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Preface

This project began in 1987 with the goal of assembling a basic
reference source that provides accurate, clear, and concise de-
scriptions of the cultures of the world. We wanted to be as
comprehensive and authoritative as possible: comprehensive,
by providing descriptions of all the cultures of each region of
the world or by describing a representative sample of cultures
for regions where full coverage is impossible, and authori-
tative by providing accurate descriptions of the cultures for
both the past and the present.

The publication of the Encyclopedia of World Cultures in
the last decade of the twentieth century is especially timely.
The political, economic, and social changes of the past fifty
years have produced a world more complex and fluid than at
any time in human history. Three sweeping transformations
of the worldwide cultural landscape are especially significant.

First is what some social scientists are calling the “New
Diaspora”—the dispersal of cultural groups to new locations
across the world. This dispersal affects all nations and takes a
wide variety of forms: in East African nations, the formation
of new towns inhabited by people from dozens of different
ethnic groups; in Micronesia and Polynesia, the movement of
islanders to cities in New Zealand and the United States; in
North America, the replacement by Asians and Latin Ameri-
cans of Europeans as the most numerous immigrants; in Eu-
rope, the increased reliance on workers from the Middle East
and North Africa; and so on.

Second, and related to this dispersal, is the internal division
of what were once single, unified cultural groups into two or
more relatively distinct groups. This pattern of internal division
is most dramatic among indigenous or third or fourth world cul-
tures whose traditional ways of life have been altered by contact
with the outside world. Underlying this division are both the
population dispersion mentioned above and sustained contact
with the economically developed world. The result is that groups
who at one time saw themselves and were seen by others as sin-
gle cultural groups have been transformed into two or more dis-
tinct groups. Thus, in many cultural groups, we find deep and
probably permanent divisions between those who live in the
country and those who live in cities, those who follow the tradi-
tional religion and those who have converted to Christianity,
those who live inland and those who live on the seacoast, and
those who live by means of a subsistence economy and those
now enmeshed in a cash economy.

The third important transformation of the worldwide
cultural landscape is the revival of ethnic nationalism, with

Xv

many peoples claiming and fighting for political freedom and
territorial integrity on the basis of ethnic solidarity and
ethnic-based claims to their traditional homeland. Although
most attention has focused recently on ethnic nationalism in
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the trend is
nonetheless a worldwide phenomenon involving, for exam-
ple, American Indian cultures in North and South America,
the Basques in Spain and France, the Tamil and Sinhalese in
Sri Lanka, and the Tutsi and Hutu in Burundi, among others.

To be informed citizens of our rapidly changing multicul-
tural world we must understand the ways of life of people
from cultures different from our own. “We” is used here in the
broadest sense, to include not just scholars who study the cul-
tures of the world and businesspeople and government offi-
cials who work in the world community but also the average
citizen who reads or hears about multicultural events in the
news every day and young people who are growing up in this
complex cultural world. For all of these people—which
means all of us—there is a pressing need for information on
the cultures of the world. This encyclopedia provides this in-
formation in two ways. First, its descriptions of the traditional
ways of life of the world’s cultures can serve as a baseline
against which cultural change can be measured and under-
stood. Second, it acquaints the reader with the contemporary
ways of life throughout the world.

We are able to provide this information largely through
the efforts of the volume editors and the nearly one thousand
contributors who wrote the cultural summaries that are the
heart of the book. The contributors are social scientists (an-
thropologists, sociologists, historians, and geographers) as
well as educators, government officials, and missionaries who
usually have firsthand research-based knowledge of the cul-
tures they write about. In many cases they are the major ex-
pert or one of the leading experts on the culture, and some are
themselves members of the cultures. As experts, they are able
to provide accurate, up-to-date information. This is crucial
for many parts of the world where indigenous cultures may be
overlooked by official information seekers such as govern-
ment census takers. These experts have often lived among the
people they write about, conducting participant-observations
with them and speaking their language. Thus they are able to
provide integrated, holistic descriptions of the cultures, not
just a list of facts. Their portraits of the cultures leave the
reader with a real sense of what it means to be a “Taos” or a
“Rom” or a “Sicilian.”

Those summaries not written by an expert on the culture
have usually been written by a researcher at the Human Rela-
tions Area Files, Inc., working from primary source materials.
The Human Relations Area Files, an international educa-
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tional and research institute, is recognized by professionals in
the social and behavioral sciences, humanities, and medical
sciences as a major source of information on the cultures of
the world.

Uses of the Encyclopedia

This encyclopedia is meant to be used by a variety of people
for a variety of purposes. It can be used both to gain a general
understanding of a culture and to find a specific piece of in-
formation by looking it up under the relevant subheading in a
summary. It can also be used to learn about a particular re-
gion or subregion of the world and the social, economic, and
political forces that have shaped the cultures in that region.
The encyclopedia is also a resource guide that leads readers
who want a deeper understanding of particular cultures to ad-
ditional sources of information. Resource guides in the ency-
clopedia include ethnonyms listed in each summary, which
can be used as entry points into the social science literature
where the culture may sometimes be identified by a different
name; a bibliography at the end of each summary, which lists
books and articles about the culture; and a filmography at the
end of each volume, which lists films and videos on many of
the cultures.

Beyond being a basic reference resource, the encyclope-
dia also serves readers with more focused needs. For research-
ers interested in comparing cultures, the encyclopedia serves
as the most complete and up-to-date sampling frame from
which to select cultures for further study. For those interested
in international studies, the encyclopedia leads one quickly
into the relevant social science literature as well as providing
a state-of-the-art assessment of our knowledge of the cultures
of a particular region. For curriculum developers and teachers
seeking to internationalize their curriculum, the encyclopedia
is itself a basic reference and educational resource as well as a
directory to other materials. For government officials, it is a
repository of information not likely to be available in any
other single publication or, in some cases, not available at all.
For students, from high school through graduate school, it
provides background and bibliographic information for term
papers and class projects. And for travelers, it provides an in-
troduction into the ways of life of the indigenous peoples in
the area of the world they will be visiting.

Format of the Encyclopedia

The encyclopedia comprises ten volumes, ordered by geo-
graphical regions of the world. The order of publication is not
meant to represent any sort of priority. Volumes 1 through 9
contain a total of about fifteen hundred summaries along
with maps, glossaries, and indexes of alternate names for the
cultural groups. The tenth and final volume contains cumula-
tive lists of the cultures of the world, their alternate names,
and a bibliography of selected publications pertaining to
those groups.

North America covers the cultures of Canada, Greenland, and
the United States of America.

Oceania covers the cultures of Australia, New Zealand, Mela-
nesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.

South Asia covers the cultures of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and other South Asian islands and the Himalayan
states.

Europe covers the cultures of Europe.

East and Southeast Asia covers the cultures of Japan, Korea,
mainland and insular Southeast Asia, and Taiwan.

Russia and Eurasia / China covers the cultures of Mongolia,
the People’s Republic of China, and the former Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics.

South America covers the cultures of South America.
Middle America and the Caribbean covers the cultures of Cen-
tral America, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands.

Africa and the Middle East covers the cultures of Madagascar
and sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, the Middle East, and
south-central Asia.

Format of the Volumes

Each volume contains this preface, an introductory essay by
the volume editor, the cultural summaries ranging from a few
lines to several pages each, maps pinpointing the location of
the cultures, a filmography, an ethnonym index of alternate
names for the cultures, and a glossary of scientific and techni-
cal terms. All entries are listed in alphabetical order and are
extensively cross-referenced.

Cultures Covered

A central issue in selecting cultures for coverage in the ency-
clopedia has been how to define what we mean by a cultural
group. The questions of what a culture is and what criteria
can be used to classify a particular social group (such as a reli-
gious group, ethnic group, nationality, or territorial group) as
a cultural group have long perplexed social scientists and
have yet to be answered to everyone's satisfaction. Two reali-
ties account for why the questions cannot be answered defini-
tively. First, a wide variety of different types of cultures exist
around the world. Among common types are national cul-
tures, regional cultures, ethnic groups, indigenous societies,
religious groups, and unassimilated immigrant groups. No
single criterion or marker of cultural uniqueness can consis-
tently distinguish among the hundreds of cultures that fit
into these general types. Second, as noted above, single cul-
tures or what were at one time identified as single cultures can
and do vary internally over time and place. Thus a marker
that may identify a specific group as a culture in one location
or at one time may not work for that culture in another place
or at another time. For example, use of the Yiddish language
would have been a marker of Jewish cultural identity in East-
ern Europe in the nineteenth century, but it would not serve
as a marker for Jews in the twentieth-century United States,
where most speak English. Similarly, residence on one of the
Cook Islands in Polynesia would have been a marker of Cook
Islander identity in the eighteenth century, but not in the
twentieth century when two-thirds of Cook Islanders live in
New Zealand and elsewhere.

Given these considerations, no attempt has been made
to develop and use a single definition of a cultural unit or to
develop and use a fixed list of criteria for identifying cultural
units. Instead, the task of selecting cultures was left to the
volume editors, and the criteria and procedures they used are
discussed in their introductory essays. In general, however, six
criteria were used, sometimes alone and sometimes in combi-
nation to classify social groups as cultural groups: (1) geo-
graphical localization, (2) identification in the social science
literature as a distinct group, (3) distinct language, (4)
shared traditions, religion, folklore, or values, (5) mainte-
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nance of group identity in the face of strong assimilative pres-
sures, and (6) previous listing in an inventory of the world’s
cultures such as Ethnographic Atlas (Murdock 1967) or the
Outline of World Cultures (Murdock 1983).

In general, we have been “lumpers” rather than “split-
ters” in writing the summaries. That is, if there is some ques-
tion about whether a particular group is really one culture or
two related cultures, we have more often than not treated it as
a single culture, with internal differences noted in the sum-
mary. Similarly, we have sometimes chosen to describe a
number of very similar cultures in a single summary rather
than in a series of summaries that would be mostly redun-
dant. There is, however, some variation from ore region to
another in this approach, and the rationale for each region is
discussed in the volume editor’s essay.

Two categories of cultures are usually not covered in the
encyclopedia. First, extinct cultures, especially those that
have not existed as distinct cultural units for some time, are
usually not described. Cultural extinction is often, though
certainly not always, indicated by the disappearance of the
culture’s language. So, for example, the Aztec are not cov-
ered, although living descendants of the Aztec, the Nahuatl-
speakers of central Mexico, are described.

Second, the ways of life of immigrant groups are usually
not described in much detail, unless there is a long history of
resistance to assimilation and the group has maintained its
distinct identity, as have the Amish in North America. These
cultures are, however, described in the location where they
traditionally lived and, for the most part, continue to live, and
migration patterns are noted. For example, the Hmong in
Laos are described in the Southeast Asia volume, but the ref-
ugee communities in the United States and Canada are cov-
ered only in the general summaries on Southeast Asians in
those two countries in the North America volume. Although
it would be ideal to provide descriptions of all the immigrant
cultures or communities of the world, that is an undertaking
well beyond the scope of this encyclopedia, for there are prob-
ably more than five thousand such communities in the world.

Finally, it should be noted that not all nationalities are
covered, only those that are also distinct cultures as well as
political entities. For example, the Vietnamese and Burmese
are included but Indians (citizens of the Republic of India)
are not, because the latter is a political entity made up of a
great mix of cultural groups. In the case of nations whose
populations include a number of different, relatively unassim-
ilated groups or cultural regions, each of the groups is de-
scribed separately. For example, there is no summary for Ital-
ians as such in the Europe volume, but there are summaries
for the regional cultures of Italy, such as the Tuscans, Sicil-
ians, and Tirolians, and other cultures such as the Sinti
Piemontese.

Cultural Summaries

The heart of this encyclopedia is the descriptive summaries of
the cultures, which range from a few lines to five or six pages
in length. They provide a mix of demographic, historical, so-
cial, economic, political, and religious information on the
cultures. Their emphasis or flavor is cultural; that is, they
focus on the ways of life of the people—both past and
present—and the factors that have caused the culture to
change over time and place.

A key issue has been how to decide which cultures
should be described by longer summaries and which by
shorter ones. This decision was made by the volume editors,
who had to balance a number of intellectual and practical
considerations. Again, the rationale for these decisions is dis-
cussed in their essays. But among the factors that were con-
sidered by all the editors were the total number of cultures in
their region, the availability of experts to write summaries, the
availability of information on the cultures, the degree of simi-
larity between cultures, and the importance of a culture in a
scientific or political sense.

The summary authors followed a standardized outline so
that each summary provides information on a core list of top-
ics. The authors, however, had some leeway in deciding how
much attention was to be given each topic and whether addi-
tional information should be included. Summaries usually
provide information on the following topics:

CULTURE NAME: The name used most often in the social
science literature to refer to the culture or the name the group
uses for itself.

ETHNONYMS: Alternate names for the culture including
names used by outsiders, the self-name, and alternate spell-
ings, within reasonable limits.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Location of the culture and the derivation of
its name and ethnonyms.

Location. Where the culture is located and a description of
the physical environment.

Demography. Population history and the most recent reli-
able population figures or estimates.

Linguistic Affiliation. The name of the language spoken
and/or written by the culture, its place in an international
language classification system, and internal variation in lan-
guage use.

HISTORY AND CULTURAL RELATIONS: A tracing
of the origins and history of the culture and the past and cur-
rent nature of relationships with other groups.

SETTLEMENTS: The location of settlements, types of set-
tlements, types of structures, housing design and materials.

ECONOMY

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The primary meth-
ods of obtaining, consuming, and distributing money, food,
and other necessities.

Industrial Arts. Implements and objects produced by the
culture either for its own use or for sale or trade.

Trade. Products traded and patterns of trade with other
groups.

Division of Labor. How basic economic tasks are assigned by
age, sex, ability, occupational specialization, or status.
Land Tenure. Rules and practices concerning the allocation
of land and land-use rights to members of the culture and to
outsiders.

KINSHIP

Kin Groups and Descent. Rules and practices concerning
kin-based features of social organization such as lineages and
clans and alliances between these groups.

Kinship Terminology. Classification of the kinship termi-
nological system on the basis of either cousin terms or genera-
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tion, and information about any unique aspects of kinship
terminology.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Marriage. Rules and practices concerning reasons for mar-
riage, types of marriage, economic aspects of marriage,
postmarital residence, divorce, and remarriage.

Domestic Unit. Description of the basic household unit in-
cluding type, size, and composition.

Inheritance. Rules and practices concerning the inheritance
of property.

Socialization. Rules and practices concerning child rearing
including caretakers, values inculcated, child-rearing meth-
ods, initiation rites, and education.

SOCIOPOLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Social Organization. Rules and practices concerning the in-
ternal organization of the culture, including social status, pri-
mary and secondary groups, and social stratification.
Political Organization. Rules and practices concerning lead-
ership, politics, governmental organizations, and decision
making.

Social Control. The sources of conflict within the culture
and informal and formal social control mechanisms.
Contflict. The sources of conflict with other groups and infor-
mal and formal means of resolving conflicts.

RELIGION AND EXPRESSIVE CULTURE

Religious Beliefs. The nature of religious beliefs including
beliefs in supernatural entities, traditional beliefs, and the ef-
fects of major religions.

Religious Practitioners. The types, sources of power, and ac-
tivities of religious specialists such as shamans and priests.
Ceremonies. The nature, type, and frequency of religious
and other ceremonies and rites.

Arts. The nature, types, and characteristics of artistic activi-
ties including literature, music, dance, carving, and so on.
Medicine. The nature of traditional medical beliefs and prac-
tices and the influence of scientific medicine.

Death and Afterlife. The nature of beliefs and practices con-
cerning death, the deceased, funerals, and the afterlife.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: A selected list of publications about the
culture. The list usually includes publications that describe
both the traditional and the contemporary culture.

AUTHOR’S NAME: The name of the summary author.

Maps

Each regional volume contains maps pinpointing the current
location of the cultures described in that volume. The first
map in each volume is usually an overview, showing the coun-
tries in that region. The other maps provide more detail by
marking the locations of the cultures in four or five
subregions.

Filmography

Each volume contains a list of films and videos about cultures
covered in that volume. This list is provided as a service and
in no way indicates an endorsement by the editor, the volume
editor, or the summary authors. Addresses of distributors are
provided so that information about availability and prices can
be readily obtained.

Ethnonym Index

Each volume contains an ethnonym index for the cultures
covered in that volume. As mentioned above, ethnonyms are
alternative names for the culture—that is, names different
from those used here as the summary headings. Ethnonyms
may be alternative spellings of the culture name, a totally dif-
ferent name used by outsiders, a name used in the past but no
longer used, or the name in another language. It is not un-
usual that some ethnonyms are considered degrading and in-
sulting by the people to whom they refer. These names may
nevertheless be included here because they do identify the
group and may help some users locate the summary or addi-
tional information on the culture in other sources. Eth-
nonyms are cross-referenced to the culture name in the index.

Glossary

Each volume contains a glossary of technical and scientific
terms found in the summaries. Both general social science
terms and region-specific terms are included.

Special Considerations

In a project of this magnitude, decisions had to be made
about the handling of some information that cannot easily be
standardized for all areas of the world. The two most trouble-
some matters concerned population figures and units of
measure.

Population Figures

We have tried to be as up-to-date and as accurate as possible
in reporting population figures. This is no easy task, as some
groups are not counted in official government censuses, some
groups are very likely undercounted, and in some cases the
definition of a cultural group used by the census takers differs
from the definition we have used. In general, we have relied
on population figures supplied by the summary authors.
When other population data sources have been used in a vol-
ume, they are so noted by the volume editor. If the reported
figure is from an earlier date—say, the 1970s—it is usually
because it is the most accurate figure that could be found.

Units of Measure

In an international encyclopedia, editors encounter the prob-
lem of how to report distances, units of space, and tempera-
ture. In much of the world, the metric system is used, but sci-
entists prefer the International System of Units (similar to
the metric system), and in Great Britain and North America
the English system is usually used. We decided to use English
measures in the North America volume and metric measures
in the other volumes. Each volume contains a conversion
table.
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Introduction

The Culture Area

Over 153 million people live in the Middle American and
Caribbean culture areas, which are divided primarily be-
tween the Middle American mainland cultures and the Ca-
ribbean cultures of the West Indian islands and Bermuda.

Middle America is the region south of the United
States and north of South America. It includes Mexico
and Central America. A subarea of Middle America in
which stratified societies, settled agricultural communities,
and urban centers had evolved before contact with Europe-
ans, has been labeled “Mesoamerica.” Paul Kirchhoff
(1943) first used the term “Mesoamerica” to describe this
region of high civilization. The precise boundaries of Meso-
america have never been fixed because it is a cultural con-
cept rather than a geographical one. The approximate loca-
tion of Mesoamerica is shown in fig. 1.

Bermuda is considered part of the Caribbean culture
area, despite its geographic location outside the West In-
dies, because its cultural connections are with the Carib-
bean. The Caribbean culture area covers the West Indies
and Bermuda. Bermuda has been included because it is
culturally connected to the Caribbean, although it is geo-
graphically outside the West Indies. The main island
groups in the West Indies are the Bahamas, the Greater
Antilles, and the Lesser Antilles. The largest populations
are found in Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Puerto
Rico, Jamaica, and Trinidad.

Cultural Patterns

Before the European Conquest, early in the sixteenth cen-
tury, the cultures of Middle America and the Caribbean
were evolving in response to natural environments and to
contact with each other. The first people in Middle Amer-
ica came from Asia, across the Bering Strait land bridge, a
connection between Asia and North America that allowed
passage sometime between 28,000 and 10,000 years ago.
Later cultures of Middle America were highly influenced by
the evolving civilizations of the Mesoamerican heartland,
including the Olmec, Teotihuacin, Zapotec, Maya, and
Aztec. In the Caribbean area native cultures were influ-
enced by people migrating northward from the coast of
South America. The diffusion of culture traits in pre-
Hispanic times was slow. Besides evolving in different con-

texts, the Middle American and Caribbean cultures had
different histories of contact with the Europeans. There-
fore, it is often necessary to treat them separately.

Middle America, with a surface area of 433,784 square
kilometers, is the larger area of the two areas. It had a pop-
ulation of 122,656,331 in 1992.

A major cultural division within Middle America
today is between the rural and the urban cultures. The
rural cultures are quite varied. Most are derived from the
native cultures, as affected by the Conquest. Others are
the result of expanding commercial economies or the mix-
ing of native and immigrant groups. Urban cultures had a
gradual beginning in the Preclassic period, long before the
Spanish Conquest in 1521. In the latter half of the twenti-
eth century, urban centers have grown rapidly as a result of
rural-to-urban migration. Metropolitan Mexico City, al-
ready one of the largest urban areas in the world, will have
a population of at least 20 million by the end of the
century.

In the rural areas of Middle America, one often finds
two opposing cultural systems: a subsistence-oriented cul-
ture that may have Indian origins and a commercially ori-
ented culture. The latter is often labeled “mestizo” or
“Ladino.” The term “mestizo” is used north of the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec and is more of a social-scientific than a
vernacular term. A common phrase that people use to de-
scribe mestizos is gente de razon (educated, thinking peo-
ple), a phrase that is clearly derogatory to Native Ameri-
cans. The term “Ladino” is used south of the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec and carries with it the connotation of Indians
who have learned to speak Spanish and who interact with
the educated segment of society. Often there is a blurring
of the distinction between Indian and mestizo cultures,
particularly in areas where most of the native population
lived on commercial haciendas in the nineteenth century,
such as in parts of Morelos, Michoacan, and Hidalgo.
Throughout Middle America, however, these subsistence-
oriented cultures exhibit such features of the material basis
of the original Indian independent villages as maize, tortil-
las, chilies, grinding stones, and adobe houses with straw
roofs.

In many cases, the Indian origin of the subsistence-
oriented cultures is clear, especially when a native language
is spoken. Because the dominant political powers are in-
volved in the spread of modern capitalism and its ideology,
the native cultures are often portrayed as unfortunate
backward remnants of a vanished era. Anthropological
studies have shown, however, that they are viable long-
lived cultures with a Native American base. They have
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survived hundreds of years of colonialism and continue to
survive the expansion of modern industry. They do consti-
tute a problem for “progressive” economically oriented na-
tional governments because they do survive so well without
being integrated into a market-oriented economy, which
often seeks their land to exploit and thereby denigrates
their cultural heritage.

The rural commercially oriented cultures are usually
ethnically mestizo or Ladino., Not all people who are la-
beled “mestizo” or “Ladino,” however, are involved in the
commercially oriented culture. Sometimes poor peasants
who do not speak an Indian language are called “mestizo”
because they lack many definitive Indian cultural traits.
These are still subsistence-oriented cultures, and some may
have had a European origin. Apparently, as in the United
States, Europeans who acculturated to Indian culture,
“going the wrong way,” so to speak, have been somewhat
ignored by historians because they were not “progressive.”

The Caribbean cultures have had a different history.
No division between Indian and mestizo exists there. The
modern Caribbean cultures had their origins in the planta-
tion system of the of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and
nineteenth centuries. After being freed from plantation
work, the various rural workers of African, Hispanic, and
Asian ancestry established subsistence-oriented cultures
there.

In both areas, the political systems are intertwined
with economics and religion. The general shift from pre-
Hispanic times to the present followed Steward’s (1955)
general pattern of sociocultural evolution. The first change
was from theocratic rule to militaristic rule (Wolf 1959),
but the theocratic principles were never eliminated. An im-
portant pattern observable in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries in Middle America has been the resort to theo-
cratic rule (civil-religious hierarchies) in reaction to abu-
sive centralized power.

In modern Middle America and the Caribbean,
nation-states have been established with constitutions
modeled along Western lines. The United States constitu-
tion has been a model for some mainland countries,
whereas English, Dutch, and French governments have
been models for the Caribbean islands. Although constitu-
tions have provided ideal models of government and civil
rights, many de facto dictatorial regimes heavily influenced
by Spanish-colonial traditions can be found on the main-
land. In Latin America, constitutions act as guidelines for
government and not necessarily as enforceable law. Na-
tional law in Middle America has followed the Napoleonic
tradition rather than the English tradition.

Natural Environment and Cultural Evolution

Middle America

Middle America lies between 8° and 32° N. Most of it is
mountainous, and a large part of it is in the torrid zone,
the region between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of
Capricorn. In the torrid zone, the range between average
monthly high and low temperatures is small: in Mexico
City it is only 7° C; however, the mountains create differ-
ences in climate by varying temperature with elevation and

by concentrating rainfall on the windward slopes. As
theelevation rises, the temperature drops. Some mountains
are so high that they are snow covered the year-round.

Two north-south mountain ranges, the Sierra Madre
Occidental and the Sierra Madre Oriental, converge in
central Mexico to form a plateau region called the Mesa
Central. On the Mesa Central, cool climates prevail in the
high intermontaine valleys. Alpine forests cover the higher
levels. One valley—the Valley of Mexico, in the Mesa
Central--has been an important center of cultural devel-
opment for millennia. The climate in the Valley of Mexico,
at 2,350 meters in elevation, is comfortable: the mean
daily high temperature is 22° C, and the mean daily low
around 10° C. Agriculture is productive, and lake re-
sources provided extra food, which facilitated the develop-
ment of human civilization (Niederberger 1979).

Elevations in other parts of Middle America vary be-
tween sea level and 5,747 meters, creating a wide range of
temperatures. Rainfall also varies widely. Steady easterly
trade winds blowing across the Gulf of Mexico deposit
large amounts of rain against the eastern escarpment of
the Mesa Central. Tropical rainforest environments exist
there. Interior rain shadows in other parts of Middle
America, such as the northcentral plateau of Mexico, pro-
duce desert environments.

The north of Mexico is dry; in the past, it supported
only low population densities. Although agriculture is diffi-
cult, the aboriginal inhabitants cleverly adapted it to these
dry environments by making use of what rain runoff there
was in the valleys and by using river water for irrigation.
Modern irrigation from the river systems of northern Mex-
ico has greatly improved agricultural productivity. Much
produce is intended for export to the United States. Min-
ing and industry have greatly increased the urban popula-
tions of northern Mexico.

South of the Mesa Central, the land is lower. It con-
tinues to be mountainous until one reaches the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec, a low plain connecting the Atlantic and Pa-
cific coasts. The area between the Mesa Central and the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec contains two important aboriginal
cultural regions: Morelos, where temperature and climate
favored commercial agriculture in the nineteenth century,
particularly sugarcane, and Oaxaca, with less rainfall, a
warmer temperature, and a large modern Indian popula-
tion. South of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec mountains rise
again. The Central American highlands arise in the Mexi-
can state of Chiapas and extend southward in a chain to
the next lowlying region, the Isthmus of Panama, just west
of the border with Columbia, in South America. The Cen-
tral American highlands have been the home of many im-
portant native cultures. The best known of these is the
Maya, living today in the Chiapan and Guatemalan high-
lands, the folded limestone hills of the Petén to the north,
and the Yucatin Peninsula farther north. This Mayan re-
gion includes parts of modern Belize and Honduras.

Commercially oriented farming people are found in
Central America as well, particularly along the Pacific
coast. Farther south, the tropical forests of Costa Rica and
Panama have been cut back to create fields for cattle graz-
ing. Cattle are also an important source of income along
the Atlantic coast of Mexico. Cattle raising in the tropical
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coastal regions of the Mexican state of Veracruz has led to
the development of rural commercialfarming cultures.

The Atlantic coasts of Honduras, Nicaragua, and Pan-
ama have a swampy riverine environment. Transportation
has always been, and still is, by boat. There the cultures
were influenced by contact with the water. Fish, sea turtles,
and other marine resources provided food. Cultural influ-
ences resulted from contact with Caribbean maritime trad-
ers. These cultures resisted influences from the central and
Pacific coast regions of Central America.

The Caribbean

The ring of islands making up the Antilles was created by
mountain-building geological forces. Consequently, most
have a central mountain range. The climate of the West
Indian islands is moderated by the ocean. Steady trade
winds blow from the northeast. Temperatures average 27°
C. Rainfall averages 165 centimeters annually and tends to
fall on the windward slopes of the mountains.

The: level and fertile land provided a good resource for
tropical agriculture. Hillsides provided forest resources. As is
the case with most island cultures, the sea also provided
abundant resources. The warm climate was attractive to Eu-
ropeans as a place for tropical plantation agriculture. Under
colonial rule, the economies were developed to produce
sugarcane, cotton, tobacco, bananas, and spices for export.
Native populations and cultures were destroyed in all but a
few places. Contemporary cultures derive from immigrants
to the islands. Because most of them were workers and
slaves for the colonial enterprises, modern cultures of the
West Indies generally have African, European, and Asian
origins. There was some colonial advantage to island geogra-
phy. It was harder for the slaves to get away and merge with
native populations than it was on the mainland of Middle
America, where imported slaves were not a large commercial
success. Nevertheless, Caribbean slaves did escape or revolt
in numerous places. Many independent Afro-American
communities were founded by runaway slaves. Haiti is an
entire country founded by rebellting slaves. Eventually, slav-
ery was abandoned throughout the West Indies.

History
Pre-Hispanic History

Mesoamerica spawned its own variant of civilization. There
is evidence of some pre-Columbian transoceanic contact,
but so far no one has shown that culture brought from Eu-
rope, Asia, or Africa before the Spanish Conquest had any
significant impact on the evolution of civilized cultures in
Mesoamerica.

The cultures of Mesoamerica passed through several
prehistoric periods: the Preclassic period (2500 B.c. to AD.
300), during which settled villages expanded to form urba-
nized stratified societies; the Classic period (ap. 300 to
900), during which centralized state power grew and pro-
duced glorious works of art and architecture; and the Post-
classic period (ap. 900 to 1521), during which both trade

and population expanded under the control of numerous
states. During the Postclassic period, people placed less
emphasis on the arts and more on warfare. These “period”
designations are rough time marks in a diverse florescence
of native cultures in what was clearly the heartland of na-
tive North America. The cultural influence of Mesoamerica
was felt as far north as the Great Lakes and as far south as
El Salvador.

The pre-Columbian history of the West Indies shows a
more moderate cultural development. Archaeological evi-
dence indicates that the islands were settled in several
waves by people moving northward from South America.
The first inhabitants, the Ciboney, were foragers who re-
lied on fishing, hunting, and gathering. Later arrivals from
the south, the Arawak, formed more permanent settle-
ments between AD. 300 and 1000. They relied on agricul-
ture. Hereditary chiefs ruled over Arawak villages with cer-
emonial architecture such as ball courts and plazas.
Ceremonial systems were well developed and supported
chiefly rule.

The arrival of the Arawak from the south is confirmed
by the presence of many traits, including language cognates
still spoken on the South American mainland. These con-
nections are confirmed even though Cuba, in the north, is
only 200 kilometers from Florida. No influences moved
south. A lesser contact with Mesoamerica does seem to be
evident in the ball courts and stone “collars” made by the
Arawak. Ball courts were found throughout Mesoamerica
during the Classic period, and the Mesoamerican Gulf
Coast cultures made stone ceremonial devices similar to
the “collars.” These devices were modeled after the ball
player’s garb. Authorities differ on whether or not this
contact was “significant,” but it was clearly not the main
line of cultural diffusion.

The last wave of settlers from South America were the
Carib Indians (ap. 1000 to 1500), who seized the small is-
lands of the Lesser Antilles from the Arawak. The Arawak
remained in the Greater Antilles, the Bahamas, and Trin-i-
dad. The Carib had a simpler social organization than the
Arawak and were more warlike.

Post-Conquest Cultural Development

Middle America. The Conquest by the Spanish in Mid-
dle America—and later by the English, French, and Dutch
in the Caribbean—affected cultural development. The na-
tive peoples were ravaged by European diseases, to which
they had no resistance. Contact destroyed over 90 percent
of the native population; because it occurred at different
times in different places, further populations were exposed
to the infections as the Europeans advanced. Smallpox was
the primary killer in the first years of contact.

Besides suffering from the diseases, the natives were
also subjected to virtual enslavement through various
Spanish schemes. On the one hand, the Spaniards pur-
ported to advance the welfare, mostly spiritual, of the Indi-
ans; on the other hand, their intent was to provide labor
for various agricultural and mining enterprises designed to
bring wealth to the colonists. The Indians did not take
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well to these schemes. They died from stress or disease, or
they fled to defensive villages, away from the colonists.

Middle America was a Spanish domain. The Spanish
arrived first and established a firm foothold in the colonies
from Florida to South America. The only area of Middle
America that the Spanish did not control completely was
the Caribbean coast from Belize to Panama.

After the Conquest, tributary districts (encomiendas),
were assigned to Spanish colonists. An encomienda was a
Crown grant of Indian tribute to a Spaniard. The enco-
mienda system allowed colonists to use Indian labor and
property in setting up agricultural and mining enterprises.
The Spanish Catholic church took on the task of Chris-
tianizing and “protecting” the Indians. Indians isolated
themselves by speaking only their own language, seeking
the protection of the Catholic church, setting up political
systems that resisted control from the outside, and/or
fiercely defending their land. Nevertheless, the colonists
took most of the best agricultural land.

Land became commercial property in the nineteenth
century. The sale of Mexican Indian land to wealthy Mexi-
cans and to foreigners created a new hacienda system.
Nineteenth-century haciendas were commercial farms
growing crops for sale. The government declared Indian
communal land “unused” and sold it for commercial devel-
opment. The Ley Lerdo initiated by President Miguel
Lerdo de Tejada in 1856 forced the sale of land owned by
the Catholic church as well. The taking of land for com-
mercial agriculture reached a peak under the dictator
Porfirio Diaz, who was president between 1876 and 1910.
The government kept the money from the sales and sup-
pressed Indian revolts. Land-poor natives were forced to
work for wages on the haciendas being created from prop-
erty that was once theirs.

The hacienda system fragmented Mesoamerican native
cultures. Independent Indian villages became culturally de-
fensive and closed. Qutsiders in these communities were
regarded with great suspicion. A wealthy class of hacenda-
dos (hacienda owners) was created. They maintained their
dominant position through a police state that ruled the
countryside. Displaced Indians and increasing numbers of
poor mestizos became attached to the haciendas through
debt peonage: debts for goods bought at the hacienda store
(tienda de raya) kept the workers legally bound to their
work. These hacienda workers usually lived in their own
communities on hacienda lands. This system of exploita-
tion destroyed many native communities. Some regions
lost their connections to their Indian past, but, in others,
Indian cultures survived in independent villages that re-
sisted control by the hacienda system.

The hacienda system eventually collapsed because it
rewarded so few and ruined so many. In the early part of
the twentieth century, reactions led to the Mexican Revo-
lution, which eventually replaced the Diaz dictatorship
with the present constitutional republic, the United Mexi-
can States (Estados Unidos Mexicanos). During the Revo-
lution, the hero Emiliano Zapata restored land to the Indi-
ans. Many hacienda workers returned to nearby Indian
villages, which reclaimed land or, in many instances, estab-
lished their own claims to hacienda land as independent
communities.

In the 1930s the postrevolutionary Mexican govern-

ment began to restore lands to subsistence-oriented people.
The restored lands,e known as ejidos, were unalienable. Ar-
ticle 27 of the Mexican constitution of 1917 allowed the
government to seize land without arguing its title and to
grant use of that land to landless families. In the 1930s
and thereafter, rural subsistence-oriented cultures through-
out Mexico had a new land base to support their contin-
ued existence.

The struggle between peasants and commercial farmers
over land continues. To make agriculture more productive
in a market economy, President Carlos Salinas in 1992
pushed through a revision to Article 27 of the Mexican
constitution that would allow the workers of ejido land to
own that land under a commercial title. On 3 January
1992, Article 27 was amended to allow ejidos to be sold.
The principles for which Zapata had fought were compro-
mised to encourage further commercialization in agricul-
ture. Titles could be individual or communal. The deci-
sions about the title are made by new peasant corporations
formed from the ejido. The utopian capitalist philosophy
of this move harks back to the times before the reign of
Diaz, when it was thought that free enterprise would make
the country, not just a few people, wealthy. Fearing a new
type of disenfranchisement, peasants reacted once again
under the banner of Emiliano Zapata. Peasant protests in-
creased in 1993. In 1994 Tzeltal Indians launched an
armed uprising in the Mexican state of Chiapas. They
named their movement the Zapatista Army of National
Liberation. In Guatemala, natives fought over similar is-
sues throughout the 1970s and 1980s.

The commercially oriented rural cultures also arose
out of this struggle for land. The new spirit of commercial
enterprise brought by the Spanish established a European-
like culture in the rural areas. At first, tribute and the min-
ing of silver and gold were the objectives of the colonists.
Then, as Indian populations declined and mixed-race and
Spanish populations increased, commercial ventures were
started to replace lost revenues from mining and tribute. A
new rural class interested in profit and commerce arose. In
the colonial world, with its rigid caste divisions, the aver-
age person could not engage in much commerce; however,
after independence from Spain in 1821, which resulted in
a gweakening of the racial barriers, people of poor Spanish
and mixed Spanish-Indian heritage could follow in the
footsteps of the colonists and develop profitable busi-
nesses. There arose a rural class that lived by investing in
commercial agriculture and commerce. This commercial
class is a rural upper class today, in the sense that its aver-
age income is greater than that of the subsistence-oriented,
peasant people. Culturally, they are described as mestizo or
Ladino.

The Caribbean. Practically all the Caribbean cultures
have emerged from a colonial past that began with the ar-
rival of the Spanish. Within the first 100 years of the
Spanish occupation, the natives of the West Indies were
practically all decimated by slavery and disease. There are
now but a few remnants, which have intermingled with es-
caped slaves (see “Carib of Dominica”).

The first Spanish settlements did not prosper. Most of
the Spanish inhabitants left to seek greater fortunes on the
mainland; however, the Spanish Crown retained control of
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certain port towns in order to refurbish and protect the
valuable shipments to Spain. Thus, the ports of San Juan
in Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo in Hispaniola, and San-
tiago and Havana in Cuba became heavily fortified out-
posts of the Spanish Empire. What the Spanish feared
were raids by the northern European powers—the English,
Dutch, and French—who had become interested in ex-
ploiting colonies in this area of the world. Concentrating
their hold on the larger islands, the Spanish left the Lesser
Antilles open to colonization by the northern European
countries.

The remnants of the Spanish population on the is-
lands of the Greater Antilles tried small-scale plantation
agriculture, but the heavy-handed royal administration of
Spain left little room for free enterprise. Their northern
European rivals looked on their colonies in a different way.
They granted charters to commercial companies and al-
lowed them to colonize and rule the new land. The compa-
nies had greater freedom to decide how the land and peo-
ple would be exploited. To exploit new colonies in the
Lesser Antilles, the British, Dutch, and French hit on the
idea of plantation agriculture, but there was a shortage of
labor. Natives disappeared soon after contact. Laborers
from Europe were unwilling to face the rigors of the tropics
and, furthermore, became independent after their inden-
ture. Therefore, the colonial companies turned to the only
remaining source of labor for the new plantations—African
slaves. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the
Lesser Antilles were given over to slave-based plantation
agriculture. It was quite profitable for the European inves-
tors. The main crop was sugar, although other tropical
crops such as tobacco, indigo, and ginger were tried at
times.

After the slaves were freed over the course of the nine-
teenth century, workers were brought from India and
China. In the twentieth century the European plantations
declined in profitability, and the two large Spanish islands,
Cuba and Puerto Rico, became involved with the United
States, Cuba, as a client state and Puerto Rico as a terri-
tory. In Cuba, undemocratic governments led to political
unrest; rural laborers in the sugar industry brought about a
socialist revolution in 1959. Puerto Rico was able to de-
mand democratic government by more peaceful means.

Middle America Today

The modern cultures of Middle America can be divided
into four categories: rural subsistence-oriented cultures,
rural commercially oriented cultures, immigrant cultures,
and urban cultures.

Rural Subsistence-Oriented Cultures. Most of the rural
subsistence-oriented cultures in Middle America that have
been studied by anthropologists have their origins in the
native traditions of the area.

Ethnic Identification. Anthropologists designate a Meso-
american culture “Indian” if it uses an Indian language,
produces native crafts, relies on native tools, possesses a
heritage of plant genetic material in the form of plants and
seeds and knowledge of how to cultivate carefully and con-

serve local lands, practices a native religion affected by
Spanish Catholicism, and adheres to a worldview appropri-
ate to subsistence farming.

Although they represent only about 7.9 percent of the
population of Mexico (Instituto Nacional Indigenista
1994, 18) and about 44 percent of the population of Gua-
temala, the pure Indian cultures of Mesoamerica have been
the main focus of traditional anthropological studies of
Middle America. These cultures are important in a wider
sense because they are the basis for most of the rural cul-
tures of Mesoamerica, and they have spread to urban areas
through migration. They are important symbolically be-
cause national education programs have made Mexico’s In-
dian heritage part of its national identity.

The native cultures of Mesoamerica share many com-
mon traits, including subsistence agriculture based on
maize, beans, and squashes; the worship of community reli-
gious images; open-air weekly markets; and characteristic
styles of clothing. Yet, the widespread diffusion of cultural
features has not resulted in homogeneity. Thousands of
small variations in language, customs, and technology
maintain ethnic distinctiveness. Perhaps the most puzzling
of these is language. Indigenous dialects of the same lan-
guage can be almost unintelligible over distances as small
as 20 kilometers. These linguistic variations can be attrib-
uted to the fact that they are the result of thousands of
years of cultural evolution in the same location and that
for contact and commerce the people have always used the
language of their conquerors (e.g., Aztec, Spanish).

Today Mesoamerican natives identify with their village
or municipio more than with any “tribal” group because,
after the Conquest, the larger society did not value their
Indian identity, and they turned inward, toward the village,
to avoid contact with a predatory colonial system. Early
Catholic missionaries and the Spanish Crown supported
this defensive response. This is changing, however. The
participation of Indians in the Mexican Revolution raised
their political status, and they have been recognized by the
postrevolutionary Mexican governments as distinct regional
ethnic groups. Although they are still politically neglected,
considering their numbers, a rising sense of being Indian is
bringing them further into the mainstream of political life
in Mexico and Guatemala.

The classification of native villages into larger “ethnic”
units is today done primarily on the basis of language.
Language indicates common awareness and understanding;
however, the linguistic classifications do not correspond
precisely to the earlier political units that were destroyed
by the Conquest, nor to earlier ethnic units based on com-
mon origin myths. Neither do linguistic classifications nec-
essarily reflect a modern sense of unity among the
speakers.

Economic Activities. The native economies revolve around
subsistence agriculture, which is typically based on the co-
cropping of maize, beans, and squashes in fields known as
milpas. The cultigens exist in countless varieties developed
over the centuries to fit the various environments in which
people live. Wild plants, which are encouraged but not cul-
tivated in the milpas, are also important contributors to
subsistence. In mountainous terrain, people cultivate the
land with a coa (traditional spade). On flatter land, draft
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animals—cows and horses—pull lightweight wooden plows.
Irrigation has been used for millennia in many areas. Some
irrigation techniques depend on terracing and the control of
rainwater. Others make use of canals. Some raise the fields
over a wetland area.

Each ecological zone in Middle America, of which
there are many, has its own sequence of planting, cultiva-
tion, and harvest. Year after year, natives select the best
seeds for each microecological zone, resulting in a rich
wealth of plant genetic material. A group that occupies a
number of ecological zones will have different seeds and
techniques for exploiting these different zones. Planting,
cultivating, and harvesting are timed to take advantage of
seasonal rains.

Although the economic foundation of these cultures is
subsistence farming, they are involved in the cash economy
as much as possible. The subsistence foundation is a sup-
port on which they lean when cash opportunities fail, as
they often do. Commercial farms have stimulated subsist-
ence farmers to raise cattle and to grow cash crops like
sugarcane and coffee. Men also leave their home villages to
seek wage-paying jobs on large commercial farms, in and
around cities, and in the United States. A little cash can
go a long way toward supporting life in a subsistence-
oriented village.

The native people also produce items such as pottery
and clothing. Although these productive activities can
draw them into the cash economy, people still have a
strong sense of being peasant, subsistence farmers. Some-
times the few successful entrepreneurs in the cash econ-
omy will wear native garb and live humbly like the others
to avoid envy.

Market networks are part of indigenous culture. Cus-
tomary traders buy in one market, transport their goods,
and sell at a higher price in another market. Transporta-
tion may be by truck, but, in the more remote regions,
traders still carry their wares on their backs or on beasts of
burden. The major buyers and sellers, who link the rural
markets to the larger cash economy, often belong to rural
commercially oriented (mestizo) groups.thus

The opportunities for wage labor have increased greatly
since 1940. Migrants from native communities first went to
parts of Middle America where commercial agriculture was
developing, for example, to the coffee plantations in the Pa-
cific piedmont of Guatemala or to the market farms east of
Mexico City. Later migrations took Indians across the bor-
der to the United States, where they have contributed to
commercial farming and food-processing industries.

Politics and Religion. A politically stratified society devel-
oped in the Late Preclassic period (400 Bc. to ap. 300).
What led to the emergence of a stratified society is still not
understood completely. It does not seem to be simply the
result of population pressure (Brumfield 1976). By the be-
ginning of the Classic period (a.0. 300), most of the Indi-
ans of Mesoamerica apparently lived in politically stratified
societies.

Today the rural, subsistence-oriented communities are
organized internally by religious groups, peasant organiza-
tions, and political parties. The anthropologist confronts a
dilemma in trying to separate politics from religion in Mid-
dle America. This seems to be possible only in the case of

the rural commercially oriented and urban cultures, indi-
cating that such a separation is linked to the market econ-
omy. In the subsistence-oriented native cultures, religion is
intimately associated with local politics and cannot be sep-
arated from it.

In the nineteenth century a politico-religious system
called civil-religious hierarchy (Carrasco 1961; Dewalt
1975) appeared in many subsistence-oriented communities
(Chance and Taylor 1985). A civil-religious hierarchy is a
system for ranking families. It may encompass a single vil-
lage or a collection of villages organized within a munici-
pio. The family’s rank confers political power on the male
family head.

A civil-religious hierarchy depends on a fiesta system,
a system of traditional religious celebrations. By paying for
the fiestas and performing the rituals, the families sacrifice
their wealth in order to accumulate prestige in the commu-
nity. There is often a ladder system on which men move
from less to more prestigious offices. These ritual offices,
which obligate the families to sponsor the fiestas are called
cargos and are usually assumed for a year or two. Between
offices, a man and his family will rest for several years. The
office is assigned to the male head of a family, but his wife
may have an accompanying title as well and is usually also
a ritual actor. As prestige is accumulated, men assume civil
posts in the local government appropriate to their rank.
After an older man has filled the highest offices, he gradu-
ates from the system to become an elder (anciano, pasado).
The elders are the most respected and the most politically
powerful men in a community.

Middle America has suffered protracted civil wars, and
many rural areas have been in states of relative anarchy for
decades. Civil-religious hierarchies were in many cases
democratic reactions to powerful military leaders who filled
power vacuums. At times, however, civil-religious hierar-
chies have become oppressive or have fallen under the
control of undemocratic leaders. :

Since civil-religious hierarchies favor a redistributive
economy in which wealth is funneled though fiestas from
the relatively rich to everybody else, they do not fit well
within a capitalist economy that favors the accumulation
and investment of capital. Since World War II, the indus-
trial economies of Middle America have been growing rap-
idly and have created new sources of wealth, including
labor opportunities for the people in the subsistence-
oriented cultures.

The most widespread response to new economic values
has been the spread of Protestantism. People are attracted
by the Protestant cults that favor economic individualism
and familism. Middle America is an area of rapid Protes-
tant expansion. For example, both Guatemala and the
Mexican state of Chiapas have experienced very rapid rises
in the number of rural Protestant churches in the second
half of the twentieth century. Evangelical Protestantism is
a successful politico-religious ideology for rejecting the
power of civil-religious hierarchies. Fundamentalist Protes-
tant doctrines reject superior human authority, particularly
any incorporating Catholic ideas, by saying that any liter-
ate person who can read the Bible can become his own re-
ligious authority. Thus, the authority of the elders of a vil-
lage, derived from their ritual performance, is negated by
the new Protestant doctrines.
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Where civil-religious hierarchies have become undemo-
cratic, reactions have occurred. For example, in Chamula,
a Tzotzil village in Chiapas, evangelical Protestantism has
been a means of opposing an unpopular political elite (see
“Tzotzil of Chamula”). Thus, civil-religious hierarchies, al-
though they redistribute the wealth of the rich, are not
perfect democratic institutions. Civil-religious hierarchies
are subject to their own forms of corruption.

In the twentieth century political parties and peasant
organizations have increasingly been new means of political
organization within the subsistence-oriented rural commu-
nities, and they have replaced civil-religious hierarchies in
many instances (see “Tzotzil of San Bartolomé de los Lla-
nos”). Indian consciousness, which began to emerge in the
1990s, promises to be a greater political force in the future.

Religious Ideas. Outside religious concepts have entered In-
dian communities in various ways. In pre-Hispanic times,
the people added the gods of conquering Indian states to
their local pantheons. Afterward, the Spanish introduced
new gods, which were also added to the local pantheons.
Spanish missionaries established religious brotherhoods
(cofradias), which helped the Indians organize their socie-
ties under colonial domination. Thus, the native religions
have always changed to meet the political pressures that
were placed on them, but they have done so in a syncretic
way, maintaining something of the past while adding some-
thing new.

Some common elements in the native religions do not
come from Christianity. For example the Zoque of Chiapas
believe in a female goddess associated with the water, who
has the power to seduce men. Identical beliefs can be
found among the Otomi, Nahua, and Tepehua, 600 kilom-
eters to the north, along the Gulf coast. The Sun, Moon,
Earth, and an old fire god appear in many native religions.
Accretions to belief have been slow, and many of the old
ideas remain.

Rural Commercially Oriented Cultures: Mestizos and
Ladinos. Middle America exhibits many regional rural
cultures labeled “mestizo” and “Ladino” to the south. In
this introduction, they are all referred to as “mestizo.”
They do not have an overt indigenous aspect, and the peo-
ple actively reject any connection with Indians; however,
many of their features, such as dress, food habits, or reli-
gious customs, may have unrecognized indigenous origins.
These regional cultures have resulted both from the accul-
turation of indigenous peoples to a national culture and
from the acculturation of colonists to a rural native cul-
ture. The variations in these commercially oriented cul-
tures are complex and have not been fully analyzed by
anthropologists.

The majority of mestizo cultures seem to have resulted
from a frontierlike cultural contact between entrepreneurs
and natives. The entrepreneurs sought new opportunities
to profit from trade and agriculture in rural areas. The na-
tives were utilized as a lower laboring class for the entre-
preneurial activities. As a result of their frontier origins,
often related to cattle ranching or mining, mestizo cultures
have some common features: their economies are oriented
toward commercial farming and trade in the national econ-
omy; they engage in commercial enterprises such as truck-
ing, selling fertilizer, and owning stores; they maintain so-

cial ties to people in towns and cities; they are socially
stratified; they speak only Spanish; they declare themselves
to be entirely distinct from Indians and look down on In-
dians; they tend to be active in politics and usually control
the political links to state and national government wher-
ever Indians are present; they have large extended families
that cooperate in running their businesses; and they value
work highly. :

The status of a mestizo family is often based on the
time of arrival of that family in a “frontier” region. Mes-
tizos place a high value on defending this status. This is
sometimes conceptualized in the idea of machismo, manli-
ness. Men are expected to defend their family’s honor;
however, to those who recognize the established hierarchy,
much friendliness can be shown. Loyalty to the family is
very important.

Regional mestizo cultures have their own arts and
symbolic expressions. For example, the culture of the cattle
ranchers of the Gulf Coast of Mexico includes a type of
music with humorous lyrics called Huasteca, as well as beer
drinking, horse racing, cock fighting, and the consumption
of kidney soup. Many of the elements in mestizo cultures
derive from a cattle-ranching background.

Mestizos gain their superior wealth from the control of
land, which they use for commercial farming, including
cattle raising, and from the control of markets. Mestizo
landownership developed during the nineteenth century,
when there was a strong effort to commercialize land and
take it out of the subsistence sector. One obstacleto land
reform is that each member of a extended mestizo family
legally owns a fraction of a large landholding (latifundio)
that is less than the maximum that identifies the land as a
latifundio, subject to land reform. Because they have the
greatest political influence in rural areas, mestizos have
been able to maintain governments that favor their style of
rural economy.

Mestizos also control trade in rural areas. Trade be-
tween the modern industrial economy and a local subsist-
ence economy can be quite profitable (Dow 1973). Den-
dritic marketing systems that do not provide alternative
markets for the sale of local products also allow consider-
able profits to be made in trade (Smith 1977). Political
and commercial links with other towns and cities assist
mestizo business owners in maintaining these dominant
trade positions.

Mestizo cultures are changing as the economic condi-
tions that gave rise to them change. Education is becom-
ing one of the important pathways to economic mobility.
Mestizo families seek the best education for their children,
often sending them to cities to attend better schools. Chil-
dren aspire to more middle-class urban occupations than
managing the rural enterprises that originally brought
wealth to their families.

Religion. Religious affiliation varies across Middle America.
Catholicism is the dominant religion. Women attend
church more frequently than do men. Protestantism is very
strong in some areas. In Guatemala, evangelical Protes-
tantism is a significant religion in rural areas; however, the
rural areas do not have the complex mix of new religions
that are found in the urban areas.
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Politics. Mexico has judicial and legislative branches of
both state and national governments; however, vestiges of
the violence of its civil wars are still close to the surface,
and practically all the real power is in the executive branch
of the government. The Mexican municipio is the execu-
tive unit directly below the office of state governor. Each
municipio has a powerful executive known as the presidente
municipal, who distributes funds received from the state
and is expected to respond to the needs of the community.
Because there is little oversight, those who hold this office
are often accused, rightly or wrongly, of misappropriating
and benefiting from these public funds.

Political opposition often takes the form of new party
affiliations in the local elections. Candidates opposing the
incumbents will campaign under the banner of one of the
numerous opposition parties. If the opposition is serious,
these candidates can be co-opted by the dominant party
and reappear as their candidates. Lying behind the political
system of the Mexican rural commercially oriented cultures
is a web of deals forming a pyramid of patronage that
holds the structure together. Each time a political deal is
made, there are promises that go with it: to deliver votes,
to receive money, to support someone else, and so on. If
all works out well, everyone, including the people on the
bottom, receives something.

If things do not work out well, however, as is often the
case, a series of seemingly bizarre events can ensue. An
elected official can be removed from office without another
election, elected people can change parties, the presidente
municipal can be driven from the community by an angry
mob, the municipio office building can be occupied for
months by protesters, people can be assassinated, the state
police can intervene, and so forth.

Immigrant Cultures. Some immigrants to Middle Amer-
ica have settled in the cities, but others have established
their own villages in rural zones. There are villages of Italian
and Spanish farmers in Mexico. Chinese immigrant commu-
nities are found in Mexico, Costa Rica, and Panama. Ger-
man immigrants have made significant intellectual contribu-
tions to Middle American culture. Communities of retired
U.S. and Canadian citizens exist in Mexico and Costa Rica.
Middle Eastern immigrants are shop owners throughout
Middle America. -

Afro-American cultures are found along the Pacific
coast and along the Caribbean coasts of Belize, Honduras,
and Nicaragua. Some Afro-American communities of Pa-
cific Mexico remain culturally distinct. A prejudice toward
them is expressed by local mestizos.

The majority of the people of Belize are descendants
of African slaves. The Garifuna, or Black Carib, of Belize

originally came from the island of Saint Vincent. Because.

of their resistance to the British on Saint Vincent, they
were deported to Roatin. Various migrations finally took
them to Belize. Their unique culture has its roots both in
the African culture of escaped West Indian slaves and the
culture of the island Indians.

Urban Cultures. An urban settlement is something
more than a large town. A city is a center of power, and its
occupants are nonagricultural specialists who maintain the
political order and the economy. A growth in the size of
settlements took place in Mesoamerica the Preclassic per-

iod. Although the archaeological evidence for the Pre-
classic period is not clear, it may be assumed that some of
these settlements contained nonagricultural populations
and reached the point of dominating the political and eco-
nomic life of the countryside, to the extent that they could
be called small cities. Clear evidence of large-scale craft
production and political power can be found in the archae-
ological remains of Teotihuacin, near Mexico City, dating
to the beginning of the Classic period. Thus, urban cul-
tures in Middle America predated the Spanish Conquest
by more than a thousand years.

Rapid urbanization took place in many parts of Middle
America after World War II. The urban migration was a
way in which peasants could participate as laborers in the
industrializing economies. The subsistence economies pro-
duced only a minimal food supply and required consider-
able work. The lowest wages earned from work in the city
seem attractive when one can buy housing and food with
wages from less work than it would take to produce the
same on one’s own land. If one has little land, migration is
imperative. Today Middle America is home to millions of
urbanized people working for low wages. The hourly wage
of a worker in the Ford plant in Cuautitlin near Mexico
City in 1987 was U.S.$1.45 an hour. Many urban factory
workers earn less than the minimum wage, which was
around U.S.$1.15 an hour in 1994.

Urban cultures in Middle America are highly strati-
fied. There are distinct residential areas for the lower, mid-
dle, and upper classes. Oscar Lewis (1961) coined the
term “culture of poverty” to describe the lower-class culture
of modern Mexico City, the largest city in Middle Amer-
ica.. What Lewis meant to convey was that modern cities
generate a rock-bottom poverty culture that has more simi-
larities than differences from city to city. The culture of
poverty in Mexico City is an optimistic culture; people
have migrated from the countryside and are seeking to im-
prove their standard of living through wage employment.
The new immigrants live in sanitary conditions no better
than they experienced in the countryside, but they have
new wage-labor and educational opportunities. Dwellings
are one-room rented family units, often with a single bath-
room shared among half a dozen families. Indian languages
and customs are respected only in the home. Kinship ties
among urban immigrants are stronger than in the country-
side and form a safety network that helps them cope with
the transition to the urban environment. The urban immi-
grants also maintain close contact with their home villages
and return often.

Life in Mexico City for the lower classes is not costly.
The Mexican government has subsidized food and trans-
portation. Lower-class men and women may have laboring
and service jobs. Piecework may be taken home by children
to add to the family income. Small manufacturing busi-
nesses thrive on the availability of cheap labor.

The city also has its middle and upper classes. The
middle class can be defined as the owners of small busi-
nesses, higher-salaried workers, and professionals catering
to middle-class needs. Examples of small businesses are
operating a taxicab, a dry-cleaning store, a fumiture store,
a factory making paper bags, a toy shop, and the like. As
the businesses make more profits, the owners rise in the
hierarchy of economic stratification.
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The upper classes consist of the owners of the larger
businesses, the professionals catering to them, and wealthy
politicians. Much of the wealth is invested in land or other
stable forms not subject to inflation. Children of the upper
classes attend private schools. The urban upper classes so-
cialize primarily within their own group. The few studies of
this group indicate that there is often a breakdown of fam-
ily ties and that they suffer quite a bit of psychological
stress. In many cases a family’s wealth has been generated
rapidly within one generation, and managing it wisely is
very stressful for the family.

Culture Areas of Middle America

Culture Areas within Mesoamerica

The high plateau region around Mexico City has been a
melting pot of cultures for millennia. When the Spanish
arrived in 1519, they found a rich civilization, ruled by the
Aztecs. The Aztecs were master politicians who had man-
aged to weld the numerous ethnic groups in central Mex-
ico together into a complex alliance. The interweaving of
these groups into a feudal state will probably never be
completely understood. Lords governed tributary districts,
some of which were defined by ancient kinship rights and
others by conquest of peripheral domains. Self-reproducing
peasant villages with their own customs were at the lowest
tier of the system.

Today the remnant cultures of these various allied
groups continue to inhabit the central plateau. Some of
the Indian groups that were involved in the Aztec alliance,
such as the Otomi and Mazahua, live close to Mexico
City.

The largest group left over from the Aztec Empire are
the modern Nahua, the cultural descendants of the Aztecs.
The Nahua are also called “Mexicanos” in many places.
This labels them as the ex-rulers of Mexicayotl, the Mexica
domain. Their cultural ancestors are called “Aztecs” be-
cause, according to an origin myth, they came from a place
called Aztlan, but when Hernan Cortés arrived, they were
known as “Colhua Mexica.” Today their linguistic descen-
dants are known as “Nahua,” after the dialects of the lan-
guage that they speak.

Another system of alliances, that of the Tarascans, ex-
isted to the west in the state of Michoacén. The Tarascans
were not part of the Aztec Empire. Today they are a sepa-
rate ethnic group, preferring to call themselves the “Puré-
pecha.” Like other areas, the Tarascan region suffered from
the Spanish Conquest. Its recovery was somewhat unusual.
Bishop Vasco de Quiroga, who led a group of humanist fri-
ars, instituted a reorganization of Indian society between
1538 and 1565. The people were congregated in towns and
reorganized in a utopian order. The effect of this reorgani-
zation is not well understood. By the time anthropologists
began to study the culture, at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, the people had gone through many periods of
cultural change, including the devastating effects of the
nineteenth-century hacienda system. The modern Puré-
pecha fit into the general Central Mexican native cultural
pattern. Lake Patzcuaro has provided resources for special-
ized craft production. The region has an extensive network
of markets. Farther to the west, the modern Cora and

Huichol are located where the states of Jalisco and Nayarit
meet. The Huichol are further to the east than the Cora.
Both are mountain people who escaped the brunt of the
Conquest. They have relatively dispersed settlement pat-
terns, and authority is granted to shamans as well as to
community elders.

Other linguistic groups, such as the Totonac and
Tepehua, live along the Gulf coast. The Otomi and Was-
teko live on the north-central Gulf coast, and Popoluca
and Zoque live in the south. The Gulf coast was an impor-
tant center of power in pre-Hispanic times. Today it is an
agricultural region, producing many tropical crops. The
coastal plain supports many mestizo cattle ranchers. It is
also the region where most of the petroleum is produced.
Moderate-sized cities are found here: Veracruz is a major
Atlantic port, and Poza Rica and Coatzacoalcos are centers
for the petroleum industry.

The natives of Qaxaca are the remnants of a densely
populated center of civilization that rivaled that of Central
Mexico. The main languages spoken today are Zapotec,
Mixtec, Chatino, Cuicatec, and Mazatec. To the west of
Oaxaca live a group of Nahua speakers in the Mexican
state of Guerrero.

Mayan speakers are the largest native linguistic group
in Mesoamerica. The homes of the Maya-speaking natives
are the Yucatan Peninsula, the folded limestone hills to
the south, and the Central American highlands. The larger
Maya groups are the Yukateko of the Yucatin Peninsula;
the Mopan Maya of the Belize hills; the Tzeltal, Tzotzil,
Ch'ol, Lakandon, and Tojolab'al of Chiapas; and the
Kiche', Kaqgchikel, Mam, Ixil, and other highland Maya in
Guatemala.

Culture Areas beyond the Frontiers of Mesoamerica

A number of native groups the cultures of which survived
the Conquest live in the hills of northwestern Mexico. The
Northern Tepehuan live in rugged mountains in southern
Chihuahua. The Tarahumara live north of them, in the
mountains around the Copper Canyon. Cahita groups,
such as the Mayo, are found farther west. All these people
practice rainfall agriculture and, in the past, supplemented
agriculture with hunting.

The hunter-gatherer cultures of northern Mexico have
disappeared, but in the northern desert region of Baja Cal-
ifornia live some rather isolated groups such as the
Cocopa, Digueno, Kiliwi, and Pai Pai. Their subsistence is
based on desert farming, cattle, and wage labor.

The natives of the Atlantic coast of Central America
traded with the English, supported colonies of escaped
slaves and pirates, and generally failed to integrate well
with the Spanish-speaking colonial governments on the Pa-
cific side of Central America. Descendants of Indians and
fleeing Africans, the modern Miskito people live along the
coasts and rivers of Atlantic Honduras and Nicaragua. The
name is probably derived from “musket.” They were armed
by English traders, who regularly visited the coast in the
last two centuries. Representing an enclave of Anglophone
influence in Central America, the Miskito were employed
in the twentieth century by the United States against the
Sandinista government of Nicaragua; however, the post-
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Sandinista government is now bringing them peacefully
into Nicaraguan national life for the first time.

Other Central American natives such as the Embera
and the Kuna in Panama are well removed from Meso-
american influences. Kuna became politically active in
seeking native rights for themselves and other Middle
American Indians. Their way of life depends on fishing,
hunting, farming, handicrafts, and seeking work in the
cities. The lesser known native groups of Central America
are the Bokota, Boruca, Cabecar, Catio, Chorotega,
Guaymi, Jicaque, Lenca, Matagalpa, Monimbo, Paya, Sub-
tiaba, Sumu, Teribe, and Wounaan. Some of these natives
no longer speak their aboriginal language, and many of
them are described in this volume.

The Caribbean Today

The modern Caribbean cultures show the impact of slav-
ery, plantation capitalism, and export-oriented colonialism
to a far greater extent than the cultures of Middle Amer-
ica, which were impacted by these institutions in a more
complex way. What remains on the Caribbean islands are
cultures evolved from the cultures of freed slaves and other
plantation workers. Modern cultures in the Caribbean now
have class structures that have resulted from the break-
down of a colonial system in which the White European
colonists were at the top and slaves and debt peons were
at the bottom. The island of Cuba, containing the largest
number of people in the Caribbean group, has moved the
furthest toward breaking down the colonial class structure.
The other islands support a class structure in which wealth
has replaced race as the generator of status.

The original Amerindian cultures of the Caribbean
have disappeared or, in a few cases, have merged with the
cultures of freed slaves to produce a new amalgam. A simi-
lar process occurred on the Atlantic Coast of Central
America, the cultures of which resemble those of the Ca-
ribbean. (See the articles on the Blacks of Costa Rica, the
Garifuna, and the Miskito.) A circum-Caribbean culture
area has been proposed by Steward (1944), who based his
idea more on the pre-Hispanic situation than on the mod-
ern distribution of cultures. A circum-Caribbean concept
would be difficult to justify in a contemporary ethnological
perspective. Nevertheless, the Gulf- and Atlantic-coast so-
cieties of Mexico and Central America share some traits
with the Caribbean island groups.

One of the things common to Caribbean cultures is
the existence of fishing villages, a natural result of contact
with the sea. There is a difference between villages in-
volved in fishing and those involved in farming. Often the
fish are traded locally, and the two types of villages form a
dependent association.

Another important aspect of modern Caribbean cul-
tures is migration. Industry on the islands suffers from
high transportation costs. Industrialization has moved
slowly, if at all. On the smaller islands, the most important
“natural resources” that can be commercialized seem to be
sun and sand, attractions for tourists. Men often leave the
smaller islands to find work on larger islands, such as Trin-
idad and Jamaica, or in North America and Europe. Cul-
tural enclaves of migrants exist in many North American
and European cities. This migration has been facilitated by

the willingness of some of the islands to retain a depen
dency or commonwealth status with one of the ex-colonial
powers.

Anthropological Investigations

The Middle American and Caribbean region has been and
continues to be one of the most anthropologically studied
areas of the world. Hundreds of articles and dozens of
books are published every year and are reviewed in sum-
mary publications such as the Annual Review of Anthropol-
ogy and the Handbook of Latin American Studies. In the
brief note on anthropological research below, I just skim
the surface of what has been done and can not do justice
to the volume of research that has come forth. Leads to
this research can be found in the bibliographies attached
to the articles.

In Mexico, the gap between archaeology and modern
ethnography has been bridged by excellent ethnohistorical
research. Some ethnographic texts were written by Native
Americans (e.g., Chimalpahin Cuauhtlehuanitzin [1978],
Alvaro Tezozomoc [19441, and Don Fernando de Alva
Ixtlilxochitl 19851). Authorship of the Annals of Cuauh-
titlan is unknown. Some of the early missionaries, such as
Fray Bernardino de Sahagiin and Fray Alonso de Moto-
lonia, also contributed to the early ethnographic literature
on native cultures. Reports by the conquistadors, such as
Hernan Cortés and Bernal Dias del Castillo are historically
important but ethnographically naive. All of these histori-
cal sources have inspired important ethnohistorical re-
search in Mexico. The ethnohistorical approach to modern
Mesoamerica continues today with scholars from around
the world actively interpreting and reinterpreting currents
in Mesoamerican culture history. Historical analysis today
takes into account both the symbolic systems and the ma-
terial conditions of previous Middle Americans (Carmack,
Gasco, and Gossen 1996).

As well as inspiring a world-renowned school of Meso-
american ethnohistory, Mexican anthropologists have stud-
ied modern ethnic groups. Manuel Gamio investigated the
cultures in the Teotihuacin Valley in the 1920s. A post-
revolutionary movement, Indigenismo, led by Gamio,
sought to integrate the Indian cultures into national life.
Gamio became the first director of the Instituto Indigen-
ista Interamericano (III) in 1942. The III supports re-
search and publishes the anthropological journal América
Indigena. In 1948 Mexico created a government agency,
the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI) that looks after
the welfare of native groups in Mexico. Part of the work
done by INI has been to continue the study of native cul-
tures and to propagate an appreciation of them. Universi-
ties and many other research organizations in Middle
American countries have also contributed to cultural-
anthropological research.

At the turn of the twentieth century, U.S. cultural-
anthropological study of Middle America was little more
than well-written traveler’s reports. Later, the new empiri-
cal approach to anthropology began to make itself felt in
studies of northwestern Mexican Indians. Mesoamerica was
also a prime object of study for a “Chicago” school of an-
thropology started by Robert Redfield with his study of a
central Mexican village, Tepotztlan (1941). Traveler’s re-
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ports of Mayan ruins published in the nineteenth century
also stimulated anthropological interest in Mesoamerica. In
the early part of the twentieth century, the Carnegie Insti-
tution of Washington sponsored archaeological research in
the Mayan area that eventually spun off more cultural re-
" search. In the 1930s Sol Tax investigated the Maya of
Guatemala. Later, U. S. anthropologists contributed to the
understanding of many native cultures throughout Middle
America. An important early summary volume was edited
by Sol Tax (1952).

Robert Redfield’s work made peasant cultures a legiti-
mate object of study in cultural anthropology, which previ-
ously had been identified mostly with the study of tribal
cultures. The nature of Mesoamerican peasant character
was an important question closely connected to the Ameri-
can school of psychological anthropology in the 1940s and
1950s. The question was never finally answered because it
was difficult to measure the variables involved, as was the
case with other culture and personality studies.

Later research by anthropologists from Mexico and
other countries focused on economics and religion. The
body of work did much to reveal how economic decisions
were made in rural villages. This work coincided with a
shift in anthropology away from a concern with symbolic
expressions and toward a concern with economic and ma-
terial factors. Anthropologists explored the connection be-
tween the religious-fiesta systems and economics. The
topic was opened up for the anthropological study of Mid-
dle America by Frank Cancian (1965). Fiestas leveled
some wealth differences and promoted native egalitarian
values, yet they maintained a village society that was strati-
fied both in political power and wealth. Those who spon-
sored the fiestas traded wealth for power and prestige but
did not destroy the differential economic bases generating
wealth in the peasant communities.

Another issue that is still being debated today is the
extent to which native cultures are carrying on pre-
Columbian traditions. Are they modern forms of an an-
cient Indian tradition, or have they been molded exten-
sively by contact with the colonial and postcolonial power
holders? Most cultural anthropologists today accept the
idea that contact with external cultures has profoundly in-
fluenced the development of native villages since the
Congquest.

Work in cultural anthropology in the 1980s and into
the 1990s has reflected the general concerns of anthropol-
ogists. Some of the latest anthropological research is repre-
sented in this volume. Middle America has received partic-
ular attention in the areas of women’s studies, economic
anthropology, medical anthropology, and ethnic relations.
A concern with the symbolic elements in culture contin-
ues. These more symbolic approaches have enlivened the
interpretations of the symbolic meaning of cultural forms
and have added a humanistic element to the descriptions
of culture. For example, the meaning of Mayan speech and
myth has been explored extensively (Berlin, Breedlove, and
Raven 1974; Colby and Colby 1981; Gossen 1974; Ted-
lock 1982).

Various efforts have been made to provide conceptual
overviews of the cultures of Middle America and the Ca-
ribbean. The culture-area concerns of the early twentieth
century led Paul Kirchhoff to formulate the concept of the

Mesoamerica area previously mentioned. Robert Redfield
(1956) developed the notion of the folk-urban continuum;
his hypothesis was that all Mesoamerican cultures lay
along a range of cultural forms, from the independent rural
subsistence-oriented community to the large city. He also
introduced the concept of the peasant community.

The idea of the peasant community put forward by
Redfield was so broad and multidimensional that a better
one was needed. This was provided by Eric Wolf (1957,
1986), who defined the “closed corporate peasant commu-
nity” to describe Mesoamerican and other native peasant
societies. This concept defines some of the important so-
cial characteristics of rural subsistence-oriented communi-
ties in Middle America, particularly their defensive posture
toward outsiders. Wolf (1955) also noted the more prole-
tarian and open characteristic of the Caribbean villages.
Fernando Camara (1952) classified Middle American
peasant villages as either centripetal, inward looking, or
centrifugal, outward looking. It was another way of looking
at the difference between closed subsistence-oriented cul-
tures vs. more open commercially oriented cultures.

Others emphasize Middle America’s history of coloni-
alism and capitalism as the predominant element in the
development of its cultural patterns. Gonzalo Aguirre
Beltran (1973, 1979) developed the idea that most native
cultures were formed as refuge regions created by a preda-
tory colonialism. The investigation of the formative effects
of colonialism and capitalism on Middle American cultures
has been carried forward by Rudolfo Stavenhagen (1968,
1975), Arturo Warman (1980), and many others.

The Writing of This Volume

The writing of this volume has been a collaborative work. 1
would like to thank David Levinson, the editor in chief,
and Robert V. Kemper, the associate editor, for their edito-
rial help. Also important to the production of the volume
was the work of Ruth Gubler, who did most of the transla-
tions. I thank Arnulfo Embriz and Norberto Zamora of the
Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Mexico, for their help with
the maps. Above all, I would like to thank the many con-
tributors who gave freely of their time and without whom
this volume would not be possible.

It was apparent when I took over editorship of this
volume that it could not possibly do justice to every cul-
ture within its scope within the time allotted. My response
to this situation was to concentrate on the areas where
new and unique data could be presented. We sought out
authors who had studied a culture extensively, preferably in
the field, and could write new and insightful works. These
works were given the greatest space. In the other cases, ar-
ticles were based on the latest published sources. Biblio-
graphical information had been added to allow the reader
to explore what is currently known about a culture in more
depth. Thus, Volume 8 is not merely a summary of pub-
lished work on Middle America and the Caribbean, it is a
source of new information that cannot be obtained
elsewhere.

It is unfortunate that some of the Mayan cultures
could not be covered in more depth. Anthropological work
in this area has been disrupted by civil war. Many
Mayanist anthropologists have been extensively involved in
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presenting the native side of these conflicts. At the time
the volume was being prepared, a rebellion had broken out
in the Mexican state of Chiapas. A large number of the
experts in this area did not have time to write in time to
meet what became a rather tight publication schedule.
Some of the Mayan cultures in the volume are covered by
short entries; however, the longer entries represent new
sources of information on Mayan cultures that have been
poorly documented in the past.

The spelling of native words is governed by different
traditions. Each language has developed, or is developing
its own orthography. In many cases there are several com-
peting orthographies. The International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA) has not been used much in creating these new or-
thographies because the characters are not easy to repro-
duce, few people can read it, and the coding of allophones
still could be idiosyncratic. In this volume we have fol-
lowed the traditions that have developed for each culture,
which have utilized mostly Roman characters and diacriti-
cal marks. The use of the straight apostrophe (') rather
than the IPA character ? to indicate a glottal stop is com-
mon in all the orthographies. Also, underlining is a com-
mon way of indicating the nasalization of vowels. Because
a glottal stop and a glottalized consonant seldom appear
together in Mayan words, the straight apostrophe after a
consonant in Mayan languages indicates that the conso-
nant is glottalized and does not indicate a glottal stop. The
spelling of the Maya language names follows the standards
laid down by the Academia de Lenguas Mayas.
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African Mexicans

ETHNONYMS: none

As in the rest of the New World, the majority of Africans
who settled in Mexico came as slaves. Mexico was the first
mainland nation to receive large numbers of slaves; from
1528 to 1620 perhaps as many as a thousand slaves per
year arrived from West Africa in Veracruz, on the Gulf
Coast. African slaves were imported mainly because the
local Indian populations were not deemed suitable by the
Spanish as workers in Spanish enterprises. Thus, Africans
were forced to work refining silver and on ranches in
northern Mexico; as household workers, on public con-
struction projects, and in textile factories in cities; in sugar
fields and refineries near Veracruz, Morelos, and Puebla;
and as gold miners on the Pacific coast. Because the
Pacific-coast region was relatively lightly populated by
Spanish settlers and physically isolated from central Mex-
ico, it became a haven for runaway slaves (called cimar-
rones), who intermarried with Indians and mestizos there
and established communities that grew in size and were
eventually, with Spanish consent, incorporated as towns.
Today there are some sixteen African Mexican towns
in the Pacific Costa Chica. Although the residents of
these communities see themselves as Mexican, rather than
as African or Indian, there has been a revival of interest in
their African heritage, as indicated by public displays of
African-based music, dance, and folklore. Other African
Mexican communities are located near Veracruz; the towns
of Mata Clara and Coyolillo are the best known. It is esti-
mated that about 3 percent of the Mexican population is
of partial African ancestry (Coniff and Davis 1994, 272).
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Amuzgo

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. The name “Amuzgo” comes from a
Nahuatl word to which various interpretations have been
given. According to one version, the term derives from
amoxtli, “place of books or papers”; another version—
perhaps a more plausible one—translates the word amoxko
to mean “place of clouded water” (the greenish slime float-
ing on the surface of rivers). There is no known general
self-designation for the group, although one form of ethnic
'self-recognition is evident in their reference to those who
speak hiionda, a term that is difficult to translate but that
expresses the idea of “word [language] of water”; other
languages are referred to as kfiosko, “word [language] of
leaves.”

Location. The Amuzgo live near the Pacific Ocean, in
the lower portions of the Sierra Madre del Sur, along the
coasts of the Mexican states of Guerrero and Oaxaca
(known as La Costa Chica). The area they occupy, located
between 16° and 17° N and between 98° and 99° W, has
an average elevation of 500 meters and a semihumid cli-
mate. The main Amuzgo settlements in the state of Guer-
rero are the municipios of Xochistlahuaca, Tlacoachistla-
huaca, and Ometepec. In QOaxaca, the main settlements
are San Pedro Amuzgos and Santa Maria Ipalapa.

Demography. In 1990 the number of Amuzgo speakers
was calculated at 32,637: 27,629 in the state of Guerrero
and 5,008 in Oaxaca. These figures include children under
5 years of age with Amuzgo-speaking parents. The actual
number of Amuzgo could be higher, however, because it is
difficult to count people living in small and dispersed set-
tlements. The 1990. census counted temporary migrants at
their location of migration rather than in their home com-
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munities. The Amuzgo area is also the home of mestizo,
Afro-Mexican, Mixtec, and Nahua populations.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Amuzgo language is classi-
fied as an independent branch of the Otomanguean Lan-
guage Family. Amuzgo shows dialectal differences but
maintains relative mutual intelligibility. It is marked by
enough diversity that people who know the language can
identify the home territory of a speaker. In the Amuzgo
area of Guerrero, monolingualism reaches 50 percent, and
in Oaxaca, 20 percent. Bilingualism is the result of migra-
tion, schooling, and contact with mestizos in the capitals
of the municipios.

History and Cultural Relations

Information on the history of the Amuzgo is very scarce,
although some data can be reconstructed from tangential
sources. From Mixtec codices it is known that around the
year aD. 1000 the Mixtec king Eight Deer was recognized
as a Mixtec ruler in a ceremony that took place in Jicayan,
a place near the eastern Amuzgo region and the boundary
of the Tututepec domain. This leads one to deduce that
Amuzgo pueblos must have existed since that time. In the
second half of the fifteenth century, the western part of
the Amuzgo area, in the present state of Guerrero, includ-
ing centers of Amuzgo populations like Ayotzinapa (which
has no Amuzgo population today) and Xochistlahuaca, an
area controlled by the province of Ayacastla and inhabited
mainly by Ometepec and Igualapa, was under Aztec domi-
nation. Around the Amuzgo area, besides Mixtec, there
were Chatina-, Ayacatzec-, Nahua-, Cahuatec-, Tzintec-,
and Tlapanec-speaking pueblos. On two Mixtec lienzos
(painted deerskins), those of Zacatepec and Jicayan (dated
1550), wherein boundaries are described, there appears a
glyph with the name of the town of Amuzgos: a ball end-
ing in an element resembling threads, as it were a cotton
seed, with the Mixtec name fufiama, “town of the cotton
ball.” The Relacion de Xalapa, Cintla, and Acatlan of
1580 shows several capitals dependent on the alcaldia
mayor (area governed by an alcalde mayor), which included
estancias (towns) where Amuzgo was spoken: Xicayan de
Tovar, Ayocinapa, Ometepec, Suchistlahuaca, and Thua-
lapa. Many of these towns were devastated by the Spanish
invasion and epidemics related to it. Pedro de Alvarado
began the conquest of the southern coast, and the con-
quistador Tristdn de Luna y Arellano, under the Perpetual
Estate of the Marshall of Castile, developed one of the
largest landed estates of the area, which included part of
Amuzgo territory. The estate disintegrated during the first
half of the nineteenth century because of disputes over
succession. After haciendas were established in the area,
the indigenous population suffered the consequences of
new economic activities: cattle raising led to the destruc-
tion of cultivatable land, and a system of forced labor was
imposed in conjunction with the production of sugarcane
and cochineal.

Settlements

The Amuzgo settled in various towns: Ayotzinapa, Omete-
pec, Xochistlahuaca, Igualapa, Cozoyoapa, Tlacoachistla-
huaca, Huajintepec, Quetzalapa, Chalapa, and Amuzgos.

Xochistlahuaca (“Vale of Flowers”) was made the capital
(cabecera) of the Amuzgo region in 1563. Of the towns that
survived epidemics and colonization, those that still exist
today are Cozoyapan, Huehuetonoc, Minas, San Cristobal,
Tlacoachistlahuaca, Cochoapa, Huajintepec, Huixtepec, and
Zacualpan in Guerrero and the territories of Amuzgos and
Ipalapa in Qaxaca. When the state of Guerrero was formed
in 1849, the Amuzgo found themselves divided between two
states, a division that was detrimental to intercommunity re-
lations between Amuzgo towns. Besides these towns, there is
a large population dispersed in smaller cuadrillas or pargjes
(hamlets), in which people live temporarily or permanently,
in order to be nearer their cultivable land and their encierros
(fenced pastures). Amuzgo settlements were exposed to the
cultural influence of the coastal Black population, as is evi-
dent by the construction of round houses, known as redon-
dos, made of mud, plaited lightweight cane, and otate-cane
wood. Later the dominant form was the square adobe house
with a two-eaved tile roof. Settlements in cabeceras (princi-
pal towns/administrative centers) or large towns are agglu-
tinative; in the hamlets or cuadrillas they are dispersed. In a
cabecera, the mestizo population generally lives in the center
and the indigenous population on the periphery.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Nowadays the
economy of Amuzgo communities is based on agriculture.
The main cultigen is maize, the foodstuff that forms the
basis of the indigenous population’s daily diet. Beans,
squashes, chilies, cacao, coffee, various fruits, and poultry
complement the indigenous diet. Panela (raw-sugar loaves)
and aguardiente (white rum) are made from sugarcane,
which is still pressed in the animal-powered sugar presses
introduced during the colonial era. Given the area’s soil
quality and the hilly nature of the land, the system of agri-
culture is slash and burn. Implements include the machete,
tarecua (a weeding tool), coa (native spade), and enduyo (a
planting tool). The amount of seed sown is measured in
magquillas (units of weight) or cajones (boxes). Only very
few indigenous families can afford to maintain cattle. The
Amuzgo complement crop and livestock production by pro-
ducing handicrafts, mainly weaving and embroidery.

Trade. Indigenous products formerly played a major part
in commercial exchange, but, in the hands of the mestizo
population, trade has turned toward modern goods and in-
creasingly less toward local handicrafts. Commercial activ-
ity increases during the festivities in the various pueblos of
the area, but the majority of the merchants who come to
sell at the fairs are from outside the area.

Migration. There has been a rapid increase in migration.
The migratory flow is within the surrounding area, to the
capital, to nearby cities, to Mexico City, and to the United
States.

Division of Labor. Men generally work in the fields, and
women in the home; however, in some cases women help
the men with agricultural labor or tending herds and
flocks. Handicrafts generally fall within the domain of
women.

Land Tenure. In Amuzgo communities, landownership
is in the form of e¢jidos (federal land grants to peasant
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farmers), communal lands, and smallholdings. Landowner-
ship has been a constant struggle for the Amuzgo, as they
have had to contend with mestizos recurrently buying up
land. Given the system of slash-and-burn cultivation, it is
necessary for plots of land to lie fallow. Access to ejido
and communal land guarantees the use of monte (hillside
land) for planting, pasture, gathering, and hunting. Private
property is mainly in the form of encierros—fenced plots
of land wherein cattle are grazed—and cultivated land,
which only the owner can use.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Nowadays there are no lineage
or descent groups, but some patrilineal practices survive in
rules of residence and inheritance. In some Amuzgo towns,
a social differentiation based on attachment to paternal or
maternal groups is still evident, for example, when a child is
considered to belong to the family of the mother’s father
. Kinship unity is strengthened by coresidence in a single
household, which unites child-rearing, economic, and kin-
ship functions. Patrilocal residence is the form preferred by
newlywed couples, although matrilocal residence also occurs;
neolocal residence is infrequent.

Kinship Terminology. Amuzgo terminology has differ-
ent kinship terms for parents and their siblings and a dif-
ferentiation based on sex (the Eskimo model). A subdivi-
sion by age provides terms denoting older and younger; for
example, in cases where Ego is older, a parent’s brother
will be called “sibling’s son,” and the reciprocal term “par-
ent’s brother” will be used to refer to Ego. The system does
not differentiate between the sexes of descendants below
Ego’s generation.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. In more traditional communities, it is still the
custom to ask for the bride’s hand: the young man re-
quests that his father act as intermediary. The marriage rit-
ual begins with the mediation of a pedidor (negotiator),
who presents himself at the home of the bride's parents
and makes known the groom’s family’s intention. After
several visits, the proposal is usually accepted. The process
continues with a ritual called the quedamento, during
which the engagement is publicly announced, as well as
the day that the Catholic wedding rite will be performed.
This tradition, which was the norm prior to the 1970s, has
gradually lost force as couples face an ever increasing proc-
ess of modernization. A big marriage fiesta—a good fan-
dango—will be indicative of a good marriage. Ideally,
baptismal godparents will be chosen to act as marriage
godparents.

Inheritance. The Amuzgo do not have precise guidelines
for the inheritance of goods, rights, or obligations. There is
a slight tendency to prefer the oldest son of the first for-
mally married wife to inherit the headship of the family.

Socialization. Women are in charge of introducing girls
and boys into the social order. When nearing adolescence,
girls assume practically all domestic functions, and boys
begin to work more closely with their fathers in agriculture,
fishing, and hunting.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. The social life of Amuzgo commu-
nities is based on the relationship between land organiza-
tion, agriculture, the family, marriage, social traditions,
compadrazgo (ritual coparenthood), the cargo system, and
the ritual cycle of religious festivals.

Political Organization. Since the seventeenth century,
when macehuales (members of the peasant class) became
local authorities in cabildos (village governments) and
other governing bodies, an internal social hierarchy has de-
termined the rules for ascent in status through a long
chain of political and religious offices (cargos). Such a sys-
tem persists among the Amuzgo and is linked to national
political structures. The cargo system requires a young man
coming of age to perform certain community work, called
fajina in Guerrero and tequio in Oaxaca. Later on, he un-
dertakes cargos such as those of topil (messenger), policia
de machete (policeman armed only with a machete), policia
urbano (policeman not armed with a machete), and cabo,
sargento, and comandante (chiefs of groups of police). Still
later, he will acquire higher status with cargos like juez de
barrio (barrio judge), member of the sociedad de padres de
familia (school advisory board), presidente de bienes comu-
nales (overseer of community property), comandante de
arma, member of the junta patridtica, alcalde segundo, or
presidente municipal (chief executive officer of a munici-
pio). The highest rung of the hierarchy is reached by an
individual of advanced age who becomes a principal and
member of the consejo de ancianos (council of elders).
Mayordomias (stewardships) during religious festivals are
usually the cargos by means of which individuals acquire
prestige. The names and the particular functions of cargos
vary from one community to the next. The introduction of
political models from outside the community through op-
portunities for greater social mobility have created conflicts
between the cargo system and political forms from outside.

Social Control. The maintenance of internal social
order involves elements of the cargo system, magico-
religious beliefs (nahualism), and even blood vengeance.
Local indigenous authorities are in charge of resolving dis-
putes arising from accusations of harm caused by nahua-
lism or witchcraft, animals entering milpas, theft, unsanc-
tioned sexual relations, and debt payment, usually by
mediation during negotiations between the two parties.
Only seldom are conflicts—even serious ones—transferred
to higher legal authorities.

Conflict. The most common social conflicts arise from
political arguments and situations involving land tenure or
rivalry between individuals. In some Amuzgo communities,
especially during the latter part of the 1970s, agrarian
movements caused conflict between the indigenous popula-
tion and mestizo landholders. Conflicts over local political
control can crop up because of the way positions of au-
thority are distributed between the indigenous and mestizo
populations. In some areas, powerful caciques or factional
competition between political parties create conflict. Vio-
lence is a frequent resort in personal disputes; justice is
sought through vengeance, and homicide is often the
result.



6 Amuzgo

Religion and Cultural Expression

Religious Beliefs. The dominant religion is Catholicism,
although Protestant groups are also active. Magical beliefs
associated with supernatural elements constitute part of
Amuzgo wisdom regarding daily activities; for example, the
timing of economic and symbolic activities may depend on
the phases of the moon. It is thought that children will die
during an eclipse of the moon, adults during an eclipse of
the sun. There is a strong belief in nahualism, the power of
certain persons to cause others harm by utilizing their ani-
mal spirit, or nahual.

Religious Practictioners. Besides Catholic clergy and
cargo holders, there are a number of other specialized reli-
gious practitoners who participate in rituals at church and
in homes. Singers and prayer makers are needed for various
rituals. There are also specialists in calendrical divination,
who cure and prognosticate during public rituals. In large
and small communities, mayordomos take the chief respon-
sibility for staging religious fiestas. Catholic churches are
generally served by a parish priest who travels constantly to
perform religious rites. Among Protestant groups, pastors
reside within the communities; they practice locally but
there is also intercommunity exchange.

Ceremonies. Fiestas are held according to the Catholic
ritual calendar: Carnival, Holy Week, Todos Santos (the
Days of the Dead during and after the Catholic All Saints’
Day), and festivals for the town’s patron saints. Ceremo-
nies associated with civic and school events are organized
annually. With variations from pueblo to pueblo, almost
every community has a mayordomia for some patron saint.
An essential element of festivals and mayordomias are the
dance performances, among which “Las Mascaritas,” “Chi-
lolos,” “Macho Mula,” “Tortuga,” “Tigre,” “Conquista,”
“Los Doce Pares de Francia,” “Diablos,” “Chareo,” “Las
Mojigatas,” “Cebolleras,” “Toritos,” “Pan De Panela,” “Tla-
minques,” “Malinches,” “Moros y Cristianos,” “Apaches y
Gachupines,” and “Pichiques” are most notable. These
dances may be accompanied, for example, by a flute and a
drum or by band music. “Chilena” music from the Costa
Chica has also penetrated the Amuzgo region. There are
propitiatory rituals for rain, performed on plots of land
being cultivated; stone figurines are used and animal blood
is offered.

Art and Technology. Basically, the Amuzgo make their
own tools and utensils for the home. Their culture is re-
flected in the classificatory nature of the language used to
describe the numerous instruments and utensils they make.
Clay, as well as plants and wood have multiple functions;
they are used to make houses, corrals, and tools. As re-
gards handicrafts, there is much spinning and weaving, and
huipiles (the dresses of indigenous women) are made on
strap looms; formerly, this clothing was of cotton.

Medicine. Sickness and misfortune are generally be-
lieved to have been caused by some enemy using nahuales.
In some aspects, nahualism is also linked to curing prac-
tices. Some of the misfortune or illnesses attributed to su-
pernatural forces are espanto (sudden fright), mal de ojo
(the evil eye), coraje (anger), attack by nahuales, and at-
tack by a shade (sombra). Sorcerers have various diagnostic
and therapeutic techniques such as ver la sangre (consult-

ing the blood) and pulsear (taking the pulse) as well as
techniques for curing, like limpiar (cleansing/ridding the
patient of evil influences), enfriar (cooling off), and curar
de espanto (curing fright). A large number of plants are
used in curing.

Death and Afterlife. Beliefs regarding life after death
are a combination of Catholic and traditional elements.
Deceased who had been married are buried with their
heads facing west, single people and children with their
heads facing east. A light casket, which will allow for easy
decomposition of the body into the earth, is preferred. A
distinction is drawn between the soul and the shade: the
soul leaves the body immediately after death; the shade
leaves it after nine days. If, during the nine days—while
the grave cross is prepared—the deceased is not satisfied
with the offerings that have been made, his or her shade
may refuse to leave and will not rest in peace. The spirits
of the dead return for Todos Santos at the end of October.
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Anguillans

ETHNONYMS: none

The name “Anguilla” refers to a 96-square-kilometer de-
pendent island territory of the United Kingdom, located in
the northeast Caribbean at 18°03’ N, 63°04° W. Anguil-
lans speak English and are mostly of African descent. The
population was approximately 6,900 in 1992. “Anguilla,”
the Spanish word for “eel,” refers to the shape of the is-
land, which originated as a coral formation.

The earliest inhabitants of the island were Saladoid
Indians, who arrived sometime around 1300 s.c; they grew
cassava and built several large villages. In the tenth century
AD, post-Saladoid Indians came to the island and estab-
lished a theocracy. British enslavement of the Indians and
European diseases killed all the Anguillan Indians by the
1600s. Anguilla was colonized by the British in 1650, al-
though the Carib and French both attacked the colony in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, respectively. An-
guilla was later to become a part of the Saint Kitts-Nevis-
Anguilla colony. As Saint Kitts gradually gained more
independence from the U.K., Anguilla moved toward inde-
pendence from the Saint Kitts government, and in 1980 it
separated from Saint Kitts and Nevis to become a British
Dependent Territory, drafting its own constitution in 1982.
The Valley, capital of Anguilla, is home to the governor
(the Crown representative), an elected seven-member exec-
utive council, and an elected eleven-member legislature
known as the House of Assembly.

The economy of Anguilla is presently booming be-
cause of the tourist trade and the location there of off-
shore banks. Prior to 1985, however, high unemployment
and emigration were common. The island has few natural
resources (salt and lobsters), poorly developed agriculture
(pigeon peas, maize, and sweet potatoes), and little manu-
facturing (boat building).
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Antiguans and Barbudans

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. The country Antigua and Barbuda in-
cludes two of the Leeward Islands located in the eastern
Caribbean Sea. Settled by English colonists in the seven-
teenth century, the islands have a history of slavery and
British colonial rule. Antigua and Barbuda won indepen-
dence in 1981. The national motto is “Each endeavouring,
all achieving.”

Location. Antigua measures 281 square kilometers in
area, and Barbuda 161 square kilometers. A third island,
uninhabited Redonda (3.25 square kilometers), is a depen-
dency of the state. Volcanic and comprised of limestone,
Antigua is generally flat, except for the southwestern sec-
tion, which is the site of the highest point, Boggy Peak
(403 meters). The coastline has many fine white sandy
beaches, some protected by dense bush, and many natural
harbors. Antigua's vegetation is evergreen and deciduous
forest and evergreen woodland. Most of the country’s gov-
ernment buildings are located in the capital, Saint John's,
together with a central market, schools, banks, shops and
restaurants, a deep-water harbor, and, since the late 1980s,
a modern tourist complex.

Relatively isolated Barbuda lies some 50 kilometers to
the northeast. It is a coral island covered with open scrub.
Cattle, deer, guinea fowl, and hogs roam freely through the
bush. Barbuda’s unsafe harbors have contributed to its isola-
tion over the centuries; regular air service from Antigua
began only in 1961. Almost all of Barbuda’s 1,200 residents
live in historic Codrington Village. The island has a few
shops, some resort hotels where people find seasonal work,
an elementary school, a health clinic, and several churches.

Demography. Antigua and Barbuda’s population, ac-
cording to the 1991 census, was 60,840 persons (29,638
men and 31,202 women, a ratio of 105 females for every
100 males); of these, only 2 percent lived on Barbuda. The
vast majority of Antiguans and Barbudans, 60,148 persons,
live in private households. Most of the islanders are Afri-
can Caribbean people, their ancestors having been brought
as slaves in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Other groups include a few remaining descendants of Brit-
ish colonists, the progeny of Portuguese indentured ser-
vants who came in the mid-nineteenth century under
planter-inspired schemes to find field laborers, and the
children of Syrian and Lebanese traders who arrived at the
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turn of the twentieth century. West Indians from other is-
lands and a small group of expatriates from the United
States, Canada, and England reside in Antigua as well.

Linguistic Affiliation. Antiguans and Barbudans speak
English, although there is a creole dialect most commonly
heard in the countryside. Most citizens are literate.

History and Cultural Relations

Antigua and Barbuda’s first indigenous people included
Siboney and later Arawak Indians. These were hunting and
fishing peoples whose settlements have been located at sev-
eral sites on both islands. From their villages in Dominica
and Saint Kitts, Carib Indians raided the Arawak and later
the European colonists on Antigua and Barbuda. The first
English colonists arrived in Antigua in 1632. They were
led by Sir Thomas Warner, who had earlier headed an ex-
pedition to Saint Christopher (now Saint Kitts). These
colonists and their indentured servants grew tobacco, cot-
ton, and subsistence crops and defended themselves
against the Carib and the French. Within a few years, they
had devised a regular system of government, complete with
elected assemblies, governors’ councils, parish vestries, and
a hierarchy of courts. By the early eighteenth century the
colonists had adjusted their legal codes to the exigencies of
managing an economy devoted to sugar and organized
around plantation slavery (Lazarus-Black 1994). Gaspar
estimates that 60,820 African slaves were imported to
Antigua between 1671 and 1763 (1985, 75). Slaves ac-
counted for 41.6 percent of the population in 1672; 80.5
percent in 1711; and 93.5 percent in 1774 (p. 83).

Unlike Antigua, Barbuda never developed sugar estates.
Early attempts by English settlers to farm the island were
unsuccessful, and the Carib proved a constant menace. In
1685 the Crown leased Barbuda to the Codrington family
for a payment “unto her Majesty yearly and every year one
Fat Sheep if demanded” (Hall 1971, 59). The Codringtons
used the island as a supply depot, manufacturing center,
and slave “seasoning” area. Until 1898, when the Antiguan
legislature assumed responsibility for its government, the is-
landers, most of them descendants of Codrington’s slaves,
were without political representation or social services.

Slavery was abolished in 1834, but much of the politi-
cal, social, and economic organization of these islands re-
mained largely unchanged over the next century. Barbu-
dans continued to teside in Codrington Village, working
subsistence gardens, fishing, and hunting. In Antigua,
there was little land available for purchase and few jobs be-
yond those offered on the estates. Workers remained in
very impoverished conditions and most continued to plant
and harvest sugarcane under the terms of the infamous
Contract Act. Reform began with the legalization of trade
unions in 1940, higher wages, and the extension of politi-
cal representation in the 1950s and 1960s.

Settlements

The largest town, Saint Johns, is on the northwestern coast
of Antigua. It is the hub of island activity. Beyond Saint
Johns, villages dot the rural Antiguan landscape. Many of
these were founded immediately after Emancipation and
adopted names such as “Liberta” and “Freetown.” The

freedmen built wattle-and-daub (wood frame and straw)
houses for their families in preference to residing on the
sugar estates. Churches became centers of religious and so-
cial life in these villages. Today the villages of Parham,
Bolans, All Saints, and English Harbour are large enough to
serve as centers for schools, police stations, courts, post of-
fices, and other government services. Barbudans mostly re-
side in Codrington Village. Despite opposition from the
government in Antigua, they continue to insist upon com-
munal ownership of the land beyond the village.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Antigua’s econ-
omy remained almost singularly devoted to sugarcane for
more than two centuries. The last sugar factory closed in
1972, but there are periodic attempts to revive that indus-
try. Agricultural production is moving toward greater diversi-
fication, which includes fruits, vegetables, and grains (World
Bank 1985, 15-16).

Tourism began to develop haltingly in the early 1960s;
by the 1980s it had become the single most important eco-
nomic activity in Antigua. Its direct value now accounts
for approximately 21 percent of the gross domestic prod-
uct, and at least 12 percent of the labor force is directly
employed in this sector (World Bank 1985, 24). Other
economic sectors include the personal-service industries,
distributive trades, construction, transport, agriculture, and
fishing. The government employs some 30 percent of the
total work force (p. 4). Unemployment remained at around
20 percent through the first half of the 1980s.

Industrial Arts. Industrial activity includes processing
local agricultural produce; some manufacturing of clothing,
furniture, and household goods; and production of rum
and other beverages. In 1983 manufactured exports repre-
sented about 85 percent of total domestic exports (World
Bank 1985, 20). A handful of firms produce more than
half of the output and employ at least half of the indus-
trial work force. Crude oil, machinery, automobiles, luxury
consumer items, and clothing are imported.

Trade. Antigua exports cotton, pineapples, live animals,
rum, tobacco, and animal and vegetable products. Provision
crops are consumed locally, with surpluses passed on to fam-
ily and friends or sold for extra cash. The middle class de-
pends heavily on imported foods and consumer items. People
travel abroad specifically to shop for retail goods.

Division of Labor. Holding multiple jobs and sharing
jobs are common in Antigua and Barbuda. For example, a
man may work as a carpenter, keep cows, and rent a house.
The growth of tourism has enabled many more people,
particularly women, to enter the labor force. For the most
part, however, household chores, tending gardens and do-
mestic animals, and child care remain women’s work even

if they hold full-time jobs.

Land Tenure. The government owns nearly 60 percent
of the available land in Antigua. The practice of offering
short-term leases to individuals has not proved particularly
conducive to land improvement. Barbudans individually
own their homes in Codrington Village, but they hold in
common lands beyond the village.
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Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Antiguans and Barbudans
trace family relationships bilaterally through blood and law.
Family is very important, both to one’s social identity and
for social, economic, and political support. A woman is
said to have a child “for” a man, a way of noting that chil-
dren create new social bonds and alliances. Marriage is the
preferred form of union, but many persons marry later in
life after their families have been established. Families are
generally large, and they may include legitimate (“inside”)
as well as illegitimate (“outside”) children who are socially
acknowledged. Because of the small populations of these
islands, people have extensive knowledge about kinship ties
and histories.

Kinship Terminology. Antiguans and Barbudans inher-
ited the kinship terminology of the British colonists who
settled these islands, but they do not make a linguistic dis-
tinction between “half” and “whole” siblings. “Aunty” and
“uncle” may be used as terms of respect for elders. Another
departure from English tradition is that men and women
who have lived together for some time may refer to each
other as “wife” or “husband” even though the couple is not
legally married.

Marriage and Family

Marriage and Family Structure. Scholars have gone to
great lengths to try to explain the high rates of illegitimacy,
the prevalence and popularity of three different conjugal
forms (visiting unions, concubinage, and legal marriage),
and the pervasiveness of female-headed households in the
English-speaking Caribbean. Early efforts to explain these
patterns centered on slavery; historians argued that bond-
age made marriage and a stable family life impossible. An
alternative perspective suggested that slaves retained ves-
tiges of African polygamy and matrilineal kinship practices.
Others have attributed West Indian kinship and household
organization to economic factors, particularly persistent
poverty, male migration, and other social and demographic
factors.

Historical investigations suggest there was never a sin-
gle type of slave family form in the Caribbean (Higman
1984). As was true throughout the region, Antiguan slaves
toiled in different socioeconomic contexts, and these influ-
enced the content and forms of their conjugal and repro-
ductive practices. Slaves on large estates, for example,
might have experienced relative stability in their day-to-day
lives and had access to a pool of potential conjugal part-
ners on their own and nearby estates. Slaves who labored
in towns, in contrast, were more likely to live in mother-
child households than were field laborers (pp. 373, 371).
The record shows a pattern in which most slaves had a
number of partners early in life and later settled into long-
term unions with single partners. Certain men of unusual
talent, wit, or charisma, however, maintained multiple
unions.

Religion and law exerted important influences on the
marriage and kinship practices of Antiguans. By the end of
the slave trade in 1807, for example, the missions claimed
to have converted about 28 percent of the Black and Col-
ored population in Antigua, Saint Kitts, Montserrat, Nevis,

and the British Virgin Islands (based on Goveia 1965,
307). Early in the nineteenth century, free colonists, in-
cluding free persons of color, married in the Anglican
church in Saint Johns (Lazarus-Black 1994).

For much of Antigua’s early history, there were three
separate marriage laws, each corresponding directly to a
person’s role in the island’s division of labor. Free Anti-
guans, for example, were married by Anglican ministers.
These men generally married women of their own social
standing in the community, but some also entered into
nonlegal unions with women of color. In contrast, “respect-
able” free women married and refrained from extramarital
affairs. Ministers were forbidden by law, however, from per-
forming marriages for slaves or indentured servants unless
the latter had permission from their masters. After 1798, a
special marriage law, only partially resembling that pertain-
ing to free persons, governed the unions of slaves. A child
of a slave marriage was not allowed to take the father’s sur-
name or inherit property. The law did provide for a public
declaration of a couple’s intention to live together, mone-
tary awards from masters for marrying, and a brief cere-
mony in which the marriage was officially recorded in the
estate records. After slavery ended in 1834, there was a
single marriage code. Nevertheless, the establishment of
families without formal legal confirmation remained com-
monplace across the social classes.

Domestic Unit. Married couples prefer to live in their
own households, although needy relatives and friends are
welcomed. If a couple is unmarried and the man is “visit-
ing,” the children usually reside with their mother. Kinship
and the domestic unit are not coterminous; many children
live away from their biological parents, and some children
grow up in several different households. Parents make
choices about where a child should reside, considering the
economy of the household, people’s work patterns, the
need to care for the elderly, educational opportunities, and
the simple fact that a relative may ask for a child to keep
from being lonely.

Inheritance. Since 1987 it has been illegal to discrimi-
nate against a person because of birth status; a child born
out of wedlock may readily be legally acknowledged by his
or. her father, and any child so recognized can inherit from
the father’s estate. The islanders usually divide inheri-
tances equally among their children. A married man often
remembers his illegitimate children in his will or with a gift
made during his lifetime.

Socialization., Children are desired by both men and
women, although women have primary responsibility for
children’s early care. In the past, many children were cared
for by female relatives or older siblings. Today day-care
centers and preschools are an option. Nevertheless, the ex-
tended family remains crucially important in children’s
socialization.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. The contemporary social structure
consists of a small socioeconomic elite and two broad
classes, middle and lower. The elite includes high-ranking
political officials, local businessmen, major landholders,
senior attorneys, and a few foreign entrepreneurs and expa-
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triates who play important roles in the economy but who
are noticeably absent from the official political process.
The homes, cars, leisure activities, and family life of the
elite are virtually indistinguishable from those of people in
Antigua’s middle class. The middle class includes young
lawyers, landowners, teachers, clergymen, retailers, mem-
bers of the civil service, and the few industrialists. The
upper strata of the lower class consists of a petite bourgeoi-
sie who own some productive resources and who may be
self-employed. The large working class includes agricultural
workers, fishermen, domestics, hotel workers, and common
laborers. Barbudans are relatively homogeneous in terms of
their homes and life-style; most are working class.

Political Organization. Few Antiguans could meet the
property qualifications for voting, much less running for
office, until well into the twentieth century. Planters con-
trolled local politics until labor unrest heralded a move-
ment for political reform. Adult suffrage was granted in
1951. Shortly thereafter, election rules were changed to
allow greater participation among the working people. In-
dependence occurred through a series of stages that Henry
(1985) refers to as “constitutional decolonization.” In
1969 the islands became associated states, gaining control
of their internal affairs. Since 1981, Antigua and Barbuda
has become a parliamentary democracy with a bicameral
legislature and an elected prime minister. The governor-
general is the representative of the British Crown. The
government has proclaimed a nonaligned foreign policy
but maintains its strongest political and economic ties with
Britain, Canada, and the United States. There are two
major political parties, the Antigua Labour party and the
United Progressive party. The former, led by V. C. Bird,
Sr., has been politically dominant since 1946.

Social Control. Antiguans and Barbudans pride them-
selves on being a law-abiding people; the crime rate re-
mains low. A police force and a four-tiered court system
presently serve the islands. The first tier consists of the
magistrates’ courts, which decide some family cases, dis-
putes between persons over small property claims, personal
grievances, traffic matters, and minor assaults. The High
Court settles major civil and criminal cases. The Appellate
Division of the Supreme Court of the Eastern Caribbean
meets intermittently. Because Antigua and Barbuda is a
member of the Commonwealth, cases decided by the Su-
preme Court may be appealed to the Privy Council in
England.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. There have been two major waves of
missionary activity in Antigua. The first occurred at the
end of the eighteenth century, spurred by the arrival of
Methodist and Moravian ministers on the island. The sec-
ond wave of proselytizing began around World War I and
gained momentum during the years of the Great Depres-
sion. Today the Anglican church has the largest following.
Other large congregations include the Moravian, Method-
ist, Catholic, Seventh Day Adventist, Pilgrim Holiness,
and Pentecostal churches. Churches have historically
played a very important role in the lives of Antiguans and

Barbudans, and they remain very important today. Despite
Barbuda’s small size, more than half a dozen churches find
congregations.

Some people also believe in a body of knowledge and
set of rites called obeah. Deriving from Africa, obeah can
be used for a variety of purposes including healing, causing
sickness or other physical harm, determining who has been
guilty of theft, “fixing” a court case, and ensuring that a
loved one will remain faithful. It is illegal, but practitioners
are mainly ignored by police.

Religious Practitioners. Ministers are accorded high
prestige in the community. In addition to their roles as
spiritual leaders, they provide psychological counseling and
often mediate in conflicts among their parishioners.

Ceremonies. Antiguans and Barbudans celebrate with
friends and relatives a child’s birth, baptism, and marriage.
Weddings and funerals are very important and elaborate
events. Independence Day is celebrated on 1 November.

Arts. Cricket is the national sport. Antiguans and Bar-
budans also take great pride in their music. Calypso and
steelbands are very popular, and there are annual competi-
tions at Carnival at the end of July to determine the best
songs, singers, and bands. During Carnival, troupes march
in colorful costumes in the street and excited viewers
“jump-up” enthusiastically to urge the revelers on. Visitors
to Antigua can see an overview of the country’s history at
the Museum of Antigua and Barbuda in Saint Johns. Cho-
ral and theatrical groups perform occasionally.
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Arubans

ETHNONYMS: none; historical names for the island, of pre-
Colombian or Spanish origin: Oirubae (“companion,” that
is, to Curagao), Ora Oubao (“shell island”), Oro Ubo
(“once there was gold”)

Orientation

Identification. Aruba is a multicultural island society
with both Caribbean and Latin American features in its
culture and social structure. Its people have been strongly
influenced by the globalization of world culture.

Location. Aruba is the most southeastern island of the
Caribbean archipelago. It is located 27 kilometers off the
coast of the Venezuelean peninsula of Paraguana and 90
kilometers west of Curacao. Together with Curagao and
Bonaire, it forms the Dutch Leeward Islands. Aruba’s area
is 193 square kilometers. The climate is tropical, with an
average temperature of 28° C. The main rainy season is
from October to January. Yearly rainfall usually does not
exceed 50 centimeters.

Demography. The population and housing census of
1991 showed that 66,687 people live on Aruba, not in-
cluding an estimated 2,500 to 5,000 illegal aliens. Com-
pared to the period 1972-1981, during which the popula-
tion increased 4.2 percent, the growth rate climbed to 10.6
percent between 1981 and 1991, mostly owing to immigra-
tion after 1987. The proportion of foreign-born inhabi-
tants has risen from 18.5 percent in 1981 to 23.9 percent
in 1991.

Linguistic Orientation. The traditional language of
Aruba is Papiamento (Talk), a creole language that is also
spoken on Curacao and Bonaire. The origins of Papia-
mento are much debated. Two points of view dominate the
discussion. According to one, it originated as a lingua
franca, based on Portuguese and West African languages,
during the seventeenth-century slave trade. Others main-
tain that it developed during the interaction between the
Spanish and the Dutch. Indian names of plants and places
are included in its lexicon. Owing to 350 years of colonial
domination, Dutch is the official language in education
and public affairs. The oil industry, tourism, and subse-
quent migration brought English and Spanish to the is-
land, which are the second- and thirdmost spoken lan-
guages. Most Arubans are multilingual.

History and Cultural Relations

Prior to European discovery, Aruba was inhabited by In-
dian populations. From 2000 to 1000 B.c. the island was
populated by preceramic Indians. Around 1000 B.c. Arawak
from the east of Venezuela migrated to Aruba, introducing
pottery and agriculture.

Aruba was discovered by the Spanish around 1499.
Because of the absence of precious metals, Aruba, Bonaire,
and Curacao were declared islas inutiles (useless islands).
In 1515 their inhabitants were deported to Hispaniola to
work in the mines. After an unsuccesful effort toward colo-
nization by Juan de Ampies (1526-1533) the islands were

abandoned to their fate. Other Indians later migrated to
Aruba, and Spanish priests from the Falcon region of Ven-
ezuela undertook to Christianize them.

The Dutch West India Company (WIC) took posses-
sion of Aruba in 1636, two years after the conquest of
Curacao. Colonization of the island was forbidden until
1754; the island was used to breed cattle for trade and to
supply food for the residents of Curagao. After the dissolu-
tion of the WIC (1792) and the English interregnum
(1810-1816), colonization started on a more serious foot-
ing. A short-lived trade upheaval and, in 1824, the discov-
ery of gold and the introduction of more liberal regulations
of administration favored colonization. Although gold min-
ing and (after 1879) phosphate mining temporarily sup-
ported economic growth, the elite were mainly active in
commercial agriculture and (illegal) trade with the South
American mainland. The Aruban peasantry remained de-
pendant on small-scale agriculture, fishing, and labor mi-
gration to the mainland and the Cuban sugar estates.
Slavery was marginal; colonists and Indians intermixed and
formed the traditional Aruban population. Between 1816
and 1924 the population increased from 1,732 to 9,021.

The arrival of the oil industry in the 1920s resulted in
rapid modernization and massive immigration of thousands
of industrial laborers, merchants, and civil servants from
the Caribbean, Europe, and the Americas. Aruba became
a pluralistic society consisting of over forty nationalities.
The Eagle Qil Refining Company (a Royal Dutch/Shell af-
filiate) ceased its activities in 1953. The Lago Oil and
Transport Company changed hands several times and be-
came part of the Standard Oil concern (later Exxon) in
1932. Lago began to automate in 1952 and closed its gates
in 1985. Since then, tourism, which was first initiated in
the 1950s, has strongly expanded, becoming the main
source of income and employment. The need for labor re-
sulted in a new wave of migration from the Caribbean,
South America, and the Netherlands. In 1988 the Coastal
Qil Company was established on the island.

As a relatively wealthy island, Aruba has strived for
separation from the former colony of the Netherlands
Antilles since 1933. Insular nationalism was and is strength-
ened by cultural and racial differences with Curagao. In the
1970s this sense of nationalism resulted in a heightened
cultural self-esteem and increased political participation on
the part of the traditional Aruban population. In 1986
Aruba became an autonomous entity within the Dutch
kingdom. The mass media and tourism are the agents of
rapid change in Aruban cultural identity. Growing concern
about this issue inclines some Arubans toward cultural
conservatism.

Settlements

The capital, Oranjestad, is situated on the west part of the
southern coast. San Nicolas, on the east side of the south-
ern coast, is the second-largest town and the locus of the
oil industry. Townships are spread over the rest of the is-
land. The most important villages are Noord (located near
the tourism area), Santa Cruz, and Savaneta. The hilly
northeastern part and the rocky northern coast are unin-
habited. Aruba has a population density of 354.7 (legal)
inhabitants per square kilometer.



12 Arubans

Economy

Subsistence and Tourism. Having scant natural re-
sources of its own, Aruba has relied on oil refining and
tourism as its main sources of income throughout the
twentieth century. The government, the single largest em-
ployer on the island, has a payroll of approximately 5,000
persons. After the closure of the Lago refinery in 1985, the
number of hotel rooms was more than doubled; a tripling
is under way. The trade and construction sectors have ex-
panded but are strongly dependent on tourism. The unem-
ployment rate rose to nearly twenty percent after the
closing of the refinery, but was less than 1 percent in the
early 1990s. Of the total employed population of 29,220
persons in 1991, 10,604 worked in hotels, restaurants, and
wholesale and retail companies. The construction and
manufacturing sectors had 2,975 and 1,717 employees
respectively.

The gross domestic product more than doubled be-
tween 1987 and 1992. Despite the economic recovery, seri-
ous concerns have arisen because of inflation and strains on
the labor market, infrastructure, and the natural environ-
ment. Furthermore, the worsening competitive position in
tourism, possible future claims on government guarantees of
stalled hotel projects, and a recession in the United States
add to the concern about future economic prospects.

Efforts to attract industry in the 1960s proved largely
unsuccesful. After the closure of the Lago refinery in 1985,
Coastal Oil Corporation renovated the remains of the old
refinery and started operations in 1988. Qil transshipment
is handled by Wickland Oil Company. Other industrial ef-
forts are of minor importance. The construction sector,
which largely depends on tourism and the need for hous-
ing and business offices, is booming.

Trade. Apart from oil refining and transshipment, trade
is mainly directed toward tourism and local consumption.
A free zone is becoming increasingly important because of
revenues related to port charges and services. Some nine
offshore companies have been established on Aruba.

Division of Labor. Labor participation of men and
women between 20 and 54 is respectively 89.8 and 66.0
percent. All through the economy men possess the more
important positions. An important division of labor is
based on ethnicity. Naturalized citizens and permanent res-
idents of Lebanese, Madeirean, Chinese, and Jewish de-
scent focus mainly on trade. Post-1985 migrants from the
Philippines, Colombia, and Venezuela, whose residency
may be temporary, hold the lower positions in tourism.
Women from Santo Domingo, Colombia, and Jamaica
work as live-in maids with upper- and middle-class families.
Young Dutch migrants work mostly in business, especially
in bars and restaurants. Civil servants are drawn mostly
from traditional Arubans and migrants who arrived during
the oil-boom years.

Land Tenure. Since the decline of agriculture after the
arrival of the oil industry in the 1920s, land tenure has
been most important to the population for the construc-
tion of houses. Three types of land tenure occur: regular
landed property, hereditary tenure or long lease, and the
renting of government grounds. For economic purposes, es-

pecialy in the oil and tourism industries, government
grounds are given in long, renewable leases of sixty years.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Until the beginning of the
twentieth century, the extended family and the conjugal
nuclear-family household were the centers of kinship orga-
nization. Traditionally, as a result of patri- or matrilocal
settlement, groups of brothers and/or sisters and their
spouses lived near each other on family grounds. Marriage
between close kin was common. Incest prohibition applied
to the primo carnal (bilateral first cousin). Geographical
and genealogical propinquity therefore were virtualy synon-
ymous. A shortage of land and urbanization caused a de-
crease in patri- and matrilocal settlement and the weaken-
ing of the traditional type of kinship organization. Descent
rules are bilateral.

Kinship Terminology. Kinship terminology parallels
that of Catholic canon law. The term yui mayé (oldest
child) refers to the eldest offspring’s special position as the
first successor to the parents. Kinship terminology is also
used to address oneself to nonrelatives, the terms ruman
(brother), primo (cousin), and swa (brother-in-law) mean-
ing “friend.” Ritual kinship focuses around the godparents,
the padrino and madrina, who each have clearly defined
obligations regarding the godchild’s baptism, first holy
communion, and marriage.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Monogamy and legal marriage are the norm,
but extramarital and premarital relations are common.
Concubinage doubled between 1981 and 1991. Teenage
pregnancy is a growing concern. Intraethnic marriages are
favored, but the census of 1991 showed that in 1990 and
1991, 45.2 percent of Aruban-born men married foreign
spouses and 24.8 percent of Aruban women married non-
Arubans. One cause of this is the great number of mar-
riages of convenience (“fake marriages”). By marrying
Arubans, foreigners can obtain the much-desired Dutch
nationality.

Domestic Unit. The conjugal nuclear family is the most
favored domestic unit. Nevertheless, one-person house-
holds, extended-family or composite households, and con-
sensual nuclear-family households are socially accepted.
The traditional household can be characterized as matri-
centric. The everyday authority lies with the mother, the
ultimate authority with the father. In family affairs, the
oldest child (yui mayd), who has special influence in situa-
tions of decision making and conflict.

Inheritance. Inheritance, like descent, is bilateral; nor-
mally, all children receive a share.

Socialization.  Socialization generally takes place within
the family and social organizations as well as at school.
Within the nuclear family, it is predominantly the mother
who takes care of the children. A growing number of chil-
dren attend day-care centers before going to school. The
educational system is based on the Dutch model. At the
age of 4, children attend kindergarten, and after age 6 pri-
mary school. They enroll in secondary or lower vocational
school after age 12. Higher education is provided by a ped-
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agogical institute, and the study of law or economics may
be pursued at the University of Aruba. A hotel school is
designed after the U.S. system. Many students leave for the
Netherlands or the United States to attend institutions of
higher education. Adult education is very popular and is
provided by Ensefianza pa Empleo (Education for Employ-
ment), a development project cofinanced by the Aruban
and the Dutch governments and a great number of for-
profit institutes.

Social organizations are important loci of socialization
and social participation for all age groups and classes. The
most important organizations are sports and service clubs,
scouting associations, community centers, and religious
and professional organizations. Ethnic clubs were extremely
important between approximately 1945 and 1970 but have
lost their impact on later generations.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Aruba is divided along class, eth-
nic, and geographical lines, which in part overlap. Al-
though the gap between rich and poor is significant, class
lines are loosely defined. Anthropological research has de-
voted much attention to ethnic relations. Ethnic bound-
aries are not as rigid as in typical Caribbean plural
societies such as those of Suriname or Trinidad but can be
seen between (descendants of) traditional Arubans and
Afro-Arubans. Trade groups, such as the Chinese and the
Portuguese from Madeira, and the traditional elite hold
their own position. Recent migration has created new
boundaries between newcomers and older ethnic groups.
Ethnic and geographical divisions can be seen in labor spe-
cialization, patterns of marriage and settlement, choice of
language, and political affiliations.

Political Organization. Aruba has been an autonomous
part of the Dutch kingdom since 1986. The gouvernor is
the local representative of the Dutch monarch and the
head of the Aruban government. The kingdom’s Council
of Ministers consists of the complete Dutch cabinet and
two ministers plenipotentiary, one representing Aruba and
the other the Netherlands Antilles. It is in charge of joint
foreign policy, defense, and justice and the safeguarding of
fundamental rights and freedoms. Political autonomy in in-
ternal affairs is almost complete. Although it was decided
in 1983 that Aruba would become independent and leave
the Dutch kingdom in 1996, this is now being changed
and Aruba will maintain its autonomous status within the
kingdom. Execution of this resolution, however, is contin-
gent on restructuring of the governmental apparatus, en-
hancing the quality of administration, and reducing public
expenditures.

Aruba is a parliamentary democracy with a multiparty
system. Elections are held every four years. Since achieving
the Status Aparte, government has been dependent on coa-
litions between one of the two bigger parties and the smaller
ones. The biggest parties are the Christian-democratic
Arubaanse Volkspartij (People’s party of Aruba) and the
social-democratic Movimento Electoral di Pueblo (People’s
Electoral Movement). Democracy functions with a certain

degree of patronage and nationalistic rhetoric. Political par-’

ties carefully select candidates from different regional and
ethnic backgrounds.

National festive days are the Day of the National An-
them and the Flag on 18 March and Queen’s Day on 30
April. The first stresses Aruba’s political autonomy, the
second the partnership with the Dutch kingdom. Aruba’s
former political leader Frangois Gilberto “Betico” Croes
(1938-1986) is commemorated on his birthday, 25 Janu-
ary. Croes is the personification of Aruba’s struggle for
separation from the Netherlands Antilles. He was seriously
injured in a car crash, a few hours before the proclamation
of the Status Aparte, on New Year’s Eve 1985. He died in
November 1986.

Social Control. The small scale of the society allows
gossip to be an effective means of social control. Newspa-
pets, of which Aruba has four in Papiamento, two in
Dutch, and three in English, also function as such. Legal
forms of social control are provided by the juridical system.
Aruba has its own legislative powers but shares a Common
Court of Justice with the Netherlands Antilles. The Su-
preme Court is situated in the Netherlands.

Conflict. Most public conflicts on the island arise from
political and ethnic differences. Some labor conflict occurs
but has virtually never led to serious threats to peace in the
workplace or to economic stability. Massive migration and a
shortage of adequate housing cause much social tension
and resentment. The rise in criminality is often ascribed to
the growing number of immigrants. Informants state that
the kin group is the most important locus of social interac-
tion but also the biggest source of social conflict.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Catholicism is the prevalent religion
on Aruba. In 1991, 85 percent of the population claimed
to be Catholic. Church attendance is much lower. The
first chapel on Aruba was built in 1750. Protestantism, the
religion of the traditional elite, is embraced by less than 3
percent of the population. The Protestant Church of
Aruba was founded by Lutherans and Reformed in 1822,
who both had been without ministers or churches until
then; Lutheran and Reformed communities ceased to exist
as separate entities. Although, officially, it has no specific
denomination, its present identity can be described as
“Calvinistic.” Twentieth-century migration led to the ap-
pearance of other groups such as Jehovah's Witnesses,
Methodists, and evangelical sects (one having emigrated
from Suriname during the oil-boom years, another origi-
nating in the United States), each comprising 2 percent or
less of the population; as well as small communities of An-
glicans, Adventists, Jews, Muslims, and Confucianists.
Nearly 3 percent of the population claims to have no reli-
gion. The number of and participation in new religious
sects and movements is increasing.

Traditional popular assumptions about the supernat-
ural are called brua. Although the term probably originates
from the Spanish word bruja (witch), brua is not to be
equated with witchcraft. It includes magic, fortune-telling,
healing, and assumptions about both good and evil. Magic
is conducted by a hacido di brua (practitioner of brua) and
can be applied for both beneficently and maliciously. As a
counterpoint to Christian belief, the evil spirit is called
spirito malu. Belief in brua is often not confirmed because
of the low social esteem attached to it.
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Ceremonies. Traditional (semi-)religious ceremonies have
a Catholic origin or orientation. On New Year’s Eve, best
wishes are delivered at homes by small bands singing a sere-
nade called Dandé. Saint John's Day (24 June) is celebrated
with bonfires and the ceremony of Dera Gai (the burying of
the rooster). Traditionally, a rooster was buried, leaving its
head under a calabash above the ground. At present the
ceremony is carried out without the rooster. Blindfolded
dancers from the audience try to hit the calabash with a
stick while a small band plays and sings the traditional song
of San Juan. Carnival was introduced on Aruba by Carib-
bean migrants but has become the preeminent festival of
the entire population. Easter Monday is called Black Mon-
day; at present people camp for up to a week at the beach
in tents and shacks, but the custom originates from the
yearly picnic held by Afro-Caribbean Methodists. Of special
importance are the celebrations of an individual's fifteenth,
fiftieth, and seventy-fifth birthdays.

Arts. Of the fine arts, music, poetry, singing, theater,
dance, painting, and other visual arts are the most impor-
tant. Aruban artistic production can be divided into two
spheres, one noncommercial and the other directed at
tourism and local recreation. Numerous artists are active
in both. Many noncommercial artists are inspired by
Aruba’s history, tradition, and natural landscape, reworking
these in a modern form. A lack of funds and clear govern-
mental policy results in tension between the commercial-
ization of art for the benefit of tourism and the profession-
alization of local talent for noncommercial purposes.
Aruba hosts an annual jazz and Latin music festival and
biennial dance and theater festivals.

Medicine. Most family doctors and specialists have been
educated in the Netherlands, the United States, or South
America. The Doctor Horacio Oduber Hospital has 350
beds. Traditional healing methods (Papiamento: remedi di
tera) make use of herbs, amulets, and so on, and are prac-
ticed by a curadé or curioso (healer), who often also acts as
hacido di brua. Some of the methods are legally forbidden.
Modern natural healing methods seem to be growing in

popularity.

Death and Afterlife. Opinions on death and the after-
life are in accord with Christian doctrine. The traditional
wake is called Ocho Dia—“eight days,” the duration of the
customary mourning period. In a carefully closed room,
prayer and singing around a small altar continue for those
eight days. The wake is concluded by a ceremony in which
close kin and friends participate: at the last evening of
mourning, the altar is taken apart, and chairs are turned
upside down. The windows are opened to make sure the
spirit of the deceased is able to leave the house. The cere-
mony ends with a meal and storytelling. The wake, which
has a medieval Spanish origin, is losing popularity in the
course of modernization.
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LUC ALOFS

Awakateko

ETHNONYMS: Aguacateco, Aguateca, Awaketeco, Balamiha

Orientation

Identification. The Awakateko are an indigenous Mayan
ethnic group residing in the municipio of Aguacatan in the
northwestern highlands of Guatemala.

Location. The traditional home of the Awakateko is the
southeastern corner of the base of the Cuchumatan
Mountains, a volcanic range parallel to the Guatemalan
coast, in a lush valley along the Rio Buca. The township of
Aguacatan is located in the department of Huehuete-
nango. Elevations range from 1,500 to 3,000 meters, and
the annual precipitation averages from 80 to 100 centime-
ters. Conditions in northern Aguacatan extending into the
high Cuchumatans are humid, whereas in the south, con-
ditions are subhumid. Aguacatan falls into an ecological
zone known as the Intermediate Highlands, which is char-
acterized by areas that range from wet to dry; it is heavily
forested with pines and oaks at the lower elevations, rain
forest at the higher.

Demography. Extending over about 300 square kilome-
ters, Aguacatan, the fifth-largest municipio in Guatemala,
is divided into twenty-six aldeas (hamlets). Rural Indians
constitute 87 percent of the population and Spanish-
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speaking non-Indians the other 13 percent. Four distinctive
ethnic groups—the Awakateko Easterners, the Awakateko
Westerners, the Ladinos, and the K'iche'—make up 99 per-
cent of the population of Aguacatan. Both the Easterners
and the Westerners are found in southern Aguacatan; the
K'iche' live in the north, and the Ladinos populate towns
and hamlets that adjoin the other groups. A census con-
ducted in 1973 of individual ethnic groups indicated that,
of the 2,964 households that were interviewed, 41 percent
were Easterners, 31 percent K'iche!, 14 percent Westerners,
and 13 percent Ladinos; an additional 1 percent were
Mam Indians (Brintnall 1979).

Linguistic Affiliation. The four distinctive ethnic groups
speak four distinctive languages: the Ladinos speak Span-
ish, the K'iche' speak the K'iche' language, and the East-
erners and Westerners use different dialects of Aguacateca,
collectively called kayol. Differences in grammar and vocab-
ulary linguistically fragment each ethnic group.

History and Cultural Relations

The Maya civilization flourished in the lowlands of the
Petén and the Yucatan during the first millennium. Famous
for their ceremonial centers and hieroglyphic system, the
Mayan civilization collapsed mysteriously and suddenly. At
the time of the Spanish Conquest in the sixteenth century,
the Classic Maya had passed their peak, and Maya had set-
tled in the municipio of Aguacatan in the western Guate-
malan highlands. The Awakateko were subjugated by a
rising elite class of Ladinos, which exerted political, eco-
nomic, and cultural domination over the Indians and
treated them as a lower class in a social structure similar to
a caste system.

This system was perpetuated into the first half of the
twentieth century. The Ladinos formed a local government
headed by an intendente, who had dictatorial power over
the Indians. Traditional Aguacatan began to dissolve in
1944, when a general strike forced the dictator Jorge Ubico
to resign, and an effort to reinstate the military dictator-
ship failed. Political parties were formed, and a new consti-
tution was drafted. Repressive national labor laws and the
intendente system, according to which local government
officials carried out the direct orders of Ubico, were
scrapped. Between 1954 and 1964, the civil-religious hier-
archy system collapsed. A shift of power from the elders to
a younger group allowed the younger Awakateko to assert
leadership, gain independence from the Ladinos, and de-
velop pride in their communities. After the 1968 election
of a Ladino alcalde, the Eastern Indians took control of
the local Christian Democratic party. Gonzolo Raymundo,
named as the Indian party’s candidate, took office in 1970
as head of the local Aguacatan government and swept out
the Ladinos. Tensions mounted in Aguacatan as the fed-
eral government suspended the constitution and took
power away from the Indians and gave it to Ladino offi-
cials. In 1971 the Guatemalan military sent troops to Agu-
acatan because of an Indian uprising protesting Ladino
intervention. Arrests and imprisonment of the Indians
continued for a week. Ladinos continued to occupy gov-
ernment positions until the 1974 election, when a higher
voter turnout resulted in a victory for the Indian Christian
Democratic party. A Peasant League united the four ethnic

groups, addressed issues, and gained political force within
the community. In 1974 a Western Awakateko candidate
from the National Liberation party eventually became the
alcalde of Aguacatan after a fraudulent negation of elec-
tion results at the national level.

Settlements

Awakateko settlements have focused on open central pla-
zas, where trade and exchange take place. The pueblo of
Aguacatan consists of houses scattered around agricultural
plots, as well as houses in and around the central town.
The Aguacatan market is the center for socializing and a
place for local merchants to gather on weekends, especially
Sundays.

Awakateko farmers live in family homesteads located
in the countryside on less than two hectares of land. A
typical homestead has a rectangular, one-roomed dwelling
of adobe (mud brick) with an orange-tiled roof. Character-
istic of Aguacatan houses are the long, extended porches
where the family gathers and women weave. Almost all the
homes are devoid of furniture, with the exception of a bed
constructed of planks. A chuj (sauna), where the Awaka-
teko bathe, is located near the house.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. As a labor-
intensive society, the Awakateko practice subsistence agri-
culture and livestock raising, employing the use of the hoe,
plow, draft animals, irrigation, and the digging stick. Sheep
and goats are utilized for organic fertilizer and wool. Small
livestock consists of chickens, turkeys, pigs, and goats.
Cows and horses are draft animals. The diet is based on
maize, the most important staple food. Maize tortillas,
atole (maize gruel), and tamales are just a few examples of
foods made with maize. As a source of protein, the Awaka-
teko most commonly consume pork and poultry.

Different varieties of vegetables and fruits—such as
squashes, beans, bananas, and mangoes—contribute to the
diet. Coffee plantations in the coastal lands have had a
great impact on the economy. Coffee emerged in the late
nineteenth century as the major national export crop, and,
as a result, the population and coffee production grew
hand in hand. Through coerced labor operating under
strict national labor laws enforced by the Ladino govern-
ment, and through seasonal migration, the Indians were
taken away from their own subsistence plots, resulting in a
cycle of low yields and debt. The cash cropping of garlic
and onions, the irrigation of new lands, and the abolition
of forced labor on the coffee plantations allowed local na-
tive farming to become productive. With the profits from
irrigated agriculture, Indians were able to buy back land
from Ladinos and irrigate more of it.

Industrial Arts. The Awakateko create original hand-
woven clothing, pottery, and embroidery work, for which
there is a large market in the United States. Intricately de-
signed sashes and skirts are also produced.

Trade. Most Awakateko trade takes place in the market
held in the central plaza of the pueblo. Here, numerous
buyers and sellers, mainly women, exchange eggs, fruit, and
vegetables for baskets, pottery, and clothes in the center of
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the plaza, while the men remain on the outside, bartering
for potatoes, maize, beans, and animals.

Division of Labor. Cooking, washing, tending the ani-
mals, caring for the children, and collecting firewood are
all responsibilities of Awakateko women. Children are
taught skills by sharing the duties of the household,
daughters helping their mothers and sons helping their fa-
thers. Farming and raising cattle and horses are male activ-
ities, although in times of need, women work beside the
men in the fields. Traditionally, men have played the domi-
nant roles in Awakateko society.

Land Tenure. Land is kept within the family and passed
on patrilineally. Those Awakateko possessing 30 cuerdas
(57 hectares) are considered extremely wealthy. Aguacatan
males who do not own their own land must rent it, work as
laborers, or live with their fathers-in-law, which is looked
upon by other Indians as a sign of poverty.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. About two-thirds of Awa-
kateko households are nuclear, and one-third are extended.
The most common extended family is formed by incorpor-
ating married sons.

Kinship Terminology. Awakateko kinship terminology
is bilateral. Cousins all have the same term of reference
and are not equated with siblings. Children of cousins are
referred to by the same name as the cousins (wajwutz).
Terms of reference for brothers depend on the sex of the
speaker and recognize relative age. Nephews and nieces are
referred to by the same term.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage is monogamous. Young men of 15
begin to save money; gitls of 15 prepare for courtship by
taking interest in their appearance. Either personally or
through a representative, an Aguacatan boy will approach
the female he admires. Negotiations begin between the two
families, with the future bride’s father setting a bride-price.
Sometimes the price is too high, and the couple runs off
together. Under patrilineal rules, a girl must convert her
religious beliefs to conform with those of her husband.
The marriage ceremony involves family, friends, and sha-
mans: it is called quicyuj, meaning “cacao beans,” which in
ancient times were used as money for the payment of the
bride-price. The heavy influence of missionary activity has
emphasized church and civil ceremonies. After the mar-
riage, the bride lives with her parents and receives nightly
visits from her husband. In two to three weeks, the couple
moves to the husband’s household. Sons live on or near
their parents’ land, whereas daughters always leave their
parental homes. Fidelity is highly valued, and divorce is
not common, for it is said that unfaithfulness angers the
dead. Mixed marriages with other ethnic groups are
sensitive.

Domestic Unit. The two basic domestic units in Awaka-
teko society are nuclear and extended families. The most
common is the nuclear family consisting of a father,
mother, and two or three children. A few family-based
households include widowed or divorced parents. House-
holds that are not nuclear or extended are mostly centered

on women—widows or divorcées living alone or with their
children. Men almost never live apart from women.

Inheritance. Land is inherited patrilineally by male chil-
dren through a patrilocal-residence pattern. Inherited land
is classified by soil quality, irrigability, rockiness, etc., and
inheritance can be a difficult decision for the father. At
times, wives will create animosity among the brothers over
the inheritance. Through gradual installments over a per-
iod of time, the father will issue the land to his sons, re-
taining his power and role as the patriarch.

Socialization. Children are raised to perform adult tasks
and to help with feeding the animals and other farming
tasks. Fathers take control over their sons, and mothers,
over their daughters. Obedience and respect are instilled at
a very early age, but threats of physical punishment are not
employed.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social and Political Organization. Prior to 1964, each

ethnic group had its own political organization, based on a
civil-religious hierarchy that supported the power of the
elderly. A group of male elders were leaders of all the peo-
ple. Age-graded positions in Awakateko society were like a
ladder upon which the younger males ascended toward a
higher level of respect, honor, and authority. A range of
age barriers controlled the passing from one political rank
to another, enabling the Awakateko male society to post-
pone the transfer of political power to younger males. The
duties of the elders included organizing fiestas and supply-
ing the shamans with goods, food, and services.

After the civil-religious hierarchies lost their power in
the early 1960s, national political institutions became the
focus of local politics. At first, Ladinos dominated the
local political parties and won the elections, but Indians
began to wrest control from the Ladino minority. Indian-
controlled local wings of national political parties became
the important organizers of political power in the muni-
cipio in the 1970s. Mild Easterner-Westerner ethnic oppo-
sition has emerged in this context.

Social Control and Conflict. Language and isolation
are utilized by the Ladinos as a means of controlling the
Indian groups. Within the Awakateko groups, authority
and punishment are exercised by the elders and shamans
of the community.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Present Awakateko religion is a mix of
Catholicism, Protestant religions, native elements, and an-
cestor worship. In addition, there are many gods represent-
ing natural features, such as mountains and springs, that
are sites for their supernatural owners. Celestial bodies are
gods in themselves. Traditional (but disappearing) ancestor
worship (the cult of the dead) acknowledges power beyond
the grave. Deceased parents and grandparents continue to
play an active part in the lives of the living, helping when
the Awakateko have resided harmoniously and punishing
when animosity and jealousy occur. The dead communicate
with the living through the divination of shamans and
through daily natural occurrences that are taken as mes-
sages from the dead. The dead influence Awakateko public
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ritual life. When an Awakateko is mistreated by another, a
shaman is hired to contact the dead ancestor of the of-
fended individual and to file a complaint. The dead elders
send a close dead relative of a wrongdoer to a “jail.” The
jailed, suffering ancestor then sends a mantar (punish-
ment) to the living wrongdoer. To rid themselves of this
punishment, the Awakateko call upon a shaman to free the
ancestor by paying fines to the ancestor elders.

Religious Practitioners. Shamans lead both magical and
public rituals (costumbres). They question the dead ances-
tors and relay the conversations back to the families. Spir-
itual cleansing is achieved by scattering beans on the
ground and picking them up while reciting the days of the
week from the ancient Mayan calendar. Mediums are also
involved in conversations with the dead.

Ceremonies. Prior to 1960, regular festivals called k'ej
(fiestas) lasted seven days and involved parades, music,
dancing, and much drinking. During these festivals, sha-
mans performed ceremonies and rites. There were three
ritual-dance groups—two Eastern (Tz'Unum and Muztec)
and one Western (Moros). Dance obligations were inher-
ited from father to son and from mother to daughter;
minor rituals were the duties of certain families.

Medicine. In the traditional religion, dead ancestors
play a prominent role in illness and curing. The dead may
heal through shamanic intervention. Shamans are hired to
call upon the dead for spiritual consultation, healing, and
advice. Morality is mixed with medicine in Awakateko soci-
ety. Wellness or health may depend upon the actions and
behavior of the individual.

Bahamians

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. The name “Bahamas” derives from baja
mar (Spanish: shallow water). The best-known islands in
the Bahamas island chain, from northwest to southeast,
are Grand Bahama, the Abacos, the Biminis, New Provi-
dence, Eleuthera, Andros, Cat, San Salvador, the Exumas,
Long, Crooked, Acklins, Mayaguana, and Inagua. Turks
and Caicos, at the southeast end of the island chain, are a
British crown colony; the two islands were separated from
the Bahamas in 1848.

Location. The Bahama Islands, a chain of islands, reefs,
and cays lying southeast off the Florida coast of North
America, extend over 942 kilometers from 20°56’ to
27°22’ N and between 72°40’ and 79°20" W. Depending
upon the count, there are twenty-nine islands and 661
cays. The total land area is approximately 14,000 square

Death and Afterlife. The Awakateko do not conceive of
the afterlife as a heaven or a hell, but a place where the
dead ancestors reside and are active in the lives of the liv-
ing. The afterlife once had such a strong hold on the peo-
ple that their daily lives were consumed by ancestor
worship.

Religious Change. The traditional Awakateko practice
of ancestor worship was supplanted by new religions in the
1950s, when Protestant and Catholic missionaries came to
Aguacatan and offered the Indians a secularized alternative
to their religious system. As a result, the Eastern Indians
were the first to abandon the political-ritual system; the
Westerners followed suit shortly thereafter. Missionary in-
volvement drastically changed Awakateko society. Young
Indians who based their prestige on the new religious orga-
nizations emerged as the new community leaders. Internal
unity in each ethnic group was destroyed, as some were
converted and others retained the traditionalist practice.
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kilometers. (These measurements and figures do not include
the Turks and Caicos.) The largest islands in the group are
rimmed with sandy beaches and coconut groves. Low-lying
hills, seidom exceeding a height of 30 meters, run the
length of these islands. Pine forests grow on many of the
ridges. The Bahamas have a subtropical climate, with an an-
nual mean daily temperature of 25° C; the mean for the
coldest month, February, is 22° C, and for the warmest,
August, 28° C. Rainfall, concentrated in the late-summer
months, averages about 125 centimeters per year.

Demography. The population was estimated at 268,726
in July 1993. The official census of 1980 placed the popu-
lation at 209,505. Of the thirty inhabited islands and cays,
the most densely populated is New Providence, with
171,502 residents (almost 70 percent of the total popula-
tion) in an area of only 208 square kilometers. Andros, the
largest island, with an area of 5,980 square kilometers, had
a population of 8,155. Approximately 85 percent of the
population is of African origin. Of the Whites, some
25,000 are native Bahamians; the rest are largely British,
American, and Canadian expatriates. Most White Bahami-
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ans live on New Providence, the Abacos, and Grand
Bahama.

Linguistic Affiliation. Standard English is the official
language of the Bahamas. Creolized English, termed “Ba-
hamian dialect,” is the language of working-class Bahami-
ans. Many White Bahamians and middle-class Bahamians
of African ancestry speak varieties of English that fall be-
tween Standard and creolized English. All Bahamians un-
derstand standard English, and many can converse in
several dialects.

History and Cultural Relations

The Bahamas were discovered by Europeans in 1492, when
Columbus made his first landing in the West Indies on
San Salvador, or Watlings Island. The Spaniards trans-
ported the aboriginal population of Lucayan Indians to
Hispaniola and Cuba to work in mines, and within twenty-
five years of Columbus’s arrival the islands were depopu-
lated. During the latter half of the seventeenth century the
islands were colonized by English settlers, who brought
along their slaves. By 1773 the population, which totaled
approximately 4,000, had an equal number of Europeans
and people of African origin. Between 1783 and 1785
many Loyalists who had been expelled from the American
colonies immigrated to the islands with their slaves. These
slaves, or their parents, had originally been transported to
the New World from West Africa during the eighteenth
century to work on cotton plantations. This influx to the
Bahamas increased the number of Whites to approximately
3,000 and the number of slaves of African ancestry to ap-
proximately 6,000. Most of the slave plantations estab-
lished by the Loyalists in the Bahamas were on the
“Cotton Islands”—Cat Island, the Exumas, Long Island,
Crooked Island, San Salvador, and Rum Cay. At first they
were successful economic enterprises; after 1800, however,
the production of cotton declined because the slash-and-
burn technique used to prepare the fields for planting de-
pleted the soil. Following the emancipation of slaves in the
British Empire in 1838, some departing plantation owners
gave their land to their former slaves, and many of these
freed slaves adopted the names of their former owners in
gratitude. At the time of Emancipation the English cap-
tured a number of Spanish ships transporting slaves taken
in the Congo, the primary site of slave-trade activity after
1800, and brought their human cargo to special village set-
tlements on New Providence and some of the other is-
lands, including Long Island. The newly freed Congo
slaves who went to the Exumas and Long Island intermar-
ried with former slaves who were tilling the soil of the
abandoned plantations. With the increased number of oc-
cupants on already depleted land, many were forced to mi-
grate and Long Island and the Exumas experienced a
decline in population after 1861. From the middle of the
nineteenth century onward, Bahamians sought ways to
bring prosperity to the islands. During the U.S. Civil War
they engaged in blockade-running and gunrunning from
New Providence to the southern states. Later attempts at
large-scale export of agricultural products, such as pine-
apple and sisal, failed as more successful growers emerged
elsewhere. Sponge gathering flourished early in the twenti-
eth century but suffered a severe setback with the advent

of a widespread sponge disease in the 1930s. Rum-running
to the United States, a lucrative enterprise, ended with the
repeal of Prohibition. World War II created a demand for
migrant agricultural laborers to fill jobs abandoned by
Americans newly recruited into industry and the military,
and Bahamians seized the opportunity to “go on the con-
tract” on the U.S. mainland. The most enduring prosperity
for the Bahamas has come from tourism; New Providence
has evolved from a wintering place for the very wealthy, as
it was in the nineteenth century, to the center of a massive
tourist industry that it is today.

Settlements

A rimless, many-spoked wheel superimposed upon the is-
lands depicts the relationship of New Providence, where
the capital, Nassau, is located, to the other islands (out is-
lands, or the Family Islands, as the government prefers to
call them); it also depicts the isolation of the individual is-
lands. Nassau is a magnet for people from the out islands
who seek both residence and employment. The second-
largest city is Freeport, on the island of Grand Bahama
(population: 41,035); like Nassau, it is a tourist center.
The third-largest settlement is Marsh Harbor on Abaco Is-
land. Most settlements are villages of scattered houses lo-
cated near the shore (e.g., the settlement of Long Bay
Cays consists of villages spread out over a distance of 11
kilometers). Nucleated villages are found on offshore cays
such as Green Turtle Cay and Abaco. Mail boats, which
also carry supplies and passengers, link the settlements to
Nassau but not directly to one another.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Bahamian
economy is based mostly on tourism and offshore banking.
The commercial-agriculture and industrial sectors are com-
paratively small. From 1981 to 1990, tourist arrivals in-
creased an average 8.5 percent per year, owing to an almost
threefold increase in the number of cruise-ship visitors. In
1990, 3,628,372 tourists visited the islands; half of them
arrived by sea and 1,561,600 stayed twenty-four hours or
more. U.S. citizens comprise 85 percent of the tourist pop-
ulation. Expenditures by tourists totaled $369.1 million in
1981 and $1.26 billion in 1990. (The Bahamian dollar is
kept equivalent to the U.S. dollar.) The government is pro-
moting agricultural development to fill the gaps left by ex-
ploitive foreign companies that have pulled out of the
Bahamas. Subsistence farming has been carried on in the
out islands since the first settlements. Two important crops
are Indian maize, used for grits, and pigeon peas, which
are added to imported rice to make the national dish, peas
and rice. Some men in the out islands fish for their fami-
lies and sell extra fish to neighbors.

Industrial Arts. Industry is scarcely developed. Two
major exports are the spiny lobster and crude salt. Beer and
rum are produced for local consumption and for export.

Trade. Nearly everything that Bahamians need is im-
ported, from automobiles to food. Indeed, over half of the
government’s revenue is derived from general import taxes.
Total revenues exceed $600 million.
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Division of Labor. The government is the number-one
provider of employment. Hotels and resorts, as a group, are
a major employer, and banks are primarily operated by Ba-
hamians. In the out islands, men and women perform
many of the same jobs. Most men are farmers and fisher-
men; their wives, housekeepers and farmers. To earn the
cash needed to purchase groceries, clothes, and household
furnishings, men and women must perform wage labor.
Since there are few paying jobs in the out islands, most Ba-
hamians go off to seek jobs in Nassau and Freeport, often
leaving their children in the care of grandparents.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. A person’s kindred includes
all known consanguineal relatives. In most areas of the Ba-
hamas, a man will not marry a female member of his kin-
dred. A person’s descendants form an unrestricted descent
group or a descending kindred. Land held in common by
the descent group is called “generation property.” Unilineal
descent groups are absent.

Kinship Terminology. Bahamian kinship terminology is
of the Eskimo type, the same as that in use in England
and the United States.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Unlike many of the peoples of the Caribbean,
Bahamians have a mating system characterized by marriage
and extraresidential unions but not consensual unions. A
double standard of sexual morality regulates the behavior
of men and women. A man is expected to have both pre-
marital and extramarital affairs; a woman is not. Seldom
do an unmarried man and woman live together. One-third
of the children born in the 1960s were “outside,” that is,
illegitimate, and the percentage of illegitimate births has
risen steadily.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear-family household is the
ideal norm. With the migration of adults to Nassau and
Freeport, households headed by one or both grandparents
are common in the out islands. Single-parent and single-
person households are also found.

Inheritance. Bahamians frequently follow the rule of
primogeniture, a legacy of British colonialism. For most
people, their home is the only item of value. On the death
of the husband, the home becomes his wife’s, to be used
by her until her death, at which time it is inherited by the
oldest son. Property may also be received by will.

Socialization. The primary caretaker for most children is
either the mother or grandmother. The caretaker not only
provides for immediate needs but also acts as the chief dis-
ciplinarian. Women who fear the supernatural are more
likely to use corporal punishment than those who view the
supernatural as benevolent. The punishment itself does not
seem to prevent the establishment of strong bonds of loy-
alty. Adult children frequently give gifts (often money) to
their mothers, sometimes to help the older women raise
their grandchildren. In the past, children in the out islands
attended local schools for eight years, then went to Nassau
for secondary education. Since independence, secondary
schools, drawing from several settlements, have been intro-
duced in many out islands where there had been only pri-

mary schools. These schools are staffed by teachers from
other parts of the British Commonwealth as well as
Bahamians.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Social organization is based pri-
marily on kinship. The members of one’s kindred provide
both emotional and material support. The unrestricted de-
scent group may even provide a building lot for a man.
Growing up in the same settlement is likely to lead to life-
long friendships, but school attendance fosters friendships
among children from different settlements. The social-class
system of the Bahamas prior to about 1960 can be charac-
terized as a three-tiered pyramid, with Bahamians of Afri-
can ancestry at the base, Bahamian Whites (known as
“Conchs” or pejoratively as “Conchy Joes”) in the middle,
and the British official class, including wealthy expatriates,
at the top. Many Bahamian Whites, particularly those re-
siding in Nassau, have some African ancestry. Today the
British are gone, many members of the business class are
of African ancestry, and the Progressive Liberal party
(PLP), the ruling party from 1968 to 1982, largely draws
its membership from among Bahamians of African ances-
try. The former opposition political party, the Free Na-
tional Movement (FNM), draws its membership from both
the White community and that of African ancestry.

Political Organization. The Bahamas has a parliamen-
tary government inherited from the British. From indepen-
dence (10 July 1973) until August 19, 1992, the PLP
controlled the forty-nine-seat House of Assembly. Sir
Lynden Pindling, leader of the PLP, was the prime minister
for this entire period. The FNM defeated the PLP on 19
August 1992 by obtaining thirty-two seats in the House of
Assembly. Hubert Alexander Ingraham, leader of the FNM,
became prime minister and Orville Alton Turnquest the
deputy prime minister. In addition to the leadership, there
are thirteen cabinet ministers. The Senate has sixteen mem-
bers, with nine appointed by the governor-general on the
advice of the prime minister, four on the advice of the
leader of the opposition, and three on the advice of the
prime minister after consultation with the leader of the op-
position. The governor-general represents the British mon-
arch, who is the titular head of government.

Social Control. A well-developed legal structure was in-
herited from the British; English common law and much
of English statute law were adopted almost word for word.
The basic structure is entrenched in the constitution of
the Bahamas. Three main functions are generally distrib-
uted under the authority of the law of the constitution: the
executive function is entrusted to the prime minister and
his cabinet, the legislative function is entrusted to parlia-
ment, and the judicial function is entrusted to the courts.
The independent judiciary includes magistrates courts, the
Supreme Court with a chief justice and five other justices,
and a three-judge Court of Appeal; the constitution grants
the right to appeal to the Judicial Committee of the Privy
Council in England. In the out islands commissioners can
act as magistrates. The administration of justice properly
includes law enforcement (i.e., police functions) and lawful
prosecutions (the sphere of the attorney general’s office).
Informal social control, particularly in the out islands, is
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based on fear of developing a bad reputation and fear of
obeah, the practice of harmful magic.

Conflict. Except for the very early years (before 1718)
when Nassau was a center for pirates, the Bahamas was a
peaceful country for much of its history; there were no
slave uprisings. The riots of 1942 were sparked by wage in-
equities. Verbal public confrontations, although common,
seldom escalated into violence, and homicides were rare. In
recent times, however, drug trafficking has brought crime
and violence to the country.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Three realms of the supernatural can
be identified. Most Bahamians belong to a Christian
church and frequently attend their own church as well as
others. Most people believe God helps the faithful and
punishes the wicked. The spirit of a person who dies “in
Christ” goes to rest and can help the living; if an ungodly
person dies, the spirit wanders about frightening and hurt-
ing people. Obeah is practiced to harm rivals, to protect
one’s property and person, and to raise the spirits of the

dead.

Religious Practitioners. Ministers and priests head the
Christian churches. In the out islands local men, and
sometimes women, serve part-time as preachers. Specialists
in the practice of obeah are called obeah men; although
never common, obeah practitioners are becoming even less
numerous as young people turn away from old practices
and embrace the modern world.

Ceremonies. Junkanoo, once widespread in the Carib-
bean, is a cultural event similar to New Orleans’s Mardi
Gras. Its roots lie in pre-Emancipation days, when slaves
were allowed a special Christmas holiday. The culmination
of Junkanoo is a costumed parade with floats and bands,
which takes place along Nassau’s Bay Street on Boxing
Day (26 December) and New Year’s Day.

Arts. Goombay is the calypso-style music of the Baha-
mas. In the out islands, local bands using guitars, goatskin-
headed drums, and saws entertain at dances and weddings.
The major decorative art is straw work. Women in the out
islands plait “straw” from palm fronds into long strips,
which are then sewn together to form hats, baskets, and
purses. Raffia paper and seashells are typically sewn to the
straw work in decorative patterns.

Medicine. Modern medicine is provided at the Princess
Margaret Hospital in Nassau. In 1992 the out islands were
served by 107 clinics; the seriously ill are flown to Princess
Margaret Hospital. Many Bahamians, particularly those in
the out islands, often rely on “bush” medicine; parts of se-
lected plants are commonly boiled in liquid, and the re-
sulting “bush tea” is then drunk. Love-vine (Cuscuta
americana), for example, is said to produce a tea that gives
a man “courage.”
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Barbadians

ETHNONYM: Bajans

Orientation

Identification. Barbadians are people born on the island
of Barbados and people born elsewhere who have at least
one Barbadian parent who maintains cultural ties to this
island nation. Barbadian communities in Canada, the
United Kingdom, the United States, and Guyana maintain
active ties with their kin and friends in the West Indies.
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Location. Barbados, a coral limestone outcropping of
the South American continental shelf, is located at 13°
10’ N, 59° 33’ W. Barbados thus lies in the western Atlan-
tic Ocean, 150 kilometers east of the island of Saint
Vincent and the geological fault line along which most of
the Caribbean islands have emerged, and 275 kilometers
north of Trinidad and the northern coast of South Amer-
ica. The island’s shape resembles a leg of lamb 40 kilome-
ters long. The north (shank) of the island exhibits a width
of about 10 kilometers, the south a width of about 25 ki-
lometers. In contrast with most West Indian islands of vol-
canic origin, which rise dramatically from the sea to
elevations of more than 1,000 meters within a kilometer or
so of the shore, Barbados has low, rolling hills that rise no
higher than 300 meters, and, in the north and south por-
tions of the island, extensive areas of relatively level
ground. Nonetheless, like nearly all West Indian islands,
Barbados exhibits significant microclimate variation. Rain-
fall averages more than 125 centimeters annually across
the central portion of the island, but levels are higher on
the windward (eastern) coast and the hilly interior, and
lower on the leeward (western) coast. The northeast corner
of the island, however, exhibits a semidesert biome. The
southern portions of the island, characterized by little top-
ographic variation, receive little rainfall, although more
than the northeast corner. Barbados averages more than
3,000 hours of sunlight annually. Northeast trade winds
blow year-round and significantly moderate a mean day-
time temperature of around 27° C, which fluctuates little
over the course of the year. Sugarcane and tourism have
brought prosperity to Barbados, even in the face of occa-
sional droughts, hurricanes, and world recessions.

Demography. More than 260,000 people now live on
this small island of some 443 square kilometers. Only
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Bangladesh surpass Barbados’s
national population density of 586 persons per square kilo-
meter. As early as 1680, the island was home to 70,000
people. Barbadians who couldn’t find land on the island
emigrated to other New World locations, including South
Carolina, Antigua, and Jamaica. Whereas other island pop-
ulations dwindled or grew slowly during the 1800s, Bar-
bados sent more than 50,000 of its citizens elsewhere
(especially to Guyana and Trinidad) and still experienced
an extraordinary annual growth rate of about 1.2 percent
between Emancipation in 1806 and the first years of the
twentieth century.

Until 1960, high birth and death rates prevailed. The
island’s population consisted mostly of young people; Barba-
dians emigrated in large numbers to the United Kingdom
and in smaller numbers to the United States and, later, to
Canada. Barbados began demographic transition about
1960, reached replacement-level fertility in 1980, and fell to
below-replacement levels quickly thereafter. Aided by contin-
uing emigration of the young and a new stream of elderly
immigrants, the population of Barbados aged rapidly in the
succeeding decade. The population of elderly (aged 60 and
over) grew 15 percent during the 1980s and comprised 15.3
percent of the total population by 1990. Barbadian projec-
tions suggest that, by the year 2050, the proportion of the
population aged 65 and over will range between 25 and 33
percent of the total population.

Linguistic Affiliation. Barbadians speak a dialect of En-
glish with tonal qualities that reflect the West African her-
itage of the vast majority of its people, and an English-
West African pidgin called Bajan. The number of native
Bajan speakers has declined precipitously since 1950.

History and Cultural Relations

Barbados was colonized by the English early in the seven-
teenth century. The English found the island uninhabited
when they landed in 1625, although archeological
findings document prior habitation by both Carib and
Arawak Native Americans. By 1650, Barbados was trans-
formed by the plantation system and slavery into the first
major monocropping sugar producer of the emerging Brit-
ish Empire, and its fortunes were tied to sugar and to
England for the next 310 years. In 1651, Barbados won
from England most of the freedoms the United States
gained only by revolution 100 years later, and established
what was to become the oldest continuing parliamentary
democracy in the world outside England. This significant
degree of autonomy encouraged Barbadian planters to re-
main on the island rather than, as was typical elsewhere
in the English and French West Indies, to return to Eu-
rope when their fortunes improved. Barbados continues
to be distinguished in the West Indies by an unusually
high proportion of population with a largely European an-
cestry. When West Indian sugar plantations disappeared
elsewhere over the course of the 1800s, Barbadian planta-
tions remained competitive. The improvement in living
standards that had marked the nineteenth century was
brought to an end by the creation of a merchant-planter
oligopoly in the early twentieth century. The Great De-
pression precipitated massive labor disturbances. Subse-
quent investigations of living conditions, particularly the
Moyne Commission Report, established grounds for fun-
damental political change. The franchise, which until the
late nineteenth century had been restricted to propertied,
White males, was made universal in 1943. By the 1950s,
the descendants of former African slaves controlled the
Barbadian Assembly and set in motion a series of actions
that fundamentally transformed the island. Barbados
opted for full independence in 1966, but it remains a
member of the British Commonwealth.

Settlements

Bridgetown, founded early in the seventeenth century on
the southern leeward (western) coast, is the island’s capi-
tal and only city. Small towns exist at Holetown, 5 kilo-
meters north of Bridgetown; Speightstown, 6 kilometers
north of Holetown; and Oistens, 10 kilometers south of
Bridgetown. Holetown, Speightstown, and Qistens, along
with numerous other small communities along the lee-
ward coast, now form one long megalopolis containing
about 70 percent of the island’s population. About 50
percent of the island’s residents live in or south of
Bridgetown. The southeastern region, formerly planted in
cane, now has another 10 percent of the island’s popula-
tion and may be best described as a dispersed bedroom
community for Bridgetown. The remaining 20 percent of
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the population lives amongst plantations and small farms
in settlements that vary from dispersed homes to small,
nucleated villages.

Economy

The Barbadian economy stems from a diverse population,
which is one of the world’s most highly educated, with a
literacy rate very close to 100 percent. The currency is the
Barbados dollar, which is linked to the U.S. dollar at a rate
of BDS$2.00 to U.S.$1.00. Excellent public and private
bus and taxi services take advantage of nearly 1,300 kilo-
meters of roads and make it possible to move easily and
quickly, and relatively cheaply, from any spot on the island
to any other. Barbados supports one of the three campuses
of the University of the West Indies (the others are in Ja-
maica and Trinidad and Tobago). The local campus (Cave
Hill) offers degrees in the physical, biological, and social
sciences, in the humanities, and in law and medicine. Bar-
bados Community College was modeled along lines ori-
ginally established by the California community-college
system; it offers a wide variety of courses in technical fields
and the liberal arts. Advanced education is also available
through a teacher-training college, a polytechnic college,
the Extra Mural Centre of the University of the West In-
dies (which has branch campuses on all eastern Caribbean
islands), and a hotel school. A large number of private and
public primary and secondary schools offer educational
programs modeled on those in the United Kingdom.

The year 1960 initiated a structural change in the Bar-
badian economy marked by decline in sugar production
and the growth of industrial manufacturing and tourism.
By 1980, the sugar industry contributed only about 6 per-
cent of domestic output and accounted for less than 10
percent of employment and 10 percent of foreign-exchange
earnings. At the same time, manufacturing and tourism
contributed respectively about 11 percent and 12 percent
of domestic output and about 18 percent and 41 percent
of foreign-exchange earnings. These proportions remained
about the same a decade later. Sugar plantations were
turned into manufacturing sites, subdivided for new hous-
ing sites or small agricultural plots, or converted to the
production of vegetables for a growing domestic market for
food. Manufactured goods include garments, furniture, ce-
ramics, pharmaceuticals, phonograph records and tapes,
processed wood, paints, structural components for con-
struction, industrial gases, refined petroleum, paper prod-
ucts, and solar-energy units. Data processing and assembly
of electronics components also figure in the ecconomic
array. Barbados served as a tourist destination as early as
the 1600s; it advertises that George Washington was one
of its more illustrious early visitors. The growth of tourism
on Barbados, however, as throughout the world, depended
on the rise of cheap, global transportation and rising pro-
portions of discretionary income. Small numbers of tour-
ists come from South America and other islands in the
Caribbean. A significant stream of tourists come from
northwestern Europe, primarily the U.K. Most tourists,
however, come from the United States and Canada, which
send many flights to the island daily, and, during the
height of the tourist season, cruise ships call almost daily.
Long known in the Caribbean as “Little England,” many

Barbadians now claim that the island’s increasingly impor-
tant ties to the United States have transformed it into
“Little America.”

Kinship

Barbadians trace descent and inheritance through both
their father and their mother. They recognize no organized,
corporate groups of kin. Barbadians use the Eskimo cousin
terminology common to the United Kingdom, Canada, and
the United States. Biological fathers and mothers are
sharply distinguished from other adults who may serve vari-
ous caregiving and economic-support functions for children.

Marriage and Family

A Barbadian household may consist of a single man or
woman or of a mixed-gender group of as many as fifteen
people. Barbadians idealize a household that consists of a
married couple and their children, which characterizes
about 45 percent of all households on the island. Around
35 percent of Barbadian households are organized around
a mother and her children. These households occasionally
encompass three generations of women; they may include
brothers, uncles, sons, and the sexual partners of members
of the core family unit.

Historically, in Barbados as elsewhere in the West In-
dies, sexual activity usually began at an early age. Women
traded sex for economic support and children (called “vis-
iting” or “keeper” relationships). Visiting unions gave way
to common-law unions that, when a couple was older, a
church ceremony might legitimate. Young people, however,
were not the only ones who had visiting relationships. His-
torically, West Indian islands have been job-poor. Men left
the islands in large numbers to look for work, which left
significantly more women than men at nearly all ages. As a
result, many women could not legally marry. Lower-class
men might never marry. Moreover, no relationship implied
men’s sexual fidelity. Lower-class men commonly drifted
from one temporary sexual partner to another. Married
men in the middle and upper classes commonly engaged in
a series of visiting relationships with “outside” women.
Barbadian fathers, consequently, often were not husbands;
even those who were frequently did not live with the
mother and her children. When they did, they might con-
tribute little to domestic life. Men often were not home.
They spent time instead with girlfriends or other men,
often in rum shops, which remain popular among older
men. What they contributed, other than a house and
money, all too often was violence directed at the mother
and children.

Women, for their part, usually drilled into the children
not only how much they sacrificed and how hard they had
to work to raise them properly, but also that their labors
were that much more arduous because they had no com-
panion to help them. It was easy to explain family hard-
ships. Men were irresponsible and abusive. Understandably,
fathers could expect domestic help from their sons and
daughters only incidentally, and the weak filial obligations
that existed applied only to biological fathers. By contrast,
childbearing was an investment activity for Barbadian
women. In a woman’s youth, children legitimated her
claims on income from men, although establishing those
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claims required her subservience. As she moved toward
middle age, daughters took over nearly all household
chores, and sons provided financial support that could
make her independent of spousal support and reduce or
eliminate her subservience to an autocratic male. In her
old age, financial and domestic support from children
meant the difference between abject poverty and a moder-
ate, or even comfortable, level of living. Indeed, these
phases often transformed gender relations. Because men
could expect support from their children only if they had
maintained a relationship with their children’s mother, the
women dependent on men in their youth found men de-
pendent on them by late middle age. Gender power rela-
tionships thus were contingent on historical conditions
that made women dependent on men in their youth, and
on their male children during and after middle age.

Since 1960, however, Barbadian kin relations have un-
dergone a revolution that reflects global leveling processes
that were set into motion by the Industrial Revolution in
England 200 years ago. Growth in the world economy,
spurred by the Industrial Revolution, was marked by increas-
ing numbers of resource-access channels. Large numbers of
resource-access channels imply high levels of competition.
High levels of both international and regional competition
offer selective advantages to technical skills and competen-
cies and reduce power differentials both between nations
and within societies. Gender and skin color have become
less important determinants of social position.

Barbadian women experienced a conjunction of good
job opportunities and increased educational levels that
ushered in a revolution in the relations between genera-
tions and between genders. The West Indian marriage pat-
tern of visiting, common-law, and legal unions persists, but
empowered women enjoy more domestic help, emotional
support, and affectionate behavior than women who are
not empowered, and they experience little or no family vio-
lence. Women freed from dependency on childbearing have
fewer children. Women freed from dependency on men
have markedly better relationships with their partners. The
incidence of family violence on Barbados fell dramatically
in just one generation.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Prior to 1960, Barbadian society
was characterized by a small merchant-planter elite of
largely European ancestry; a slightly larger class of ac-
countants, lawyers, medical personnel, journalists, and
teachers of diverse ancestry; and a huge lower class of field
laborers and domestic servants with a largely African an-
cestry. The elite remains about the same size but has grown
much more diverse in heritage. The lower class has all but
disappeared. In its place, there now exists a huge middle
class that encompasses skilled blue-collar workers employed
in manufacturing firms and hotels, and a wide range of
white-collar, professional, and managerial occupational
groups employed directly or, in the case of public employ-
ees, indirectly in the manufacturing and tourist sectors of
the economy.

Political Organization. Barbados is organized as an in-
dependent parliamentary democracy within the British
Commonwealth. For administrative purposes, the island is

divided into the city of Bridgetown and eleven parishes:
Saint Lucy, Saint Peter, Saint Andrew, Saint James, Saint
Joseph, Saint Thomas, Saint John, Saint Philip, Saint
George, Saint Michael, and Christ Church. The monarch
of England is recognized as the head of state, and the
highest court of appeals is the Supreme Court of the
United Kingdom. The monarch appoints a governor-
general, selected from among nominees put forth by the
majority and minority political parties. Two principal polit-
ical parties, the Barbados Labour party and the Demo-
cratic Labour party, compete for seats in the House of
Assembly; members of the Senate are appointed by the
governor-general. The leader of the majority party in the
Assembly serves as prime minister. A cabinet appointed
from among majority-party members of the Assembly as-
sists the prime minister in carrying out executive functions
of government. The judiciary consists of a national police
force and three tiers of courts. Magistrates oversee Lower
Courts, which adjudicate minor cases and hear preliminary
evidence for major ones. Judges who sit in the Assizes hear
cases involving allegations of major crimes. Barbados’s
chief justice heads a group of three judges who hear cases
in the Court of Appeals. The last court of appeals is the
Privy Council in England.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. More than 80 percent of the popula-
tion claims adherence to one or another Christian denomi-
nation or sect. More than half of these belong to the
Church of England and attend appropriate parish churches;
Methodists, Roman Catholics, and Seventh Day Adventists
constitute most of the remainder. A small East Indian com-
munity includes some Hindus, and a small number of peo-
ple of diverse backgrounds practice Islam. A growing, albeit
still small, number of people embrace Rastafarianism. A
small Jewish community with Sephardic roots attends serv-
ices in a synagogue originally built in ap. 1640.

Medicine. Barbadians use two bodies of knowledge to
prevent and treat illness. They rely heavily on a biomedical
system organized on a Western model. The health-care sys-
tem consists of physicians and other staff who practice in
public, government-run hospitals, clinics, halfway houses,
and long-term care facilities of various kinds, and physi-
cians and other health-care workers who practice in a pri-
vate system of hospitals, clinics, nursing homes, and
private offices. Individual health-care providers frequently
participate in both formal systems.

Barbadians also rely heavily on an indigenous ethno-
medical system that makes use of “bush” teas and “home
remedies.” Around 70 percent of the population uses home
remedies at rates that vary from daily to once or twice a
year. Most of those who use this indigenous medicine re-
gard it as an alternative to biomedical care; the remainder
use indigenous medicine to supplement care available
through the biomedical system.

When Barbadian economic development began in the
1950s, the island’s health-care needs arose from high rates
of acute infectious disease. Accordingly, the government of
Barbados built an outstanding health-care delivery system
directed at these problems. The medical school at the Uni-
versity of the West Indies is located at a 600-bed facility
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for acute care, Queen Elizabeth Hospital. Separate geriat-
ric and psychiatric hospitals provide specialized care for
the elderly and mentally ill. Smaller facilities are available
for younger mentally and physically handicapped patients.
Public clinics, located in nearly every parish, and private
clinics, concentrated in the heavily populated parishes of
Saint Michael and Christ Church, serve primary health-
care needs. The accomplishments of this system included a
reduction in infant-mortality rates from more than 150 per
1,000 in the early 1950s to around 15 per 1,000 in the
early 1990s, and control over other infectious diseases, ri-
valing the developed regions of Europe, North America,
and Asia.

Today, however, large numbers of Barbadians suffer
from arthritis, hypertension, adult-onset diabetes and its
complications, cancer, and heart disease. Often, these dis-
eases remain untreated even after diagnosis. Disabilities
grow more common and more serious with aging; the vast
majority of disabilities can be traced to arthritis and to di-
abetes and its complications. Significant proportions of
disabled Barbadians experience unmet needs for physical
aids that bear on the most fundamental human needs—
seeing, eating, and walking.

Barbadians tend to equate mental illness with being
“crazy” and, therefore, deny they experience emotional dis-
orders even in the presence of significant symptoms. Al-
most no one who displays symptoms of depression and
anxiety seeks treatment. By creating intense emotional
pain, family violence in particular leads to high-risk sexual
behavior and the spread of sexually transmitted diseases
like HIV/AIDS. Although the incidence of family violence
has declined, much interpersonal violence still is within
families. Still more violence comes from outside the family.
The island suffers from an increasing use of crack cocaine
and its accompanying patterns of violence.
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Bermudians

ETHNONYMS: none

Bermuda is a self-governing British dependency located in
the southern North Atlantic Ocean at 32°18’ N, 64°47’
W. It is an archipelago of approximately 150 islands, which
have a total land area of 53 square kilometers.
Geologically, it is a limestone formation that lies above an
extinct volcano. The ground is very porous, and so the
people must depend upon rainwater collected from their
roofs.

The majority (61 percent) of the 58,337 (1990) Ber-
mudians are Black, 38 percent are White (English, Portu-
guese, Canadian, and other European), and the remaining
1 percent are Chinese and East Indian. The people speak
English. The most popular religion-is Anglicanism (37 per-
cent), followed by Catholicism (14 percent), African
Methodist Episcopalianism (10 percent), Methodism (6
percent), and Seventh Day Adventistism (5 percent); the
remaining 28 percent are of other faiths.

The history of Bermuda is unusual. There were no ab-
original inhabitants for the Spanish explorers to discover
in the early sixteenth century. The Spanish did not colo-
nize it, but the British did after some English colonists
bound for Virginia plantations were shipwrecked there in
1609. An enterprise called the “Bermuda Company” sent
colonists to begin a plantation; however, the soil was so
thin and poor that the crops failed; even today less than 1
percent of the land is arable. The colonists responded by
turning to the sea, and in ships made of Bermudian cedar
they transported goods and traded all up and down the
eastern seaboard of the United States and as far south as
Barbados. They also collected salt, fished, and whaled.
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many of
the colonists profited as privateers and pirates. A few
slaves were imported, but there was little need for them.
Most of the colony’s Black population originated from im-
migration from the West Indies. Despite the poor soil, the
colonists persisted in trying to farm, even importing Portu-
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guese laborers for that purpose in the nineteenth century,
at about the time that steamships were undermining the
Bermudian maritime industry.

Racial relations have long been contentious. The small
White population controls most of the economy and gov-
ernment, a situation that led to racial riots in 1972, 1973,
and 1977.

The Bermudians established a constitution in 1968.
Their government consists of a governor appointed in Lon-
don, a cabinet appointed by the governor, and a bicameral
legislature comprised of an appointed Senate and an
elected House of Assembly. There is also a Bermudian
court system with a supreme court. Political patronage is a
central feature of the government. Moneys and favors cir-
culate within the large extended families of the colony.
Whites often keep Blacks politically and economically in-
debted to them, and Blacks repay their debts by buying
from their benefactors and by voting for them in elections.
Anger caused by this system manifests itself infrequently
because the leaders make sure that all Bermudians have
food and housing. Nevertheless, the benefactors can fire
Blacks from their jobs, raise their rents, deny them credit
or promotions, or cancel their mortgages, making most
Blacks very dependent on the White elite.

The Bermudian economy is strong, with virtually no
unemployment. The mainstay of the economy is tourist
dollars, most of which come from the United States. An-
other bright point in the economic picture is the offshore
industries, of which there are more than 6,200, including
many insurance corporations. Many of the offshore corpo-
rations are in Bermuda to escape the political uncertainties
found in Hong Kong and Panama.

Despite the full employment and growing economy,
there are economic problems in Bermuda. The shortage of
land has created a shortage of housing, which has led to
very high prices. The prices of nearly all consumer goods
are also extremely high owing to the fact that they must all
be imported. Farming, never very productive in the first
place, has declined as more attention has been devoted to
tourism. Fishing is now mostly for sport, and manufactur-
ing never was important. The colony has strong right-to-
work laws, which have greatly weakened whatever power the
unions have been able to create; wages have therefore re-
mained low. The government has paid scant attention to
the social needs of the poor.
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Blacks of Costa Rica

ETHNONYMS: none

Blacks constitute 3 percent of the population of Costa
Rica, but nearly 24 percent of the population of the prov-
ince of Limdn, on the Atlantic coast. The ancestors of
most Costa Rican Blacks did not arrive in Costa Rica to
work as slaves on plantations, as in other parts of the
Americas and the Caribbean; they came much later, as free
people in search of employment. They came primarily from
the British West Indies, and especially from Jamaica, in the
late nineteenth century to build a railroad that was needed
to transport coffee from the interior highlands to Puerto
Limon. Once the railroad was completed, Blacks found
work principally in the banana plantations of the United
Fruit Company. Costa Rican Blacks, even those born in
the country, did not have citizenship at this time. By the
1930s, worsening economic conditions led to popular polit-
ical pressure for employers to hire Costa Rican citizens
preferentially, and in 1936 a congressional act to that ef-
fect was passed, leaving many Blacks unemployed. In the
same year, president Leon Cortés forbade Blacks from en-
tering the almost purely White highlands by prohibiting
Blacks from traveling past the city of Turrialba in the di-
rection of the highlands. This policy extended even to rail-
road employees who were Black; they had to disembark the
train at Turrialba and be replaced by White workers when
the train traveled away from the coast. The United Fruit
Company pulled up stakes in eastern Costa Rica in the
early 1940s to move its operations to western Costa Rica.
Blacks, by virtue of the presidential order, could not follow
the company, and many were left without employment.
During the 1948 civil war, some Blacks supported José
“Pepe” Figueres, the leader of the group that won.
Figueres, in return for this support, offered Blacks Costa
Rican citizenship and paid some heed to their needs in
later elections. Blacks accepted this offer, even though citi-
zenship carried with it a requirement that children attend
Spanish-language schools and learn Spanish, something
the English-speaking Blacks did not find attractive. English
of the Jamaican dialect continues to be spoken, however,
despite the Spanish-language requirement.

Prior to 1950, the Black community was almost com-
pletely endogamous. By 1978, however, 6.5 percent of mar-
riages in a sample of 218 households were racially mixed,
and 45 percent of Black people in those households viewed
marriage to people of Spanish origin as desirable. There
has long been a preference among many Costa Rican
Blacks for light skin, which they believe brings social re-
wards such as status, wealth, and power, and this is one
reason for increased intermarriage.

Most Costa Rican Blacks today still live in the prov-
ince of Limén, an area that produces the majority of Costa
Rica's bananas and cacao and that boasts the country’s
principal commerical port. The people there are mostly
working-class poor, and the region is not densely popu-
lated. Nevertheless, in the 1980s and 1990s, many Blacks
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have moved away from the rural areas for better jobs in
Costa Rican cities and in the United States.

Bibliography

Lefever, Harry G. (1992). Turtle Bogue: Afro-Caribbean
Life and Culture in a Costa Rican Village. Selinsgrove, Pa.:
Susquehanna University Press.

Melendez Chaverri, Carlos, and Quince Duncan (1981).
El negro en Costa Rica. San José: Editorial Costa Rica.

Purcell, Trevor (1993). Banana Fallout: Class, Color, and
Culture among West Indians in Costa Rica. Los Angeles:
University of California, Los Angeles, Center for Afro-
American Studies.

Boruca, Bribri, and Cabécar

ETHNONYMS: For the Boruca (“village within the ashes”):
Brunca, Brunka (name of the tribal group and the lan-
guage, which also refers to ash); for the Bribri: Talamanca,
Viceita, Se'ie (“like ourselves”), Bribriwak (“owners of
mountainous territory”); for the Cabécar: Bianco, Tala-
manca, Kabekirwak (“owners of kbek,” the quetzal bird).

Orientation

Identification. The three groups are located in south-
eastern Costa Rica—the Boruca on the slopes of the
Brunquefia Mountain range, along the valley of the Rio
Diquis; the Bribri and Cabécar on the Atlantic and Pacific
watersheds of the Talamanca Mountain range.

Location. The Boruca live in the township (canton) of
Buenos Aires (in the villages of Boruca, Curré, Maiz, Bija-
gual, Canablancal, Cajon, Mano de Tigre, Lagarto, Chan-
guina, and Puerto Nuevo) and in the township of Osa.
The Boruca-Térraba Reservation was established in 1945,
later divided into Térraba (for the Teribe Indians) and
Boruca and Curré (for the Boruca). The Bribri and Cab-
écar are in the townships Buenos Aires, Turrialba, Matina,
and Talamanca. There are four Bribri reservations: Tala-
manca Bribri and Kékoldi on the Atlantic watershed, Sal-
itre and Cabagra on the Pacific watershed. There are six
Cabécar reservations: on the Atlantic, Nairi-Awari, Chir-
ripo, Tayni, Telire, and Talamanca-Cebécar; on the Pacific
side, Ujarras. Some Cabécar live among the Bribri, and
some Bribri live among the Cabécar; a few Boruca males
reside with the other two groups, because of migration and
intermarriage. Non-Indians also live in the reservations of
the three groups.

Demography. In 1990 the Boruca on reserved land
numbered 2,660; the Bribri on reserved land had a popula-
tion of 6,700; the Cabécar, 8,300. All three groups have

some members living outside the reservations, in neighbor-
ing rural areas and towns. Allowing for population increase
and the families outside reserved lands, the three groups
may have accounted for a population of about 19,000 in
1994.

Linguistic Affiliation. The languages of the three groups
belong to the same division of Chibchan languages. The
most recent classification (Constenla 1992) places them in
the Isthmic Subdivision of the Paya-Chibcha Stock (which
also includes Paya, Votic, and Magdalenic). The Isthmic
Subdivision includes Teribe, Viceitic (Bribri-Cabécar),
Boruca, Guaimiic, Coracic, and Kuna. The Bribri and
Cabécar are mostly bilingual, speaking their language and
Spanish; very few are monolingual in their native language,
and there is a trend toward becoming monolingual in
Spanish. In the 1980s the Brunka language was spoken by
eleven people and forty understood it.

History and Cultural Relations

The earliest date for the acquaintance of these groups with
the Spaniards is 1502, when Columbus landed in Limén
on his fourth voyage. There were Spanish expeditions in
1519, 1522, 1523, 1526, 1539, 1540, and 1560, but more
precise early information stems from the Spanish conquis-
tador Juan Vasquez de Coronado. He met with officials of
the three language groups in 1563-1564. At the time of
Conquest, these and the other Costa Rican Indians were
organized into chiefdoms. Those of the Boruca and their
neighbors were destroyed in 1563; the Indians began to be
reassigned into colonial social units, such as missions and
ecomienda. The Talamanca on the other side of the moun-
tain range managed to retain traits of the chiefdom type of
social organization up to the first three decades of the
twentieth century. The Boruca were considered pacified in
1608. A village was founded with that name in 1629. The
site was a stop for the mule trains going from the Spanish
capital Cartago toward Portobelo in Panama. During the
seventeenth century, Boruca was the only village in the
south Pacific region to become organized for colonial func-
tions. By the end of the century, it consisted of a town hall
(cabildo), the community hall (casa comunal), a shelter for
travelers, and twelve huts. Up to the eighteenth century,
the Indians that remained from neighboring disappearing
groups were integrated into the village. In 1770 twenty-five
huts and 155 Indians of both sexes were counted, and by
1801 there were 250 people in the village. When Costa
Rica was granted independence, in 1821, the colonial im-
pact included diminished population, change in settlement
pattern (to this nucleated village and scattered home-
steads), Catholicism, iron tools, pigs, chickens, and cattle.
The first non-Indian settlers arrived in 1848, 1865, and
1875, from Chiriqui and from the Central Valley of Costa
Rica. Between 1860 and 1940 the area remained sparsely
populated and isolated, but the building of the Pan-
American Highway opened up the region between 1945
and 1963 to massive immigration of non-Indians from the
central part of the country. Ethnic conflict arose because
of competition for land and other resources, which in some
ways is observable even today. At the legal department of
the National Commission of Indian Affairs (CONALI),
there are cases of farms or lots claimed by both Indians
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and Whites. Other cases involve boundary disputes. Ex-
pressions of resentment over the presence of one or the
other group can still be heard. The municipal council has
never been pleased about the existence of Indian reserves
in the canton.

The early Spanish recognized the other two linguistic
groups, Bribri and Cabécar, but treated them as a single
nation because of their very close similarities in language
and institutions. Both groups managed to retain a high de-
gree of independence and isolation from European influ-
ence well into the twentieth century. A major revolt against
Spanish colonial rule occurred in 1610. Following another
such uprising in 1709, missions and non-Indian settle-
ments were prohibited until 1882. Since 1882, there has
been a gradual penetration, which became especially inten-
sive after 1940, with the establishment of primary schools
and the expansion of the Costa Rican non-Indian farming
population into the Talamanca area. The traditional clan
hierarchy of the Talamancans was observed until about
1920. Today it is delineated in stories and held in memory.
Political, ritual, and other specialties were hereditary along
clan lines. During the latter part of the nineteenth century,
in matters concerning community threats (such as war,
hostility on the part of foreigners, epidemics, natural catas-
trophes, famine, and crop failures), the Bribri and Cabécar
clans were commanded by the usekol or kpa, the highest-
ranking chief, who resided in Upper Coen (San José Cabé-
car), to observe periods of fasting and abstinence. Re-
garded as sacred, the kpa could not be touched, looked at
directly, or spoken to directly. The next rank was held by
the blu', called rey (“king”) in Spanish, an executive chief
who conducted war and foreign relations. The last king
died in 1910. In the early 1990s the aboriginal culture is
rapidly disappearing, but one can still find individuals,
families, or hamlets that have maintained tradition rather
extensively.

Settlements

The main village of the Boruca is a town by the same
name. It is located 240 kilometers east and south from San
José. The Diquis, or Grande de Térraba River, borders the
village 10 kilometers to the southeast. All the Borucan
hamlets are bordered by this river or lie close to it. The
Pan-American Highway passes through some of the villages
and hamlets and near the others. The roads that branch
off from the highway are unpaved, rough, and difficult to
traverse during the rainy season. Houses have been built
over the hills, separated by grassy or cultivated areas. Some
of them are in the traditional style: huts with steeply
peaked roofs thatched with savanna grasses, their dark
brown walls made of broad, horizontally placed wood
boards. Frame houses with metal roofs, in the style of rural
Costa Rica, are more frequent today, however. All other
buildings (stores, churches, schools, medical facilities, jails,
storage places, dance halls, and community centers) have
metal roofs and are constructed of painted, sawed boards
or of cement. The houses are usually built near creeks or
small rivers flowing into the main river. Those located near
the nucleus of church, community center, stores, and
school have running water, showers, and sinks inside; elec-
tricity is available, and there are telephone booths in the

villages or hamlets. The Bribri and the Cabécar tradition-
ally preferred a more dispersed pattern of homesteads than
did the Boruca. Until the 1970s, they did not really have a
“village” because they distanced their homes from schools,
chapels, and other public buildings. Traditionally, they
built rectangular and oval thatched-roof huts. The conical
hut of the nineteenth century has been revived as a gesture
of cultural revitalization, but given that it is a major under-
taking to build such a hut, only three of them have been
erected, as community centers. It was this type of house,
however, that better reflected the cosmological views of the
Talamanca; fortunately, this symbolism is now known. The
thatched-roof houses, large and raised on stilts on the
Talamanca plain, are also being replaced by the painted
frame houses of rural Costa Rica. Today, with the increase
in population and the shortage of land for cultivation, as
well as the reduction of the forests, the patterns of Bribri
and Cabécar settlements more and more resemble those of
the Spanish towns. There is a central plaza surrounded by
public buildings; nearby are homes with access to running
water and electricity.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. All three
groups were agriculturists, depending primarily on maize,
beans, manioc, sweet potatoes and other root crops, pump-
kins, peach palms, and cocoa. From colonial times onward,
they completely incorporated several kinds of plantains and
bananas, rice, and, later, coffee. Native and old-world fruit
trees have been common on the farms. Since World War 11
Indian farmers have joined governmental and nongovern-
mental programs to improve seeds and introduce new crops.
Since the late 1940s, the cultivation of garden vegetables
has been taught at the grade schools. On the Atlantic
side, the Bribri and the Cabécar have depended more on
cocoa and plantains as a cash crop; on the Pacific side,
these two groups and the Boruca have depended more on
the sale of maize and beans. Income from agriculture,
however, has always been very limited. The Indians have a
marginal economy. As communications improve, they are
also able to sell oranges, peach-palm fruits (pejibayes),
hearts of palm, and other crops. Hunting and river fish-
ing have always supplemented agriculture. Today these ac-
tivities are either restricted or absent, because of the
reduction in forests and the increase in population. Wild
plants still provide foods, medicines, and materials for
building and for crafts. Indians have always worked for
non-Indians as manual laborers and continue to do so. In
the villages, Indians also have government jobs as teach-
ers, health assistants, policemen, and guards. Those who
have learned other professions (agronomists, and electri-
cians, for instance) have left the villages but usually help
their families. Domestic animals are kept in the farms and
village households and also sold to non-Indian traders
who come regularly to buy pigs, chickens, turkeys, and
ducks. Cattle raising is important for a few families only,
and most Indians do not own horses. Those who do may
get some income from renting them.

Industrial Arts. The tradition of making cotton thread
has been maintained and is practiced by a few families in
all three groups. Additionally, in the village of Boruca, in
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the 1960s, one family knew how to weave bags, belts, and
material for skirts on the traditional hand loom. This abil-
ity was encouraged by the schools and promoted for sale to
tourists, which has allowed the craft to prosper. The
Boruca have retained the knowledge of natural dyes, but
today they also use commercial ones. Some Boruca sell
masks made of Ochroma wood. In all three groups, a few
artisans sell baskets, cord bags, hammocks, decorated
gourds, drums, and bows and arrows made of pejibaye
(Bactris gassipaes) wood. Government and private projects
have encouraged artisans to fashion traditional objects for
sale. Most men know how to make canoes and build huts
and modern dwellings. Some women are seamstresses; they
own sewing machines and buy material in the larger towns.

Trade. Trade has always been important. Until the early
part of the twentieth century, the Bribri and Cabécar came
to the village of Boruca to exchange items such as bows
and arrows, cord bags, baskets made from vines, and some
forest products. The foreign party remained on the out-
skirts of the village. The Boruca brought out dyed woven
material and salt, among other things. Afterward, the out-
side traders would be asked to come into the village. It was
a rule for first visitors (usually youngsters) not to ask any
questions about what they saw or heard; they could ask
and comment after they were back home. Trade patterns
among all Costa Rican Indians have been traced back to
colonial and pre-Conquest times. Today they sell their
products to non-Indians either at their homes or on the
roads that lead to their settlements. They then buy foods
and manufactured goods in local stores, which are usually
owned by non-Indians, or travel to the larger urban towns
to do their shopping.

Division of Labor. Men clear the land and raise live-
stock. Women participate with men in planting, harvesting,
and transporting crops. Women may still be seen carrying
loads while men walk ahead carrying a machete. When
nontraditional occupations are available, they may be held
by either sex. In Talamanca, some women still plant their
own maize fields in the traditional manner, although their
husbands may help, and wives may help in their husbands’
fields. Animals (pigs, chickens) raised by women are theirs,
and men have to raise their own.

Land Tenure. Land formerly was owned by families, but
individual ownership, fostered by government administra-
tion of the reservations and Costa Rican laws, has become
the norm. On the Pacific side, from colonial times to
about the 1950s, there were communally owned pastures
and maize fields for the church and the school. Reserva-
tion land is legally held in trust by the Indian development
associations, but individual property rights of Indians and
non-Indians are recognized. Keeping land in Indian hands
has been a very complex and conflictive issue.

Kinship

The native kinship system is either followed or remem-
bered. The degree to which the kinship rules are enforced
‘is conditioned by the degree of transculturation of the
group. The Boruca had the Hawaiian type of sibling-cousin
terminology, but today they mostly follow Spanish rules
and terminology. The Bribri and Cabécar largely maintain

their matrilineal clan system. Bribri kinship terminology is
bifurcate merging for the first ascending generation;
sibling-cousin terminology is of the Iroquoian type; second
ascending generation and second descending generation
use reciprocal terms that distinguish Ego’s mother’s side
from Ego’s father side, and sex. Siblings address each other
by the same term when the sex is the same (sister to sister
or brother to brother) but vary the term when addressing
siblings of the opposite sex. The Cabécar use the same
terms as the Bribri, with only slightly different pronuncia-
tion, in Ego’s generation. They differ with the Bribri in
that terms applying to the male’s first ascending generation
are bifurcate collateral among the Cabécar. Their termi-
nology is cognate with the Bribri one, except for the terms
for father, father’s brother and father’s sister. The Tala-
manca have preferred to practice bilateral cross-cousin
marriage; about half of them follow the custom. Formerly,
the practice of sororal polygyny was widespread—and more
acceptable than the occasional occurrences of it today.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Among the Boruca, marriages take place in
the Catholic church, but common-law unions are very fre-
quent. Monogamy is the rule, but separations are also fre-
quent. Legal divorce is rare, not shameful, but not
expected. A young man who wants to get married speaks
to his—and the girl's—parents. The two sets of parents
decide whether the couple should be married by the
Church or live in a common-law union. Neolocal residence
is preferred.

The Bribri-Cabécar tend to follow native custom, but
some marry in the Catholic or Protestant churches to
which they belong. In native custom, although the couple
may have agreed to the marriage on their own, outwardly
the two sets of parents decide, the male taking the matter
to them. Mothers or grandmothers of the girl may have a
great deal of influence on the decision. The son-in-law
comes to live with the bride’s parents for some time; neo-
locality may follow the initial matrilocal or uxorilocal resi-
dence. Sororal polygyny may still be observed. Separations
are easy. In all three groups, either parent, or a relative of
either parent, may take care of the children in case of a
separation. If there is a custody conflict or child-support
claim, the matter may be referred to the Costa Rican
courts.

Domestic Unit. In the Boruca language, the word for
family corresponds to the household. Nuclear families are
common; other arrangements are the extended, one-
parent, and brother-sister households. Many families in-
clude unmarried grown daughters with offspring. Among
the Bribri-Cabécar, extended households, with people re-
lated through the female line are commeon, but other ar-
rangements, especially nuclear ones, are also observed. In
all three groups, older people are generally invited into the
households if they are not able to support themselves.

Inheritance. Women's possessions are usually passed on
to daughters or uterine nieces and men’s possessions to
sons (among the Boruca) or to sons and uterine nephews
(among the Bribri-Cabécar). Borucan women do not usu-
ally inherit land; it is transferred to the husband when the
woman marries. In the 1970s, in the main village of Bor-
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uca, in six out of seventy-nine households, women had in-
herited land from their mothers. Female inheritance of
land was expected to become more common. Among the
Bribri-Cabécar, in the traditional system, women and men
inherited from mothers and mother’s bothers. It is becom-
ing more common for males to leave property to their chil-
dren and not to their sisters’ children. Disputes taken to
courts are solved according to Costa Rican inheritance
laws.

Socialization. The Boruca often prefer male children to
girls. By age 4, girls may begin to take care of younger sis-
ters when their mothers or grandmothers are not present.
Girls will be reprimanded if they leave their sisters alone.
When a girl reaches the age of 11 to 14, and she wants to
be with boys and not with her little sister, a family problem
arises, but parents are not harsh; they expect the girl to be-
come more mature as time goes by. The older son always
takes care of his younger brother. Brothers are usually cor-
dial to each other. Children are instructed in sex from the
age of 6, when they are told not to let anyone touch them
in the genital area. When children are alone, they some-
times experiment with each other, in a playful manner. The
majority of newborn children are baptized when the priest
arrives at the villages. When people are older, they are usu-
ally called by nicknames. At age 6 or 7, the child is con-
sidered responsible enough to go to the store on errands.
Children learn songs from age 3 onward and play different
games. Guidance is given in regard to toilet training, man-
ners, dressing, and responsibility to the family.

Bribri-Cabécar children are welcome, and children of
relatives are easily adopted, but, as with the Boruca, the
traditional preference may have been for small families.
The three groups have knowledge of methods to provoke
miscarriage or to prevent pregnancy for defined periods. In
the Bribri-Cabécar culture, children were not formally
named. The mother assigned nicknames for family use;
outsiders referred to people by clan names and kinship
terms. Brother-sister avoidance rules are still enforced.
From about the 1940s to the 1970s, the people learned to
follow Spanish rules for first and last names and to register
the newborn according to Costa Rican law. Children’s
birthdays are celebrated. They are given duties at early
ages. Most of their games are imitations of adult roles.
Children of the three groups can attend grade schools
from age 7 until six grades have been completed, but some
drop out. There are scholarship programs that benefit
some of the youngsters who go on to high schools or to
the universities; others are supported by their own families
for these later studies. Adults often attend short training
courses in agriculture, crafts, health, community develop-
ment, and so forth.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. The Boruca lack traditional gov-
erning structures; they organize locally as non-Indian rural
communities. The elderly, however, continue to be highly
respected. It is also common for individual community
leaders to exercise a great deal of influence through local
communities and projects. Nationally and internationally,
the Boruca have held prominent positions in Indian move-
ments. Constant change, deliberate adoption of—and ad-

aptation of—outside influences is a norm; however, the
identity of an indigenous group is retained, and people feel
they share a common Indian ancestry. The Bribri and
Cabécar respect shamans and, generally, the elders of both
sexes. Informally, or more formally at meetings, the sha-
mans and elders make known what younger leaders they
support for community projects or representation.
Churches, schools, and local committees usually take the
initiative for community activities.

Political Organization. Governing structures are those
of Costa Rican national administration. Each village has a
Rural Police office with one or two officers. Policemen may
be from the specific area or assigned to it. There are dis-
trict committees and elected individuals linked to the
township municipality, whose concerns are road mainte-
nance, welfare, and coordination with the national govern-
ment. Until the 1930s, the villages of Boruca had the
structure of a colonial corporate community, featuring an
elders’ council and mayordomos. The Bribri and Cabécar
partially kept the hierarchical clan structure into the twen-
tieth century. All reservations have a development associa-
tion which, in accordance with the national Indian Law,
must resolve land issues and undertake socioeconomic im-
provements. They appoint representatives to the National
Commission of Indian Affairs. Every village has several
voluntary committees that work to improve health and ed-
ucation and organize sporting and cultural events. About
three national Indian associations exert some influence,
depending on the issues. A national group, organized be-
tween 1993 and 1994, is made up of women. The national
political parties have committees in the Indian villages.

Social Control. The Rural Police is one means of main-
taining order and conformity. Other control mechanisms
are religious teachings and family norms. Prohibited are
such things as bodily harm to another person, not helping
seniors, theft, murder, embezzlement, and impoliteness.
The most elderly insist on the prohibition of incest. All
three groups tell traditional myths in which punishments
for incest are elaborated. Gossip and avoidance of interac-
tion with people who violate prohibitions are informal
sanctions. There is some fear of witchcraft. People may be
accused by neighbors or the local police before outside
agencies of the Costa Rican judicial system.

Conflict. Factionalism is ever present. It manifests itself
in clan or family rivalries; among adherents of opposing
national political parties; and over any issue in which a
traditional custom or attitude is confronted by another la-
beled “modern” or “progressive,” the acceptance or nonac-
ceptance of non-Indians, and religious affiliation—given
that there are Catholics, different Protestant groups,
Baha'i, and those who prefer the traditional Indian beliefs
(the latter among the Bribri-Cabécar). Internally, families
may be greatly divided by problems relating to land distri-
bution, alcoholism, or marital disputes.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Most Boruca are nominally Catholic.
Nearly every house has at least one religious picture. A
catechism class is conducted for the younger children;
mass is said when a priest is available, and people attend



30 Boruca, Bribri, and Cabeécar

services such as the rosary. Legends and myths are told but
are considered things of the past.

The Bribri-Cabécar belong to the Catholic church, to
different Protestant denominations, and to the Baha'i
faith. A few have revitalized the traditional system of belief,
which includes a single creator with whom people relate
through the shamans but not through individual supplica-
tion. All social norms are said to have come from him.
Spiritual beings related to nature are important in this
cosmology.

Religious Practitioners. Among the Boruca, the mayor-
domos, or delegados de la palabra, who assist the Catholic
priests, have been instrumental in tending religious build-
ings, teaching the faith, and leading prayers. In the Protes-
tant denominations, there are Boruca, Bribri, and Cabécar
pastors. Among the Indian cultures that remained in
Costa Rica after the eighteenth century, the Bribri-
Cabécar culture has the most elaborate patterns for deal-
ing with disease, birth, and death. On both sides of the
Talamanca range, native shamans and trained buriers offi-
ciate on these occasions. Not all the Talamanca utilize
these traditional services or believe in their efficacy, but all
respect them.

Ceremonies and Arts. The three groups celebrate Costa
Rica’s national holidays with activities organized by the
schools. Public Catholic ceremonies such as those com-
memorating patron saints, Christmas, and Holy Week are
also major events. The Boruca have retained two colonial
celebrations. Dia de los Negritos, celebrated 6 through 8
December, commemorates the coming of the Spaniards
and their repulse by the Boruca. Seven to ten players make
forays against a carved horse head carried by the master of
ceremony. The horse head symbolizes the Spanish; it is las-
soed and symbolically burned. During this dance-game,
players must slur their words, replace phonemes in them,
and change sentence order. Drum and flute are played.
Jokes are told and a spirit of merrymaking prevails. Dia de
los Diablitos is celebrated from 31 December to 2 January.
The master of ceremony is the principal devil. Players wear
carved masks of light wood and a gunnysacklike dress.
Voice and language are disguised, and the native language
may be used. A skin drum and a reed flute are sounded. A
player, representing the Spanish conquistador, carries a
carved bull face and cloth frame. The bull chases the little
devils (representing the Borucan) round the village. The
latter steal little things from the houses and do other mis-
chief to neighbors. Stolen things are distributed to players
on the last day. The bull kills the principal devil and the
second devil first, then the remaining diablitos. Women,
represented by men, are killed last. The bull hides, but the
dead diablitos revive and look for him. When the bull is
located, it is dragged to the center of the village and sym-
bolically burned. Thus the Spaniards are destroyed. The
three groups practice the chichada, an occasion for drink-
ing a beer made of maize. This celebration often brings to-
gether dispersed relatives and neighbors for recreation and
as repayment for farm or communal labor. During this
event, the more traditional Bribri and Cabécar perform an
aboriginal dance (symbolic of relationships with forest ani-
mals) derived from their stories of origin.

Medicine. The three groups normally rely on Western
medicine. Health posts are located in the villages or
nearby. Traditional medical practices are conducted in
homes or on the advice of native specialists. The Boruca
have female herb healers. In times of need, they resort to
herbal drugs for specific purposes: to bring about love, ha-
tred, marriage, divorce, pregnancy, amnesia; to prevent
pregnancy, labor pains, frustration; to cure snake bite and
other ills. A few believe that a drug could change a human
to an animal. Traditionally, Bribri-Cabécar shamans and
non-Indian witchcraft practitioners in Buenos Aires and
the Central Valley of Costa Rica were consulted. For the
Bribri and Cabécar, the native medical system and Western
medicine are complementary. Bribri-Cabécar shamans treat
illness by means of fasts, herbal and other kinds of medi-
cines, and esoteric chants. They consult spirit beings by
means of crystals.

Death and Afterlife. Among the Boruca, if there is no
priest in the village when a death occurs, a mayordomo
goes to the church and rings the bells. The corpse lies in
state at the home of the deceased or that of a relative or
friend. There must be adequate space for people to sit and
view the body, which is covered with a white sheet. Can-
dles are placed at the head and feet and religious pictures
or sculptures complete the scene. Meat (pork, chicken), ta-
males, and beverages are served. The mayordomo—or
someone else—recites prayers at intervals during the wake.
People may bring money to help pay for the funeral ex-
penses, candles, coffee, rice, and other foods. If the priest
is available, a Mass will be held before burial, which is usu-
ally attended by most villagers. If not, the mayordomo
leads prayers. Prayer sessions or Masses are attended for
the next nine days. At the ninth, or Last Rosary, food is
served at the house where all have come to pray.

Among the Bribri and the Cabécar, for those who are
Catholic, the proceedings are about the same, except that
religious pictures or sculptures are uncommon. Regardless
of religious affiliation, these people prefer to bring in the
buriers to handle the body. Visitors must not talk to the
parents of the deceased for a specified period. They—and
anybody who had contact with the burial proceedings—
must be ritually cleansed by the main burier or a shaman.
The native death ceremony requires ritual cooking and rit-
ual distribution of food. Death procedures address a proper
return of the soul to the underworld so that the reproduc-
tion of the deceased’s clan is assured on earth.
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Bugle

ETHNONYMS: Bogota, Bokota, Buglere, Bukueta, Guaymi-
Sabanero, Muri, Murire, Sabanero

Orientation

Identification. The Bugle (pronounced “boo-glay”) are a
small, little-known Native American group who live in the
interior of northwestern Panama. The meaning of the term
“Bugle” is not known. Better known in the literature as
“Bokota” or “Bogota” and often considered a subcultural
group of the Ngawbe (Guaymi), the “Bugle,” as they prefer
to call themselves, insist on their cultural distinctiveness
from the Ngawbe. It is important to note that the Ngawbe
also consider the Bugle to be a culturally distinct (but po-
litically affiliated) group. Their views on their cultural dis-
tinctiveness reflect the contemporary political importance
of ethnic-identity issues for the indigenous populations in
Panama.

Location. The Bugle proper occupy a small area in the
easternmost portion of Bocas del Toro Province and the
westernmost portion of northern Veraguas Province, be-
tween the drainages of the Rio Chucara to the west and
the Rio Calovébora to the east, and between the Carib-
bean coastal plain to the north and the continental divide
to the south. Most of them live within the corregimiento
(municipality) of Santa Catalina, district of Bastimento,
province of Bocas del Toro.

Demography. There are an estimated 7,000 speakers of
Buglere and Murire (Guaymi-Sabanero); however, many

Bugle 31

fewer—perhaps only 1,200 to 1,500—claim Bugle as their
ethnic identity.

Linguistic Affiliation. Buglere is a dialect of Murire
(Guaymi-Sabanero), a language of the Chibchan Family
and one of several Chibchan languages that are spoken in
Panama and elsewhere in Central America.

History and Cultural Relations

The closest cultural affiliations of the Bugle are with the
Muri (Sabanero) branch of the Ngawbe (Guaymi). Their
precise historical relationships are uncertain. Numerous
cultural similarities to the Ngawbe, especially to the east-
ern Murire speakers, suggest ancient historical connec-
tions, although some specific practices are explicitly con-
sidered by the Bugle to be recent borrowings from the
Ngawbe. The Bugle themselves locate their ancestors to
the south, on the Pacific slopes of the central cordillera, an
area that is still occupied by the remaining Muri. Accord-
ing to legend, the Bugle once had wings like birds and
could fly anywhere they liked. One day they crossed the
cordillera and arrived at their present location. Soon they
engaged in improper behavior, and the consequence was
that they lost their ability to fly, so they remained where
they are. The area occupied by the Bugle is part of a more
extensive area in the provinces of Chiriqui, Bocas del
Toro, and Veraguas, one that the Ngawbe have for several
years been attempting—without success—to persuade the
government of Panama to declare an official reserve for the
Ngawbe-Bugle.

Settlements

The Bugle, much like the Ngawbe, live in a highly dis-
persed pattern, in individual houses and in small hamlets
(called caserios) consisting of two or three houses occupied
by consanguineously and affinally related individuals.
Bugle dwellings are located mostly along or near rivers and
streams. Traditional houses were round, with conical roofs
of straw or palm leaves, low walls of sticks or cane, earthen
floors raised a few centimeters above the surrounding
ground, and, generally, with two entrances but with no par-
ticular orientation. This house type was widespread among
the indigenous peoples of western Panama and eastern
Costa Rica (which are sometimes known as “Talamancan”
cultures). The traditional houses measured up to 10 meters
in diameter and 7 or 8 meters from the floor to the apex
of the roof. This type of dwelling was noted as being the
most common during the visit of Erland Nordenskidld in
1927. By 1964, however, rectangular houses made of the
same materials—some with earthen floors and others
raised above the ground on posts—were more common,
apparently as a result of influence from the nonindigenous
coastal cultures. The change is attributed by the Bugle to
greater ease of construction. The traditional circular
houses never contained interior partitions; the rectangular
houses sometimes do. Each type of house has an interior
platform under the roof, accessed by a notched-log ladder,
that serves as a storage area for agricultural products and
personal belongings. The cooking fire is usually located in
the center of the floor—on a prepared clay base, in the
case of houses elevated on posts.
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Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Bugle
practice swidden-based subsistence agriculture as the main
source of their livelihood. Their most important crops for
daily consumption are maize, rice, and bananas, the latter
harvested green and then boiled. Other crops include plan-
tains; beans; root crops such as otoe (taro/Xanthosoma
spp.), nampi (yams/Dioscorea spp.), and sweet manioc;
peach palms (Guilielma gasipaes); cacao (Theobroma
cacao); avocados; mangoes; chayotes (Scisyos edulis); sugar-
cane; pineapples; calabashes; and chili peppers. Almost all
of these crops are grown for household use, but rice is reg-
ularly produced in surplus and taken to the coast to be
sold. Chickens, ducks, and pigs are raised for home con-
sumption, but they are also sold to obtain the cash needed
to purchase the manufactured items to which the Bugle
have become accustomed. Cattle are raised on a very lim-
ited basis and are usually sold. The Bugle told Herrera and
Gonzalez in 1964 that they used to raise more cattle, but
that the numbers had been greatly reduced owing to a
plague that had also affected other domestic animals and
children (71). The hunting of deer, wild pigs, and other
small animals with bows and arrows, traps, and rifles
(which are not common now and were not available in
Nordenskidld’s time) supplements agriculture and animal
husbandry, as does fishing with hook and line, harpoons,
nets, and at least three types of plant poisons. Some wild
plants are gathered as food and others as medicine.

Industrial Arts. The manufacture of sturdy baskets of
various sizes—well made but not aesthetic in quality—is
traditional. Fashioning net bags out of plant fibers is also a
traditional handicraft of the Bugle. Various sizes of bags
are made, using a technique of knotless netting. Some of
these net bags are crude and strictly utilitarian, but others
are of fine artistic quality. Although most are made for
home use, many are sold. According to tradition, the
Bugle manufactured ceramic vessels in the past, but they
have now lost the knowledge of this craft. Nordenskiold
collected a single pottery vessel in 1927. Pottery is now
nonexistent except for ocarinas and small whistles, usually
zoomorphic in form. The Bugle also make flutes of bam-
boo and bone. Woven hats, representing a craft of recent
introduction (some time prior to the 1950s), are of very
fine quality and are offered for sale as well as being used at
home. There is a ready market for these hats in the towns
of Veraguas Province. Beaded collars, introduced in the
twentieth century through contact with the Ngawbe, are
made by and for men and are supposedly broader than the
typical Ngawbe collar. Clothing was traditionally made of
bark cloth. Its use for clothing is now rare, but it is still
made and has other uses, such as sacks and blankets. The
Bugle are the only indigenous group in Panama that still
makes and uses at least some bark cloth for clothing.
Strings of beads, now of commercial glass but formerly of

vegetable substances, are used as necklaces by women and
children.

Trade. Trade occurs with nonindigenous communities
on the Caribbean coast, with people in southern Veraguas,
and with itinerant merchants who travel through the Bugle
area. Rice, sometimes maize and domestic animals, and the

two principal handicrafts, straw hats and net bags, are ex-
changed for Western manufactured goods such as metal
cooking pots, cloth, and machetes.

ivision of Labor. According to Nordenskiold, men
cleared the land, and women cultivated it. Today, although
men still clear the land, men, women, and sometimes chil-
dren perform other tasks in the agricultural cycle—
planting, weeding, and harvesting. Women do most of the
food preparation and assume most of the child care in the
household. Men hunt and fish, and women do most of the
gathering. Men make the fine woven hats for which the
Bugle are noted, and women make the net bags.

Land Tenure. Land is owned by kin groups rather than
by individuals. Individuals, both women and men, inherit
use rights to the lands owned by their kin groups. Fallow
land remains the property of the kin group whose members
originally cleared it. Disputes may occur when others ap-
propriate and use such fallow land, but such disputes are
reported to be unusual and infrequent.

Kinship

Descent is presumably cognatic, as among the Ngawbe. No
clans, lineages, or other unilineal descent groups are re-
ported for the Bugle. The universal unit of production and
consumption is the nuclear family. There are some laterally
and lineally extended family households, as well as polygy-
nous households. Larger groups cooperate in various agri-
cultural tasks and house building through the mechanism
of the cooperative labor party, or junta. Such labor groups
consist of kin and nearby neighbors (who are usually kin
as well). Juntas operate on the principle of balanced reci-

procity: the host owes equivalent labor to each of those
who has helped him.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Monogamy is the most common form of mar-
riage, although polygyny is permitted and does sometimes
occur. The low incidence of polygyny was attributed by the
Bugle to a shortage of women. Intermarriage has occurred
with the Ngawbe, usually between Ngawbe women and
Bugle men—again, supposedly because of a shortage of
Bugle women. In remote areas it is reported that there are
many families of Bugle with no history of intermarriage
with other groups. There is no formal marriage ceremony,
and none was remembered by the elderly people who were
interviewed by Herrera and Gonzilez in 1964. Women
often marry at the age of 12 or 13, whereas young men
often must remain unmarried for several additional years.
Marriage is by common agreement between a man and a
woman. Women may accept or refuse offers of marriage.
The custom of parents giving a prepubescent girl to her fu-
ture husband to be raised by his family was said by the
Bugle in 1964 to be no longer practiced, although Herrera
and Gonzilez documented two cases in their brief ethno-
graphic survey (75). Herrera and Gonzalez also report sev-
eral instances of cousin marriage, but they note that their
Bugle guide and chief informant considered such marriages
to be immoral (76). Residence after marriage may be neo-
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local or patrilocal; the choice seems to depend on whether
the young couple is prepared to be economically indepen-
dent of the man’s family.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family is the most common
unit of production and consumption, but extended-family
households occur and may have been more common in the
past. Fathers have traditionally exercised authority over
their married sons, especially under conditions of patrilocal
residence.

Inheritance. Some personal items are buried with their
owner. A house in which a person dies is abandoned. Nor-
denskiéld reported that all of the personal belongings that
are not buried with the deceased are abandoned, along
with the house. Use rights to land are inherited by both
men and women.

Socialization. Young children are allowed to run freely
through the house and are treated with considerable toler-
ance. Their play mimics adult activities of the appropriate
sex. Children of both sexes begin to learn early by observa-
tion and by assisting their parents in the tasks for which
they will be responsible as adults. A puberty ceremony for
a girl at her first menses signals her transition to adult-
hood and her eligibility for marriage. No puberty ceremony
is reported for males. It is reported that school attendance
is enthusiastic wherever schools have been established and
that formal education has become highly valued among
the Bugle.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Little is known about the relative
status of women and men among the Bugle. Men meet
outside their own homes for social purposes, whereas it is
reported that women as a group do not do so. Men are
dominant in the public arena, but evidence suggests that
in the domestic arena men and women are equal partners
in household decisions and that women (as well as men)
own and control their own personal property, including
crops and domestic animals. Social stratification does not
exist, but some individuals (usually elder males) are more
highly respected than others for their wisdom and
decision-making abilities or for their control of special
bodies of knowledge, such as traditional medicine.

Political Organization. Nothing is known about tradi-
tional forms of political organization among the Bugle. Po-
litical authority was probably kin-group based, as among
the Ngawbe. During the nineteenth century and the early
part of the twentieth, it is reported that the Bugle ac-
cepted the authority of the Ngawbe governors, but it
should be noted that the system of governors was origi-
nally a system imposed upon the Ngawbe by outside au-
thorities. Since about the early 1970s, the Bugle have
allied themselves with the Ngawbe chief of Veraguas Prov-
ince, particularly with reference to relations with the na-
tional government. Local civil authorities called corregi-
dores, who are appointed by the national government, are
responsible for keeping order and settling local disputes.
Corregidores frequently appoint subalterns, called comisar-
ios, whose responsibilities are to keep order in their own
hamlets.

Social Control. Adultery and robbery are punishable of-
fenses among the Bugle. Until about the middle of the
twentieth century, wooden stocks (presumably of colonial
origin) were used as the common form of punishment. In
disputes between individuals or kin groups, the protago-
nists meet, along with other members of the community,
and attempt to settle the quarrel, with the local comisario
serving as arbitrator. If a satisfactory resolution is not
achieved, a similar meetihg will be held with the corregidor
serving as arbitrator. Individual skills and accumulated re-
spect are better determiners of success in disputes that are
arbitrated by corregidores and comisarios than is the force
of authority that is attached to these positions.

Conflict. At the national level, there has been a long-
standing and continuing conflict between the national gov-
ernment and the Bugle and Ngawbe regarding legal recogni-
tion of their lands as a reserve. Disputes between kin groups
may also occur over land. Conflicts between individuals
arise for a variety of reasons, and others become involved,
in alignment with their kin (see “Social Control”).

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Today the Bugle accept aspects of
Christianity, but the few details of myths and ceremonies
that are available hint at a still-existing set of non-
Christian beliefs. The Bugle accept the existence of a high
god, whom they refer to as Shubé or Chubé in their lan-
guage, as well as an opposing evil force referred to by the
Spanish term for devil, diablo. The ceremony that is held
to protect a new house attests to a belief in a deity of
lightning. According to one myth, the maize goddess ini-
tially brought the Bugle many varieties of the grain, but
when the iguana and the river bird angered her one day as
she was making chicha (a beer prepared from maize), she
returned to the sky, taking with her the large-grained maize
and leaving only the small-grained maize for the Bugle.
From the sky, she continues to call to the maize, which ac-
counts for why there are sometimes ears with no grains
and ears with bare tips.

Religious Practitioners. The traditional religious practi-
tioner among the Bugle until shortly before the 1960s was
the sukia (shaman). Sukias apparently effected cures
through communication with the spirit world. A child who
was predestined to become a sukia, it was believed, refused
to accept breast milk and was therefore fed chocolate water
made from the first harvest of cacao or from wild cacao.
Such a child was isolated and placed in the care of old
women. Sukias could use their powers for both good and
evil. The literature does not specify whether sukias could
be women as well as men.

Ceremonies. A ceremony to insure a bountiful harvest
is conducted, generally four days before planting, at which
time large quantities of chocolate drink (made of hot water
and unsweetened cocoa beans from the first harvest,
ground into a paste) are drunk. Chicherias, ceremonies at
which chicha and food are consumed in large quantities,
are commonly held on a variety of occasions. They are
generally interpreted as social gatherings, but they probably
have some deeper social and religious significance, as they
do among the Ngawbe. One type of chicheria traditionally
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takes place eight days after the birth of a child. Singing,
dancing, and the playing of traditional musical instruments
occur during chicherias and also during the female puberty
ceremonies. Some form of funeral ceremony occurs, but no
details are available. The balseria, or stick game, is played
among the Bugle, but there is some disagreement as to
whether it is a traditional ceremony or a result of recent
Ngawbe influence. After the construction of a new house,
a ceremony is held to propitiate the god of lightning, in
order to protect the house from lightning bolts. During the
ceremony, a designated person perforates the ear lobes of
the participants with a stingray spine and collects the
blood as an offering. Women are not permitted in the
house during this ceremony, but they do attend the chi-
cheria that immediately follows, at which there is much
eating, drinking, and dancing.

Arts. Traditionally, face painting by both men and
women was common, but it is now reported to be infre-
quent except among young men. Simple horizontal lines
across the cheeks were the most common forms of decora-
tion, with red and black the preferred colors. Straw hats
and net bags are decorated with geometric designs. Some
of the designs on the net bags are said to represent birds
and animals.

Medicine. Curanderos, traditional specialists who cure
with the use of plant medicines (but never through inter-
action with the spirit world), are still common among the
Bugle. Numerous plant substances are used in curing. The
curandero shows the family of a sick person how to process
and administer the specific plants that are needed for a
particular cure. Some plant medicines are taken internally;
others are boiled in water and used to bathe the patient.
Natural waters, sometimes from thermal springs, are also
prescribed.

Cahita

THNOMYMS: Haqui, Mayo, Tehueco, Yaqui

Orientation

Identification. “Cahita” refers to Cahitan speakers,
members of the three modern ethnic or “tribal” groups in
southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa, Mexico. The peo-
ple themselves would not recognize this term but use
“Yoreme” (Yaqui: Yoeme, indigenous peoples) to designate
themselves and the term “Yori” to mark mestizos (non-
Indian Mexicans). The terms “Yaqui” and “Mayo” appear
to have been drawn from the river valleys of the same
names. The Spanish mistakenly applied the native term
kahita (nothing) to the indigenous language. Apparently,

Death and Afterlife. Details of any belief in an afterlife
other than the Christian heaven are unknown. The fact
that individuals are buried with some of their personal be-
longings may be indicative of a belief that utilitarian items
will be needed in an afterworld.

See also Ngawbe
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when the local people were asked the name of the language
they spoke, they replied “kaita,” meaning “nothing” or “it
has no name.”

Location. Located around 27° N and 109° W, the mod-
ern Cahitans include: the Yaqui, inhabiting the central
coast of the state of Sonora in northwest Mexico; the
Mayo, living south of the Yaqui along the southern coast
of Sonora and the northern coast of Sinaloa; and other
smaller dialect groups such as the Tehueco, who have been
mainly absorbed by the Mayo. Many Yaqui inhabit a spe-
cial reservation area, whereas Mayo live interspersed with
mestizos. Lack of archaeological research in the area makes
it difficult to delineate a precontact Cahitan territory, al-
though since Spanish contact Mayo-Yaqui territory has re-
mained stable, with the exception of the gradual reduction
in control over the territory. Modern Cahitan territory re-
flects a dramatic contrast between the fertile Yaqui, Mayo,
and Fuerte irrigation areas, with their fantastic agricultural
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production and high population density, and the sparcely
settled thorn-forest desert areas, with abundant wild fruits,
woods, and fauna. This hot coastal area is characterized by
long periods of dry weather broken by heavy summer thun-
dershowers and more sustained lighter winter rains produc-
ing between 40 to 80 centimeters of precipitation per year.

Demography. At the time of Spanish contact, there
were over 100,000 Cahitans, with the Yaqui and the Mayo
accounting for 60,000 of the total; the 1950 census lists
slightly over 30,000 Mayo speakers, and the Yaqui num-
bered about 15,000 in the 1940s. The 1970 census lists al-
most 28,000 Mayo speakers. These figures could well be
doubled, however, because of the present dispersal of these
peoples throughout Sonora and southern Arizona and the
difficulty in identifying them as separate populations.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Mayo, Tehueco, and Yaqui
dialects constitute the Cahitan Subfamily of the Uto-
Aztecan Stock. The Mayo and the Yaqui have no difficulty
communicating with each other, as the dialects are similar,
and Tehueco is even closer to Mayo than is Yaqui. Today
the Mayo write in Mayo, although in the precontact pet-
iod, Cahitan does not seem to have been a written
language.

History and Cultural Relations

Gaps in the information available and changes through
time have produced shifting Cahitan natural, social, and
cultural boundaries, the histories of which are not com-
pletely clear. Today Mayo-speaking peoples are concen-
trated along the lower Mayo and Fuerte river valleys, with
the Tehueco in the higher Rio Fuerte area and the Yaqui
concentrated in the lower Rio Yaqui area. Throughout this
Cahitan area (chiefly the coastal plain of southern Sonora
and of northern Sinaloa, embracing the three river valleys),
Cahitan social and cultural boundaries are marked primar-
ily by dialect spoken and social and ceremonial labor and
exchange.

Within this general area, considerable family move-
ment exists, with numbers of modern Mayo families living
in Yaqui territory and vice versa, and Rio Mayo living in
the Fuerte area and vice versa. Cahitan individuals partici-
pate in Mexican institutions such as schools, ejidos (land-
holding units established by the government after the 1910
Revolution), markets, the army, and the Institutional Revo-
lutionary party (PRI), simply as peasant farmers. With lit-
tle hope of upward mobility in the Mexican system, many
Cahitans prefer to seek prestige within their traditional
culture and society. The Cahitans have either reestablished
old associations, as in the case of the traditional “Eight
Yaqui Pueblos,” or are adapting and revitalizing others, as
in the case of the new Mayo religious movements, which
continue to appear in the 1990s.

Settlements

Modern Cabhitan culture is that of embedded groups. Pre-
contact Cahitans, however, lived in loose clusters of build-
ings (rancherias) usually housing fewer than 300 related
individuals, although a few may have reached 1,000 per-
sons. During the missionization, the Jesuits concentrated
Cahitans into seven or eight Mayo and an equal number of

Yaqui church towns of some 2,000 to 3,000 persons. Today
many Yaquis live on the reservation, although Mayo family
settlements are characterized by several patterns: several
hundred scattered rancherias, more than forty small vil-
lages of one to several hundred people, urban districts in
the four larger Mexican towns, and ejido communities.

Economy

Precontact Cahitans relied on river flooding to water crops
of maize, beans, and squashes, but modern farmers irrigate
their fields of cotton, wheat, and safflower. Even today
Cabhitans still use the remaining wild desert areas to supply
some variety in their diet—deer, small game, fish, shellfish,
fruits of numerous cacti, beans of the mesquite, agave, and
many other seed- and fruit-producing plants. Working as
small-scale farmers, wage laborers, and fishermen, they bor-
row money from banks, request irrigation water from the
hydro commission, and plant the recommended commer-
cial crops. With cash or credit from the sale of their crops
or fish, the Mayo and the Yaqui purchase much of their
food, clothing, and household items in the local mestizo
markets. The Cahitan concept of wealth itself is dual in
nature: land, farm produce, and modern Mexican material
goods stand opposed to respect and Holy Flowers. One
should give freely of the productivity of one’s fields in sup-
port of Cahitan ceremonialism and thus achieve respect in
this world and heavenly rewards after death.

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Modern Cah-
itan technology and subsistence focus upon farming, fish-
ing, and wage labor. Before the Conquest, Cahitans raised
two food crops per year, fished, and collected wild foods
that constituted perhaps up to 40 percent of their diet. Jes-
uit missionaries introduced sheep, goats, and cattle as well
as wheat and irrigation agriculture but did not basically
change the Cahitan economy. Modern irrigation and farm-
ing technology, however, have dramatically modified Cah-
itan subsistence.

Industrial Arts. Most families own a jacal (mud thatch)
or adobe dwelling with a separate cooking room, a table,
chairs, folding cots or wooden beds, a set of enamel or
glass bowls and cups and enamel spoons, and a wooden
trunk for pictures, valuables, and documents. A few indi-
viduals, chiefly among the Mayo, still weave blankets and
petates (split-cane mats), make pottery, and carve ceremo-
nial masks and wooden utensils.

Trade. Besides farming, most households raise chickens
and some keep pigs, turkeys, and cows. The pigs are gener-
ally sold, but the cows are often butchered for fiesta con-
tributions and ceremonial exchanges.

3

vision of Labor. Age and sex provide the major di-
mensions in the division of labor. The major production
roles are carried out by young adults within households,
which are the major production and consumption units.
Among the adults, labor was divided along gender lines,
with women collecting wild foods and caring for household
production while men hunted and farmed. This division of
labor still exists, although both adult men and women will
work for wages in the fields when such work is available. A
few of the women are trained as weavers and cantoras
(singers who accompany the maestros), and a few men fill
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the roles of maestro (chanter and lay minister) and maso
(deer) dancer and paskola (ceremonial) dancer and musi-
cian. A healthy household with a larger percentage of
young adults will grow in wealth and influence. In general,
however, no long-term, wealth-based stratification system
has developed to separate households and provide the
basis for a more complex division of labor.

Land Tenure. About three-fourths of the rural families
hold small parcels of land, either as private holdings or as
ejido members. In the larger villages and towns, however,
often as many as one-half or more of the families in the
community hold no lands at all. Ejido membership (socio)
and rights to land carried by membership are inherited
and can be passed to a wife or a daughter as well as to a
son, as stipulated by the socio.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Traditional and modern
Cahitan kin-group organization is based upon the nuclear
family, the extended family, the household, the ceremonial
kin group, and ceremonial-center membership. It has been
suggested (Spicer 1969, 839) that the precontact social
organization was characterized by bilateral descent,
bifurcate-collateral with Hawaiian cousin kinship terminol-
ogy, local-group (rancheria) exogamy, suprarancheria politi-
cal organization only during periods of warfare, and a
council of rancheria elders in peacetime. Spicer finds no
evidence of precontact unilineal descent groups among the
Yaqui.

Kinship Terminology. Although the traditional kinship
terminology probably was bifurcate collateral with an em-
phases on the relative age of ones parents’ and one’s own
siblings, today many families utilize a modified Mexican
kinship terminology, lineal and Eskimo, with Cahitan
terms applied to parents, siblings, and children and Span-
ish terms for aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws.
Ceremonial kinship is still extremely important, with
godparents selected at times of birth, marriage, and cere-
monial participation. Cahitan terms are used for godpar-
ents and godchildren. Groups of coparents become crucial
cooperative units, especially in ceremonial contexts.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. In the past a wedding was an elaborate house-
hold ritual, although more recently it has become simpler
or is omitted either when a couple elopes or at the time of
a second or third union, when the couple simply begins
living together. No clear postmarital residence rules have
been discovered, although many Mayo express strong ma-
trilocal preferences—“QOur daughter should stay at home.”
In fact, this is not a clear social pattern, as couples often
opt for a pragmatic solution. Formal divorce is unusual
among the Cahita, owing to earlier years of high death
rates and revolution, but many individuals have experi-
enced the death of a first spouse and eventually begin liv-
ing with a second or third spouse. Others simply run away
and begin living with someone else. There is much joking
and gossip about those who have multiple spouses. Al-
though this practice is not permissible within the formal
Catholic church, multiple women living in the household

of an especially well-known individual have been observed.
This suggests that polygyny was an accepted pattern in
precontact times.

Domestic Unit. The household, consisting of related
nuclear and extended families, is the basic domestic unit.
Related individuals living in a room or rooms around a
common cooking area constitute the household. The
household was traditionally the scene of the major passage
rituals of birth, marriage, and death as well as that of so-
cialization of the children and the major work area of the
mature women.

Inheritance. With very little except lands and a house-
hold plot to inherit, inheritance is very informal. The few
items of material culture are shared among the closest rela-
tives, especially the members of the household.

Socialization. Initial socialization takes place within the
household, the children being raised by parents, kin, and
then as they mature, by siblings. As children approach 6
years of age, they not only enter school but also dance as
Matachines (a church dance sodality) and take part in the
Lenten processions and Easter-week rituals. In the household,
children are taught honesty, truthfulness, and the value of
fulfilling promises. “Good words” are much preferred over
physical punishment, which is rarely administered.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Cahitan society is organized ac-
cording to age and gender. The elderly are perceived as
powerful and highly respected. The division of labor tends
to separate young and middle-aged adults along gender
lines, with women having a status equal to but different
from that of men. This contrasts sharply with the typical
Latin machismo complex.

These principles provide the bases of family organiza-
tion, which is articulated with the local ceremonial center
through a range of political and ceremonial sodalities.

Political Organization. Goh Naike Pueblo Juracionim
(the eight pueblo jurisdictions) exist among both the Mayo
and the Yaqui, although in the latter case the pueblos are
autonomous units. The Mexican government provides serv-
ices, schools, roads, an irrigation system and water, health
clinics, and so forth. The Jesuit missionaries emphasized
membership in certain ceremonial sodalities and intro-
duced a more complex pattern of village government. The
Yaqui have elaborated and conserved this political system.
Mayo village government has been absorbed by the mod-
ern Mayo church-ceremonial center organization: Mayo po-
litical organization was disrupted by the Revolution to the
extent that, by the 1960s, no secular Mayo government ex-
isted; the Mayo had turned to their religious system as a
way of organizing their society beyond the level of the fam-
ily (see “Religious Beliefs”).

Social Control. For the Cahita, social control is shared
between the Mexican institutions and the more traditional
village government. The modern Yaqui town organization
is based on five integrated realms of authority: civil,
church, military, fiesta, and Holy Week customs, each with
its own set of ranked officers. Decisions are made at open
meetings of this town council.



Conflict. Conflict is either repressed or resolved by the
church-center government or by the Mexican authorities,
such as the local sheriff.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Contemporary Cahitan beliefs are a
unique and complex fusion of indigenous traditions, Jesuit
teachings, and nineteenth- and twentieth-century Mexican
culture. The Yaqui pueblo political organization is tightly
integrated with the ceremonial and mythical systems. The
modern Mayo church-pueblo organization consists of sev-
eral sodalities: five church governors and five helpers; the
lay ministers; the Matachini dance sodality; the Parisero
sodality (the Lenten masked male society); and the
Paskome (fiesteros), who promise to serve the patron saint
of the church.

The realms of nature and the supernatural are also or-
ganized as a family, with God (Our Father) identified with
the sun, the Virgin (Our Mother) equated with the moon,
and Jesus (the Child of Qur Father and Our Mother). The
animals of the forest are the Children of the Old Man of
the Forest, and the fish are the Children of the Old
Woman of the Sea.

Religious Practitioners. The Cahitan religious organiza-
tion requires several part-time specialists, such as the
maestro, or lay minister, who “prays for the dead”; cantora
or female chanting assistant to the maestro; deer and pas-
kola dancers and musicians, who entertain at the fiestas;
Matachinim, church dancers and their musicians; Pahkome
and Parisero sodality members, who maintain the yearly
and Lenten ritual cycles; and yorem medikom (curers), who
mediate between humans and the gods.

Ceremonies. Among the Cahitans, saints’-day fiestas or
ceremonies are celebrated with prayer, feasting, fireworks,
and the entertainment of masked paskola and deer dancers
and musicians. Especially elaborate are the Lenten and
Holy Week ceremonies, which are characterized by masked
Pariseros who crucify Jesus and ultimately are destroyed by
the power of God as Christ returns to the church from the
land of the dead. In the Mayo-Yaqui ceremonial cycle, the
Easter ceremonial is followed by village ceremonies for
the Holy Cross, the Holy Spirit and Holy Trinity, Saint
John, the Virgin of Guadalupe and, early in November, for
the returning dead (Animam Velaroa).

Arts. A range of art forms is still dynamic among mod-
ern Cahitans, including paskola and deer dancing, deer
and secular songs, alabanzas (various Mayo, Spanish, and
Latin hymns) sung by maestros and cantoras, the decora-
tion of altars and the images of saints, and weaving styles
and designs.

Medicine. Social Security clinics and hospitals for ejido
members, private doctors, and yorem medikom provide
assistance to ill Cahitans. Medicines are available in clinics
and from drugstores, market herbalists, and the thorn for-
est. Illnesses are attributed to natural causes; fright; prob-
lems with God, the saints, the dead, and bad wishers
(witches); and violation of the hot/cold principles.

Death and Afterlife. The funeral rituals are the most
important life-cycle events. Cahitans have a dual set of so-
cietal rituals associated with death and the dead: 1 and 2
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November (All Souls’ and All Saints’ days, Animam
Velaroa) and Lent. For the Mayo, there is a very close rela-
tionship between the family, the ritual for the dead early in
November, and the form, structure, and meaning of the
Lenten ritual. Rooted in this model, the Mayo continue to
experience visitations of Qur Father and Our Mother and,
to avoid the wrath, punishment, and destruction promised
by Our Father, who is angry with the secular state of the
modern world, continue to innovate ceremonies in honor
of God and the saints.
See also Yaqui
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N. ROS§ CRUMRINE

Carib of Dominica

ETHNONYMS: Carifuna, Garifuna, Island Carib

Orientation

Identification. The Carib of Dominica constitute much
of what remains of the Native American occupants of the
Lesser Antilles at the time of Columbus. Having migrated
from the South American mainland, they were in the proc-
ess of replacing the Arawak when European interference
ended their Caribbean expansion. Presently living within
the Carib Territory (formerly the Carib Reserve), the Do-
minican Carib constitute a distinct ethnic minority within
the largely Creole population of this West Indian island.
Dominican Carib are a mixed-race population, as are many
other Dominicans. “Carib” are those Dominicans who
have at least one Carib parent and are affiliated with a
Carib Territory residence.

Location. The Carib Territory, with an area of less than
16 square kilometers, is located on the east coast of Do-
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minica. Prior to the coming of English and French settlers
to the region, this mountainous island was not considered
particularly attractive as a Carib home base. As Carib were
displaced from other islands, they found a haven in the
rugged topography of Dominica, where very few Whites
had settled. The Carib sought to avoid detection and at-
tack by European soldiers by establishing settlements and
gardens on the isolated windward coast. As a result, the
Carib Territory contains no flat land nor any of the is-
land’s several rivers and bays, and its shoreline consists
mostly of cliffs. By 1900 Dominica was the only island
containing a significant number of Carib, and a reserva-
tion was established by the English governor at that time
to protect this declining ethnic enclave.

Demography. The 1992 population of Dominican Carib
was approximately 3,000. They are generally in good health
and expanding rapidly, having increased from less than
2,000 in 1975. In the 1930s only about 400 people occu-
pied the Carib Reserve. At the beginning of the twentieth
century, there may have been as few as twenty Carib fami-
lies in all of Dominica. The Carib have been increasing in
numbers far more rapidly than has the predominantly Cre-
ole population of Dominica.

Linguistic Affiliation. The traditional language, Cari-
funa or Garifuna, has been retained by Carib populations
in Venezuela and by Black Carib in Belize, Honduras,
and Guatemala, but in Dominica only a few words have
been retained by some individuals or reintroduced. There
have been no Dominican speakers of the native language
since about 1920. All but a few of the oldest residents of
the Carib Territory now speak English, and nearly every-
one speaks both English and a creole French patois. The
usual pattern is that children first learn what is locally
called “broken French” and in school learn English, the
language of instruction. The French patois, generally un-
derstood throughout rural Dominica, is also commonly
spoken in the neighboring French islands of Martinique
and Guadeloupe.

History and Cultural Relations

Prior to European domination of the Caribbean, the Carib
frequently captured Arawak women, who retained much of
their own language and culture as Carib wives. With the
importation of slaves into the region, many Africans were
incorporated into island Carib populations. French Catho-
lic missionaries lived with the Carib beginning in the sev-
enteenth century but claimed very few converts. In this
same period, Carib raiding parties from Dominica attacked
early White settlements on other islands, in some cases in-
flicting heavy casualties. Spanish slavers captured some
Carib, and European soldiers attempted to exterminate
Carib populations on various islands, including Dominica.
Eventually, the Carib either died out on other islands, were
transported elsewhere, or resettled in Dominica. In the late
1700s, after two centuries of hostile relations with Europe-
ans, the small remnant Carib population on Dominica was
generally ignored by the planters who had settled on the
west coast. There was far more interaction between the
Carib and African Maroons who lived in the interior. By
1850 Carib culture was generally similar to that of
other rural Dominicans. Today Carib language and life-

style are nearly indistinguishable from that of their Creole
neighbors.

Settlements

A few families were living in thatch houses in the mid-
1980s, but now all structures within the Carib Territory
are typical of those found throughout the island, including
many that are largely of hand-cut lumber and, increasingly,
of concrete. Houses tend to be a bit more scattered than is
the case elsewhere, many preferring to live some distance
from any neighbors. There are no Carib villages, only
single residences and clusters of houses, located near the
main road or reachable only by footpath.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The major
source of income for most residents of the Carib Territory
is banana farming. Some subsistence crops continue to be
raised by most households, but since the 1970s there has
been a growing trend to purchase more and more of the
food consumed. A very few Carib have steady employment
that frees them from having to farm. Several others are
self-employed as truck drivers, shopkeepers, carpenters, and
masons. The Carib council established a food shop, an
auto-repair shop, and a concrete-block making operation in
the 1980s, and a few Carib own and run small stores as
family businesses.

Industrial Arts, Some Carib work part-time making ca-
noes and baskets for sale to outsiders, and a few continue
to make canoes and baskets for their own use, but both
practices are declining. These canoes are used for fishing
in the sea, but only in calm weather, and most fishing ex-
peditions merely acquire enough for the households of the
fishermen and perhaps a few relatives. Surpluses are sold to
any who gather on the beach at the end of the day. Until
1980 or so, most males were experienced at cutting lumber
from local trees and constructing homes. Today, however,
more and more new homes are being built of concrete and
imported lumber.

Trade. Aside from selling farm goods to outside mer-
chants, some households trade baskets and a few canoes,
the only other important exchange items.

Division of Labor. In the past, Carib culture was char-
acterized by a clear sexual hierarchy and a strict division of
labor, women having exclusive responsibility for cultivating,
harvesting, and processing food. Today women are less po-
litically dependent, and men share fully in agricultural pro-
duction. Until the mid-1960s, men still relied on friends to
help them clear new gardens in the forest and perform
other heavy labor such as house building, but modern
houses now last much longer and chemical fertilizer ena-
bles today's farmers to cultivate the same garden plot for
many years before it becomes necessary to clear new land.
Young women and adolescent girls are expected to do laun-
dry, carry water, perform kitchen chores, clean house, and
care for younger siblings and other close relatives. In con-
trast, young men and adolescent boys have much leisure
for games and idleness. They work very hard at specific
tasks, but they are not kept nearly as busy as their female
counterparts.



Land Tenure. The Carib have consistently resisted pri-
vatizing landholdings. Even though gardens and house
sites are considered “owned” by individuals, no deeds or
legal titles exist for such holdings within the Carib Terri-
tory. Prior to the independence of Dominica in 1978, this
land was a reservation, but collective title is now held by
the Carib council. Because of a lack of surveys, there are
frequent internal boundary disputes between farmers who
cultivate adjoining gardens.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Social networks of friends
and selected relatives structure personal relationships far
more than do any exclusive kin-based groups. Which rela-
tives an individual turns to for assistance of any sort de-
pends on personal preferences and calculations rather than
any standardized kinship roles. Most children are given the
father’s surname, and most maintain far stronger ties to
the mother than to the father, but the Carib kinship sys-
tem is bilateral. Godparent/godchild relationships are com-
mon and usually considered binding. The only corporate
kin-based groups are households.

Kinship Terminology. Carib kinship terminology differs
little from that found throughout the English-speaking
Western Hemisphere. Common-law spouses are usually
identified as “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” rather than by
kin terms. The term “mother” may be used by a child in
reference to anyone given major responsibility for that
child’s care, whether she is a birth parent’s sister or
mother or even an otherwise unrelated female.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Roughly two-thirds of all Carib infants are
born to unwed mothers and are referred to by their parents
as “illegitimate.” Sexual relationships before marriage are
expected and accepted. Those that may eventually lead to
marriage begin casually, long before a couple establishes a
common residence. Formal marriage usually is initiated
only after a couple has had one or more children and has
lived together for some time. Where each couple estab-
lishes a new home depends more on economic calculations
than on any kinship-based rule of residence; however, mar-
ried Carib show a slight preference for locating near the
husband’s kin. Because most Carib marry individuals from
their own neighborhood, couples usually live near relatives
of both partners.

Domestic Unit. Household composition is highly varia-
ble and shifts over time. Most domestic units contain one
(but only one) couple, married or consensually cohabiting,
one child or more, and at least one additional relative such
as a grandparent.

Inheritance. Property inherited from a parent or other
relative is usually divided among children, males and fe-
males alike, sometimes while the owner is still living. Much
confusion and disputing attend inheritance, since wills are
the exception. One sibling may inherit a piece of land and
another may inherit the fruit or coconut trees that grow on
that land. Houses are usually left to the couple residing
there at the time of the owner’s death.
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Socialization. The care and instruction of a young child
is a responsibility shared by many. A mother, grandmother,
or other relative may be designated as the primary care-
taker of a given child, but others, especially older siblings,
are likely to play an active supporting role. If one’s mother
is very young or employed elsewhere, a more mature aunt
or a grandmother may assume the role of mother. On days
when the mother is in the hills gardening or on shopping
trips to the city, a child is likely to be left in the care of an
older sister, half-sister, or cousin. Gitls are expected to be
interested in schoolwork but willing to skip school to care
for preschoolers. Young boys are considered less inclined to
take an active interest in school, and very few domestic de-
mands are made on them, in contrast to their sisters.
When they are about 8 years old, parental permissiveness
declines sharply, and they are likely to receive a great deal
of teasing and arbitrary chastisement as well as physical
bullying from older brothers. Either parent may administer
corporal punishment for any action considered disrespect-
ful, but discipline in young boys is neither anticipated nor
highly valued, and adolescent boys are considered too old
to be advised by their elders. All children are enrolled in
school, but attendance is irregular, standards and expecta-
tions are low, and most drop out by age 15.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Voluntary organizations such as
adult sports teams, Boy Scout troops, commercial coopera-
tives, and church congregations provide some structure to
social activities, but most of these are short-lived and in-
volve relatively few individuals. Even though adults who
live together do not usually pool their belongings, house-
holds structure much of the economic activities of mem-
bers. Dyadic ties between friends are perhaps far more
instrumental in shaping the daily activities of most adults,
however, especially those of men.

Political Organization. The elected Carib council and
Carib chief symbolically represent the Carib people to out-
siders, but they have limited power and influence within
the territory. There are named neighborhoods within the
territory but no corporate communities. The Carib have
had a representative in the national parliament since 1975.
Political parties vie for Carib loyalties before national elec-
tions, but the Carib are neither well represented nor well
organized as a political force. At times when the special
political status of the Carib Territory was considered to be
under attack, however, the residents have shown that they
have the capacity to coalesce and act in unison. Presently,
there is much consensus that less interference and more
funding by the national government would be welcome. .

Social Control.” Until the mid-twentieth century, a
strong ethos of egalitarianism was generally accepted by all
Carib, but this attitude has been compromised by an un-
evenly rising standard of living within the territory. Al-
though jealousy and accusations of witchcraft continue to
operate as social-control mechanisms that encourage more
sharing of individual wealth, these controls are now least
effective when directed at relatively rich Carib. A national
police post was established in the Carib Reserve in 1930;
these police had little to do in the past, but today a sharp
rise in reports of theft keeps them busy.
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Conflict. The Carib chief is often described as being re-
sponsible for settling disputes among the people, but his
role in this regard is very limited. Increasingly, individuals
turn to the Dominican court system for addressing griev-
ances with other Carib. Adults often gossip viciously about
offending neighbors, and fights sometimes break out be-
tween drunken men or jealous women. Bystanders are
likely to consider such behavior a great source of entertain-
ment. Many Carib believe that neighbors who live too
close to each other are more likely to have disputes, and
there are many examples illustrative of such conflicts.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Carib beliefs in supernatural forces
involve some retention of traditional elements, a long his-
tory of Catholic influence, more recent Christian mission-
ary endeavors, and generalized West Indian folklore. Most
Carib consider themselves Catholics and continue to have
babies baptized by the local priest, but they express little
interest in Catholic theology. A growing number have be-
come affiliated with U.S.-based Protestant fundamentalists.
Numerous maladies continue to be attributed to witches,
but fear of witchcraft is diminishing. The Carib believe
that Creoles are the most dangerous witches. Children are
told stories about the wondrous magical powers of their In-
dian ancestors. In the mid-twentieth century, the Carib
still relied on magic to protect their gardens from theft,
but such remedies are no longer considered effective.

Ceremonies. Religious rituals are performed in churches,
but most Carib seldom attend a church service. The Bap-
tists sometimes have a public baptism to initiate new
members; these, however, attract very few participants or
spectators.

Arts. Traditional drumming has all but died out because
the Carib now prefer the music they hear on the radio.
Some of the baskets they make, especially those for sale,
are aesthetically enhanced by coloring, and some attempts
have been made to produce additional arts and crafts for
the tourist trade. As art supplies and photographic equip-
ment have become more obtainable, some interest in paint-
ing and photography has begun to emerge.

Medicine. The availability of modern medicine has
eroded faith in magical cures. The last remaining medicine
woman has died, but many still experiment with herbal
cures, and some older residents insist that certain formulas
are particularly reliable. Many, especially pregnant women
and women with babies, take advantage of the services of a
local public-health nurse and clinics staffed by a visiting
doctor. Maladies that fail to respond to modern medical
treatment are likely to be attributed to witchcraft.

Death and Afterlife. When someone dies at home, as is
usually the case, the body is laid out and neighbors are en-
couraged to drop in. Funerals, at which the corpse is bur-
ied in a cemetery, are modest; but wakes are far more
elaborate, involving a large number of family, friends, and
even strangers who may wish to come by if only for food,
drink, and games. There is general agreement that the
dead have an afterlife, but there seems to be no clear pic-
ture of what such an existence entails.
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ANTHONY LAYNG

Cattle Ranchers of
the Huasteca

ETHNONYMS: mestizo rancheros, pequefios proprietarios,
rancheros

Orientation

Identification and Location. The Spanish conquerors
who landed in Mexico in the sixteenth century introduced
new domesticated animals such as horses, donkeys, and
cows. The spread of these Old World species, along with
the arrival of colonists and colonizers, led to the emer-
gence of new cultural patterns throughout the Americas.
One such pattern is the cowboy complex, with its ranches,
frontier mentality, and a cult celebrating male valor. The
type of ranching and social relations among ranch owners,
cowhands, and aboriginal peoples, however, vary from re-
gion to region. This discussion focuses on the cattle ranch-
ers who live on the coastal plain of the Gulf of Mexico,
especially in the Huasteca region.

The Huasteca consists of parts of the Mexican states
of Hidalgo, Veracruz, Tamaulipas, and San Luis Potosi.
Cattle raising is the mainstay of this predominantly rural
region. There is very little industry or mining, and the only
major urban centers are the port city of Tampico (in
Tamaulipas) and Ciudad Valles (in San Luis Potosi). Al-
though various agricultural activities are undertaken, the
production of cattle is not only preeminent, but the one
best known to outsiders. Moreover, for at least a hundred



years, the cattle producers of this region, known as ranche-
ros, have constituted a dominant group in terms of both
economic power and political control. Their worldview and
values reflect and help to maintain their hegemony over
this geographical and cultural region where most other
people, even those who do not own or necessarily work in
cattle ranches, identify with or try to emulate the life-style
of the rancheros.

This entire Gulf coast region is characterized by a
high degree of intermingling of cultures and races, yet
ethnic boundaries persist. Almost all the rancheros are
mestizos (Spanish speakers of racially mixed descent).
Identifying themselves as gente de razén (lit., “people with
reason”), these rancheros differentiate themselves from
their more agriculturally oriented indigenous (Amerindian)
neighbors. Some rancheros—especially those descended
from recent European immigrants—add the designation
“White.” Nevertheless, rancheros have almost the same
customs, eating habits, and material culture as both
Spanish-speaking and indigenous (Nahua and Huastec)
peasants in the region.

Most of the Huasteca, which is traversed by the tribu-
taries of several rivers, was once cut off from the rest of
Mexico. Until the 1970s there were few passable roads,
and travel was by foot or on horseback. The topography
consists of the narrow coastal plain and the foothills and
lower valleys of the Sierra Madre. This region used to be
covered with lush forest. Since the time of the Conquest,
however, cattle production has gradually transformed the
landscape into a vast expanse of grassland used for grazing.
These pastures were created as a result of the clearing of
trees through slash-and-burn cultivation. Today, the re-
maining tree cover is heavier along the inland mountain
fringe. Precipitation is distributed over two rainy seasons
(one in the late spring and another in the fall), and the
average level of ground moisture gradually declines as one
travels from south to north. Much of the area is extremely
hot and humid, especially between April and October.

Demography. The Huasteca has long been seen as a
frontier, with untapped resources and few people. This
image still fits reality to some extent since the overall pop-
ulation density is much lower than that of central Mexico.
For example, the Huasteca average in 1970 was around 40
inhabitants per square kilometer, compared to over 120 for
the state of Morelos. There are large internal discrepancies
as well: the flatter, northwestern portion has the lowest
population densities; the more mountainous southeastern
rim more closely approximates the population profile of
central Mexico. In the latter subregion, Spanish-speaking
cattle ranchers interact with the indigenous peasant popu-
lation on almost a daily basis. It is impossible to calculate
exactly how many rancheros live on the Gulf coast. Based
on the extrapolation of figures included in a Huasteca re-
gional study carried out in the late 1970s, one can arrive
at a very rough estimate of 30,000 rancheros (counting
only heads of ranchero households), assuming that each
ranchero had about fifty head of cattle. If one further as-
sumes an average of 6 persons per household, members of
ranchero households represented 10 percent of a total
population of close to 2 million people at that time. This
estimate does not include the many relatives of rancheros
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working as cowhands or engaged full time in other
occupations.

Linguistic Affiliation. The mother tongue of ranchers in
the Huasteca is the local version of Mexican Spanish. De-
pending on their degree of contact with indigenous peas-
ants, mestizo rancheros may also be bilingual, as a result of
having learned a second, native language (Nahuatl, Hua-
steco, Otomi, or Totonaco). Which language is used in
daily intercourse depends on the context of ethnic rela-
tions, which ranges from coexistence to open conflict.

History and Cultural Relations

Cattle ranching in the Huasteca dates from the Con-
quest—specifically from the arrival of Nufio de Guzman, a
rival of Ferdinand Cortes. The first Spanish newcomers,
who encountered a large native population along the coast
and river valleys, captured numerous natives for slave labor
in the West Indies and elsewhere. The rest of the indige-
nous population succumbed to new diseases or fled into
the hills. In order to facilitate the collection of tribute,
taxes, and corvée labor, the Spanish Crown later forced
this dispersed native population to congregate into the re-
maining native towns and villages. At the same time that it
recognized the boundaries of native corporate communities
as delimitations of “Indian republics,” the Spanish Crown
granted large tracts of land left vacant to people of Span-
ish descent. The resulting privately owned estates special-
ized in extensive cattle production, and the incursion of
wandering cows and horses onto the agricultural domain of
native peasant communities became a source of bitter dis-
putes. The introduction of sugarcane, locally processed in
small-scale animal-powered mills called trapiches, stimu-
lated the development of smaller rural enterprises known
as ranchos. Such ranchos were located both within the
boundaries of colonial cattle estates and on sections of
communally owned land rented from native communities.

The fragile coexistence of cattle estates, ranchos, and
native communities continued throughout the colonial era.
During the early part of the nineteenth century (when
Mexico became independent), the Huasteca attracted im-
migrants from the central-plateau region of Mexico and
abroad. This influx brought about additional encroach-
ment on Indian land as well as the subdivision of huge
estates into the smaller, privately run ranchos. The new-
comers introduced commercial crops (e.g., coffee and to-
bacco) and engaged in commerce and the production of
sugar loaf (pilon or piloncillo). Almost all these entrepre-
neurs also established cattle ranches, resulting in the devel-
opment of a ranchero culture. These rancheros gradually
obtained more political control, which was consolidated
during and after the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917).
Mestizo cattle ranchers, who already controlled many
smaller counties on the fringes of the Huasteca, ousted the
remaining owners of larger cattle estates (haciendas), many
of whom did not even live in the region.

Settlements

A unique pattern evolved during the period of frontier set-
tlement and increasing contact between native peasants
and mestizo newcomers. Newcomers originally built houses
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and corrals on their own land, resulting in a dispersed set-
tlement pattern. These rancheros, however, many of whom
often started off as merchants or artisans, usually kept a
second house in a nearby town (pueblo), especially if such
a town served as an important market center or the admin-
istrative center (cabecera) of a municipio. A new generation
of rancheros born in the Huasteca countryside often
bought town houses where they could stay when they made
numerous trips on horseback to attend to business or to
political affairs.

In areas with a large indigenous population, many ran-
chos were founded close to native communities (comuni-
dades). In such cases, cattle ranchers demarcated the
boundaries of their ranchos by means of fences. Neverthe-
less, the rancho’s main house might well become part of
the outskirts of an expanding native settlement. This form
of shared settlement was especially likely to occur if the
rancho was located inside the original communal bound-
aries of native villages, whose poorer inhabitants ended up
working for the rancheros. Such close proximity led to the
virtual transformation of larger native villages into mestizo
towns, as the owners of ranchos set up business and
started building houses in existing native centers. In more
remote areas, rancheros allowed both Spanish-speaking
newcomers and native peasants to build huts and cultivate
corn plots (milpas) on their privately owned land, in re-
turn for seasonal help in running the ranch. Although
technically tenants or sharecroppers, such part-time rural
laborers developed de facto settlements of their own within
the boundaries of many larger ranchos. A ranchero’s
trusted employee (often a poor relative) might eventually
establish his own rancho and obtain a separate land title.
Overtime and part-time workers as well as poor relatives of
such new, independent rancheros might in turn create ad-
ditional rural settlements or hamlets (rancherias). Such
hamlets—some of which could again evolve into quite
large villages—did not look that different from subordinate
settlements within the communal lands under the jurisdic-
tion of native towns. Even in the late twentieth century
both mestizo and indigenous rancherias lack street plans;
the houses are strung out along the side of a hill or on
both sides of a stream.

Economy

The rancheros, whether nouveau-riche peasants or descen-
dants of families who once owned large estates, are person-
ally involved in a variety of productive and commercial
activities. Even the most prosperous rancheros tend some
of their own cattle, and they can all ride horseback. Al-
though they participate in hard physical labor on occasion,
the rancheros rely on day laborers or sharecroppers to clear
their land and likewise employ wage laborers for most agri-
cultural tasks and to operate trapiches. Small stills and
stores owned by the rancheros are managed by their imme-
diate relatives.

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Even poor ran-
cheros rent land to landless or land-poor peasants for the
slash-and-burn cultivation of maize. Such farmers (who
may also work as part-time cowhands) turn over part of
their harvest to the landowner. In this way, the rancheros
obtain maize for their own household consumption, for an-

imal fodder, or as a means of payment to part-time day la-
borers who cannot produce enough maize on their own.
Such slash-and-burn cultivation of maize created most of
the natural and cultivated pastures found in the Huasteca
today. In more remote areas, rancheros used to drive their
cattle into the fields of stubble after the maize harvest.
Throughout the Huasteca, even in the late twentieth cen-
tury, rancheros also make their own milpas, albeit with the
“help” of day laborers. The harvested maize is dried and
stored in bins or under the roof until it is ready to be
ground into tortillas, just as in other parts of rural Mexico.
Unlike native peasant farmers, however, rancheros—some
of whom specialize in slaughtering cattle—produce their
own meat (part of which is dried) and dairy products.

Although rancheros are largely self-sufficient in meat,
cattle are kept mainly for commercial purposes. The finish-
ing (fattening) of cattle is more prevalent on the lowland
plain, whereas the breeding (raising) of cattle—together
with limited dairy production—is concentrated in the foot-
hills and mountain valleys. In both subregions, cattle are
left in open pastures (as opposed to stables and barns),
and commercial agriculture or growing oranges is a secon-
dary source of profits. The introduction of new techniques,
beginning in the 1940s, has led to greater productivity.
Leading ranchers have introduced new breeds of cattle (es-
pecially the tick-resistant Cebu variety) and rotate their
grazing cattle between sections of fenced-in pastures
planted with special grasses. Such pastures still need occa-
sional weeding (chapoleo), which is carried out by seasonal
workers; however, the more specialized ranchero economy
has overall become less labor intensive.

Industrial Arts. There is little specialization in indus-
trial arts, although most rancheros used to run small-
scale sugar mills (trapiches); these have only survived in
native regions. Some rancheros also used to combine
ranching with such crafts as shoe repair or blacksmithing.
Huasteca ranchero families of Italian descent used to spe-
cialize in making the copper vats and other equipment re-
quired to convert sugar loaf (piléon) into aguardiente (a
potent brandy). Wealthy rancheros, who also bought
up pilon from native producers, once monopolized this
activity.

Trade. The buying, selling, and transporting of both
local agricultural produce and manufactured goods pro-
duced outside the region has long been an important side-
line for the rancheros. Some eventually became almost
full-time merchants, leaving the management of ranchos in
the hands of other family members. Most rancheros began
their careers in commerce working as independent mule
drivers until they could hire others to take care of trans-
portation. Ranchero merchants still bring in most of the
luxury goods for sale at local marketplaces, but they tend
to specialize in buying coffee and pilon produced by small
indigenous enterprises. Such commercial activities are
often based on the extension of informal credit; some
wealthy rancheros became notorious usurers. In the late
twentieth century these ranchero merchants are more likely
to own and operate trucks, which, when not fully loaded,
also carry passengers as standees.

ivision of Labor. The rancho is characterized by the
traditional sexual division of labor. Women therefore tend



the cattle, and they still do most of the milking and cheese
making. Some ranchero women also operate stores and
small restaurants, and widows often manage entire cattle
ranches on their own. School-aged children from ranchero
families used to work part time side by side with ranch
peons to learn all aspects of rural production, although
nowadays they are more likely to attend agricultural
schools. It is not unusual for poor relatives of powerful
rancheros to specialize in mule driving, horse taming, or
bringing cattle to distant markets. The more educated off-
spring of rancheros might become physicians or lawyers,
yet still get involved in cattle raising as a sideline.

Land Tenure. Rancheros see their ranchos as small, pri-
vately owned rural properties. They refer to themselves as
pequerios proprietarios (small property holders), although the
actual amount of land under the control of a single person
may vary from a dozen to well over a thousand hectares.
The legal aspects of land tenure are more complicated, how-
ever. Owners of very small ranchos often do not have proper
titles because they cannot afford to pay land taxes or the
legal fees to obtain proper documentation. In some cases,
their ranches may even be located in what are de jure com-
munal lands associated with Nahua or Huastec villages. On
the other hand, much of the legally registered private rural
property in the Huasteca used to be part of much larger es-
tates owned jointly by numerous ranchero families in a form
of corporate ownership known as condueniazgo.

Kinship

As in many agrarian societies, landownership, politics, and
kinship are closely interconnected.

Kin Groups, Descent, and Kinship Terminology.
Strictly speaking, mestizo rancheros do not have corporate
kinship groups. Nevertheless, their large extended families,
many of whom may enter into joint business ventures,
often function as political “clans.” A good example is the
influential Santos family, which ruled the San Luis Potosi
portion of the Huasteca for several generations. As in
other parts of Latin America, Spanish surnames are passed
on through the male line, although both men and women
obtain the paternal surname of their mother as well. Offi-
cially, all property is inherited through both the male and
female lines, but the male offspring are more likely to gain
access to the family estate.

As with other Spanish-speaking Mexicans, kinship ter-
minology is of the lineal or Eskimo type (as is the case for
most speakers of European languages). People in the
Huasteca, however, distinguish between close, usually first,
cousins (primos hermanos) and more distant primos. This
emphasis on differing degrees of proximity is consistent
with the large size of extended families and the even more
extensive network of in-laws and relatives.

Ties with both distant relatives and friends or neighbors
can be strengthened by the well-known Latin American in-
stitution of compadrazgo (coparenthood). This is a form of
fictive kinship whereby one couple promises to help another
after becoming godparents of their child or sponsoring an-
other ritual for them. Rancheros can become compadres to
other rancheros as well as to economic subordinates.
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Marriage and Family

Marriage and Domestic Unit. The level of formality of
marriage ceremonies reflects the political and economic
importance of the respective partners. Poorer rancheros
often practice common-law marriage. Moreover, it is not
unusual or considered improper for wealthy ranchero men
to form consensual unions with additional women even if
the man is already legally married. Such de facto polygamy
results in multiple households, either in the same settle-
ment or in different localities, but never under a single
roof or even close to one another. The norm is that a man
should only engage in such multiple marriages if he can af-
ford to maintain more than one family. Mestizo rancheros
may select indigenous women as second wives.

Inheritance. Technically, all legitimate children have the
right to inherit land from their parents; however, although
grown children often build houses and set up households
on the family estate, the land is rarely divided until after
the original patriarch passes away. For this reason, young
couples interested in setting up their own ranchos usually
have to buy land elsewhere. Given the strong intrafamily
competition over eventual inheritance of large ranchos,
there is often rivalry among brothers and close cousins.
For men, marriage with women who come from the same
class of rancheros could mean greater access to land. By
the same token, it is not to the advantage of these men to
have their own sisters married to men who could become
additional claimants to the family estate.

Socialization. Until about the mid-1940s, children
learned most of their life skills at home and at work. For
boys, in particular, this included exposure to cowboy tech-
niques, shooting, and an attitude of paternalism and racial
superiority vis-a-vis the native population. At the same
time, ranchero children used to interact daily with both
native and mestizo workers, with whom they shared many
cultural traits. Rancheros usually received at least some for-
mal education in rural one-room schools, but with the ex-
pansion of the modern school system and opportunities to
study outside of the region, a younger generation of ran-
cheros is becoming increasingly urban and cosmopolitan in
terms of values, linguistic usage, and identity. Conse-
quently, many ranchero families have moved permanently
into town and only visit their rustic homes on rare occa-
sions, leaving the management of their properties in the
hands of a manager to whom they might not even be re-
lated. This absenteeism is leading to a growing social gap
between the rancheros and their ranch hands or other eco-
nomic subordinates living on their ranchos.

Sociopolitical Organization

Mestizo rancheros have always maintained strong links with
the national society while preserving a separate regional
identity. Although formally integrated into the national
system, rancheros kept effective control over the Huasteca
through an informal power structure known as caciquismo
(strong-boss rule). This form of organization is also associ-
ated with other regions of Mexico but—together with the
use of violence to eliminate political opponents—has been
especially strong in the Huasteca. A personalistic form of
politics, involving the activation of patron-client bonds by
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rival power holders, goes hand-in-hand with a high level of
competition among leading families. Nevertheless, despite
the periodic outbreaks of factional violence, the rancheros
present a common front vis-a-vis outsiders, the Mexican
state, and any threat to their class interests from below.
Since the 1960s such social-class bonds have become insti-
tutionalized through a powerful regional cattlemen’s
association.

Social Control. The ranchero way of life is rapidly being
incorporated into mainstream Mexican culture. Neverthe-
less, social control on the local level can still be exercised
by means of the threat of violence. An infamous figure in
the Huasteca is the gunslinger (pistolero) who specializes in
intimidation or assassination, usually at the behest of in-
formal power holders. A high level of violence and the
prevalence of cattle rustling and banditry in the past (es-
pecially in the period following the Mexican Revolution)
put a premium on centralized control at both the munici-
pal and regional level. While guaranteeing a minimum level
of security for merchants and ranchers, as well as the pub-
lic in general, the ranchero strong-bosses (caciques) of the
Huasteca still had to use hired gunmen to implement their
orders. Such caciques, even if they were working together
with the government to “impose order,” were prone to the
abuse of authority. For example, ranchero politicians used
to mobilize the peasant population into communal work
parties to perform labor for the personal benefit of the
cacique or to repair roads and put up buildings in mestizo
centers, thus reducing the costs of local administration.
More subtle forms of control were exercised through a ran-
chero value system that glorified machismo, strong leader-
ship, and a disdain for more polite, urbane forms of social
interaction.

Conlflict. Prior to the 1970s, family vendettas were the
predominant form of social conflict. Such interfamily
feuding is an expression of tensions associated with diffi-
culties in finding economically suitable marriage partners
and rivalry over potential common-law partners; open
confrontations were more prevalent among young, unmar-
ried men brought up in a culture that emphasized valor
and manliness (machismo). Barroom-type brawls and
open gun battles over “skirts and land” were a frequent
occurrence. Since about 1970, open class confrontations
between rancheros and poor peasant cultivators have be-
come more prevalent, especially in more densely popu-
lated areas. Such class conflict developed at a time of
increasing economic inequalities and growing differentia-
tion of life-styles between the ranchero elite and their
economic subordinates. Ironically, violent confrontations
involving land invasions by angry peasants (or cowboys)
started to occur at a time when town-based rancheros
were becoming more educated and “civilized.” In this situ-
ation, old-style pistoleros again had an opportunity to
make a living by fighting on both sides.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Almost all Huasteca rancheros are
nominally Roman Catholic, although some are quite and-
clerical while others are devout. There is no tradition of
some sons becoming priests, however, so there are few ran-
chero priests {(compared to many ranchero teachers or doc-

tors). In terms of personal beliefs and practices, especially
those concerning healing, traditional rancheros have a lot
in common with the rest of the population. For example,
rancheros are just as likely to consult native healers. Some
rancheros also participate in the same religious ceremonies
as mestizo and Nahua or Huastec peasants. Mestizo ran-
cheros also celebrate the Huastec version of the Day of the
Dead, as do other people from the region.

Arts. Male rancheros in the Huasteca developed their
own country-music tradition, consisting of improvisational
vocal singing (sones) accompanied by a violin and a four-
string and a five-string guitar. Verses sung with a high fal-
setto were ripe with sarcasm, satire, and humor. Several
musical groups (trios) whose members came from ranchero
families achieved national and even international fame.
This music was played at all dances held in ranchos and
rancherias throughout the Huasteca until about the mid-
1970s. With the invasion of new, externally created styles
of music and ballroom-style dancing, the traditional hua-
pango dances fell into decline, to be performed for occa-
sional folklore or school displays. This decline of ranchero-
style music is another indication of the rapid ebbing of
ranchero hegemony.
See also Nahua of the Huasteca
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Cayman Islanders

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

The Cayman Islands are an English-speaking British crown
colony situated in the northwest Caribbean. Its three small
islands lie between 19°15' and 19°45' N and 79°40' and
81°30" W. The largest and most populated of the islands is
Grand Cayman, which is located about 240 kilometers
south of Cuba, 740 kilometers south of Miami, and 290
kilometers northwest of Jamaica. Grand Cayman is 35
kilometers long and has a total land area of 197 square
kilometers. Cayman Brac, the second-largest island, is lo-
cated 142 kilometers away. It is 19 kilometers long and has
a total land surface of 36 square kilometers. The island of
Little Cayman completes the group. It lies about 10 kil-
ometers from Cayman Brac and is 16 kilometers long, with
a land area of 26 square kilometers.

According to the last census, in 1989, the total popu-
lation of the Cayman Islands was 25,355, indicating a tri-
pling of the population in the preceding thirty years. A
provisional estimate, by the Economics and Statistics Of-
fice, of 31,150 by the end of 1993 suggests that the popu-
lation has continued to increase. Ninety-four percent of
this population reside on Grand Cayman, which has been
the major site of tourist and financial development since
the late 1960s. The population of the “sister islands” to-
gether numbered only 1,474 in 1989, with the majority re-
siding on Cayman Brac. There were only 33 residents on
Little Cayman. Unlike that of Grand Cayman, the popula-
tion size of the sister islands has remained relatively stable,
alternately rising and then declining between 1960 and
1989.

History and Cultural Relations

Ethnographic and historical depictions of the Caribbean
have been dominated by the impact of the plantation sys-
tems that drove the colonization of this region. The Cay-
manian experience, however, diverges considerably from the
elements that are usually associated with this form of his-
torical development. With limited arable land and scarce
fresh water supplies, the Cayman Islands were never able to
support large-scale plantations. The islands do not appear
to have ever been inhabited by Amerindians, and although
the first White settlers owned slaves, the numbers were
very small compared to the large plantation work forces of
other Caribbean societies. In 1802 the total population
was 933, of whom 551 were slaves. Agriculture, therefore,
was small scale and largely oriented toward local consump-
tion; the wide variety of crops included maize, cassava,
yams, and potatoes.

Seafaring formed the true backbone of the Caymanian
economy until the late twentieth century. From the early
stopovers of European ships during the 1600s, and well
into the 1900s, turtling constituted an important marine
enterprise. Indeed, it was the abundance of large sea tur-
tles on the shores and in the local waters of the Caymans
that first attracted Europeans to the islands. As local sup-
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plies became exhausted, Caymanians, in search of turtles,
voyaged further afield, to the south coast of Cuba and
later to the keys off Nicaragua. This voyaging was reflected
in the small-scale shipbuilding that occurred throughout
the islands. Among the personal recollections of the early
twentieth century gathered for the Cayman Islands Mem-
ory Bank, ship launches are recounted as an exciting and
important social occasion, drawing people from other dis-
tricts and providing a special opportunity for interaction
and communal celebration.

During the twentieth century, turtling came to be ri-
valed and then surpassed by another form of seafaring.
Caymanian men put their maritime skills to use in service
on merchant ships belonging to the United States, Hon-
duras, and Panama. Their labor infused otherwise scarce
cash into the local economy and soon became its mainstay
as the proportions of men away at sea increased. It was
very difficult for the men to arrange time off or passage
back to Cayman, and they were often away from their fam-
ilies for months, or even years. Facing such obstacles, many
seamen settled in the United States, contributing to the
steady stream of emigration that characterized the Cayman
Islands from the mid-nineteenth until the mid-twentieth
century.

Unlike the plantation systems of other Caribbean ter-
ritories, the limited agriculture and maritime enterprises of
the Caymanian economy could not support a class of lei-
sured landowners. The elite consisted of a small number of
merchant families who based their wealth and influence on
mercantile trade and ship ownership rather than on land.
Apart from this small elite, however, class differences were
limited. Until the development of the 1970s and 1980s,
most Caymanians, of whatever racial background, had
quite meager incomes and modest life-styles. This eco-
nomic convergence also served to mute the impact of racial
differences. Although the wealthy merchant families were
White, many White islanders lived in much the same cir-
cumstances as their Black counterparts. For most of the
history of the Cayman Islands, interracial conjugal unions
have been very common. Thus, unlike the tendency in
plantation societies toward polarization between a small
White elite and a large Black proletariat, in the Cayman
Islands the majority of residents were of mixed racial back-
ground and were publicly recognized as such.

Settlements

When slavery was abolished in the British Empire in 1834,
there was enough uninhabited land in the Cayman Islands
for the former slaves to establish their own freeholds. This
broad access to land became very important when the
price of real estate started to rise dramatically in the late
1960s, allowing many Caymanians to turn a profit on land
that formerly had little commercial value. Many of the for-
mer slaves settled in the North Side District, one of five
districts in Grand Cayman (the others being West Bay,
George Town, Bodden Town, and East End).

The original capital of Grand Cayman was Bodden
Town, which is located in the central part of the island.
Bodden Town was eventually replaced by George Town,
which today is the most populous district of Grand Cay-
man. The development of tourism, banking, and commerce
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that transformed the Cayman Islands has been largely con-
centrated in George Town. The city of George Town is the
seat of government and the center for social and medical
services, finance, and duty-free shops. The landing for
cruise ships is located in the city, and the international air-
port is situated in the George Town District, as are most
of the major hotels and restaurants. Given this centraliza-
tion, it is perhaps not surprising that in 1989, 12,921 peo-
ple, or about half of the total Cayman Islands population,
resided in this district. In addition, many residents of the
two adjoining districts, West Bay and Bodden Town, com-
mute to workplaces in George Town.

This commuting is made possible by a modern road
network that now connects settlements in all five districts.
Before World War II, there were few roads, and internal
transport and communication was very difficult, especially
for the isolated outer districts of North Side and East
Side, and even more so for the sister islands. Settlements
were self-sufficient, and interaction between them was very
limited. As a result, a strong sense of local-district identity
developed, juxtaposed with far-flung international contacts
through seafaring and emigration. To some extent, that
juxtaposition persists in spite of the contemporary ease of
access and communication between the settlements and
their integration into a centralized island economy and in-
frastructure. People who travel frequently out of the coun-
try, deal regularly with tourists and expatriate workers, wear
the latest Western fashions, drive cars made in the United
States or Japan, and find fax machines indispensable can
nonetheless be very reluctant to move from the district in
which they grew up to another district only 10 or 20 min-
utes away by car.

Economy

Driving past the luxury condominiums, hotels, restaurants,
and shops on West Bay Road or the duty-free shops and
office towers of George Town, it is difficult to imagine the
seafaring and agricultural communities of the Grand Cay-
man of the 1950s and 1960s. Today one is far more likely
to encounter turtles or crops in the managed breeding
pools of the Turtle Farm in West Bay or the Smith Road
demonstration farm than in the districts or shores of Cay-
man. The Cayman Islands currently meets virtually all the
consumption needs of residents and visitors through im-
ports, and its economy is almost entirely based on tourism
and finance. In 1990 there was a total of 614,870 visitors,
and the number continues to increase: in 1994, Cayman
received 503,000 visitors in the first six months alone. En-
couraged by the absence of any direct taxation of compa-
nies and individuals or of inheritance taxes and estate
duties, an extensive professional and financial infrastruc-
ture has evolved. The climate of confidentiality, backed by
legislation and sophisticated communications, has induced
some 546 banks and trust companies from over sixty coun-
tries, 24,000 companies, and approximately 500 mutual
funds to locate or register in the Cayman Islands. In addi-
tion, Cayman has become one of the world’s most popular
centers for offshore captive insurance, (insurance compa-
nies owned by other companies that thereby acquire busi-

ness insurance at rates lower than they could get from in-
dependent insurers), with 367 such companies operating
in 1992.

Several developments appear to have facilitated this
dramatic transformation. The construction of the George
Town airport in 1953 and an airstrip in Cayman Brac in
1954 made the islands more easily accessible to visitors.
During the early 1960s, the mosquitoes that infested the
Caymans and made life very uncomfortable were finally
brought under control. This made the islands much more
appealing to tourists. The most important development,
however, was probably the 1962 decision of Caymanians
not to follow Jamaica into independence from Britain.

The status of the Cayman Islands had, for most of its
history, been linked with Jamaica. From 1863 until 1959,
the Cayman Islands were formally a dependency of Ja-
maica. From 1957 until 1962, both the Cayman Islands
and Jamaica were members of the Federation of the West
Indies. Nonetheless, in 1962, when the majority of Jamai-
cans voted to leave the federation and to seek indepen-
dence from the United Kingdom, the Cayman Islands did
not follow suit, opting instead to remain a British colony.
The continuity of colony status has been perceived by in-
vestors and visitors as a potent symbol of the Cayman Is-
lands’ political stability in the face of the more turbulent
political upheavals that have marked recent years in Ja-
maica and other parts of the Caribbean.

The reputation of the Cayman Islands as a stable,
peaceful spot in which outsiders can safely vacation and
invest has been both its greatest asset and its Achilles’
heel. It has helped to make Caymanians very prosperous.
The Cayman Islands’ per capita income is very high, com-
paring most favorably with that of Western industrialized
societies. There is little unemployment or poverty, and,
during the 1980s and early 1990s, the gross national prod-
uct enjoyed impressive rates of annual growth. That pros-
perity has, however, involved a very high and rather
precarious dependence on outsiders with little vested inter-
est in the Cayman people themselves. That dependence ex-
tends to labor as well as capital.

The rapid and dramatic expansion of the Caymanian
economy has created a shortage of labor at all levels of the
economy. The Cayman Islands responded by importing
labor from all over the world but in particular from other
parts of the Caribbean, North America, Britain, and Ire-
land. Expatriate workers are employed in the civil service,
financial industries, cultural organizations, hotels, restau-
rants, shops, water-sports outlets, and construction and as
doctors, accountants, lawyers, and architects. In short, for-
eign workers have become a critical mainstay for the Cay-
manian economy, and their presence has been an impor-
tant contributor to Cayman’s recent population expansion.
In 1989 these workers and their families accounted for 32
percent of the total population. Most come to Cayman on
temporary work permits (Gainful Occupation Licenses)
granted to their prospective employers and subsequently re-
newed only on the condition that there are no suitable
local workers who can fill the position. This transitory sta-
tus does not do much to encourage foreign workers to
make long-term investments in the Cayman Islands, a situ-
ation that can evoke resentments among both locals and
expatriates.
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Kinship, Marriage, and Family

Contemporary households tend to be occupied by nuclear
rather than extended families. This pattern appears to be
long-standing and not a recent development. Hannerz
(1973, 1974) found that in 1970 most households at all
levels of the social hierarchy were made up of nuclear fami-
lies. At about the same time, in a study of households in
East End, a community then still dependent on seafaring,
Goldberg (1976) found that, to be considered a full adult,
a man was expected to set up his own household, marry,
and have children.

The composition of households may not have changed,
but the roles of its members have. One of the most signifi-
cant shifts has been the entry of women into the paid labor
force. Until the 1960s, economic opportunities for women
were extremely limited. One of the few sources of cash in-
come for women used to be the sale of ropes that they wove
from the fronds of the thatch palm (Goldberg 1976a, 117).
In contrast, in 1989, out of a total of 10,125 women over
the age of 15, 7,513 (74 percent) were employed outside
the home. In most contemporary Caymanian families there-
fore, both parents are now employed outside the home. This
shift has raised concerns about the welfare of youngsters
who may come home from school to an empty house—the
“latchkey children,” as they are called. Initially, there were
few organized responses to this situation. In 1994, however,
the Ministry for Community Development announced plans
to set up after-school programs at churches in every district.

There is concern about the impact of rapid develop-
ment on the institutions of Caymanian society. The ex-
tended Caymanian family, some people fear, is breaking
down, with unwelcome consequences for child rearing and
social order. Although Caymanian families have certainly
had to adjust to a changing economic and social climate,
kinship links continue to be extensive and valued. Most
native-born Caymanians are the descendants of a small
group of eatly settlers. As a result, certain surnames are ex-
tremely common. Although a shared surname does not
necessarily indicate an active or even traceable kinship
link, most Caymanians can count many known and recog-
nized kin within their local community. In fact, the im-
provement of internal and external transportation has
made it easier to maintain contact with kin both off and
on the islands. As a result of the extensive emigration from
the Cayman Islands, many Caymanians have relatives in
other countries, with whom contact has been greatly facili-
tated by modern communications and air travel.

Sociopolitical Organization

The Constitution Order of 1972 provided for much of the
current government framework, vesting legislative power in
the Legislative Assembly and executive power in an execu-
tive council and governor. During the early 1990s, the con-
stitution was subjected to a lengthy process of review and
subsequent amendment. The Legislative Assembly is now
made up of fifteen members who are elected every four
years by voters in the six political districts of the Cayman
Islands. These elected members in turn elect the Speaker
of the Assembly. An additional three “Official Members”
of the Legislative Assembly—the financial secretary, the
attorney general, and the chief secretary—are appointed by

the governor. The executive council comprises five elected
ministers and the three “official” appointees and is chaired
by the governor. Although the Cayman Islands have
achieved a fair amount of internal self-government, the
final say still rests with the governor, who is appointed
by—and is subject to—the authority of the British Crown.
The Crown also has the power to disallow laws passed by
the Cayman legislature, and the Judicial Committee of the
British Privy Council is the final domestic court of appeals
for the Cayman Islands. In considering the issue of a con-
stitutional amendment, the National Team government,
elected in 1992, pointed out that the changes they recom-
mended were minor and did not “advance” the constitu-
tion at all; that is, the changes did not move the Cayman
Islands any closer to full internal self-government or
independence.

It has been more difficult to assert control over crime
and, even more significantly, fear of crime. Although crime
rates remain generally low, violent crime being rare, resi-
dents who were accustomed to leaving their homes and
cars unlocked, now have a growing perception and concom-
itant fear that Cayman is not quite as safe as it once was.
A good deal of newspaper print and policing effort is de-
voted to the “war against drugs.” It is commonly believed
that the Cayman Islands are used as a warehouse for drugs
en route to the United States, although most arrests are
for simple possession. Among inmates in Northward
Prison, 85 percent were jailed for drug-related offenses. In
1994 a new ministry was created, devoted to health, drug-
abuse prevention, and rehabilitation.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Churches play an extremely significant role in Caymanian
society. The majority of native Caymanians are regular
churchgoers, but, as the government proposal for church-
based after-school programs indicates, the churches are far
more than religious centers; they are also key community
centers. Churches serve as the basis for a variety of volun-
tary associations and activities. They sponsor programs, in-
cluding Bible schools, for children, and full-time private
schools are usually affiliated with a particular church or re-
ligious movement. The United Church of Jamaica and
Grand Cayman has the largest membership, but the Bap-
tist movement dominates in Cayman Brac. There are a
number of other Christian denominations, but other reli-
gions do not, as yet, have institutional representation, al-
though they do have some adherents.

In the 1980s there was an efflorescence of new organi-
zations concerned with recording, preserving, and promot-
ing Cayman’s cultural and historical heritage. One such
organization is the Caymanian Cultural Foundation, which
mounts plays in—and administers—the Harquail Theatre.
The foundation also has a broader mandate: to promote
appreciation for and expression of a range of fine arts,
with a particular concern for traditional crafts and folk art.
The National Trust has gradually honed down an initially
broad mandate to preserve natural environments and
places of historic significance. The National Museum was
initially mandated by legislation in 1979 but only opened
to the public in 1990 when the Old Courts Building in
George Town was renovated for its use. The National
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Archive is a repository for historical archives and govern-
ment records. It has also become the home for the Cay-
man Islands Memory Bank which, inspired by the Jamai-
can Memory Bank, aims to harvest an oral history of the
Cayman Islands through interviews with elderly Cayman-
ians. The proliferation of these cultural organizations re-
flects a growing sense of urgency, in certain quarters, that
unique elements of Cayman’s environment, history, and
culture must be salvaged before they are entirely eradicated
by economic development.
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VERED AMIT-TALAI

Chatino

ETHNONYMS: Chatino, Cha'tng

Orientation

Identification. The Chatino are an indigenous group of
the state of Oaxaca, Mexico. The term “Chatino” is a
Spanish rendering of the word cha'tng, which glosses liter-
ally as “words work.” The Chatino use this word to refer
both to their language and themselves. As a group, they
distinguish themselves from neighboring Zapotec who
speak cha'mstye, “crazy words,” and from the bordering
Mixtec who speak chaputa, “whore’s words.”

Location. There are some fifty Chatino communities
along the Pacific coast of Oaxaca from 16°00’ to 16°36' N
and from 97°30' to 97°34’ W. The majority of these com-
munities are in eight municipios in the district of Juquila—
San Juan Lachao, San Juan Quiahije, San Miguel Panixt-
lahuaca, Santa Catarina Juquila, Santa Maria Temaxcal-
tepec, Santos Reyes Nopala, Tataltepec de Valdéz, and
Santiago Yaitepec. The rest are in the municipio of Santa
Cruz Zenzontepec in the district of Sola de Vaga. The area
is mountainous. From a narrow coastal plain, the Sierra
Madre del Sur, which transects the region from east to
west, rises to over 2,500 meters. Numerous rivers and
streams have carved narrow valleys and deep gorges into
the landscape. Ecologically, three zones may be distin-
guished: tropical lowlands; a temperate zone above 800 me-
ters of deciduous oak-climax forests; and coniferous, cold
country above 1,600 meters. There are two seasons: rainy
and dry. The former extends from mid-May through Octo-
ber. The region receives between 100 and 200 centimeters
of precipitation annually.

Demography. There are approximately 30,000 Chatino
speakers. National census figures for the region, however,
are notoriously poor, and, if anything, tend to underesti-
mate the populations of their communities, particularly the
percentage of Chatino speakers. Where careful demo-
graphic studies have been made, they indicate that
Chatino populations are young and growing rapidly. Birth-
rates run 40 to 50 per 1,000, compared, for instance, with
the national average of 29 in 1993. Even so, infant-
mortality rates, which run more than 65 deaths per 1,000
live births, are more than twice the national average, re-
gardless of various methods of measurement. Death rates,
which average 25 per 1,000, are likewise nearly five times
the national figures. As a result, compared with 68 for
males and 76 for females nationally, Chatino life expec-
tancy is in the 40s and 50s. Such disparities are symptoms
of the greater poverty and malnutrition and relative lack of
medical services that this indigenous population copes
with in its daily struggles to survive.

Linguistic Affiliation. Chatino belongs to the Macro-
Mayan Phylum of languages, to the Oaxacan Subphylum,
and the Zapotecan Family. There are at least three distinct
dialects of Chatino, with centers in Yaitepec, Tataltepec,
and Zenzontepec.
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History and Cultural Relations

What little is known of Chatino origins is rooted in lin-
guistic and archaeological studies. Lexostatistical evidence
suggests that Chatino diverged from the Zapotecan Family
some time between 4000 Bc. and ab. 200. Archeological
evidence suggests that the Chatino broke politically and
culturally from the Zapotecs of Monte Alban around the
time of Christ. The Chatino enter the historical record in
the Mixtec codices. During the reign of Eight-Deer Tiger
Claw, (ap. 1011-1063), the Chatino rulers of Juquila ap-
pear to have formed an alliance with Eight-Deer, the
Mixtec king who had extended his dominion from Tilan-
tongo in the Mixteca Alta to the coastal kingdom of
Tututepec. When the Spanish conquistador Pedro de
Alvarado conquered Tututepec in 1522, the Chatino were
still its tributary subjects. As they did everywhere, the con-
quistadors placed themselves at the apex of pre-Hispanic
states by exploiting well-developed native institutions such
as tribute, slavery, and indirect rule. Although the Con-
quest brought new masters, a new god, and heavier tribute,
these were minor consequences compared with the decima-
tion of the population by European diseases. The precon-
tact population of Tututepec’s empire may have been
250,000. By 1544, after two epidemics, its population had
fallen to 7,000 tributaries, about 35,000 people, and con-
tinued to plummet for the next 100 years. The transforma-
tion of the economy went far beyond taking control of the
aboriginal tribute system; it also involved the introduction
of European mercantile capitalism, as a result of which
land and labor became cash commodities. Moreover, trade
policies effectively geared the economy of New Spain to
the requirements of the mother country. In this planned
economy, the Spanish and the Indians basically specialized
in different types of production. The Spanish plantations
along the Oaxacan coast initially produced native crops
(cacao, maize, and cotton), but as the native population
declined, causing chronic labor shortages, the Spanish
turned to large-scale cattle ranching, which required much
less labor. Although the Chatino continued to plant their
subsistence crops in order to meet their tribute obligations,
they took their place in this planned economy as producers
of cochineal, an insect dyestuff that was second only to sil-
ver in value among New Spain’s exports. Cochineal was
obtained from the Chatino through repartimentos de
comercio—a system of forced sales repaid with cochineal.
Because alcaldes mayores, who administered Indian dis-
tricts, were required to post substantial bonds, they typi-
cally formed a partnerships with rich Mexico City mer-
chants, who not only posted the bond, but provided trade
goods or cash to be distributed among the indigenous pop-
ulation. These commodities were forcibly sold on credit to
Indians in the district at inflated prices. Because the
Chatino needed money to pay their tribute, they had little
choice but to accept such “sales” and cash advances. Al-
though the Crown repeatedly tried to outlaw this practice,
such prohibitions were routinely ignored, and reparti-
mentos de comercio continued to finance the cochineal
trade throughout the colonial period. After the Mexican
War of Independence (1810-1821), the Spanish, who had
dominated and financed the marketing of cochineal with-
drew their capital, leaving the new republic in an economic

shambles. The cochineal market was in the doldrums. Al-
though some production continued, the introduction of
cheap aniline dyes in the late 1850s drove down prices to
new lows and soon destroyed the cochineal market. To
solve Mexico’s financial problems, church and native lands
came under scrutiny. Between 1856 and 1859 the Liberal
government passed legislation designed to confiscate the
church’s estates, the largest landholdings in Mexico. Be-
cause the laws were framed to include all corporate bodies,
countless native villages lost their lands. In the district of
Juquila, the initial expropriations were not immense.
Nevertheless, Tataltepec, Tepenixtlahuaca, and Zenzon-
tepec lost their best lands. These early abuses of the Lib-
eral reform laws were minor compared to the damage done
by their cynical application during the Porfiriato (i.e., the
dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, 1884-1911). After 1880 what
had been a trickle of coffee growers became a torrent as
the floodgates of the landgrab were opened. Whereas small
coffee plantations of 25 hectares had been established in
the 1870s, the new wave of land speculators carved planta-
tions of up to 2,200 hectares out of the communal lands
of Chatino communities. The Chatino reacted to these ex-
propriations of their lands by launching an insurrection in
1896, “the War of the Pants,” in which they tried to wipe
out the literate mestizos (the new landowners and mer-
chants), whom they identified as “wearing pants” rather
than native dress. Although the War of the Pants was
quickly and brutally suppressed by Federal troops, it was
symptomatic of the tensions that eventually made the Rev-
olution of 1910 inevitable. Although the Revolution is
credited with bringing about sweeping reforms in land ten-
ure and social structure, few of the tensions were resolved
in the Chatino region. The promised land reform never
took place. Between the mid-1930s and 1950, Chatino
peasants were induced by offers of credit and higher prices
to plant coffee on their communal lands. Planting coffee,
however, led to de facto privatization of communal lands,
engendering conflicts and blood feuds in many Chatino
communities. During the 1980s, a strange new cash crop
made its way into the Chatino region—marijuana—the ad-
vent of which promises to renew the bloody violence of
the past.

Settlements

Chatino communities are organized administratively into
municipios and are classified as rancherias, agencias munici-
pales, cabeceras municipales. Chatino settlement patterns
reflect this municipio organization in that the cabeceras
(county seats) are surrounded by smaller subordinate com-
munities that typically arise so that peasant farmers may be
closer to their fields. Rancherias typically are small (100 to
300 inhabitants) but lack formal representation in the mu-
nicipal system. Agencias or townships have their own civil
authorities and typically range from 300 to 1,500 residents.
Cabeceras in the region range from 1,500 to 6,000 resi-
dents. Larger communities are usually divided into two bar-
rios (neighborhoods), which have their own civil officials.
Spatially, most communities are from one to six hours’
walk from their nearest neighbor. Chatino villages usually
have a small nucleated civic center consisting of a plaza,
town hall, church, school, and small stores. Ringing the
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civic center, houses—standing amid fenced maize fields,
gardens, and fruit trees—are dispersed, giving villages a de-
cidedly rural flavor. These residences often consist of a
cluster of several houses built around a common patio and
occupied by closely related kin. Surrounding a village are
its fields. Where fields are distant from the village, their
owners build a makeshift structure as protection from the
elements and a place to cook and sleep while performing
field labor. Chatino houses were traditionally single-room
structures built of wattle and daub or of bamboo cane with
a peaked roof of thatch and a dirt floor. Although a few
such houses can still be found, adobe-walled houses with
tile roofs have replaced most of them. In those villages
connected to roads, adobe houses are being replaced with
brick homes with concrete floors and corrugated or ce-
ment roofs. Some two-story homes have even appeared
since the 1970s. Increasingly, houses have electric power
and sport television antennas.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Although large
coffee plantations exist in the region, the Chatino are
smallholders. In this mountainous area, swidden tech-
niques are used to grow traditional crops—maize, beans,
and squash. Rapid population growth, however, has cut fal-
low periods to as short as three years, which in combina-
tion with overcultivation, has led to the severe erosion of
large areas on mountainsides. Coffee—the primary cash
crop—is grown with bananas or under canopy trees. Cha-
tino maize fields and coffee plantings typically are less
than 5 hectares. Cultivation is carried out with very simple
implements—digging sticks, hoes, and machetes. In the
few level areas that exist, metal-tipped wood plows may be
drawn by oxen. Aside from crops, most households have a
few chickens or turkeys. Wealthier households may have a
few head of cattle, horses, mules, or donkeys. The Chatino
also supplement their diet by hunting deer, iguanas, java-
linas (peccaries), and various birds. Villagers obtain addi-
tional vegetables and fruits from kitchen gardens and trees
surrounding their homes (e.g., tomatoes, chilies, guavas,
lemons, oranges, and mangoes). As a general rule, the
Chatino try first to guarantee their subsistence base of
maize, dedicating any excess land to cash crops. Thus, the
larger the holding, the greater the percentage planted in
coffee. Even so, few households possess enough land to
make ends meet from their smallholdings alone. Most are
forced to work seasonally on large coffee plantations, do
daily wage work, or produce crafts for sale in the market.
Out-migration is increasing, especially to Oaxaca and Mex-
ico City. Census figures indicate some 10 percent of
Chatino speakers live outside of the region.

Industrial Arts. Although there are few full-time spe-
cialists, the Chatino produce a number of crafts, including
pottery, mats, baskets, tumplines, ropes, hammocks, wood
saddles for mules and donkeys, and ritual masks. Carpen-
ters make beds, tables, chests, and chairs. Local black-
smiths fashion machetes, horseshoes, and branding irons.
“Traditional” dress is maintained, although it is worn less
commonly than in the past. Women embroider elaborate
blouses, make men’s shirts and trousers, and weave belts,
girdles, and tortilla bags.

Trade. The Chatino have been part of commodity
chains and market system integrated into a global economy
since the sixteenth century, and the local expressions of
these relations are visible in the regional market systems.
The major periodic markets within the region are held in
Juquila and Nopala. These commercial centers have the
stores and shops carrying the industrial merchandise the
Chatino want, and their weekly markets attract Chatino
from the surrounding communities. Each Chatino commu-
nity tends to specialize by selling certain crafts and pro-
duce. For example, Amialtepec is known for its pottery,
Ixtapan for its net bags and hammocks, Tataltepec for its
chilies, Tepenixtlahuaca for brown sugar, Zenzontepec for
goats, and Cuixtla for cattle. In addition to these regular
markets, during fiestas, especially for the village’s patron
saint, fairs are held in Chatino communities. The largest
of these, held for the Virgin of Juquila on 8 December, at-
tracts some 200,000 pilgrims to its monthlong fair.

ivision of Labor. There is a sexual division of labor for
a number of tasks. Although women may help in the
fields, most heavy labor is done by men. Similarly, hunting
and fishing are male domains. Tending livestock also is a
predominantly male activity. Women’s work includes most
domestic chores such as cooking, cleaning, and the burden
of most child care, as well as tending kitchen gardens, do-
mestic fowl and pigs, and gathering wild foods. In their
households, women also do much of the craftwork, such as
pottery, weaving, embroidery, and basketry. Women usually

do the greatest share of marketing and shopping for the
household.

Land Tenure. In the Chatino region, both communal
and private property exist. Parcels of privately owned land,
such as large and small coffee plantations or house lots,
are commodities that are freely bought and sold. All
Chatino communities also have communal lands. In the-
ory, these belong to the community, and decisions about
how they are to be allocated or reallocated are made by
town officials. If any unclaimed land exists, villagers in
need of land may petition village officials for usufruct
rights. In practice, these rights to most arable land are
held by individual households and are not only inheritable,
but such lands may be bought and sold as long as sales are
made to “native” members of the community. Areas such
as pastures are considered common lands. Some of the
land-poor communities also “rent” lands either from the
communal-lands commissions of neighboring communities
or on large private estates.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The basic kin group among
the Chatino is the family. Kinship is cognatic: an individ-
ual recognizes a circle of relatives related to him or her by
blood and marriage through both mother and father Al-
though descent is bilateral, postmarital residence is usually
virolocal. As a result, groups of male kin often live in close
proximity.

Kinship Terminology. Chatino kinship terminology re-
sembles the Eskimo pattern in that a clear distinction is
drawn between lineal ascendants and descendants and col-
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lateral relatives. All collateral relatives are referred to as
ta'a.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. The Chatino are monogamous. Technically,
the Chatino practice two types of marriage: civil-religious
and common-law. The latter is a marriage not performed
by a priest nor legally recorded. This is not to say that
such unions do not involve religious rituals or that they are
not recognized socially. A civil-religious wedding is a union
sanctioned by the state, and the civil wedding is a legal
prerequisite for an optional church ceremony. Both civil-
religious and common-law marriages involve periods of sex-
ual abstinence, rites of bathing, lighting candles, planting
crosses, presenting rosaries, ritual blessings, prayers, and
feasting. Making marriage arrangements involves initiating
a complex set of social and economic exchanges between
the families of the bride and groom. Marriages are gener-
ally arranged at a young man’s request. Usually, these ar-
rangements are initiated by a go-between, an older relative
of the groom. If the girl’s parents agree, a series of formal
visits commences. The prospective groom comes bearing
gifts—baskets of bread, chocolate, mescal, wine, cigarettes,
beans, maize, firewood, and money. After these initial vis-
its, the groom may do a year of bride-service. Each day, the
young man is expected to bring gifts for his prospective in-
laws and help his father-in-law in the fields. Wedding
feasts themselves usually last three to four days. After the
rituals of the first day, the feast turns into an ordinary fi-
esta, with the emphasis on drinking and dancing.

Domestic Unit. Because postmarital residence tends to
be virolocal, Chatino households are frequently composed
of a three-generation extended family. Even where nuclear
households are formed, couples often live in close proxim-
ity to the husband’s family and may even live in the same
compound.

Inheritance. Among the Chatino, inheritance is bilat-
eral and partible, and sons and daughters are supposed to
receive equal shares of the property to be divided.

Socialization. Chatino children grow up surrounded by
an extended family. Parents, although loving, are strict dis-
ciplinarians and demand obedience. Deviations from the
norm are taken seriously. Children are often disciplined
physically and severely, not only by their parents but also
by older siblings. Children begin learning and doing chores
at an early age. Babies as young as 1 year old are given dull
machetes to play with. By the age of 5, boys are fetching
firewood and helping their fathers in the fields, and girls
are helping their mothers make tortillas. As children ap-
proach puberty, parents worry about their son’s drinking,
fighting, or keeping bad company, and about their daugh-
ter's moral conduct. The authoritarian stance of parents
must be understood in the context of households that
often live at the economic margin. Mistakes can be costly,
and poor decisions may have dire consequences.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. The Chatino are an ethnic group
within a nation-state organized along the lines of race and
class. As Indians and peasants, they are marginalized to

the lowest rungs on the nation’s social totem pole. That
said, within their communities, family, residence, status,
and wealth provide the foundations of social organization.
In their agrarian communities, because of virolocal resi-
dence, related males tend to occupy clusters of households.
Within the community, a family’s status derives from
men's service in a hierarchy of civil and religious offices
that organize age-grades. All men in the course of their
lifetime are expected to serve in offices at each level of the
age-grade until they ultimately become elders of the com-
munity. As officeholders must pay the costs of their service
themselves, the status they achieve reflects not only their
age-grade level, but their wealth. Because the wealthy can
afford the costs of the more prestigious offices, they tend
to have more distinguished careers and higher status than
the poor. A man’s service requires that his wife join his ef-
forts, and her status therefore usually mirrors that of her

husband.

Political Organization. Civil and religious hierarchies
organize most Chatino communities. These hierarchies
consist of two ladders with four to five rungs of civil and
religious offices. Most civil posts are mandated by the state
constitution (e.g., presidente, alcaldes, regidores, tesorero,
secretary, chief of police); however, their numbers and their
ranking in the hierarchy are local traditions and thus sub-
ject to local definition, as are those of subsidiary offices
(e.g., tequitlatos, topiles). Religious offices (e.g., mayor-
domos) derive from the Chatino relationship with the
Catholic church. Mayordomos, for instance, pay for the
costs of fiestas held for the saints. Because the community
requires all men to serve, willingly or not, in civil and reli-
gious posts, “elections” are based on the previous offices
men have held and the number of years that have passed
since their last period of service. Men who refuse to serve
may be jailed until they accept the post to which they have
been elected. After serving in the highest level of offices,
men become members of a council of elders who are con-
sulted on important matters. Although the national politi-
cal parties have attempted to influence local affairs, these
efforts have met with only limited success in communities
in which civil-religious hierarchies are still intact.

Social Control. Children are socialized from an early
age into the norms of proper conduct. They are taught
that the gods will punish misbehavior with disease, catas-
trophe, and death. Moreover, individuals who violate social
norms face both informal and formal sanctions. Usually
gossip and ostracism are enough to control improper be-
havior; however, serious violations may bring the matter to
the attention of local authorities. Within Chatino commu-
nities, local authorities usually attempt to mediate the dis-
putes brought before them. If their attempts are unsuccess-
ful, they may pass the case to state police or the district
courts.

Conflict. Although conflicts existed between communi-
ties and large plantations, especially over land, until the
adoption of coffee as a cash crop by Chatino communities,
internal conflicts were rare. Beginning in the 1930s and in-
tensifying in the 1950s, the Chatino began to plant coffee
trees on their communal lands. As this process in essence
privatized communal lands, conflicts internal to these
communities over access to land sent homicide rates soar-
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ing as blood feuds divided many communities. Since 1950,
homicide rates in Chatino communities have ranged from
284 to 511 per 100,000 or 16 to 29 times the national

average.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Chatino religion is a blend of Cathol-
icism and a system of pre-Hispanic beliefs, rituals, and cos-
mology. The Chatino cosmos is conceived of as an
ecological system in which human beings, animals, spirits,
ancestors, deities, and saints interact with one another to
maintain the universe in equilibrium. The world, floating
in the midst of a sea, is envisioned as being connected by
“doors” to a series of layered heavens and underworlds.
Through these doors, various spirits and deities pass be-
tween the layers of the cosmos. Such doors are entrances
to “houses.” As “house” and body are equated, the
Chatino pantheon is mapped onto nature. Gods and spir-
its have houses on mountaintops, in caves, and in rivers.
Thus, the mountaintop that is said to be the “house” of
the rain god is also said to be the rain god.

Religious Practioners. Among the Chatino, native
priests and curers are called ne' ho'o—literally, “person
saints” (and therefore, holy people). They are consulted
not only after a birth to determine a child’s tona (“animal-
spirit companion”), but also regarding marriages and to
determine the cause of illnesses; they may be called in for
any important undertaking.

Ceremonies. The Chatino perform both calendrical and
noncalendrical ceremonies and rituals. The latter include
rites of passage at birth, marriage, and death. The former,
Catholic fiestas, are demarcated by periods of sexual absti-
nence, remnants of a pre-Columbian ritual calendar of 260
days that interlocked with a calendar of 18 months of 20
days, plus 5 “evil” days (Greenberg 1981, 114). Although
the fiestas celebrated vary from community to community,
most celebrate New Year, Santa Cruz, the Virgin de
Rosario, and Todo Santos (All Saints’ Day).

Arts. Music and dance are important elements of
Chatino culture and are part of most ritual celebrations.
Traditional music is played with flutes, drums, and rattles.
Church and popular music is sung in Spanish and is ac-
companied by guitars, violins, and brass and woodwind in-
struments. The popular music of the region—the “Chi-
lena”—is a form supposed to have originated with Chilean
sailors visiting the coast of Oaxaca during the nineteenth
century.

Medicine. The curandero or ne' ho'o, as part of his or
her ritual, eats ho'o kwiya' (sacred mushrooms) that enable
a curer to assume animal form and send his or her nagual
or ho'o kwichi (animal companion spirit) to determine who
may be bewitching a patient or what offense the latter may
have given to one of the gods or saints. Aside from curan-
deros, the Chatino also consult other medical practioners,
such as herbalists and midwives. Native practioners con-
tinue to have wide followings despite increasing access to
medical services provided by the National Indian Insti-
tute’s doctors and nurses.

Death and Afterlife. Funerals are fairly elaborate affairs
that reflect a person’s age and marital status. The deceased

is bathed. A wake is held, and the person is buried the
next day. The burial is followed by a novena—nine days of
prayers. A second novena is held a year later, when a per-
manent cross is erected. The dead are thought to take a
path with nine stops or (steps) that leads to the under-
world. They are said to live in a village that is much like
their own and to return each year to this world to visit
their homes and families during Todo Santos.
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Chinantec

ETHNONYMS: The Chinantec are subdivided by dialect,
habitat, and culture into at least four main groups. “Hu-
hmei,” “Wa-hmi,” and “Dzah-hmi” are the ethnonyms used
by groups inhabiting central, eastern, and western subre-
gions, respectively. No ethnonyms are reported for north-
ern and northwestern groups.

Orientation

Identification. The name “Chinantla” derives from the
Nahuatl word chinamitl, meaning “enclosed space” or “near
the canes.” There is no Chinantec term to describe this re-
gion. The unity of the contemporary Chinantec derives
from the group’s self-differentiation from neighboring non-
Chinantec communities rather than from any internal po-
litical or social cohesion. A paucity of research, particularly
comparative work, makes it difficult to determine what is
shared Chinantec culture and what is peculiar to a particu-
lar village or hamlet. Few data exist on pre-Conquest Chi-
nantec culture. The terms “traditionally” and “in the past”
here refer to the period between the Spanish Conquest
and the mid-1950s.
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Location. The Chinantec reside, as their ancestors did
aboriginally, in northern Qaxaca, Mexico, within the Papa-
loapan River Basin, generally to the south and east of the
Santo Domingo and Valle Nacional rivers, which join near
the city of Tuxtepec. Today there are fourteen Chinantec
townships, each with several lesser dependent communities.
The area is very mountainous and characterized by high
humidity and extremely heavy rainfall.

Linguistic Affiliation. Chinantec is a branch of the
Otomanguean Language Family. Its closest linguistic rela-
tions are with Amuzgan and Popolocan, but Chinantec has
been separated from them for about 3,500 years. Fourteen
dialects are recognized.

Demography. There were 12,000 Chinantec speakers in
1876, the date of the earliest population estimate. The
1980 census reports an estimated 67,000 Chinantec speak-
ers, 17,000 of whom speak no Spanish.

History and Cultural Relations

The origin of the Chinantec is unknown. It is possible that
they migrated from the west near the Tehuacin Valley to
their present location as recently as a.0. 1000. By the fif-
teenth century Chinantec settlements were concentrated in
the well-watered, fertile lowland valleys near present-day
Valle Nacional. The Chinantla was successfully invaded in
1454-1455 by Nahuatl speakers and then again in the
early sixteenth century by the Spanish. Three closely
spaced epidemics of European-introduced diseases soon
decimated an estimated 80 percent of the Chinantec popu-
lation, and by the 1570s many Chinantec lived in dis-
persed hamlets of eleven to fifteen persons. To facilitate
political control and religious conversion, colonial authori-
ties forcibly congregated these Chinantec in concentrated
communities in the highlands. A great simplification in so-
cial structure was one result. Most of the Chinantec region
was not held in encomienda but instead administered di-
rectly by the crown. Although the Spaniards had hoped to
find vast deposits of gold there, the area came instead to
be valued for cotton and cochineal. By the nineteenth cen-
tury the best lands had been taken by foreign companies,
and many lowland Chinantec were again displaced. Even
after the 1910 Mexican Revolution, coffee, banana, and to-
bacco production remained in foreign hands. Development
programs instituted since 1947 by the Papaloapan River
Commission displaced other lowland Chinantec.

The Chinantec region is contiguous with Zapotec
communities to the south and those of the Cuicatec to the
west, Mazatec to the north, and Mixe to the southeast.

Settlements

History and variable terrain have contributed to the diver-
sity of Chinantec settlement patterns—notably, congre-
gated, semicongregated, and dispersed. Each town has a
number of smaller, dependent hamlets, which are aban-
doned when their soil becomes exhausted. Settlements
range in size from town centers of about 1,000 to hamlets
of just one nuclear family. Some larger communities are
subdivided into corporate, exogamic barrios that control
lands, milling machinery, and religious chapels. Only in

the lowlands do towns follow the standard Spanish grid
pattern. Although most highland houses possess an ad-
joining garden plot, they lack obstructing hedges or fences.
Lowland houses are rectangular and windowless, with doors
at both ends, wooden posts, and thatched or tin roofs.
Highland houses are also rectangular but have windows.
They are generally adobe with tile or tin roofs, although
some are concrete.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Traditionally,
the Chinantec used digging sticks to cultivate maize,
beans, and squashes. Forced displacement into the upper-
mountain regions brought about adoption of the European
bull-drawn plow. The Chinantec cultivate these same three
crops today, supplemented by raising fowl and pigs and
some wild and cultivated fruits and nuts. Today, as in the
past, slash-and-burn gardening is most common. There
still is no irrigation, and few farmers use fertilizer. Fishing
continues to be important in the lowlands. Coffee is of in-
creasing significance as a cash crop. During the nineteenth
century many Chinantec subsistence farmers also worked
as peons on local, foreign-owned plantations in the river-
side regions. Today many Chinantec of both sexes are tem-
porary or permanent labor migrants to Mexican cities and
the United States.

Industrial Arts. The Chinantec have few technological
activities other than farming. Since at least the 1950s,
most items have been purchased. Only limited domestic
production of fiber bags and baskets, fishing nets, pottery,
and huipiles (handwoven women'’s garments) persisted into
the present.

Trade. In the past the subsistence crops were neither ex-
ported nor traded. All other products were obtained from
resident merchants or itinerant peddlers, who were usually
Cuicatec in the lowlands and Zapotec in the highlands.
Coffee export to the national market dates at least to
1900. At various historical periods, native markets were
found in highland communities, but they often had to be
suspended owing to intercommunity tension. These trade
patterns persist, although the advent of a highway, con-
necting roads, and motor transport enables the Chinantec
to leave their communities to make purchases in Oaxaca,
Tuxtepec, and Valle Nacional.

Division of Labor. Women and men both engage in ag-
riculture, although the nature and extent of women's par-
ticipation varies by community. Women are also responsi-
ble for all domestic tasks, including care of pigs and fowl.
These contemporary patterns appear to have historical
precedent. Today both sexes also engage in cash-generating
activities. Children traditionally participated in agricultural
activities from about the age of 7. They continue to do so
today as classes permit.

Land Tenure. Most townships have communally owned
tracts, with members permitted indefinite occupancy and
use, although the land cannot be alienated. In the past,
corporate groups such as barrios or age grades also con-
trolled limited communal lands. In addition, communities
may have smallholder plots. In riverside communities plan-
tations were expropriated from foreign companies by the
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federal agrarian reform program and awarded to Chinantec
peasants who cultivate and govern them as ejidos.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Descent is strictly bilateral.
There is no evidence of lineages or other extended kinship
groups, nor of kinship units owning specific pieces of land.

Kinship Terminology. Chinantec kinship fits George P.
Murdock’s general definition of the Hawaiian classifica-
tion, but in classifying the parental generation and de-
scending lineal generations it approaches Type b, Euro-
pean, in the Lowie-Kirchhoff scheme.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage was traditionally arranged by the
groom’s parents, directly or through an intermediary. This
custom continues in attenuated form. Female virginity was,
and still is, not essential. In some areas short periods of
bride- or groom-service were formerly expected; elopements
were frequent, in part because ritual gifts and other aspects
of the wedding were so expensive. Polygyny was apparently
practiced prior to the Spanish Conquest and, to a limited
extent, thereafter. Today, as in the past, divorce is not per-
mitted, but marital separations sometimes occur, in which
case the abandoning partner is fined.

Domestic Unit. The conjugal pair, their minor children,
and sometimes a surviving parent are the most common
domestic unit. Sons, or occasionally daughters, may live
with their parents for a short time following marriage.
Single-person households are rare.

Inheritance. Customs vary by locality, and in communi-
ties where most lands are communal, there may be little
other than the house and house site to inherit. In general,
sons inherit more often than daughters and receive equal
shares. The house is typically inherited by the youngest
son (or daughter), who is expected to care for the elderly
parents until their death.

Socialization. The mother, along with older siblings, car-
ries out most child socialization. There are no specific chil-
dren’s games but rather ones improvised with natural
products like earth or flowers. Children are given responsi-
bilities at a young age. Communities vary greatly in their
attitudes toward formal schooling, from those that place
great stock in it to those that are indifferent. In the past,
only boys were formally educated, but now girls also attend
school.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Although considerable variation is
seen among communities, the core of all Chinantec social
organization is the nuclear family, with a tendency toward
extension through Catholic compadrazgo, or godparent
sponsorship. In the past, many Chinantec communities
were organized around corporate groups, such as barrios,
age grades, and status groups (e.g., widows). In some com-
munities, barrio structures were elaborate and could in-
clude socio-ritual organizations and marriage prohibitions.
Today barrios are of small importance. Age grades formerly
contributed to men’s status; after successfully fulfilling a

series of ranked community responsibilities, they became
respected elders, or ancianos. Such individuals were viewed
as collectively responsible for the community’s welfare.
Today, as in the past, women in most communities do not
participate in formal political activities, but they are not
submissive to men and enjoy high social status.

Political Organization. Chinantec political organization,
as throughout rural Mesoamerica, consists of a civil-
religious hierarchy (cargo system). In most communities
the post-Conquest pattern survives: all married men are
obliged to serve in unremunerated public office; men living
in outlying hamlets usually must serve in the center. All
matters affecting community welfare are discussed in public
assemblies composed of all men under age 50. A council
of elders, which survives in conservative communities, is an
extraconstitutional body responsible for protecting the
community from internal dissension and the threat of su-
pernatural forces. Although the elders cannot override the
municipal president, no major decision is made without
consulting them. In the past, the collectivity of ancianos
appointed officeholders and had the authority to sanction
those who refused to serve. Today state law requires that
town officers be elected by universal suffrage. In less con-
servative communities, the president and elected authori-
ties are now counseled by groups of bilingual, middle-aged
married men.

Social Control. Traditional discipline was not harsh and
rewards and punishments for both children and adults were
generally verbal, with the exception of the public execution
of witches accused of causing epidemics (e.g., of whooping
cough). The chief concern of the police was to prevent
quarrels, fires, or other damage caused by excessive alcohol
consumption. Today, punishment is still lenient. The ritual
elders, in conjunction with municipal authorities, are re-
sponsible for maintaining the public peace. Gossip and
fear of witchcraft are the main means of social control.

Conflict. The Chinantec were not and are not today vi-
olently competitive; particularly in the highlands, homicide
and even physical fighting are rare. Nevertheless, long-
standing friction between neighboring Chinantec commu-
nities, between head towns and dependent hamlets, and
even between barrios continues to be common. In commu-
nities where both Chinantec and mestizos reside, inter-
group relations are fraught with conflict.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Chinantec religion after the Spanish/
Catholic Conquest had many syncretic elements (e.g., a bi-
sexual “Father and Mother of Maize”). Chinantec cosmol-
ogy posited two worlds, day and night, in eternal struggle.
Creation myths varied but most were based on humans de-
scending from monkeys or monkeys as the ancients. Defer-
ence, respect, and gratitude are shown to prominent features
of the natural environment and the creatures inhabiting it;
failure to do this is punished by sickness. Although the
Chinantec are still nominally Catholic, there have been
Protestant inroads in some communities.

The best evidence of pre-Christian expressive culture
is the sizable Chinantec collection of folklore about the
sun and moon, animal “tricksters,” and “owners” or “kings”
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of animal and fish species, prominent mountain peaks, the
earth, and other natural phenomena. There are divining
specialists who gain access to the supernatural world by
using hallucinogenic psilocybin mushrooms or seeds of the
Rivea corymbosa vine. Use of these substances is not re-
stricted to specialists.

Religious Practitioners. Most Chinantec communities
are served by parish priests who visit once or twice a year
on major holidays. These visits are supplemented by an-
other priest contracted to celebrate Mass on other impor-
tant fiesta days. In the absence of a resident priest,
communities rely on trained laypeople to perform rosaries.
Particularly in the highlands, there is a long history of frac-
tious relations with local priests; many of these conflicts
persist to this day. Traditional, divination specialists still
exist in some communities.

Ceremonies. Differential disposal of male and female
placentas continues in some communities: a girl’s is buried
under the family hearth, and a boy's is hung on a nearby
tree branch. Chinantec rites to assure the harvest, once
common, persist in places in attenuated form. One or
more elders may still undertake an annual pilgrimage to
churches in neighboring villages or major towns in the
Oaxaca Valley in an effort to assure the village welfare.
The principal festivals are the annual pre-Lenten carnivals,
organized by bachelors, which reenact the arrival of the
Spanish conquerors. Also important are the annual fiestas
that honor each community’s patron saint and the New
Year’s Day ceremony marking the investiture of new
officials.

Arts. No evidence of traditional Chinantec arts, crafts,
drama, or other aesthetic expression has been found. In
some highland communities, a well-developed complex of
dances is performed for carnival. Village bands play at all
ceremonial occasions.

Medicine. A rich tradition of medicinal-herb use pre-
dates the Spanish Conquest. Today, curing is by herbal,
spiritual, and mechanical techniques. There are few indige-
nous Chinantec healers, and people are reluctant to go to
either physicians or specialized curers; most health care is
administered by women at home.

Death and Afterlife. A person is born with several
souls. Death can be caused by kidnapping one of them. All
souls leave the body at death. Among the Chinantec there
is no fear of a soul or a ghost returning to haunt the liv-
ing. Although never elaborate, death rites varied. The ca-
daver was usually rolled in a straw mat or a sheet or placed
in a wooden box. In the lowlands, objects (e.g., clothing,
flowers, food) were often buried along with the corpse.
There was generally some form of ritual purification after
burial. In the highlands, there were no grave objects or rit-
uval purification. Today graves are prepared by municipal of-
ficials, and the body is accompanied to the cemetery by
municipal musicians.
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Chinese in the
English-Speaking Caribbean

ETHNONYMS: Chinee Royal, “Colored” Chinese, Creole
Chinese

Orientation

Identification. Conventional wisdom has it that the
overseas Chinese cling to their ancestral traditions and re-
ject the forces of acculturation. Research suggests that Ca-
ribbean Chinese may be exceptions to this rule in that
they have been creolized. The Creole culture forged in the
Caribbean, over a period of five centuries, combines pri-
marily elements from Europe and Africa, the cultures with
the longest history in the region. Creolization, then, is the
process by which peoples who are neither African nor Eu-
ropean become enculturated in Euro-African culture.

Location. Between 1853 and 1879, 14,000 Chinese la-
borers were imported to the British Caribbean as part of a
larger system of contract labor bound for the sugar planta-
tions. The majority of indentured laborers—almost half a
million—came from India. There were also several thou-
sand Portuguese from the Madeira Islands. Most of the la-
borers were destined for British Guiana (Guyana), taken
from the Dutch in the Napoleonic Wars, and Trinidad,
captured from Spain in 1797 (these two new colonies were
underpopulated and underdeveloped compared to Ja-
maica). The sugar planters of British Guiana and Trinidad
were attempting to rival Jamaica during the nineteenth
century.

Demography. Most of the Chinese laborers initially
went to British Guiana; however, importation ended in
1879, and the population declined steadily, mostly from
out-migration to Trinidad and Suriname. In the 1960s the
Chinese comprised 0.6 percent (i.e., about 4,800) of the
Guyanese population of 800,000, 0.65 percent (i.e., about
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14,462) of the Jamaican population of 2,225,000, and 1
percent (i.e., about 10,000) of the Trinidadian population
of 1,000,000. Although the sex ratio and the proportion of
racially mixed to “pure” is unclear, the vast majority were
born locally. The issue of “racial purity” is a thorny one
because racial mixing is a cultural ideal in Creole society,
except among the upper class, and because census figures
are based on self-identification. Hence, at least some of
those who identify themselves as Chinese are racially
mixed. Many racially mixed Chinese also identify them-
selves as “mixed,” a census category that, in Trinidad in
1990, comprised 207,558. The population census of 1990
in Trinidad and Tobago revealed 4,314 Chinese out of a
total population of 1,125,128, males numbering 2,317 and
females 1,997. The dramatic population decline is mainly
the result of tremendous out-migration, mostly to North
America.

Linguistic Affiliation. Chinese, as a language, is virtu-
ally extinct. Generally speaking, Chinese in the English-
speaking Caribbean speak Creole English.

History and Cultural Relations

Chinese migrated to the British Caribbean in two phases.
The first was part of a larger population movement from
China to all of the Americas. In the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, as other Chinese journeyed to North America, one-
quarter of a million Chinese (45 percent of Chinese
immigrants to the Western Hemisphere) were heading for
other parts of the Americas: 125,000 (48 percent) went to
Cuba, 100,000 (38 percent) to Peru; but only 18,000 (8
percent) reached the former British West Indies (Jamaica,
Trinidad, and British Guiana, now Guyana). The remain-
ing 6 percent moved in small streams to the part of Co-
lombia that became Panama in 1903, to Costa Rica, the
Dutch and French West Indies, Brazil, and even to Chile.

The second phase of Chinese migration to the British
Caribbean took place within a larger context of general im-
migration to the region after 1834, the year that the
Emancipation of African slaves took effect. Sugar cultiva-
tion had been the cornerstone of the British West Indian
economy since the middle of the seventeenth century. To-
gether with the Atlantic slave trade, plantation slavery sat-
isfied the labor requirements of this system of agricultural
production. Even before 1834, however, the sugar planters
clamored to import indentured laborers, arguing that the
profitability of the plantation system hinged on the pres-
ence of an abundant and cheap labor force; they were out-
raged at the thought of losing their slaves.

The foundations of Caribbean Creole society were laid
down in the days of plantation slavery. Over the course of
four centuries it evolved into a three-tiered pyramidal
structure—a “pigmentocracy,” permeated by color bias.
Small in numbers, the light-skinned elite, at the top, con-
sisted mostly of planters and government officials. In the
middle was the darker-colored middle class, produced by
miscegenation between European masters and slave
women. Their intermediate status derived from the special
privileges given them: education, occupational skills, and
the right to own property at a time when the slave majority
was still defined by law as property. These racial hybrids
not only identified with the ruling class, but also emulated

them by attempting to distance themselves from the lower
class in ways other than physical, devoting their lives to the
pursuit of respectability. For instance, the middle class
chose to adopt religious faiths linked to European ortho-
doxy such as those of the Catholic, Anglican, or Method-
ist churches, whereas the lower class preferred more
exuberant (and African-inspired) forms of worship such as
those of the Shango, Spiritual Baptists, Pukkumina, and
the like.

It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that other
racial and cultural groups, including the Chinese, entered
the picture, by which time the basic structure had long
been established. The task of the newcomers was to grasp
the nature of the Caribbean power structure and find their
places within this hierarchical arrangement. In pursuit of
upward mobility, the Chinese understood the need to com-
prehend and master Creole culture.

Settlements

Imported as a contract labor force from China, Chinese
settled in three main locations: Jamaica, Trinidad, and
British Guiana, initially working on the sugar plantations.
In British Guiana, however, they stayed on the plantations
much longer because other occupational outlets such as re-
tail trade and market gardening were monopolized by the
Portuguese and were thus closed to Chinese. In Trinidad
and Jamaica, they promptly deserted the plantations.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. There are dif-
ferences in the historical development of economic activi-
ties among the Chinese in the three different locations. In
British Guiana, the planter class allowed the Portuguese to
develop a monopoly on retail trade, which the Chinese
were not able to enter until the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. The Chinese population dwindled rapidly as migrants
sought better opportunities in Trinidad, Suriname, and Ja-
maica. Those who remained practiced a wide range of oc-
cupations; many joined the civil service. There was also a
corresponding range in wealth and subtle class divisions. In
Trinidad, after abandoning the plantations, most Chinese
went into the rurally dispersed retail trade, although some
had become major merchants themselves by 1896, expand-
ing into wholesale trade, direct importation, and invest-
ment in the then-budding petroleum industry. Most impor-
tant, the retail trade in Trinidad was shared among the
Chinese, the East Indians, and the Portuguese. Thus, al-
though shopkeeping in general was regarded as exploitative,
animosity was never directed exclusively at the Chinese.

Trade. The Chinese dominated the retail grocery trade
in Jamaica beginning in the 1890s. Indeed, a Chinatown
developed in Kingston and radiated into the countryside.
In the Jamaican case, the preponderance of Hakka over
Cantonese promoted subcultural solidarity, in contrast to
the Chinese community in Trinidad, which was segmented
according to region of origin and language. In fact, Hakka
commercial success in Jamaica was bitterly resented (par-
ticularly by historically older groups of Chinese immigrants
who were less successful in achieving upward mobility), to
the extent that Hakka became the targets of violence in
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riots in 1918, 1938, and 1965. The 1930s in the English-
speaking Caribbean was a time of tremendous political and
economic turmoil: general strikes and rioting ensued from
the global depression, and the region’s trade-union move-
ment was born.

03

vision of Labor. Observations of the Chinese commu-
nity in British Guiana in 1956 revealed a cleavage between
those born in China and those born in the Caribbean.
The former were primarily small merchants and shopkeep-
ers, many of whom corresponded with their families and
sent remittances to them in China. Sometimes they were
also active in family affairs. They saved money either to re-
turn to China themselves or to recruit kin to work in the
family business. This included importing brides from
China who would then work in the small shops alongside
their husbands. Added to the shopkeeping work of these
wives were household duties, as well as child-care responsi-
bilities. Some of the men born in China had wives and
children there, as well as in British Guiana. The men’s cul-
tural identification was definitely oriented toward China.

In contrast, those born locally cared little about
China. Having been creolized, they identified with Guya-
nese culture and considered themselves Guyanese. They
were described as having a foreigner’s ignorance of China
and no appreciation of Chinese history; their knowledge
of the past being limited to the accounts of the lives of
their personal ancestors. They were neither literate in
written Chinese, nor could they speak any Chinese dia-
lect. The women, in particular, rejected marriage oppor-
tunities to men born in China, complaining that these
men did not have Guyanese friends, did not know how to
dance or party, and did not know how to have a good
time, furthermore, they spoke English poorly and had
great difficulty communicating with locally born women
who spoke only Creole English. Men born in China, in
turn, complained that locally born women were too West-
ernized: they were not frugal, industrious, or self-
sacrificing and wanted too many comforts. A similar
situation prevailed in Trinidad.

Kinship

The Chinese in Guyana have been described as “scarcely
Chinese” in matters of culture. In the realm of kinship, for
instance, although a broad range of kin ties was recognized
and kin were scattered throughout the colony in separate
households, there were no clans, no attempt to trace line-
ages or to keep genealogies, no ancestral tablets or ances-
tor worship, and no common burial ground. There was no
Chinese newspaper, nor were there Chinese schools to
teach Chinese language and culture or to provide other
features of a formal Chinese education. There was no Chi-
natown nor a concentration of Chinese businesses. There
were very few voluntary associations and only one or two
recreational clubs. Given the absence of descent groups, it
follows that there is now no corresponding kin terminology
based on principles of descent. Chinese in the English-
speaking Caribbean use English terms of reference and
terms of address that reflect the kindred principle such as
“aunt,” “uncle,” “cousin,” and so forth.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Given the shortage of Chinese women in the
Americas during the nineteenth century, Chinese men
were willing to marry Black women, especially those who
were shopkeepers in the countryside. Although many of
these unions were common-law marriages, some were offi-
cial. The motivation was partly to develop rapport with
their Black clientele, but also to engage their trust. In the
early twentieth century, some men born in China contin-
ued to arrive in the Caribbean for commercial purposes
and imported China-born wives. Since the end of World
War II, however, with the creolization of second, third, and
fourth generations, traditional arranged marriages only
take place among the few born in China and, hence, are
rare. The marriage norm clearly favors a Chinese spouse
(locally born, however), although marriage to Euro-
Americans and Europeans is acceptable. Marriage to East
Indians and Blacks is explicitly frowned upon, but the exis-
tence of many racially mixed Chinese is evidence that such
unions are not infrequent. In Jamaica, the racially mixed

are called “Chinee Royal.”

Domestic Unit. The traditional Chinese patriarchal
family is virtually nonexistent. The basic household unit is
the nuclear family in which women work, have an equal
voice in family affairs, and are often very influential in
business matters. It is important to note, however, that
nuclear-family households are strongly linked to extended
kin with whom they interact frequently and exchange per-
sonal services such as child care. Among the less affluent,
there is also a pooling of income and other resources.

Socialization. Intimate relationships with Creole women
encouraged the creolization of Chinese men, which en-
hanced their acceptance by the Creole people who sur-
rounded them. Knowing only Creole culture themselves,
Creole wives were powerful agents of creolization of their
children, which ensured the creolization of subsequent
generations. Furthermore, Chinese immigrants were willing
to learn Creole languages, which included both Creole
English and Creole French, called patois, and adopted
English and French surnames. For instance, there are
Chinese families in Trinidad with surnames like Scott and
McLean. Subsequent generations not only moved away
from the Chinese language as the main channel of com-
munication but adopted Western values and styles of dress;
however, even the children of mixed-race unions developed
dual identities (i.e., Chinese and Euro-African).

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. A study of the Chinese in Jamaica

suggested that their economic success was made possible
by the replication of Chinese social institutions. The most
important of these, of course, was the rotating-credit asso-
ciation, which enabled many to accumulate enough capital
to underwrite business ventures. The creation of the Chi-
nese Benevolent Society served to disseminate information
about rules and regulations governing commerce, later it
became the hub of social life. There were also secret socie-
ties, or tongs. In response to the political unrest of the
1930s, when they were denounced for not supporting the
then-budding labor movement, the Chinese formed mer-
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chant associations to protect their businesses. Other insti-
tutions included a Chinese alms house, a Chinese home
for the aged, a Chinese sanatorium, a Chinese funeral
home, and a Chinese cemetery. In matters of culture, they
established a Chinese newspaper (the Chinese Public
News); a Chinese library; a literary society promoting Chi-
nese music and drama and featuring lectures on China;
and a Chinese public school to teach their children Chi-
nese history and language. By means of these institutions
the Chinese in Jamaica cultivated their cultural (Hakka)
distinctiveness and perpetuated their social isolation from
Creole society.

In contrast, the Chinese in Trinidad were divided
along lines of social class, expressed not only in residence
patterns but in membership in district associations. The
well-to-do lived in high-status, fashionable Creole neigh-
borhoods, separated from other Chinese shopkeepers who
lived above their shops in depressed neighborhoods or in
the country. This upper class belonged to a literary society,
the China Society, where they discussed things such as
horse breeding, foreign travel, good marriages, sending
their children to good universities in Britain and North
America, and fears of Communism.

A handful of district associations in Trinidad were
formed on the basis of region of origin in China, and their
membership embraced mostly small shopkeepers, restaurant
owners, and laundry owners. Often located in dilapidated
buildings in run-down, commercial parts of town, these as-
sociations, in the early days, were reputed to be gambling
houses, then later became centers for sports and recrea-
tion. They also housed banquet halls to celebrate festivals
such as “double-ten” (i.e., 10 October), the date of the
birth of the Republic in China in 1911, and ceremonies
like weddings, during which Chinese food would be served,
to be followed by Creole-style dancing to Creole-style
music played by Creole orchestras.

Political Organization. The Chinese in the English-
speaking Caribbean are governed by the national Govern-
ments of Jamaica, Trinidad, and Guyana. It is interesting
to note that one of early governors-general of independent
Guyana, Sir Arthur Chung, was part Chinese, and the first
governor-general of independent Trinidad and Tobago, Sir
Solomon Hochoy, was also Chinese. Patterson (1975) has
observed that this could not have happened in Jamaica,
where Chinese encapsulation fueled an image of them
being far-removed from nation building.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Chinese, including those born in
China, were quick to convert to Christianity. By 1891, a
majority had become Anglican, and many had become
Catholic, the two major denominations, whereas a few be-
came Presbyterians, Methodists, and so on. Clearly, the
Chinese recognized that upward mobility had to be on
Creole terms, requiring not only entrance into the Western
colonial education system but also nominal adherence to
one of the Western religions, which were sponsors of many
of the better schools. Hence, Chinese moved to urban
areas to give their children access to better schools.
School, then, became the main socializing agent, bringing
Chinese children into contact with other races and cul-

tures in Creole society. Indeed, a high illiteracy rate among
East Indians in the Caribbean was the price paid for not
converting from Hinduism and Islam to Christianity until
World War I

Food, Sports, and Recreation. Chinese food is very
popular, and there are many Chinese restaurants in Carib-
bean cities, which illustrates Chinese success in populariz-
ing their own cuisine in Creole society. At the same time,
however, it has been creolized in the sense that it has in-
corporated many local ingredients, for example, Shaddo
Benie, a potent spice resembling cilantro. Another distinc-
tive characteristic of Carribean Chinese cuisine is the use
of parboiled rice, which has a slightly different flavor from
the rice of mainland China. The Chinese were also suc-
cessful in popularizing their gambling games: Whe whe
(pronounced “way-way”) is a numbers game played by
many in Trinidad, and in 1994 it became a nationally tele-
vised numbers game called “Play Whe” that is almost as
popular as the national lottery. With regard to sports, the
Chinese avidly adopted Western games such as cricket,
soccer, tennis, and badminton. According to Look Lai
(1993), a Chinese New Year street parade was held only in
nineteenth-century British Guiana.

Arts. There are several prominent artists among the
Trinidad Chinese who are well-known for their paintings;
for instance, Carlysle Chan and Sibyl Atteck are virtual
household names. There are also Chinese designers of
Carnival costumes, as well as leaders of masquerade bands
in the Trinidad Carnival, such as Stephen Lee Heung and
Max Awon. The Carnival celebration is an important na-
tional event including music competitons and dancing.
Trinidadian calypsonian “Crazy,” whose real name is Edwin
Ayoung, is Creole Chinese. Ever-popular, he has produced
many calypso hits since 1978. In Jamaica, Byron Lee is a
Creole Chinese bandleader whose party music has thrilled
audiences for decades. He has fans not only in the Carib-
bean, but also throughout the Caribbean diaspora.

Medicine. Chinese herbal medicines are sold by Chinese
shopkeepers in the Caribbean. These medicines, although
marketed for a Chinese—yet Westernized clientele—to treat
common ailments such as colds, arthritis, and stomach up-
sets, are also used by Creole people.
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Chinese of Costa Rica

ETHNONYMS: la Colonia China (the Chinese colony), los
Cantoneses (the Cantonese), los Chinos (the Chinese)

Orientation

Identification. The Chinese of Costa Rica constitute a
small ethnic community of immigrants from southern
China (Guangdong Province) and their descendants. The
migrants, who began to arrive in the second half of the
nineteenth century, worked as indentured servants in farm
labor, domestic service, and the construction of the rail-
road to the Atlantic coast. Since then, other immigrants
from the same districts in southern China, who are di-
rectly and indirectly related to the first groups, have con-
tinued to migrate in small numbers to Costa Rica.

The immigrants and their descendants rapidly turned
to commercial activities for subsistence, coming to domi-
nate the economy of some communities throughout the
country. At present, they constitute an important part of
Costa Rican society, with a strong presence in the com-
mercial sector and increasing participation in professional
fields and politics.

Location. The first and second generations of immi-
grants settled mostly in and around the country’s two main
ports on the Pacific and Atlantic coasts. From 1883
through 1973, (except the year 1892) the largest numbers
were found in towns and villages throughout the Atlantic
coast, where immigrants who had arrived in 1873 had been
engaged in the construction of the railroad.

The Pacific port of Pantarenas was the port of entry
for most immigrants, and thus became another focus of
settlement. From that port, immigrants moved into the
northwestern region of the country, the dry, tropical Pa-
cific province of Guanacaste, following agricultural settle-
ment of that area. By the time of the 1892 census, their
presence was common in the main cities of the Central
Valley: San José, Cartago, Heredia, and Alajuela. In 1927
the largest immigrant populations were found on the At-
lantic coast and in the provinces of Pantarenas and Guan-
acaste, in that order.

A significant settlement pattern emerged in the first
stages of migration, when immigrants clearly chose to set-
tle away from the centers of power, accepting small-volume
commercial opportunities provided by towns and villages in
rural areas, possibly in exchange for limited competition
and a low profile. Another pattern is that settlement radi-
ated out from the two main ports: Pantarenas on the Pa-
cific coast and Limon on the Atlantic side.

Demography. In 1864 only 3 Chinese immigrants were
reported by the less-than-adequate census, despite the fact
that nine years earlier, 73 Chinese had entered the country
legally, albeit under unknown terms. The following census,
that of 1883, reports 219 Chinese, only ten years after 653
had entered the country under contract to the railroad
company. In both instances, the census probably failed to
register all Chinese; immigrants, in turn, were probably not
eager to be recorded in the census because they were sub-
ject to repatriation when their contracts expired or were
canceled. Underreporting and unorthodox means of entry
and registration have since affected the quality of informa-
tion on the immigrants.

The largest number of immigrants from southern
China living in Costa Rica at any point in time is the 933
(0.001 percent of the population) reported in 1950. In
1963 the census reported 666 China-born residents, but
only 271 (41 percent) claimed Chinese nationality, an im-
portant shift toward greater assimilation, which began after
the Communist Revolution of 1949 in China and is clearly
recorded over the next two decades after 1963. Another
significant trend is that by 1984 the southern Chinese rep-
resented only 6 percent of the Chinese in Costa Rica.
Others are from Taiwan and Hong Kong, with the Tai-
wanese representing 83.4 percent of those who are Chinese
by birth. At present, the numbers of Taiwanese continue to
increase, whereas the immigration of southern Chinese has
virtually stopped. The largest concentrations of Asian im-
migrants are found in the cities of the Central Valley and
in the ports, much as in the past. No data are available on
the number of individuals of mixed Costa Rican-Chinese
culture.

Linguistic Affiliation. Two main Cantonese dialects were
spoken by the immigrants, depending on their place of ori-
gin: the dialect spoken in the area of Zhong shan, place of
origin of those who settled in the Pacific and northwestern
region, and the dialect, and variants thereof, spoken in the
district of En ping, where most settlers of the Atlantic re-
gion originated. A very small number of immigrants spoke
the Haaka dialect and other dialects of southern China.
Presently, only the eldest and the most recent immigrants
speak Chinese dialects. Among the descendants, both pure
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and mixed, litte value is attached to knowing the Chinese
language, although other cultural values are held in high re-
gard. In fact, Chinese cultural values related to family struc-
ture, roles and traditions, and social values and ethics
persist among immigrants and descendants.

History and Cultural Relations

In 1855 two groups totaling 73 Chinese immigrants arrived
in the port of Pantarenas, Costa Rica, from Panama, where
they had probably been engaged in the construction of the
transisthmian railroad completed that year, to work as do-
mestic servants and farm hands in the large haciendas of
general José Cafias and the German baron von Bulow on
the Pacific coast of Costa Rica. Little is known about
them and their descendants.

A second and more important group of 653 contract
workers arrived in 1873 from Macao to work in the con-
struction of the railroad to the Atlantic coast. The govern-
ment later approved the railroad company’s request for
additional Chinese laborers, but there is no clear evidence
that any others entered the country under subsequent rail-
road contracts. A number of studies have focused on this
second group, those who joined them later, and their
descendants.

The background of these other migrations to the
Americas is found in the growing poverty and political un-
rest experienced by China in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, particularly in the provinces of Guang-
dong, Fujian, Jiangsu, and Hunan. The need for a large
number of cheap laborers to replace African slaves after
Abolition constituted the main attracting factor of the
Americas. The colonial presence of Portugal in Macao and
the British in Hong Kong facilitated the emigration of
large numbers of Chinese who participated as indentured
workers in the construction of railroads in Peru, Panama,
the Caribbean, the United States, and Mexico. They also
provided labor for the plantations of the Caribbean region
and for the excavation of the Panama Canal.

After 1873, when railroad contacts began facilitating
Chinese immigration, the first immigrants to Costa Rica
were joined by near and distant kin, real and nominal, who
arrived in small numbers. Steadily, however, they increased
the size of the immigrant community and also replaced
elder members who were retiring to their ancestral homes
in China. The immigrant community also grew through in-
termarriage with Hispanic women, and, very exceptionally,
Hispanic men, such unions creating cross-cultural individ-
uals, the cruzados, who were, and continue to be, a very
important link to the local Hispanic community. Although
primarily socialized within Hispanic culture, the cruzados
retain an appreciative understanding of their forefathers’
culture and a deep regard for the immigrant’s historical ex-
perience, and thus they have been able to act as cultural
and social brokers between the immigrant community and
Costa Rica society.

Since 1950, Taiwanese immigrants have been migrat-
ing to Costa Rica in large numbers; by 1984 they outnum-
bered the mainland Chinese by 14 to 1. Although the
Hispanic community perceives the two groups as one and
the same, in fact the two differ markedly in their origins,

their social, economic, and demographic characteristics,
and in their reasons for migrating to Costa Rica.

Immigrants from Hong Kong have also been entering
the country since the early 1950s, and, like the Taiwanese,
they constitute a separate subculture of Chinese culture in
Costa Rica.

Economy

The original immigrants left their contract jobs within a
short period of time. Of the 653 who had entered under
the railroad contract of 1873, only 236 remained with the
railroad project a year later. Departure from the railroad
was facilitated by the purchase of their contracts by private
citizens, for whom the immigrants performed domestic
services and farm labor. Once freed from their contractual
obligations, a few sold vegetables, poultry, and household
merchandise in the streets of the port towns, but most set
up small grocery stores (pulperias), eateries (fondas), and
drinking establishments. To finance these enterprises, they
counted on the small savings obtained while under con-
tract, and on loans from their previous patrons and other
Chinese immigrants. The credit societies they established
once they had begun to accumulate capital became a very
important—often the only—source of credit, especially
among newcomers.

By 1902, immigrants had become dominant in the
economy of the port of Limén, where they owned the larg-
est proportion of commercial establishments that catered
to railroad and banana-plantation workers. They were also
dominant in the economy of the town of Cafas, in the
northwestern region, and had a very strong economic pres-
ence in the port of Puntarenas, on the Pacific, and in
Nicoya, on the peninsula of the same name. In other parts
of the country, although not as prevalent, the store or res-
taurant of “el Chino” was a popular feature.

The relative economic and social independence pro-
vided by involvement in commercial activities allowed im-
migrants to maintain their cultural orientation toward the
motherland and to supply a steady stream of monetary re-
mittances that significantly bolstered the economies of
their hometowns in China.

Eventually, a number of immigrants established busi-
nesses that flourished and permitted expansion into other
economic areas, such as agricultural production, while al-
lowing them to provide credit to young immigrants who
were just getting started. Among them were veritable ty-
coons such as José Chen Apuy, who established the well-
known general store “Man chong sing” in Puntarenas and
who helped many of his countrymen with the process of
immigration and settlement; Juan José Ledn Yee, a success-
ful merchant, agricultural producer, and common-cause
politician on the city council of the port of Limdn, who
was a well-regarded benefactor of that city; and Luis Wa
Chong, one of the first cattlemen in the northern Atlantic
plains and among the first coffee producers in the south-
ern Pacific region of Coto Brus. He later became Costa
Rican ambassador-at-large to the community of Asian
nations.

Since the 1950s, many Chinese merchants have diver-
sified their investments; from the traditional small and
large grocery stores and restaurants, which are still the



most visible enterprises, they have branched out into farm-
ing (rice, cattle), agro-industry (processing agricultural
products, such as cocoa, for export), and small local indus-
try (dried foods, pastries, rubber thongs).

Marriage and Family

The first groups of immigrants were composed of young
unskilled men, many of whom established consensual un-
ions with local Hispanic women of low socioeconomic sta-
tus and rural background. Immigrants of solid economic
status brought brides from China or from immigrant colo-
nies in neighboring countries, such as Panama and Colom-
bia. Otherwise, an undetermined number of immigrants,
and later their descendants, traveled to China to find
consorts.

As unions between Chinese immigrants and Hispanic
women produced offspring, the growing population of cru-
zados provided marriageable partners to an immigrant
community that was chronically faced with a scarcity of
females.

In an effort to strengthen Chinese cultural values, im-
migrants who could afford to sent their older children to
special schools for immigrants’ children in southern
China, (Hong Kong, Zhong shan) and encouraged them
to marry preselected Chinese brides.

The family structure prevalent among Costa Rican
Chinese today can be safely assumed to represent pat-
terns common in southern China, first practiced by the
early immigrants, mixed with those of local Hispanic soci-
ety, as introduced by Hispanic consorts and by the de-
scendants raised and educated in Costa Rica. The
structure was based on a clearly defined hierarchy of posi-
tions of authority and roles, in which gender and age were
the most important factors. The oldest males in the family
—grandfather, father, and his brothers—held the highest
position of authority and respect, followed by male chil-
dren in descending order. Kinship terminology empha-
sized the rank of males in the structure and clan
membership as defined through the father’s line of de-
scent. Under traditional rules of inheritance, older males
likewise, had more rights, and females were practically
excluded.

Although the family structure valued by traditional
local Hispanic society is similar in principle to that of the
immigrants, Hispanic women play a more important role in
the family hierarchy and in decision making; the incorpora-
tion of Hispanic women tended to introduce changes in
the immigrant household leading to a stronger role, and
increased recognition, for females. The functionality of the
structure is attested by the stability of immigrant house-
holds: divorces, separations, and broken families are rare.

However, despite the father’s important role in empha-
sizing Chinese cultural values, and despite the strength of
the family structure and the economic power that helped
retain descendants within the immigrant family and com-
munity, cruzado children gravitated toward the culture of
their Hispanic mothers. Moreover, for both cruzado and
full-blooded Chinese children, the local public-school sys-
tem strengthened the process of assimilation to local His-
panic society. Today, 140 years after the arrival of the first
immigrants from southern China, only the eldest members
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of the community, immigrants who arrived after the 1920s,
retain a strong Chinese cultural identity. Their descen-
dants, although favoring aspects of Chinese culture, are
predominantly culturally Hispanic.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Different forms of organization
evolved among the immigrants in their efforts to assist
each other and needy newcomers. Orientation to the cul-
ture and community, temporary room and board, and
training and financial assistance were provided by each
household to its immigrating kin, followed by employment
along kinship lines and the establishment of credit socie-
ties (not necessarily among kin) among those who were
permanently settled in a locality. The credit system, pri-
marily run by well-established older men in the commu-
nity, replicated credit systems based on games of chance
common in southern China; it continues to play an impor-
tant role in the economy of the community.

Immigrant groups on the Atlantic coast region also es-
tablished kinship group organizations (family or clan asso-
ciations), which owned “clan houses.” Thus, members of
the kin group arriving from China were first housed in
these clan houses, often remaining for a period of time in
such quarters, while working under contract to repay their
kin for the cost of transportation overseas and other
services.

As the immigrant community increased in size, Chi-
nese community clubs, which grew out of the informal
meetings of the merchants in a community, were estab-
lished to provide assistance and formal representation to
all members of the immigrant community. For this pur-
pose, through the financial contributions pledged by each
of its members, the community bought a house in which
cultural symbols were kept and traditional Chinese festivi-
ties and holidays were celebrated, along with private cele-
brations such as birthdays and other recreational activities.
With the establishment of a club, other organizations were
formed.

The elders, an informal group vested with the maxi-
mum authority on community matters, continue to meet
at the club to discuss community issues, especially those
that require arbitration, without involving the local His-
panic community and authorities.

As the number of women in the immigrant community
increased, they formed organizations that helped them
adapt to the culture, learn the language, and organize so-
cial activities for their children. Women also formed recrea-
tional groups to which the game mah-jongg was central.
The clubs are still present in the larger communities, al-
though their social functions are beginning to wane. The
Atlantic coast Colony Club remains socially very active, al-
though some of the original Chinese celebrations held
there are no longer practiced.

The family or clan houses run by each family on the
Atlantic coast lost part of their original purpose once the
club was established, yet, as the number of immigrants of
advanced age increased, such houses became retirement
centers for the elders of each family who did not retire to
China.

At least one community, the port of Limén, set up a
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“Chinese School” in the late 1940s, for full-blooded and
cruzado children; spoken and written Cantonese was
taught, along with geography, history, and culture. This ef-
fort ended owing to a high dropout rate among the cru-
zado children, who could not be assisted by both parents
in learning the language. Moreover, the bulk of students
came under the competing demands of the Hispanic high
school system in the late 1960s.

Political Organization. Two immigrant political organi-
zations allowed them some degree of involvement in the
political life of China: the Guomindang and the Chicun-
tong. The first organization had club houses in Pantarenas,
San José, and Limén, where political meetings were held to
rally economic support for the Chiang Kai-shek govern-
ment in Taiwan. Through such support, Guomindang
chapters in the Americas helped significantly in the mili-
tary defense of the island.

The Chicuntong association was a less popular, Atlantic
coast political organization, which opposed the Guomindang
but was not categorically in favor of the Chinese Communist
government. It functioned like a brotherhood, or “lodge,” for
the poor, and had a large membership on the coast.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Immigrants practiced forms of traditional or “popular”
Buddhism, sometimes mixed with Daoist elements, com-
mon in southern China, but over the years many have be-
come practicing Catholics.

Among the celebrations shared by the immigrants at
the Colony Club were ceremonies paying homage to tradi-
tional Chinese figures and symbols; to this day traditional
symbols of Chinese culture and representations of Bud-
dhist and Confucian thought are found decorating immi-
grants’ businesses and homes.

Fundamental in the system of beliefs of Chinese immi-
grants is the “cult” of the ancestors, based on reverence
and emphasized in family history and structure. Rituals
and gifts are presented in an annual ceremony (attended
only by the men) at the tomb of the ancestors. Although
an elaborate tradition in the homeland, without its social
context, it became a simple ritual.

Other beliefs and practices relate to traditional super-
stitions common in Chinese culture dealing with natural
justice (e.g., “filial piety brings its own rewards”), honesty,
tespect, sharing, and matters of luck, the latter being a
very prevalent concern, involving games of chance.

Some of the Chinese traditions formerly celebrated by
the immigrants are remembered only by the oldest members
of the community because, through the years, they have been
replaced by local Hispanic customs. The traditional Chinese
symbols, the lions, no longer dance at the celebrations and
ceremonies held by the immigrant community, but the Chi-
nese dragon is a common feature in the Carnivals of the Ca-
ribbean coast and, occasionally, in other Hispanic festivities.
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Chocho

ETHNONYMS: Chochol, Chocholteca, Chochdn, Chocho-
Popolocan, Chochoteco, Chono, Chucho, Chuchén, Ho-
choén, Ixcatec-Chocho

The 1,200 or so Chocho Indians live in the Mixteca Alta
region of northern QOaxaca, Mexico. Their language and
customs are closely related to the nearby Popoloca of
southern Puebla. The two groups have often been con-
fused and looked on as one ethnic entity; however, many
anthropologists regard them as two distinct groups
(Jacklein 1974). The Chocho language belongs to the
Oto-Manguean Stock and is called Popoloca by the
Chocho people, further compounding the confusion.
Both popoloca and chocho were derogatory terms applied
to allegedly barbaric and uncivilized races, the former by
the Aztec and the latter by the Spanish. Thus the words
were originally used indiscriminately and have only re-
cently come to be attached, albeit in a rather confused
way, to distinct cultural groups.

The terrain inhabited by the Chocho is largely moun-
tainous. Rainfall is rare, summertime temperatures are very
high, and wintertime temperatures fall below freezing.
There is little natural flora or fauna in the region. The
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people live in villages that are further divided into barrios
named after saints or local geographic features. Some bar-
rios have elected officials who assign people to work on
projects benefiting the entire community and who act as
truant officers for the schools. All barrios have a mayor-
domo who hosts a fiesta for the barrio’s patron saint on
the saint’s day; in most cases, the mayordomo must bear
the cost of the fiesta.

The staple of the Choco diet is maize, although they
also eat beans, chiles, peaches, apples, tomatoes, quinces,
oranges, lemons, plantains, and white zapote fruits. Meat,
usually goat meat, is eaten on Sundays, although fiestas
generally call for chicken or turkey dishes.

The traditional Chocho house has a wooden frame
and walls of quiote (the stem of the maguey plant). It is
eight to 10 meters in length and 3 to 4 meters wide. Roofs
are made of palm or of maguey leaves. Many houses have
no windows, and the only light source is the doorway.
Seats, table, and altar are made of maguey logs. People
sleep either on sleeping mats or on board or branch beds.
Kitchens are often outside the house. There are also un-
derground caves 2 meters in depth, where the people weave
palm-leaf hats, the major source of income for the Cho-
cho; weaving takes place underground so as to keep the
palm leaves moist and supple.

Men wear trousers, a shirt, a palm hat, and sandals;
women wear a cotton dress, a blouse, and an apron.

Men perform all agricultural work, whereas women
perform domestic work and educate the children. Agricul-
ture is primarily performed through the use of the plow, ei-
ther Egyptian or moldboard, but in either case yields are
poor. As a result, palm weaving is an important economic
activity in most families. In addition to palm weavers, there
are also wool weavers, carpenters, masons, butchers, hair-
dressers, shopkeepers, and curers.

The most important social relationships are among
the patrilocal extended family and between godchildren
and godfathers. Marriages are arranged; they take place
when the prospective bride and groom are 18 to 20 years
of age. The best man and best woman are the godparents
of the couple. Newlyweds live with the groom’s parents.
Later, the couple build their own house, which they own
themselves. Women bear children with the aid of a
midwife.

Following death, the corpse is dressed in his or her
best clothes, and a wake is held the first night. The next
day, the handwritten obituary is distributed. Many mourn-
ers attend the wake on the second night, and there is a
band; mourners consume coffee, mescal, and bread and
smoke cigarettes. The corpse is buried in a box or sleeping
mat, along with all clothes and personal possessions.
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Chlol

ETHNONYM: Chol

Orientation
Identification. “Chlol” is a term that applies to the speak-

ers of an American Indian language spoken in southern
Mexico; they refer to it simply as lak tan (“our language”). In
colonial documents, the Ch'ol were also called “Palencanos,”
“Pochutlas,” “Topiltepeques,” and “Lacandones.”

Location. The Ch'ol occupy a continuous area in the
southern Mexican state of Chiapas. Population is concen-
trated in the municipios of Tila, Tumbala, Salto de Agua,
Yajalon, Palenque, and Sabanilla but has expanded in mod-
ern times to jungle areas in Ocosingo.

Demography. The great majority of Ch'ol live in small
rural settlements, but a few urban centers are dominated by
Ch'ol populations, notably Tila, Tumbala, and Salto de
Agua. Allowing for some undercounting, the Chlol-speaking
population numbers about 100,000.

Linguistic Affiliation. Ch'ol is a member of the Western
Branch of the Maya Family of languages, and within West-
ern Mayan, Ch'ol belongs to a subdivision composed of
Tzeltalan (Tzeltal and Tzotzil) and Cholan proper. Cholan
proper includes Western Cholan (Chontal and Ch'ol) and
Eastern Cholan (Chlorti' and its colonial ancestor, Cholti).
Within Ch'ol itself, there are two major dialect areas, the
Tila (or Western) dialect and the Tumbala (or Eastern) di-
alect. There is a high degree of intelligibility between the
varieties. Ch'ol has been shown to be closely related to the
language transcribed in the Classic period (a.p. 300-900)
Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions.

History and Cultural Relations

The Cholan, the historical predecessors of the Ch'ol, once
occupied most of the lowland areas from the Rio Grijalva
on the west to the Rio Motagua on the east, including the
southern (riverine) half of the Yucatin Peninsula. The
urban centers of this civilization were abandoned with
the fall of the Classic Maya around the tenth century; the
Cholan survived in small agricultural settlements until the
sixteenth century, when they were decimated by diseases
and other repercussions of Spanish colonialism.

At the end of the sixteenth century, Ch'ol settlements
were located along the Rio Usumacinta and its lowland
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tributaries, from northern Guatemala to the Gulf coast.
The Chlol resisted Spanish incursions, including mission-
ary activity, and carried out raids on highland areas that
were pacified and controlled by the Spanish Crown. As a
consequence, the Ch'ol were subjected to a 100-year mili-
tary effort (1590-1690). Conquest and resettlement of the
Chlol, area by area, resulted, beginning with the lower Rio
Usumacinta and Rio Tulija area and proceeding upriver in
successive campaigns that concluded with the subjugation
of the Mopan and the Itza' Maya, to the east of the Chlol.
Chlol populations that survived pacification were resettled
in Palenque, Tila, Tumbala, and Bachajon, in Chiapas, and
in Retalhuleu, Guatemala, but only those in the Tila and
Tumbala areas survived into the twentieth century.

John Loyd Stephens, a U.S. explorer who traveled
through the Tumbala area in 1840, remarked that the Indi-
ans there lived in essentially aboriginal conditions, with lit-
tle sign of Spanish influence. After mid-century, however,
German and North American interests founded coffee
plantations and incorporated the Ch'ol in a system of debt
peonage. This system disappeared after the Mexican Revo-
lution, and, in the 1930s, Ch'ol gained control of many
coffee plantations through land reform.

About 1960, the federal government authorized ex-
pansion of highland populations into lowland jungle areas
left virtually unpopulated since the seventeenth century.
As groups organized and petitioned for lands under the
ejido system, hundreds of new settlements evolved, and the
population expansion has taken Ch'ol into almost all of
the Mexican territory their ancestors occupied in the six-
teenth century.

Settlements

The major urban settlements occupied by Ch'ol speakers
are Tila, Tumbala, Salto de Agua, and Palenque; however,
these are to some extent dominated by their non-Indian
(Ladino) populations. The great majority of Ch'ol live out-
side these urban centers, in smaller agricultural settle-
ments, the result of land reform under the ejido system.
Ejido settlements tend to be small because the laws
governing land reform specify how many heads of family will
have land rights and restrict inheritance to one son; land-
poor younger sons are the major factor in the formation of
newer ejidos. Consequently, these settlements also tend to
be peculiar demographically, as they are founded by young
generation mates and initially have few elders. By the same
token, they are innovative socially; little traditional life sur-
vives in the ejidos. A great majority are dominated by Prot-
estant sects, in contrast to the well-entrenched Catholicism

of the highlands.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. There is con-
siderable diversity to the economy of Ch'ol settlements, al-
though there is a strong component of subsistence agricul-
ture based on maize, beans, and squashes, with the
addition of manioc, chili peppers, tomatoes, and other veg-
etables, as well as tropical fruits. Cacao was produced in
early colonial times but was replaced by coffee. Nine-

teenth- and early twentieth-century plantations also pro-
duced cattle, mahogany and other tropical hardwoods, rub-
ber, and vanilla.

The economy of the ejidos varies widely, as each set-
tlement struggles independently to develop its own locale.
Some ejidos are strictly limited to subsistence; others have
developed a variety of cash crops, including not only coffee
but cacao and fruit trees. Farming of produce for local
markets is poorly developed. Government support of cattle
production often results in lands cleared for farming being
converted to pasturage.

Industrial Arts. The Chlol are overwhelmingly agricul-
tural, with little development of other industries. Weaving
and embroidery, once essential crafts for women, have now
disappeared almost entirely, replaced by sewing. Western-
style dresses of brightly decorated satinlike cloth, worn
with rows of beads and numerous hair clips, are a hallmark
of ejido Ch'ol women.

Trade. The major regional product for outside trade is
coffee, produced both on large commercial plantations and
by family enterprise on smaller plots.

Division of Labor. Males do most of the agricultural work,
women perform domestic chores (i.e., men produce food, and
women process it, as in other Mayan communities).

Land Tenure. Most land is held through the ejido sys-
tem, as prescribed by law: groups of heads of households
petition for use of unoccupied lands (or lands held in ex-
cess of legal limits) and are granted an ejido. Shares can
neither be bought nor sold, and are inherited by only one
son. Other sons traditionally emigrate to form other
ejidos—the process by which the lowland rain forest has
been repopulated since about 1960.

Kinship

Kinship terminology and kin-based organization are rapidly
acculturating to regional Hispanic norms, but reconstruc-
tions based on internal Ch'ol and external Mayan compari-
sons indicate an earlier stage with patrilineal clans, and
this hypothesis is supported by evidence from Classic-
period hieroglyphic inscriptions.

Kin Groups and Descent. Various forms of evidence in-
dicate the former existence of patrilineal exogamous clans
(Villa Rojas 1969, 236), but these currently survive mainly
in a feeling of implied kinship and reciprocal obligation be-
tween persons of the same surname. Ethnohistorical rec-
ords in Classic-period hieroglyphic inscriptions indicate
rule normally passed to a child of the preceding (male or
female) ruler. Because most rulers were male, dynasties of
patrilineally related kings resulted, and the data suggest
patrilineal descent groups were important elements in
Classic political organization.

Kinship Terminology. Kinship terminology of the
Omaha type is attested, but in most communities a de-
gree of acculturation is noted. Unacculturated terminol-
ogy is structurally identical to the working Omaha system
attested in the nearby Tzotzil community of Chalchi-
huitan (i.e., patrilineages with sibling marriage exchange
between neighboring families).
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Marriage and Family

Family units are important and positively valued. Relations
between brothers are said to be strained and competitive,
whereas relations with cousins are friendly. Uncles are
counselors and helpers; grandparents are treated with re-
spect and are sought out for advice.

Marriage. Marriage is expected to take place when both
parties are about 21. Accompanied by an older male family
member, the prospective groom calls on the bride’s parents
in a series of informal visits, during which gifts of food are
delivered. After tacit agreement is reached, courtship lasts
six months or more. Marriage is accomplished by both civil
registration and religious ceremonies. Postmarital residence
is usually patrilocal, but the possibilities include the groom
residing matrilocally and working with his father-in-law, ul-
timately inheriting as if he were a son.

Domestic Unit. Residential units are nuclear-family or
extended-family households with elder parents or recently
married children added to the nuclear family.

Inheritance. Inheritance goes to the last child, espe-
cially if this child is male. If the last child is female, she
must be unmarried so that the goods remain in the same
patrilineal family.

Socialization.  Socialization of young children is by a
combination of good role models, discipline, and instruc-
tion, with the expectation that positive early formation pre-
vents problems from occurring later.

Sociopolitical Organization

Ejido settlements are governed by prescribed structures (an
ejido commissioner and councils) but often function more
democratically, with men meeting daily for public discus-
sions and weekly more formal public assemblies, decisions
being made by consensus. Religious authorities exercise
considerable influence over community members. Highland
and urban settlements have legally prescribed systems of
governance under federal law, balanced against a tradi-
tional cargo system. The latter now has mainly religious
functions but nonetheless constitutes a political power base
capable of opposing civil authority.

Social Organization. The traditional cargo system (chu-
julba e'tel, “holy work™) survives best in Tila. There, more
than fifty citizens at a time hold ritual offices for one-year
terms, organizing festivals, caring for sacred images, and re-
ceiving and interceding on petitions from supplicants, in-
cluding pilgrims from outside the community. Marriage is a
prerequisite for these offices, and cargo holders’ wives have
ritual obligations.

In Tila, each saint represented in the central cathedral
has a mayordomo, and ritual advisors and assistants fill out
the ranks of the cargo holders. Men who have passed
through various offices gain the status of respected elders
(local Spanish: tatuches; Chol: lak tatnabb, literally “our an-
cestors”). In Tumbala, religious cargos are partially merged
with political offices.

Political Organization. Qutside the ejidos, the political
organization prescribed by federal law is the ayuntamiento,
headed by the presidente municipal. In Tila, this organiza-
tion is balanced against the cargo holders and the official

church hierarchy (bishop, priests, etc.), who mediate prob-
lems informally. In Tumbala, the state-sanctioned offices
have largely replaced the political roles of cargo holders.

Conflict and Social Control. Social control is accom-
plished through socialization. Individuals believe they are
responsible for their acts, not only to others but to the su-
pernatural world. Consequently, bad actions will result in
illness and other forms of supernatural discipline.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. There is great diversity in current reli-
gious practices and beliefs among ethnic Ch'ol, ranging
from traditional Maya-Christian syncretism of various de-
grees, to mainstream Catholicism, to fundamentalist evan-
gelical Protestantism.

Traditional syncretic Maya-Catholic beliefs, as mani-
fested in the Ch'ol area, have merged the Sun with Christ
and the Moon with the Virgin Mary, in accordance with
pre-Columbian mythology, in which the Moon is the
mother of the Sun. Tila is the center of a syncretic tradi-
tion featuring a Black Christ, the Sefior de Tila (Lord of
Tila), whose image is preserved in a cave, a center of wor-
ship, as an anthropomorphic stalagmite. Worshipers come
to annual festivals in great numbers, making Tila a major
pilgrimage site in southern Mexico.

The name “Tila” derives from the Gulf Coast Nahuatl
tillan, “place of (the) black (one),” and Black men who
live in caves figure prominently in highland folklore. Caves
are also the domain of the principal earth deity (the Earth
Owner of the Tzotzil and other Mayan groups), owner of
earthly goods who must be petitioned for reasonable use of
his plants and animals. Two elements of the overriding
Chl'ol philosophy are that gifts must be repaid and that evil
will turn back against its agent. Offerings in caves for suc-
cess in hunting and other pursuits continue to be made.

Religious Practitioners. Apart from priests and pastors
serving mainstream Christian churches, shamanistic curers
are the principal religious practitioners. Summoned to their
responsibility in dreams, curers visit caves to solidify their
powers. Curing practices involve invoking supernatural
powers; petitions to supernaturals are accompanied by of-
ferings of candles, incense, and liquor. An essential ele-
ment is the “promise” made by the interlocutor—a pledge
of offerings and good behavior in return for divine assist-
ance. Most shamans are male, but a similar position is
held by female midwives, who likewise draw their powers
from the supernatural and are destined to serve from birth.

Ceremonies. Tila is the site of a major round of religious
ceremonies tied to the Christian calendar but retaining ele-
ments of pre-Columbian and colonial beliefs and practices.
The festival honoring the Senor de Tila occurs in mid-
January and features masses and processions of images of
the Lord. Carnaval (from the weekend to Ash Wednesday)
is the occasion for replacing cargo holders in office, public
dance performances (Black Men and Marias), and ritual
combat between bulls and jaguars (symbolizing Hispanic
versus indigenous cultures). All Saints’ is mainly a family
occasion, with house altars prepared to receive the family
dead. Tumbala, whose patron saint is Saint Michael, cele-
brates a similar series of festivals, on a smaller scale.
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Arts. Verbal arts are respected, and the Ch'ol have a
rich body of traditional folktales and sacred myths; they
are skillful at joking and narrating ordinary events. Cre-
ation stories involve the Moon and her sons, who account
for the origin of the animals as well as agricultural prac-
tices, and symbolize conflict between male siblings. Other
common topics are pursuit by underworld beings, transfor-
mation (people changing into animals, and vice versa), and
encounters with Earth Owner, who sometimes appears in
the guise of a man named Don Juan.

Medicine. Major illness results from souls being impris-
oned by earth powers (caves, rivers, and the like). Shamans
cure with a combination of herbal and spiritual treatments
(prayers, offerings, and threats). Some illness may result
from witchcraft, which is accomplished through pacts with
earth powers. Principal illnesses are caused by fright, envy,
and wrong thoughts, all of which involve disharmony with

the spirit world. Curing techniques include ritual bathing,’

herbal remedies and diets, and prayers and offerings. Mid-
wives care for pregnant women and assist in deliveries.

Death and Afterlife. Death is considered to be a natu-
ral process; people must die to make room for others. Bur-
ial is with Christian rites. A wake features prayers and
offerings on behalf of the soul of the departed. Gifts of
food and candles are received by a designated family mem-
ber of the same sex as the departed, and money, candles,
and incense are ritually presented to the cadaver.
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Chontal of Tabasco

ETHNONYMS: Chontales, Chontal Maya, Chontal Mayan,
Yocotan, Yokotan

Orientation

Identification. The word “Chontal” is derived from the
Nahuatl word for “foreigner” or “stranger,” chontalli. This
term was originally applied to the Tabascan Maya by the
Aztec, whose language, Nahuatl, was used as a lingua
franca in many parts of Mesoamerica before and after the
Spanish Conquest. The Spanish adopted this term in spite
of the fact that it was also applied to different peoples in
southern Oaxaca, Mexico, and in Nicaragua whose lan-
guages and cultures were unrelated to that of the Chontal
of Tabasco. In this article, the word “Chontal” is used to
refer only to the Chontal of Tabasco.

Location. The Chontal-Mayan-speaking area of Mexico
has shrunk since the pre-Columbian period from an area
that included most of the state of Tabasco and western
Campeche to just the central part of Tabasco.

Demography. The first Spanish chroniclers, such as
Juan de Grijalva and Hernan Cortés, left us with only a
vague idea of the population of the Chontal Maya; how-
ever, by extrapolating from the data that are available,
scholars have estimated that between 135,000 and 240,000
Chontal Mayan speakers lived in Mexico at the time of the
Spanish Conquest. In examining tribute lists of the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, scholars have dis-
covered that Tabasco and Campeche suffered a rapid
population decline during that period. Like other indige-
nous populations in the New World, the Chontal Maya
were not resistant to European diseases such as smallpox
and measles. Tabasco’s population had fallen to only 8,500
by 1579, and by 1639 amounted to just 4,630. After this
severe decline, the population of Tabasco began to recover
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slowly: by 1794, Tabasco had a population of 35,805 (55
percent Indian, 38 percent mestizo, and 7 percent
European).

It was not until the twentieth century, however, that
the population of Tabasco began to grow rapidly. Mexican
census data from 1960 and 1970 indicated a Chontal-
speaking population of approximately 20,000. In the 1990
census, Chontal Mayan speakers older than 5 years of age
numbered 30,143 in Tabasco.

Linguistic Affiliation. Chontal is one of the approxi-
mately thirty related languages that form the Mayan Lan-
guage Family. The parent language of all Mayan languages,
Proto-Mayan, was last spoken approximately forty-one cen-
turies ago. As time passed, two major language branches
appeared: Western and Eastern Mayan. About nineteen
centuries ago, Western Mayan split up into Greater Tzel-
talan and Greater Kanjobalan. Greater Tzeltalan further di-
vided into Proto-Cholan and Tzeltalan Proper. Chontal,
together with Ch'ol, Ch'orti', and Cholti, descended from
Proto-Cholan. These four languages form the Cholan Sub-
group of the Mayan Language Family.

Chontal, or Yokot'an, as it is called by those who
speak it, plays an important role in the sociocultural life of
the Chontal community. Unlike many other Maya groups,
the modern Chontal Maya cannot be distinguished from
Ladinos (non-Indian Spanish speakers) in appearance, oc-
cupation, economic level, or place of origin. Knowledge of
the Chontal language is therefore the most important so-
cial indicator of Chontal ethnic identity.

Chontal Mayan has many dialects. The oldest known
dialect of Chontal is exemplified in the Maldonado-
Paxbolon Papers (Scholes and Roys 1968; Smailus 1975),
which were written between 1610 and 1612. Today, each
Chontal-speaking community has its own variety of Chon-
tal; these dialects are mutually intelligible.

Since 93.2 percent of Chontal speakers also speak
Spanish, the relationship between Chontal and Spanish is
an important one. Spanish, as the more prestigious lan-
guage, is used in the domains of established religion and
education and in the workplace. Chontal is spoken primar-
ily with friends and at home.

Although almost all Chontal speakers are bilingual,
the level of fluency varies among the population, based on
age and gender. In general, the men and the younger gen-
eration (men and women under 50 years of age) speak bet-
ter Spanish than the women and the older generation
{men and women over 50). Just as knowledge of Spanish
varies within the Chontal community, so does knowledge
of the Chontal language—the children in many communi-
ties speak less Chontal and more Spanish than the adults
do. As more children are taught Spanish rather than
Chontal, Spanish is assuming a greater role in Chontal
communities, replacing Chontal even at home and among
friends. Chontal Mayan is a dying language.

History, Trade, and Cultural Relations

In the century prior to the Spanish Conquest, the Chontal
Maya were prosperous, and the area was well populated.
The Chontal occupied a strategic economic position, play-
ing an important part in the trade carried on between the
Gulf coast and the Caribbean, across the base of the Yuc-

atan Peninsula. Yucatan traded salt, cotton cloth, and
slaves. In exchange, cacao, obsidian, precious metals, feath-
ers, and other luxury items were imported by the Yukateko
from Tabasco and the Caribbean coast to the southeast.
Tabasco’s population included not only native Chontal
Maya but also representatives from other Mesoamerican
cultures. For example, Nahuatl speakers from central Mex-
ico established several commercial centers in Tabasco, and
many Chontal speakers were bilingual. Zoque- and Yucatec
Maya-speaking towns were also present in Tabasco.

After the Spanish Conquest, Tabasco lost its strategic
economic position. Instead of being prosperous traders, the
Chontal became peons, paying cacao, maize, and chickens
as tribute to their Spanish overlords. As the Tabascan pop-
ulation declined, so did tribute income, agricultural pro-
duction, the labor supply, and trade. Tabasco’s economy
suffered an economic depression that lasted through most
of the colonial period and well into the nineteenth
century.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been a
period of continuous growth in population, territorial ex-
pansion, settlement, and economic activity in Tabasco.
Economic prosperity returned to Tabasco with the exploi-
tation of petroleum in the twentieth century. The ratio of
Chontal speakers to the total population in Tabasco is
steadily declining, however, and areas inhabited by the
Chontal Maya in Tabasco have shrunk considerably in the
last hundred years.

Settlements

The first descriptions of Chontal settlements were re-
corded by Spanish chroniclers. As early as 1579, Tabasco
was described in two reports written by Alfaro Santa Cruz
and other officials of the Villa de Tabasco. Their reports
included a detailed map of the province. At the time of
the Conquest, the most heavily populated part of Tabasco
was the Chontalpa, a region that included a group of
twenty-three Chontal-speaking towns. Other Chontal
towns were located by the coast and along rivers, grouped
together in provinces. Each province had a center sur-
rounded by subordinate hamlets.

Another key region of Chontal speakers was the prov-
ince of Acalan, located on the Rio Candelaria where it
flows into the Laguna de Términos, in the modern state of
Campeche, Mexico. With its seventy-six towns and vil-
lages, the province of Acalan was well populated. The late
pre-Columbian and early colonial history of Acalan is de-
scribed in the Maldonado-Paxbolon Papers.

The colonial period produced not only a population
decline but also a change in population distribution. Most
of the coastal areas were abandoned during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, because of raids and loot-
ing by pirates. During the height of the pirates’ power,
most of the people in Tabasco lived in the sierra region
and in the Chontalpa. As pirate incursions ceased in the
second half of the eighteenth century, many inhabitants of
the sierra region returned to the coastal areas.

Today, Chontal speakers are clustered in the Tabascan
municipios of Centla, Macuspana, Nacajuca, and Taco-
talpa, and the indigenous language that is spoken in west-
ern Campeche is Yucatec Maya.
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Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Prior to the
Spanish Conquest, Tabasco was a major agricultural and
commercial area. Farmers raised not only subsistence crops
(maize, beans, squashes, sweet potatoes, and manioc) but
also commercial crops, such as cacao. The majority of
Chontal subsistence farmers still till their land in the same
slash-and-burn manner as their pre-Columbian ancestors.
They grow most of the same subsistence crops, as well as
plantains and rice. Raising household animals, hunting,
and fishing help to supplement the Chontal diet.

Modern commercial farming is limited largely to the
production of tropical and subtropical crops, such as
cacao, sugarcane, bananas, and coconuts. Cattle raising is
also an important commercial enterprise. From 1625 to
1925, the exploitation of tropical-forest products was next
in importance to farming and cattle raising. Today the
lumber industry is of minor importance, because of over-
cutting. Commercial fishing, particularly of shrimp, has in-
creased in importance since 1950. Beginning in the 1950s,
Tabasco’s economy grew astronomically, based on the ex-
ploitation of petroleum and natural gas. Consequently, the
Chontal are prosperous, compared to most Mayan groups
in Mexico and Guatemala, primarily owing to the petro-
leum industry. The modern economy of Tabasco and the
Chontal is tied to the economy of Mexico and the world.

Industrial Arts. For many years, the hat industry was
the most important enterprise of the Chontalpa; Chontal
Maya men, women, and children used their free time to
weave long strips of palm leaf. As the demand for these
hats has diminished, and as opportunities for wage labor
have increased, the hat industry has lost its importance.
Many traditional arts—such as hat weaving, gourd carving,
embroidering, and some types of pottery making—
continue to be of primary importance because of the tour-
ist market.

Division of Labor and Land Tenure. Traditionally, the
Chontal Maya have been subsistence farmers or ranchers.
Chontal communities are surrounded by farmland owned
or rented by Chontal Maya. Some communities were estab-
lished as ejidos, settlements formed around the new lands
that were created by land reform. As the Tabascan econ-
omy has boomed, however, so has the number of wage jobs
increased.

Chontal men are the traditional breadwinners of the
family, either as subsistence farmers or as wage earners.
The women are responsible for domestic chores and child
rearing. More and more Chontal women are becoming
wage earners, however, as Chontal communities become
part of mainstream Mexico.

Kinship

The Chontal Maya kinship system is now bilateral, and
Spanish kin terms are often used. Chontal kin terms differ
from their Spanish counterparts in that they often stress
age relative to Ego. Ritual kinship, compadrazgo (coparent-
hood), is widely practiced in baptisms, weddings, and other
key events in the life of the Chontal Maya.

Marriage and Family

Marriage, Domestic Unit, and Inheritance. In the
past, it was the custom for parents to arrange the mar-
riages of their children. The young man’s parents would
visit the young woman’s parents several times to discuss
the marriage. If the marriage was agreed upon, a date was
fixed, and a more formal ceremony was held with the
young woman'’s relatives. The groom would bring gifts—
candles, maize, beans, cacao, and turkey—to make a large
meal to celebrate the wedding announcement. A civil wed-
ding ceremony, occasionally followed by a religious cere-
mony, would take place several weeks later. Often, the
couple would remain at the young man’s parents’ house
until they were able to build their own.

Modern weddings are less formal. The couple, often
after a furtive relationship, decide to get married. If the
parents do not agree to the marriage, the couple may run
away and live together. Common-law marriages are ac-
cepted by the community. Most households consist of nu-
clear families.

Land and property are usually transferred from parents
to children in accordance with Mexican law and parental
wishes.

Socialization. Chontal-speaking communities are in a
state of rapid change. Traditional values and rituals are
being replaced with working-class Ladino values. Children
are being exposed to mainstream Mexican and Catholic-
church values and culture through priests, nuns, missionar-
ies, schoolteachers, radio, and television. In many commu-

nities, children are being taught Spanish instead of
Chontal.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Within Tabascan society, the
Chontal Maya (as well as all other Indians) are at the bot-
tom of the social scale. The desire for higher status is a
major reason for the assimilation of Chontal Maya into
Ladino society. Among the Chontal Maya, status depends
on economic success, particularly in communities in which
political, religious, and traditional avenues to advancement
no longer exist.

Political Organization. The formal government is run
by officials of the municipio, who are periodically elected
according to Mexican federal laws. For the most part,
elected officials are Ladinos. In some Chontal communi-
ties, traditional officials—elderly men who have held reli-
gious posts—are still being elected.

Social Control and Conflict. Social control is main-
tained through familial constraints and by Church officials
and the Mexican legal systems; however, the 1990s have
been characterized as a period of increasing social unrest
among the Chontal Maya. The economic crisis in Mexico,
the civil war in Guatemala, and the rebellion of the Mayan
Indians in the neighboring state of Chiapas are all contrib-
uting factors.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Chontal Maya are very religious.
In most Chontal communities, the Catholic church is the
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most important building. Each town has its own patron
saint and some secondary saints. Many Chontal Maya
make pilgrimages to visit the saints in other towns, particu-
larly, El Sefior de Tila, the patron saint of Tila, in Chiapas.
Each patron saint has an annual festival, with a lavish dis-
play of music, food, and prayers.

Religious Practitioners. Since the 1940s, however, a
growing number of Chontal Maya have converted to Prot-
estantism and no longer participate in the religious festi-
vals for saints. As the religious competition between
Catholics and Protestants increases, more Catholic priests
and nuns and Protestant missionaries are visiting Chontal
communities. The net result is that more adults and chil-
dren are learning modern Catholic and Protestant doctrine
and are being taught to reject traditional rituals. The tradi-
tional recomendores (religious petitioners) and patrones
(church officials) are losing influence.

Arts. Among the Chontal Maya, expressive culture is fo-
cused primarily on religion. Music, drama, and art are part
of all religious and ritual events. Churches and saints are
decorated during the festivals, which culminate in elabo-
rate processions, often with music and dancing.

Medicine. Traditional folk practices coexist with West-
ern medicine in most Chontal communities. Most Chontal
Maya seek medical help for serious injuries and illness.
Curanderos (folk healers) are frequently consulted, how-
ever, particularly by older, more traditional Chontal Maya.

Death and Afterlife. The Chontal Maya believe in an
afterlife in which one is rewarded or punished for having
led a good or evil life. Traditional Catholic Chontal Maya
believe that communication with the dead is possible and
that dead friends and relatives can function as intermediar-
ies between the living and the saints. Consequently, formal
petitions to the dead are an important part of traditional
Chontal ritual. Such petitions are offered during novenas
(nine-day mourning periods) for the dead and during the
month of October, climaxing on the second day of Novem-
ber. The petitions are usually offered by a Chontal recom-
endor, a ritual specialist who is hired to pray and petition
the dead and the saints, although laymen occasionally offer
the petitions. During these rituals, food, beverages, in-
cense, candles, and skyrockets are offered to the dead
and/or the saints, together with requests for aid.
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Chlorti'

ETHNONYMS: Choloti, Chorté, Chorti

The overwhelming majority of the Ch'lorti' (52,000), a
highland Maya Indian people, live in the Chiquimula De-
partment of Guatemala. The remaining 4,000 or so live in
the department of Copan in Honduras. They have tradi-
tionally depended on maize and beans for subsistence. The
K'iche' Maya had dominated the Ch'orti' since the early fif-
teenth century, but by the 1520s the Spanish had become
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the primary regional power. Warfare and disease killed
many Chlorti' during the sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, and in the nineteenth century the Ch'orti' lost
much of their land to the Guatemalan government. During
the 1980s, 25 percent of the Guatemalan Ch'orti' came to
the United States to escape political persecution.
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Chuj

ETHNONYMS: ajNenton, ajSan Matéyo, ajSan Sabastyan

Orientation

Identification. The Chuj are a Mayan people living in
northwestern Guatemala, in the department of Huehue-
tenango. They prefer and use names based on the name of
their municipality: “ajSan Matéyo” (San Mateo Ixtatan),
“ajSan Sabastyan” (San Sebastiin Coatan), “ajNenton”
(Nenton). In 1993 the Chuj Committee of the National
Academy of the Mayan Languages of Guatemala was es-
tablished and began looking for a new name. The term
“Chuj,” in folk tradition, was first applied to the group by
the Spanish on the advice of Tzeltal conscripts for whom
“chuj” meant capixay, the loose wool overgarment worn by
Chuj men. In modern Tzeltal, “chuj” refers to brightly
printed cotton cloth. In Chuj, “chuj” means “sweat bath.”

Location. The municipalities of San Mateo Ixtatin and
San Sebastian Coatan, which straddle the backbone of the
Cuchumatan Mountains, are Chuj. Nenton, which is the
coffee-planting piedmont area of Guatemala, is about one-
third Chuj. Some Chuj also live in neighboring areas of
Mexico. Political violence in Guatemala, particularly dur-
ing the early 1980s, forced many Chuj to abandon town
centers and established villages and to live in isolation in
mountainous holds or leave the country altogether. The
Chuj population of Los Angeles now rivals that of San
Sebastian.

Demography. The population of San Mateo Ixtatan is
about 16,000; that of San Sebastian Coatan is about
9,000; and the Chuj-speaking inhabitants of Nentén num-
ber nearly 4,000. Counts of the Chuj population in Los
Angeles are hampered by their irregular immigration status.
Linguistic Affiliaon. Chuj is a Mayan language of the
Q'anjob'alan Branch. It is most closely related to Tojolab'al,
spoken in Mexico. These two languages constitute the
Chujean Subgroup of the QQ'anjob'alan Branch. Most Chuj
men are multilingual. Almost all are bilingual in Spanish
and Chuj; many can carry on basic commercial transac-
tions and conversations in Q'anjob'al and make some fur-

ther adjustments for interacting with Jakalteko as well.
Since about the 1970s, Chuj women have been bilingual in
Spanish and Chuj.

History and Cultural Relations

The Chuj in Guatemala have occupied their territory for
millennia. According to the ethnolinguistic and glotto-
chronological calculations of Kaufman (1976) and
McQuown (1971), the Chuj occupy an area that is
roughly that of the Proto-Maya language homeland. The
Chuj have lived in northwestern Guatemala since Proto-
Maya began its differentiation into modern Mayan lan-
guages about four thousand years ago.

Settlements

Modern San Mateo Ixtatin is superimposed on pre-
Columbian mounds and plazas. The structure immediately
underlying the modern town dates from the Late Classic
period (ap. 600-900). A major “temple” complex and
platform/courtyard lie below the city, which sits astride a
rich salt deposit. Chuj salt was traded north through
Tzeltal and Tzotzil regions of Mexico. The salt dome is ac-
cessible through a series of four wells. During the period of
civil strife called the violencia (ca. 1979-1982), Guatema-
lan troops cut forests along the roadways; the deforestation
lowered the water table to such a degree that only a single
salt well remains in full production. A large temple mound
overlooks the main well.

In the pre-Hispanic period, San Sebastian Coatan was
a focal point of trade and ritual pilgrimages centering on
its natural features, particularly its springs. According to
local belief, Saint Sebastian and Saint Michael were walk-
ing the hills of the area, looking for a place to settle and
to form towns for their followers. Saint Sebastian found a
mountain ledge that he liked and called to Saint Michael,
in Chuj, “Kotanh!” (come here!). But Saint Michael had
also found a place that he liked; so he replied in Akateko/
Q'anjob'al, “Aa Katan!” (oh, come here!). Eventually, each
saint settled, with his following, on opposite sides of a ra-
vine. The people in San Miguel Acatan share this tradi-
tional history.

The place names “Coatan” and “Acatan” are Nahuatl
terms. “Coatan” (from coa:, “snake,” and tlan/tan, “place”)
means “place of the snakes.” “Acatan” (from a:ca, “reed,”
and tlan/tan, “place”) would mean “reed place.” Although
there are reeds in the Acatan area, residents of San
Sebastian deny the presence at any time in their history of
large numbers of snakes. The Ixil, however, neighbors south
and east of the Q'anjob'alan group, conserve in their oral
histories an account of how San Sebastian came to be in-
fested with snakes: a woman who had been converted into
a half-human, half-snake, because of her laziness, was
dropped on the plaza from a great height, and she shat-
tered into hundreds of pieces, each of which become a
serpent.

Nentén is a new settlement, dating from the early
1900s, when coffee was developed as an export crop.

In most of Guatemala, townships have characteristic
trade “garb” for both men and women, but men tend to re-
serve this traditional wear for feast days. In San Mateo, the
woman'’s trade garment is a cotton broadcloth overblouse
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(Chuj: nip; Spanish from Nahuatl: huipil) elaborately em-
broidered in red, yellow, green, and black. Before the 1960s
the design was one of concentric multicolored circles (the
colors arranged roughly as on the coral snake), with birds
and flowers adorning the bottom edge, below the outer cir-
cle. The overblouse was long, reaching nearly to the knees,
and was typically worn over a wrapped skirt. Women wore
their hair braided and wrapped with brightly colored woven
ribbons. The men wore and still wear cotton pants and
shirts, unembroidered, and a wool short-sleeved tunic,
(Chuj: lopil; Spanish: capixay). The tunic is lightly embroi-
dered at the neck and arms. The arms are not closed, but
open at the bottom, and the side seam is left open for sev-
eral inches below the arms to allow freedom of movement
while working and to facilitate pulling the arms inside
while resting. In the 1960s the women’s overblouse design
changed. The concentric rings were rearranged as stars,
three in front (one over each breast, one over the stom-
ach), three symmetrically placed in the back. The blouse
got shorter and was often worn tucked into the skirt. Since
the early 1980s, many women have reserved their over-
blouses for festival use, and use cotton blouses, sewn in a
short, puff-sleeve, square-neck pattern, for daily wear. A
short “mini”-length apron, with two zippered pockets has
been added. Married women now cover their braids on for-
mal occasions with square scarves of polished cotton. The
men’s trade garb has remained relatively stable, although
the shirt and pants may now be manufactured items. Men
in San Sebastidn and Nenton dress in basically the same
manner, although they tend to wear the wool tunic less as
the weather is warmer than in San Mateo. Women in San
Sebastian wear a white cotton (often polished) overblouse
with internal paisley patterning or lacelike netting, the
neckline adorned with concentric rings of colored rickrack
and white lace. When traveling, they often wear an over-
blouse inverted over their heads, as a headcloth. The head-
cloth overblouse and the one worn on the body can be
interchanged, if one gets worn or dirty. The pattern of the
women'’s ovetblouse in San Sebastian is shared with the
Jakaltek, Akatek, and Q'anjob'alan towns of the region.
Most women of Nenton wear occidental clothing, though
some conserve the wrapped cloth shirt.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Chuj con-
ceive of themselves as maize agriculturists. Traditionally,
families have had lands in three climactic niches: cold,
temperate, and hot country. In cold country they pasture
animals, collect plants and firewood, and occasionally
plant crops; in the temperate areas they plant corn, beans,
squashes, and chilies; and in hot country they plant sugar-
cane, henequen, reeds, and bananas. Hunting is a marginal
dietary supplement because game has become scarce. In
the spring, there are migrations of birds and moths. At
night, families build mountaintop bonfires to attract the
flocks of birds, which they then club, roast, and consume.
Households keep chickens, and some have other livestock.
Red meat must be eaten to prevent soul loss during the
“five bad days” at year’s end, after the eighteen lunar
months; all families therefore procure animals at that time.

Prior to the opening of the road through the Cuchu-

matanes in 1960, the San Mateo economy relied heavily
on the trade of salt. Families of the political leaders con-
trolled collection and sale of the salt. Many planted only
symbolic maize fields; they hired laborers to work their
fields and imported maize from tributary towns. With the
road, commercial salt became easily available, and the salt
trade faltered. San Matefios reverted to subsistence maize
farming; the median income went from the highest in the
department of Huehuetenango to the bottom tier (Hayden
and Cannon 1984). Owing to this economic collapse and
to the disorder of the violencia, many San Matefios left
the town center and now live in lowland villages. These
emigrants typically have only hot-country lands, on which
they cultivate both the traditional hot-country crops and
the maize-beans-squash trilogy. Residents of Nentén, being
laborers on the coffee plantations that gave birth to the
town, farm relatively less land. Their pay is both in cash
and in kind (maize, coffee, and beans).

Chuj women do not weave, but the traditional over-
blouse of San Mateo is elaborately embroidered on cotton
broadcloth. Since the early 1970s, a women’s cooperative
has marketed their embroideries, overblouses, and tourist
items in the departmental capital of Huehuetenango.

Trade. The Chuj traditionally held markets every five
days; under Spanish influence, a second market day was
added on a seven-day cycle. San Mateo has gradually me-
shed these two systems into a fixed seven-day schedule.
San Sebastidn celebrates a regular five-day market and a
seven-day market; when they coincide, Sebastianecos de-
clare it a festival day. Nentén has a small market on the
seven-day schedule, but most Nentonecos travel to San
Antonio Huista, a Jakaltek town, for weekly trade.

Division of Labor. Chuj men traditionally work outside
the home, especially in agriculture. Children are often sent
to the fields to scare off birds and vermin just after plant-
ing and as the first sprouts come up. The whole family is
usually involved in the harvest, especially that of maize.
Men engage in trade outside the community, although
women buy and sell in the local markets. Women are re-
sponsible for the home. In San Sebastian, women retain a
working knowledge of the 260-day Mayan calendar and de-
termine dates for household rituals accordingly.

From the 1930s through the 1960s, debt peonage was
prevalent in the Chuj area. Men sometimes went to the
coast alone, as laborers, but, more commonly, whole fami-
lies migrated and worked the fields.

Land Tenure. Most Chuj families have title to several
small parcels of land, at varying distances from the town
center. San Mateo and San Sebastian also have communal
lands. Proceeds from the usufruct of the land go to town
coffers. A few communal lots are rotated among needy
families for agriculture. In all the highland Chuj area,
there is a severe land shortage. Land passes from parents
to children, resulting in the scattered patchwork of modern
holdings. The land shortage has motivated some Chuj
families to move to the jungle areas of the lowlands, both
in Guatemala and in Mexico. Those in Guatemala can
apply for title through homesteading procedures; those in
Mexico hold their land by squatting.
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Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Chuj reckon descent bi-
laterally. Each child has two surnames; traditionally, the
first surname is the father’s first name, the second sur-
name is the mother’s first name. In San Mateo, some fami-
lies have adopted Hispanic surnames for men. Thus, a
child would have an Hispanic surname from the father and
a Chuj-style surname from the mother (i.e., her first
name). The first male child is named after the paternal
grandfather; the first female child is named for the mater-
nal grandmother. The second male child is named for the
maternal grandfather, the second female for the paternal
grandmother, and subsequent children may be named for
the parents. In large families, the names of the grand-
parents may be recycled, and, as a result, full siblings may
have exactly the same names.

Kinship Terminology. Kin terms follow a bilateral pat-
tern. Both sets of grandparents receive the same address
forms and are equally “related.” First-cousin marriage is
discouraged; marriage with other cousins is permitted, al-
though none is especially preferred. Grandparents and
grandchildren use reciprocal address and namesake terms
for each other. Women and men share the terms for par-
ents and their siblings, grandparents, grandchildren, and
distant relatives. The terms for children, brothers, sisters,
cousins, spouses, and in-laws are gender specific. Men have
separate terms for sons and daughters; women use a ge-
neric “offspring” label. Siblings are distinguished by rela-
tive age as well as by gender of the speaker. Twins are
sacred and have special powers, but, even among twins,
birth order ranks the pair; the younger always addresses the
elder as superior.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Traditionally, Chuj marriages are arranged. In
the ideal courtship pattern, a youth finds a girl whom he
might like; he contrives to speak with her, usually at com-
munal water sources or along paths to washing places. If
she agrees to see him, she finagles opportunities to meet
him briefly by asking her parents for legitimate tasks that
will take her out of the home (i.e., fetching water, going to
market, washing clothes, going to school). When the young
man feels he can start a household, he approaches his par-
ents. If they approve of the. girl, they take over the negotia-
tions for the marriage. They fifid spokespersons to go with
them to the girl’s family; the gitl's family may receive the
visitors or not. If they reject the first visit, emissaries may
set up a second visit. In subsequent visits (ideally there are
three in all), the parents discuss what each spouse will
bring to the marriage and what compensation will be given
the bride’s parents. If the groom is poor, he may work for
the parents a stipulated amount of time, before or after the
marriage. In extreme cases, the groom may join the uxoral
compound. After the third visit, the groom’s family brings
the stipulated gifts to the bride’s family and provides a
feast for the two families and guests. There are public in-
structions given to the bride and groom, and they then
take up their new residence. These proceedings may also
include a civil service in the municipal building and/or a
religious service in the church. Church weddings are rela-

tively rare, owing to the cost of paying for the priest and
the infrequency of his visits.

A second major marriage mechanism is bride-theft.
Once a young man has selected a bride, he may try to
carry her off rather than formally petition for her hand. He
is especially likely to try this if he cannot afford a bride-
price, if he suspects her family will not receive his family’s
visits, or if the girl seems reluctant to wed. If the gitl really
is opposed, bride-theft is difficult, given that the man
would have to physically carry her away from public space.
When such thefts are attempted, neighbors typically come
out and scold the couple, until someone from the girl’s
family comes to escort her home. In cases where the girl
allows herself to be carried off, or when the young man has
friends who help with the abduction, the couple goes to a
hut in the hills. The young man, leaving the girl “locked”
in, then goes to his parents and enlists their aid in regula-
rizing the relationship. They enlist a spokescouple to ap-
proach the girl’s family. Sometimes they are successful in
arranging a low bride-price or a short work stint, given the
de facto union already realized; sometimes the girl’s family
refuses to bargain, and the male members of the family try
to bring her back; at other times, the de facto unions con-
tinue with no financial arrangements negotiated.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family is the smallest do-
mestic unit. The members typically share a patio with the
husband’s brothers and parents. In this compound, child-
care duties are shared; the women sometimes work to-
gether. Planting and harvesting are often shared among
members of a compound, or by other siblings living beyond
the pale. Farm work can also be shared outside the family
unit, on a reciprocal-work basis.

Inheritance. Inheritance is bilateral. Land and material
goods should be bequeathed to all siblings; however, there
is a tendency to favor the first son. He and some older sib-
lings may be given land and goods before the death of the
parents and may then also share in the posthumous
redistribution.

Socialization. In the child’s first year of life, a “leg-
spreading” ceremony is held, which prepares the child ritu-
ally for her or his gender role. At the hearth, the mother
sets the child across her hip, with one leg over her stom-
ach, one across her back, “legs spread.” At the same time,
the parents place a small hoe or planting stick in the
hands of a boy child, while instructing him on his future
occupation as a farmer. They give a little girl a small spin-
dle or a mortar and instruct her on her life as a housewife.
Children play in the house compound with their siblings
and cousins; older children watch over the younger chil-
dren as they play with them and are often called upon by
the adults to help with chores. Young boys go out to the
fields with their fathers once they can walk the distance on
their own.

There are now government schools in each town. San
Mateo has six grades; San Sebastian and Nenton have
three. For education beyond that available locally, children
must leave their homes. Even though many students in
these boarding schools are Indians, the schools punish na-
tive language use and consciously try to shame students into
dressing and acting like non-Indians. The schoolbooks,
which are standardized nationally, depict the Indian culture
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as a hindrance to modernity, and the Classic Mayan flores-
cence is passed over lightly. Emphasis is placed on the sup-
posed nudity of the Indian populace at contact and the
alleged stupidity of the K'iche' war leader, Tekun Uman, for
believing Pedro de Alvarado’s horse to be part of the man,
and being killed before he could strike at the actual Spanish
chieftain. Sistema Integral de Mejoramiento y Adecuacion
Curricular (Integral System for Curricular Improvement and
Adaptation, SIMAC) is a Ministry of Education agency
charged with the responsibility of developing educational
programs that reflect Indian culture and history positively.
Teachers are to be provided manuals for each of twenty-one
Mayan topics such as astronomy, social structure, sports and
games, and mathematics from the earliest Mayan records
through modern vigesimal systems now in use, and are to
find ways to incorporate these topics into the curriculum in
the absence of texts for the students to read. These pro-
grams have not yet been introduced. Indian children leave
the government schools with low self-esteem and low expec-
tations for career opportunities as long as they retain their
ethnic identity.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Much of indigenous Guatemala
is—or was until the late twentieth century involved with
the cargo system, a ladder of alternating political and syn-
cretic Catholic religious offices, through which participants
earn esteem and contribute to the public life of the com-
munities. This system was never fully developed in the
Chuj region. The political offices exist, being set by Span-
ish rule, but the Catholic offices are undeveloped; the
Chuj have no corresponding lexical items.

Factors involved in the weakening of the cargo system
include the spread of Protestantism; Catholic Action’s
drive in the 1960s and 1970s (since reversed) opposing
syncretism as impure; economic opportunities in some
Guatemalan towns that made possible capital accumula-
tion, and hence rewards outside the towns’ cargo struc-
tures; and the revitalization of indigenous religious
practices.

Political Organization. The municipal political offices
are mayor, four bailiffs, and messengers. In San Sebastian,
a council of elders meets to decide town policy, to adjudi-
cate disputes, and to plan festivals. The elected officials
serve as their executives. National political parties have a
low profile in the communities, but suffrage is mandatory.

Social Control. Women are guardians of the social
norm. When someone misbehaves in public, women scold
them. When scolding and social ridicule cannot control
actions or when disputes arise, the matter is taken to
court. Each litigant pleads his or her own case. The judge
delivers a harangue as his judgment; sometimes the process
suffices to resolve the disputes; at other times, fines, jail
terms, or services are demanded.

Since the 1970s, particularly the late 1970s, in re-
sponse to increased guerrilla activity, the national military
has made numerous incursions. Although there is no per-
manent garrison in Chuj territory, frequent field exercises
are held and troops move through town centers, camping
in marketplaces. The army has deforested areas along roads
and major trails to monitor the transfer of people and

goods. The local justice system can be circumvented by de-
nouncing someone to the military.

Conflict. The mayor in San Mateo has control over the
communal lands. Since the 1970s, mayors have been em-
broiled in scandals over their administration of these re-
sources. Two mayors were removed from office after having
signed contracts with lumber companies to harvest trees
from communal lands. A certain amount of profit taking,
with preferential assignment of arable land and firewood
rights, is expected of mayors, but mayors have overstepped
their bounds. People point to the lack of expenditure for
the public weal and for the town festival as the cause of
social deterioration, decreased rainfall, unhealthy and/or
infertile livestock and bad harvests.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. A few families in San Mateo and
Nentdon have become Protestant. In San Sebastian, the
town is split between traditional religious beliefs and the
robust doctrinalism of Catholic Action. The traditionalists
in San Sebastidin maintain the 260-day calendar and cele-
brate the rituals of planting and harvest, new fire, and new
year. The Catholic Action sect refers to all these beliefs as
“lies” and to the practitioners as sorcerers.

In San Mateo, Catholicism is much more syncretic.
There is a thoroughgoing identification of Meb'a' (Or-
phan), a culture hero, with Jesus. Mary is both Meb'a"s
mother and the moon. God incarnates the sun.

Most natural features—nhills, rock outcrops, streams,
and caves—have spirits. The spirits in caves, who are often
ancestors of the townspeople, may be approached for aid
and advice. A petitioner brings an offering, usually candles
and liquor, and writes his or her question or request on a
small piece of paper, leaving this at the cave entrance. The
following day she or he returns and picks up the written
answer.

Religious Practitioners. There are several religious spe-
cialists. Prayer-makers can petition for health, sobriety,
good crops, and strong animals. Each town should have a
principal prayer-maker who sets the ritual calendar for the
year, does global petitioning for crops, and assigns dates
for agricultural and town maintenance tasks. There are
also diviners, herbalists, bonesetters, masseurs, midwives,
curers, and sorcerers. When a sorcerer becomes too strong
or too rich, the community may decide to immolate him
or her.

Ceremonies. The life-cycle ceremonies are: at birth, pur-
ification of mother and child in a sauna, burial of the af-
terbirth, and burial of the belly-button stub; in the first
year, “leg-spreading,” in which gender roles are assigned; in
the first three years, baptism/naming, whereby children ac-
quire godparents, and first communion, which is seldom
celebrated; at first menses, hair washing and purification
by sweat bath; boys’ passage to youth, which is less noted
than that of girls; marriage; deathbed instructions; burial;
postburial purification; and death anniversaries and com-
munion with ancestors.

Annual-cycle ceremonies are: beating of fruit trees and
children; blessing of seed and fields; harvest; thanksgiving;
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warding off evil during the five “bad” year-end days; and
new fire (annual housecleaning).

Ceremonies are held to inaugurate any structure or
any major acquisition (e.g., a truck, stereo, or raised
hearth), and to open and close public events. Each town
has an annual festival for its patron saint.

Medicine. Illness is a function of balance between the
spiritual and physical worlds. Western medicine, especially
patent remedies such as aspirin, antihistamines, and antac-
ids, accompanied by herbal tonics, are used to treat micro-
biotic disorders, allergic reactions, and indigestion. A lesion
or break will be cleaned, disinfected, set, bandaged, and
later massaged. A spiritual disorder (susto) may accompany
an illness or result from the shock of an injury or near-.
“Fright” is cured by a ritual specialist. Envy, anger, alcohol,
holiness, and light skin, hair, or eyes make a person “hot.”
When someone “hot” looks at a child or a pregnant woman,
they may cause the child to lose its soul or the woman to
become ill and possibly abort. Elders or diviners can per-
form the necessary curing ritual. lllness may also be sent by
ancestors or witches and must be cured by other religious
healers. Minor illnesses are classified as “generic, non-
human”; major diseases, such as whooping cough, smallpox,
and cancer, are classified as “adult males.”

Death and Afterlife. Traditional Chuj belief holds that
death is the transition to “ancestorhood.” Deathbed in-
structions are binding obligations, and spirits enforce them
with sanctions of illness and misfortune. The spirits main-
tain an interest in the affairs of their families and can be
approached for advice and aid, either at family altars, cave
entrances, hilltops, or, in San Mateo, at cross-sites and ac-
cesses to the Classic Maya structures underlying the mod-
ern city. On All Saints’ Day graves are cleaned and
bedecked with flowers. Families bring feasts to the grave-
yard and picnic on the graves, leaving portions for the de-
ceased. Marimbas play, and children fly kites. The kites’
tails often have the names of dead relatives written on
them, together with prayers or petitions.

Life after death is much like life before death. Grave
goods typically include clothes, food, dishes, and imple-
ments that served the deceased in daily activities. One spe-
cial task of the dead is to keep volcanic necks clear of
debris; many spirits from San Mateo go to work in the
Santa Maria volcano, overlooking Quetzaltenango. They
have a market day on Sunday, when they go to a special
plaza in Quetzaltenango and sell their wares. Living rela-
tives may visit the dead there but may talk to them only
via interpreters. Evangelical and Catholic Action Chuj af-

firm the doctrine of their faiths regarding death and the
afterlife.
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Cora

ETHNONYMS: Coras-nayaritas, Nayares, Nayaritas

Orientation

Identification. The Cora are an ethnic group who live
almost exclusively in the state of Nayarit, Mexico. The
terms “Nayares,” “Nayaritas,” and “Coras-nayaritas” are de-
rived from the name of an ancient political-religious leader.
In 1722, when the Cora were conquered by the Spaniards,
the mummy of the Great Nayar was discovered on the
Mesa del Nayar. He was at one time the principal Cora or-
acle, through which the Sun responded to Cora queries.
The mummy was taken to Mexico City to be judged by the
Holy Inquisition. In 1723 the Inquisition condemned it to
the flames “por ser falsos y prohibidos los cultos y sacrificios
con que le solemnizaban . . . los nayaritas . ..” (“because the
rites and sacrifices which they, the Nayaritas, believe in are
false”). It is interesting to note that the state was named
“Nayarit,” after this legendary personage, despite the in-
quisitorial condemnation.

Location. The present territory of the Cora is bounded
on the north by the state of Durango; on the east by the
mestizo communities of San Juan Peyotin, Santa Rosa,
Ejido de Higuera Gorda, and Huaynamota, and the
Huichol community of San Andrés Cohamiata; on the
south by the right bank of the river formed by the rivers
Jesis Maria and Chapalanga as they join before they dis-
charging into the Rio Santiago; and on the west by the
coastal plain of Nayarit. The region that the Cora occupy
has an area of 4,912 square kilometers. The majority of
their territory is within the Sierra of Nayarit, a place that -
is mountainous and without level ground except for the
Valley of Huajimic and regions around Camotlin and
Santa Teresa. The Sierra of Nayarit is a mountain complex
that runs from 21°30’ to 23°00’ N. The Cora inhabit
lands with elevations ranging from 460 to 2,500 meters
above sea level. Their territory is made hospitable in the
south by the waters of the Rio Santiago, in the east by
those of the Rio Jestis Maria, and in the north by those of
the Rio San Pedro.

The Cora live primarily in ten communities located in



Cora 75

three municipios: El Nayar, Rosa Morada, and Acaponeta,
all in the state of Nayarit. Four of these communities—
Jesis Maria, Mesa del Nayar, Santa Teresa, and San
Francisco—are the most important. The other six—San
Lucas, Saycota, San Blasito, Rosarito, San Juan Corapan,
and San Pedro Ixcatin—are of lesser importance and sur-
round the primary communities.

Demography. When the Spanish arrived, small groups
of Cora were scattered throughout the mountains. How
many Cora there were at that time is unknown. At the end
of the fourteenth century, there were between 2,500 and
3,000. The population rose to 6,242 in 1960 and to 7,043
in 1970. The 1990 census registered 11,434 Cora living in
Nayarit and 489 living in other states.

Linguistic Affiliation. Cora is a member of the Uto-
Aztecan Language Family. When the Spanish arrived in
Nayarit, the following languages were being spoken:
Zayahueco, Totorame, Tecual, Tecualme, Tecoxquin (also
spelled Tecosquin), Coano, Cora, Huichol, and Tepehuan.
Most of these languages have since disappeared; only the
Cora, Huichol, and Tepehua, mountain people who en-
trenched themselves in the highlands, have retained their
indigenous languages.

History and Cultural Relations

Along the coastal plain of Nayarit in the sixteenth century,
the Spanish conquerors encountered a series of petty do-
mains of greater or lesser influence, among which Aztatlan,
Centicpac, and Tzapotzingo were the most prominent. The
ruling town of these domains was on the coast and was in
the hands the Totorame. Nevertheless, the domain of
Aztatlan had incorporated some of the villages belonging
to the Cora and the Zayahueco. The domain of Centicpac
had also succeeded in dominating several Cora and
Zayahueco villages and turning them into tributaries.

The people of the mountains, who needed to obtain
salt from the coast, came down from time to time to trade
for salt, fish, and meat. They brought with them maize,
beans, sotol wine, honey, wax, deer and wild-pig skins, pre-
cious feathers, and caged birds.

Because of the need for salt, the Cora fell under the
power of the Spanish, who set up garrisons at the points
where the salt routes descended from the mountains.
Among the salt fields were those of Olita (near the present
town of Acaponeta), where the Cora provisioned them-
selves with this valued commodity. Under the pressure of
Spanish control of the trade routes, the Cora decided in
1721 to appeal to the viceroy of New Spain, Baltasar de
Zniga, Marquis of Valero. Led by Chief Tonati of the
Mesa del Nayar, a delegation proposed to the viceroy that
the Indians would accept the rule of the Spanish Crown if
the following conditions were met: Cora rights to their
lands and their native government would be respected from
then on; the Spanish would also respect equivalent rights
among the other natives of the Sierra; the Cora would not
have to pay any more tribute; they would have free access
to the towns of Acaponeta and Mexcaltitan to obtain salt,
free of taxes; and all disputes and problems would be re-
solved by the viceroy alone.

After the return of the delegation, the Spanish seized
Mesa del Nayar on 17 February 1722, and a new series of

events unfolded. The Spanish established missions and
forts at Santa Teresa in Cuaimaruzi and Santisima
Trinidad on the Mesa. They also founded a string of vil-
lages along what was then called the “Frontier of San Luis
Colotlan,” within what is now the state of Jalisco. These
villages were designed to support mining centers, such as
Los Bolafios, from the attacks by the Coras-nayaritas, who
still continued to oppose the Conquest. Included in this
frontier were San Sebastian, San Andrés Cohamiata, and
Santa Catarina, whose economic base was the salt trade.
The Sierra was then fully incorporated into the colonial
empire and became part of the Nuevo Reino de Toledo.

From the beginning, Jesuits spread Christianity among
the Cora. The Jesuits were banished from New Spain by
Charles III in 1767. After they left, the Franciscans were
put in charge of evangelizing the Cora. The Franciscans re-
tired from the region a hundred years later to escape the
fighting set off by the War of Independence.

The mining centers of Bolafios and Zacatecas declined
during the mid-nineteenth century. Mestizos from these re-
gions moved into the Sierra to seize agricultural lands oc-
cupied by the Tepecano, Huichol, and Cora. In 1857 these
seizures provoked an armed reaction by the Indians. Under
the command of Manuel Lozada, Indians fought for their
independence during the governments of Benito Juarez
and Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada. Lozada was eventually de-
feated, and the Cora, Huichol, and Tepehuan returned to
living in their closed Indian worlds.

In 1895 the ethnologist Carl Lumholtz surveyed the
Sierra Madre Occidental and noted the land conflicts set
off by the mestizo land grabbing.

On 25 August 1939 the municipio of El Nayar, con-
taining a large majority of Cora, was created, with its capi-
tal at Jesiis Maria. In 1962 the Franciscans returned to
continue the work of evangelization. Led by a missionary
bishop over the Cora, Huichol, and Tepehuan area, they
worked at rebuilding the eighteenth-century churches. The
Instituto Nacional Indigenista entered the region in 1967.
They set up the first medical service among the Cora, or-
ganized bilingual assistant extension workers, and imple-
mented national action programs to aid the Indians.

Current relations between the Cora and their Huichol
and Tepehuan neighbors are cordial up to a point, gener-
ally the point at which land claims are disputed. On the
other hand, land claims are a constant problem between
Cora and mestizos.

Settlements

The Cora settlement pattern is generally dispersed. Only
in the principal towns of San Francisco, Jesis Maria, Mesa
del Nayar, Santa Rosa, Santa Teresa, Presidio de los Reyes,
San Juan Corapan, El Rosarito, Dolores, San Blasito, and
Santa Cruz can one find a concentration of houses. These
towns are actual civil-ceremonial centers, whose inhabi-
tants also have residences in the countryside. The most
important buildings in these centers are a court house
(juzgado), a casa real (an administrative building), schools,
a church, and a ramada (a covered area where religious
dances and ceremonies are held).

The most permanent town is Jestis Ma