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Chapter 2 

An approximation to the Maya ethnic group: Its general characteristics, social 
organization and Traditional Justice in Quintana Roo 

 

In this second chapter some ethnographic data of the Mayan people are 
provided such as their cosmology and religion and their current social 
organization. This chapter contains a description of the traditional 
Maya ways of doing justice stressing the special features of a particular 
group of Mayan people in the state of Quintana Roo It also contains a 
sketch of the concrete ways in which (the remains of) traditional Mayan 
institutions of administration of justice are recognized in Quintana Roo 
which have been working in Quintana Roo since 1996. This chapter is 
highly related with chapters 3 and 4. 

 

2.1 Introduction. 

The word “Maya” 13 defines an ethnic group that occupies the Mexican states of 
Yucatan, Campeche, Quintana Roo, Tabasco, Chiapas, Oaxaca and the countries of 

                                                      
13 Historical background. 4500 years ago a proto-Mayan group settled in Los Altos Cuchumatanes in the 
present department of Huehuetenango, Guatemala, and thereafter, the Maya occupied the states of 
Yucatan, Campeche, Quintana Roo, Chiapas, Tabasco part of the republics of Guatemala and Belize, and 
western parts of Honduras and El Salvador. The Mayan culture has been divided for study into three 
historical periods: the Preclassic (2500 BC-300 AD), Classic (300-900 AD) and Postclassic (1000-1541 AD). 
During the Classic period the theocracy leadership consolidated in the city-states, giving the highest 
expression of religious architecture and sumptuary, the mathematical sciences, calendar, writing, fine 
arts and astronomy. Hydraulic techniques and intensive cultivation were developed, allowing a large 
population to feed. In the mid-tenth century, around AD 900, cities of the Mayan civilization were 
abandoned. In the Postclassic (1000-1524/41 AD), Maya society was restructured due to the influences 
of groups of central Mexico, through Tabasco Putun who migrated to the mainland and Xiues Itzá. 
Around the year 987 recorded the arrival of Quetzalcoatl, spreading the cult of Kukulcán (Feathered 
Serpent). This period was characterized by intense commercial activity in an area stretching from central 
Mexico to Honduras. The most important city-state was Chichen Itza, which was destroyed in 1250 AD 
Maya society was highly stratified: at the top was the nobility, politicians, priests and high ranking 
military, after this there was a middle section consisting of rich peasants, specialized professionals and 
officials, and, finally, farmers, fishermen and artisans called commoners. In the last group were the 
slaves. The history of Peninsular Maya group, has been long and complex since they have not been 
outside the becoming the country, its independence from the Spanish crown, external and internal 
wars, the Mexican Revolution and the subsequent public policies that are designed to them. "On arrival 
of the conquistadors, the Maya resisted the invasion; the Spanish took 19 years to submit the north and 
center part of the Peninsula, while some eastern provinces, northeastern and southern rebels remained 
physically and culturally distant from Spanish rule. The Spanish imposed the encomienda, which 
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Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, as well as western part of El Salvador14. The Maya is the 
second largest group in Mexico and together with the ethnic group called “Naua” 
constitutes the only group in Mexico which exceeds one million people (Serrano 2003). 

 

2.2. Social organization 

The present Mayan society is widely extensive and complex; it has been shaped by 
incisive political, economic, social, and environmental conditions for the last three 
thousand years.  

Within the Yucatan Peninsula society we find four different categories of people: 
whites, noble mestizos15, the “Mayeros” or simply “mestizo”, and the rebels. The whites 
are those, who until today, still have the control the economic and social life in the 
region. Among them are descendants of Spanish, European and Syrian-Lebanese 
(commonly called Turks) who are engaged in trade and professional services, and 
maintain economic control in the region due to inherited wealth of the oligarchies and 
monopolies of the beginning of the last century.  

The second group is named the “noble mestizos”. This group is composed of the 
descendants of the former Maya aristocracy. They dress with sumptuous outfits that 
indicate their economic status and pride themselves on speaking the Mayan language 
with ease and elegance. The third group is simply called mestizos and not of noble 
descent. They are living in towns, villages or cities and work in the elemental economic 
sectors as general/farm laborers, peasants, artisans, construction workers, and 
fishermen, among others.  

The last group is formed by the “rebel macehuales”. They are the descendants of the 
participants of the Caste War of 1847. They are organized around the cult of the 
“Talking Cross”- the same that lead them into war. They still pray at their ceremonial 
centers and practice their old religion. It is estimated that this group embody 
approximate 10, 000 people in the state of Quintana Roo. This is the part of the Mayan 
ethnic group I will focus on this thesis. 

                                                                                                                                                               
allowed control the native workforce and gain tax. In the second half of the eighteenth century the 
encomienda system was replaced by corn and cattle ranch through which the natives were indebted for 
wages. By 1820, the Spanish descendants took over most of the Maya lands and increased the 
production of sisal and sugar cane crops that replaced corn." (Bastarrachea 2009)  
14 Ruz (2006: 5) adds Veracruz and San Luis Potosí to the list of Mexican states which have Mayan 
background.  
15 Mestizo denotes a person who is half blood-Maya and Spanish. 
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The Mayan group of the Yucatan Peninsula is spread over the three entities with a 
geographically uneven population. "Thus, by 1930, to speak only of modern times, 
Yucatán had 380,096 inhabitants, while Campeche had 84,630 and Quintana Roo 
hardly exceeded 10,000. Today the differences have grown less: for the year 2000 
Yucatan was in the lead with 1,658,210 inhabitants, Quintana Roo had 703,536 
inhabitants in 1995 and 874,963 in 2000. Campeche moved into third place with 
690,689 inhabitants in 2000” (INEGI 2001). The Maya population in the state of Yucatan 
constitutes 59.2% of the total population. This means the majority of the population is 
Maya.  

In the state of Quintana Roo, according to Quintal, Bastarrachea, et al (2003), it is 
possible to distinguish “three main zones and four regions. On those there are 150,434 
speaking of Mayan people officially registered. The zones are: north, center and south. 
The regions are: in the north, Mayan of Yucatan or Mayeros; in the center Mayan 
máasewales and Mayan Yucatan descent or Mayeros; in the south there are Mayan 
Icaichés. Based on mass tourism, the north zone is characterized as the one with the 
largest economic development in the state and comprises a total of 76,603 Maya 
speakers. In this area the presence of Mayan of Yucatan is relevant; they tend to accept 
the names Maya or Mayero.” (Quinta, Bastarrachea, et al 2003) 

The center zone is “the place of refuge of the Maya who led the Caste War. Mayan 
communities of this region combine traditional and subsistence farming, cutting 
hardwoods, beekeeping, raising pigs, handcraft production and wage labor. It is the 
area with the highest poverty rates. Here there are two regions: the Maya macehual 
and the Mayan of Yucatan descent. The first mentioned (macehual) keep the cult of 
the Cross in the sanctuaries of X-Cacal Guardia, Chumpon, Chan Cah Veracruz and 
Tulum.” (Quinta, Bastarrachea, et al 2003) 

Finally, the south is characterized by “a one product plantation economy of sugar cane 
or pineapple or jalapeno chile. Its inhabitants are settlers from other states during the 
administrations of Lázaro Cárdenas and Luis Echeverria presidents. The Mayan people 
of this area seem to be descended from the Mayans Icaichés who were called peaceful 
people during the Caste War.” (Quinta, Bastarrachea, et al 2003) 

 

2.3. Cosmology and religion 

According to the ancient Mayan, the universe was composed of nine levels in the sky 
and thirteen underground levels; each one of them was under the regency of a 
particular deity. In the nine levels in the sky lived the group of gods known as "Bolon-
te’-K'u’; in the thirteen levels below lived the gods called “Oxlajun-ti'-k'u'”; in the last of 
these planes was the hell governed by Aj Puch the "Lord Destroyer.” 
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The natural phenomena with most influence in the lives of the Mayan are rain, wind, 
thunder, and lightning. These are driven by different gods, spirits, and forces. The 
supernatural is as real and effective as the material world is. These supernatural beings 
are called "owners", "lords," "guardians" or "angels." Among the most important 
supernatural beings are the "Bacabes" (the four patrons of the sky), "pahuatunes" 
(these are the four helpers of the Bacabes), "iik'o'ob” (winds) and "chaques” (the four 
rain gods).  

“These gods guard the forests, waters, plants, animals and the weather, benefiting 
those who seek their assistance and honor them with offerings and prayers, while 
punishing those who treat them badly, offend nature or mistreat it."(Ruz 2006: 33-
35).The Yucatan Peninsula has Catholicism as its main religion. 81.8% in the state of 
Yucatan follow Catholicism; 10.4% are evangelical or protestant; 0.1% belongs to other 
religions and 3.9% declare having no religion. 65.7% of the people in the state of 
Campeche are Catholic, 17.4% are evangelical Protestant, 4.4% of non-Evangelical, 
0.2% other religions and 11.6% of the people declaring no religion. In the state of 
Quintana Roo, Catholics and Christians represent 71.2%, 15.1% are evangelical, a 3.7% 
non-evangelical, 0.3% other religions and 8.4% of the people declaring no religion. 

Currently the Mayan religious beliefs have a deep mysticism, mixed with a profound 
animist belief, resulting in a unique syncretism as the ceremonies of “hanal 
pixan“16,“hetz mek“,17 the “chachaak“18 (Casares et al. 1998) and the “wuajicol”. (Casares 
et al 1998: 198)19 “These ceremonies are related to agriculture, rain, birth and death. 
Each town or village has a saint which is revered as a protector of the place. Around 
him are organized various cofradías (guilds) who take care of the image and their 
annual festivity to thank the protection of that saint." (Casares et al (2) 1998: 172 - 173) 
and “novenas”20 to the saints.” (Casares et al (3) 1998: 339) 

According to my fieldwork, the ceremonial centers have priests and traditional prayers, 
which practice mass in the Mayan language, and conduct weddings, baptisms and 
various traditional practices organized in a so-called Maya Christian Church. Priests and 
prayers help maintain this organization.  

                                                      
16 Day of the Dead Celebration. 
17 Ceremony to ask for a good future for the baby. The Mayan priest asks to the parents and godparents 
to support him in the hips. If parents want the child to be a good farmer they put seeds and tools in the 
ceremony. If they want him to be a professor they bring books. If it is a girl they put some clothes or 
books so she will be a teacher or a literate person or the clothes so she knows how to repair it.  
18 Ancient Mayan ceremony dedicated to the request of the lord of the rain “Chaak”.  
19 U-hanli-cool. (Meal of the crops) Ceremonies run by an individual farmer to ensure a good harvest. 
20 Catholic religious expression where people prays for nine days in a row to remember or honor to the 
Holy Trinity, to Christ, the Holy Virgin Mary or saints asking for a special grace.  
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They venerate the “Talking Cross”21 especially on the ceremonial centers. The cross 
represents the guardian of man’s excellence, and it is believed to prevent the entry of 
malignant beings, forces, spirits, as an example elements like the winds that have an 
effect in areas of vital interest to both the individual and the community" (Ruz 2006: 
42).  

 

2.4. The traditional Maya legal and justice organization 

The Maya prehispanic society was divided into well defined political, military, and 
religious structures “... divided horizontally in the relevant branches of activities and 
vertically in hierarchical layers.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1988: 139)  

The Mayan civilization was structured into several separate and independent states in 
the opinion of Ruz Lhuillier “... says they never formed an empire” and continues to say 
that "... when the Spanish arrived in the area of the Yucatan Peninsula, the Maya area 
was divided into autonomous political entities, states, provinces or independent 
chiefdoms.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) This structure remained throughout the life of this 
culture, which demonstrates the efficiency of this organization, taking in to account 
the centuries of socio-political stability as one of its main features in the classic period 
(300 AD to 900 AD) “and several centuries later, though less stable during the post-
classic period”. 

About the judicial system he writes: “In this classical period the structure of the judicial 
system in the various Maya areas was quite similar but with variations not only 
because the Mayan population was composed of many ethno linguistic groups, but 
also in terms of stylistic differentiation revealed by the studies in archaeological sites, 
although most sites were occupied by people of a same technological, economic and 
cultural heritage that shared the same knowledge and the same beliefs.” (Ruz Lhuillier 
1989: 26) The judicial organization that prevailed throughout the Maya area is the 
same we can find in the center of Quintana Roo, with very slight variations in name 
and function. (Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) 

In the area of the Yucatan Peninsula, each state was ruled by a member of the nobility 
who received the title of Halach Uinic (True Man) “who was ... the main commander” 

also known as Ahau which means "Lord". (Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) This position was 
hereditary and normally passed to his eldest son, while in case of female offspring or 
child disability, the position or honor went to his brother. The powers given were very 
broad and the Lord was advised by a “council” which consisted of “gentlemen and 
                                                      
21 In the Caste War they were leaded by a Talking Cross that suddenly appeared in one of the ceremonial 
centers. This cross talks through the priest and ordered them when to go to battle and how. 
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priests.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) The Yucatecan Encyclopedia states “the administration 
of justice depended on the nobility or gentlemen who acted as judges directly… in a 
number of three”. (Ruz Lhuillier 1988: 204)  

This council was called “Ah Cuchcab” which means “that who shoulders the people.” 
(Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) Through the participation of noble lords and priests, it is 
assumed that the exercise of authority and the morality of this body were very 
pervasive. The government of states, and dependent populations, was under the 
charge of the Batab. This officer was usually a relative of the Halach Uinic and was 
advised by a council consisting of “heads of the neighborhoods.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1988: 
133) Both the Batab and the Halach Uinic had military and religious functions, but the 
Batab “acted as a natural leader of the militia of his place.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1989: 26) 

From these two figures downward a “bureaucratic structure” 22 was formed. The main 
elements of the bureaucracy we find are the Ah Kuleloob and the Ah Holpopoob - an 
expression meaning “those who are at the top of the rug.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1988: 133) 
Among the functions the Ah Kuleloob counted the implementation of the decisions 
handed down to him. The Ah Holpopoob had as primary function the administration 
of the Popilná or Popolná which means “the people's house” in which meetings “were 
held to discuss the issues of population and preparing the ceremonies, dances and 
songs.” (Ruz Lhuillier 1988: 133)  

The Ah Holpopoob was an administrator from the same family as the Ah Kuleloob, 
who use to act as a mediator or a defense lawyer. This authority used to deal with the 
laws and customs of the rights of his people and interceded for the defendant party, 
presumably to advice on the various steps of the judicial proceedings such as pointing 
to the time to submit their evidence or when to make their arguments to the judges 
among others.  

The history of the Maya society has been long and complex as they were part of the 
process of Mexico becoming a country, its independence from the Spanish crown, 
external and internal wars, the Mexican Revolution and the subsequent public policies 
that were designed for them. "On arrival of the conquistadors, the Maya resisted the 
invasion; the Spanish took nineteen years to submit the north and center part of the 
Peninsula, while some eastern provinces, northeastern and southern rebels remained 
physically and culturally distant from the Spanish rule. The Spanish imposed a new 
form of administration system called “encomienda”, which allowed control of the 
native workforce and the collection of taxes. In the second half of the eighteenth 
century the encomienda system was replaced by corn farming and cattle ranching 

                                                      
22 Term used as a synonym for people working for the state and not of its negative context 
related with the embodiment of time-consuming procedures.  
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through which the natives were under paid for their services. (Bastarrachea 2009) They 
lived under an eternal debt with the owner of the land because they had to pay for 
everything they needed. So the prices were fixed by the owners to make it priceless. 
And these debts run from generation through generation.  

The continuous and systematic exploitation of indigenous people in a simulated 
slavery, as Kenneth Turner says in his book “Barbarous Mexico”, produced many social 
problems and popular discontent was increasingly growing. Thus, in 1847, the same 
year as the U.S. invasion of Mexico, began the so-called "Caste War" in which the Maya 
who were suffering from oppression, domination and destruction of their structures 
and institutions, organized a rebellion. The Caste War had as a main purpose for the 
Maya rebels to regain their autonomy and to eliminate the "foreigners" of the entire 
Peninsula of Yucatan (Villa 1987: 95). They “pooled in a military, religious structure that 
obtained significant victories. After three years of war, the insurgents came to besiege 
the cities of Merida and Campeche. But insurgents’ troops withdrew to return to farm 
their crops, so the Yucatecs saw the opportunity to take advantage to recover 
militarily.” (Bastarrachea 2009)  

The Caste War reshaped the way of living of the Yucatec Maya in the states of 
Campeche, Yucatan and Quintana Roo. Many of the Mayans at that time fled into the 
forest and lived there for decades, where they developed their institutions and kept 
the same military - religious structure used in the Caste War. They copied and followed 
the names from the Mexican military structure of the 19th century such as captains, 
sergeants, corporals and others. As a result of the war, the Mayan adopted a military 
organization, where the men formed "companies." On top of that organization was the 
chief minister of the Talking Cross, he was also appointed governor and his office was 
for life. Each company had a group of leaders with military ranks ranging from 
Commander to Privates.23 (Villa 1987: 105) 

This structure prevails only in the state of Quintana Roo, because in the state of 
Yucatan and Campeche, the protests forced the reduction of the communities. The 
atomization of communities into smaller units such as police stations, ranches or farms 
(haciendas24) reduced the capability and resources for protests. In the communities, 

                                                      
23 See also Ruz (2006: 57) "In the central area of Quintana Roo and some in the eastern part of the 
Yucatan and around the city of Valladolid the traditional authorities derive from the Caste War 
organization, with its system of guards in each of the communities that established "companies" formed 
by married men, who maintained a military structure, from corporals to commanders. Moreover, each 
community appoints its own local authorities. Most important, however, are the “military companies” 
which still prevails in the ceremonial centers in the region."  

24 A system of work where one person had huge extension of land, so big that it included sometimes 
small villages and communities that were under the power of the owner of the hacienda.  
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the person responsible for the administration of justice is the head of the family, or 
other senior family members and lastly, the capataz25 chief of haciendas in charge of 
the labors. 

 

2.5. The way the traditional Maya institutions of administration of justice are 
recognized legally in Quintana Roo 

Part of the Mayan people refugee in the jungle of Quintana Roo, this structure survives 
to this day and remains of a military nature composed of approximately 10,000 people 
as indicated by Ruz (2006). The traditional Maya institutions of administration of justice 
are now recognized by the Indigenous Justice Law of the State of Quintana Roo. This 
Act incorporates these traditional institutions within the official justice system but also 
imposes conditions and formalities for accepting their judgments. One of the 
requirements that the law has established, is that indigenous judges will be elected by 
the communities but under the supervision of the Superior Court of Quintana Roo. 

Also in addition to the Indigenous Justice Law Quintana Roo the state of Quintana Roo, 
issued the Law of Rights, Culture and Indigenous Organization of the State of Quintana 
Roo. This law talks in general about the rights of the Indigenous elders, women and 
young people, their language, culture and their ceremonial centers. This law is mainly 
used in marriages and baptisms to justify they are done under a tradition and a 
ceremonial center legally recognized as we can see in 4.11.  

However, the Mayan priests and persons in the military judicial structure are still 
operating in their traditional ways regardless of the new structure that has been 
shaped. This is due to the fact that the Indigenous Justice Law does not deal with the 
full gamma of functions exercised by Maya authorities and particularly does not cover 
military or religious issues explicitly. They continue to practice the ceremonies 
connected with the harvest and the rains, while the military keep guarding centers and 
practicing ceremonial rites related to saints, ensuring the protection of the community, 
as well as exercising justice among their peers. This means that these traditional 
institutions of cultural reproduction keep going as before as a parallel phenomenon to 
the new official position of Mayan judges. 

In Quintana Roo, in view of this situation one may identify two levels of Mayan 
institutions of justice regulation: 

• The traditional system 

                                                      
25 The person who lead (in the field) the hacienda. His work is similar to a foreman. 
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• The one recognized and partly created by the Indigenous Justice Law of the State of 
Quintana Roo and the Law of Rights, Culture and Indigenous Organization of the State 
of Quintana Roo.  

The first system, the traditional, is formed by the religious, military and judicial 
institutions. They serve the purpose of guarding the Talking Cross, the ceremonial 
centers, which had led the Mayas into the revolt and also for the purpose of 
administration of justice in the region. According to Buenrostro (2006) the hierarchy is 
as follows. 

 Generals, 

 Captains 

 Lieutenants, 

 Sergeants, 

 Corporals, 

 Soldiers, 

 Priests, 

 Prayers, 

 Writers 

 Gentleman, 

 Cowgirls,26 

 

In the area of Quintana Roo there are traditional centers. In these centers the Maya 
people exercise their cult, pray or celebrate traditional marriages and baptisms. Also 
they keep several images of their "saints", their holy cross. These religious images were 
acquired as gifts, bequests or as trophies of war.  

These primary traditional centers in Quintana Roo are named: 

 Tixcacal Guardia 

 Chancá Veracruz, 

 Chumpón 

                                                      
26 Buenrostro (2006) mentions a person named the “chíik” (who brings joy in the festivities) and the 
“pagan priest”. However I couldn’t find them in my fieldwork. 
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 Tulúm, 

 Cruz Parlante, 

 And those recognized by the High Maya Council.

 Table 1. Maya General

 

Also, there are other secondary centers named:

 San Antonio Muyil, (Mentioned by Vazquez: 2001),

 Chan Santa Cruz or Felipe Carrillo Puerto, 

 And according to my research and observations in fieldwork the community of 
Xyatil. This one is not yet recognized as there have not been modifications to 
the law and there is a lack of actual research to demonstrate the use of the 
place as a ceremonial center so as to be able update the number of places in 
the law. 

                                                     
27 This according to the article 45 of the Law of Rights, Culture and Organization of the state 
Roo. 

 

And those recognized by the High Maya Council.27  

 

Table 1. Maya General of Chancá Veracruz with his wife.

Also, there are other secondary centers named: 

San Antonio Muyil, (Mentioned by Vazquez: 2001), 

Chan Santa Cruz or Felipe Carrillo Puerto,  

And according to my research and observations in fieldwork the community of 
. This one is not yet recognized as there have not been modifications to 

the law and there is a lack of actual research to demonstrate the use of the 
place as a ceremonial center so as to be able update the number of places in 

              
This according to the article 45 of the Law of Rights, Culture and Organization of the state 

 

of Chancá Veracruz with his wife. 

And according to my research and observations in fieldwork the community of 
. This one is not yet recognized as there have not been modifications to 

the law and there is a lack of actual research to demonstrate the use of the 
place as a ceremonial center so as to be able update the number of places in 

This according to the article 45 of the Law of Rights, Culture and Organization of the state of Quintana 
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Table 2. Interior of the Church of Xyatil with the Mayan prayers celebrating a 
Mayan Mass in Mayan language. August 2008. 

 

The actual structures are built over a system of guards in each of the communities 
called “companies” formed by married men, who maintained a military structure, from 
corporals to commanders. “This form of ethnic organization is centered on the worship 
of the cross. Each family maintains a cross of the family and each community also has 
its own community cross.” (Ruz 2006: 57) 

These centers are protected by civilian guards from a military company which is 
standing a few meters from each other. These guards are volunteers that protect the 
place from one to two weeks or until replacement arrives. 

 

These guards are armed and are responsible for the custody, opening and closing of 
the ceremonial centers. They also carry out the orders of their superiors and are 
responsible for maintaining order in the centers. In providing security to the 
ceremonial center they control with respect, decorum and solemnity so, for example, 
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they do not allow people with shoes to enter or to take photographs. Maya Generals 
are responsible for maintaining this system of security. 

 

 

Table 3. Local people from Xyatil outside the church standing guard.28 August 
2008. 

 

2.6. The Indigenous Judicial Council in Quintana Roo 

The traditional indigenous justice system established in 1996 is integrated by the 
Indigenous Judicial Council (CJI), a Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs (JIA) and the 
Mayan Generals.  

The Indigenous Judicial Council is an institution composed of five Maya generals. The 
roles the generals have are to advise the judges and to be a bridge and a link between 
the traditional structure and the state. This hierarchical structure is as follows. 

 

                                                      
28 From left to right: first person Captain; second person Sergeant; Third person no - rank; fourth person 
sitting in a chair Coronel; Fifth and Sixth persons Corporals. 



 

Table 4. Organization of Indigenous Justice in Quintana Roo combining 
tr

 

This council is an institution that works more as an advisor than a decision maker. 
Indigenous Judicial Council
training and orientation of traditional judges. 
periodic deliberations with the judges and the magistrate to act as a channel of 
communication between the tradi

                                                     
29 Article 8.- For the supervision, training and orientation of the 
Council in Quintana Roo will be presided by a Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs appointed by the 
Superior Court of Justice of Quintana Roo. The council will further consist of five representatives 
designed by each of the Mayan ceremonial centers. The council of indigenous justice will monitor the 
performance of the traditional judges and of the Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs; it will validate their 
appointments and will see to it that the indigenous justice agenci
function properly. 

Article 9.- The Superior Court of the State, by proposal of the Judicial Council of Indigenous Justice, will 
appoint the traditional judges. The appointment of judges and magistrates of traditional indigeno
affairs should fall on outstanding members of the community, who speak the language and know the 
uses, customs and traditions of their community, without having to qualify or have the constraints set in 
Organic Law of the Judiciary of the State of Quint
1996.) 
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Table 4. Organization of Indigenous Justice in Quintana Roo combining 
traditional and official elements. 

This council is an institution that works more as an advisor than a decision maker. 
Indigenous Judicial Council29 has three basic functions that involve the supervision, 
training and orientation of traditional judges. The Maya generals maintain contact and 
periodic deliberations with the judges and the magistrate to act as a channel of 
communication between the traditional and the new institution  

              
For the supervision, training and orientation of the traditional judges, an Indigenous Judicial 

Council in Quintana Roo will be presided by a Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs appointed by the 
Superior Court of Justice of Quintana Roo. The council will further consist of five representatives 

of the Mayan ceremonial centers. The council of indigenous justice will monitor the 
performance of the traditional judges and of the Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs; it will validate their 
appointments and will see to it that the indigenous justice agencies have the necessary means to 

The Superior Court of the State, by proposal of the Judicial Council of Indigenous Justice, will 
appoint the traditional judges. The appointment of judges and magistrates of traditional indigeno
affairs should fall on outstanding members of the community, who speak the language and know the 
uses, customs and traditions of their community, without having to qualify or have the constraints set in 
Organic Law of the Judiciary of the State of Quintana Roo. (Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo. 
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Table 4. Organization of Indigenous Justice in Quintana Roo combining 

This council is an institution that works more as an advisor than a decision maker. This 
has three basic functions that involve the supervision, 

The Maya generals maintain contact and 
periodic deliberations with the judges and the magistrate to act as a channel of 

traditional judges, an Indigenous Judicial 
Council in Quintana Roo will be presided by a Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs appointed by the 
Superior Court of Justice of Quintana Roo. The council will further consist of five representatives 

of the Mayan ceremonial centers. The council of indigenous justice will monitor the 
performance of the traditional judges and of the Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs; it will validate their 

es have the necessary means to 

The Superior Court of the State, by proposal of the Judicial Council of Indigenous Justice, will 
appoint the traditional judges. The appointment of judges and magistrates of traditional indigenous 
affairs should fall on outstanding members of the community, who speak the language and know the 
uses, customs and traditions of their community, without having to qualify or have the constraints set in 

Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo. 
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The Superior Court of the state of Quintana Roo has certified these generals as part of 
the state judicial system. In its capacity, it incorporates the Mayan general counsel to 
the state judicial system. The state recognizes
indigenous council and the state indigenous system.

Table 5. Designation to General Peraza Santiago Cruz Maya as a board member of 
the Judicial Council in Quintana Roo

 

 

The Superior Court of the state of Quintana Roo has certified these generals as part of 
the state judicial system. In its capacity, it incorporates the Mayan general counsel to 
the state judicial system. The state recognizes and accepts the dual character of the 
indigenous council and the state indigenous system. 

Table 5. Designation to General Peraza Santiago Cruz Maya as a board member of 
the Judicial Council in Quintana Roo. 

The Superior Court of the state of Quintana Roo has certified these generals as part of 
the state judicial system. In its capacity, it incorporates the Mayan general counsel to 

and accepts the dual character of the 

 

Table 5. Designation to General Peraza Santiago Cruz Maya as a board member of 
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The Indigenous Justice Law (Quintana Roo) legitimizes some of the traditional 
activities of administration of justice the Generals have been executing. Contrary to 
what might be expected, in an interview in 2008 the Generals mentioned they do not 
consider their actions as limited, but extended. They sense that they are now in charge 
of more people due to their belonging to the Indigenous Judicial Council in Quintana 
Roo, which moreover allows them to participate in an institution that gives them 
visibility. In this new position they suffer less internal troubles and debates than was 
typical in the past.  

Their traditional activities have been extended into official state justice and indigenous 
laws have been accepted by the state. This allows the Generals to access another level 
of justice which gives them political influence to dialogue with the authorities in the 
region and the state. They consider this to be an alternative way to stand for their 
traditions and preserve their customs. 

 

2.7. Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs 

This magistrate has a dual role in the scheme of the Indigenous Justice Law Quintana 
Roo. On the one hand, he is responsible for hearing appeals from those judgments 
handed down by the indigenous judges, while on the other hand he has to organize 
the indigenous justice system through the organization of the courts. The MAI 
organizes, manage and coordinate the annual budget, policies to be followed, and 
election of judges, among other functions.  

The current magistrate, Francisco Javier Reyes Hernández, is the first and only 
magistrate who has been chosen. He was born in the town of Tixmehuac, Yucatan, is 
forty years old, is married with three daughters and is Catholic. He moved to the state 
of Quintana Roo when he was a child because his father was hired to work in Quintana 
Roo, and he considers his ethnic background as Maya despite his very Spanish names. 

According to my personal opinion, he is the central authority and the axis around 
which revolves the administration of indigenous justice. Having to deal both with the 
traditional system and the judicial officer of the state of Quintana Roo, he becomes the 
interpreter between both systems making him the key figure of traditional indigenous 
justice. 
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For example the MAI has the right to delete, change or confirm the decision of the 
judges.30 Designated in 1997 the Magistrate has, up until now, received only one case 
of an appeal from a person unconvinced with the decision of an indigenous judge. This 
case was not pursued, however, as the file was incomplete and the appellant did not 
persist. 

  

Table 6. Current Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs of Quintana Roo. 

 

The MAI also submits to the Superior Court of Quintana Roo the petitions to install new 
traditional judges in the communities. When the Superior Court of Quintana Roo 
approves the budget and authorizes this new judge, then the MAI will consult the 
community to select a traditional judge who meets the requirements stipulated in the 
LJI.  

The MAI tries to meet with all members once a month. He sends a van to transport 
them to the place where they will be bringing together and to return them to their 
places after the meeting. 
                                                      
30 "Article 30.- "The disagreements that may arise against the traditional judges in the exercise of their 
function will be dealt by the Magistrate of Indigenous affairs. The corresponding document will be 
submitted to the judge concerned within three days of the decision."  
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At meetings they talk about current problems in the communities, try to resolve 
problems of the prior month, and plan or set an agenda for the next one. The 
magistrate leads the meeting and drives the schedule. He listens, gives an opinion and 
advises the judges about the problems that have to be solved immediately and their 
immediate tasks. He asks for the consensus among all the generals and the Magistrate 
decides the measures to be deployed. He also keeps an eye on personal activities of 
judges, their interests and needs, for example, different materials or resources needed 
for the exercise of their activities. He also deals with the annual compilation of the 
activities and report to the Superior Court of Justice. 

 

Table 7. Monthly meeting of traditional judges in Quintana Roo. 

 

2.8. Material and personal jurisdiction of traditional courts of Quintana Roo 

Judges have jurisdiction in the following areas: civil, family, criminal. In civil matters, 
the judges may hear conflicts about all types of contracts that will generate rights and 
obligations, whose benefits do not exceed approximately $ 350 US. Within this 
category are included all credits or debts up to $350 US. They can also address 
commercial contracts related to, livestock, poultry, beekeeping, hunting, fishing or 
forestry. In criminal cases, the traditional courts have jurisdiction over the following 
crimes: Damage, thievery, fraud in an amount that cannot exceed approximately $ 330 



 [Unveiling the face of diversity] 

 

42 |  

US. It also includes minor incidents with purchases, trading and cattle rustling and its 
derivatives.31 

The Indigenous Justice Law of the State of Quintana Roo has ruled that judges have 
attributions and jurisdiction in three subjects, civil, family and criminal law. Articles 14, 
15 and 19 of the Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo of 1997 mention judges’ 
have jurisdiction in three matters: civil, family and criminal.  

“Article 14.- The traditional courts have jurisdiction to hear and settle disputes in Civil, 
Family and Criminal matters.  

Article 15.- In civil matters traditional judges have jurisdiction in the following matters, 
I. - contracts generating all kinds of rights and obligations, the monetary value of 
which does not exceed one hundred minimum wages. Included are also the 
obligations out of debts, up to the amount indicated and II.- The contracts stipulating 
obligations related to farming, livestock, poultry, beekeeping, hunting, fishing or 
forestry.  

Article 16.- In family matters, traditional judges have jurisdiction in the following 
matters: I. - Maya marriages and its dissolution, when the marriages would be officially 
recognized by this law and the Maya authorities and dignitaries of the place where the 
marriage was celebrated as valid, II.- Custody, education and care of children, III.- 
Maintenance and IV.- Family disputes that affect the dignity, customs or traditions of 
the family.  

Article 17.- In criminal matters, traditional judges have jurisdiction in the following 
offenses: I.- Stealing an amount not exceeding one hundred minimum wages; II.- cattle 
rustling of minor species (such as sheep, pigs and goats), as well as the cases referred 
to in fractions I through IV of Article 148 of the Penal Code for the State of Quintana 
Roo; III.- Fraud in an amount not exceeding one hundred minimum wages; IV.- Breach 
of trust in an amount not exceeding one hundred minimum wages; V.- Abandonment 
of people; VI.- Damage to the amount of one hundred minimum wages; VII.- All other 
crimes that are being prosecuted on the basis of a previous complaint under the Penal 
Code for the State of Quintana Roo." (Articles 14, 15 and 19 of the Indigenous Justice 
Law of Quintana Roo. 1996) 

The judges have also the power to attend faults like verbal aggressions, bad behavior 
in public, disrespect to an authority, or to a saint or an image, such as failure to show 
the respect a person must have in the ceremonial centers. (LJI Articles 15, 16, 17) 

As for family matters, judges have jurisdiction to rule on custody, education, childcare, 
Maya divorce and alimony disputes. Also, they may deal with behavior that affects the 

                                                      
31 Articles 17 and 18 of the Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo. 1997.  
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character, dignity and customs of family life. This is the first legislation in the country 
that recognizes traditional jurisdiction in this area. (LJI Articles 16) 

Divorce is a particularly sensitive area. Among the traditional judges, only three 
divorces have been dealt with (all in the same community of Chan Chen I). A case of 
divorces constitutes a paradoxical category because divorce runs counter to local 
values as in Maya communities marriages are perceived as being made for life. A 
traditional judge who is also a priest talked about this position in an article:  

"This month I had a lot of work. Many people came to me for separations. But all 
of them were well attended, I conciliated all of them and they are already 
calmed down" (Reyes and Ek 2001: 94) 

The quote above shows that the judge of this court prefers people not to insist on 
divorce; however, if parties push a little more, the judge will accept their wish to be 
divorced. Should the judge still not accept what the parties want, they may report him 
to the MAI to have him sanctioned and/or or allow them to go on with the divorce. If 
necessary, if they do not wish to continue under the indigenous jurisdiction, then they 
can choose to bring their case to the Mexican state tribunals. (LJI Article 11) 

Let me stress again that the official competencies of the indigenous judges are not the 
same in the three states of the Yucatan Peninsula. For example, the Organic Law of 
Judicial Power of the State of Campeche, in Article 75-5 states that "under no 
circumstances the conciliator’s judges have jurisdiction over matters of trade or 
business, divorce, dissolution of marriage, paternity, adoption, guardianship, disputes 
over land tenure, temporary child custody, physical separation of spouses and 
determination and payment of alimony.” Here, family matters are excluded, while in 
the law of Quintana Roo, family cases do fall under the competence of the indigenous 
judges.  

To enforce their decisions, judges may choose and impose some of the following 
coercive and punitive punishments: 

I. Verbal warning; 

II. Fines up to thirty minimum wages, (currently $4 US dollars per day)  

III. Jail up to thirty-six hours. (LJI Article 20)  

In criminal cases, judges may impose penalties and security measures like the 
following: 

I. Monitoring of the authority; 

II. Fines up to thirty minimum salaries; 
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III. Repair of damages; 

IV. Working for the community; 

V. Prohibition of going to a particular territorial area or live in it; 

VI. Seizures of tools and objects related to the crime. (LJI Article 21)  

The judges can pick up one, two, or more different sanctions to be imposed at the 
same time. They can order people to do some work for the community, also to pay 
damages and a fine. It is up to the judge and the situation.  

To impose sanctions, judges take into account the circumstances of the person, 
especially the economic one. Usually communities’ economies are depressed; thus, 
monetary sanctions are not imposed frequently. In the majority of cases, people are 
ordered to do community work. This work is done in public places in order to show the 
person as an offender who just has been punished and this public humiliation is a 
punishment that hurts most. Another important aspect of the sanctions of the 
Indigenous Justice Law is the requirement that the judicial decisions do not violate 
human rights. To stress the importance of this requirement, the judges get 
recommendations and training courses run by the MAI, the CJI, or the Superior Court 
of Quintana Roo. 

 

2.9. Traditional Judges 

The region's indigenous judges are elected in community meetings convened by the 
Superior Court of Quintana Roo, the Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs and the 
Indigenous Judicial Council in Quintana Roo.  

“Article 9.- The Superior Court of the State, by proposal of the Judicial Council of 
Indigenous Justice, will appoint the traditional judges. The appointment of judges and 
magistrates of traditional indigenous affairs should fall on outstanding members of the 
community, who speak the language and know the uses, customs and traditions of 
their community, without having to qualify or have the constraints set in Organic Law 
of the Judiciary of the State of Quintana Roo.” (Article 9. Indigenous Justice Law of 
Quintana Roo. 1996.) 

So far, there are 17 who have been chosen in this way. All of the elected are men, 
although the invitation is issued for either gender. Until today, there are 17 Traditional 
Judges, five Mayan Generals and a Magistrate. The ages of the judges range from the 
youngest of 34 years old to over 90. All traditional judges appointed for the area are 
married except for one and have a monthly compensation for their activities of a little 
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less than 3000 pesos ($ 240 US). These judges are selected for life, and since I have 
been studying these communities, no one has resigned. The only changes occurred 
because of death.32 In addition to their traditional activities as judges, they can engage 
in other jobs and activities, among which are blacksmith, mechanic, baker, Mayan 
priest, and peasants; being a farmer is the most frequent job the judges hold.  

The list of judges is as follows 

MUNICIPALITY CITY JUDGE NAME 

TULUM  

TULUM VÍCTOR BALAM CATZIN 

CHAN CHEN I LUIS DZIB CANUL 

SAN JUAN GONZALO CANUL MAY 

SOLIDARIDAD  

SAHCAB-MUCUY ANTONIO TUZ KUMUL 

HONDZONOT LAURO MAY MAY 

SAN SILVERIO ANTONIO TUN MAY 

YAXCHE PASCUAL CANUL MAY 

YALCHEN DARIO CHE MAY 

JOSÉ MARÍA MORELOS  POZO PIRATA TITO RACIEL MARÍN CHAN 

LÁZARO CÁRDENAS  

SAN MARTINIANO ROSENDO MAY DZIB 

AGUA AZUL JACINTO UC UCH 

SAN FRANCISCO MARCELO CAUICH MAY 

FELIPE CARRILLO PUERTO  

TIXCACAL-GUARDIA PEDRO EK CITUK 

YAXLEY EULALIO TUN CAN 

CHUMPÓN FIDENCIO CAAMAL CANUL 

XYATIL JUAN WITZIL CIMA 

SEÑOR ABUNDIO YAMA CHIQUIL 

 

                                                      
32 As I write these lines, a judge died and a new assembly convened for the appointment of his successor 
in the course of 2010. 
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The judges serve in local traditional buildings subsidized by the Superior Court of the 
State of Quintana Roo. All these places (except two) have the same characteristics. 
Constructions are built semi-oval with 5 meters long by 4 wide, approximately with a 
height of 2.5 meters. The premises have a ceiling of guano (a palm tree), two doors 
(one in front and one at the rear) and have two wooden windows in the front. In the 
front of the house there is a sign that says "Judiciary of the State of Quintana Roo, 
Indigenous Judicial Council in Quintana Roo, Traditional Court (and the name of the 
village or center)."  

 

 

Table 8. Example of a sign placed outside of traditional courts. 

The houses have been built following a pattern similar to that of traditional houses in 
the area. Local materials such as guano (a palm tree), stones and wood are used in an 
attempt to respect the aesthetics of the village architecture. 
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Table 9. Photograph of a Judge and a traditional court in Yalchen, Quintana Roo. 

 

The furniture in the court is austere. Usually they have a table and two wooden chairs, 
a small file cabinet to store documents of the proceedings and a manual typewriter. 
The locations of the courts do vary. In Xyatil for example, the court is located next to 
the community church. In the village of Chan Chen I, the court it is located 3 blocks 
away from the main plaza. In San Juan de Dios the court is located next to the 
Municipal Delegation33. However, most often courts are located next to delegation 
offices in the center of the villages. 

                                                      
33 The Mexican State of Quintana Roo is made up of 10 municipalities (or municipios): Cozumel, 
Felipe Carrillo Puerto, Isla Mujeres, Othón P. Blanco, Benito Juárez, José María Morelos, Lázaro 
Cárdenas, Solidaridad, Tulum and Bacalar. In each town of the municipalities there is an office 
named “Municipal Delegation” which represents the municipality. The person in charge of this 
office is named Delegado (in Spanish) who is accompanied by a policeman. Its main functions 
are: to help in the census, education and health campaigns, to watch over public order among 
others. These delegations are the first instance a person from a community attends when 
having a trouble. This instance only has attributions for conciliations, and this are done usually 
by arguing to send the case to higher authorities or to use the police force.  
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Table 10. Interior of a traditional court. 

 

The indigenous judges have their credentials, to accredit them as members of the 
Judiciary of the State of Quintana Roo.  

"The judges use a variety of traditional materials, such as: official papers, legal 
documents and stamps." (Buenrostro 2006: 26)  

Though these judges appear to belong to the system, at the same time they are 
outsiders. They do not have an official remuneration or allowances as an official state 
judge would. They don’t receive social services for themselves or their family. They 
have no retirement program and if someone gets an accident, they are not taken care 
of by the state. The state pays them only monthly “bonuses” and accepts no further 
responsibility. 

When the indigenous judges travel to other state offices or outside of their town, they 
are not always welcomed or respected by the formal authorities. The Magistrate of 
Indigenous Affairs prefers to accompany the indigenous judges to avoid potential 
disrespect from the local authorities. The Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs says that 
little by little the work of the indigenous judges has been reaching the municipalities 
of the region, but still they are relatively unknown to other higher levels of the state 
government administration. 
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Table 11. Authorities providing training for Traditional Judges, Peace Judges and 
Conciliatory Judges of Quintana Roo, Yucatan and Campeche, held in Campeche, 

27 and 28 of August, 2008. 

 

The judges of the state of Quintana Roo have no set working hours; working hours are 
left up to each one of them, but usually office hours are between 9 am and 5pm from 
Monday to Friday. However, judges who have to work in the fields, or engage in other 
professions, may choose to conduct business in the afternoons or weekends. Usually, 
they wait for the people to come back from the fields, crops or their farms, or from 
their works in hotels in the main villages such as Cancun, Playa del Carmen, and Tulúm, 
where they are employed all the week.34  

When a complaint is set up, the judge then issues a time and date for the parties 
involved in the dispute to appear in court. If the first summon is missed, the judge 
provides two more opportunities to have their case heard. If all three appearance dates 
are missed, the judge may send the case to an ordinary state court, and this generally 
means that it will take longer to resolve the dispute. 

 

                                                      
34 Usually young people work in the hotels as cooks, waitresses, drivers etc. One bus picks them up from 
their towns early on Monday and returns them on Friday night. They live at the hotel but return to the 
villages on weekends. 
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Table 12. Photography of the Traditional Judge and the traditional office of Chan 
Chen I, Quintana Roo.  

 

2.10. Procedural rules 

During the mediation both parties explain the case and their positions. Judges are 
limited at this point to be mediators. The mediation can take place in Mayan or 
Spanish or in both languages. If a party speaks only in Mayan or Spanish the judge will 
be the interpreter.  

The Indigenous Justice Law of the state of Quintana Roo points out a series of 
requirements that judges have to follow lest their decisions lack legal validity. One of 
these requirements relates to the starting of conciliations with a dialogue, to give a 
voice to all the stakeholders. An important element of conciliation is the fact that 
people are accompanied by members of their family. The judges are aware that usually 
a predicament, a felony, a transgression or an offense involves the whole family. The 
role of these family members is an important element in their way of trying to find a 
settlement. The judges take great care when family members are present at the 
mediation because people tend to favor and protect their relatives. Also, people may 
be influenced by the pressure coming from the family to act in one way or another. 

This same family pressure however, sometimes inhibits parties to talk freely. In that 
case, the judge orders people to withdraw, or even closes the doors to talk in private 
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with the person in order to encourage him/her to give his/her version. This allows 
children, teenagers or women to speak freely and openly of their situations. The judges 
take into consideration gender, age and condition of the person in their efforts to seek 
a fair decision.  

Conciliations are based on consensus among the parties. The solution emerges from 
the parties involved and the judge. Legally, it depends on the parties whether they will 
submit their case to the indigenous judges and/or whether they want to continue their 
case there. The judges only deal with cases where people have chosen to submit their 
problem voluntarily. Parties can withdraw their case at any time. However, after the 
decision is settled it becomes a legally valid and binding decision.  

"The word for the Indigenous people, in the communities of Quintana Roo, is 
worth a lot. If you say “yes”, yes it is, and when you say “no”, it is no. The word is 
the truth. "(Reyes and Ek 2001: 93-94) 

The Indigenous Justice Law LJI has declared this kind of justice as “alternative and 
volunteer”. This law states in its articles six and twelve that the person has the choice 
to whether submit his case or not to the legal indigenous process. The LJI points:  

Article 6.- The indigenous justice is an alternative to the ordinary judicial courts 
and judges of the common order, this jurisdiction will always be expedited 
under the terms and conditions agreed in the Political Constitution of the 
Mexican States, the States Constitution and ordinary laws.  

Article 12.- If the parties, decide the mediation by the traditional judge to settle 
their differences by agreement, it shall be approved at a properly and execute a 
mandate of this decision.  

 

The traditional judge has an office into a community; however, if a person wants he 
can go to the state authorities to deal with his case. For example in a case of theft, the 
offended can go to the state municipal office of the town or to the federal or state 
prosecutor to start a complaint. Also he can go to the traditional judge of his 
community (if there is one there). This choice will be up to him.  

When this person decides to attend with the traditional judge, the mediation process 
or investigation of the criminal behavior will be started. However, if mediation is not 
set or if the person does not feel well with the traditional justice, he still has the right to 
stop the process and continue with the state or federal justice.  
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However, once the parties get an agreement under the traditional justice, this decision 
will be considered to be final. However like in any state criminal system they may 
appeal the decision to the MAI. (LJI Article 30) 

The MAI has tried to standardize the agreements by issuing all of them with a “master 
model” with blank spaces to be filled with the data of individuals and the decision 
taken. This is also to help judges who have problems in reading and writing to 
document their activities, in which case, the judges ask an assistant to fill the record 
and read it in front of him.  

The Magistrate of Indigenous Affairs of Quintana Roo said: "We have tried to document 
all actions of the judges. Many times they do not make records in cases such as 
gossips, rumors or tittle-tattle. Sometimes they hide the file or the case is settled in 
secrecy. I have tried to generate information to make comparisons, but it is a bit 
difficult, because they are very jealous of their private life. However, we have tried to 
support them by providing them with a master model facilitating their work. (Reyes 
and Ek 2001: 94) 

The judges have been instructed to make the largest possible number of records. 
However, because the final resolution depends on each case and each judge, some 
conciliations are done in the form of an advice given by the judges and are not 
completely written. As a result, the number of cases reported by judges is less than the 
number of actual cases. The MAI said:  

“The judge from Yaxley came and told me: ‘I don’t like the master model, and 
I'm not going to use it anymore.’  

Why? The MAI asked, "Is it wrong or what?"  

"No, because I... I do not like it; I feel I can do it better on my own and redact my 
own one...”  

And the MAI answered “And what I can say? He is free to make his own verdict.” 
(Reyes and Ek 2001: 94)  
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Table 13. Example of a marriage certificate. 

 

All the ceremonial centers, except Xyatil,35 have Mayan priests who can marry people 
under a Mayan ceremony. They identify their church, masses, sacraments and rituals as 
belonging to the Mayan Catholic Church. This form of marriage is widespread among 
the population of the region. However, this has created problems in the relation 

                                                      
35 I mentioned before this is considered a ceremonial center for its inhabitants, but not for the law.  
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between the state and the Mayan people because before 1996 the traditional 
marriages were not recognized as valid. 

A Mayan person said: 

“I got married in Tixcacal and one day I had to do some paperwork in Carrillo 
Puerto and a bureaucrat told me: 

Where did you get married? 
that marriage is not valid. You have to go to the civil registr
marriage yourselves again.’

However, The Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo recognizes the Mayan marriage 
ceremony conducted in the ceremonial centers, as an official valid marriage
state and therefore all the country

Table 14. Mr. Juan Witzil, Mayan Judge and Mayan Priest of 

 

Marriages have been made since ancient Maya times in the ceremonial centers by the 
Mayan priest in the presence of godparents, witnesses, and the spouses. The couple 
remains kneeling at least one hour. The groom dresses in various ways, such as tie, 
jacket, pants and dress shoes. Sometimes a Guayabera, the traditional male outfit of 
the area is used. The bride wears long white and heavy dresses.

 

between the state and the Mayan people because before 1996 the traditional 
marriages were not recognized as valid.  

id:  

I got married in Tixcacal and one day I had to do some paperwork in Carrillo 
Puerto and a bureaucrat told me:  

Where did you get married? In the Ceremonial Center of Tixcacal? Sorry, but 
that marriage is not valid. You have to go to the civil registry office in order to 
marriage yourselves again.’" (Reyes and Ek 2001: 91-92) 

The Indigenous Justice Law of Quintana Roo recognizes the Mayan marriage 
ceremony conducted in the ceremonial centers, as an official valid marriage

therefore all the country.  

  

Table 14. Mr. Juan Witzil, Mayan Judge and Mayan Priest of Xyatil posing in front 
of his Traditional Court. 

Marriages have been made since ancient Maya times in the ceremonial centers by the 
Mayan priest in the presence of godparents, witnesses, and the spouses. The couple 
remains kneeling at least one hour. The groom dresses in various ways, such as tie, 

, pants and dress shoes. Sometimes a Guayabera, the traditional male outfit of 
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"The priest makes recommendations to the couple and both sets of parents and 
the godparents, while performing prayers in Mayan language to ask for 
blessings for them to do well, and not only those involved in the ceremony, but 
also for members of the community, for all the Maya and all human beings. The 
ceremony lasts about an hour and the couple must remain kneeling all the time 
holding a candle. During this time, godparents will provide them 
water."(Buenrostro 2006: 12). 

The services of the judges are free and only for weddings and baptisms they charge 50 
pesos ($4 US) for issuing the certificates. If the couples do not have the money, it will 
be provided for free. The certificates begin with the words "Ceremonial Center of 
(location)" Act of Marriage. They have also added stamps of the Mayan Catholic 
Church. This is a name that is used in the region to stress that the Mayans have their 
own religion, which they themselves identify as Catholic, but which in fact is typical 
Maya, a product of a long process of syncretism.  
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Table 15. Examples of the stamps used by traditional the judges in the acts. 

The priest and prayers are not mentioned in the Indigenous Justice Law. However, I 
have included them in my sketch of the official organization of indigenous justice in 
Quintana Roo (table 4) because people only get married by this specific ceremony. 
Therefore I incorporated the priest in the table 4. 

 




