae 

Clove 

Rivina humilis L, Pytholaccaceae 

Bloodberry, rouge plant 

Piper Auritum H.B.K., Piperaceae 

Veracruz pepper 

Chenopodium ambrosioides L., 

Chenopodiaceae 

Mexican tea, wormseed 

Verbena litoralis HBK, 

Verbenaceae 

Vervain 

Sechium edule Sw., Cucurbitaceae 

Chayote 

Loeselia mexicana (Lam.) Brand., 

Polemoniaceae 

Mexican false calico 

Artemisia ludoviciana Nutt. subsp. 

Mexicana (Willd) Keck, Asteraceae 

Wormwood, sagebrush 

Tagetes erecta L, Compositae 

African or Aztec Mangold 

Brugmansia x Candida Pers., 

Solanaceae 

Angel's trumpet 

Psidium guajava L, Myrtaceae 

Guava 

Mentha arvensis L, Labiatea 

Wild mint 

Crusea diversifolia HBK Anderson, 

Rubiaceae 

Mountain saucerflower 

Acalypha arvensis Poepp., 

Euphorbiaceae 

Acalypha 

Lippia dulcis Trev., Verbanaceae 

Mexican lippia 

Eupatorium morifolium Mill., 

Asteraceae 

Greenstick 

Headache; Stomach pain; 

Purifying blood; Fever with 

measles (also external). 

See aguacate. 

Foggy eyes; Blood; Kidney; 

Stomach problems. 

External: to clean pimples, 

infections, swellings; Oral: after a 

blow (on the head) 

To menstruate; Stomach pain. 

Steambath against susfo. 

Kidney stones. 

High fever: oral and external (in 

refino), latter also for chest pain. 

See canela. 

Constipation; External: susto 

(water, earth), with garlic, 

tobacco, matanzi. See aguacate. 

External: cleaning pimples and 

wounds; With mano de lechusa, 

tabaco and oil to rub weak 

children. 

Epilepsy (small quantity); Mai de 

ojo: with hojas santa, rose flower, 

carbonate, oil, raw egg white (of 

egg used for rubbing): 12 hrs on 

stomach and back of child. 

Dysentery; Pimples in mouth; Hair 

loss. 

Stomach pain of baby; Very hot 

with sugar or honey to lower 

fever. 

External: cleaning pimples and 

wounds; oral: stomach pain. 

To menstruate or when it is 

painful; Abortion. 

Asthma; See floripundio. 



294 ANNEXES 

Laurel/unantuwan* 

Lima de castilla / tsikit lima 

Madura de zapote / 

akglhtantulunks 
Mano de grillo / xmakan silakni* 

Mano de lechuza / akgachulhnut* 

Probably: hierba de lechuza 

Manzanilla 

Matanzi / Pikuatuwan* 

Mejorana* 

Mirto* 

Moradilla / akgasmalh xatzutzokg 

Mozote de caballo / xtiyu kawayü 

Muite / tsis 

Nuez moscada 

Oregano* 

Palma / Iflhtamp 

Perejil* 

Litsea glaucescens HBK, 

Lauraceae 

Laurel 

Citrus aurantifolia (Chr) Swingle, 

Rutaceae 

Lime 

Hamelia patens Jacq., Rubiaceae 

Scarlet bush, firebush 

Iresine herbstii Hook, 

Amaranthaceae 

Bloodleaf, beefsteak plant, 

chicken gizzard 

Kalanchu pinnata (Lam) Pers., 

Crassulaceae 

(probably) Cathedral bells 

Matricaria recutita L, Asteraceae 

Camomille 

Satureja brownei (Swartz) Briq., 

Lamiaceae 

Savory 

Origanum majorana L (sp.), 

Lamiaceae 

Marjoram, sweet marjoram 

Salvia microphylla HBK, 

Lamiaceae 

Baby sage 

Zebrina pendula, Commelinaceae 

Wandering jew 

Bidens pilosa L, Compositeae 

Hairy beggarticks 

Justicia spicigera (Schlecht), 

Acanthaceae 

Mexican honeysucle, firecracker 

bush 

Nutmeg 

Origanum vulgare L, Lamiaceae 

Oregano, wild marjoram 

Chamaedorea oblongata Mart., 

Palmae 

Palm 

Petroselinum crispum (Mill) 

Nyman ex A., 

Apiaceae 

Parsley 

Headache; External: purple fingers 

and mouth of screaming child. 

Skin to treat sour throat. 

External: cleaning wounds and 

pimples. 

Headache; To urinate; See mano 

de lechuza. 

Root tea: failing to urinate (with 

mano de grillo); See flor de 

muerto. 

Coraje or strong feelings; Nerves; 

External: swollen face caused by 

tooth infection: fry in oil and lay 

on heated sauco leave; See 

aguacate and arnica. 

See aguacate and estafiate. 

Stomach pain; Mai aire, external, 

in refino. 

Indigestion and empacho; 

Stomach pain; Abortion; 

External: headache, in vinegar on 

forehead. 

To stop bleeding (nose); To 

urinate; Painful urinating. 

Kidneys; Bathing inflamed feet. 

To menstruate; Diabetics; See 

aguacate; Susto children: to bath; 

See aguacate. 

Empacho; Coughing; Diarrhoea: 

tea with carbonate and drop of 

oil. 

Painful and hoarse throat: with 

tulipan and bougainvillea 

Toothache: rinse, with salt; 

Abscess in mouth: rinse, with 

carbonate. 
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Pimipnta / ukum* 

Piocha 

Romero 

Rosa de castilla / laktzu rosa 

Ruda 

Salvia / chujut* 

Saüco/tokgxiwa* 

Siempreviva 

Tabaco / axkut 

Toronjil* 

Tulipan / reglete 

Violeta 

Yolispa / lixpa* 

Unidentified plants™ 

Hierba de venado / jukituwan 

Hierba plata / kankatatuwan 

- / tapakghtawila 

Pimenta dioica L. Merrill, 

Myrtaceae 

Allspice 

Melia Azedarach L, Meliaceae 

Chinaberrytree 

Rosmarinos officinalis L, 

Lamiaceae 

Rosemary 

Rosa centifolia L; Rosa Galica L; 

Rosa Chinensis Jacq., Rosaceae 

Cabbage rose; French rose; 

Chinese rose 

Ruta chalepensis L, Rutaceae 

Fringed rue 

Scutellaria sp., Lamiaceae 

Skullcap 

Sambucus mexicana Presl., 

Caprifoliaceae 

Blue elder, Mexican elder 

Sedum dendroideum DC, 

Crassulaceae 

Sedum 

Nicotiana tabacum I., Solanaceae 

Cultivated tobacco 

Agastache mexicana (Kunth) Lint 

et Epiing, 

Lamiaceae 

Mexican giant hyssop 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis L, 

Malvaceae 

Hibiscus 

Viola odorata L, Violaceae 

Sweet violet 

Cuphea sp., Lythraceae 

Waxweed 

See aguacate and estafiate. 

Stomach pain: with toronjil and 

saüco; Same tea and as external: 

aching after heavy load: 3 days on 

back and stomach, before 

almuerzo. 

Dysentery; Hair loss; Stomach 

pain. 

Diarrhoea: dried flowers; 

Constipation: fresh flowers; 

Inflamed eyes: squeeze flowers 

directly in eyes; See hoy'as santa; 

See palma. 

Mai de ojo: branch in pillow-case; 

See piocha. 

* 

To sleep: branch in pillow-case; 

Mai de ojo: branch on scissors on 

top of cup, next to head child; See 
niocha. 

Red or inflamed eyes: squeeze 

directly in eyes; Pimple in mouth: 

chew raw. 

Snake bite: in refino (to vomit); 

See florde muerto; External: 

pimples, swelling, rash, itching: 

toasted and pulverized in refino. 

Coughing: tea or with refino; 

Excessive menstruation; Severe 

stomach pain; Strong feelings; 

Nerves; See piocha. 

Coughing: with cinnamon and 

raisins; See palma. 

Pimples in mouth; See canela and 

espinosilla. 

Diarrhoea; External: Cramps: in 

refino to rub. 

WSKtÊKÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊHtÊM 
-

-
-

Saccar piedras (scorcery); To 

menstruate. 

Espanto de hombres. 

Abortion. 

12 Details on these plants are kept secret. 
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DANCES IN NANACATLAN 

The dances in Nanacatlan are considered to be religious and are performed during 
Catholic celebrations. Their sacred character is emphasized by a prohibition to 
commercialise them. Each dance has a teacher (master), a captain, dancers, and 
musicians. The master is usually the previous captain, and the new one is his son. 
Girls dance only in the Migueles (three angels) and Negritos (Malinche). The men 
and boys are Catholic Totonacs and come from different social backgrounds. 
Though the dancers operate as a group (Kasburg 1992:197), people remember the 
names of the best dancers, especially the comic and evil figures. The music is often 
rather monotonous but the outfits of the dancers and their wooden attributes (like 
the horse, wings, masks) are colourful and impressive. The dance troupes take part 
in the processions and have their main performances in the afternoon in front of the 
church. 

In the 1990s the previously existing dances (Santiagueros, Migueles, Huhues, 
Judi'os and in Mexico City by migrants the Negritos,) were augmented with five 
new ones, though not all by villagers (Voladores, Quetzales, Espanoles, Tejoneros 
and a second Migueles troupe). Decades ago all these dances were performed in the 
village and almost every male used to join them for a while, but they had gradually 
disappeared and only the eldest villagers remember this. The Voladores, Quetzales, 
Huhues and Tejoneros are generally seen as reinterpretations of Pre-Hispanic 
dances, and the Santiagueros, Migueles, Negritos and Espanoles as Spanish or 
colonial war dances. Ichon (1973:406) for instance considers the Voladores and 
Santiagueros as opposite dances: a pagan dance with hardly any new influence 
against a purely Spanish and Catholic one. Nowadays such distinctions are unim
portant in Nanacatlan because all the dances are part of the local customary reper
toire, performed to honour the Saints and God. The meaning, recitations or dance 
passes are not what counts, but rather their spectacle and drama as an expression of 
local customs that need to be preserved and continued. Even the master of a dance 
is unable to offer an explanation, even about its local history and interpretation. 

Santiagueros 

Because Santiago is village patron this has been the principal dance of Nanacatlan 
as long as the elderly can remember. There are 10 dancers (among them the sons of 
Magdalena and Lorenzo) and eight similar dance scenes, apart from the principal 
part: the war between the king Pilatos and Santiago on his horse (of wood, around 
his waist). Large crowds gather to watch during the first days of the feast. The war 
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starts with a recitation in Nahua (sic!) that even the master is unable to translate. 
The master don Pedro plays a flute and another person a large drum. The master's 
son Sebastian (husband of Tomasa) is the captain. The dancers each wear about 100 
bells around their ankles. Each night the horse returns to his altar in the house of 
the master, who offers maize, grass, water, and salt and burns a candle and incense. 
The horse is on the altar from the beginning of July (when the dancers start practis
ing) until after the feast of San Miguel (beginning of October). 

The Santiagueros is a variation of the Mows y Christianos dance, spread by the 
missionaries to christianise the indigenous war dances. Its principal diffusion is in 
the Sierra Norte de Puebla (Ichon: 1973:407,392); Mompadré and Gutierrez 1976: 
127-128). 

Migueles 

The eight Migueles with their wings, the three Marias, and the devil with his black 
masks dance eight different parts in four scenes, apart from the principal part of the 
war between Miguel and the devil, who tries to steal the angels. The last day another 
devil and the Huehues (see below) appear to stage a major war, but with the help of 
the Huehues the devils are chased all over the village. The two violinists (some
times only one) and a guitar player are from Tuxtla, Ixtepec, and Huitzilan. The 
devil has a comical role, though he is feared by the children, and makes the grown 
ups laugh by saying they are his children. This dance is also an old one in the vil
lage, mainly organised by the family of don Felix. His son Fermin, the captain, was 
therefore not amused when in 1994 a second dance troupe organised by a migrant 
appeared on the scene. The new one had to stop performing. 

Voladores 

This famous and spectacular Totonac dance reappeared in the village in 1989 per
formed by a troupe of Hueytlalpan. The master taught it to a group of Nanacatecos 
who started performing themselves afterwards. It centres around a huge pole 
(between 20-35 metres) with a rotating platform on top to which a square frame of 
four poles is attached. The principal performance is the descent, when five dancers 
climb the large pole and four of them fly down in a circle around the pole, attracting 
large excited crowds. The remaining dancers circle around the pole and one of 
them beats a small drum. The captain dances on the top of the pole, playing his 
flute, while the four dancers start sitting on one side of the frame each and attach a 
rope to their waist. They drop backwards at the same time to descend, circling 
wider and wider as the rope unwinds. Just before their pointed hats hit the ground 
they turn straight up to land on their feet. It is a spectacular sight. One of the danc
ers (Bernadino) learned during a course of Liberation Theology that the square on 
top of the pole represents the four cardinal points and the pole the centre of the 
world, while the dance symbolizes the veneration of the sun. 
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Though the dance is considered of pre-Hispanic origin, there are no definite 
proofs, on époque or on indigenous groups (Aztec, Otomi, or Totonac). Nowadays 
it can be found among Totonacs, Otomi, and Huastecos in Puebla, Veracruz, 
Hidalgo, and San Luis Potosi' (Leal 1977:129-142). It has been commercialised in 
Cuetzalan, Papantla, the site of El Tajfn, and outside the Anthropology museum in 
Mexico City. 

Quetzales 

The young people who revived this dance, several grandsons of don Felix (includ
ing the captain) among them, were keen to learn it "so that the costumbres do not 
get lost". The dance is spectacular like the the Voladores, and centres around a large 
vertically rotating wheel with wings (resembling a wind mill with the wings in 
frame). On their head the dancers wear a large multi-coloured circle of bright foil 
with plumes, which has a diameter of over a metre. The principal part consists of 
four of the dancers sitting on the wheel that turns because each time a dancer is 
below he pushes the ground with his feet. They are accompanied by the sound of a 
flute and drum. The wheel starts turning faster and faster until the head decorations 
turn into one large multi-coloured circle that sparkles brightly when hit by the 
sun. 

The dance is originally associated with agricultural rituals, has solar and cosmo-
logical connotations, and is also seen as the symbol of movement. It is performed 
among the Totonacs and Nahuas of the Sierra Norte de Puebla, among the Totonacs 
of coastal Veracruz and the coastal Huastecas (Mompadré & Gutierrez 1976:74). 

Huehues 

The Hueheus in Nanacatlan appear on Easter Saturday to dance happily around in 
an exaggerated manner, because Jesus is resurrected, and also take part in the 
Migueles (see above). They are oddly dressed, with masks of animals or the devil, 
old jackets, shirts, and battered hats, while some use jerrycans as tambourines; 
several are dressed as women with dresses and wigs, or in traditional blouses and 
skirts. They behave oddly with jumps, shouts, dance passes and people laugh a lot, 
especially when they see those dressed as women. During Semana Santa they are 
the opposite of the aggressive Judios, just like they oppose the devils during the 
Migueles. 

Among some Totonacs the Huehues dance during Carnival and among Huaste
cas and Tepehuas during Todos Santos. Huehues, meaning 'Elderly' in Nahua, are 
the dead. Originally the Huehues were the soldiers of Herodes, disguised to enter 
the houses looking for Jesus (Ichon 1973:431-435). 
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Judios 

The Judios only perform during Semana Santa, when their principal presence is on 
Good Friday to carry the coffin of Jesus during the procession to his little house at 
the back of the church, representing the killing of Jesus and his burial. The 16 
dancers are dressed like old people with masks; mestizos with shoes, trousers and 
shirts; women with dresses and wigs or in traditional clothes, and look a lot like the 
Huehues except that they carry a rifle and behave very differently. The Judios 
dance very aggressively and wild, waving their arms as if ready to attack. They are 
considered to be evil because they killed Jesus, though their appearance neverthe
less makes people laugh at first. During the solemn and long procession when the 
Judios carry Jesus Entierro (Jesus in a glass coffin) - symbolising the killing of 
Jesus and his burial - such amusement is completely absent. 

The role of the Judios is comparable to the origin of the Huehues who Ichon 
describes as the disguised soldiers of Herodes who try to find and kill Jesus. In 
Nanacatlan Judios and Huhues are each other's opposites as the ones killing Jesus 
against the ones celebrating his resurrection. That the categories of good and evil 
are not mutually exclusive is exemplified by the similarity of the two troupes. 

Espanoles 

Performed in the Totonac area, this dance appeared in Nanacatlan in the early 1990s 
only to disappear again a few years later. According to the dancers the Spaniards 
fight against Cuauhtemoc, Moctezuma, the Moors, or the Indians. It represents the 
Spanish flag against the Mexican flag. 

The dance is also called Mows y Aztecos or Tocotines and represents the visit of 
Cortes to Moctezuma, with a war. At the end a dance reunites the two parties 
(Mompadré and Guriérrez 1976: 149-150). 

Negritos (from Zongozotla) 

This dance is situated on a sugarcane or maize plantation, where a group of peones 
work under supervision of a foreman (the captain of the dance), together with his 
wife Malinche (translator and companion of Cortes). The peones complain that 
they have found a snake who has bitten them, but each time the foreman starts 
checking out he finds only a harmless object such as a branch or liana. Finally the 
peones find the snake and the foreman kills it, though he has been bitten. He is only 
cured after he has written his testament with bequests for his workers. In the Sierra 
Norte de Puebla where no haciendas exist, emphasis is on the danger of the snake. 
Don Felix is also master of this dance, now performed by his sons in Mexico City 
who also come to the village (though less and less). A troupe from Zongozotla 
started performing it at the fiesta in Nanacatlan. 

In general, the snake plays an important role in the Totonac worldview and 
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represents lightning, rain, and maize. The dance seems to have originated in the 
part of Veracruz where black slaves worked on sugarcane plantations, which 
explains the African influences (Ichon 1973:415-419). Very different versions of 
the dance exist between the Totonacs of Veracruz, the Totonacs and Nahuas of the 
Sierra Norte de Puebla, the Purépechas of Michoacan, and the Huastecas of Ver
acruz and the Sierra in Oaxaca (Mompadré and Gutierrez 1976:206). 

Tejoneros (from Zitlala) 

About 12 dancers (dressed like the Huehues) dance around a large pole (15 meters) 
to the music of a violin and guitar. The pole is covered by Papatla leaves with a 
woodpecker on top and a stuffed badger a quarter of the way up. Around the foot 
of the pole is a screen of cloth (2 metres high) to hide the person who pulls the 
ropes to move the bird and the badger. The principal scene starts with a man outside 
the crowd shooting the badger, who then moves in a death struggle (by pulling the 
ropes). This looks very realistic and makes people laugh. After that the woodpecker 
starts moving down, picking at the leaves and thus uncovering the pole and this 
again looks realistic. Don Felix explained that the dance shows the discovery of 
maize (see chapter 5 and Ellison 2004:205). First the badger that eats the maize 
growing on the milpa and therefore is the enemy of men, is killed. The woodpecker 
uncovers the maize by picking at a rock, but he gets hit by a piece and therefore has 
a red head. When during the dance the bird takes the leaves from the pole, he 
uncovers the maize. 

This dance is performed in the Sierra of Puebla and Veracruz, and is also known 
under the name Huehues among Totonacs. It is interpreted as a dance related to 
nahualism, the ability of sorcerers to convert into an animal (Mompadré and 
Gutierrez 1976:108) or as one of the animalist dances that frequently occur in 
Mexico and Guatemala (Ichon 1973:421). The interpretation in Nanacatlan sug
gests it is an agricultural dance, venerating the (origin of) maize. 
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CULTIVATED AND WILD PLANTS IN NANACATLAN13 

English name 

air potato, air yam, potato yam 

asparagus fern, ornamental 

asparagus 

avocado 

Aztec marigold 

barbados nut, purging nut 

bean, kidney bean, French bean, 

common bean 

cowpea 

runner bean, scarlet runner 

bedding geranium, house 

geranium 

begonia 

black nightshade 

black sapote, chocolat pudding 

fruit 

bleeding heart glorybower 

bottle gourd, calabash 

bougainvillea 

calopo, calopogonium 

capote 

chayote 

Local Spanish name 

extranjero papa 

esparrago fino 

aguacate 

flor de muerto 

pihon 

frijol 

frijol cuerno 

frijol gordo (and the varieties fijol 

bayo, negro and pinto) 

capote 

xocoyole pinto 

xocoyole bianco 

hierbamora 

zapote negro 

flor 5 de mayo, clero bianco 

jicaro 

bugambilia 

jicama 

mafafa (wild) 

chayote 

Scientific name 

Dioscorea bulbifera L, 

Dioscoreaceae 

Asparagus setaceus (Kunth) 

Jessop, Liliaceae 

Persea Americana Mill., Lauraceae 

Tagetes erecta L, Compositae 

Jatropha curcas L, Euphorbiaceae 

Phaseolus vulgaris L, Fabaceae 

Vigna unguculata L.Walp, 

Fabaceae 

Phaseolus coccineus L. subsp. 

Darwinianus Hernandez X. et 

Miranda, Fabaceae 

Pelargonium cf. x hortorum L.H. 

Bailey, Geraniaceae 

Begonia heradeifolia Cham, et 

Schlecht., Begoniaceae 

Begonia nelumbifolia Cham, et 

Schlecht., Begoniaceae 

Solanum nigrum L, Solanaceae 

Diospyros digyna Jacq. Ebenaceae 

Clerodendrum thomsoniae Ball, 

Verbenaceae 

Lagenaria siceraria (Mol.) Standi., 

Cucurbitaceae 

Bougainvillea glabra Choisy, 

Nyctaginaceae 

Calopogonium caeruleum (Benth) 

Sauv. Fabaceae 

Xanthosoma robustum Schott, 

Araceae 

Sechium edule Jacq. Swartz, 

Cucurbitaceae 

Special thanks to Miguel Angel Marti'nez Alfaro and Virginia Evangelista Oliva. 
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cherimoya, custard apple 

chilli 

cinnamon 

coffee 

Creole cotton, American Pima 

cotton 

crown of thorns 

curly dock 

daffodil garlic 

elephant's ear 

flea chilli 

frangipani, temple tree, red-

jasmin 

giant reed, elephant grass 

great leadtree 

green tomatoes 

guava 

hibiscus 

hydrangea 

Indian shot leaves 

lemon grass 

lime, Mexican lime, key lime 

maize 

mamey 

mango 

Mexican tea 

orange (bitter or sour) 

orange, sweet orange 

palm 

peach (white and yellow) 

chirimoya 

chile verde and rojo, chiltepin 

canela 

café 

algodón 

corona de Crista 

lengua de vaca 

cebollina 

mafafa (wild and cultivated) 

chiltepin 

flor de mayo 

Canaveral 

huaxi, guaxi 

tomates de cascara 

guayaba 

tulipan / reglete 

(flor de) arete 

hortensia 

papatla 

zacate de limón 

limón, lima de Castilla 

maiz 

mamey 

mango 

epazote 

naranja agria 

naranja (duke) 

pa I ma 

durazno blanco, amarillo 

Annona cherimola Mill., 

Annonaceae 

Capsicum annuum L, Solanaceae 

Cinnamomum zeylanicum Nees, 

Lauraceae 

Coffea arabica L, Rubiaceae 

Gossypium barbadense L, 
Malvaceae 

Euphorbia milii Desmoul., 

Euphorbiaceae 

Rumex crsipis L, Polyagalaceae 

Allium neapolitanum Cyt, 

Liliaceae 

see capote and purple stem taro 

Capsicum annuum L, Solanaceae 

Plumeria rubra L, Apocynaceae 

Arundo donax L, Poaceae 

Leucaena pulverulenta (Schlecht) 

Benth., Fabaceae 

Physalis auquata Jacq. Solanaceae 

Psydium guajava L, Myrtaceae 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis L, 
Malvaceae 

Hibiscus spiralis Cav., Malvaceae 

Hydrangea macrophylla (thunb.) 

Ser., Saxifragaceae 

Canna indica L, Cannaceae 

Cymbopogon citratus (DC. ex 
Nees) Stapf, Poaceae 

Citrus aurantifolia (Christm.) 

Swingle, Rutaceae 

lea Mais L. Poaceae 

Pouteria sapota (Jacq.) H.B. 
Moore et Steam, Sapotaceae 

Mangifera indica L, 

Anacardiaceae 

Chenopodium ambrosioides L, 

Chenopodiaceae 

Citrus aurantium L, Rutaceae 

Citrus sinensis (L.) Osbeck, 
Rutaceae 

Chamaedorea oblongata Mart., 

Palmae 

Prunus persica (L.) Batsch., 

Rosaceae 
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peanuts 

plume plant, flamingo plant 

prince's feather 

purple stem taro 

purslane, little hogweed 

sesame 

spider flower 

squash, winter squash, pumpkin 

sweet potato 

tangerine 

tomatoes 

vanilla 

wild avocado, wild pear 

wild mint 

xalapa conostegia, chigger nit 

yam bean, Mexican turnip, 

Mexican potato 

- (fruit tree) 

- (coffee shade tree) 

- (coffee shade tree) 

cacahuate 

cola de zorra 

quiltoniles 

mafafa morada (cultivated) 

verdolaga 

ajonjoli 

barbas de chivo 

calabaza 

camote negra 

mandarina 

jitomate 

vanilla 

pahua 

hierbabuena 

capulin, sedit 

jicama 

capulin 

chalahuite bianco 

chalahuite 

Arachis hypogaea L, Fabaceae 

Justicia carnea Lindl., 

Acanthaceae 

Amaranthus cruentus L, 

Amarantaceae 

Xanthosoma violeaceum Schott, 

Araceae 

Portulaca oleracea L, Portulaceae 

Sesamus indicum L, Pedaliaceae 

Cleome speciosa Raf., 
Capparidaceae 

Cucurbita moschata (Duchesne) 

Poir., Cucurbitaceae 

Ipomoea batatas (L.) Poir in Lam., 

Convolvulaceae 

Citrus reticulata Blanco, Rutaceae 

Lycopersicon lycopersicum (L.) 
Karst. Ex Farw. Solanaceae 

Vanilla planifolia Andr., 

Orchidaceae 

Persea Schiedeana Nees, 

Lauraceae 

Mentha arvensis L, Labiatea 

Conostegia xalapensis (Bonpl.) D. 
Don, Melastomataceae 

Pachyrrhizus erosus (L.) Urban, 

Fabaceae 

Xylosma cf. flexuosum (HBK) 

Hemsl., Flacourtiaceae 

Inga Latibracteata Harms, 

Fabaceae 

Inga x xalapensis Benth., 

Fabaceae 
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ahijado/a 
almud 
alcalde mayor 

almuerzo 
altepetl 

ancianos 
atole 

ante-vispera 
bachillerato 
brazero 

brujerfa 
brujo 

cabecera 

cacique 

cafetal 
caida de cuajo 
calzón (de manta) 

Godson / Goddaughter, term of reference 
half a hectare; 7 kilo; 1,6 liters (as dry measure) 
the highest Spanish provincial official, formerly called cor-
regidor 
morning meal (around 11 o'clock) 
pre-Hispanic lordship of a basic socio-economic and political 
unit, turned into a. pueblo de indios under Spanish rule 
elderly 
a beverage from Maya origin, either sweet (atole simple) 
made of masa with sugar or a bit sour (atole agrio) made of 
fresh maize (ejote) 
two days before a main ritual day, the day before vi'spera 
senior high school 
cooking place for firewood, a wooden container on legs filled 
with fine sand and covered with ashes, with three stones or a 
metal rack on top for the pots, pans or comal (see figure 7.1) 
sorcery (T. skuwanari) 
scorcerer (T. skuwana), who can be good (protect against and 
undo sorcery) or evil (bewitch or harm people) and is 
distinguished accordingly as brujo bueno (T. skuwana 
namakgtayayan or skuwana xatlan) or brujo malo (T. skuwana 
nixatlan or skuwana nitlanxtayat) A brujo can be female or 
male and is always ambivalent because she / he has the power 
to do both good or harm. 
town that heads a municipality and is seat of municipal 
authorities 
pre-Hispanic lord, head of an altepetl by descent; under Span
ish rule an Indian mayor, over time also an Indian power-
holder or a local strongman in general 
coffee land 
see cuajo 
traditional Totonac trousers of white cotton that men wear 
with a white blouse 

1 The following books have been especially helpful in compiling this glossary: Callejo 1999 (reli
gion); Davidson 2000 (food); Mompadré and Guttiérez 1976 (dances); Nutini 1980 (compadrazgo). For 
wild life see annex 4, medicinal plants annex 5, and cultivated and wild plants annex 7. T. refers to 
Totonac. 
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Candelaria 

cargos civiles 

cargos religiosos 

ceras 

chilmole 
chilposontle 

clausura 

collectores 
comal 

comida 

compadrazgo 
compadre 

compadres 
comadre 

comisiones 

Corpus Christi 

corregidor 

costumbres 

Candlemas, 2 February. Procession with the Infant Jesus 
dressed in new clothes and carried by the madrina from her 
father's house (the mayordomo) to church and back again 
home in the evening, where it will stay until 24 December, 
a hierarchical system of civic duties that cover a variety of 
activities for the benefit of the community, with the mayor 
and council at the top 
a hierarchical system of religious duties for the organisation 
of local Catholic church affairs and rituals, with the chairman 
and fiscals at the top 
large adornments of moulded beeswax figures and flowers on 
a bamboo structure, covered with brightly coloured foil, car
ried in the processions of the feasts of Santiago and San 
Miguel, and placed in the church next to the statues of San
tiago, San Miguel, and the Virgin during the days of feasts, 
thick stew of fried beef 
sauce with beef or pork in hot water with chilpotles, cinna
mon, small tomatoes, and curley dock (with beef) or purslane 
(with pork) 
special ceremony during which a diploma of kindergarten, 
primary, or secondary school is handed to the children gradu
ates 
collectors of money for main annual public celebrations 
flat and round plate of clay or metal to cook tortillas (see 
figure 7.1) 
main meal, in afternoon (around 4 o'clock), also called cena, 
though this is an additional evening meal for those who can 
afford it (around 8 o'clock) 
ritual kinship between parents and godparents of a child 
co-father (godfather and father of godchild). Term of refer
ence for ritual kinship between men 
general term of reference for ritual kinship 
co-mother (godmother and mother of godchild). Term of ref
erence for ritual kinship between women 
organisers of a particular feast, in Nanacatlan the patron feast 
(Santiago) and San Miguel 
God's Day, early June (on a Thursday, 60 days after Easter, 10 
after Pentecost), with a procession in the village. Also called 
Corazón de Jesus. 
provincial Spanish official with administrative and judicial 
power. Called alcalde mayor after the first codification of 
laws for the Spanish American territories (1542-43) 
local customary ritual practices learned from the ancestors 
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criollos 
cuajo 

cuartillo 
cuentos y chistes 

curandero 

doblar 

duenos 

ejfdo 

elote 

espanto 
empacho 
enchilada 
enojo 

evangelicos 

encomienda 

Espanoles 

faena 
fiesta 

fiscales 
gorditas 

hacienda 
historias 

Hojs-Kaxi 

huacal 

huaraches 

local varieties of maize 
coagulation, stoppage, illness of children, also called caida 
de cuajo 
quarter of a hectare 
stories and jokes, locally used for myths that can be true or 
not true (anymore). 
traditional healer (T. macuchina) who can treat one or several 
ailments, but who does not have the power of a sorcerer to do 
harm or undo sorcery. 
breaking and bending of maize stalks halfway up the stem to 
dry the maize cobs. 
owners or supernatural custodians of natural elements, ani
mals, or crops (T. xmalana, see also Patron) 
land reform of the Mexican revolution with hereditary land 
rights for the landless of collective tenure and management, 
fresh maize cob 
see susto 
stomach problems of children resulting in diarrhoea 
wrap tortilla filled with salsa, egg or other ingredients 
anger, also called coraje, a frustration resulting from the ina
bility to change a situation, that causes the death of a person 
followers of new Protestant denominations such as Pentecos-
tals and Baptists 
obligatory services or tribute of a territory to a Spanish holder 
called encomendero 
dance from the Totonac zone representing the meeting of the 
Spanish conqueror Cortes with the Aztec emperor Moctezuma 
resembling the dances called Mows y Aztecos and Tocotines 
communal labour 
feast of the Patron saint, in Nanacatlan of Santiago on 25 
July 
officials of religious cargos, fiscals 
thick tortillas, made from masa mixed with ground beans, 
avocado leaf, and chiltepin. Also called tlacoyos. 
large estate with fixed ownership 
locally used for stories about the past (T. likatzin) considered 
to be true 
lit. Squash-head, a human transformed into a mythical being 
who comes to attack the village 
carrier net (see figure 3.1) with a mecapal containing 240 
mazorcas or 4 reales. Used by women to carry babies, 
sandals for men and boys of leather with a rubber sole of car 
tire 
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Huehues 

Jesus el Nazareno 

jfcara, xical 

Judfos 

kichkemil 

kuxta (T.) 

lavar los manos 
likatzin (T.) 

hmpia 
listakna (T.) 

madrina 

mal aire 

mal de ojo 

Mananitas 

mano vuelta 

masa 

Nahuatl word for elderly, a dance representing the dead during 
Todos Santos by Tepehuas and Huastecos. There is also a ver
sion called danza de los viejos (dance of the elderly). The 
dancers are masked and half are dressed as women. In Nana-
catlan it is a happy dance performed Saturday before Easter 
(Sabado de Gloria). 
statue of Jesus carried during several processions of Semana 
Santa 
dried and hollow squash used as musical instrument or as 
bowl (for tortillas), cup or spoon (in the past often the only 
utensils) 
dancers during Semana Santa, representing the aggressors 
against Jesus 
short transparent white poncho that women wear over an 
embroidered blouse, with a white skirt and a red woven belt. 
Traditional Totonac style 
animal-soul, also called doble (double), a person's co-spirit of 
the animal to which one is identified and one of the two souls 
of a person (see listakna) 
ritual washing of hands 
stories that are real, referring to historias as well as cuentos y 
chistes, though the latter have (nowadays) a more ambivalent 
meaning, 
ritual cleansing 
spirit-soul that exists before a person is born and after a person 
has died; one of the two souls of a person (see kuxta). After 
death the spirit-soul returns home every year during Todos 
Santos. 
term of reference for godmother. Also: female ritual sponsor 
or official, in Nanacatlan during Christmas, when a girl is the 
main person (called madrina) but her father is the sponsor 
(called mayordomo). 
malicious air, illness caused by a poisoning of the spirit-soul 
by the soul of a deceased or by a brujo 
evil eye, illness of children because their spirit-soul has wan
dered off with another person 
early morning celebration song and birthday serenade to 
women, also sung for the Virgen de Guadalupe on 12 Decem
ber 
reciprocal labour exchange with the obligation to feed the 
workers and to return the same kind of labour 
maize dough 
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mayordomo 

mazorca 
mecapal 

mestizo 

metate 
Mexicanitas 
Mexicanos 
(San) Migueles 

milpa 
mole 

mole poblano 

morral 
municipio auxiliar 

nahuals 

Negritos 

nicho 

nixtamal 
novena 

novia/novio 
padrino 
paladear 

panela 
papa T. 
patrón/Patrón 

sponsor or principal official of a ritual or fiesta. In Nanacatlan 
there are mayordomos for Santiago, San Miguel and Christ
mas (see under madrina, the principal person during Christ
mas rituals) 
dried maize cob 
strap across the forehead and hanging over the shoulders, 
used by men and women to carry a heavy load on the back, 
such as bags, boxes, water containers, firewood (see figure 
3.2) 
Hispanic and national oriented people, also called gente de 
razon 
grinding stone for maize dough 
Mexican folk dances 
people of the Aztec empire, nowadays usually called Nahua's 
war dance with San Miguel fighting the devil, who is trying 
to steal his Marys or virgins. He wins with the help of Hue-
hues, angels and a star, 
maize fields; maize stalk 
famous Mexican dish of turkey, chicken, or pork in a sauce 
with chile ancho, chocolate and a number of spices 
popular version of (the state of) Puebla, from where mole 
originates. 
shoulder bag used by men (see figure 6.2) 
village belonging to a municipality, with its own mayor and 
village council {Junta Auxiliar) 
shamans with the power to transform into non-humans (often 
the kuxta animal), and to return back to being human 
dance influenced by the presence of black slaves representing 
the work on a sugar plantation or milpa and ending with the 
killing of a snake. For Totonacs the snake is a symbol of light
ning, rain, and maize. 
wooden case with glass windows containing the image of a 
saint or of Jesus 
maize kernels cooked with calcium 
nine evenings of prayers with a reciter in the house of a 
deceased 
fiancée/fiancé 
term of reference for godfather 
cleaning the mouth, a healing practice to cure susto by apply
ing garlic to the uvula 
clayed brown sugar 
moon, month 
employer, landlord /patron saint / see duehos 
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peon(es) 
peso 
petate 

pinata 

Posadas 

preperatorio 
presentación 

pueblo de indios 

Quetzales 

quincena 
quintal 

real 
refino 

regidor 
repartimiento 

saccar piedras 

salsa roja 

salsa verde 

San Andres 

day-labourer, also called mozo 
Mexican currency 
sleeping mat, usually used on top of a wooden platform on 
legs 
a colourfully decorated clay pot filled with sweets and 
attached to the ceiling. When the pot is swung on a rope, 
children are blindfolded in turn to try and smash it with a 
stick. 
Lit. Hostels, nine days of processions before Christmas, with 
the statues of the Virgin Mary and Joseph to a different vil
lage house 
three years of junior high school, after secondary school 
presentation to church of a three year old child during a Mass 
upon request of the parents 
basic territorial unit under Spanish rule with an indigenous 
ruler (cacique) and a cabecera as main centre 
related to the Voladores this dance includes the rotation of 
dancers, wearing large brightly coloured circles on their head, 
with the help of a wheel several metres above ground. Is con
sidered of Totonac origin, symbolising movement, and part of 
agricultural and solar rituals, 
elaborate celebration of a girl's fifteenth birthday 
weight measurement for coffee that differs according to the 
stage of drying and processing: one quintal is 245 kilos of 
fresh beans (café ceresa), 100 kilos of shelled, washed and 
one day sun-dried beans (café oreadd), 57.5 kilos of dried 
beans (café seco). 
60 mazorcas 
rum, also called aguardiente, used during rituals and healings 
as a drink or as a liquid for cleanings and massages to which 
herbs may be added 
member of the village council 
labour duties (repartimiento de trabajo) or trade monopoly, 
with the forced buying of Spanish goods and selling of Indian 
products (repartimiento de comercios) 
removing stones, a type of sorcery that uses small object to 
cause pain in the body and is named after its curing (to remove 
such objects) 
red spicy sauce of chilpotle, tomatoes and cumin-seed, for 
daily use 
green spicy sauce of green peppers, green tomatoes, cumin-
seed, coriander or guia de espino, for daily use 
Saint Andrew, 30 November, village feast of Hueytlalpan 
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San Antonio 

San Augustin 
San Bartolo 
San Francisco 

San Isidro 

San Juan 

San Manuel 
San Miguel 

San Sebastian 
Santa Carmen 

Santa Maria 

Santiago 

Santiago Mayor 

Santiago Menor 

Santiagueros 

Saint Anthony, 13 July, Patron of the domesticated animals 
kept around the house 
Saint Augustine, 28 August, village feast of Zitlala 
Saint Bartholomew, 24 August, village feast of Xochitlan 
Saint Francis (of Assisi), founder of Franciscans, 4 October, 
village feast of Caxhuaca 
Saint Isidore, Patron of the bulls. 15 May a mass is held 
during which the bulls are gathered on the church square 
Saint John (the Baptist), Patron of the Sea and Water in gen
eral, 24 June. At midnight villagers try to find buried ancient 
money. The spots are marked by blooming flowers. 
Patron of the Sun 
Saint Michael, Patron of Thunder and Rain, and agricultural 
fertility, celebrated on 29 September. Probably related to 
mountain worshipping rituals during Tepeilhuitl (thirteenth 
month of pre-Hispanic calendar, mainly October) related to 
agriculture/ harvest and the dead by drowning or through 
lightning. Village feast of San Miguel Atlequisayan and San 
Miguel de Cerdo. It marks the end of the patron feast rituals 
of Nanacatlan. 
Saint Sebastian, 20 January, village feast of Tuxtla 
Saint Carmel, 16 July, marks the beginning of the patron feast 
rituals in Nanacatlan, with mass and a procession, during 
which the dancers participate, to the house of the mayordomo 
of Santiago. 
birthday of the Holy Mary, 8 September, village feast of 
Zapotitlan 
Saint James, Patron of Nanacatlan, 25 June. As patron saint of 
the Spanish monarchy, Spanish soldiers often called upon 
him during their battles. He therefore became known as 
powerful by the indigenous populations. Also village feast of 
Huitzilan. 
the most important huge statue of Santiago, behind the church 
altar 
smaller statue of Santiago carried in the processions for San
tiago and San Miguel, always together with a statue of San 
Miguel and the Virgen de Mayo. 
war dance which is mainly performed in the Northern Sierra 
of the state Puebla staging a war between Santiago and 'the 
king' Pilate. A variant of the more widespread dance Mows y 
Christianos introduced in Mexico by the missionaries to 
christianise the indigenous war dances. 
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Santo Domingo 
Ramos 
Santo Entierro 

Santo Patron 
Santos Reyes 
secundario 
Semana Santa 

sitio 
skuwana (T.) 

sopa 
susto 

tacahuele 

taco 

tamales 

Tejoneros 

temazcal 
tenamaztle 

tenate 
tierra frfa/caliente 
tierra templada 
tixmole (tesmole) 

statue of Jesus on his donkey, used on Palm Sunday (Domingo 
Ramos) 
statue of Jesus in a glaze coffin, carried in the main proces
sion of Semana Santa. Does not exist within Catholic lit
urgy. 
Patron Saint of a community or profession 
Twelfthnight (6 January) 
three years of secondary school, after primary school 
Holy or Passion Week, extensively commemorated in Catho
lic Spain and Latin America between Palm Sunday and Easter 
Sunday. It takes place during the first full moon after the 
spring equinox with Easter Sunday as the first Sunday after 
full moon (between 21 March and 25 April), 
premises, yard (with house) 
sorcerer or brujo. Skuwana namakgtayayan or skuwana 
xatlan is a good sorcerer or brujo bueno, and a skuwana nix-
atlan or skuwana nitlanxtayat is an evil sorcerer or brujo 
malo. 
thick soup of pasta, rice, vermicelli, or vegetables 
fright, a state of shock due to the absence of the animal-soul 
(T. listakna), often caused by the anger of one of the Patrons 
of the natural elements. T. pikuan (to be frightened) or Ma-
wan (moving, travelling). 
marriage proposal, consisting of four visits of the parents of a 
prospective groom to the parents of a girl, and visits to god
parents and grandparents, with food gifts after an agreement 
has been reached. 
fried tortilla with a topping of salsa and fresh herbs or 
cheese 
several kinds of steamed and mostly stuffed maize dough 
portions (usually rectangular), wrapped in maize husk or 
large leaves (see recipe 7.1) 
dance generally related to animals or the changing of humans 
into animals (nahualismo). In the Totonac Sierra the dance 
shows the discovery of maize, a visual expression of the 
myth, 
steam bath 
three stones on the fireplace to hold the cooking pots and pans 
or comal 
bag used by women (see figure 6.1) 
higher mountain slopes / lower mountain slopes 
temperate zone (between higher and lower mountain slopes) 
beef tea with chipotles 
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tortilla 
totopa 
trapiche 
Virgen Asuncion 
Virgen Dolores 

Todos Santos All Saints and All Souls Day, on of the most important cele
brations in the annual cycle of popular Catholicism through
out Mesoamerica. 1 and 2 November food offerings are made 
to the death, in Nanacatlan also 31 October and 8 November, 
maize pancake 
hard toasted tortillas that keep well for a long time 
tread-mill for crushing sugarcane 
Assumption of the Virgin, 15 August, village feast of Ixtepec 
Nuestra Senora de Dolores or Our lady of Sorrows, whose 
statue is carried in Nanacatlan during the processions of 
Semana Santa as the Mother of Jesus. Her day of 15 Septem
ber is not celebrated in the village. 

Virgen de Guadalupe Virgin of Guadalupe, 12 December, Patron Saint of Mexico. 
In Nanacatlan she is also protector of villagers working and 
living in Mexico City. 
also Virgen Maria (VM) de Natividad, see Santa Maria 
The Immaculate Conception (also: La Purisimallmmaculada 
Conception), 8 December, village feast of Concepción (Igna-
cio Allende) and Zongozotla. Her statue is carried during the 
Posadas. 
Mother of Jesus, honoured in the month of May with daily 
prayers. Her statue is carried in the village processions of 
Santiago and San Miguel, 
the day before (a main ritual day) 
Spectacular flying dance around a pole between 20 to 35 
meters, from which the dancers descend circling hanging on 
top attached to a rope. It is generally considered to be of 
Totonac and pre-hispanic origin, although there are no defi
nite proofs. Its meaning has become lost but was related to 
the Mesoamerican calendar and solar rituals. The dance has 
become commercialised in various tourist centres such as 
Cuetzalan, Papantla, and outside the Museum of Anthropol
ogy in Mexico City. 

Virgen Maria 
VM de Concepción 

Virgen de Mayo 

vispera 
Voladores 



ABBREVIATIONS 

COMPLAMAR 

CONASUPO 
DIF 
INEA 
INI 
INMECAFE 
NAFTA 
OIT 
PAN 
PPS 
PRD 
PRI 
PROCAMPO 
PRONASOL 
PT 
SEDESOL 
SEP 
SIL/ILV 

General Coordination of the National Plan for Economically 
Depressed Zones 
National Company for Popular Sustenance 
National System for the Integral Development of the Family 
National Institute for Adult Education 
National Indigenous Institute 
Mexican Coffee Institute 
North American Free Trade Agreement 
Independent Totonac Organisation 
National Action Party 
Popular Socialist Party 
Party of the Democratic Revolution 
Institutionalised Revolutionary Party 
Programme of Direct Support Payments to the Countryside 
National Solidarity Programme 
Labour Party 
National Solidarity Programme with Agricultural Day-labourers 
Secretariat of Public Education 
Summer Institute of Linguistics 
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Antoine Socpa 
Démocratisation et Autochtonie 
au Cameroun 
Trajectoires régionales différentes 
Partout en Afrique, la démocratisation 
semble déchaïner une veritable obsession 
avec les identités locales, exprimée en 
termes d'autochtonie et d'exclusion des 
« allogènes ». Pourtant, 1'articulation entre 
démocratisation et autochtonie suit des 
trajectoires différentes. Cet ouvrage compare 
les processus divergents de 1'introduction 
du multipartisme dans deux regions du 
Cameroun: Yaoundé, marquee par des 
tensions entre « autochtones » Béti et 
« allogènes » Bamiléké; et Ie Logone-Chari 
oü Kotoko et Arabes Choa se confrontent 
autour des mêmes idees qui ont pourtant une 
suite toute différente. Cette étude s'intéresse 
au röle de ce qu'on pourrait appeler la 
politique de 1'autochtonie. 
Bd. 1, 2003, 352 S., 29,90€, br., 
ISBN 3-8258-6997-0 

Philip J. Havik 
Silences and Soundbytes 
The gendered dynamics of trade and 
brokerage in the pre-colonial Guinea 
Bissau region 
Set in the pre-colonial Guinea Bissau region. 
Silences and Soundbytes deals with the 
largely ignored roles women - and men -
played as traders and brokers in Afro-Atlantic 
trade settlements emerged after first contact 
in the fifteenth century. Largely based upon 
unpublished archival material, the book traces 
the evolution of these riverine settlements and 
their populations until the military occupation 
by Portugal in the early twentieth century. 
It holds that the formation of settlement 
communities that operated the relay trade 
along the region's many rivers between the 
region's hinterland and the coast created 

opportunities for enterprising and well-
connected women. 
Bd. 2, 2004, 408 S„ 29,90€, br., 
ISBN 3-8258-7709-4 

Marijke Steegstra 
Resilient Rituals 
Krobo initiation and the politics of 
culture in Ghana 
How should modern Ghanaians relate to 
'culture'? This is a hotly debated issue 
in Ghana, where the annual performance 
of the initiation rites for Krobo girls 
(dipo) is highly contested. Drawing on her 
extensive fieldwork and missionary and 
colonial archives, Steegstra shows how the 
contemporary performance of dipo relates 
to and is shaped by Krobo encounters with 
missionary Christianity, colonial intervention 
and modern nationalism. Krobo responses 
to global processes of change involved 
considerable resistance, and over time, 
ongoing local struggles but also a pursuit 
of cultural resilience. 
Marijke Steegstra (Ph.D. University of 
Nijmegen, The Netherlands, 2004) currently 
holds a post-doctoral research position at the 
anthropology department of the University of 
Nijmegen. 

Bd. 3, 2004, 368 S., 29,90 € , br., 
ISBN 3-8258-7786-8 

James Kiernan (Ed.) 
The Power of the Occult in Modern 
Africa 
Continuity and Innovation in the 
Renewal of African Cosmologies 
The occult is a framework of ideas and related 
practices that is drawn upon as a common 
resource to provide an understanding of how 
an apparently random world 'really' works. 
Based mainly on experiential research in 
a range of African societies, the essays in 
this volume examine the relevance of the 
occult to a variety of social concepts and 
contexts. These studies stress three features 
of the occult in modern Africa: 1) as an 
explanatory and tactical device, it is resilient; 
2) it is malleable, with a capacity to absorb 
and assimilate new elements; 3) it is flexible 
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and adaptable to emerging situations and 
novel circumstances. Of interest to specialists 
in the fields of religion, social science and 
African studies, this book also caters for the 
general reader interested in the occult and its 
relevance to modernity and globalisation. 
Bd. 4, 2006, 256 S., 29,90€, br„ 
ISBN 3-8258-8761-8 

Ibrahim Mouiche 
Autorités traditionnelles et 
democratisation au Cameroun 
Entre centralité de 1'Etat et logiques de 
terroir 

Depuis la restauration du multipartisme 
au Cameroun, Ton note a cöté des chefs 
traditionnels, 1'irruption des élites urbaines 
dans les arènes politiques locales, hommes 
d'affaires et hauts cadres administratifs, 
lesquels, preferent se positionner sous la 
bannière du parti au pouvoir, le RDPC. 
L'opposition quant a elle, semble surtout 
bénéficier du soutien des élites moyennes. 
Dans cette logique manichéenne, 1'on avait 
assisté en 1996 a 1'ouverture de la classe 
politique RDPC aux principaux hommes 
d'affaires bamiléké, véritables big-men dans 
leurs localités ; une mutation horizontale. 
Cette coalition hégémonique entre chefs et 
hommes d'affaires avait assure dans certains 
cas aux premiers, leur succes electoral, 
verrouillant ainsi le « changement » pröné par 
1'opposition. Ces entrepreneurs économiques 
étaient prompts a engranger les rentes 
électorales que de par leurs investissements 
dans leurs terroirs, ils constituent un palliatif 
au deficit de regulation étatique en ce temps 
de crise économique. Du cöté de 1'opposition 
qui demeure le parent pauvre en matière 
de recrutement des élites urbaines, 1'on 
avait vu néanmoins apparaïtre quelques 
forces nouvelles ; celles-ci vont s'adjuger 
une légitimité en s'attaquant aux postulats 
intellectuels de legitimation du pouvoir 
central non sans proposer des alternatives a 
la crise économique. Dans certains terroirs, 
d'autres feront même preuve d'initiatives 
économiques, emportant ainsi les suffrages 
des populations. Cette mutation disons 
verticale des élites, avait constitué un facteur 

d'acceleration du « changement » et done 
de déstabilisation de la position des chefs, 
suppóts du RDPC. 
Bd. 5, 2005, 288 S., 29,90 €, br., 
ISBN 3-8258-9084-8 

Ethnologie: 
Forschung und Wissenschaft 

Wim van Binsbergen 
Intercultural Encounters 
African and anthropological lessons 
towards a philosophy of interculturality 
This book brings together fifteen essays 
investigating aspects of interculturality. 
Like its author, it operates at the borderline 
between social anthropology and intercultural 
philosophy. It seeks to make a contribution 
to intercultural philosophy, by formulating 
with great precision and painful honesty the 
lessons deriving from extensive intercultural 
experiences as an anthropologist. Its 
culminating section presents an intercultural 
philosophy revolving on the tenet 'cultures 
do not exist'. The kaleidoscopic nature of 
intercultural experiences is reflected in the 
diversity of these texts. Many belong to 
a field that could be described as "meta-
anthropology", others are more clearly 
philosophical; occasionally they spill over 
into belles lettres, ancient history, and 
comparative cultural and religious studies. 
The ethnographic specifics supporting 
the arguments are diverse, deriving from 
various African situations in which the author 
has conducted participatory field research 
(Tunisia, Zambia, Botswana, and South 
Africa). 
Bd.4, 2003, 616S., 40,90€, br., 
ISBN 3-8258-6783-8 

LIT Verlag Munster - Berlin - Hamburg - London - Wien 
Fresnostr. 2 48159 Munster 

Tel.: 0251-6203222-Fax: 0251-23 1972 

e-Mail: vertrieb@lit-verlag.de - http://www.Iit-verlag.de 

mailto:vertrieb@lit-verlag.de
http://www.Iit-verlag.de


DE VEERKRACHT VAN EEN MEXICAANSE GEMEENSCHAP 

RITUEEEN. VERHAEEN EN UITWISSELINGEN 
IN EEN TOTONAAKS BERGDORP 

Economische liberalisering, moderne massamedia en nieuwe religieuze en poli
tieke bewegingen beïnvloeden het leven tot in de meest afgelegen delen van Mexico 
en het noordelijke berggebied van de staat Puebla (Sierra Nortc de Puebla) vormt 
hierop geen uitzondering. Wanneer dergelijke innovaties samenvallen met nieuwe 
infrastructurele projecten zoals de aanleg van wegen en een elektriciteitsnet en er 
nieuwe bronnen van inkomsten ontstaan door de verbouw van handclsgewassen en 
door loonarbeid in de steden waar dorpelingen naar toetrekken, verandert het 
karakter van plattelandsgemeenschappen in een hoog tempo. Dit boek laat zien hoe
de mensen uit het Totonaakse bergdorp Nanacatlan omgaan met de toegenomen 
pluriformiteit en differentiatie van hun lokale wereld. Dit boek richt zich op de 
snelle veranderingen die zich in de afgelopen drie decennia hebben voorgedaan 
toen het dorp en zijn bewoners steeds meer onderdeel werden van de wijdere 
wereld. De lokale wereld van Nanacatlan is in sociaal-economisch en religieus 
opzicht pluriformer is geworden en de oude standenstructuur van een Mestizo-
bovenlaag en van hen afhankelijke Indiaanse kleine boeren en landarbeiders heeft 
plaats gemaakt voor nieuwe sociale verhoudingen. Deze ontwikkelingen hebben 
sociale en politieke spanningen veroorzaakt die op gezette tijden aanleiding gaven 
tot onderlinge conflicten. Waarom echter hebben deze processen niet, zoals in de 
Europese geschiedenis, geleid tot een uiteenvallen van de gemeenschap maar juist 
tot een opleving van belangstelling voor en betrokkenheid bij de wereld van het 
dorp met zijn lokale activiteiten en tradities, en hoe is deze 'terugkeer naar het 
dorp' verlopen? In deze studie beantwoord ik die vragen door achtereenvolgens te 
laten zien hoe de dorpelingen temidden van al deze sociale en culturele verschui
vingen een vorm van gemeenschap en sociale cohesie wisten te handhaven door: 
het creëren van nieuwe familiebanden en sociale netwerken, het benadrukken van 
een gemeenschappelijke geschiedenis zoals die verhaald wordt in historias. het 
levend houden van een Totonaakse kosmologie, het stimuleren van het rituele leven 
en dorpsfeestcn, en tot slot het versterken van sociale netwerken middels een uitge
breid systeem van vocdseluitwissclingen. Door het hele boek heen kijk ik naar 
continuïteiten en vernieuwingen in het sociale leven van Nanacatlan die gemaakt 
hebben dat de meeste dorpelingen, inclusief degenen die voor langere of kortere 
tijd naar de stad migreren, zich thuis zijn blijven voelen in deze gemeenschap, en 
actief deelnemen aan de instandhouding en versterking daarvan. 
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Het eerste hoofdstuk begint met een bespreking van sociaal-wetenschappelijke 
visies op kleine gemeenschappen, die vaak werden gezien als overblijfselen van 
het verleden die gedoemd waren te verdwijnen in de moderne tijd. In deze studie 
ga ik er echter van uit dat de onzekerheden van de moderne globaliserende wereld 
juist geleid hebben tot de toegenomen behoefte om bij een gemeenschap te beho
ren. Ik besteed daarbij (in navolging van Cohen 1985) vooral aandacht aan de 
manieren waarop mensen een symbolische en materiële gemeenschap creëren om 
tegengas te geven aan centrifugale sociale en culturele processen. Het hoofdstuk 
reikt verder de begrippen aan waarmee ik de symbolische constructie van de 
gemeenschap door middel van het uitvoeren van rituelen, het vertellen van ver
halen en het participeren in uitwisselingen in de rest van het boek presenteer en 
analyseer. 

Hoofdstuk twee geeft algemene informatie over de ecologische, geografische 
en demografische context van Nanacatlan, evenals over de dagelijkse activiteiten 
van mannen, vrouwen en kinderen. Dit wordt gevolgd door een overzicht van de 
veranderingen in de infrastructuur en in de landbouw, en met name van de migratie 
naar Mexico Stad. Daarna volgt een discussie over de civiele en religieuze organi
satie van het dorpsleven, met als opvallende ontwikkelingen de opkomst van 
nieuwe politieke partijen naast de dominante regeringspartij en van protestantse 
kerken in dit tot dusver katholieke dorp. 

Wat land en landbouw betekenden en nog steeds betekenen als inkomens
bronnen, wat voor veranderingen er zijn opgetreden in landbezit en landgebruik, en 
wat voor alternatieve inkomensbronnen er zijn ontstaan (vooral door migratie) is 
het onderwerp van het derde hoofdstuk. Het laat zien hoe snel het economische 
landschap vanaf de jaren zeventig is veranderd en wat de gevolgen zijn van de 
diversificatie van de lokale economie voor de sociale organisatie van het dorp. 
waar nieuwe inkomensbronnen en onderwijsmogelijkheden het oude patroon van 
sociale stratificatie hebben doorbroken. Daardoor zijn ook de omvang en reikwijdte 
van sociale netwerken veranderd, vooral omdat compadrazgo-Kldticis (de in 
Mexico zo belangrijke band tussen peetouders en de ouders van een petekind) en 
de rol van tussenpersonen (brokers) niet meer tot het dorp beperkt zijn gebleven 
maar in toenemende mate ook regionale en urbane banden omvatten. 

Hoe Nanacatekcn tegen hun verleden aankijken is het onderwerp van hoofdstuk 
vier. Mensen delen eenzelfde orale geschiedenis zolang die het verre verleden 
betreft, maar geven uiteenlopende interpretaties naarmate de geschiedenis recenter 
is. Die betreffen vooral de sociale en politieke spanningen tussen de lokale elite en 
de overige dorpelingen. Tussen grofweg 1850 en 1950 had een opkomende lokale 
Mestizo-elite steeds meer landbouwgrond in handen weten te krijgen, had zij een 
monopolie op de regionale handel gevestigd en de politieke macht in het dorp 
verworven. Daardoor waren de meeste Totonaakse dorpsbewoners tot dagloners en 
cliënten van hun Mestizo-patroons verworden. Deze sociale en politieke kloof 
werd in stand gehouden dooreen systeem van nauwe compadrazgo relaties tussen 
elitepatroons en de meerderheid van de dorpelingen. Pas nadat de economische 
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macht en de dominantie van de mestiezen in het laatste decennium van de twintig
ste eeuw ondergraven werden, kwam hun politieke macht onder vuur te liggen. 
Hoewel in de verhalen die de dorpelingen elkaar vertellen deze spanningen en 
conflicten tot uitdrukking komen, worden ze toch gepresenteerd als onderdeel van 
de gemeenschappelijke dorpsgeschiedenis. 

Ondanks een toegenomen economische, sociale, educatieve, politieke en religi
euze pluriformiteit delen Totonaakse dorpelingen nog steeds een wereldbeeld en 
moraliteit. Hoofdstuk vijf laat zien in hoeverre en op welke wijze dat het geval is. 
Nanacatcckse katholieken en protestanten zijn het met elkaar eens over hoe mensen 
in relatie staan tot de natuurlijke en bovennatuurlijke wereld via patroons en voor
ouders, over de manier waarop deze relaties in stand moeten worden gehouden, en 
hoe verstoorde relaties het welzijn beïnvloeden en ziektes en natuurrampen veroor
zaken. Ideeën en praktijken met betrekking tot ziekte en gezondheid staan centraal 
in de morele orde en dit zorgt ervoor dat genezers en sjamanen cruciaal zijn voor 
het herstellen van persoonlijk en dorpswelzijn. 

Hoe sociale relaties en netwerken worden onderhouden door rituelen is het 
onderwerp van hoofdstuk zes. Afhankelijk van het soort ritueel is er een focus op 
verschillende soorten relaties. Levenscyclus- en landbouvvrituelen betreffen vaak 
een kleinere kring van verwanten, amipadres, vrienden en buren. Een grotere kring 
van (voormalige) dorpsgenoten treft elkaar in de jaarlijkse rituelen, en naar het 
dorpsfecst komen ook bekenden uit buurdorpen. Meer formele en officiële relaties 
komen bijeen in seculiere en aan de staat verbonden ceremonies. Met een steeds 
meer naar buiten georiënteerd dorp zijn lokale rituelen belangrijker geworden voor 
het instandhouden en uitbreiden van sociale netwerken. Lokale gebruiken (coslum-
bres) hebben daardoor aan kracht gewonnen en zijn uitgebreid met nieuwe rituelen 
die de toegenomen belangstelling voor mestizo en nationale levensstijlen uitdruk
ken. Jonge mensen en migranten hebben hiertoe het initiatief genomen, wat af en 
toe tot conflicten leidt met de gevestigde rituele specialisten. 

Omdat alle rituelen in Nanacatlan vergezeld gaan van voedseluitwisselingen, en 
rituelen frequenter en complexer zijn geworden, is er ook een opvallende toename 
van de omvang van deze uitwisselingen, ook omdat deze vaak de reden zijn waarom 
migranten terugkeren naar het dorp. Bovendien zijn in vergelijking met vroeger 
sociale netwerken meer complex en meer naar buiten toe georiënteerd geworden. 
Dit alles heeft grote invloed gehad op de rol van vrouwen die de belangrijkste 
actoren zijn in netwerken van voedseluitwisseling. zoals hoofdstuk zeven laat zien. 
Zij hebben een centrale plaats in de gemeenschap omdat in deze uitwisselingen 
buitenstaanders en nieuwkomers worden opgenomen en omdat door de symboliek 
van het voedsel dat wordt gedeeld, het Totonaakse wereldbeeld wordt bevestigd. 

De conclusies in hoofdstuk acht beantwoorden de vraag hoc de paradox van een 
soms sociaal-economisch en politiek gefragmenteerd dorp naast een levendig 
feestvierend dorp begrepen kan worden en hoe dorpelingen zich trotse Nanacate-
ken kunnen voelen in een tijd dat de meesten van hen in veel opzichten deel zijn 
gaan uitmaken van de wereld buiten het doip. In de analyse wijs ik op het gezamen-
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üjke belang dat oude en nieuwe culturele brokers - rituele specialisten en genezers 
zowel als jongeren en migranten - hebben bij het instandhouden en versterken van 
de gemeenschap en op de wijzen waarop zij de buitenwereld weten te verbinden 
met lokale gebruiken en tradities. Deze initiatieven werden overgenomen door 
vrouwen, die cruciaal zijn voor gemeenschaps- en netwerkvorming door uitge
breide voedseluitwisselingen, en door mannen, die het publieke rituele leven 
dragen. Hun gecombineerde betrokkenheid heeft een levendige gemeenschap 
gecreëerd die het verleden van het dorp met het ruraal-urbane heden en de toekomst 
verbindt, als een plek om thuis te komen in tijden van snelle verandering. 



Modernity and Belonging 

Performing the Community 

Economic liberalisation, modern mass media, and new reli
gious and political movements have touched upon even the 
remotest areas in Mexico and the Northern Highlands of the 
state of Puebla are no exception. When this coincides with 
recent infrastructures such as roads and electricity and new 
income sources from cash crop production and urban mig
ration, the nature of rural communities rapidly changes. This 
study shows how the people of the Totonac mountain village 
of Nanacattën deal with their increasingly pluriform and 
differentiated local world. By performing stories, rituals, and 
exchanges they have countered centrifugal cultural and 
social forces. Rather than leading to the demise of the 
community modernization and globalisation thus seem to 
have reinforced the sense of local belonging. How is this 
possible? 
This anthropological analysis points at the simultaneous 
efforts of new and old cultural brokers - ritual specialists and 
healers as well as young migrants - who [rejcreate the com
munity by linking the outside world to local customs. Their 
initiatives are taken up by women, crucial for community 
building through elaborate food exchanges, and men, 
whose involvement is central to public ritual life. Their com
bined efforts create a living community and link the village 
past to its rural-urban present and future, as a place of 
belonging in times of change. 
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