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Introduction

oo

In 1886, CI1PRIANA VASQUEZ, A THIRTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD SINGLE MOTHER, WHO
lived alone with her daughter, Petrona, opened her door to a neighbor bear-
ing shocking news. The woman had heard gossip that Cipriana’s daughter
had been forcibly abducted by a certain Mariano Cruz. Horrified, Cipriana
sprang into action and rushed a mile to Oaxaca City to file a criminal com-
plaint. The mother prevailed upon the court to charge Mariano with rapto
de seduccién (abduction by seduction) and to send police officers to appre-
hend the couple. The 1871 Mexican Penal Code defined rapto as the abduc-
tion of a woman against her will by the use of physical violence, deception,
or seduction in order to satisfy “carnal desires” or to marry.! Rapto also
occurred when a woman under sixteen years of age went voluntarily with a
man—a situation more akin to elopement than abduction. The law had two
main intentions: to protect young virgins from seduction in order to guard
their honor and that of their family and to promote civil marriage.

Once police took the couple into custody, the judge collected a battery
of depositions. Petrona spoke first, explaining that she was fourteen years
old and had had “no sort of relations” with any man before Mariano. Every
day she walked from her mother’s home in El Marquesado? to the center
of Oaxaca City, where she served in the house of Don Vicente. Three days



earlier, while walking back to El Marquesado, Mariano had confronted her
in the street and ordered her to follow him. When she refused, he grabbed
her by the arm and took her to a room in San Juanito where, according to
Petrona, they had sex twice. The young girl claimed that Mariano had not
given her gifts or money, but he did offer to marry her.

In this calculated move, Petrona was publicly laying claim to honor
and respectability by stressing Mariano’s proper proposal of marriage and
the fact that she did not accept money for sex. That a promise of marriage
informally sanctioned the beginning of sexual relations was a custom that
had been condoned for centuries in Hispanic society.3 Petrona also told the
judge that her mother routinely mistreated her, perhaps another calculated
admission since this charge resonated with nineteenth-century jurists.
According to the law, a judge had the right to nullify the parental rights
of an abusive mother or father and even to emancipate a minor child.4 In
the present study, minors wishing to marry without parental consent fre-
quently insisted that mistreatment or child abuse, in addition to love and a
promise of marriage, had compelled them to elope with their sweethearts.
This set nineteenth-century runaway daughters apart from their colonial
sisters, since now a judge might rule in favor of the minor couple, in effect
emancipating them, and the minors no longer necessarily needed parental
sanction to marry.

The judge gave Mariano equal space to tell his story. Claiming to be of
“majority” (at least twenty-one years of age) and a farmhand from the same
working-class neighborhood, Mariano confessed to having had “amorous
relations” with Petrona for five months. He also admitted to writing her
several love letters to prove his honorable intentions in the liaison and sub-
sequent elopement.5 Mexican society viewed love letters or small gifts as
prendas (love tokens) that solidified a promise to marry. Indeed, in various
testimonies recorded during rapto trials, there are references to prendas,
given to prove the suitor’s serious intentions. Mariano further swore that
Cipriana neglected Petrona, by depriving her of food and forcing her to
serve as a maid in Don Vicente’s home. He contended that Petrona will-
ingly fled with him to San Juanito and agreed to sexual intercourse after
he promised to marry her. Mariano also told the judge that he intended to
fulfill his promise of marriage even though he claimed she was not a virgin
at their first sexual encounter. The judge continued the investigation and
called in family members and witnesses to testify about the sequence of
events.6 Witnesses also vouched for Mariano’s honorable conduct and lack
of a prison record to prove that he was not a criminal or someone devious.
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By claiming that Petrona had not been not a virgin when they first had
sexual intercourse, Mariano implied that she was unworthy of legal protec-
tion. At the same time, he professed that he still wanted to marry her. Petrona
endeavored to convince the judge that Mariano had forcibly abducted her.
As a defenseless and deceived virgin, the court was mandated to shelter her.
Their testimonies contradict each other initially, but the goal of their narra-
tives was clear: to convince the judge of their innocence in the crime and of
their rights as honorable citizens to be protected by the law. By initially lying
and claiming that Mariano had forcibly abducted her, Petrona played on pre-
vailing gendered scripts that required her to be a victim who would never
disobey her parents by running off with her suitor. It is also possible that
Petrona knew that her mother did not have a birth certificate to prove that
she was under sixteen years of age. Were the judge to deem her to be older,
she would only be worthy of protection under the law if she could prove that
Mariano employed force to seduce her.” Petrona had to claim force in order
to be taken seriously by the judge. If the judge believed that she had wan-
tonly gone with Mariano to have sex, the law would not protect her. She did
not want Mariano to be incarcerated. She likely understood that rapto trials
rarely led to jail time for male defendants. Her end goal was to assert her
honor and begin life with Mariano.

Few scholars have systematically analyzed nineteenth-century rapto
cases in Latin American countries. Runaway Daughters is the first to mine
these rich court records in order to understand intergenerational conflict
and interactions among working-class Mexicans and the state in a provincial
capital city.8 The prosecution of rapto, in the case of Petrona and Mariano as
well as those of other couples, underscores the importance of the category
of “family” for understanding gender, youth, and ethnicity. Investigating
family quarrels reveals more than just the seeds of conflict. The testimonies
of the antagonists speak to cultural norms, the social history of everyday
life, and the negotiations between families and state officials concerning the
law and behavioral norms. Runaway daughters in Oaxaca, some of them of
indigenous background, found themselves at the nexus of family-state con-
flict over their rights and responsibilities as minor children. Their voices,
largely muted in official documents, are loud and compelling in the elope-
ment dramas, as they provided testimonies that detailed their love lives and
tribulations with their mothers and fathers.

This project is also one of the few comprehensive studies of gender
relations and honor among young working-class couples and their families
in post-colonial Mexico. Based on 212 rapto cases, it places the spotlight on
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older children, those between thirteen and twenty-one years of age—a social
group that has lamentably left few traces in the historical record. An exami-
nation of the court testimonies of parents, their children, and witnesses, as
well as a reading of the love letters included as evidence of a relationship or
promise of marriage, highlights courtship practices, generational conflict,
and the negotiation of honor. These materials provide an indication of how
individuals, like Petrona and Mariano, understood their gender identities.
Additionally, they reveal the significant role that the working class played in
refashioning accepted codes of conduct and honor as well as the state’s role
in shaping the terms of civil marriage and adjudicating power struggles
between family members and between “citizens” and the nation. The state,
in this case, is represented by the cadre of liberal civil servants that sought
to shape Oaxaca’s civil and political life in the nineteenth century.
Consider the tale of Mariano and Petrona. Their elopement had impli-
cations both for their families and for the state officials who ruled on the
actions and the futures of these two young people. Petrona had lost her
honor by running off with Mariano and that would have been the case even
if she had not engaged in sexual relations. Mariano faced a possible prison
term. Both faced a public airing of their courtship and exploits, actions that
could damage their reputations in the community. Yet, for many eloping
youngsters, the risks were worth the benefits of forging an autonomous life
together. Cipriana, who sent Petrona daily to work in the home of an elite
gentleman, rejected Mariano as a son-in-law for reasons unknown to us,
but a motivation might have been the fear of losing Petrona’s financial con-
tribution to the family economy. For the historian more than a century later,
the testimonies are a veritable goldmine that reveals norms, mores, and
tidbits of everyday life of working-class Mexicans. The crime of rapto itself
is not the focus of this book. Whereas for some couples, rapto was simply
a dramatic courtship ritual that originated centuries earlier, rapto in nine-
teenth-century Mexico was a personal and political act. Intergenerational
conflict figured prominently because in these cases, minors like Petrona
employed the drama of rapto as a strategy to defy parental authority and
sometimes earn legal emancipation to make independent choices about
their sexual or conjugal arrangements. In more than 9o percent of the 212
cases that were examined, the girls voluntarily ran away with their suit-
ors, and some even engineered the entire escapade. Few girls claimed to
have been tricked or raped, and of those who did, some, like Petrona, even-
tually recanted and admitted their consent to eloping and having sexual
intercourse. Parents either demanded marriage to restore family honor
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or the suitor’s punishment and their daughter’s return home. Witnesses,
at times, complicated the dialogue by weighing in on honor or reputation
and the sequence of events. Their testimonies could either substantiate
the sexual honor of the girl or impugn the boy’s reputation by noting his
previous conduct with other young girls. Court officials also offered their
opinion, with defense attorneys particularly contributing discourses on
love, marriage, honor, and the proclivities of the working class. In many
ways, judges played a silent role in that they rarely explained their verdicts,
offering little to elucidate their decisions. However, their conclusions spoke
volumes about their view of the “order of families” and “public morality.”
Rapto was just the crime, but the testimonies reveal much about courtship
practices, attitudes toward marriage, the boundaries of parental authority
and filial obedience, and the relationship between the state and its lower-
status citizens.

The cases from the capital city, Oaxaca de Juirez (today, Oaxaca City),
also present vivid contrasts with other studies of conflict between parents
and children over marriage and elopement in Latin America. Oaxaca City
provides a unique setting to explore the social history of gender ideolo-
gies and family relations in nineteenth-century Mexico. Between 1857 and
1891, indigenous groups, such as the Zapotec, Mixtec, and Triqui, were
between 77 percent and 87 percent of the state’s population.? Indigenous
women played important social and economic roles throughout Oaxaca’s
history. Many scholars have gathered evidence that attests to their remark-
able litigiousness seen in their vigorous contesting of property rights and
conjugal disputes in the state’s courtrooms.10 Their penchant for legal
wrangling aside, scholars have rightly argued that a notion of comple-
mentarity infused gender relations among the indigenous Oaxacans.
Certainly women felt the brunt of patriarchal structures that oppressed;
however domestic quarrels occurred on a more level playing field with posi-
tive outcomes for the women involved in them.!1 For example a Zapotec
or Mixtec woman who suffered domestic abuse could strategically lobby
other men and also mobilized female allies to censure her violent husband.
A firm belief in contingent rights informed the negotiation of these dis-
putes. Individuals who violated them, male or female, were held account-
able by their peers. Men were supposed to contribute economically to the
household and eschew extraordinary violence in their relations with wives
and children. In contrast, women cooked, cleaned, cared for the children,
and behaved decorously and modestly in the presence of other men and
in public spaces. The desire for social peace, a core community value of
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these indigenous cultures, sometimes resulted in community sanction of
men who displayed excessive violence or swagger. The assorted legal com-
plaints stressed the very collective nature of familial strife. It was in the
best interests of the community to resolve family conflict, whether between
husbands and wives or parents and children. Minor daughters sometimes
engineered their own elopements, but at the very least, they claimed their
nascent rights as minor children. Men did not abandon nonvirgins, and
Oaxacans of both sexes possessed a keen sense of conditional rights and
responsibilities between lovers and parents and children. That Zapotec
and Mixtec women parlayed conjugal disputes on more equal footing sug-
gests an alternative structure of gender relations in Oaxaca that acknowl-
edged female assertiveness and power—an assertiveness that will be
revealed in the rapto dramas.12

In colonial Mexico, young couples turned to church courts if their par-
ents denied them permission to marry. In these cases, there is less evi-
dence that they eloped to overturn their parent’s decision. Committed to
the norm of free will in a person’s decision to marry, ecclesiastical jurists,
disregarding parental objections, sanctioned the marriage of willing
minor children. Later, sexual honor rather than parental authority was the
top priority for ecclesiastical jurists.13 Priests performed secret marriages
in many cases. It was not until the late-eighteenth century that the Church
began to support the parents when they could prove that their inexperi-
enced sons and daughters had made unequal love matches—meaning
that one of the betrothed lacked the same social status of the intractable
parents.14 After Mexicans won their independence from Spain in 1821,
civil courts, like their ecclesiastical predecessors, favored the free will of
children to choose a spouse over parental opposition. While the colonial
Church had supported parents for economic reasons, the civil courts in
Oaxaca City in post-Independence Mexico consistently supported children
over parents unless insurmountable obstacles to marriage, such as con-
sanguinity, force, or violence, existed. Siding with children against parents
promoted social order by protecting female sexual honor, which was the
foundation of family honor. Allowing a deflowered minor girl to marry sat-
isfied the goals of seduction laws: to uphold sexual honor and promote civil
marriage. Yet, 96 percent of the complaints materialized from working-
class families, and the elite were blind to the internal hierarchies within
this social group. Therefore, siding with parents against children for eco-
nomic reasons was not an outcome manifested in the Oaxacan examples.
But, clearly, some parents opposed the love matches of their runaway
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daughters because they perceived that the suitor lacked sufficient social
or economic status. In addition, supporting working-class minors against
their parents had two results in post-Independence Mexico: it sanctioned
love and reason as sufficient proof of maturity and will to marry, but it
also opened a window for the state to scrutinize and subvert the paternal
authority of lower-class parents.

Supported by the Royal Pragmatic on Marriage (1778), which upheld
parental power over their children’s marriages, parents in colonial Argen-
tina and Cuba could successfully block a marriage if they could convincingly
charge that the their child’s betrothed was of African descent.15 Afro-Cubans,
furthermore, accepted the white-imposed ideology and spurned individuals
who could not “whiten” the lineage.16 Afro-Cuban parents desired that their
children “marry up,” by choosing light-skinned, free partners. Race or eth-
nicity played a different role in Oaxaca than in Cuba since there were few
cases of an Indian marrying a non-Indian, and none in which the issue of
African heritage was mentioned. However, ethnic and gender relations in
Oaxaca certainly informed the dialogue between lovers and their families
and their negotiations with court officials. The alternative gender ideology
in indigenous Oaxaca placed women under the dominion of male family
members but also allowed them legitimate space to effectively contest
abuse and assert female power with better results than their mestiza coun-
terparts.l7 Of the 212 rapto cases examined here, 203 involved working-
class individuals who married within their own social class (endogamous),
at least in the minds of elite judges.18 Litigants never mentioned the color
of skin but did refer to a person’s work habits and comportment in public.
Those sources of reputation were more important to this social group.

When court cases involved lower-status Mexicans the goal shifted from
securing the financial networks of the elite to ensuring the social order, an
order that was dependent on family stability and the regulation of female
sexuality. It is no wonder that family relationships and comportments fig-
ured prominently in rapto cases. During the Porfiriato—the era of President
Porfirio Diaz from 1876-19u—the family was not a clone of the colonial
Mexican family, which had been epitomized by a strong patriarch who ruled
over his home like a lord reigned over his fief. A new, ephemeral figure
emerged, the state, which purloined the paternal role, especially in the
lives of working-class Mexicans.19 Indeed, intellectuals, charity organiza-
tions, and politicians sought to control and influence poor families, which
they viewed as breeding grounds of vice and immorality, two conditions
that imperiled Mexico’s development and enlistment in the rank of modern
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nations. As in Argentina, the Mexican state increasingly wielded influence
over domestic matters, such as childrearing, marriage, and the limits of
parental rule.20 In both nations, the state reified mothers for their role in
bearing and nurturing the next generation of hardworking and patriotic
citizens. State officials regularly displaced the patriarchal head in working-
class families to momentarily rule in his stead, especially in matters per-
taining to his offspring.21

This study supports the argument that gender and family were key
concepts in nation-building, but it also looks more closely at how minors
and their parents discussed love and childrearing within the larger and
changing discourses of liberalism. Mexican liberals embraced reason, sci-
ence, and technology as tools to modernize a society that they considered
hamstrung by religious and colonial authoritarianism and the “communal
traditions of Mesoamerica.”22 Thus liberals sought secular solutions, first
by divesting the Catholic Church of its power and property, and secondly,
by focusing a microscope on society. An evangelical belief in “progress”
seduced Mexican liberals as well. They believed that Mexican society des-
perately needed renovation in order for the country to join the ranks of
developed nations. Liberalism entailed a commitment to democratic values
including equality of opportunity and individual liberty, values that per-
meated all strata of society. Working-class and indigenous Oaxacans had
a keen understanding of not only the law but also prevailing discourses
of proper family life and childrearing and how they intersected with lib-
eral values. With the assistance of court officials, people from the lower
strata of society effectively invoked these sentiments to litigate their com-
plaints or defend their actions. Runaway Daughters builds from family to
neighborhood, to the larger community, and to the nation, in an attempt to
illustrate how family members accepted, refashioned, or defied prescribed
social norms in order to take control of and make sense of their own lives
and worlds.23

Note on the Sources

Social historians favor criminal records for several reasons. Certainly, court
depositions provide some of the most detailed documentation of plebeian
lives, providing rich fodder for analysis. These records contain the voices,
albeit filtered, of the popular classes, a group that left little independently
produced documentation for historical study. Certainly, court officials prod-
ded participants with leading and open-ended questions. Yet, both women’s
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and men’s testimonies reveal that gender ideologies were both understood
and exploited in everyday lives. Moreover, rapto, although criminalized by
the state, was a recognized courtship practice among working-class Mexi-
cans.24 In their testimonies, these “criminals” discussed courtship, family
relationships, sex, love, and honor. It is one of the only sources where we
can hear the voice of the historically silenced: minor girls, their poor suit-
ors, and working-class parents and neighbors. Although judicial documents
are contentious by nature, they are effective tools for recovering working-
class voices.

The cases I reviewed are in the Archivo Histérico Municipal de la Ciudad
de Oaxaca de Juirez (AHMCO), which houses criminal records for the capi-
tal city. Court officials organized case files individually by the defendant’s
name and the crime and the court where the proceedings ensued. An inquiry
began when a parent or guardian, or occasionally, a girl acting on her own
behalf, filed a complaint with the court. If the judge determined that the
complaint had merit, depositions of the plaintiff, the victim, the defendant,
and witnesses followed.

I primarily reviewed cases that were akin to elopement—where the
couple had an acknowledged relationship—omitting those in which the girl
did not acknowledge the defendant as her suitor. There was some incon-
sistency in the labeling of crimes, with some men who should have been
charged with rapto being charged with estupro (deflowering) or both estupro
and rapto. Thus, I included estupro cases if the girl had consented and the
couple had eloped. Violacién (rape) usually meant no romantic relationship
had existed previously between the man and woman and the victim was forc-
ibly violated, but some seduction cases were also erroneously prosecuted as
rape cases. [ read additional criminal cases, including those involving infan-
ticide, adultery, attempted suicide, and slander, to better understand how
the honor code operated and to analyze the structures and effects of com-
munity surveillance and gossip. The first rapto case was filed in 1841 and the
last surviving case is from 1919, for a total of 212 case files. Most cases are
from the Porfiriato.

From 1821 to 1920, Oaxaca City had twelve courts that primarily heard
cases initiated by city residents, but residents of villages at the city’s periph-
ery also filed complaints, especially if the alcalde (village mayor) was unable
to mediate the dispute. Because of the influence of Roman law on the
Mexican legal system, juries did not decide these cases, judges did. If the
male defendant was a minor, and he lacked a father or guardian, an advo-
cate was appointed. Defense attorneys also participated in several cases.
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Periodization

This study begins in 1841 and ends in 1919, which roughly corresponds to
Mexico’s half century of liberalism. The bulk of the cases (61 percent) are
from the 1870s and 1880s; therefore, the Porfiriato receives extensive atten-
tion. Continuity and change characterized Mexico’s transition from colony
to republic.25 At first glance, discussions of family honor, courtship, and
marriage seemed to change little from 1850 to 1910. Further scrutiny reveals
that the topics of discussion in court were the same, yet subtle shifts in
meanings emerged, especially in the late nineteenth century, an era charac-
terized by the consolidation of liberalism in society and politics. The study
also contributes to the historiography of the Porfiriato and joins the fray
that debates the validity of the notion of a “paz porfiriana” during this era.
The epoch belied a mood of peace and stability, as lovers quarreled with
each other, children disputed with their parents, and all actors in the rapto
cases struggled with the state over notions of honor and citizenship, appro-
priate sexuality, and the rules of family formation. In particular, this politi-
cal era witnessed intense intergenerational conflict, as children and parents
battled in the courtroom over spousal choice. Even judges were affected by
the emerging liberalism and its values of individuality, freedom, and liberty,
as evidenced by the increasing tendency to side with working-class children
in disputes with their parents.

Organization of the Book

The book is organized thematically rather than chronologically. Chapter 1
provides an overview of Oaxaca’s political and ethnic history from the colo-
nial era though the nineteenth century. As the birthplace of prominent
liberals like Benito Juarez, Porfirio Diaz, the Flores Magén brothers, and
Emilio Pimentel, this chapter argues that the state of Oaxaca was a cru-
cible of nineteenth-century liberalism and that values of individuality and
personal liberty emerged early in that society. Moreover, these values, a
European import, were not at odds with more community-centered indig-
enous values found in the Zapotec and Mixtec cultures. The state’s liberal
history and unique set of gender relations shaped by its indigenous peoples
undoubtedly played an important role in how families understood their
rights and responsibilities in relation to each other and to the law.

Chapter 2 introduces the legislation and social norms that derived from
and shaped family relations. It also charts the evolution of laws on seduction
and sexual crimes and the social norms and ideologies that informed them
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in nineteenth-century Mexico. These laws are also placed in their interna-
tional context, comparing them to the United States, France, Scotland, and
Canada in order to delineate the underlying sex and gender systems at work
in those countries. In addition, the official apparatus regulating rapto, or
more accurately sexuality, is addressed, including the rise of a medical dis-
course on virginity. After all, many runaway daughters had their virtue vali-
dated or invalidated by a genital exam. In essence, this chapter lays out the
structural context wherein the state and families mediated marriage, family
formation, and appropriate sexual and courtship behavior.

Popular culture reinforced the symbols and practices of courtship. Lit-
erate Mexicans read chapbooks and penny-press publications that infor-
mally instructed them in the writing of love letters, the arts of seduction,
and the foibles and pitfalls of romantic love. Illiterate Mexicans listened to
these same tales recounted through oral culture. Abundant morality tales
warned of the misfortune of the seduced and fallen woman or the perils
of fraternizing with treacherous men. Illiterate Mexicans enjoyed carica-
ture and ballads (corridos), both of which also disseminated social mores on
mundane but crucial topics like courtship, sexual norms, and marriage. In
chapter 3, these literary and visual sources of popular culture and the love
letters written by the participants in the rapto cases are used to decipher
how Mexicans constructed love. Those constructions were, after all, rife
with the social values, especially the gendered norms, of that society.

Chapter 4 enters the dramatic arena of the neighborhood and exam-
ines the role of gossip and hearsay in controlling sexual behavior and in
creating communities. Specifically, an examination of witness testimony in
the elopement trials and other sources, such as slander complaints, shows
how working-class individuals policed their peers’ behavior and influenced
court outcomes. In the rapto cases, witnesses not only testified to factual
events but also to what they had seen or had heard about someone’s past
sexual history or reputation in the community. Parts of the body and arti-
cles of clothing figured, both literally and metaphorically, in the discussions
of seduction, romance, and sexual possession. Girls described having their
shawls or braids grabbed, a symbol of sexual danger or possession. In spa-
tial terms, courtships were also carried out in the public spaces of working-
class neighborhoods, and particular locales became symbolic of romantic
and illicit relations.

Many scholars understand elopement as a way to weaken parental author-
ity. Hence, chapter 5 introduces the families of the victim and the defendant
in the rapto cases and scrutinizes generational conflicts over courtship and
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spousal selection. A review of the history of childhood and youth in Mexico
focuses particularly on the civil codes that defined legal relationships between
parents and children. Oddly, judges actually fostered rapto as a preliminary
step to a civil union and the emancipation of minors, even as official rhetoric
championed the overthrow of traditional and archaic customs. By siding with
minors against parents, judges also promoted the liberal values of individual-
ism and personal freedom. It is from criminal records of rapto that our stories
unfold to highlight how civil and liberal legislation and its advocates negoti-
ated with parents and their minor children over legal emancipation, family
formation, and the boundaries of parental authority and filial obedience.

Chapter 6 zeros in on the girls and the conflicts they felt and the com-
promises they made as they struggled to form families or to fight their
suitors or their own family members in court. The analysis concentrates
on how the girls negotiated both official and popular gender norms in an
attempt to determine their own destinies. It also penetrates the personal
lives of the young couples. A few of the exemplary rapto dramas are dis-
cussed in uninterrupted detail to bring together the themes introduced in
previous chapters. As they negotiate official gender ideology with both cre-
ativity and purpose, runaway daughters are front and center as the protago-
nists of these dramas.

In conclusion, this study is distinctive for its attention to an underrep-
resented social group—adolescent Mexicans—and also for its contribution
to a mounting chorus of voices that seeks to understand how the working
class negotiated the parameters of nation-building and citizenship. As the
world rapidly transformed around them, young lovers made the decision
to elope and, perhaps unwittingly, found themselves caught in a battle in
which the definitions of honor and appropriate sexuality were contested in
the public arena of the court. Their actions entangled them in larger forces
that transformed not only families but also the relationship between sub-
ject and state.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Physical

and Historical World
of Runaway Daughters
and Their Suitors

oo

RUNAWAY DAUGHTERS AND THEIR RAPTORES (MALE DEFENDANTS IN
rapto cases) negotiated a city with deep historical roots. The rapto dramas
hail from the courts of Oaxaca City and outlying pueblos (villages), includ-
ing El Marquesado, Trinidad de las Huertas, Jalatlaco, and Xochimilco.
Wherever the young lovers of this study traversed, signs of their region’s
illustrious history surrounded them. Ruins of past civilizations sat on hill-
tops above the city, colonial churches cast imposing shadows on the paths
below, and monuments to heroes past and present dotted the cityscape. Like
most colonial towns in Spanish America, Antequera (Oaxaca de Julrez or,
today, Oaxaca City) was built around a central zdcalo (principal plaza) that
was anchored by the cathedral and ecclesiastical offices to the north and
secular government buildings and the palace to the south.

Under the eastern and western portals, business establishments sold
clothing, food, and other products to residents and visitors. Two blocks south-
west of the zdcalo, an open-air market operated where vendors, both men
and women, sold goods.! Runaway daughters worked with their mothers in
these markets, and their suitors courted them in the gardens of churches and
monasteries. Adjacent to the zécalo, an open park provided residents with
shade, benches, and walkways to enjoy a respite from their workday, or, in the
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MAP 1. Mexico and the State of Oaxaca. Courtesy of Kristian Underwood.

14 | CHAPTER ONE



[ T 1] |
| ]
!.:l

17
| | |

(1]

\
N

SAN MATIAS
JALATLACO

by

MAP 2. Oaxaca de Judrez. Courtesy of Kristian Underwood.
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case of courting couples, a place to exchange notes or affectionate glances.2
Oaxaca has a remarkable history, not so much for the political figures it has
produced (the presidents Benito Judrez and Porfirio Diaz), but for the ethnic
persistence of its many indigenous cultures. For example, the Zapotec and
Mixtec cultures have persisted through centuries of social, political, and eco-
nomic upheaval during Spanish domination of the area. Later, the Zapotec
peoples endured many assimilation programs designed to homogenize
Mexico’s indigenous groups.

Conquest, Colonization, and Indigenous Land Tenure

The principal cathedral, one of the first colonial buildings constructed, was
just one reminder of Oaxaca’s colonial past. In contrast, the ruins that marked
the landscape in all directions around the city represented the region’s impor-
tant pre-Columbian influences. While the young people in the city may not
have pondered their state’s history or their own indigenous heritage, both
were imprinted in their historical memory and certainly shaped their per-
spectives on their lives and choices in nineteenth-century Mexico. Overall,
the conquest and subsequent colonization of Oaxaca disrupted indigenous
lives far less than in the Valley of Mexico. Unlike Tenochtitldn (the capital
of the Aztec Empire and site of present day Mexico City), the Spaniards did
not perceive Oaxaca as a hegemonic Indian center to be rapidly and thor-
oughly subjugated. Herndn Cortés (the conqueror of the Aztec Empire)
would establish an extensive estate there, but relatively few Spaniards fol-
lowed him to Oaxaca during the first centuries of the colonial period.3 The
Crown supported existing indigenous land holdings and legal rights in the
region, which allowed those cultures to preserve a high level of autonomy,
still a characteristic of village politics even today. Spain’s fickle interest in
Oaxaca resulted in the region’s underdevelopment in relation to the Valley
of Mexico. Oaxaca possessed some mineral wealth but lacked the abundant
silver lodes of its northern neighbors, Guanajuato and Zacatecas. Cortés
ruled early on as Marquis of the Valley, and by granting few encomiendas (land
grants including tributary labor), he dissuaded other Spaniards from taking
up residence.4 To thwart Spanish settlement, he also encouraged Nahuas
to live in Antequera.5 Although Cortés demanded that the indigenous vil-
lages pay tribute, particularly through an exacting production of cochineal
and cotton cloth, throughout the colonial period, Oaxaca’s indigenous com-
munities maintained possession of their lands and there was little change in
land-tenure patterns. Land provided the indigenous people with the resource
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to meet subsistence and tribute demands, and few men migrated north to
work in the mines. As a result, indigenous communities preserved their eco-
nomic and cultural integrity relative to their northern counterparts.

The Spanish conquest of the Valley of Oaxaca, unlike earlier military
defeats of the Zapotec by the Mixtec and Mexica (Aztecs), was largely reli-
gious and exploitative. The subjugation succeeded with thirty cavalry, eighty
foot soldiers, and four thousand Indian allies in 1521. The war lasted one
week, relatively little bloodshed occurred, and in some instances, Zapo-
tecs collaborated with Spanish soldiers to battle their historical foes, the
Mixtec and Mexica.6 As an inducement to avoid indigenous resistance,
Spaniards offered a peace agreement that recognized the rights of local
caciques (Indian hereditary leaders). They also took advantage of existing
political structures and simply placed themselves at the top of that hierar-
chy. Keeping local leaders in power in many ways protected village integ-
rity, as caciques served as buffers and intermediaries between European
and indigenous societies.” Dominican friars established parishes and set
out to Christianize and Hispanicize Indians in the region, while just a
handful of Spanish landowners, merchants, settlers, and administrators
sought their fortunes. Unlike other areas of New Spain, power resided not
with landowners but with the alcaldes mayores (mayors), Spanish peninsu-
lar merchants, and the Dominicans.

The indigenous land tenure presented the greatest obstacle for Span-
iards who were seeking to gain an economic foothold in Oaxaca. In contrast
to central Mexico, Europeans only indirectly controlled and reorganized
native societies. Spanish colonists preferred to live in or near Mexico City,
and the indigenous land tenure allowed them little access to the region’s
fertile agricultural land and pasture. Those who lived in Oaxaca City mostly
acted as providers of services, including the transmission of goods pro-
duced in indigenous communities to other parts of the viceroyalty. The
Zapotec center of Monte Alban, on the fringe of the city, had served the
same role centuries before.® Spaniards consequently never amassed large
agricultural landholdings as they did in other parts of New Spain. The
Zapotecs and other indigenous groups also controlled a greater proportion
of Oaxaca’s pasturelands. In fact, indigenous communities received numer-
ous 