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Introduction

before the camp

Race is traditionally thought about in terms of people, but 
ultimately (and originally) its politics becomes comprehensible 
only when it is contemplated in territorial terms: race is always, 
more or less explicitly, the racialization of space, the naturalization 
of segregation.
joshua lund, the mestizo state

On February 10, 1896, a ship carrying the Spanish Captain- General 
Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau docked at the port of Havana, where it was 
received with enthusiastic applause by crowds loyal to the Spanish 
empire. Cuban insurgents had declared independence from Spain the 
previous year and taken control of much of the countryside. Within a 
week of his arrival, General Weyler issued what would become an in-
famous decree, ordering civilians living in the rural areas of the east-
ern part of the island to report to the nearest city with a garrison of 
Spanish troops within eight days. There they would be housed and 
protected from what Weyler later called the “Black insurgent gangs” 
(negradas insurrectas) in towns newly ringed with barbed wire and 
defensive trenches.1 Soldiers would then comb the countryside, de-
stroying everything that had been left behind. Anyone who refused 
to comply would be considered an insurgent and summarily treated 
as such. Soon the same order was applied to the rest of the island. Be-
tween 1896 and 1898, Weyler’s policy of reconcentración uprooted half 
a million civilians, and the starvation and disease it precipitated were 
responsible for the death of more than 100,000, about 10 percent of 
the total Cuban population at the time. Casualties were so high that 
there was nowhere to bury the dead, and contemporary photographs 
capture mountains of bones piling up in the island’s cemeteries.2
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2 infrastructures of race

Weyler’s camps failed to win the war for Spain, but in a way they 
succeeded far beyond his expectations. For many scholars, from his-
torians to philosophers, this episode in Spanish colonial history 
marks the birth of the concentration camp.3 From there, it was rap-
idly adopted and deployed by other colonizing powers around the 
world before circling back to Europe. Weyler himself observed in 
his war memoir that the British and Americans who had voiced the 
strongest criticisms of his policies in Cuba later copied his model for 
their own use in the Transvaal and the Philippines.4 The early years 
of the camp are thus entangled with its Spanish and, especially, colo-
nial roots. In his enormously infl uential book Homo Sacer (1998), the 
Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben suggests, in one of only a hand-
ful of references to European colonialism, that what is most impor-
tant about the early “campos de concentraciones [sic] created by the 
Spanish in Cuba” is that through them “a state of emergency linked 
to a colonial war is extended to an entire civil population.”5 Yet these 
accounts also raise an important question. If (Spanish) colonialism 
was the camp’s condition of possibility, why would it have emerged 
only at the end of a long colonial project that had already endured 
over four centuries?

Infrastructures of Race answers this question by tracing a gene-
alogy of concentration back to the early decades of Spain’s coloniza-
tion of the Americas. Rather than some nefarious deus ex machina 
descending from the rafters to rescue Spain’s dying imperial project, 
concentration had long served as one of the primary techniques of co-
lonial governance in the Americas. The sixteenth-century conquis-
tadors carried with them a Renaissance conception of the world that 
viewed the social order as intimately tied to the spatial order. Over 
the centuries that followed, the colonial authorities repeatedly re-
turned to the promise of collecting and organizing human and non-
human objects within architectural and urban space as the key to 
effective governance and a well-ordered population. When General 
Weyler deployed the campo de reconcentración in 1896, then, he was 
not inventing something new but drawing on a dense repertoire of 
forms and practices of concentration that had been developed and de-
ployed under colonial rule since the sixteenth century.

From early on, the concentration of bodies was also intimately tied 
to a politics of race. As Joshua Lund sets out in the epigraph, race is as 
much a question of space as it is a question of people and populations. 
Space is the grid of intelligibility that gives race its form and makes it 
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introduction  3

legible, even thinkable. As a literary critic, Lund is interested in the 
contributions of the Mexican literary tradition to the process of ra-
cialization in modern Mexico, which is rooted in the division of ma-
terial resources as supported by the deployment of institutional vio-
lence. Race is everywhere in this corpus, he writes, “from Lizardi’s 
El Periquillo Sarniento onward.”6 Though initially published just be-
fore political independence, this serial novel often stands in for some 
of the earliest glimmers of the emergent Mexican nation. But the in-
tersecting politics of race and space do not begin with the project of 
national formation. It was during the colonial period that many of 
the operative categories that show up in the texts examined by Lund, 
from “Indian” to “Mestizo” and beyond, fi rst began to be elaborated.7

Consider the Indian. This category is unquestionably central to 
the way race is conceptualized in many parts of Latin America to-
day, not only because of the large indigenous population in countries 
like Mexico but also because the Indian is always already implied in 
the conventional discourse of mestizaje (racial mixing), which gen-
erally presumes a mixture of European and indigenous ancestry. As 
we all are well aware, this label is based on a geographic mistake—
a confused Christopher Columbus was certain that he had reached 
Asia, when in fact he was still halfway around the world in what to-
day, also as a result of his profl igate naming practices, we call the 
Caribbean. The label was also a mistake in that it lumped together 
enormous human diversity into a single, homogeneous category. But 
the fact that it was a mistake did not prevent it from becoming nat-
uralized. What makes it possible for an error of such magnitude to 
endure over so many centuries, even through revolutions based pre-
cisely on the rejection of those who fi rst applied the name? How does 
it come to be not only institutionally codifi ed but also subjectively 
lived? Through what mechanisms, in other words, does racial ascrip-
tion produce material effects?

Today it is no longer controversial to discuss race in terms of “social 
construction.” The social construction framework initially emerged 
as a response to the long-dominant assumption that racial difference 
was primarily rooted in real, biological variation. Measured in terms 
of its diffusion in both the academy and popular culture, this response 
has been quite successful. But social constructionism can obscure as 
much as it clarifi es. At times, for example, it appears to cast race as 
illusory, operating strictly at the level of representation. Other ver-
sions either implicitly or explicitly distinguish between two levels 
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4 infrastructures of race

or instances, in which a discursive or ideological veil is draped over 
some preexisting, objective base. While critically analyzing and high-
lighting the constructed character of positive or negative meanings 
that may be attached to particular identities, this approach still takes 
for granted the fact of “difference” itself as a “natural” foundation 
onto which representations are, more or less accurately, grafted. In 
this way, racism is reduced once again to an epistemic error, based 
on ignorance or prejudice. Antiracist practice thus turns to correct-
ing these representations, better aligning them with the objects they 
seek to represent, and affirming these identities and the difference 
they embody.

This book lays out a different argument. At the outset, I assume 
that race is not reducible to any prior or preexisting identity. It is not 
a starting point but an end product, the result of a process called ra-
cialization. The racialization processes that began with the Span-
ish colonial project were routed through a politics of space. That is, 
not only did race become thinkable in the colonial context primarily 
through spatial disciplines like natural history, cartography, and ur-
ban planning, but racialization took place in part through physical 
interventions in the landscape. These colonial infrastructures consti-
tuted the material conditions of possibility for colonial rule, but they 
also, I argue, enabled the emergence and consolidation of racial cat-
egories through both ascription and subjectifi cation. Specifi cally, in-
frastructure projects organized around the concentration of human 
and nonhuman objects created new proximities that allowed “group-
ness” as such to emerge. What Lund calls “the naturalization of seg-
regation” requires a racially ordered space, and that space had to be 
built before it could be forgotten.

Rather than investigate the surfaces of colonial formations of dif-
ference—how contemporaries perceived identity, how bodies were 
marked, how otherness was represented—this book turns instead to 
what I call the infrastructures of race, or the material systems that 
enable racial categories to be thought, ascribed, and lived, as well as 
the systems of domination and accumulation these categories make 
possible as a result. I use the word infrastructure in two overlapping 
senses. First, what often goes unexamined in theories of racialization 
are precisely the material dimensions of these processes, the concrete 
forms into which they congeal and the things on which they depend. 
Drawing on new scholarship on infrastructure in fi elds like anthro-
pology, history, and geography, I argue that racialization in colonial 
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Mexico was made possible in part by the construction of more or less 
durable structures like roads, walls, ditches, buildings, boundaries, 
and towns, into which both human and nonhuman objects were con-
centrated. These interventions wove together and organized colonial 
territory and facilitated the composition of differentiated groups that, 
over time, became naturalized. While concentration is most com-
monly associated with confi nement, it also depends on and makes 
possible certain forms of mobility. In colonial Mexico, the people and 
things that were targeted for concentration had to be displaced from 
one site to another, and these relocations activated new fl ows of peo-
ple, commodities, and ideas across local, regional, and transoceanic 
networks. In this way, concentration combined both confi nement 
and circulation.

Second, without disavowing the negotiability of colonial hierar-
chies, this book foregrounds the limits of human agency and explores 
racialization as a structural component of colonial domination and 
global capitalism. In other words, I suggest that race itself may oper-
ate as a sort of infrastructure, a sociotechnical relation that enables 
the ongoing functioning of specifi c machineries of extraction and ac-
cumulation. While infrastructure is conventionally viewed in terms 
of physical objects, theorists of infrastructure in the global South 
have advanced a notion of “people as infrastructure” that extends to 
the productive and reproductive effects of systems of social relations.8 
By analyzing race in terms of the “work” it does rather than the form 
in which it appears, this approach foregrounds historical continuities 
over ruptures.9 Global capitalism was thus forged not only through 
violence and destruction—what Karl Marx describes as “conquest, 
enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force”—but also through af-
fi rmative forms of power that produced new social relations and ra-
cialized subjectivities. The history of primitive accumulation “is 
written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fi re,” then, 
but also in bricks and paving stones, categories and classifi cations.10

paradigms of race

In admittedly broad strokes, there are currently two major paradigms 
for addressing the question of race in colonial Latin America. The 
fi rst is the decolonial paradigm, which has recently become infl u-
ential among scholars in a wide variety of disciplines, although less 
so among historians. This critical work turns on the concept of the 
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6 infrastructures of race

“coloniality of power” (colonialidad del poder), fi rst elaborated by 
the Peruvian sociologist Aníbal Quijano in the early 1990s. Coloni-
ality refers to the Eurocentric matrix of power that constitutes, in the 
words of Walter Mignolo, the “darker side” of modernity. The mod-
ern/colonial world was inaugurated with the conquest and coloniza-
tion of the Americas, but it did not end with political independence. 
According to Quijano, it was organized along two intersecting axes. 
The fi rst was the construction and naturalization of the idea of race 
as a “mental category of modernity.” Initially race emerged through 
the distinction between colonizers and colonized, but it soon came to 
rest on “supposed differential biological structures.” Over time, color 
gradually came to stand in as emblematic of racial identity. In this 
way, race constituted not only a tool of social classifi cation but also 
a mechanism of domination, such that different identities were in-
scribed within social hierarchies. The second axis was the formation 
of a new mode of economic relations capable of articulating multiple 
forms of labor control into a single world system. Slavery, serfdom, 
and wage labor were for the fi rst time bound together by production 
for the world market. Thus, for Quijano, capitalism is defi ned not by 
the hegemony of wage labor but by the articulation of variegated rela-
tions of production within a single totality.11

At the intersection of these historical processes was the coloniza-
tion of the Americas. It was there, argues Quijano, that for the fi rst 
time “a systematic racial division of labor was imposed”: Indians 
were transformed into serfs, Blacks into slaves, and Spaniards into 
wage laborers and independent commodity producers. In this way, the 
“inferior” races were associated with unwaged labor, while the “supe-
rior” race, and indeed whiteness itself, was linked with the wage—as 
well as with institutional power within the colonial administration. 
As European colonization expanded, moreover, the colonial matrix 
of power was extended to other parts of the globe, and in every case 
“each form of labor control was associated with a particular race.”12

Although this approach aims to provide an account of the colonial 
construction of race that is both epistemic and material, it neverthe-
less leaves us with a number of unresolved questions. It is true, for ex-
ample, that Indians had to perform forced labor, but by the middle of 
the sixteenth century this labor, though forced, still had to be remu-
nerated with a wage—a low wage, certainly, but a wage nonetheless. 
And what of those who were racialized as neither Indians nor Span-
iards but as Mestizos? Here Quijano is not clear. At times he seems 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   6Nemser_6808-final.indb   6 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



introduction  7

to suggest that Mestizos were slotted into the general pool of the un-
waged along with Indians and Blacks (“the unpaid labor of Indians, 
blacks, and mestizos”), while elsewhere he implies their incorpora-
tion into the wage (“in the eighteenth century . . . an extensive and 
important social stratum of mestizos . . . began to participate in the 
same offices and activities as nonnoble Iberians”).13 Is the argument 
that a shift took place between the sixteenth and the eighteenth cen-
turies, such that Mestizos were initially excluded from the wage but 
later brought into the fold of salaried whiteness? If so, what accounts 
for this change? In many ways, the confusion seems to be built into 
the model itself, since there were simply not enough rungs on the 
economic ladder to correspond to the racial classifi cations that had 
emerged by that time.14 In general, this static model cannot account 
for how racial ascription takes place or why the racialized meanings 
it produces change over time. At the same time, the material aspect 
of coloniality has tended to drop out of the picture, especially as the 
concept has been taken up by other scholars.

This shift away from materialism is especially notable given the 
chain of theoretical debates on questions of development and the na-
tion in Latin America out of which it emerged. Quijano’s theoreti-
cal points of reference were, in the fi rst place, Marxist thought, above 
all that of the Peruvian thinker José Carlos Mariátegui, whose foun-
dational text Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana 
(1928) engaged critical questions around the legacy of Spanish colo-
nialism, the “problem” of the Indian, and the centrality of land; sec-
ond, debates about “internal colonialism” within newly indepen-
dent nations, as formulated by Pablo González Casanova and others 
in the 1960s and 1970s; third, concurrent debates about Latin Amer-
ican dependency and dependency theory; and fi nally, world-systems 
theory as developed by Immanuel Wallerstein.15 Coloniality is clearly 
marked by all of these debates, yet at the same time constitutes a 
break or departure from the political economic logic in which they 
were framed. For Quijano and others, coloniality is primarily a mat-
ter of epistemology. As such, modernity replaces capitalism as the op-
erative analytical category, with Eurocentric knowledge now consti-
tuting the object of decolonization or “delinking.”16 Importantly, this 
shift from capitalism to modernity coincided with a historical mo-
ment in which Marxism seemed to have entered into terminal crisis.

Over the last two decades, in parallel to the concept of colonial-
ity, a second, historiographical paradigm has emerged. In this vein, 
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8 infrastructures of race

many scholars have begun to reconsider the operations of race and ra-
cial classifi cations in colonial Latin America. Situated for the most 
part within the discipline of history, this literature initially appeared 
in response to an important body of scholarship from the 1960s and 
1970s that tended to treat race as if it had a constant, transhistori-
cal, and therefore relatively transparent meaning. A telltale sign of 
these assumptions was the uncritical treatment of colonial census 
data; the “caste versus class” debate, which sought to demonstrate 
the primacy of one category or the other, proceeded largely on the ba-
sis of statistical measures drawn from such sources.17

Taking on such assumptions as anachronistic, recent historiogra-
phy has called into question the applicability of modern notions of 
race in the colonial period. Among many other topics, scholars have 
examined the experience of identity among elite and subaltern popu-
lations; questioned the extent to which racial difference in fact served 
to divide heterogeneous plebeian populations; reconsidered racial 
imagery from the eighteenth century, disaggregating often compel-
ling visual representations from the reality of social control; traced 
the transatlantic reconfi guration of late medieval Iberian notions of 
limpieza de sangre (purity of blood), largely rooted in discourses of 
Jewish and Muslim identity, as they came to confi gure the racial hi-
erarchy of the so-called sociedad de castas (society of castes) in the 
Americas; and highlighted how gendered assumptions about colo-
nized populations and the sexual economy of reproduction contrib-
uted to early modern understandings of blood and heritability. It is 
now clear that the colonial matrix of identity was organized around 
not only phenotypical markers like skin color but also numerous 
other considerations, including ancestry, legitimacy, honor, language, 
religion, and other cultural practices. Moreover, colonial populations 
were not straightforwardly subjected to racial control: they continu-
ously and strategically rejected, modifi ed, and appropriated these cat-
egories for their own purposes. These and other important contribu-
tions have historicized the social meanings of difference in the early 
modern period and clarifi ed the dynamics of identifi cation and con-
testation as they played out in everyday life.18

Although valuable for their rich empirical detail, many of these 
accounts employ a theory of race that suffers from two signifi cant 
analytical weaknesses. On one hand, some scholars have adopted a 
periodizing framework that turns on a historical break between co-
lonial (early modern? premodern?) notions of difference and their 
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introduction  9

“modern” reformulations, which generally coincide with the time of 
political independence in the nineteenth century. According to this 
view, difference in colonial Latin America should be understood as 
“cultural” (or perhaps “socioracial”) and therefore fl uid. Only in the 
“modern” period does it become truly “racial,” meaning “biologi-
cal” and fi xed.19 Yet this argument takes at face value the language of 
nineteenth-century race scientists without acknowledging the com-
plexities of racial thought even during that period—it is, as the medi-
evalist David Nirenberg observes, to remain “bedeviled by the fi ction 
of true race.”20 Especially in the case of Latin America, for example, 
dominant theories of race in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies drew more heavily on Lamarck than Mendel, and as a result 
the belief that environment plays an active role in producing heri-
table traits was common.21 More generally, the distinction between 
a colonial idea of difference resting on culture (often referred to as 
casta) and a “modern” idea of race resting on biology obscures the on-
going importance of culture as well as other factors like class, geneal-
ogy, geography, and religion in more contemporary racial formations. 
In the end, this periodization imposes an equally anachronistic read-
ing of “modern” race as the one it attempts to resolve for its colonial 
counterpart.22

On the other hand, the emphasis on the fl uidity of identity in co-
lonial Latin America has resulted at times in a tendency to down-
play the structural character of race. By privileging descriptions of 
difference and highlighting what could be called the micropolitics of 
race, such as the elements individuals looked to as signs of identity 
or the practices they adopted as tools of self-fashioning, some schol-
ars lose track of domination. This is not to say, of course, that identi-
ties were entirely fi xed or that negotiation did not take place. But no 
system of domination is absolute, and the exception, as they say, may 
also prove the rule. Generally speaking, tribute was in fact collected, 
forced labor was in fact performed, and innumerable people were in 
fact made to die, as we will see, before their time. These forms of co-
ercion were distributed in large part on the basis of race.

While I draw on certain elements of each paradigm, then, this book 
lays out a new approach to race in colonial Latin America by shifting 
from epistemology to materiality, and from difference to domination. 
From this perspective, race no longer appears primarily as an attri-
bute or property of a particular body but as an effect of the material 
practices of power. In departing from a descriptive approach to race, 
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10 infrastructures of race

I am following a recent move by contemporary theorists of ongoing 
racism in the wake of what Howard Winant calls the “racial break” 
of the post–World War II era. If race and racism continue to struc-
ture the world system today—and there can be no doubt that they 
do—they cannot be reduced to the domain of biology or skin color, 
since these frameworks have largely (though by no means entirely) 
receded under the hegemony of liberal and neoliberal multicultural-
ism.23 In the era of what some theorists have called “neo-racism” and 
others “color-blind racism,” categories such as class, culture, nation-
ality, gender, and sexuality are not only co-constitutive with but in-
deed can be mobilized to stand in for race.24

For the purposes of my argument here, what is especially strik-
ing about these formulations is how resonant they are with the early 
modern categories of difference that the historiographical paradigm 
has worked so hard to isolate. If it does make sense to talk about a 
strictly biological regime of racial truth, and I am not convinced that 
it does, then it would have to be consigned to an exceptional period, 
bookended on either side by the primacy of what are otherwise rela-
tively continuous “stigmata of otherness.”25 What we are left with is 
a reversal of the key claim of the historiographical approach—there 
is, if anything, more resonance between the mechanisms of racial 
domination of the present moment and those of the early modern pe-
riod, not less. In my view, it is precisely these through-lines to which 
scholars and critics, especially those interested in antiracist praxis, 
must attend.

Critical race theory has elaborated more fl exible accounts of race 
that can acknowledge changes at the level of its signs—what prop-
erly “counts” as racial—without ignoring important continuities at 
the level of domination. Such an analysis must go beyond epistemol-
ogy. According to Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s infl uential “ra-
cial formation” framework, race acquires meaning through a socio-
historical process of struggle between multiple racial projects, which 
serve as a hinge between cultural representation and social structure. 
In other words, these projects articulate “an interpretation, represen-
tation, or explanation of racial dynamics” with “an effort to reorga-
nize and redistribute resources along particular racial lines.”26 Put 
somewhat crudely, we might say that racial projects do the ideolog-
ical work of linking the economic base to the cultural superstruc-
ture. This is a valuable account of racial domination that is simulta-
neously constructivist and materialist, grounded on the processes of 
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accumulation and redistribution that contribute to the construction 
and dismantling of racial groupings. Yet by focusing on the distribu-
tion of already existing resources, this model not only seems more 
appropriate for assessing the contemporary struggles of social move-
ments vis-à-vis what Omi and Winant call the racial state, but more 
importantly cannot capture the full extent of the materiality of race, 
because it leaves out the constitutive role of violence.

From this perspective, the materiality of race would have to be 
framed not only in relation to resource competition but also and cru-
cially as a concrete relation to death. In making this claim, I am 
drawing on the work of critics like Nikhil Pal Singh and Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore, whose assessments of the violent machineries of racializa-
tion, though rooted in the contemporary United States, have helped 
me conceptualize the mechanisms by which this process both con-
ceptually and materially inscribes race onto bodies in other contexts 
as well. “The racialization of the world,” writes Singh, “has helped to 
create and re-create ‘caesuras’ in human populations at both the na-
tional and global scales that have been crucial to the political man-
agement of populations. . . . To understand this, we need to recognize 
the technology of race as something more than skin color or biophys-
ical essence, but precisely as those historic repertoires and cultural, 
spatial, and signifying systems that stigmatize and depreciate one 
form of humanity for the purposes of another’s health, development, 
safety, profi t, and pleasure.” Similarly, for Gilmore, racism should 
be understood bluntly as “the state-sanctioned or extralegal produc-
tion and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to prema-
ture death.” Race is thus the result of a system of domination that, 
vampire like, extracts the life of some in order to make others live 
better.27

Framing race and racism in terms of the uneven distribution of 
vulnerability is helpful for three reasons. First, it invites us to con-
sider race broadly. These formulations do not attach race to a limited 
set of signs, for example, but refer instead to the production of “forms 
of humanity” and “differentiated groups.” Although this work is his-
torically and geographically specifi c, then, it opens the door to com-
parative spatial or temporal approaches to race that are attentive to 
both continuities and disjunctures. Second, it pushes racial analysis 
away from the sphere of difference and toward a relation of domina-
tion. If race is a matter of making some people die more in order to 
make others live better, then it has to be read through specifi c reper-
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toires of material practices. Antiracism can no longer be a question 
simply or primarily of affirming and celebrating those forms of dif-
ference that have traditionally been looked down on, as some forms 
of identity politics would have it. Third, Singh and Gilmore frame the 
violence of racialization in terms of not only the production of differ-
entiated groups but also the difference between what is or has been, 
on one hand, and what could be or could have been, on the other—not 
death but premature death. This is a slow violence that adds up over 
time, by which the conditions of the everyday conspire to make life 
always just a little bit more constrained. It is a violence against ac-
tual bodies, to be sure, but also against their potential, against what 
might otherwise be. Premature death is thus an open question, an in-
vitation to imagine a world beyond racial domination.28

What does not enter into the framework proposed by both Singh 
and Gilmore, and what an analysis of Spanish colonialism contrib-
utes to this discussion, is the fl ip side of vulnerability. If the roots 
of modern biopolitics are found in the Christian pastorate, as the 
following section suggests, then we also have to be attentive to the 
structures of care that shaped the practices of colonial governance. 
Spanish colonialism, as José Rabasa reminds us, was predicated not 
only on the hate speech of conquest but also on the “love speech” 
of peaceful colonization, evangelization, and protection.29 Both dis-
courses involve racial ideologies and give rise to racializing projects 
of ascription and subjectifi cation. In colonial Mexico, the production 
of group-differentiated vulnerability—that is, the process of racializa-
tion—generated forms of disposability as well as paternalistic care, 
premised simultaneously on conversion and extraction. These were 
two expressions of a single modality of power, to which I now turn.

race and biopolitics

Racialization as the politics of death cannot be detached from the 
biopolitics of life. According to the historical analysis that Michel 
Foucault fi rst began to lay out in the mid-1970s, political modernity 
is characterized by the emergence of a new form of power, distinct 
from the sovereign power that had been dominant up to that point: 
“The right of sovereignty was the right to take life or let live. And 
then this new right is established: the right to make live and to let 
die.” Sovereign power, “the right to take life or let live,” is exercised 
by the sword. Faced with a given transgression of his law, the sov-
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ereign can decide to kill or not to kill, that is, to spare the life of 
the perpetrator. This is the full extent of the sovereign’s power—a 
negative power not over life but strictly over death. But beginning in 
the sixteenth century, at the “threshold of modernity,” a new form 
of power, borrowing and expanding on the techniques of the Chris-
tian pastorate, began to operate in conjunction with the emergence 
of modern capitalism. It did so fi rst at the level of the individual, us-
ing discipline to optimize the body’s forces and integrate them effec-
tively and efficiently into various processes of production, and later 
at the level of the population, intervening in abstract biological pro-
cesses and rhythms in order to foster life and maximize vitality. In 
contrast to “taking life,” the negative capacity of sovereignty, the 
shift to “making live” captures the productive orientation of biopolit-
ical forms of modern power.30

But the rise of an affirmative biopolitics, deeply invested in the 
production of life, does not mean that the negative power of sover-
eignty over death declines, disappears, or becomes entirely obsolete. 
Although his depiction is conceptually enigmatic, Foucault suggests 
that this historical shift is marked by “overlappings, interactions, 
and echoes.” The biopolitical state never stops drawing on the tech-
niques of sovereignty. This, importantly, is where racism comes into 
play. Knowledge is for cutting, as Foucault remarks elsewhere, and 
racism operates precisely in this way, by “introducing a break into 
the domain of life that is under power’s control: the break between 
what must live and what must die.” The ancient logic of warfare, by 
which one side confronts and must destroy another in order to sur-
vive in battle, is transformed into a new logic of biopower that oper-
ates on the basis of racial hierarchy, linking the elimination of infe-
rior races with the improvement, optimization, and purifi cation of 
life in its most general sense. Death is deployed, in other words, in 
the interest of life: “massacres have become vital.”31

Although Foucault’s work is almost entirely centered on Europe, 
as many critics have observed, this is one of the few points where 
he addresses the question of colonialism explicitly: “Racism fi rst de-
velops with colonization, or in other words, with colonizing geno-
cide.” To the extent that it is subsequently transferred to Europe, rac-
ism serves as a paradigmatic example of the “boomerang effect” by 
which material practices of power tested in the course of coloniza-
tion are returned to and deployed in the metropole.32 Taking this ar-
gument seriously means considering the biopolitical formations that 
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began to emerge prior to the nineteenth century, and certainly prior 
to the rise of the paradigmatic biopolitical state in Nazi Germany.33 
Indeed, Foucault seems to acknowledge as much. “I am certainly not 
saying that racism was invented at this time,” he writes in reference 
to the nineteenth century. “It had already been in existence for a very 
long time. But I think it functioned elsewhere.”34 This colonial “else-
where” is the specter that haunts Foucault’s work.

Yet space seems to disappear from Foucault’s work at almost ex-
actly the moment that the biopolitics of population emerges. Admit-
tedly, he is somewhat ambiguous here as well. His 1977–1978 lecture 
course, Security, Territory, Population, begins by considering the ma-
terial ways in which sovereign power, discipline, and bio politics have 
historically organized urban space. Yet territory quickly drops out of 
his analysis. By the fourth lecture—the famous “governmentality” 
lecture that would be popularized in English long before the publi-
cation of the full course—the initial conceptual organization has 
been recast, the category of “territory” replaced with that of “gov-
ernment.” The logic of this move registers clearly in Foucault’s piv-
otal reading of Machiavelli, in which he argues that sovereignty op-
erates primarily over territory and only secondarily over the people 
who inhabit it: “The territory really is the fundamental element 
both of Machiavelli’s principality and of the juridical sovereignty of 
the sovereign as defi ned by philosophers or legal theorists.” In con-
trast, “government in no way refers to territory. One governs things.” 
Like the pastoral power from which they emerge, governmental tech-
niques are thus increasingly exercised over a fl ocklike web of rela-
tions. Although Foucault attempts to give nuance to this historical 
formulation, just as he affirms that the emergence of positive forms 
of discipline and biopolitics did not mean the supersession of the neg-
ative modality of sovereign power, he does not return to the subject 
of territory in his lectures.35

One reason Giorgio Agamben’s rereading of Foucault is helpful 
here is precisely that it returns to the question of space. Drawing on 
the work of the political theorist Carl Schmitt, Agamben lays out a 
metaphysical account of sovereignty that turns on the concept of the 
state of exception. In Political Theology (1922), Schmitt defi nes sov-
ereignty on the basis of the capacity to decide on the exception, that 
is, to suspend the normal legal order. In this account, the state of ex-
ception is fundamentally a temporal category, although it is not nec-
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essarily temporary—in fact, Schmitt claims that the exception is al-
ways already embedded in the liberal constitutional order. Yet in his 
later work, primarily The Nomos of the Earth (1950), Schmitt begins 
to approach the question of sovereignty and the exception in spatial 
terms. There he argues that the international order that emerged in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was based on the consolida-
tion of territorial states in Europe. The jus publicum Europaeum, in 
other words, made possible a “bracketing” of war between equivalent 
sovereigns. However, the production of this “internal” stability de-
pended on the displacement of war to Europe’s constitutive outsides, 
namely colonial space. Deemed juridically empty, this space “beyond 
the line” became available for occupation and was constituted as a 
zone where the only law was force. The shift in the form of the ex-
ception from a temporal to a spatial category decenters the fi gure of 
the sovereign, whose capacity to decide on the suspension of the rule 
is so central in Schmitt’s earlier writings. In the sphere of imperial 
sovereignty, the decisionist paradigm is replaced by a depersonalized 
formation of sovereignty rooted in the ordering logic that gives the 
space of modernity its meaning.36

Agamben acknowledges Schmitt’s analysis of the space of excep-
tion and even attaches it to the New World, “which was identifi ed 
with the state of nature in which everything is possible.”37 Yet he does 
not follow through on the provocative implications of Schmitt’s the-
sis linking the sovereign exception to colonial space. This thread is 
only later taken up by Achille Mbembe in his important work on ne-
cropolitics. By foregrounding both racism and colonialism, Mbembe 
expands on the work of Foucault and Agamben and clarifi es the spa-
tial underpinnings of any biopolitical regime. A global distribution 
of those who must live and those who must die is always already at 
stake in the consolidation of a politics based on the management of 
life and death. Likening colonial space to the frontier, he writes that 
“the colonies are the location par excellence where the controls and 
guarantees of juridical order can be suspended—the zone where the 
violence of the state of exception is deemed to operate in the service 
of ‘civilization.’”38 The convergence of space and race, the colony and 
the savage, is the fl ip side of the jus publicum in Europe.

Mbembe is most helpful here for conceptualizing the relation be-
tween biopolitics and space because his analysis ultimately delin-
eates the construction of colonial space as a historical process rather 
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than an ontological determination. Colonization is not merely the 
occupation of space but also its radical reorganization. Referencing 
the late modern occupation of Palestine, he explains:

The writing of new spatial relations (territorialization) was, ulti-
mately, tantamount to the production of boundaries and hierarchies, 
zones and enclaves; the subversion of existing property arrangements; 
the classifi cation of people according to different categories; resource 
extraction; and, fi nally, the manufacturing of a large reservoir of cul-
tural imaginaries. These imaginaries gave meaning to the enactment 
of differential rights to differing categories of people for different pur-
poses within the same space; in brief, the exercise of sovereignty. 
Space was therefore the raw material of sovereignty and the violence 
it carried with it.39

What does “the writing of new spatial relations” look like? How—
through which mechanisms—is space territorialized? Beyond con-
quest and military occupation, beyond the production and circula-
tion of representations (travel writing, cartography, and so on), and 
beyond legal procedures and sovereign decisions, the production of 
territory must also, if not primarily, be understood as a process that 
intervenes in and shapes the landscape in material ways. Mbembe 
examines, for example, a number of specifi c techniques used by the 
Israeli state to “splinter” Palestinian space. A great deal of the every-
day violence of occupation is aimed at dismantling infrastructures—
tearing up roads and airport runways, demolishing electric grids, de-
stroying waste disposal systems, and so on. But occupation also has 
a productive dimension, which includes the construction of strategic 
walls as well as Jewish-only roads, bridges, and tunnels that produce 
a three-dimensional network integrating settlements in the occupied 
territories into Israel proper. In other words, the territorialization of 
colonial space is fundamentally a question of infrastructure.40

infrastructures of race

Located at the intersection of space and materiality, infrastructure 
refers to the material conditions of possibility for the circulation 
of people, things, and knowledge. Although infrastructure has long 
been an object of technical study, over the last two decades the con-
cept has begun to receive critical attention in a growing number of 
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other fi elds, including anthropology, history, and geography.41 This 
new scholarship has generated a number of important insights re-
garding infrastructure’s peculiar character. For one thing, there is the 
issue of visibility. What distinguishes infrastructure from technol-
ogy is its tendency to become normalized and fade from view, operat-
ing just “beneath” (infra) the surface of the phenomenal world while 
facilitating the operations on which that world depends. Through 
this assemblage of pipes, tubes, cables, wires, and tunnels fl ow the 
energy, water, waste, and data that enable, shape, and regulate the 
practices of modern social existence. Thus the commonplace that in-
frastructure becomes visible only when it fails—these enabling con-
ditions abruptly acquire an immediate and inescapable presence pre-
cisely because of their absence.42

Additionally, infrastructure is a relational concept. What appears 
as infrastructure—what disappears from view—necessarily does so 
in relation to specifi c subject positions or practices. What constitutes 
infrastructure for some, facilitating their circulation through space, 
may constitute an obstacle or object of attention for others. The an-
thropologist Susan Leigh Star points to the example of a person in a 
wheelchair, for whom “the stairs and doorjamb in front of a building 
are not seamless subtenders of use, but barriers.” Similarly, for the in-
digenous laborers forced to perform the dirty and dangerous work of 
cleaning out Mexico City’s canals, as discussed in chapter 3, these 
hydraulic systems were far from invisible. This differential experi-
ence of infrastructure also becomes apparent with regard to forma-
tion of communities. Infrastructures are learned, and the habitual 
practices that congeal around them are themselves constructive of 
collective norms. If familiarity can generate a shared sense of belong-
ing to a community of users, engaging with unfamiliar infrastruc-
tures can yield the unsettling sense of being out of place.43

To be clear, infrastructure can serve not only as a signal of identity 
or belonging—not knowing how to use a particular system immedi-
ately marks one as an outsider—but also as a condition of possibility 
for the emergence of groupness as such, engendering social relations 
and structures of feeling. Refl ecting on Benedict Anderson’s formu-
lation of the nation as an “imagined community,” the archaeologist 
Bjørnar Olsen observes that what is often left out or minimized in ac-
counts of social construction are precisely the things on which this 
process depends—among them infrastructural things, like “print 
machines, newspapers, telephone and railroad lines, roads, coastal 
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steamers, geological surveys, post offices, national museums, stamps, 
maps, trigonometric points, border fences, and custom points.” When 
this scholarship does look at things, it largely reads them in terms of 
representation, as symbolic of underlying meanings. In contrast, Ol-
sen calls for a turn to “the brigades of nonhuman actors that consti-
tute the very condition of the possibility for such large-scale social 
institutions to be imagined, implemented, reproduced, and remem-
bered.”44 By shaping social relations and facilitating the consolidation 
of groups, infrastructure becomes a material foundation that sets in 
motion, guides, and sustains processes such as the formation of na-
tional identities and, as I argue here, racialization.

What is the relation, then, between infrastructure and determina-
tion? One of the major debates within twentieth-century Marxism 
concerned the nature of the link between the economic “base,” or 
mode of production, and the diverse set of political and cultural prod-
ucts viewed as “superstructure.”45 Marx’s views were far more com-
plex than is often assumed, but the point is that architectural meta-
phors served to organize a social imaginary on the basis of an array 
of objects that were understood as either supportive or supported, ei-
ther determining or determined. From the late nineteenth century 
on, “infrastructure” began to appear in French Marxist literature as 
a “somewhat incorrect” translation of the German word basis orig-
inally employed by Marx.46 This metaphorical usage, however, fl at-
tens infrastructure’s ambiguous character. By binding people, things, 
and knowledge into territorialized systems of production and circu-
lation, infrastructure is both the condensation of an ideological proj-
ect and a participant in the realization of that project. In other words, 
what we might call “actually existing infrastructures” are imagined, 
designed, and constructed by people and at the same time confi gure 
the fi eld of possible actions and potential dispositions for human and 
nonhuman objects.47

In his infl uential study The Production of Space, fi rst published 
in French in 1974, the geographer Henri Lefebvre turns precisely to 
the colonial Latin American city in order to reframe the schematic 
division between base and superstructure. In general terms, he ar-
gues, space is not an empty container or neutral platform on which 
social processes are straightforwardly staged, but itself a product of 
historically contingent social processes. Spanish colonization in par-
ticular transformed American space through an array of specifi c in-
terventions. Yet the colonial city, Lefebvre insists, should be under-
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stood as not only an “artifi cial product” but also an “instrument of 
production,” since it constituted part of a project aimed at facilitat-
ing new modes of extraction: “A superstructure foreign to the origi-
nal space serves as a political means of introducing a social and eco-
nomic structure in such a way that it may gain a foothold and indeed 
establish its ‘base’ in a particular locality.” Certain material forms—
roads, churches, ports, facades—are thus simultaneously superstruc-
tural and infrastructural insofar as they both express and enable rela-
tions of domination and accumulation.48

This duality partly explains why infrastructures, as the anthro-
pologist Brian Larkin notes, are so “conceptually unruly.”49 If infra-
structures are simultaneously produced and productive, determined 
and determining, critics must attend both to the processes through 
which they are deployed and to those that unfold as a result, as well 
as to their vulnerability to decay or collapse and their capacity to 
endure over time. This is an especially important consideration for 
colonial Latin American studies, since recent scholarship on infra-
structure tends to privilege a limited concept of modernity rooted (as 
with much of the historiography on race) in the nineteenth century. 
No doubt this is a period characterized by post-Enlightenment liber-
alism, which linked circulation to progress, and by the emergence of 
the fi rst large technical systems, including telegraph cables and ship-
ping canals. But as with any periodization, this move generates cer-
tain exclusions. By the second half of the sixteenth century, for ex-
ample, an assemblage of colonial infrastructures—including not only 
the gridded cities examined by Lefebvre but also ports and roads, way 
stations for llama and mule trains, dams, canals, water reservoirs 
for mining and metal production, and systems of standardization, 
among many others—was already beginning to weave Spain’s Ameri-
can territories into a globalized world.50 The point here is not to quib-
ble about chronology but to highlight a structural tendency embed-
ded in infrastructure’s material form. Infrastructure does not emerge 
out of nowhere but tends to cohere around the accretions that pre-
cede it. “It wrestles with the inertia of the installed base and inher-
its strengths and limitations from that base,” writes Star. “Optical 
fi bers run along old railroad lines.”51 If this is in fact a tendency of in-
frastructure in general, perhaps the large-scale technical systems of 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century modernity that so dazzle contem-
porary scholars should not be detached from the historical founda-
tions on which they rest. To repurpose Marx’s famous dictum, these 
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infrastructural pasts weigh like a nightmare on the circulation of the 
present.52 They are a powerful reminder that certain material struc-
tures and practices can endure the vicissitudes of history and poli-
tics. And if race itself has an infrastructural function, it may con-
tinue to operate in this way as well.

This book is divided into four chapters that proceed in loosely 
chronological order, from the beginning to the end of the colonial 
period, and together trace a genealogy of concentration in colonial 
Mexico. Each chapter examines a paradigmatic case of concentra-
tion located at a specifi c junction of form and practice, architecture 
and technique—centralized towns (congregación), disciplinary insti-
tutions (recogimiento), segregated districts (separación), and general 
collections (colección). These cases are by no means exhaustive, nor 
are they intended to chart a narrative of superseding stages, such that 
congregation is replaced by enclosure, which in turn is followed by 
segregation and fi nally collection. Instead, the projects should be read 
as scaffolded, either explicitly or implicitly referring to, drawing from, 
building on, and reactivating those that came before them in the face 
of the contradictions generated by colonial rule. Moreover, these epi-
sodes capture a shift or expansion at the level of scale or complexity 
with regard to their racial effects, from the foundational categories of 
Indian and Mestizo in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 
to the emergent theories of mestizaje and (racialized) life from the 
end of the seventeenth through the beginning of the nineteenth. The 
book thus attends to the always incomplete yet nevertheless produc-
tive techniques by which colonial institutions sought to know and 
manage the populations under their authority and in doing so effec-
tively racialized them.

Chapter 1 examines the policy of congregación, or congregation, 
as implemented during the fi rst century of colonial rule in Mexico. 
The colonial authorities saw the “dispersion” of indigenous commu-
nities as one of the main obstacles to effective evangelization and ex-
traction. As the violence of the conquest, forced labor, and disease 
took a massive toll on the indigenous population, the “emptiness” 
that had been projected onto colonial space began to acquire a mate-
rial character. The response of the colonial state, supported by mis-
sionaries such as Toribio de Benavente (better known as Motolinía), 
Diego Valadés, and Gerónimo de Mendieta, was to resettle indige-
nous communities into centralized, orderly towns under the author-
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ities’ watchful gaze. Laid out along a regular, orthogonal grid and in-
serted into regional and global markets, the congregation facilitated 
Christianization and the extraction of tribute and labor. But it also 
produced the infrastructural ground for the consolidation of the “In-
dian” as a meaningful category of identity. It was not only the vi-
olence of the conquest and the pillaging of the conquistadors that 
characterized the process of primitive accumulation, then, but also 
a series of productive interventions that reconfi gured colonial space 
and racialized the bodies that inhabited it.

If the Indian was characterized by dispersion, the Mestizo emerged 
as a fi gure of unregulated and unproductive circulation. Chapter 2 
turns to this racialization process by analyzing the practice of reco-
gimiento, or enclosure, as developed at the Mexico City–based Cole-
gio de San Juan de Letrán, which was established in the middle of the 
sixteenth century. This was a moment in which the project of evan-
gelization was entering into crisis. Part of the problem was the dif-
fi culty that Spanish priests had in mastering the subtleties of indig-
enous languages and cultural practices; this obstacle was what the 
Colegio sought to overcome, by gathering up vagabond/Mestizo boys 
who were purportedly “lost” in the countryside and subjecting them 
to a highly regulated set of disciplinary practices rooted in a specifi c 
architectural space. Deemed reliably Christian owing to the infl u-
ence of their Spanish fathers, and fl uent in indigenous languages ow-
ing to their indigenous mothers, these children appeared as potential 
missionaries par excellence, far more effective than even the most 
highly trained Spaniard. Yet by the end of the century this project 
had collapsed under its own weight, and royal orders prohibited the 
ordination of Mestizo priests throughout the Americas. Enclosure 
could turn these children into workers and husbands, but it could not 
entirely erase the threat of heresy from the newly constituted Mes-
tizo body.

Whereas the fi rst two chapters highlight the productive work of 
colonial infrastructures of concentration, chapter 3 approaches the 
same question from the opposite direction: what happens when ra-
cial infrastructures fail? On June 8, 1692, in the context of wide-
spread food shortages, a massive riot in the center of Mexico City 
left shops looted, government buildings destroyed, and the royal pal-
ace in smoldering ruins. Many colonial elites blamed the violence on 
drunken Indians and pointed specifi cally to the internal migration 
of the indigenous population to the city center, or traza, designated a 
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non- Indian space, from the surrounding districts to which they were 
supposed to be consigned. In response, the viceroy enlisted a group 
of letrados (lettered elites), including the Creole polymath Carlos 
de Sigüenza y Góngora and the priests of the city’s Indian parishes, 
like the Franciscan friar Agustín de Vetancurt, to develop a policy of 
separación, or segregation, that would shore up the racial order and 
thereby secure colonial rule. Everyone supported segregation, but 
segregation meant different things to different people. Some hoped to 
rescue the category of the Spaniard, while others were more invested 
in maintaining its Indian counterpart. In each case, however, what 
appeared on the other side of this line of demarcation was what con-
temporaries had begun to call the “Plebe.” Defi ned by “mixture” and 
formally identical to the Mestizo according to the conventional the-
ory of mestizaje today, this monstrous collective body emerges as the 
excess or residue of infrastructural collapse.

Finally, chapter 4 shows how concentration became a science. If 
active resistance had limited or undermined the viability of earlier 
concentration projects, other forms of life might prove more manage-
able—and no less tied to the question of race. This chapter exam-
ines the paradigmatic form of concentration during the eighteenth 
century: the colección, or general collection. Specifi cally, it examines 
the rise of imperial botany and the establishment of a botanical gar-
den in Mexico City, which emerged as an extension of but also in 
contrast to its metropolitan counterpart in Madrid. Drawing on the 
work of Enlightenment scientists like Casimiro Gómez Ortega, Vi-
cente Cervantes, and Alexander von Humboldt, the chapter contrasts 
the spatial politics of imperial botany on both sides of the Atlan-
tic. While the Madrid garden sought to adopt new technologies like 
greenhouses to facilitate the acclimatization and commercialization 
of plants from the colonies, the Mexico City garden took advantage 
of the topography of Chapultepec Hill, which contained, according 
to its advocates, all of the diverse microclimates found in New Spain. 
As a result, it seemed to allow for the concentration of the totality of 
colonial plant life. This increasingly calculated approach to the en-
vironment and its relation to living beings, moreover, engendered re-
fl ections on human differentiation and race. If Foucault famously 
argues that the concept of “life” emerged from the science of compar-
ative anatomy developed on European dissection tables, this chapter 
posits an alternative colonial narrative focused on the rise of a new 
science of racialized life in Humboldt’s plant geography, based in part 
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on his visits to the botanical gardens of the Spanish empire. There 
has never been a transcendent concept of life—it is always already ra-
cialized from the historical moment at which it begins to appear.

Concentration thus neither began nor ended with General Weyler’s 
reconcentration camps. The dense repertoire of forms and practices 
of concentration that had developed over the course of four centu-
ries of Spanish rule in colonial Mexico specifi cally and Latin Amer-
ica more generally converged not only in the camps of late colonial 
Cuba but also in multiple forms deployed by the Mexican state since 
political independence. In the epilogue, I examine the recuperation of 
these colonial techniques in contemporary Mexico. From the aldeas 
vietnamitas (Vietnamese villages) in the state of Guerrero during the 
“dirty war” of the 1970s to the twenty-fi rst-century ciudades rurales 
sustentables (sustainable rural cities) deployed in the states of Chia-
pas and Puebla, the Mexican state continues to govern through the 
spatial politics of concentration. A counterinsurgency framework, 
extrapolating from the experience of the nineteenth-century recon-
centration camp, can only partially explain these projects. It is the ra-
cialized discourse of vulnerability—the combination of disposability 
and care—that continues to characterize concentration today.
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Chapter 1

congregation: urbanization and 
the construction of the indian

To police and to urbanize is the same thing.
michel foucault, security, territory, population

In a letter to Charles V dated May 15, 1550, the Franciscan 
friar Toribio de Benavente, better known as Motolinía, describes 
space as one of the main obstacles to the so-called spiritual conquest 
of Mexico. Indigenous communities, he writes, are “tan apartados . . . 
y puestos en sitios ásperos y difi cultosos” (very isolated .  .  . and lo-
cated in harsh and difficult places), but goes on to suggest that

esto se podría remediar en parte con hacer que se juntasen en pueblos 
como están en España, y no sería pequeño provecho para la dotrina y 
polecía humana, porque como agora están muchos dellos más viven 
como salvajes que como hombres, y no sabemos cómo de otra manera 
ellos puedan ser bien instruídos e informados en las cosas de Dios. 
[this could be remedied in part by gathering them in towns as they 
are in Spain, and it would not be of small benefi t for evangelization 
and human order, because in their current state many live more like 
savages than men, and we do not know by what other means they 
might be instructed and informed of the things of God.]1

Motolinía’s letter activates a series of oppositions that are com-
mon to colonial discourse, such as the distinction between Spain and 
America, on one hand, and the human and the savage, on the other. 
These tropes are framed by what the Franciscan describes as the gen-
eralized “emptiness” of colonial space, which poses both a problem 
and an opportunity for colonial rule. The absence of a regularized 
spatial order impedes extraction as well as evangelization (which is 
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obviously the main concern here), yet at the same time it makes pos-
sible and indeed necessary a radical restructuring of the territories 
that had only recently been incorporated into the Spanish empire.

American space was not actually empty, of course, but rather was 
produced as “empty” in at least two ways. First, European colonizers 
not only perceived the territory into which they ventured as “free” 
in a Schmittian sense, that is, open for occupation, but in fact occu-
pied it on the basis of that perception. Outside of a handful of urban 
areas, what the Spaniards saw did not register as legitimate politi-
cal communities or lands inhabited according to European norms of 
property and human sociability. In his work on archaeological prac-
tice, Gustavo Verdesio notes that indigenous interventions in the 
landscape are often overlooked because they correspond neither to fa-
miliar European models nor to a Western sense of artifi ce. Owing to 
what Verdesio calls the Western “regime of visibility,” practical, ef-
fective, and often complex infrastructures, such as fi sheries and ir-
rigation systems, are rendered invisible to Western observers. They 
blend into the backdrop of the so-called natural world, entirely de-
tached from human activity and agency. This effect is similar to the 
one that occurred with regard to indigenous settlement patterns in 
the sixteenth century. Forms of land occupation and social relations 
that did not conform to Spanish expectations were imperceptible and 
thus erased.2

Second, Spanish colonialism inaugurated a violent process of dis-
possession that literally “emptied” many areas of indigenous people 
and even, in numerous cases, of the material traces they left behind. 
Dispossession took various forms, the most visible being the holo-
caust of epidemic disease, but other policies that were far more in-
tentional contributed signifi cantly as well. Paradoxically, then, the 
restructuring of colonial space was justifi ed on the basis that colo-
nial space was already empty and simultaneously produced colonial 
space as empty and thus available for occupation. This is similar to 
the circular logic of a line of Spanish argumentation that justifi ed the 
conquest of Mexico by claiming that the ease of Cortés’s victory was 
proof enough of the indigenous people’s natural servitude.3

The program of “congregation” (congregación) in New Spain, also 
called reducción, occupies a unique place in the production of colo-
nial space. Much like Motolinía’s proposal, this policy sought to forc-
ibly resettle “dispersed” indigenous communities into centralized 
towns under the watchful gaze of the colonial authorities. Insofar as 
it displaced indigenous peasants from the means of subsistence and 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   26Nemser_6808-final.indb   26 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



congregation  27

contributed to the gradual consolidation of their former lands in the 
hands of Spanish property owners, congregation operated as a clas-
sic mechanism of primitive accumulation, much like the enclosures 
Marx describes at the end of the fi rst volume of Capital. In Caliban 
and the Witch, however, Silvia Federici argues that primitive accu-
mulation involves other parallel dispossessions as well: “Primitive 
accumulation, then, was not simply an accumulation and concentra-
tion of exploitable workers and capital. It was also an accumulation 
of differences and divisions within the working class, whereby hi-
erarchies built upon gender, as well as ‘race’ and age, became con-
stitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern proletariat.”4 
Federici’s argument deals primarily with gender—she is most inter-
ested in the ways in which women were stripped of authority and 
their bodies naturalized as reproductive machines. Building on her 
insight, this chapter shows how congregation contributed to the con-
struction of the Indian as an example of a racialization process that 
not only coincided with some of the classic forms of primitive accu-
mulation seen in Marx but also functioned as a form of primitive ac-
cumulation in its own right.

What is the “Indian” but a bundle of qualities, capacities, and ob-
ligations occupying a specifi c location in a fi eld of social relations? 
Over the course of the century bracketed on one end by the found-
ing of Vasco de Quiroga’s “hospital-towns” in the early 1530s and 
on the other by the official prohibition of the labor draft known as 
repartimiento in 1632, the Indian emerged as a meaningful category 
of identity that was both ascribed to individual and collective bod-
ies and subjectively lived. In this way, a homogeneous population 
characterized, among other things, by its obligation to pay a certain 
amount of tribute and perform a certain amount of forced labor was 
fashioned out of a heterogeneous mosaic of indigenous forms of hu-
manity. This ethnogenetic process of what could be called “primitive 
mestizaje” explodes the conventional understanding of mestizaje 
based on a mythical encounter between Spaniard and Indian by re-
vealing that in fact there was no Indian at that encounter—the Indian 
was the product, rather, of a century of material practices that turned 
on the deployment of violence and care.5

periodizing congregation

Most historians have taken for granted that congregation proceeded 
in two distinct phases, the fi rst in the mid-sixteenth century, from 
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about 1550 to 1564, and the second at the turn of the century, from 
about 1598 to 1607. A distinct character is attributed to each phase—
the fi rst is often labeled a “failure,” the second a “success.” This his-
toriographic trend is partly a product of the specifi c history of the 
colonial archive’s formation. The fi nal years of the sixteenth cen-
tury saw the establishment of an institutional body called the Sala 
de Congregaciones, which was charged with carrying out the pro-
gram and documenting its implementation. This documentation was 
stored in the Sala’s own archive and later incorporated into the hold-
ings of the Archivo General de la Nación (AGN) under the title “Con-
gregaciones.” At the AGN today, a search for “congregación” in the 
archive’s database primarily turns up these records. As a result, it is 
much easier for historians to access these later instances of congrega-
tion, and this thicker archival trace has been read as a sign of efficacy 
and intensity. In the 1970s, however, historians like Peter Gerhard be-
gan to do the difficult work of combing through other sections of the 
AGN for documentation regarding earlier efforts to congregate indig-
enous communities. Gerhard, who identifi ed 163 congregations that 
were carried out before 1570, argued that these communities con-
stitute the majority of settlements in central and southern Mexico 
today.6

This documentary evidence of earlier congregations, however, 
has not substantively altered the dominant narrative, owing to the 
strength of a second, parallel distinction that treats the key differ-
ence between the “two phases” of congregation as a function of the 
institutional actor responsible for each: the fi rst is associated with 
the mendicant orders, largely Franciscans and Dominicans, the sec-
ond with the colonial state. Often it is suggested that the mendicants 
supported the fi rst phase of congregation but opposed the second. 
Secularization thus serves to explain the failure of the “fi rst phase” 
of the program, since it was only when the colonial state stepped in 
that resettlement supposedly succeeded. The implications are two-
fold: fi rst, that the clergy were incapable of implementing such a pro-
gram, since their obsession with the spiritual world kept them from 
being effective managers of the temporal; and second, that there is 
a meaningful analytic distinction between the religious orders and 
the colonial state with regard to congregation. At stake, then, are not 
only the historical impacts but also the political-theological founda-
tions of this policy.7

This chapter proposes a different approach to congregation. Build-
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ing on the work of Mexican historians like Ernesto de la Torre Vi-
llar, Marcelo Ramírez Ruiz, and Federico Fernández Christlieb, I ar-
gue that congregation should not be historiographically divided into 
two successive and politically discrete “phases” but treated as a sin-
gle program that was enacted continuously, if intermittently and un-
evenly, over roughly the fi rst century of colonial rule, from about 
1530 to 1635.8 This approach avoids the dilemma posed by commu-
nities whose congregation occurred outside of either “phase,” such 
as the “hospital-towns” established by Vasco de Quiroga in the 1530s 
or the congregation of Texupa in what is today the state of Oaxaca in 
the 1570s, both of which I discuss later. There is also a methodolog-
ical question here that has to do with defi ning the object of study, 
whether the relevant unit of analysis is “central Mexico,” “New 
Spain,” or “Spanish America” at large. After all, the reducción general 
of Peru, which began with the arrival of Viceroy Francisco de Toledo, 
was primarily carried out, as in Texupa, during the 1570s. Indeed, the 
early experience of congregation in New Spain infl uenced the general 
resettlement in Peru, and likewise the techniques deployed in Peru 
shaped later efforts at congregation in New Spain. In a 1604 report 
for his successor, for example, the Viceroy Conde de Monterrey notes 
that he has studied and learned from the reducciones in Peru. While 
Toledo deserves “la gloria de aver Acometido y Vencido el prim.o un 
yntento tan Util y tan difi cultosso” (the glory of having been the fi rst 
to take up and succeed in so useful and difficult an effort), he imple-
mented the policy too rapidly and forcefully, thus provoking signif-
icant resistance. In New Spain, however, the viceroy continues, the 
program has been implemented “con tanta seguridad de conçiençia y 
suavidad” (conscientiously and smoothly) and therefore “a ressultado 
aqui mucho menos clamor y ruido del q̃ ubo alla” (has yielded far 
fewer complaints and commotion here than there).9 As congregation 
was adapted over time, partly as a result of resistance and negotiation 
by the indigenous population, its proponents understood it as part of 
a general logic of early colonial rule rather than a specifi c policy un-
folding at a specifi c moment in a specifi c place—concentration con-
stituted both an organizing principle and a material practice of Span-
ish imperial reason, linked across space and time.10

Additionally, this approach complicates “just so” stories of secu-
larization in colonial Mexico. Certainly, there were mendicants who 
opposed later congregations, but as we will see, there were also those 
who supported them; likewise, some opposed even the earlier ones.11 
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It could be said that the religious orders were involved in “gover-
nance,” just as the colonial state was involved in “religion.” But it 
would be more accurate to say that in the sixteenth century there 
was in fact no easy way to separate “governance” from “religion,” 
that these categories were not discrete and autonomous but largely 
integrated within a general political rationality and corresponding 
set of practices. Following Foucault, I am more interested in under-
standing this rationality, the common elements that pertain to both 
the spiritual and temporal domains, than in dividing the program 
into coherent stages or phases through classifi cation. Read in this 
way, congregation appears as a moment of what Foucault describes 
as the early modern intensifi cation and expansion of pastoral power. 
It was primarily in colonial space, moreover, that this intensifi cation 
had to occur.

from pastoral power to police

In a letter to Charles V written in early 1552, the Franciscan Pedro de 
Gante begs the king to ensure the presence of “pastores para sus ove-
jas” (pastors for their sheep) and goes on to clarify that in order to do 
so it will be absolutely necessary to make sure that “se junten los yn-
dios y no estén derramados por los montes” (the Indians are gathered 
and not dispersed throughout the forests), where they would be able 
to continue their idolatrous practices. In contrast, “de estar juntos y 
visitallos, se sigue christiandad y provecho á sus ánimas é cuerpos 
y que no se mueran sin fee é baptismo é sin conoçer á Dios” (by be-
ing gathered together and visited, Christianity will follow and bene-
fi t their souls and bodies, and they will not die without faith and bap-
tism and without knowing God).12 Gante is referring, of course, to 
the policy of congregation in the early years of its official backing by 
the colonial state. It should come as no surprise that the Franciscan 
would frame his call for congregation as a pastoral mechanism, not 
only because the trope of the pastor and his fl ock was common at the 
time but also because this imagery was embedded in the discourse 
of congregation from the start. After all, the etymological roots of 
the Latin word congregare are con (together) and grex (fl ock). To con-
gregate quite literally means to gather and thus constitute the fl ock. 
Without the pastor who congregates—without congregation—the 
fl ock is just a dream. To put it another way, congregation is a pastoral 
technology par excellence.
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The “pastoral power” characteristic of early Christianity occupies 
an important place in Foucault’s genealogy of the modern state. Un-
der the Christian pastorate, he argues, power has three main char-
acteristics: fi rst, it operates not over a fi xed territory but on a fl ock 
in movement; second, it is essentially benefi cent, the entirety of its 
operations dedicated to caring for the fl ock rather than divided up 
among other duties and practices; and third, it simultaneously indi-
vidualizes and totalizes, treating the fl ock as a whole composed of in-
dividuals. For Foucault, the emergence of the modern state is tied not 
to a process of secularization, by which Christianity gradually disap-
pears and is replaced by the state, but to the expansion and intensi-
fi cation of the pastoral beyond the sphere of the spiritual—a process 
of governmentalization by which the ratio pastoralis or “pastoral of 
souls” becomes the ratio gubernatoria or “government of men.”13

According to Foucault’s periodization, this intensifi cation began 
in the late Middle Ages and accelerated during the sixteenth century 
as pastoral power came to supplement the sovereign’s negative power 
over death with a positive power over life: “The essential objective of 
pastoral power is the salvation (salut) of the fl ock.”14 The French word 
salut, as the translator Graham Burchell notes of this passage, has 
both a spiritual and a temporal sense, as in the English word “safety.” 
This double meaning is signifi cant because it highlights the conti-
nuity between the Christian pastorate and the state’s rationalization 
of pastoral power in the form of what Foucault calls the theory of po-
lice. While the former is aimed at guiding the fl ock to “salvation” in 
the next world, the latter, in contrast, turns to what could be called 
maximizing the fl ock’s “safety” in this world. As Foucault observes, 
“In this context, the word ‘salvation’ takes on different meanings: 
health, well-being (that is, sufficient wealth, standard of living), se-
curity, protection against accidents. A series of ‘worldly’ aims took 
the place of the religious aims of the traditional pastorate.”15 What 
smooths this transition, furthermore, is the expansion of the horizon 
of care, which blurs together these dual senses of salvation.

Both of these dimensions of salvation are at the heart of the project 
of congregation, which turned on the urbanization of the indigenous 
population and the “geometrization” of colonial space.16 During the 
Renaissance, European humanists began to recuperate the writings of 
classical authorities as the ideal against which to measure contempo-
rary architecture and urban planning. Although Vitruvius’s De archi-
tectura was not translated into Spanish until 1582, Roman architec-
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tural thought arrived via infl uential late medieval and early modern 
thinkers like Leon Battista Alberti in De re aedifi catoria, published 
in Italy in 1485, and Diego de Sagredo in his vernacular Medidas del 
romano, published in Madrid in 1526. These works drew on the phil-
osophical foundations provided by Neoplatonism as fi ltered through 
Plato’s translator Marsilio Ficino, who viewed architecture as an art 
that was inseparable from the ideals of Platonic form. Thus, the geo-
metrical character of the built environment, and by extension of the 
city, came to embody the principles of beauty, order, and reason.17

But this Renaissance ideal could not be realized on the Iberian Pen-
insula, where cities had emerged gradually, without a unifi ed plan, 
and as such yielded a dense but irregular built environment composed 
of layers upon layers of accumulated materials. This sedimentation 
presented a major obstacle to utopian planners who, with few excep-
tions, were left to design cities in their minds instead of building them 
on the ground. It was only in the New World that this utopian project 
could effectively be implemented. The Spaniards who traveled to the 
Americas carried with them a set of aesthetic assumptions infl uenced 
by these Renaissance ideals as well as printed texts to aid and inspire 
them in their task.18 As Ángel Rama has argued, upon crossing the At-
lantic the conquistadors entered into “una nueva distribución del es-
pacio que encuadraba un nuevo modo de vida, el cual ya no era el que 
habían conocido en sus orígenes peninsulares” (a new distribution of 
space that framed a new way of life, which was no longer the one they 
had known in their peninsular home). American space was perceived 
as tabula rasa, a blank slate or void on which an entirely new order 
could be imposed.19

Even where the Spanish did not perceive American space as empty—
the marvelous view of Tenochtitlan afforded to Cortés and Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo, for example, stands out—the urban materials ac-
cumulated there appeared to have a different character than their Eu-
ropean counterparts. In colonial space, these residues of human life 
were seen not as deeply rooted but as strikingly superfi cial, easy to 
sweep away and replace or reorganize. This doubt about the fi xedness 
of pre-Hispanic materials was intensifi ed by the catastrophic violence 
and death that accompanied the conquest and its aftermath, which 
brought the fantasy of emptiness closer to reality.

The emptiness of colonial space was thus the condition of possibil-
ity for its restructuring. A century before Descartes employed the or-
derly, geometrical city as a metaphorical grounding for his ego cogito, 
and a half-century before Philip II’s famous ordenanzas on city plan-
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ning in the Americas were codifi ed in 1573, the Spanish were already 
deploying a colonial ego aedifi co, plotting and building gridded cit-
ies a cordel y regla in the New World.20 Mexico City was laid out 
over the ruins of Tenochtitlan by a skilled jumétrico, a specialist in 
applied geometry and topography, in 1523.21 But it was congregation 
that was primarily responsible for diffusing the grid across the colo-
nial landscape. The map of Nochixtlan, drawn in ink by an indige-
nous mapmaker in 1579, offers an exceptionally clear visualization 
of the spatial reorganization constitutive of this shift (fi gure 1.1). Un-
like most of the maps that were painted around this time as part of 
the information-gathering project known as the Relaciones geográfi -
cas, this image contains no natural toponyms but consists entirely of 
a stripped-down, ten-by-eleven grid, carefully measured and laid out 
for urbanization.22 Near the center there is a church and plaza fi lled 
with footprints, suggesting a busy marketplace; a handful of build-
ings occupy other nearby blocks. An axis of footprints bisects the 
map, intersecting next to the central plaza and extending out from 
the grid toward the edge of the paper on each side, where the car-
dinal directions are labeled. Additional lines at the edge of the grid 

figure 1.1.  Map of Nochixtlan (1581). Real Academia de la Historia (C-028-008). 
© Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid, Spain.
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suggest that it could easily be extended into the blank space that 
surrounds it. For Kevin Terraciano, the Nochixtlan map is more sug-
gestive of a “colonial ghost town” than a lived space, but he acknowl-
edges that the footprints constitute “evidence of life.”23 I would add 
that the skeletal trace evokes precisely the emptiness that made con-
gregation thinkable. Each congregation was specifi cally required to 
imitate the checkerboard layout of Mexico City, and as suggested by 
the 1582 map of Teutenango, also painted by an indigenous tlacuilo 
(scribe), orderly grids bloomed like geometric fl owers throughout the 
countryside (fi gure 1.2).

figure 1.2.  Map of Teutenango (1582; AGI, Mapas y Planos 33). Courtesy of the 
Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, Archivo General de Indias, Seville.
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While congregation sought to make colonial space legible, the or-
thogonal grid was a tool that served both to represent this process 
cartographically and to realize it materially. The grid permits the 
measurement, classifi cation, division, and apportionment of space, 
while facilitating the quantitative equivalencies that enable extrac-
tion, exchange, and accumulation. A gridded town composed of reg-
ular lots, for example, would allow for easier calculation of Indian 
tribute obligations, based after midcentury on a uniform head tax.24 
At the same time, it attempts to capture and lock down the fl exi-
ble, overlapping, and rotational social relations to which it is applied. 
At ground level, it offers extended sight lines that facilitate the work 
of surveillance. The grid not only fragments, however, but also ho-
mogenizes—through spatial abstraction, it tends toward neutraliz-
ing the particularities and peculiarities of a given terrain. In the ab-
stract, geometric space is unbounded, such that the city could at least 
in theory be imagined to extend its invisible lines indefi nitely along 
the same plane, much like the Nochixtlan map. In this way, colonial 
space is restructured even beyond the last block of the grid, whether 
or not the city in fact ends up engulfi ng its constitutive “outsides.”

imperial metaphysics and soft wax

It was not only colonial space that appeared to offer little resistance to 
Spanish designs. For many Spanish missionaries, the success of evan-
gelization depended on a radical reconfi guration of indigenous life 
and by extension presupposed the malleability of indigenous bodies. 
Orlando Bentancor has suggested that the conquest was made possi-
ble in part by an imperial metaphysics that subordinated passive mat-
ter to active form. According to this Aristotelian framework, inferior 
matter could be “improved” and a superior form imposed through the 
application of certain arts or techniques. This view was operational-
ized primarily in terms of the exploitation of natural resources (in the 
case of mining, for example), but it was also applied to the “matter” of 
indigenous bodies. Bentancor argues that these ideas, translated into 
imperial reason, drove the colonization of the Americas.25

In this regard, congregation is no exception. As already suggested, 
the earliest attempts to put the spatial logic of concentration into 
practice in New Spain can be found in the communities established 
in the 1530s by Vasco de Quiroga, judge (oidor) in the Audiencia of 
Mexico and later the fi rst bishop of Michoacán.26 Quiroga is best 
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known for taking inspiration from Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) in 
establishing two “hospital-towns,” Santa Fé de México and Santa Fé 
de la Laguna.27 These towns functioned as proto-congregations inso-
far as they aimed to group indigenous people together into orderly, ur-
banized spaces and introduce disciplinary techniques as a means of 
caring for and Christianizing them. “Tengo muy cierto para mí” (It is 
very clear to me), wrote Quiroga in his Información en derecho (1535),

que sin este recogimiento de ciudades grandes que estén ordenadas 
y cumplidas de todo lo necesario, en buena y católica policia y con-
forme á la manera de esto, ninguna buena conversión general, ni aun 
casi particular, ni perpetuidad, ni conservacion . . . en esta tierra ni 
entre estos naturales se puede esperar o haber, atenta a la calidad de 
ellos y de ella. [that without resettlement in large cities that are or-
derly and provisioned with every necessity, in good and Catholic or-
der (policia), no sincere conversion either in general terms or even 
particular (cases), in perpetuity and conservation . . . can be expected 
or achieved in this land and among these natives, owing to the char-
acter of them and of it.]28

Congregation is the fi rst, crucial step toward the “salvation” of the 
natives. This passage clearly emphasizes the spiritual sense of this 
word—true and enduring conversion to Christianity and the creation 
of a Christian social order. But following Foucault, we can also track 
a temporal sense of salvation running parallel to this one. Without 
being resettled into orderly cities, Quiroga insists, the indigenous 
population will not only remain “salvajes” (savages) but simply die 
off, as had already begun to occur in certain parts of the Americas:

Por falta de esta buena policia y recogimiento de ciudades . . . pues 
es más que verosímil que . . . nunca lo dejarán de ser ni de acabarse y 
consumirse de cada dia, como se han acabado y consumido en las is-
las é Tierra Firme por lo mismo. [Lacking good order and concentra-
tion in cities . . . it is more than likely that . . . they will never cease 
being (savages) or disappearing and being consumed every day, as they 
have disappeared and been consumed on the islands and mainland for 
this reason.]29

For Quiroga, then, congregation operates not only as a valuable 
spiritual technique but also as the only means by which to halt the 
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ongoing decline of the indigenous population. (It is equally true, of 
course, that there were other, economic objectives in mind.)30 What 
is absent from his pronouncement, of course, is any sense that the 
Spanish may have had something to do with this phenomenon. In-
stead, it is the indigenous form of life itself, characterized by “el de-
rramamiento y soledad en que viven” (the dispersion and isolation in 
which they live), that bears sole responsibility for and explains the 
natives’ extreme vulnerability. Only by reorganizing colonial space 
and creating the infrastructural conditions for sociability, he argues, 
can the indigenous people be truly saved— from themselves.

Quiroga believed that the indigenous people shared with the envi-
ronment they inhabited a disposition or character that opened them 
up to precisely this sort of transformation. As Bentancor observes, 
Quiroga’s thought drew on the metaphysical assumptions embedded 
in metallurgical theories about the “improvement” of metals. His de-
scription of the natives makes this analogy explicit:

Hay tanto y tan buen metal de gente en esta tierra, y tan blanda 
la cera, y tan rasa la tabla, y tan nueva la vasija en que nada hasta 
ahora se ha impreso, dibujado ni infundido, [There are so many peo-
ple in this land, and they are of such good quality (tan buen metal de 
gente), of a wax that is so soft, a slate that is so blank, a vessel that is 
so new and on which nothing has so far been inscribed, depicted, or 
infused.]31

Both colonial space and indigenous bodies are thus cast as a “blank 
slate” on which Spanish designs can be imprinted at will.

This imperial metaphysics formed the doctrinal basis for Quiroga’s 
hospital-towns as well as for the project of congregation as it would 
be deployed over the course of the following century. The emptiness 
of colonial space and the malleability of its inhabitants were two 
sides of the same coin. But it was not until 1550 that what was essen-
tially the pet project of one early colonial official acquired the back-
ing of the colonial state and became official policy. Congregation was 
institutionalized partly in response to the catastrophic epidemic of 
1545–1548, which contributed a sense of urgency to the work of the 
mendicant orders and to their collaboration with the colonial state. 
Although certain elements of the policy were modifi ed over the years 
in response to indigenous resistance and changing conditions on the 
ground—there was, for example, a gradual shift of emphasis from Ar-
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istotelian “perfect communities” to infrastructural integration into 
both regional and world markets—the colonial authorities continued 
to see the dispersion of the indigenous population as one of the pri-
mary obstacles to effective colonial governance.

infrastructure and subjectivity

Congregation turned on a series of assumptions about the relation 
between the human and urban space. Earlier I discussed the impor-
tance of the geometric grid, which produces a simultaneously homo-
geneous and hierarchically fragmented space. Here I examine the lay-
out of the newly congregated towns according to the “Instrucción” 
issued by the Viceroy Conde de Monterrey in 1601, in which urban 
planning is conceived of as a sort of infrastructure for the emergence 
of a new social order that the Spanish called “police” (policía).32 The 
instructions contain a set of thirty-fi ve directives that aim to address 
every obstacle that might arise during implementation. They begin, 
furthermore, by denying any opportunity for deviation from their 
proscriptions, which must be carried out “sin alterar ni innovar en 
ellas ni en ninguna de ellas por ningún caso, aunque sea de volun-
tad y petición de los mismos indios, y que concurran en ella los mi-
nistros de justicia y doctrina” (without altering or innovating on any 
of them in any way, even at the will and request of the Indians, and 
even if they are supported by the secular and religious ministers).33 In 
this way, the orders claim absolute authority over the procedures by 
which congregation is to be implemented.

Synonymous with urbanization, congregation was intended to pro-
duce rural cities with standard, recognizable characteristics. Each 
town would be “formado de calles y plaza y en modo de policía como 
la de esta ciudad de México” (centralized and ordered by streets and 
plaza and with police like that of this city of Mexico).34 Here, “policía” 
refers not only to the social order but also to the spatial confi gura-
tion of the city, specifi cally the checkerboard pattern of the capital’s 
streets. The logic of congregation, in other words, posits a direct cor-
respondence between infrastructure and social relations. In addition 
to these classic infrastructural elements, the instructions dictate the 
size of the lots (twenty-fi ve square varas, or yards) as well as the hi-
erarchical manner in which they are to be distributed, with indige-
nous nobles receiving those that are closer to the church and plaza. 
Every lot is to be located within hearing range of the church bell, en-
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suring that congregated life is glued together by a common set of sen-
sory experiences.35 The boundaries of each lot, moreover, are to be 
marked with a ditch (zanja) or wall (mojonera), inscribing the stria-
tions of private property into the soil. Over the homogenized space of 
the grid, a political character is ascribed, while at the same time the 
map is transformed into a symbol of the social order. Given what the 
Spanish saw as the indigenous propensity to dispersion, furthermore, 
the instructions mandate that if, after the lots are distributed and the 
houses built, any “empty” spaces should remain, they should be re-
allocated to another family and rapidly fi lled in:

Porque según la ruin fama que en lo general tienen todos los pueblos 
de indios en esta Nueva España, sucederá muchas veces que de una 
casa de un indio a otra haya vacío grande, que impida la policía que se 
pretende . . . : en tal caso, arbitraréis en repartir el vacío a uno, o a dos 
más indios, para que allí hagan sus casas y . . . quede el pueblo en la 
mejor forma y traza que sea possible. [Because, according to the gener-
ally contemptible reputation of the Indian towns of New Spain, it of-
ten happens that between the house of one Indian and the next there 
is a great empty space that impedes the police that is intended . . .: in 
this case you will distribute the empty space to one or two more Indi-
ans, and they will build their houses there, and . . . the town will be 
left in the best possible form and order.]36

Each house is to have a common set of measurements. The in-
structions include various requirements regarding the arrangement 
and organization of interior, domestic space:

Se ha de edifi car desde luego un aposento del alto que pareciere y 
cubierto, que tenga treinta pies de largo y doce de ancho . . . en ra-
zón de usar de compartimientos y atajos, al modo que se pueda, con 
que se pueda, con que se distinga la vivienda del servicio en que hu-
biere de haber inmundicias, y el dormitorio de los hijos del de las hi-
jas, y se vaya recorriendo esto para ver que en todo caso lo cumplan 
y se introduzcan algo de policía cristiana entre ellos. [Each home 
should be built as high as necessary and covered, and should be 
thirty feet long and twelve wide . . . and it should employ compart-
ments and partitions in every possible way, by which the living quar-
ters will be distinguished from the outhouse, and the bedroom of the 
boys from that of the girls, and this should be monitored to make 
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sure that it is obeyed and that some Christian police is introduced 
among them.]37

Congregation, in other words, did not discriminate between what 
today would be considered “public” and “private” domains but tra-
versed all boundaries. It permeated and as such structured the social 
at large. In this concern over the separation of male and female chil-
dren, for example, we glimpse an uneasy recognition of the instabil-
ity of social categories such as gender among the indigenous. As a re-
sult, these categories are literally to be embedded in the architectonic 
structure, which operates as a foundation for the differential circula-
tion of bodies through interior space. Similarly, the imposed distinc-
tion between living quarters and outhouse implies a categorical prox-
imity between the indigenous and the animal, a divide that must be 
reinforced through some form of physical separation or barrier.

The internal division of domestic space was as important for the 
organizers of the colonial project as public behavior. In his infl uential 
treatise on evangelization, the Jesuit José de Acosta, who was a sup-
porter of Toledo’s reducción general in Peru,38 describes the success-
ful conversion of the indigenous as a two-step process: “Prius esse 
curandum, ut homines esse discant, deinde ut christiani” (fi rst they 
must learn to be men, and then to be Christian).39 One of the primary 
ways Acosta suggests for doing so is the following:

Ordo vero quidam tum oppidorum tum domiciliorum, ut non veluti 
cuniculi occultas sedes eligant, tum vero ut in conspectu eorum om-
nis actio sit neque latebras petere sinantur. Ad haec permixta illa et 
sine ullo delectu spurca habitatio, ubi simul et maritus et uxor et fi -
lius et fi lia, frater et hospes et canis ipse atque sus cubat, accurate 
avertenda est, quantum licebit. [Establish order in their cities and 
homes, so that they may not make their dwellings secret, like rabbit 
warrens, so that their every action is observed and they are not per-
mitted to fi nd a hiding place. As much as possible, it is imperative to 
eliminate this foul dwelling without any separation, where husband 
and wife, son and daughter, brother and guest, even dog and sow sleep 
together.]40

Disciplinary power fl ows, then, not only through the enclosed spaces 
of the home (“domiciliorum”)—much as with the classic architec-
tural forms described by Foucault and examined in chapter 2—but 
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also and more generally through the organization of the city (“oppi-
dorum”). The ordering of urban and domestic space is a necessary 
condition for the transformation of what are at worst animals and at 
best not quite humans—Acosta likens the indigenous people to rab-
bits living in a warren and suggests that in order for them to be con-
verted to Christianity they fi rst must learn to be men. Order is in-
troduced, on one hand, through the panoptic gaze of the authorities 
(“in conspectu eorum omnis actio”), and on the other, through clas-
sifi cation and separation, both analytical and spatial, such that each 
grouping is assigned to its own place. Thus, the son and the daugh-
ter (“et fi lius et fi lia”) are sent to their own rooms within the congre-
gated domicile. This early anxiety over mixture reveals the role that 
infrastructure plays in grounding the processes of subjectifi cation. 
The act of separation should be seen not as managing bodies whose 
identities are already stable but rather as stabilizing and indeed pro-
ducing these identities in the fi rst place. Gender, for example, is con-
stituted in part through spatial segregation.

The emergent modes of life made possible within the newly con-
gregated towns were also secured through violent mechanisms of era-
sure. The colonial authorities were expected to destroy the old com-
munities and to make sure their former inhabitants did not try to 
return: “Vayan derribando las viejas [casas] . . . para deshacer del todo 
el pueblo, y que no tengan ocasión de volverse a él; y si lo hicieren 
y se ausentaren, los busque y castigue para su corrección y escar-
miento de otros” (Proceed by destroying the old houses .  .  . to en-
tirely unmake the town, so they have no ability to return to it; and 
if they do attempt it and leave, fi nd and punish them for their own 
correction and as an example to others).41 This process erased thou-
sands of indigenous place names from the map.42 Still, the hesita-
tion in the orders—the recognition that the indigenous might read-
ily seek to abandon the congregations—highlights the difficulty of 
dismantling not just physical structures but also lived experiences 
and memories. This stubborn trace appears in a number of the in-
digenous maps painted for the Relaciones geográfi cas. The map of 
Teutenango mentioned earlier provides an alphabetic example in the 
short sentence that appears on the mountain jutting into the image 
just above the gridded congregation: “Este es el penol donde solia es-
tar el pueblo” (This is the hill where the town used to be). Similarly, 
a pictorial example is found in the 1579 map of Texupa (fi gure 1.3). 
The orthogonal grid of the congregated town, painted on the blank 
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page to evoke its relocation to the fl at plain, contrasts with the tem-
ple glyphs on the stylized hills that surround it. These temples indi-
cate the original location of the communities prior to congregation, 
and the map thus stages the ambivalence between pre-Hispanic past 
and colonial present.43 Finally, owing to this concern about the pos-
sibility of resistance, authorities were also instructed to monitor the 
inhabitants of the congregations carefully, tracking their movements 
for evidence that they were attempting to return to their old commu-
nities. The instructions offer a protocol for containing this centrifu-
gal movement:

El cuidado de la conservación de estas poblaciones y de que los in-
dios no desamparen las casas y tierras nuevas, volviéndose a las vie-
jas o yéndose a otra parte, se os encomienda y encarga en la parte que 
os tocare tanto como lo de la ejecución; y que de ordinario hagáis di-
ligencia en saber si alguno o algunos indios faltan de las poblaciones 
nuevas que se hubieren hecho, mandando a los gobernadores y ofi cia-
les de regimiento que os lo avisen. Y visitando por vuestra persona las 
mismas congregaciones las más veces que pudiéredes, y habiendo en-
tendido que se han ausentado algunos indios, pondréis mucho cui-
dado y diligencia en saber donde están, y si fuere fuera de vuestra 
jurisdicción, enviaréis por ellos con requisitoria para cualesquier jus-
ticias, que generalmente se les ordenará y mandará que la cumplan 
y envíen presos los que se hubieren ausentado y huido de sus pue-
blos. [To ensure that these settlements are conserved and that the In-
dians do not abandon their new houses and lands, returning to their 
old ones or moving elsewhere, you are ordered and charged with this 
matter as much as that of its initial implementation; and you should 
regularly make efforts to learn if one or various Indians are missing 
from their newly built settlements, ordering the governors and coun-
cil officials to advise you. And visiting in person these congregations 
as many times as you can, if you learn that some Indians have run 
away, you will invest much care and effort in discovering where they 
are, and if it should be outside of your jurisdiction, you will send for 
them by means of a summons to any and all justices, ordering and 
commanding them to capture and return those who have abandoned 
and run away from their towns.]44

In this and other ways, the regularized layout and the practices it en-
abled facilitated new and intensifi ed forms of surveillance and con-
trol over the indigenous inhabitants.
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Early critics of the project offer an indirect sense of the oppres-
sive experience of congregation. A 1561 letter to Philip II by the pro-
vincials of the three mendicant orders, for example, notes that in-
digenous inhabitants frequently complained about the specifi c forms 
of disciplinary oversight to which they were subjected in the con-

figure 1.3.  Map of Texupa (1579). Real Academia de la Historia (C-028-010). © Real 
Academia de la Historia, Madrid, Spain.
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gregated towns: “Dizen agora que los emos engañado, que no a sido 
sino para contar los cada dia, como se haze, y añadir les triuutos y 
serurise dellos los christianos” (Now they say that we have tricked 
them, that it was done only so the Christians could count them ev-
ery day, which they do, and increase their tribute and take advantage 
of them).45 If the extraction of tribute and labor rests precisely on the 
capacity not only to locate but also to calculate the size of the indige-
nous population, then to be congregated is to be perpetually counted, 
to become an object of quantifi cation.

Foucault writes that the regime of police transforms both the town 
into “a sort of quasi-convent” and the territory as a whole into “a sort 
of quasi-town.”46 The infrastructural reach of congregation, similarly, 
extends beyond the boundaries of the newly urbanized space. Diego 
Valadés, a student of Pedro de Gante, published his Rhetorica Chris-
tiana (1579) about three decades after the policy began to be imple-
mented. He opens a chapter on the life of the indigenous population 
under Spanish rule with a description of the project of congregation:

Postquam Religiosa non sine magno labore per mõtes & deserta 
 dissipatos Indos congregauerunt & ad vitae societatem conuocau-
erunt mores & instituta vitae rerum familiarium ac domesticarum 
rationem illis sollicite tradiderunt. Primum autem, locorum futu-
ris aedifi ciis viis & itineribus metatio condecens facta est: necnon 
agrorum distributio ex praescripto Regiae maiestatis & senatus facta 
est. Antequam enim quidquam tentaretur, primũ consulto opus fuit, 
ad eiusmodi consilia coetusque incultorum hominũ instituẽdum ad 
 salutem illorum tam corporalem quam spiritalem & commodum 
 eorum, qui cum illis commercia tractaturi in posterum essent. 
[After the clergymen, not without great effort, had congregated the 
 Indians, who were dispersed throughout the forests and deserts, and 
assembled them in social life, they carefully taught them the cus-
toms and ways of life concerning family affairs and domestic ac-
counts. But fi rst an appropriate design of the locations of future 
 buildings, streets, and highways was made; and likewise a distri-
bution of lands by the order of his Royal Majesty and the Ayunta-
miento. Before anything was attempted, fi rst it was considered what 
should be instituted regarding the assemblies and gatherings of un-
cultured men, for their corporeal and spiritual well-being, as well as 
the convenience of those who will engage them in exchange in the 
future.]47
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For Valadés, congregation is a disciplinary project that aims to re-
make not only the space of the countryside but also the character 
of its inhabitants—thus the emphasis on instituting “proper” social 
and familial formations, ways of life, and so on. His description ar-
ticulates a lettered project that proceeds, according to the chain of 
sequential indicators (postquam-primum autem-antequam), in the 
following order: fi rst, a careful refl ection regarding the goals of con-
gregation, that which the indigenous are to become and how; second, 
the prudent design of a space adequate for such a disciplinary task; 
and fi nally, the concentration of the dispersed indigenous population 
into these newly built locations. For Valadés, then, the urbanized 
space of the congregation explicitly emerges from an ideological proj-
ect and serves an equally ideological purpose. Infrastructure is both 
determined and determining, both a product and productive of colo-
nial governance.

In this description, furthermore, the architectural and infrastruc-
tural dimensions of the project appear to have solidifi ed since the 
initial institutionalization of congregation in the 1550s. Beyond the 
vague references to cities and sociability that are found in the writ-
ings of earlier supporters of the policy, Valadés highlights a number 
of specifi c elements that compose the centralized town. He is inter-
ested in the buildings and streets that internally make up the town, 
but also in the roads that connect it externally to others (“aedifi -
ciis viis & itineribus”). Here the congregation is not merely a ware-
house for indigenous bodies, or an autochthonous “perfect commu-
nity” along the lines of Quiroga’s classically inspired utopian towns; 
rather, it is a single point in a larger network defi ned by circulation. 
That circulation is the goal is reinforced by the distribution of lands 
among the indigenous inhabitants as well as the emphasis on the ex-
change (“commercia”) of goods and ideas.

Over time the extension of this infrastructural network was woven 
into the fabric of congregation. By the early seventeenth century, of-
fi cials known as jueces demarcadores were tasked with paying close 
attention to routes and nodes as they laid the groundwork for future 
resettlements: “Considerareis los caminos que pasan por las tales ca-
veceras, o, sujetos y distritos y á que partes van, y si son caminos 
Reales y si estan despoblados o, tienen puso donde hagan las Jorna-
das o, si pueden poner Ventas o, mesones para acomodar el camino” 
(You shall consider the roads that pass through such head-towns, sub-
ject-towns, and districts, as well as where they lead, whether they are 
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Royal roads and whether they are uninhabited or have towns within 
a day’s journey, or if they can set up Inns to make the trip more com-
fortable). All of this was to be depicted graphically in a map (pin-
tura).48 The location of new towns, moreover, would be determined 
on the basis of the economic geography of the territory, with the need 
for indigenous labor and commodities taken into account. The ques-
tion was whether it would be “forçossa o conveniente” (necessary or 
convenient) to establish a congregation at a given location,

o para xornada de caminantes o passaxe de algun rio o para el vene-
fi cio o lavor de alguna quantiossa cosecha que aya alli o en la vecin-
dad que de sal que de grana o cacao o otro genero semejante que im-
porte riqueça particular de el pueblo o grosedad comun destas provi.as 
y de el comercio gnral de ellas. [either because it is a day’s journey for 
the traveler or for the crossing of some river or to facilitate the prep-
aration or production of some substantial crop there or in the area, 
whether salt or cochineal or cacao or another similar type, which 
generates wealth in the town or the general abundance and com-
merce of these provinces.]49

A visual representation of the congregation’s integration into an 
infrastructural network designed for the circulation of commodities 
through an increasingly globalized market is found in the 1582 map 
of the district around the town of Zumpango (fi gure 1.4). Like other 
examples from the Relaciones geográfi cas described earlier, this map 
was painted by an indigenous tlacuilo and contains a variety of pic-
torial elements common in Nahua cartography, such as hill and wa-
ter glyphs. It also displays the gridded streets characteristic of the 
congregated town. The map evokes circulation and extraction in 
two main ways. First, the city streets as well as the roads connecting 
the cabecera (head-town) of Zumpango to the smaller towns around 
it are marked with footprints, a traditional glyph indicating move-
ment. Here it suggests circulation, both within the main town and 
between it and its sujetos (subject-towns) displayed on the map. No-
tably, each town is labeled with not only its name, written in alpha-
betic text, but also the number of tributaries, written in Roman nu-
merals. In this way, the map serves as both a representation of the 
human “resources” of the region and a tool with which to tap into 
them. Second, the map highlights one route in particular by marking 
it with the prints not only of human feet but also of horses’ hooves. 
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This route runs from the corner at the bottom left, labeled “camino 
de mexico” (road from Mexico City), through the center of town, and 
exits the page at the right edge, where it is labeled “camino del puerto 
de acapulco” (road from the port of Acapulco). Acapulco, of course, 
was the Manila galleon’s point of departure and arrival; the goods it 
delivered were then taken by way of Mexico City and the port of Ve-
racruz on to Spain. The congregation of Zumpango, in other words, 
was situated along the principal trade route whose commodity fl ows 
linked Europe and Asia.

At the same time, the order of congregation as infrastructure is 
inseparable from an expansive project oriented toward future devel-
opment. In this sense, as Valadés seems to suggest, it is not merely 

figure 1.4.  Map of the district of the mines of Zumpango and its jurisdiction (1582). 
Real Academia de la Historia (C-028-011). © Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid, 
Spain.
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buildings but future (“futuris”) buildings and roads, for example, that 
are designed and placed. The communities in Valadés’s description 
are becoming less and less the “perfect communities” of Quiroga’s 
utopian ideal, which contain everything they need within them-
selves and remain separate from the outside world, and increasingly 
nodes integrated into an expansive system of extraction, production, 
and circulation.

biopolitical care and racialized populations

According to Silvia Federici, it was the population decline of the six-
teenth century that gave rise to the earliest forms of biopolitical gov-
ernance in Europe. To encourage population growth, praised by po-
litical theorists like Jean Bodin and Giovanni Botero, early modern 
states launched a “true war against women” that sought to dispos-
sess them of control over their bodies and transform them into ma-
chines for reproduction. But Federici also examines the catastrophic 
demographic collapse that followed the conquest of the Americas and 
argues that the response in the colonies took a different form. “While 
the response to the population crisis in Europe was the subjugation of 
women to reproduction, in colonial America . . . the response was the 
slave trade.”50 No doubt the slave trade did constitute one response to 
the decline of the indigenous population in colonial Mexico, but the 
two paths are not mutually exclusive, as she suggests. In fact, Span-
ish colonialism gave rise not only to the necropolitics of conquest but 
also to new biopolitical techniques that sought to protect the declin-
ing indigenous population. The colonial project, in other words, in-
volved more than making bodies die—it also aimed to make them 
live, though not in the ways they might have chosen.

One of the main objectives of congregation, as we saw with Vasco 
de Quiroga, was precisely to “conserve” the indigenous population, 
which for colonial officials meant, in the fi rst place, fostering the ba-
sic conditions for demographic growth. This was a major concern in 
the instructions left by the Viceroy Conde de Monterrey to his suc-
cessor. Congregation, he claimed, would encourage communities to 
labor more productively in “la cultura del campo y crianza de galli-
nas y todo genero de granga” (the cultivation of the countryside and 
the raising of chickens and all types of animals) and thereby provide 
the basis for the “augmento grande” (great increase) of the popula-
tion. At a more intimate level, the supposed dispersion of the com-
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munities, which made it necessary for the men to travel consistently, 
also impeded efficient reproduction. “Y q̃ con sus ordinarias y largas 
ausencias y caminos hazen poca cohabitacion con sus mugeres y en 
disposicion muy cansada y malsana q̃ es occasion de no multiplicarse 
las familias como pudieran” (Because of their frequent and long ab-
sences and travels, they perform little cohabitation with their wives 
and in a very tired and unhealthy disposition, and as a result these 
families do not multiply as they might).51 The viceroy was thus con-
cerned not only with confi guring domestic space in particular ways, 
as examined earlier, but also with fostering productive relations in 
the bedroom. Sex, of course, is the “pivot” between individual and 
collective bodies, and its control links the disciplined behavior of the 
attentive (and presumably well-rested) husband, on one hand, with 
demographic “multiplication,” on the other.52

More urgent than optimizing indigenous sexual and reproductive 
practices, however, was countering the catastrophic effects of dis-
ease. Although there is no scholarly consensus regarding the precise 
degree of population decline, it is clear that the epidemics of the six-
teenth century constituted a “veritable holocaust” for the indigenous 
population.53 Earlier I discussed Vasco de Quiroga’s hospital-towns 
as the foundational moment of the program of congregation that un-
folded over the fi rst century of Spanish colonial rule in the Americas. 
Foucault argues that in early modern Europe the hospital was in fact 
detached from the institution of medicine—unlike its contemporary 
counterpart, it was not concerned with treating illness but with as-
sisting and warehousing the poor. “Until the eighteenth century the 
ideal person of the hospital was not the patient, there to be cured, but 
the poor person on the point of death. . .  . One used to say in those 
times—and with reason—that the hospital was the place where one 
went to die.”54 Rather than doctors, hospital personnel were largely 
religious actors dedicated primarily to facilitating spiritual salvation. 
To some degree, this privileging of the soul over the body was re-
produced in sixteenth-century Mexico. As the historian of medicine 
Francisco Guerra has shown, the decree of the fourth Lateran Coun-
cil of 1215 ordering physicians, on pain of excommunication, to stop 
treating patients who refused to confess, “on the grounds that salva-
tion of the soul was more important than bodily care,” reappeared in 
the First Mexican Council of 1555.55

But Quiroga’s hospital-towns and the congregations to which they 
gave rise operated according to a very different logic than their coun-
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terparts in Europe—their objective was not only to save indigenous 
souls at the moment of death but also, to the greatest possible ex-
tent, to care for infected indigenous bodies. Indeed, a new social the-
ory of medicine, tied to the specifi city of colonial space, was articu-
lated alongside this project. Based on the social order of police, this 
theory paid less attention to balancing the bodily humors of the in-
dividual, which was central in the Galenic medicine that dominated 
the period, than it did to the capacity of an infrastructure of human 
sociability to ameliorate the harmful effects of diseases and other 
disorders.56 Urbanized space and the dense human communities it 
sustained thus came to be seen as enabling the delivery of care—or 
perhaps, more accurately, as facilitating mutual aid and “hospitality” 
(a word that, not surprisingly, shares an etymological root with “hos-
pital”).57 This model was not based, as Foucault suggests, on the ex-
clusion of those bodies identifi ed as sick but rather on the concen-
tration of and care for potentially sick bodies—conceptualized in 
increasingly racialized terms.

In Europe, urban hospitals and the religious actors who ran them 
exercised an important welfare function, but the need for and atten-
tion to care appeared qualitatively different in the Americas. There, 
especially during the fi rst half of the sixteenth century, the magni-
tude of demographic catastrophe was entangled with the apocalyp-
tic vision of the missionaries who were tasked with bringing Chris-
tianity to the New World, especially the Franciscans.58 Motolinía, a 
member of the order, likens these epidemics to one of the plagues of 
Egypt:

Estaba toda esta Nueva España en extremo muy llena de gente, é 
como las viruelas se comenzasen á pegar á los indios, fué entre ellos 
tan grande enfermedad y pestilencia mortal en toda la tierra, que en 
algunas provincias morian la metad de la gente, y en otras poco me-
nos, porque como los indios no sabian el remedio de las viruelas, an-
tes como tienen de costumbre, sanos y enfermos, bañarse á menudo, 
con esto morian como chinches, y muchos de los que murieron fué 
de hambre, porque como todos enfermaron de golpe, no podian cu-
rar unos de otros, ni habia quien les hiciese pan; y en muchas par-
tes aconteció morir todos los de una casa y otras, sin quedar casi nin-
guno, y para remediar el hedor, que no los podian enterrar, echaron 
las casas encima de los muertos, ansi que sus casas fué sepultura. [All 
of New Spain was extremely full of people, and as smallpox began to 
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infect the Indians, deadly illness and pestilence were great among 
them all across the land. In some provinces half the people died, and 
in others a little less, because the Indians did not know the treatment 
for smallpox, and instead, as was their custom, the healthy and the 
sick bathed together frequently, and because of this they died like in-
sects. Many died of hunger, since when everyone became ill all of a 
sudden no one was left to cure them or make their bread. In many 
parts it happened that all the members of a household would die, 
leaving almost no one behind, and to remedy the stench of those left 
unburied, they demolished the houses upon the dead, so that their 
houses were their graves.]59

For Motolinía, mass death is less a result of the disease itself than of 
the lack of assistance in the aftermath of an outbreak. Someone has 
to care for and feed the sick and bury the dead, to provide the sacra-
ments and carry out the last rites. Would the indigenous die like “in-
sects” (chinches) or human beings, embedded in the sustaining webs 
of mutual aid? Earlier I cited Motolinía’s 1550 letter to Charles V call-
ing for congregation as a mechanism for the construction of “polecía 
humana” among the indigenous people. Under the right conditions, 
the spatial proximity of the new towns’ inhabitants would contribute 
to the emergence of a new set of social relations characterized not by 
“savage” anomie but by “human” sociability. The hope was that this 
socialization would lessen the devastation wrought by the epidemics. 
Moreover, the constant, watchful presence of the pastor would facili-
tate the delivery of appropriate care.

The clearest elaboration of this argument appears in the later writ-
ings of Gerónimo de Mendieta, who, like Motolinía, was a member 
of the Franciscan order and supporter of congregation. In a letter to 
the archbishop of Mexico written in 1589, Mendieta briefl y describes 
the grave problems posed by the decline of the indigenous population 
in New Spain. The most important task of the authorities, he writes, 
is to “ampar[ar] y def[ender] á los indios de todo lo que es contrario á 
su conservación y segura vivienda” (protect and defend the Indians 
from everything that is contrary to their conservation and safety). If 
the plagues continue, he goes on, “forzosamente han de ir, como van, 
cada día á menos, y se han de acabar” (their numbers will necessar-
ily continue to decline, as is happening every day, and they will dis-
appear). Along with the letter, Mendieta enclosed a memorial con-
taining a number of policy recommendations to respond to the crisis. 
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These same recommendations had already been delivered to King 
Philip II by Pedro Calderón, vicar of the Convent of San Francisco in 
Madrid, to whom Mendieta had dispatched a copy the previous year.60

Included in this packet was a document in which Mendieta laid 
out fi ve main arguments in favor of congregation: fi rst, to remove 
the opportunity for the indigenous to return to their idolatrous past, 
since “los mismos lugares remotos y apartados de conversación les 
pueden traer ocasión para ello” (the very places that are remote and 
isolated from conversation may offer them occasion for it); second, to 
ensure missionaries’ ability to administer the sacraments and more 
generally watch over their fl ock effectively; third, to care for them 
when they fall sick; fourth, to establish police (policía); and fi fth, 
to improve conditions of safety (seguridad) in the community.61 Al-
though at fi rst glance there appears to be a clear division between 
spiritual concerns (the fi rst two items on the list) and temporal ones 
(the remaining three), in fact the spiritual and temporal overlap in 
complex ways.

Consider Mendieta’s third argument, which could have been writ-
ten as a direct response to the concerns raised by Motolinía a half-
century before. If depopulation and dispersion prevented the delivery 
of medical care and sustenance—as Motolinía had suggested with 
regard to the plagues that accompanied the conquest of Mexico—
Mendieta called for establishing social density among the indigenous 
through congregation. Only this would ensure a minimum of effec-
tive care for both body and soul:

3a Para que se pueda mirar por ellos cuando caen enfermos, y curar-
los corporal y espiritualmente, porque en las pestilencias que de mu-
chos años atrás sin cesar han ido picando en unas partes ó en otras, 
han muerto muchas por falta de comida y socorro, por estar todos caí-
dos y no tener vecinos que les diesen una sed de agua, pues de creer 
es que morirían hartos de ellos sin confesión, por no tener quien lla-
mase al ministro de la iglesia. [Third: So that they can be looked af-
ter when they fall ill, and cured in both body and spirit, because as 
a result of the epidemics that have been spreading for many years 
without pause, fi rst in some areas then in others, many have died for 
lack of food and assistance, as everyone is ill and there is no neigh-
bor to give them a drink of water, and it is clear that many would die 
without confession as they have no one to call the minister from the 
church.]62
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The question of disease returns later in the document, where Mend-
ieta sets out to rebut a series of what he sees as common arguments 
against congregation. One of these arguments is precisely the claim 
that grouping indigenous bodies together only accelerates contagion: 
“En las poblaciones se suele pegar más la pestilencia de unos á otros” 
(In populated areas disease tends to spread more easily). In Spain, 
the contra argument continues, people regularly fl ee the cities for 
less populated areas when epidemics strike. But the situation in the 
Americas, Mendieta responds, is exactly the opposite:

Entre los indios no se tiene esta experiencia, sino antes lo contra-
rio, que en los lugares remotos los ha llevado la pestilencia tan bien 
y mejor que en las poblaciones, á causa que en lo poblado han te-
nido ayuda y socorro de los españoles . . . lo cual no tenían en los lu-
gares remotos, y así morían más comunmente. [Among the Indians 
we do not have this experience but rather the opposite, that in re-
mote places disease has hit hard and worse than in the populated ar-
eas, because there they have had the help and assistance of the Span-
iards . . . which they lack in remote areas, and as such they die more 
frequently.]63

Disease operates differently in colonial space. Assistance outweighs 
contagion, and an effective response trumps prevention.

Here Mendieta gestures at a second, parallel distinction between 
Old and New Spain. Like many of his contemporaries, the Franciscan 
recognizes that the diseases unleashed by the conquest seem to strike 
only at the indigenous population, and he suggests that if Christians 
have a unique obligation to care for their neighbors, Spaniards sim-
ilarly have a unique capacity to care for the indigenous sick. Clau-
dio Lomnitz observes that what distinguishes the epidemics of Eu-
rope from those that plagued the Americas was precisely the fact that 
their effects broke down neatly along racial lines. Smallpox strictly 
affected the indigenous; the Spanish were almost entirely immune. 
This distinction initially appeared to contemporaries as a sign of the 
power of the Christian God. Some missionaries believed that disease 
was a form of divine punishment for the idolatrous practices of the in-
digenous, while others (including Mendieta) saw it as a sign that God 
was punishing the Spaniards for their own sins in the New World. Ei-
ther way, “the very fact that plague discriminated by race was proof 
of a mysterious connection between Spanish power and divine jus-
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tice.” Whereas in Europe the plague was seen as a sort of great leveler, 
striking down the poor as well as the rich (though the latter might 
escape to their country houses), in the Americas the only casualties 
were indigenous. According to Lomnitz, this discrimination consol-
idated the idea that the Spaniards, as a “noble caste,” were closer to 
God.64 But while congregation was a pastoral technique aimed at a 
population defi ned by vulnerability—in this case, the potential for 
infection—this distinction also performed a parallel racializing func-
tion on their indigenous counterparts.

Mendieta’s fi rst claim about the unique ability of Spanish mission-
aries to provide care owing in part to a racialized immunity to disease 
is supported by a second claim that goes a step further: namely, that 
human sociability itself is the most effective response. Whether dis-
ease constitutes a natural or divine disorder, the introduction of po-
lice seems to promise continuous and decentralized care. Mendieta’s 
anecdote about the inhabitant who offers thirst-quenching water to 
his sick neighbor evinces precisely the sort of hospitality that acti-
vates the congregation as “hospital.” Although the Franciscan was 
concerned about the persistence of idolatry in indigenous communi-
ties, one perhaps unintentional implication of his theory of care is 
that it indirectly supported the use of indigenous medical practices, 
which were often violently repressed because of their presumed con-
nection to idolatry.65

Congregation thus constitutes the material condition of possibil-
ity for hospitality, which for Mendieta serves to mitigate the harmful 
effects of not only disease but criminality as well:

 4a Para que con la comunicación que hay en las poblaciones se vayan 
poniendo en más policía; y para que en esto les puedan ayudar los mi-
nistros de la justicia y de la iglesia, conforme á lo que arriba se tocó.
 5a Para que posean con más seguridad lo que tuvieren en sus casas 
y sembraren ó plantaren junto á ellas; y si fueren en algo agraviados 
tengan cerca el recurso y remedio, porque en el campo están ocasio-
nados á que ladrones y malos hombres les hagan violencias, y para el 
daño que recibieren tienen lejos el remedio.
 [Fourth: So that with the communication of the settlements they 
begin organizing themselves in policía; and so that the ministers 
of justice and the church can help them in this, in accordance with 
what was stated above.
 Fifth: So that they possess with more security whatever they 
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might have in their homes and sow or plant on their land; and if 
they should be harmed in some way they have recourse and remedy 
nearby, since in the countryside they are vulnerable to violence com-
mitted by thieves and evil men and the remedy for the harm they 
might receive is far away.]66

For each malady, in other words, congregation offers the same form of 
care: mutual aid based on the activation of human sociability. Policía 
is sustained by “comunicación,” which refers, beyond mere conver-
sation, to a specifi c confi guration of social relations that purports to 
mark the boundary between human and animal, between civilized 
and savage life. It is an everyday practice, in other words, that does 
not merely name an existing distinction but indeed calls it forth, ex-
cluding the “malos hombres” who hover at the boundaries of the hu-
man and solidifying their counterpart, those who constitute not so 
much “good” men as simply “men.” In sixteenth-century theology 
and law, furthermore, “communication” also implied circulation—
the exchange of words and ideas as well as goods and money.67 The 
ordenanzas through which congregation was implemented explicitly 
linked “comunicación de unos con otros” to the fulfi llment of ba-
sic needs.68 What was at stake, in other words, were the dense social 
relations that grew out of a particular spatial and indeed economic 
order based, in this example, on agricultural production and pri-
vate property. What Mendieta’s text makes clear, then, is that “com-
munication” cannot take place in a vacuum, a neutral space of fric-
tionless and unimpeded harmony. Rather, like all naturalized social 
practices, it is embedded in a particular terrain—in other words, it re-
quires infrastructure.

In Mendieta’s proposal, there is little difference between conta-
gious disease, on one hand, and social crime, on the other. The po-
lice made possible by congregation acts not so much to prevent these 
evils as to remedy or resolve a problematic situation after it has al-
ready occurred, as it inevitably will. Police is associated with re-
sponse rather than preemption. Implicit in this mode of govern-
mentality is an acknowledgment that social disorders like epidemic 
disease must be understood to some degree as a given, beyond the ca-
pacity of either the colonial state or its delegated actors to eliminate 
entirely. But they might be managed using certain techniques. In 
part this assumption is linked to the Franciscans’ apocalyptic mille-
narianism—if disease was a divine punishment for sin, as Motolinía 
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and Mendieta believed, then human will was incapable of prevent-
ing it. But there is another tendency here, one that in certain ways 
prefi gures the biopolitical apparatus that Foucault sees emerging in 
eighteenth- century Europe, which aimed to “maximiz[e] the posi-
tive elements” and “minimiz[e] what is risky and inconvenient, like 
theft and disease, while knowing that they will never be completely 
suppressed.”69 Although the capacities of sixteenth-century medicine 
were of course limited, congregation nevertheless aimed to produce a 
population uniquely vulnerable to disease as a racialized object of co-
lonial governance.

labor, race, and the fragmentation of the altepetl

I have suggested that the logic of congregation turned on a correspon-
dence between infrastructure and social relations. If the restructur-
ing of colonial space facilitated the subjectifi cation of the indigenous 
population through the application of discipline, it is important to 
consider the racializing effects of these processes, specifi cally with 
regard to the emergence and consolidation of the category of “Indian” 
over the fi rst century of colonial rule. The point of departure for trac-
ing this process is the indigenous altepetl, which served as the basis 
of many of the early colonial institutions that were established af-
ter the fall of Tenochtitlan. The ethnohistorian James Lockhart has 
defi ned the altepetl as an “ethnic state” consisting of a specifi c ter-
ritory, a set of named constituent parts, a dynastic ruler or tlatoani, 
and a special ethnic god.70 Composed of two Nahuatl roots, atl (water) 
and tepetl (mountain), the etymology of the word points to its territo-
rial conditions of possibility—without a “physical location,” the alte-
petl was unthinkable.71 But it was not territorial in the same way as 
the modern state or even the ancient city-state. Its constituent parts, 
called calpolli or tlaxilacalli, were often distributed over a signifi -
cant geographical space and oftentimes the calpolli associated with 
different altepetl were interspersed within a single area. In other 
words, the altepetl did not have strict linear boundaries or a unifi ed 
jurisdiction but was composed of noncontiguous networks that could 
stretch over signifi cant distances.

The altepetl also constituted the primary unit of identity, charac-
terizing how indigenous people thought of and situated themselves 
within social relations, both before and for decades after the con-
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quest. It goes without saying that the indigenous did not identify as 
“Indians” before the arrival of Europeans, but neither did they think 
of themselves in terms of language groups—as “Nahuas,” for exam-
ple. Instead, they identifi ed on the basis of their altepetl—as Tenoch-
cas (from Tenochtitlan), say, or Tlatelolcas (from Tlatelolco). Even at 
the level of the calpolli, there appears to have been a relatively auton-
omous sense of ethnic identity; as Lockhart puts it, “The ethnic pride 
so characteristic of the altepetl is seen at the calpolli level too.”72 The 
altepetl was thus not only an ethnic but also a multiethnic state, 
whose subdivisions are visible even in pictographic texts.73

In the decades immediately following the conquest of Mexico, the 
altepetl continued to serve as the foundation of economic extraction, 
which essentially sought to establish a new layer of colonial author-
ity over the existing, pre-Hispanic structures.74 Conquistadors were 
rewarded for their service with an encomienda, a grant of both trib-
ute and labor provided by the indigenous commoners of a given alte-
petl and coordinated through its tlatoani. Initially, tribute included 
commodities like maize, cotton cloth, cacao beans, wood, turkeys, 
tomatoes, chiles, salt, wheat, and fodder, while quantities were di-
rectly negotiated and encomenderos sought to extract as much as 
possible.75 Although indigenous tributaries remained nominally 
“free,” in practice the boundary between encomienda servitude and 
slavery was generally blurry and often explicitly violated—at times 
indigenous held in encomienda were branded and sold as slaves, but 
in any case conquistadors saw themselves as entitled to essentially 
unlimited quantities of labor.76 The intensity of exploitation under 
encomienda heightened the indigenous population’s vulnerability to 
disease and frequently left them without the means of social repro-
duction. Moreover, production declined along with the population, 
and to make up for it encomenderos demanded a greater percentage of 
whatever production remained.

By the mid-1540s, and especially after the plague of 1545–1548, the 
encomienda was beginning to exhaust itself as an effective mecha-
nism of accumulation. In the fi nal years of the decade, the colonial 
authorities began to regulate the encomienda and in the process also 
contributed to the restructuring of the altepetl through such prac-
tices as the formal demarcation of static boundaries and the denom-
ination of cabeceras (head-towns) and sujetos (subject-towns). They 
also began to standardize tribute, mandating payment in the form of 
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money and maize instead of the multiple commodity forms that had 
previously been used, while replacing decentralized negotiations be-
tween encomendero and tlatoani with a uniform head tax.77

In parallel to these changes regarding tribute, the dominant sys-
tem of labor control was altered as well. A royal order in 1549 pro-
hibited the extraction of labor through encomienda, and the follow-
ing year—the very same year that Motolinía was writing his letter 
to the king and congregation fi rst began to be implemented with the 
backing of the colonial state—the forced labor draft known as re-
partimiento was imposed. “The date follows so closely the prohibi-
tion of labor services in encomienda,” writes the historian Charles 
Gibson, “that an immediate causal relation may be supposed.”78 In-
stead of the encomienda model in which a specifi c altepetl provided 
essentially unlimited labor to its encomendero, repartimiento chan-
neled a standardized percentage of the indigenous tributary popula-
tion (initially 1 to 2 percent, depending on the season) into work that 
was ostensibly in the public interest: either agricultural or mining la-
bor for individual Spanish owners or massive public works projects 
(often infrastructures like roads and drainage projects) for the colo-
nial state.79 Whereas under the encomienda indigenous labor was per-
formed without remuneration, repartimiento labor had to be paid a 
wage, however small. These reforms broke the monopoly of the en-
comenderos over indigenous labor and inserted indigenous laborers 
more directly into a market system of production and consumption. 
More generally, the result was a gradual shift from forms of extrac-
tion deeply rooted in and tied to the space of the altepetl to a more 
generalized form of extraction operating over the indigenous popula-
tion as a whole.

The congregation served as an access point where Spanish capi-
tal could tap directly into repartimiento labor. In addition to accel-
erating the circulation of goods (commerce) and of ideas (conversion), 
then, resettlement facilitated the exploitation of the indigenous pop-
ulation. The reterritorialization of the indigenous population into ru-
ral cities paradoxically contributed to the emergence of an increas-
ingly deterritorialized “Indian” as a meaningful category of identity, 
detached from the altepetl that had previously served as its anchor 
and instead constituting a racialized, relatively mobile, laboring 
population.

Congregation facilitated the reconfi guration of the altepetl form 
and, in parallel, of indigenous subjectivity in three ways. First, reset-
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tlement at times brought together indigenous communities from dif-
ferent ethnic and linguistic groups.80 This was primarily the case in 
less centralized areas, but historians have documented various cases 
even in and around central Mexico. Toward the end of the 1550s, for 
example, the Otomí-speaking community of Teocalhueyaca and the 
Nahuatl-speaking community of Tenayuca were congregated to-
gether at Tlalnepantla. The congregation of Teutenango, the map of 
which I discussed earlier, brought together speakers of Nahuatl and 
Matlatzinca.81 Second, even within a single language group, if com-
munities came from different altepetl, the congregation would have 
been experienced as a “mixed” space, since, as we have seen, the alte-
petl was the basis of indigenous identity.

Third, even when congregation was implemented within a single 
altepetl, it still tended to destabilize prior identity formations. The 
fi rst step of resettlement was to designate one of the calpolli that 
made up the altepetl, usually the most populous one, as the cabecera 
and the rest as sujetos. In the pre-Hispanic altepetl, the relation be-
tween constituent units had been nonhierarchical; under Spanish 
rule, cabecera status came with certain privileges. Not only were 
many important institutions, such as the church and the market, lo-
cated in the cabecera, but they were often built by obligatory labor 
provided by the inhabitants of its sujetos.82 Under congregation, fur-
thermore, those settlements designated sujetos were frequently relo-
cated to their cabecera. In the second half of the sixteenth century, 
even as early as the 1550s, many sujetos began to seek cabecera sta-
tus for themselves in order to acquire these privileges, thus boosting 
the number of recognized cabeceras while at the same time accelerat-
ing the fragmentation of altepetl identity and altering the very mean-
ing of the altepetl.83 In all of these ways, congregation laid material 
foundations that brought heterogeneous indigenous groups into spa-
tial proximity, weakened prior regimes of identifi cation, and enabled 
the emergence of a new subjectivity based on the idea of the Indian as 
a single, homogeneous type.

The shift from an altepetl-based identity attached to specifi c terri-
tory to a more generalized, racial identity inhering in the body is also 
evident, fi nally, in the changing terminology that indigenous peo-
ple employed to refer to themselves in a collective sense. Obviously, 
there was no equivalent to the word “Indian” in indigenous lan-
guages before the conquest. “When it came to collectivities,” argues 
Lockhart, “the writers of Nahuatl documents from the sixteenth cen-
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tury forward .  .  . emphasized the narrow ethnicity of the local al-
tepetl and calpolli-tlaxilacalli rather than broader ethnic categories. 
They tended to do so even when the contrast between indigenous 
and Spanish was specifi cally at issue.”84 The earliest usage that most 
closely approximates the word “Indian,” found in the mid- sixteenth 
century, is nican tlaca or nican titlaca, that is, “people here” or “we 
are people here.” The centrality of location in this expression (“here”) 
refl ects the territoriality of the altepetl. By the beginning of the sev-
enteenth century, however, a different word was increasingly being 
used in its place. Initially, Lockhart suggests, the word macehualli 
(pl., macehualtin) referred to social class—“commoners,” in con-
trast to pipiltin, or “nobles.” But by the seventeenth century Nahuatl 
speakers were using it in a way that was more or less equivalent to 
“Indians.”85 This change is front and center in the indigenous histo-
rian Domingo de Chimalpahin’s discussion of the congregation pol-
icy, written in Nahuatl in the early seventeenth century:

x. tochtli xihuitl. 1606. años. ypan in in yancuic xihuitl. yhuan ypan 
in yancuic metztli henero. yn ohuacico. yn ohualla ycedulatzin. yn 
itlanahuatiltzin. yn tohueytlahtocatzin Rey Don felipe tercero. yn 
ipampa yn quin nepa omochiuh congrecacion y nohuian ypan alte-
petl. ceceyaca cece yn itlahuillanalpan yn itlatititzalpan motene-
hua. ysojetos. in campa. inyeyan. ymonoyan in macehualtzitzintin. 
yn quaxochtli. quitztoca. in quaxochpiaya. yquaniloque. mochintin 
tlaliloto. ytzontecompa. yn altepetl. yn inpopohuian. auh yc cenca 
innetoliniliz. mochiuh. yn macehualtzitzinti. auh iuh quimocaquilti. 
yn tohueytlahtocauh. Rey. ye õxiuhtica. nepa nohuian omochiuh yn 
congrecacion. ynic axcan ohualmotlatitlani ohualmotlanahuatilli yn 
tohueytlahtocatzin. y iuh quihualmitalhui. Yc nitlanahuatia. yntla 
quinequizque mochintin. macehualtin. yn ohualliquaniloque. yn 
imaltepeuh ypan yn inpopohuian yntla oc ceppa mocuepazque. ma 
mocuepacan. ca yyollocacopatiz. yntla quinequizque mocuepazque 
yn campa inyeyan ymonoyan catca. auh aocmo huel iuh mochiuh. 
aocac omocuep yn macehualli. ça iuh omocauhque yn oncan oyqua-
niloque. auh ça cana yn omocuepque. yn campa inyeyampa. mace-
hualtin. [10 Rabbit year, 1606. In the new year and new month of Jan-
uary, the cedula and order of our great ruler the king don Felipe III 
came and arrived here, concerning the congregaciones that were car-
ried out a little while back in the [various] altepetl all around. In each 
one, each of its dependencies, called sujetos, where the macehual-
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tzitzintin were and dwelt, looking to and guarding their boundaries, 
were all moved and taken to be settled in the headtown of the alte-
petl to which they belonged; through this the macehualtzitzinti suf-
fered great afflictions. But our great ruler the king heard about it two 
years after the congregaciones were carried out everywhere, so that 
now our great ruler has sent a message here and given orders, say-
ing “I order that if all the macehualtin who were moved in the alte-
petl to which they belong want to go back again [to where they came 
from], let them go back; it is to be by their own free will if they want 
to return to where they used to be and live.” But it could no longer be 
done, none of the macehualli went back, but stayed where they were 
moved to; only in rare cases did the macehualtin return to where 
they had been.]86

The congregation thus served as the infrastructure that made pos-
sible the consolidation of a system of economic extraction drawing 
on a newly generalized Indian population and at the same time acti-
vated the emergence of a new form of subjectivity in which certain 
people were able to think of themselves as Indians. By naturalizing 
this identity, the reorganization of life that enabled it, brought about 
through the deployment of both violence and care, was erased, much 
like the place names that dropped off the map, to which Chimalpa-
hin’s macehualtzitzintin could never return.

conclusion

In Marx’s classic account at the end of the fi rst volume of Capi-
tal, primitive accumulation primarily takes the form of violence—
“conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the 
greatest part.” By documenting these vectors of dispossession, Marx 
challenges the “nursery tale” histories of bourgeois political econ-
omists like Adam Smith, for whom the emergence of capitalism is 
merely a story of hard work and thrift, on one hand, and idleness and 
“riotous living,” on the other. In this morality tale, the capital rela-
tion, according to which “free” individuals enter into voluntary con-
tracts with each other, appears both natural and eternal. In contrast, 
Marx’s history of primitive accumulation emphasizes the role of vio-
lence in creating the conditions in which capitalist accumulation can 
begin to unfold according to its own logic, that is, without supple-
mentary forms of extra-economic coercion.87 Still, as Jason Read ob-
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serves, the expropriation of the means of production is not enough to 
guarantee the operation of a new mode of production governed by an 
entirely different set of social relations.88 Marx himself shows that 
peasants dispossessed from the English countryside did not proceed 
immediately and voluntarily to the factories but became vagabonds, 
wandering from town to town and trying to survive by other, infor-
mal means. As a result, laws were passed—what Marx calls “bloody 
legislation”—that sought to transform these disorderly bodies into a 
pool of potential laborers. In the last instance, of course, the law al-
ways depends on force (thus, “enforcement”), but there is a produc-
tive aspect to it as well: “It is not enough that the conditions of la-
bour are concentrated at one pole of society in the shape of capital, 
while at the other pole are grouped masses of men who have noth-
ing to sell but their labour-power. Nor is it enough that they are com-
pelled to sell themselves voluntarily. The advance of capitalist pro-
duction develops a working class which by education, tradition and 
habit looks upon the requirements of that mode of production as self-
evident natural laws.”89 Primitive accumulation requires not only 
the destruction of previously existing social life but also the creation 
and normalization of new forms of subjectivity both individual and 
collective. Among other factors, argues Read, it requires the intro-
duction of “new forms of police to transform disenfranchised peas-
ants and artisans into subjects of labor.”90 Primitive accumulation 
proceeds, then, in two acts: one negative, through dispossession and 
destruction; the other positive, via the construction of new social re-
lations adequate to emergent forms of production.

This chapter has examined one of these “new forms of police” 
that contributed to the restructuring of colonial space and indige-
nous bodies in New Spain during the fi rst century of colonial rule. 
It was not only the violence of the conquest, the pillaging of the con-
quistadors, or the forced extraction of the encomienda that charac-
terized primitive accumulation, but also a three-way process of spa-
tial restructuring that, fi rst, constructed a network of infrastructural 
elements to facilitate the circulation of bodies, commodities, and 
knowledge; second, set in motion the transformation of indigenous 
social relations and the consolidation of a new form of racialized sub-
jectivity; and third, generated newly productive forms of extraction 
tied to this emergent category of racial identity. Congregation laid the 
material groundwork for the emergence of new forms of extraction, 
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circulation, and subjectivity that would endure even beyond the for-
mal end of Spanish colonial rule.

This analysis of the congregation of indigenous communities 
has two fi nal implications that are worth clarifying. First, the gen-
eral logic of congregation reveals a deeply biopolitical concern with 
the production and management of indigenous life—a process that 
I have called the construction of the Indian—from the earliest mo-
ments of the colonial project. Certainly, Spanish colonialism drew ef-
fectively on necropolitical techniques that served to gather and redi-
rect structural violence toward targets deemed especially pernicious 
while simultaneously accelerating the extraction of precious metals 
and souls. This negative politics of death is especially pertinent in 
analyzing the colonial space of exception.91 However, it is equally im-
portant to acknowledge the productive aspect of certain techniques 
of colonial governance that aimed to intervene at the level of indige-
nous life.

If the problems of effective colonial governance made congrega-
tion necessary, the sixteenth-century holocaust, which contempo-
raries like Quiroga, Motolinía, and Mendieta believed might effec-
tively empty New Spain of inhabitants, made this policy uniquely 
urgent. Of course, sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century actors 
did not have access to the eighteenth-century statistical instruments 
that Foucault sees as a defi ning feature of biopolitics proper. Like-
wise, before the development of modern medical techniques in the 
nineteenth century, there was little effective treatment for epidem-
ics like smallpox. Still, between approximately 1530 and 1635, a great 
deal of information about what could be called an emergent Indian 
population (as well as the space it inhabited) was collected, system-
atized, and archived by colonial institutions. And regardless of the ef-
fectiveness of the medical care that was delivered, there is little doubt 
that proponents of congregation were invested in saving, to the best 
of their ability, not just indigenous souls but Indian bodies as well.

What does it mean to take seriously the claims of its advocates 
that congregation was not (or at least not only) a cynical land grab 
but an act of love? The point is not to reproduce the “white legend” 
mythology, of course, but to consider care as a key logic of colonial 
biopolitics. José Rabasa has shown how in the colonial context “love 
speech” operates not in opposition to racist hate speech but rather as 
its Janus face. “Hate speech is pervasive, indeed, constitutive of colo-
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nial situations, but the implantation of colonial rule and the subor-
dination of colonial subjects cannot be reduced to a modality of hate 
speech. ‘Love speech’ is as central to colonization as spurting offen-
sive yet injurious stereotypes. The challenge is to understand love 
speech as a powerful mode of subjection and effective violence.”92 
And beyond these speech acts, congregation shaped this colonial pol-
itics of love into a new and enduring spatial order.

The second implication of this analysis is that congregation con-
stituted the material condition of possibility for the construction of 
the Indian as a socially meaningful category of identity. Race is not 
constructed through discourse alone—it is deeply material, directly 
implicated in capitalist accumulation, and not only entangled with 
but also facilitated by the organization of space and the built environ-
ment. In this reading, race refers not to some objective or prior form 
of “difference” but to the product of a series of racializing procedures 
operating at the level not only of representation but also of material-
ity and infrastructure. The infrastructures of race, then, are the ma-
terial conditions of possibility for processes of racialization that both 
ascribe categories of identity to bodies and populations and enable 
these identities to be subjectively experienced and lived.
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Chapter 2

enclosure: the architecture 
of mestizo conversion

Mestizos were not born but made.
kathryn burns, colonial habits

In Francisco Cervantes de Salazar’s Latin dialogues, pub-
lished in 1554 for use at the newly established Royal University in 
Mexico City, two local residents, Zuazo and Zamora, lead a Span-
ish visitor, Alfaro, on a guided tour of the city. Praising its magnif-
icent buildings and notoriously straight streets, the group comes to 
the western edge of the traza, or city center, where Zuazo points out 
a building he describes as a “colegiũ .  .  . promiscuorum puerorum” 
(college for boys of mixed blood), the Colegio de San Juan de Letrán. 
Who are these “mixed” children, wonders Alfaro, and his guide re-
sponds: “Hispano indos. . . . Orbatos, qui nati sũt ex hominibus His-
panis & Indicis feminis” (the Spanish-Indians. . . . Orphans, born of 
Spanish men and Indian women). Questioned about what the chil-
dren do while “conclusi” (enclosed) there, Zamora responds: “Legũt, 
scribunt, & quod est potius, in his quae ad Dei cultum pertinent, in-
stituuntur.  .  .  . Liberalibus qui ingenio valent, caeteri qui non pe-
rinde, mechanicis & circunforaneis artibus incumbũt” (They read, 
write, and, better still, they are trained in those matters that pertain 
to the worship of God.  .  .  . Those endowed with talent apply them-
selves to the liberal arts; others, not equally endowed, to handicrafts 
and jobs about the marketplace). Following the drainage canal that 
loops around to the other side of the church and convent of San Fran-
cisco, the guides point out the Colegio de Nuestra Señora de la Ca-
ridad for Mestiza girls, who are similarly disciplined, trained in the 
“muliebres artes” (womanly arts), and prepared for marriage.1

The humanist Cervantes de Salazar was deeply infl uenced by Re-
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naissance urban planning and interested in the infrastructures, such 
as roads and drainage canals, that made the city function. His work 
refl ects the view, elaborated in the previous chapter, that the geo-
metric space of the city was directly related to social relations. The 
well-ordered grid constituted a material infrastructure that enabled 
certain forms of calculation and extraction and promoted the social 
order that colonial commentators called policía. But Cervantes de 
Salazar’s description of the Colegio serves as a useful reminder that 
discipline also operates—and perhaps operates most effectively—at 
the micro level of architectural space. The colonial politics of recogi-
miento, which refers in short to the overlapping practices of capture, 
enclosure, and subjectifi cation, is thus founded on a concrete spatial 
order.

This chapter analyzes the racialization of the Mestizo by tracking 
the rise and fall of what I call the project of Mestizo conversion—that 
is, the conversion of Mestizo bodies as a means of converting Indian 
souls—at the Colegio de San Juan de Letrán over the second half of 
the sixteenth century. Founded in 1547, the Colegio emerged as an ur-
gent political project—vital to the interest of the state, as Cervantes 
de Salazar believed—and was one of the only institutions of its kind 
to receive the direct endorsement and support of both the Crown 
and the pope.2 It also served as a model for imitations throughout 
the Americas. Constituted as a mechanism of spatial politics, the Co-
legio was aimed at capturing unregulated and unproductive bodies 
and reterritorializing them as part of a newly productive colonial or-
der. The objects of concentration, in this case, were conceptualized 
through the common early modern trope of vagabondage and “lost” 
children, but in colonial space these fi gures also took on the racial-
ized character of the mixed-race body, initially framed in genealogi-
cal terms as “hijos de españoles e indias” (children of Spanish men 
and Indian women).3

At the outset, the Colegio was split between two largely oppos-
ing projects, each one foregrounding a different side of this genealog-
ical equation. The fi rst was tilted more toward the Spanish (father) 
and essentially sought to mold these boys into reliably non-Indian 
subjects trained to enter the colonial workforce as wage laborers and 
reproduce the social order by serving as the anchors of stable fam-
ily units. Partly as a result of these social processes, the status of 
the Mestizo as nontributary in spite of his indigenous origins was se-
cured.4 It was not only Mestiza girls, then, but Mestizo boys as well 
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who became targets of gendered processes of subjectifi cation. This 
project, which endured at the Colegio well into the seventeenth cen-
tury, was largely successful at carving out a subordinated position 
for these “dis-placed” bodies within the so-called república de espa-
ñoles (republic of Spaniards), a social space defi ned in opposition to 
Indianness.5

The second project, which has received far less scholarly attention 
despite the fact that it was unique among the disciplinary institu-
tions of New Spain, was tilted more toward the Indian (mother) and 
organized around reinvigorating so-called spiritual conquest. The 
Colegio was established during a moment of crisis for the evangeli-
zation project. By the middle of the sixteenth century, many clergy 
had begun to feel that Christianity had not taken hold among the in-
digenous population as deeply as they initially believed. Once seen as 
innocent and predisposed to the new faith, the Indian now appeared 
as two-faced and deceptive, holding on to idolatrous beliefs and prac-
tices beneath a cultivated Christian facade. The “racial baroque” 
thus gave rise to an emerging distinction between external appear-
ance and internal essence, and many blamed the Spaniards’ inability 
to see through these illusions on their failure to learn indigenous lan-
guages and cultures.6 At midcentury, when the Colegio was founded, 
the vagabond/Mestizo was envisioned as the embodiment of a poten-
tial to constitute a new cadre of specialized missionaries par excel-
lence. Reliably Christian due to their Spanish fathers, and with an in-
timate knowledge of indigenous languages and cultural practices due 
to their Indian mothers, they would be far more effective than even 
the best-trained Spaniard. Yet by the end of the century the Mestizo 
aroused such profound suspicion that the project of Mestizo conver-
sion was largely abandoned.

An account of recogimiento at the Colegio and the project of Mes-
tizo conversion is crucial to understanding the process by which the 
Mestizo emerged as a racial category in its own right. Discipline was 
premised on certain assumptions about the possibility of “reform,” 
but what came to be viewed as the limitations of the Colegio’s spaces 
and procedures yielded a new science of the racialized body, grounded 
in a gendered reading of mixed ancestry that sought to disentangle 
and account for the complex and interwoven matrix of infl uences on 
human development. The construction of the Mestizo body thus took 
place at the nexus of religion, blood, and gender. According to the his-
torian María Elena Martínez, the second half of the sixteenth cen-
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tury was marked by heightened attention to the role of the mother in 
shaping the identity of the child as well as the consolidation of an au-
thoritative discourse regarding the transmission of inheritable char-
acteristics through the blood. As colonization extended the Iberian 
concept of limpieza de sangre to the Americas, what had initially re-
ferred to the absence of Jewish and Muslim ancestors (raza) was grad-
ually reconfi gured into a hierarchical system of classifi cation based 
on relative proportions of Spanish, Indian, and African blood. “At the 
start of the seventeenth century,” argues Martínez, “the category of 
mestizo, like that of Indian, was deeply embedded in discourses of 
religious conversion and being linked, more often than not implic-
itly, to the concept of limpieza de sangre.”7 The racialization of the 
Mestizo, then, may be best explored at a site like the Colegio, which 
stands at the intersection of colonial evangelization and genealogical 
analysis.

This chapter argues that the Mestizo, like the Indian, was not the 
object but the product of the spatial politics of colonial rule. “Mes-
tizos,” as Kathryn Burns observes in the epigraph, “were not born 
but made.”8 Yet in this case it is important to carry the argument 
a step further, since the standard narrative of mestizaje also treats 
the Mestizo as an unintended product of colonialism. According to 
that account, the Mestizo is a primarily biological consequence of 
the “mixture” of two previously “pure” groups. Although few schol-
ars explicitly accept this account, it nevertheless forms the implicit 
background for much of the research on the colonial period, as in the 
assumption that the conquest unleashed a purportedly “natural” pro-
cess of racial mixture that registered demographically in the form of 
an emerging “Mestizo problem.” Over time, this story continues, the 
growing Mestizo population gradually destabilized the binary char-
acter of colonial society, organized around a spatial and institutional 
divide between Spaniards and Indians. Not surprisingly, much of the 
historiography on the Colegio is framed in precisely this way.

A second approach attempts to mediate this demographic back-
ground with a weak form of social constructionism. Here the point 
of departure is the acknowledgment that, in contrast to the assump-
tions of the biological framework, the Mestizo did not appear over-
night. It was only when the Mestizo population grew so large that it 
was impossible to ignore that colonial commentators were forced to 
fashion a language and corresponding set of meanings with which 
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to make sense of it. At fi rst glance, this seems to be a useful exam-
ple of social construction, since the generation-long time lag demon-
strates that the discursive superstructure does not map neatly or di-
rectly onto the biological base. In the end, however, this formulation 
reproduces the same demographic essentialism as the conventional 
mestizaje narrative because it continues to assume that even if there 
is no language to represent the Mestizo, there is still, in the end, a bi-
ological Mestizo, an object of discourse for both the colonial authori-
ties and the contemporary historian. Demographics remains the mo-
tor of history. As Joanne Rappaport insightfully observes, “There is 
still a tendency in the historical literature to tacitly accept the trans-
parency of ‘caste’ designations as some sort of essential yet fl uid 
marker of difference: in other words, that even if we (and colonial 
officials) cannot determine to which casta an individual ‘really be-
longed,’ there is a sense that an answer does exist, albeit just beyond 
our grasp.”9

It is time to rip up mestizaje’s demographic base. My account of 
the racialization of the Mestizo takes as its point of departure not the 
purported biological reality of racial mixture but the material infra-
structures of concentration and circulation that were implemented 
under colonial rule. The disciplinary space of the Colegio, embed-
ded in its architectural dimensions and more generally in the built 
environment of Mexico City, played an early and important role in 
the construction of the Mestizo, not only as a cluster of attributes 
but also as a specifi c corporeality to which these attributes could be 
ascribed.

the racialization of the vagabond

Like the Indian, the Mestizo fi rst emerged as a problem of spatial 
control. Rather than dispersion, however, the Mestizo appeared as a 
problem of circulation, and this process of racialization was routed 
through the fi gure of the vagabond. Marx’s discussion of this fi g-
ure in his classic account of the history of primitive accumulation 
at the end of the fi rst volume of Capital provides a useful point of en-
try here. As noted in the previous chapter, the violent separation of 
the peasants from the means of production in feudal Europe did not 
give way smoothly and automatically to the constitution of a prole-
tariat willing to sell its labor power for wages. Instead, it produced a 
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fl oating population that had to be compelled to work, not indirectly 
through what Adam Smith called the “invisible hand” of the market 
but directly through the violence of the state:

The proletariat created by the breaking-up of the bands of feudal re-
tainers and by the forcible expropriation of the people from the soil, 
this free and rightless proletariat could not possibly be absorbed by 
the nascent manufactures as fast as it was thrown upon the world. 
On the other hand, these men, suddenly dragged from their accus-
tomed mode of life, could not immediately adapt themselves to the 
discipline of their new condition. They were turned into massive 
quantities of beggars, robbers and vagabonds, partly from inclina-
tion, in most cases under the force of circumstances. Hence at the 
end of the fi fteenth and during the whole of the sixteenth centuries, 
a bloody legislation against vagabondage was enforced throughout 
Western Europe. The fathers of the present working class were chas-
tised for their enforced transformation into vagabonds and paupers. 
Legislation treated them as “voluntary” criminals, and assumed that 
it was entirely within their powers to go on working under the old 
conditions which in fact no longer existed.10

Primitive accumulation, then, consists of not only violent social 
dislocations on a mass scale but also the production of new, workerly 
subjectivities. Uprooted from the land, this formerly self- sufficient 
population appeared as a contradiction of the emerging social order 
that had produced it. To resolve this contradiction, the vagabond had 
to become the worker. Although the historical process that Marx de-
scribes for late-fi fteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe occurred in 
parallel to the rise of the vagabond as a problem of governance in 
New Spain, the colonial case differs in at least two important ways.

First is the question of race. As noted in the introduction, in the 
1960s and 1970s scholarship on race in colonial Latin America was 
largely framed by the “caste versus class” debate, which revolved 
around evaluating the relative weight of each of these factors in de-
termining social position over the course of the colonial period. 
Some historians argued that class came to trump race by the eigh-
teenth century, while others believed that race remained dominant 
until political independence. The details of the debate are less impor-
tant here than the fact that in this context race and class were treated 
largely as independent variables rather than as intersectional catego-
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ries within an interlocking system of oppression. The concept of in-
tersectionality, elaborated by Black feminist scholars and activists in 
the 1980s, highlights the ways in which categories such as race, class, 
and gender may in fact be mutually constitutive and suggests that in 
a given scenario gender can do the work of race, for example, or race 
the work of class. The fi gure of the vagabond in sixteenth-century 
Mexico, as Laura Lewis observes, is a useful case through which to 
analyze these entanglements.11

For Marx, the category of “vagabond” refers primarily to social 
class—the material result of the expropriation of the means of pro-
duction. But it is also associated with a series of practices—includ-
ing the lack of a fi xed domicile, formal employment, or stable family 
relationships—that are easily translated into naturalizable qualities 
and dispositions. (Even Marx accounts for the emergence of the vag-
abond in part by referring to “inclination.”) As ideas about the poor 
and destitute in Spain were transferred to the Americas in the mid-
sixteenth century, however, this process of naturalization became 
explicitly racialized in the fi gure of the Mestizo, to which social con-
cepts like legitimacy, abandonment, and orphanhood were attached.12 
Although vagabondage could be and was ascribed to other groups as 
well, it was especially ascribed to Mestizos, whose mixed ancestry 
served as a convenient “explanation” for their social practices.13 The 
peasants who in Marx’s account of primitive accumulation in En-
gland and France were “turned into vagabonds” were turned, in New 
Spain, into Mestizos as well.

The second difference revolves around the question of sovereignty. 
For Marx, primitive accumulation produces the proletariat primar-
ily through the deployment of sovereign power. Numerous examples 
of “bloody legislation” in England and France during this period sub-
jected vagabonds to being whipped, branded, imprisoned, enslaved, 
exiled, and executed in order to force them to accept “the discipline 
necessary for the system of wage-labour.”14 Foucault would call this 
a negative form of power, one that operated strictly through the de-
cision to take life or let live. But in colonial Mexico, primitive accu-
mulation took place through productive mechanisms as well. Supple-
menting the wide array of punishments deployed in Europe was an 
additional layer of individualizing care that sought to remake these 
unproductive bodies using disciplinary techniques. Repeated royal 
decrees in 1533, 1555, 1558, and 1569, for example, called for the au-
thorities to seek out vagabonds “que anden perdidos” (who are lost) 
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and to “recoger[los], y dar tutores, que miren por sus personas, y bie-
nes” (gather them, and give them tutors, who look after their persons 
and things) by capturing and concentrating them “en Colegios los va-
rones, y las hembras en casas recogidas” (in Colegios for the males, 
and casas recogidas for the females).15 Here infrastructure bridges the 
gap between the various meanings of the verb recoger—capture, en-
close, subjectify—and clarifi es the mechanisms by which the colo-
nial authorities, in seeking to address this newly emergent problem 
of governance, produced the Mestizo as a racialized body.

We can begin to trace the racialization of the vagabond by attend-
ing to the way social categories blur into genealogical designations in 
early descriptions of the Colegio. One early and vigorous supporter 
was the Franciscan Juan de Zumárraga, bishop of Mexico, who de-
scribed the institution soon after its establishment in a 1547 letter to 
then-prince Philip II:

En esta ciudad . . . se han comenzado a recoger en un colegio de la 
doctrina cristiana, todos los niños huérfanos, hijos de españoles e in-
dias, que andaban perdidos por los campos, sin ley ni fe, comiendo 
carne cruda; y ha sido Dios servido que con el recogimiento que agora 
tienen hacen tanto fructo y aprovechamiento en el servicio de Dios, 
que sería gran bien sustentallos y ayudalles, para que esta tan justa 
obra no caya. . . . Estos huérfanos, que son hijos y descendientes de los 
españoles que morieron en su servicio en la conquista y conservación 
desta tierra y por ser muertos nunca fueron galardonados. [In this 
city . . . they have begun to gather/enclose in a Colegio of Christian 
doctrine all of the orphaned children, sons of Spanish men and Indian 
women, who were lost in the countryside, with neither law nor faith, 
eating raw meat; and God has been served that with this enclosure 
they now benefi t and progress in the service of God, and it would do 
much good to sustain and aid them, so that such a righteous project 
does not fail. . . . These orphans are the sons and descendants of the 
Spaniards who died in the service of the conquest and conservation of 
this land and because of their deaths were never honored.]16

This passage makes it clear that for Zumárraga the problem of the 
vagabond in New Spain cannot be reduced to the familiar discourse 
of the orphan in Europe. For one thing, the bishop frames this so-
cial category in historically and regionally specifi c terms, a conse-
quence of the conquest of Mexico and its political aftermath. But 
the more important consideration is one of descent. If vagabondage 
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was explained away in Spain through reference to a purportedly “vol-
untary” idleness, as with the Gypsy, in New Spain a different dis-
course coalesced around the involuntary consequences of mixed an-
cestry.17 The children of a Spanish man and an Indian woman were 
intimately linked to the category of the vagabond for two main rea-
sons. First, owing to the belief that no Spanish man in his right mind 
would marry an Indian woman, these children were apparently seen 
as predisposed to illegitimacy and abandonment; and second, the fact 
that colonial society was organized around a spatial divide between 
Spaniards and Indians left these children without a fi xed social loca-
tion, giving rise as a consequence to assumptions of unregulated mo-
bility that corresponded to the characteristics of the vagabond. This 
is why, as Rappaport effectively shows, Mestizos have a tendency to 
“disappear” in the documentary record.18 In Zumárraga’s letter, these 
“lost” boys seem to be destined to wander the remote countryside 
without direction or purpose, “free” not only from parental author-
ity but also from human and divine law. Cast from the sphere of so-
cial relations, these children enter into a state of nature, prior to the 
consolidation of human civilization and symbolized by the consump-
tion of raw meat.

If Zumárraga’s letter voices the support of the ecclesiastical au-
thorities and the Franciscan order for the Colegio, another document 
from the same period signals the endorsement of the colonial state. 
In 1550, the outgoing viceroy, Antonio de Mendoza, made note of the 
Colegio in the instructions he left to his successor:

S. M. y la Emperatriz, Nuestra Señora, que está en la gloria, me man-
daron por muchas veces que yo diese órden como los hijos mestizos 
de los españoles se recogiesen, porque andaban muchos dellos per-
didos entre los indios. Para remedio desto y en cumplimiento de lo 
que sus Majestades me mandaron, se ha instituido un colegio de ni-
ños donde se recogen no sólo los perdidos, mas otros muchos que tie-
nen padres los ponen á deprender la dotrina cristiana, y á leer y escri-
bir, y á tomar buenas costumbres. Y asimismo hay una casa donde las 
mozas de esta calidad que andan perdidas se recogen, y de allí se pro-
cura sacallas casadas. [His Majesty and the Empress, Our Lady, who 
is in heaven, directed me many times to give the order for the Mes-
tizo boys of the Spaniards to be gathered/enclosed, because many of 
them are lost among the Indians. To remedy this and comply with 
what their Majesties ordered, a Colegio has been established in which 
not only the lost boys but many others who have parents are depos-
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ited to learn Christian doctrine, and to read and write, and to take on 
good customs. And likewise there is a house where the girls of this 
quality who are lost are gathered/enclosed, and from there they are 
married off.]19

Although Mendoza’s language resonates in many ways with the de-
scription in Zumárraga’s letter, there is a subtle but important dif-
ference regarding what it means for the children in question to be 
“lost.” On one hand, the bishop’s formulation (“andaban perdidos por 
los campos”) foregrounds the question of geographical space or ter-
rain. The key issue here is the association between rural space and 
the state of nature, the constitutive outside of the “civil” space of the 
city. On the other hand, the viceroy’s expression (“andaban .  .  . per-
didos entre los indios”) highlights the social space that defi nes the 
“lostness” of the children who are targeted for capture and reform. 
Here the problem is not that the children are wandering the country-
side, entirely disconnected from human society, but that they are in-
tegrated into the wrong social formation. For Mendoza, these chil-
dren are not literally but transitively “lost” owing to their presence 
among the indigenous population. Not “lost,” in other words, but 
“lost to.” These are the foundations of the trope of the “lost” Mestizo 
child—abandoned by his father, left to his Indian mother—who is 
then “collected” (recogido) and inducted into the Colegio. The project 
is thus doubly gendered, as it aims not only to recover the Mestizo 
children from their supposedly Indian mothers and deliver them into 
Spanish society and its paternal “law,” but also to refashion Mestizo 
subjectivity according to a gendered division of education and labor.

Having drafted these instructions for his successor, Mendoza left 
for Peru, where as viceroy he continued to promote the establish-
ment of Colegios for vagabond/Mestizo children. The project of re-
cogimiento focused on the vagabond/Mestizo may have both begun 
and reached its apex in New Spain, then, but the “Mexican model” 
was quickly extended to other parts of the Spanish empire, including 
Guatemala, New Granada, and Peru.20 The generalization of this spa-
tial politics thus coincided with the racialization of the vagabond and 
the emergence of the Mestizo.

disciplinary space and recogimiento

In 1552, fi ve years after its foundation, one of the deputies of the Co-
legio de San Juan de Letrán, a Spaniard named Gregorio de Pesquera, 
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traveled from Mexico City to Seville to make an appearance before 
the Council of the Indies. Pesquera had been in the Americas since 
the 1530s, fi rst participating in the conquest and later collaborating 
with the infamous Fray Bartolomé de Las Casas in Chiapas and Vera-
paz before establishing himself in the capital of New Spain. There he 
became involved with the Colegio as one of its directors and perhaps 
even its founder, and it was the Colegio that brought Pesquera back 
to Spain, where he hoped to convince the Crown to commit its re-
sources to supporting the institution. Along with his presentation to 
the Council, he also submitted an anonymous report, or memorial, 
detailing the daily life of the approximately 200 children who lived 
there, the rules and regulations to which they were bound, and the 
intended objectives of the project. Both the Council and the Crown 
evidently found Pesquera and the memorial believable and the Cole-
gio worthy of support. On October 23, 1552, the Council forwarded 
the document to the king along with its own letter of support recom-
mending an annual subvention of 2,000 ducats, which was approved.21

The anonymous memorial highlights the importance of space to 
the project of recogimiento, a word that had a variety of meanings in 
the early modern Iberian world. We have already seen the verb reco-
ger used to refer simultaneously to the acts of gathering and enclos-
ing people or things. The noun form thus describes the point at which 
this spatial concentration occurs. The two levels of recogimiento I 
want to highlight here are the architectural, or a physical enclosure 
organized through both external and internal partitions, and the sub-
jective, or the withdrawal into—and simultaneously the production 
of—the interiority of the self as a space of refl ection in which the 
soul may come into harmony with God. The point is not only that re-
cogimiento operates at multiple spatial levels, but also that there is 
an interaction between them. Although insufficient in itself, physi-
cal enclosure was thought to contribute to and indeed enable certain 
forms of spiritual practice, grounding the subjective in the architec-
tural. Over time the hermetic seclusion of the recollectio, favored by 
Franciscan mystics seeking to escape from worldly stimuli, took on 
solidly physical dimensions as it coalesced into the recogimiento or 
enclosure behind thick walls as a means of separating the external 
space of the world from the internal space of the sacred.22

Each of these levels is apparent in the memorial presented by Pes-
quera. First and foremost, it explicitly notes the need for the build-
ing to have “altas paredes porq̃ no se huyan los niños q̃ estan recogi-
dos alli” (high walls so the children who are enclosed there do not 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   75Nemser_6808-final.indb   75 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



76 infrastructures of race

fl ee). And if they should nevertheless fi nd some way to escape, a bai-
liff (alguacil) will not only “buscar los niños q̃ se uyen” (fi nd the chil-
dren who run away) but also bring back “los demas q̃ hallare pdidos 
y bagamundos a la dha casa” (any lost and vagrant children who may 
be found to this house). Revealingly, the Colegio’s agent was autho-
rized to carry out this task “por fuerça” (by force) if necessary. In 
moments like these, the recogimiento begins to resemble a prison, 
and the “recogidos” inside inmates. But it also underscores the au-
thorities’ recognition of the difficult project that faced them and 
the forms of resistance that were likely to emerge in response. The 
building’s walls thus constituted the architectural foundation of re-
cogimiento, without which the project of subjectifi cation would have 
been impossible.

High walls do more than keep children in—they also serve to keep 
out worldly distractions, thereby producing an interior space that can 
be subjected to careful regulation and surveillance. For its part, this 
internal ordering contributes to the process of subject formation by 
embedding practices and routines in the space of the everyday. The 
memorial offers glimpses of the composition and consolidation of 
this disciplinary space within the Colegio’s walls:

Los niños . . . tengan dormitorio largo de una pieça, y en el aya camas 
de una parte y de otra de madera encajada como tablado y de ancho de 
siete pies y atajado con una tabla ancha entre la cama de cada uno de-
manera q̃ duerma cada uno por si y todos juntos. Esta la sala desocu-
pada por medio, tienen seis lamparas q̃ arden desde q̃ anocheçe hasta 
q̃ amanesçe sin cessar. En el dormitorio quatro, en la enfermeria una, 
en las necesarias una. Estan los maestros y disçipulos dentro deste 
dormitorio. Ay treinta y seis veladores cada noche desde las ocho y 
media hasta la ora q̃ amaneçe, y estos an de ser de los mas fi eles, cada 
vela es ora y media por una ampolleta y velan seis niños paseandose 
los tres contra los otros tres, y van reçando el rossario. Y en levantan-
dose hechan con un ysopo agua bendita por todas las partes del dor-
mitorio un niño en cada vela de las seys. Estos veladores tienen cui-
dado de cubrir a los niños y mirar no haya alguno mal recaudo hasta q̃ 
amanece. Y uno de los seis veladores de la vela postrera tañe en ama-
nesçiendo una campanilla por todo el dormitorio con q̃ despierta a to-
dos los niños. [The children have a dormitory that is the length of a 
room, and in it there are beds made of fi tted wood like a plank, seven 
feet wide and separated by wide boards between each bed such that 
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every child sleeps by himself and all together. The room is empty in 
the middle, and there are six lamps that burn continuously from dusk 
to dawn: four in the dormitory, one in the nursery, one in the lava-
tory. The teachers and disciples are also in this dormitory. There are 
thirty-six watchers every night from 8:30 until the hour of dawn, and 
these are to be the most reliable. Each night watch lasts an hour and 
a half according to an hourglass and six children circle the room in 
opposite directions in groups of three, and they recite the rosary as 
they walk. When they get up one child of every six sprinkles holy wa-
ter with an aspergillum in every part of the dormitory. These watch-
ers take care to watch over the children and make sure that nothing 
bad happens until dawn. And as dawn breaks one member of the fi -
nal watch rings a little bell throughout the room to wake up all of the 
children.]

I have cited this passage at length because it is representative of the 
document as a whole insofar as it captures the imbrication of built 
environment, material culture, and bodily practice, the way rou-
tines were organized around and calibrated to a specifi c architectural 
space. Consider, for example, the description of the night watches or 
velas. This was a spatially situated practice, with the fi eld of action 
defi ned and circumscribed by the walls and objects that composed 
it. Six students took part in each vela, which lasted an hour and a 
half—time was measured, and broken up, by the hourglass. At the be-
ginning of each watch, one of the participants circled around the pe-
rimeter of the dormitory with an aspergillum, sprinkling holy water 
and blessing each corner of the room. Forming themselves into two 
groups of three, the students continued circling the room, one group 
clockwise and the other counterclockwise, praying the rosary and 
watching over the rest of the sleeping children, until their shift ended 
and the next one began. If this practice was aimed at securing the 
dormitory from sinful or otherwise diabolic intrusions, it also served 
to synchronize the children’s movements and actions and repeatedly 
demarcate the room as a space of care through vigilance.

Equally important was the partitioning of internal space, a dimen-
sion that involved not only architectural details and spatial practices 
(such as the demarcation of the dormitory) but also the intentional 
use of material culture. The beds in the dormitory, for example, were 
divided between two areas, separated from each other by an open 
space in the middle, which made it easier to account for each child. 
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Moreover, the beds were separated by wooden dividers. These designs 
established a space that was simultaneously integrated, part of a sin-
gle, common dormitory, and doubly partitioned, with two areas for 
the beds and within each area separate compartments for each child. 
And these formal qualities had an explicit function: as the memo-
rial puts it, the intention was for each child to sleep “cada uno por si 
y todos juntos” (every one by himself and all together). Such pastoral 
power simultaneously totalizes and individualizes, assuming respon-
sibility for the safety of the fl ock as a whole (omnes) and at the same 
time the health and well-being of each and every individual member 
(singulatim). As Foucault observes, it is not enough for the shepherd 
to know where every sheep is at any given moment, but everything 
they have done and may do, any good or evil acts they have carried 
out or may perform, also falls under his purview. He must know not 
only their “public sins” but also “what goes on in the soul of each 
one, his secret sins, his progress on the road to sanctity.”23

The shepherd’s knowledge of the soul of each member of his fl ock 
thus comes from the deployment of a closed space of continuous sur-
veillance and an array of truth procedures. Disciplinary space under-
lies subjective recogimiento. Designed to give voice to the children’s 
innermost thoughts, these mechanisms were woven into the fabric 
of daily life at the Colegio. Consider, for example, the memorial’s de-
tailed description of the steps for ending the day and going to bed:

Y luego entran los mayores y medianos en un lugar q̃ pã ello tienen 
diputado con el dho preceptor y se hincan de rodillas un paso apar-
tado uno de otro y una candela puesta delante en una linterna me-
tida, y el preceptor o preceptores detrás q̃ los puedan ver, medio a es-
curas, pã se recoger un cuarto de ora en silencio apartados del ruido 
q̃ an traido y traen todo el día, a pensar en sus pecados, y en la mi-
sericordia de dios. Y acavado haze señal el principal preceptor, y sa-
can la lumbre, y lebantanse halli tornales a dezir alguna cossa pã les 
aparejar á contriçion y a comfi sión y a los demas sacramentos pã dig-
namente los rescevir y pã emendar la vida. [And then the oldest and 
middle children enter with the preceptor into a determined place and 
kneel down at a distance of one pace from each other with a candle in 
a lantern set out in front of them and the preceptor or preceptors be-
hind to watch over them so that, in the dim light, they may gather 
their thoughts (se recoger) for a quarter of an hour in silence, sepa-
rated from the commotion of the day, and contemplate their sins and 
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God’s compassion. And when this is complete the main preceptor 
gives the signal, and they take the light and stand up, and the precep-
tor says a few words to ready them for contrition and confession and 
to receive the rest of the sacraments with dignity and reform their 
lives.]

The distribution of bodies and objects in space is central here. On one 
hand, the confi guration of the students’ kneeling bodies, forming a 
regular line with a specifi ed amount of space between them, and the 
preceptor behind; on the other hand, the positioning of objects, spe-
cifi cally the light source, set at the front of the room so as to back-
light the students’ bodies under the watchful eyes of the preceptor. 
The preceptor’s gaze works on the children’s shadowy forms, coaxing 
them to inner refl ection, contrition, and fi nally confession. Such spa-
tial distributions thus operate through a double enclosure: within the 
walled-off architectonic enclosure of the Colegio, the child is guided 
toward enclosing himself within the intimate recesses of his mind. 
Yet the ultimate goal here is not the practice of self-refl ection per se, 
but the externalization of this truth of the self through confession. 
The children’s public and private lives, their bodies and souls, are 
thus bared to the preceptor.

But it was not the preceptors alone who watched over the stu-
dents—the students themselves participated in the apparatus of sur-
veillance, multiplying and dispersing the sight lines of the disciplin-
ary gaze. After morning prayers, the memorial states, “se levanta uno 
[de los niños] en pie y toma una tabla en q̃ estan los nombres de to-
dos escriptos y llama a todos pã ver si falta alguno” (one of the chil-
dren stands up and takes a list on which the names of all the children 
are written and calls each one to see if anyone is missing). Similarly, 
four officials were appointed to inspect the entire house, “y han de 
dar cuenta de lo que se hizo fuera o dentro, si hubo cosa mala o de pe-
cado” (and they shall give an account of whatever happened, whether 
inside or outside, if there was anything bad or sinful). Here the insti-
tutional gaze was not only personifi ed but regularized and decentral-
ized as well. Any student who had learned to read could check the 
names off the list, such that beyond being integrated into the disci-
plinary apparatus the students had to some degree also become inter-
changeable. There is not necessarily a tension between the individu-
alizing power of confessional truth procedures and the normalizing 
power of subject formation, since these mechanisms serve to produce 
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the individual and at the same time the collective subject—the sheep 
and the fl ock.

from confinement to circulation

We have seen how the emergence of the vagabond as a crisis of spa-
tial governance is, in colonial space, racialized in the fi gure of the 
Mestizo. The colonial authorities sought to “fi x” the vagabond/Mes-
tizo in part by capturing and enclosing him behind the “altas pare-
des” (high walls) of the Colegio. But the project of Mestizo conversion 
went beyond mere confi nement. The Colegio was more a factory than 
a warehouse, designed to transform idle, parasitic children into pro-
ductive adults. Like congregation, recogimiento aimed not to prevent 
circulation altogether but to order and regulate it, making it useful to 
the colonial project.

As noted earlier, the memorial describes two tracks for children at 
the Colegio. The fi rst was a straightforward effort to train them in a 
variety of specifi c vocations and insert them into the colonial wage 
economy:

Los offiçios son camareros q̃ barren riegan limpian el dormitorio y 
hazen las camas, y las limpien y sacuden, y lampareros q̃ limpian y 
adereçan y açienden las lámparas, y enfermeros q̃ tienen cuidado de 
la enfermeria, y de los enfermos, y cozineros q̃ hazen la comida, y re-
fi toleros q̃ limpian y varren y adereçan las mesas y sirben y dan la co-
mida y la çena, despenseros q̃ traen la comida y la compran y la dan 
a guissar, y porteros. [The vocations are camareros, who sweep, mop, 
and clean the dormitory and make the beds, and clean and dust them; 
and lampareros, who clean and fi x and light the lamps; and enferme-
ros, who take care of the nursery, and of the sick; and cocineros, who 
cook the food; and refi toleros, who clean and sweep and set the tables 
and serve lunch and dinner; and despenseros, who purchase, collect, 
and store the food; and porteros (i.e., doormen).]

By performing these tasks, the students would learn to “servir a 
sus amos en todo lo que les mandaren” (serve their masters in what-
ever they demand) and in the process contribute to the social repro-
duction of the Colegio. Beyond training the children in a specifi c set 
of tasks, then, the overarching objective was to transform them into 
obedient and productive subjects. Adopting a gendered position in the 
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colonial oikonomia, these “lost” boys turned “hombres” were de-
fi ned by their capacity not only to perform waged labor but also to 
constitute stable family units, which acted, as the Colegio’s walls had 
previously done, as a hedge against backsliding, a return to the prior 
state of idleness: “Les encaminen en como se casen y tengan casa y 
ganen de comer pã sy y pã su famillia como no tornen a ser pdidos y 
vagamundos como de antes” (They are directed toward getting mar-
ried and having a house and earning enough for themselves and their 
family to eat so as to avoid once again becoming vagabonds and lost 
as before). It was not only Mestiza girls who were made into subjects 
of domesticity, then, but Mestizo boys as well.24

Although most of the children were thus channeled into wage la-
bor, the memorial in fact privileges a second track: to participate in 
the ongoing evangelization of the indigenous population. The initial 
phase of the “spiritual conquest” of the Americas had been charged, 
especially among the Franciscans, with a millenarian optimism that 
had led early missionaries to believe that the pace of Christianiza-
tion would be rapid. By midcentury, however, some critics had begun 
to see cracks in the facade of Christianity and decry the blindness of 
their predecessors. Above all, they blamed the clergy’s insufficient 
knowledge of indigenous languages and cultures for the failure of 
Christian teachings to take hold and for the indigenous people’s abil-
ity to continue to perform their traditional practices without being 
caught. When Gerónimo de Mendieta arrived in New Spain in 1554, 
for example, he noted that there were still few priests who spoke in-
digenous languages and that as a result conversion was difficult: 
“Yo que escribo esto llegué á tiempo que aun no habia sufi ciencia de 
frailes predicadores en las lenguas de los indios” (I who write this ar-
rived at a moment when there were still insufficient friars capable of 
preaching in the languages of the Indians).25 A systematic approach 
to ethnographic and linguistic knowledge production and diffusion 
was undertaken to fi ll in these gaps.

Of course, such a project would require an enormous amount of 
time, energy, and resources. The Colegio seemed to offer a signifi -
cantly easier alternative. If Mestizo children could be effectively cap-
tured, enclosed, and reformed—if, in short, they could be subjected 
to recogimiento—it might be possible to accelerate or even bypass 
entirely the slow, difficult, and expensive work of training Spanish 
priests effectively in indigenous languages. Drafting Mestizo chil-
dren for the task of evangelization would make fl uency not a distant 
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goal but the point of departure. The memorial frames the objective of 
the Colegio as creating a path of study

para que los q̃ se inclinaren a letras, o a ser eclesiasticos o religiosos 
lo sean por q̃ de alli salgan psonas q̃ aprovechen en los naturales, por q̃ 
sabran las lenguas de ellos y ayudaran mucho mas q̃ los q̃ de aca van, 
uno mas q̃ diez, por ser naturales, y tener la lengua y conocer y saber 
las fl aquezas y conditiones dellos pã convertir y atraer, enseñar y con-
servar en la fee y doctrina, y seran pã mas travajo y supliran la falta 
q̃ ay de religiossos y de sacerdotes alla en muchas maneras y no de-
searan venirse aca por ser alla su patria, y por q̃ se compadesceran 
mas de las necessidades de los yndios y les doleran mas sus travajos 
por ser sus naturales, y entenderlos an mejor q̃ los q̃ de aca van, q̃ de 
cien se vuelven los noventa aca. [so that those who are inclined to let-
ters or to become ecclesiastics or mendicants may do so, and thereby 
train people who will be of great use among the natives (naturales), 
because they will know their languages and be of far more help in 
converting, attracting, teaching, and conserving them in faith and 
doctrine than those who are from here (i.e., Spain), ten times more ef-
fective, because they are natives (naturales) and know the language 
and are familiar with their weaknesses and character, and they will 
be willing to do more work and in many ways make up for the lack 
of regular and secular clergy there (i.e., New Spain), and they will 
not seek to return here because their homeland is there, and because 
they will feel more compassion for the needs of the Indians and will 
be more moved by their work because they too are natives (natura-
les), and they will understand them better than those who come from 
here, of which ninety out of every hundred return.]

This dense passage clarifi es two important points about the spec-
ifi city of the Mestizo missionary. First, for Spanish priests, learning 
one or more indigenous languages was always a difficult and often in-
surmountable barrier, even with the help of grammars and diction-
aries. The students of the Colegio, on the other hand, already knew 
everything they needed to communicate effectively with the indig-
enous population. Additionally, beyond such language skills, their 
knowledge of the Indians’ “fl aquezas y conditiones” would allow 
them to frame their evangelizing rhetoric in the most convincing 
way and recognize the temptations and backsliding tendencies of the 
already converted. The Mestizo missionary thus embodied the dual 
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potential of effectively attending not only to the initial moment of 
conversion but also to the ongoing “conservation” of the faith against 
the constant threat of apostasy.

This is not to say that the Colegio was framed in opposition to the 
Sahagunian project of ethnographic capture.26 On the contrary, Mes-
tizo students might be able to assist such a project in various ways, 
potentially even by teaching indigenous languages to future mission-
aries. The memorial proposes linking the Colegio to the Royal Uni-
versity in order to train a new cadre of language instructors, “orde-
nandolo de manera q̃ se enseñen todas las lenguas en la dha Cassa 
pã q̃ de alli salgan algunos Predicadores pã enseñar tanta diuersidad 
de lenguas de gente como ay en aq̃llas provincias” (organizing it so 
that all the languages are taught in this House in order to train some 
Preachers capable of teaching all the diverse languages of the people 
of those provinces). Although this institutional link was never imple-
mented, the children were nevertheless drafted to help the friars with 
their translations, grammars, and dictionaries. The Colegio’s official 
constitution, approved in 1557, required students to spend one to two 
hours a day “en la traducción de las lenguas de los naturales de la di-
cha Nueva España en nuestra lengua castellana, en artes y vocabula-
rios” (on the translation of the languages of the natives of this New 
Spain into our Castilian tongue, into grammars and dictionaries).27

But the passage also indicates, second, that the Mestizos’ priv-
ileged capacity for missionary and pedagogical work went beyond 
linguistic and cultural fl uency—a subtle bond further linked these 
potential shepherds to their fl ock. Spanish-born priests might be frus-
trated or overwhelmed by the signifi cant needs of the indigenous pop-
ulation, but Mestizos would feel a profound sense of empathy with 
their Indian parishioners that would evoke a sort of emotional reso-
nance, such that even pain would be mutually experienced and gen-
erate feelings of compassion among the priests. The memorial clari-
fi es the source of this bond by using the word “natives” (naturales) 
in two distinct ways. In the fi rst instance, following common prac-
tice for the period, the word refers to the indigenous population that 
would make up the congregations of these missionaries-in- formation. 
A distinction is elaborated between the “personas” formed in the Co-
legio and then sent out to the missionary fi eld, and “los naturales” 
they will encounter there. In the second and third instances, how-
ever, the valence of the word shifts, and “naturales” begins to in-
clude the missionaries themselves. They are linked, apparently, by 
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an affinity of birthplace, a connection that goes beyond mere famil-
iarity with indigenous languages and cultures. Comparing Spanish-
born to locally born priests—recall that the “here” of the memorial 
is Spain and the “there” is New Spain—the document suggests that 
a single priest trained at the Colegio will be as effective as ten from 
Spain. The reasons are twofold: fi rst, since people inevitably long for 
their homeland, 90 percent of the missionaries who travel to the New 
World will eventually return to the Old; and second, a shared birth-
place gives rise to an affective bond, one that not only makes the 
work less taxing but also produces a profound compassion in the mis-
sionaries for their compatriots. In these ways, the Colegio expands 
the evangelization project in both absolute and relative terms, pro-
ducing new priests to send into the missionary fi eld while making 
the clergy as a whole more effective in its spiritual work. These “nat-
ural” skills make the Mestizo not only an object but also the ideal 
subject of conversion.

What is interesting here is that, if it were not already clear that 
the students at the Colegio were meant to be Mestizos, the passage 
would resemble an argument for indigenous priests. This, of course, 
was one of the initial objectives of the well-known Colegio de Santa 
Cruz de Santiago Tlatelolco, founded by the Franciscans in 1536 not 
only to educate and Christianize the children of the indigenous no-
bility but also to produce indigenous subjects capable of serving as 
missionaries themselves. Robert Ricard has argued that “the college 
had been founded not merely to train translators, copyists, and Lati-
nists, but above all to train priests. It was to have been the fi rst native 
seminary of the New World.” In this respect, it proved a failure. Op-
position emerged quickly and came from both the secular clergy and 
other religious orders, such as the Dominicans. In 1544, for example, 
Domingo de la Cruz and Domingo de Betanzos wrote to Charles V to 
persuade him against the education and ordination of Indians, argu-
ing that they were as yet insufficiently Christianized and would as a 
result end up spreading heretical beliefs. Even the initially enthusias-
tic Zumárraga had changed his mind by the early 1540s.28

The fi gure of the Mestizo changes the terms of this debate, and it 
is possible that the Colegio de San Juan de Letrán emerged in part as 
a response to the strong opposition to the Colegio de Santa Cruz. The 
Mestizo seemed to contain the same valuable capacities as the In-
dian, but with the added advantages of a genealogical counterweight 
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against idolatry and an apparently “natural” tendency to be followed 
and imitated by the indigenous. The memorial continues:

Y desta manera se acortaran los grandes males q̃ estos hazen y hazian 
en los yndios, y los robos y muertes y fuerças, tomandoles las muge-
res e hijas a los yndios e haziendo otros graves e innormes pecados. Y 
sin haber ni tener cuenta con missa ni doctrina ni confesarse; ni aun 
saber q̃ cossa es ser Chrianos, blasfemando con sus malas obras y exs-
semplos el nombre de nrõ sor, y aun siendo causa q̃ muchos o todos los 
naturales yndios q̃ los veen, y con quien conversan y tratan, lo blas-
phemen y huyan del por su causa, y animando a otros q̃ hagan lo q̃ 
ellos y sean como ellos y peores. [And this is how the great evils that 
they do and did among the Indians will be reduced, and the robberies 
and killings and violence, taking their wives and daughters and com-
mitting other grave and enormous sins, and without accounting for 
it through mass or instruction or confession; without even knowing 
what it means to be Christians, blaspheming with their evil acts and 
examples in the name of Our Lord, and even causing many or all of 
the Indian natives who see them, and with whom they speak and ex-
change, to blaspheme and fl ee from Him, and animating others to do 
what they do and be like them and even worse.]

Instead of the affective bonds noted earlier, in this passage the 
Mestizo- Indian relation appears as one of violence and exploitation. 
In this respect it resonates strongly with colonial legislation that, as 
we have seen, constructed the vagabond as a racial problem and in 
the process cast the Mestizo as a population to be managed by the co-
lonial state. Much as with what we would call “race relations” today, 
this art of government is framed as mediation between collections 
of people who are presumed to belong to coherent and differentiated 
groups but is in fact a racializing procedure that contributes to the 
formation of these groups. At fi rst glance, then, the memorial appears 
to contain a contradiction: on one hand, the Mestizo (missionary) ex-
periences a “natural” affinity with the Indian; on the other hand, the 
Mestizo (vagabond) exudes a “natural” enmity for the Indian. Upon 
closer inspection, however, both characterizations share the same 
mimetic structure, according to which the Mestizo acts as a mirror 
in which the Indians see themselves refl ected and toward whom they 
are drawn (“todos los naturales yndios que los veen y con quien con-
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versan y tratan . .  . hagan lo que ellos y sean como ellos y peores”). 
In other words, what is valuable about the Mestizo—his capacity to 
serve as a model for the indigenous—is precisely what makes him 
dangerous.

In endorsing Pesquera’s request and forwarding it to the king, the 
Council of the Indies summed up the work of the Colegio as follows:

Muchos mestizos y otros muchachos que andan perdidos se reco-
gen allí y son doctrinados, y unos salen para ofi cios y otros para reli-
giosos. . . . aquellos niños, después de enseñados en la fe y en nuestra 
lengua, lo comunican con los otros naturales, y de esta manera parece 
que cumple vuestra Majestad gran parte de la obligación que tiene a 
enviar ministros a aquella tierra para la conversión de ellos. [Many 
Mestizos and other lost boys are gathered and enclosed there and 
are taught Christian doctrine, and some become laborers and others 
clergy. . . . Those children, after learning the faith and our language, 
will communicate them to the other natives, and in this way it seems 
that your Majesty fulfi lls a great part of his obligation to send minis-
ters to that land for their conversion.]29

In effect, the project of enclosure does not end with confi nement but 
generates new and productive forms of circulation as well. Mestizo 
conversion is played out in three steps: fi rst, the capture of “lost” vag-
abond/Mestizo boys and their enclosure in the orderly space of the 
institution (“se recogen allí”); second, the application of discipline 
to transform these vagabonds/Mestizos into Christianized subjects 
(“son doctrinados”); and third, the redeployment of these “new men” 
into the colonial economy, either as wage laboring and gendered sub-
jects of production and reproduction or as idealized subjects of evan-
gelization within the missionary fi eld (“unos salen para ofi cios y 
otros para religiosos”). Unlike the disordered fl ows of the vagabond/
Mestizo, however, this circulation is policed—territorialized, care-
fully regulated, channeled through institutional points of entry, and 
oriented toward a specifi c set of objectives.

At the time the memorial was delivered, this project was begin-
ning to bear fruit, with the anonymous author personally testifying 
that in the fi ve short years since the Colegio’s foundation “yo dexe 
mas de Veynte moços hechos frailes” (I left more than twenty chil-
dren [who had] become friars) in the Franciscan and Dominican or-
ders. But this window of opportunity would not stay open for long.
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the decline of mestizo conversion

By the last quarter of the sixteenth century, only one of the Colegio’s 
dual tracks remained. The shift is apparent in the documentation of 
a meeting between Archbishop Pedro Moya de Contreras and Viceroy 
Martín Enríquez that took place in April 1579. To resolve a number 
of administrative problems at the Colegio, the archbishop proposed 
turning it over to the Jesuit order, which had a proven track record 
of administering such institutions: “Es tan peculiar a la compañia 
doctrinar muchachos, que se vee y tiene experiençia, q̃ exçede a to-
dos” (The Jesuit order is well suited to teaching boys, and it is appar-
ent and proven that they exceed all others).30 The viceroy disagreed. 
Although he recognized the Jesuits’ abilities in this regard, he argued 
that transferring the institution to them would end up quickly con-
suming its resources and prestige, as well as erasing the Colegio’s his-
tory and presumably the objectives for which it was founded: “Dentro 
de pocos aos no oviese mema de su fundaçion” (Within a few years no 
memory of its establishment will remain). Instead he recommended 
staying the course, perhaps adding an instructor or two but without 
making major changes. This call for continuity, however, was situ-
ated within a partial history of the institution:

Porq̃ este colejio la prima fundacion fue para criar y domar mocha-
chos perdidos como son los q̃ para esto estan fundados en españa y 
otras partes. Y aunq̃ despues de la prima fundacion pareçio q̃ era bien 
q̃ oviese algos studiantes atento a la necesidad q̃ entonçes Avia en la 
tierra porq̃ ni Avia scuelas ni colejios la speriençia mostro ser de poco 
provecho porq̃ al fi n quiere mas Recogimio el estudio q̃ ay por la mr 
parte donde ay multitud destos mochachos. [This Colegio was ini-
tially founded to raise and tame lost boys, like those that have been 
established for this purpose in Spain and other parts. And although 
after its initial establishment it seemed good for there to be some stu-
dents, given the need that existed at the time since there were nei-
ther schools nor Colegios in the land, experience showed it to be of 
little benefi t since, in the end, study requires more recogimiento than 
there generally is with the multitude of these boys.]31

Although the viceroy had indeed noted that the walls of the building 
that housed the Colegio were collapsing in a letter to the king sev-
eral years earlier, here the failure of recogimiento is primarily subjec-
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tive.32 Even within the walls of the institution, the distracting “mul-
titude” of boys makes substantive education largely impossible. As 
a result, the pedagogical aspect of the Colegio is minimized and at 
the same time decoupled from evangelization. Indeed, what is most 
notable in this account of the Colegio’s history is that, despite the 
viceroy’s concern for conserving the “memory” of the institution, the 
project of Mestizo conversion has been entirely erased. To the vice-
roy, the institution looks more like a reformatory dedicated to the 
formation of workers than a center of study dedicated to the forma-
tion of lettered subjects.33

Like Antonio de Mendoza before him, Viceroy Enríquez was sent 
to Peru soon after, clearing the way for Moya de Contreras to move 
forward with the implementation of his own vision. But the Cole-
gio was not transferred to the Jesuits. The fi gure of the Mestizo, it 
seems, no longer embodied the positive potential that had animated 
the project of Mestizo conversion three decades before. If the notion 
of “reform” continued to resonate, it did so only in relation to the re-
cogimiento and transformation of “lost” boys into productive work-
ers. In structural terms, the Mestizo had been inserted into the “re-
public of Spaniards.” Far from an egalitarian measure, however, this 
shift represented a form of differential inclusion—it meant being al-
most Spanish but not quite. Not surprisingly, this was also the period 
in which the Mestizo began to be associated with a specifi c location 
in the colonial economy—mostly artisans (though they were largely 
excluded from important guilds), as well as laborers and servants. If 
the Indian was constructed, as chapter 1 shows, in large part through 
the obligation to pay tribute and perform a certain amount of forced 
labor, the Mestizo emerged as non-Indian—not subjected to these 
forms of direct extraction—and was inserted into a structural posi-
tion in the colonial economy as a relatively stable supply of waged la-
bor power.34

Although the Jesuits did not take over the direct administration 
of the Colegio, they certainly had ideas about the direction it should 
take. A different future for the Colegio was articulated by the Jesuit 
Juan de la Plaza soon after the meeting between the viceroy and the 
archbishop. Having spent fi ve years as visitador, or inspector, in Peru, 
he arrived in New Spain in early 1580 and was appointed provincial 
later that year. Due to his familiarity with the spiritual terrain in 
both viceroyalties, Plaza was viewed as a resource by the ecclesias-
tical authorities and as a result was invited to contribute a series of 
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memoriales that were discussed during the conciliar meetings of 
the Third Mexican Council. Plaza’s reports lay out his vision for the 
church in New Spain, a vision that draws heavily on the ideology of 
the Counter-Reformation.35

The fi rst of Plaza’s memoriales was concerned with seminaries. 
For most of the history of the Christian church, there had been no or-
ganized system for the education and training of priests. Only at the 
Council of Trent did the church codify the need for seminaries in all 
dioceses where no such institution existed. Opening with an archi-
tectural metaphor drawn from the Book of Kings, Plaza explains that 
the stones used to build the Temple of Solomon were fully worked 
ahead of time in the quarry and only later brought to the construc-
tion site and set in place. As a result of this careful preparation, the 
materials fi t together perfectly and it took just seven years to com-
plete the magnifi cent temple. These rocks, writes Plaza, are like 
priests who must be carved and polished before being placed in the 
walls of the “templo vivo y espiritual” (living, spiritual temple) of 
the church. Specifi cally referencing the Council of Trent’s 1563 de-
cree, he compares seminaries to these metaphorical quarries. Be-
fore that time, the main option for candidates aspiring to the priest-
hood was to approach a bishop directly and study under him while 
living in his home. This practice was common in Spain, Plaza ob-
serves, and had produced many ministers cheaply and effectively. But 
the Counter- Reformation church aimed to standardize, improve, and 
expand these educational pathways by ordering the establishment of 
seminaries “donde, desde pequeños, se crian e ynstruyan en virtud 
y letras ministros que puedan hazer este officio con edifi cación del 
pueblo y fructo de las ánimas” (where, from the time they are little, 
ministers who will be able to perform this work for the edifi cation of 
the people and the health of their souls are raised and instructed in 
virtue and letters). Plaza acknowledges that such an effort could be 
costly, but points out that, at least in New Spain, much of the institu-
tional base already exists:

Aviendo pensado y mirado, con attención, el medio que podía aver 
para la institución destos seminarios, me pareze, si no me engaño, 
que ay más commodidad en este reyno, que en algún otro de los que 
yo he estado; porque en esta ciudad de México está fundado y do-
tado, con bastante renta, el collegio de S. Juan de Letrán que llaman, 
en esta ciudad, en la qual se podría fundar este seminario. Vues-
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tras Señorías Illustrísimas verán las difficultades que en ello ay, y de 
mi parte supplico pongan todas las fuerças possibles, para vencerlas. 
[Having attentively refl ected on and considered the means for estab-
lishing these seminaries, it seems, if I am not mistaken, that there 
is more to offer in this kingdom than in any of the others where I 
have been; because in this city of Mexico there is a Colegio that they 
call San Juan de Letrán that is endowed with sufficient resources, in 
which this seminary could be founded. Your Illustrious Lordships 
will consider the difficulties involved in this, and for my part I beg 
that you make every effort to overcome them.]36

One way to interpret Plaza’s vision for the Colegio would be as a 
confi rmation of the project contained in the original plan laid out 
in the anonymous memorial three decades before. The institution 
would be dedicated, in this light, to forming priests who would be 
able to continue the work of evangelization. Their training would 
likewise begin at a young age, but these boys would differ in an im-
portant respect from their predecessors—they would not be Mestizos. 
Before traveling to New Spain, Plaza had been involved in debates 
about the ordination of Mestizos in Peru. He made two arguments 
against this practice. While, on one hand, he disparaged their abili-
ties with the claim that they were “poco aptos para ministerios ecle-
siásticos, porque tienen muchas costumbres de las madres que los 
crían” (not suited to be ecclesiastical ministers, because they have 
many customs from the mothers who raise them), he at the same 
time captured the visual dimension of racial domination: “Común-
mente tienen los españoles y especialmente los eclesiásticos y religio-
sos, mucha aversión con ellos, porque son muy conocidos en el color” 
(Spaniards and especially the secular and regular clergy commonly 
feel a great aversion toward them, because they are very distinctive 
in color).37 Despite any structural similarities, then, Plaza’s reimag-
ined Colegio de San Juan de Letrán would represent an entirely differ-
ent project—one in which the Mestizo would play no part.

Although many of his recommendations were taken into account, 
the bishops did not heed Plaza’s proposal for the Colegio. Apparently 
its crumbling adobe walls were not as well built as his metaphorical 
Temple of Solomon. Yet it is worth considering the two proposals I 
have highlighted here as a measure of the shift in attitude toward the 
Mestizo. On one end of the spectrum, we have the viceroy, for whom 
the Colegio had been recast as a reformatory; on the other end is the 
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provincial, who saw it as a potential seminary, the material founda-
tion for implementing the decrees of Trent in the New World. What 
unites these two very different projects is the sense that the Mestizo 
could no longer be trusted on the front lines of the “spiritual con-
quest.” What locked in the failure of recogimiento was an emerging 
account of the mixed-race body that turned on the matrix of gender, 
religion, and blood.

the gendered body politics of the mestizo

Plaza’s work in general, especially his view of Mestizo ordination, re-
veals the signifi cant infl uence of another member of the Jesuit order, 
the renowned José de Acosta. Plaza met Acosta soon after arriving in 
Peru and was impressed, promoting him just three months later to 
rector of the Colegio de San Pablo and fi ve months after that to pro-
vincial. During the fi ve years Plaza spent in Peru, the two worked to-
gether closely, participating in church events and collaborating on a 
set of rules for the Colegio for indigenous caciques.38 Plaza was also in 
Peru while Acosta was composing his infl uential missionary treatise 
De procuanda indorum salute, which was completed in 1577, though 
not printed until 1588. As the most authoritative argument advanced 
against Mestizo ordination in the sixteenth century, Acosta’s text 
also served as the most effective rebuttal of the memorial that Gre-
gorio de Pesquera had presented to the Council of the Indies at mid-
century. While Acosta’s own missionary activities and writings were 
focused primarily on Peru, his work had a signifi cant impact on re-
ligious and secular thought and official policy far beyond. In fact, 
his rejection of Mestizo ordination in De procuranda resonated even 
more strongly in New Spain than in Peru. Plaza seems to have helped 
transfer Acosta’s ideas to New Spain, and this infl uence is refl ected 
in his proposal for reenvisioning the Colegio.39

In De procuranda, as in the earlier memorial, the potential of 
the Mestizo missionary is linked to his fl uency in indigenous lan-
guages—sorely lacking among many of his Spanish counterparts, 
whom Acosta describes as “muti ipsi et elingues” (mute and with-
out a tongue).40 This linguistic familiarity is necessary for the pas-
tor to enter into an effectively dialogic relation with his fl ock. On one 
hand, only by speaking indigenous languages can the priests’ words 
reach the hearts and souls of the indigenous parishioners. “Valde 
enim mihi persuadeo ita futurum brevi, ut evangelium Christi ad 
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ani mos istorum penetraret et vires suas expromeret, quod in ho-
dier num diem plurima ex parte tantum auribus indicis insonuisse 
non etiam intima cordis penetralia pulsasse videtur” (I am entirely 
convinced that in this way the gospel of Christ will quickly pene-
trate their souls and reveal its power, since until now it appears that 
more often than not it has only echoed in the Indians’ ears without 
striking deep within their hearts).41 On the other hand, understand-
ing indigenous languages allows the pastor to know and watch over 
his fl ock, whose own words refl ect the sincerity of their conversion, 
externalizing the internal truth of the soul. The faithful are those 
who “fi dem corde concipiunt et ore confi tentur” (conceive faith in 
the heart and confess it with the mouth), but Acosta insists that most 
Indians are precisely the opposite: “specie et voce christiani, animo 
et re obstinati infi deles” (Christians in appearance and name, but in 
their soul and in reality obstinate infi dels).42 These concerns reso-
nate with the emerging baroque architecture of the self, which con-
ceived of surfaces as deceptive and increasingly treated them with 
suspicion. In the colonial context, specifi cally, what I have elsewhere 
called the “racial baroque” gives way to a situation in which the In-
dian subject, split between external appearance and internal essence, 
is constructed as “newly inscrutable and permanently suspicious.”43

Acosta thus sees linguistic abilities as crucial both for transmit-
ting Christian faith to the indigenous population and for monitoring 
the results of that evangelizing labor, the only possibility of overcom-
ing the stubbornly racialized gap between illusory and sincere con-
version. After all, the priest must administer the sacraments, take 
confession, and recommend appropriate penance. How can he possi-
bly confess an indigenous parishioner, asks Acosta, without under-
standing the language? Catching a word here and there is clearly in-
sufficient: “Cum confessionis integritas ex iure divino sit, eum non 
esse idoneum poenitentiae ministrum, quem propter imperitiam 
dimidium et eo amplius necessario latet, perinde enim est ac si tan-
tumdem non audiret” (Given that the integrity of confession falls un-
der divine law, he who out of ignorance of the language misses half of 
a confession is not capable of being a minister, since this is the same 
as if he heard nothing).44 Confession must be complete in order to be 
effective.

In light of these weighty implications, Acosta judges the use of in-
terpreters to be inadequate. The insertion of an intermediary might 
threaten the integrity of confession by making the penitent reluctant 
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to divulge a complete and detailed list of sins in front of a peer, while 
any words he or she does speak are likely to be confused in their pas-
sage from mouth to mouth and language to language. Moreover, a 
translation error risks compounding the sins of those who confess—
especially during Last Rites, when even a small mistake could re-
sult in eternal damnation. Yet Acosta’s sharpest critique of the use 
of interpreters has to do with the nature of the interpreters them-
selves: “Atqui interprete utuntur plerumque, vel infi do, vel imperito, 
qui vix intelligat ipse, quae audit, vix etiam exponere norit, quae in-
telligit, utpote indus ipse quoque, vel ab indis prognatus, qui neque 
res, neque sermones nostros satis plerumque callet” (But most of-
ten the interpreters who are used are either infi dels or ignorant, and 
themselves barely understand what they hear, and when they do un-
derstand they barely know how to explain it, since after all they 
are Indians or descendants of Indians, who often know neither our 
matters nor our language sufficiently well).45 The Jesuit asserts that 
many interpreters are simply too ignorant to understand what is be-
ing said, let alone formulate an accurate translation. But beyond the 
issue of competency is the far more signifi cant danger that the inter-
preters themselves may be “infi dels.” Positioning such people next 
to the minister, depending on them as the medium through which 
the word of God is delivered to the community, could put the project 
of evangelization at risk. The logic of the racial baroque compounds 
this anxiety, since, as noted earlier, even the most “obstinati infi -
deles” (obstinate infi dels) are capable of fashioning and maintaining 
a deceptively Christian appearance. Finally, Acosta foregrounds de-
scent as the critical framework for assessing the reliability of the in-
terpreter. Alluding to the concept of limpieza de sangre, which treats 
blood as a vector for idolatry, he condemns not only “Indians” but 
“ab indis prognatus” (descendants of Indians) as well. Contrasted 
with the former, the latter can refer only to Mestizos. It is an interest-
ing formulation, since, as we have seen, the language originally em-
ployed about the Colegio was “hijos de españoles.” Here the project 
described by the Colegio’s officials has been reversed—rather than 
the reliable descendant of a Spanish (father), predisposed for mission-
ary service, the Mestizo is now cast as an unreliable descendant of an 
Indian (mother), a threat to the spiritual health of those around him.

María Elena Martínez shows that Spanish concerns about the heri-
tability of indigenous idolatry in the late sixteenth century coincided 
with “the construction of indigenous women’s bodies as vehicles for 
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contamination.”46 Acosta’s reference to “descendants of Indians” in 
his critique of interpreters refl ects this sense of the increasing cen-
trality of the indigenous mother in shaping the character of her chil-
dren, whether Indian or Mestizo. This does not mean that the father 
was cast as irrelevant, but that his role—like that of the mother—was 
framed in a newly circumscribed way. In a passage explaining the In-
dian’s apparent resistance to evangelization, Acosta lays out an ex-
plicitly gendered account of identity formation:

Est haereditarium esse impietatis morbum, qui ab ipsis matrum vis-
ceribus ingenitus, ipso uberum lacte nutritus, paterno et domestico 
exemplo confi rmatus, tum diuturna consuetudine et legum publica 
auctoritate munitus, nullo modo nisi copioso christianae gratiae mu-
nere et magna doctoris evangelici atque indefessa cura sanari queat. 
[It is a hereditary idolatrous sickness that, engendered in the belly 
of the mother and nourished from the milk of her breast, strength-
ened by the example of the father and the home and then fortifi ed by 
long-lasting custom and the public authority of law, can in no way be 
cured without abundant Christian grace and the considerable and in-
defatigable work of the evangelical doctor.]47

Beyond the discourse of heredity, what stands out in this passage is 
the clear division of reproductive labor, which links the mother to 
the body and nature, on one hand, and the father to education and 
culture, on the other. It is important to note that early modern med-
ical theory treated breast milk as an altered form of blood that re-
turned to its original state after consumption. Writing around the 
same time as Acosta in his Diálogos familiares de agricultura cris-
tiana (1578–1580), Juan de Pineda asserted that “naturaleza lleva su 
tenor continuado de que como en el vientre nos compuso de sangre y 
nos mantuvo de sangre, ansí después de nascidos nos mantuvo con le-
che, que es sangre blanqueada” (nature maintains a continuous order 
in that, having been composed and maintained by blood in the belly, 
similarly after birth we were maintained by milk, which is whitened 
blood).48 While Martínez suggests that blood tended to function as 
a metaphor for inheritance that worked through the “confl ation of 
culture and biology,” Acosta’s clear differentiation between corporeal 
and pedagogical infl uences may have been an exception—an attempt 
not to confl ate but to disentangle the combined forces acting on and 
shaping the child’s development.49
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Acosta applies a similar model in the case of the Mestizo. Hav-
ing rejected the use of interpreters, he examines three proposed so-
lutions to the key problem of the lack of indigenous language skills. 
The fi rst is the political line of the Crown, which would force the in-
digenous population to learn Castilian. Acosta observes that such a 
policy would be difficult if not impossible to enforce, and the fail-
ure of repeated royal decrees to achieve the desired effect leads him 
to characterize them as “verbis nudis” (empty words). Who would 
denounce those Indians who chose to speak Quechua in their own 
homes? The second proposal would promote, also by decree, the use 
of “lenguas generales,” like Quechua in Peru or Nahuatl in New 
Spain, in an attempt to reduce the scope of linguistic diversity of the 
Americas. Again Acosta concludes that this outcome, though desir-
able, would prove equally difficult to achieve by means of a simple 
mandate and in any case would take a long time to implement. In the 
meantime, he argues, missionaries must dedicate themselves both to 
mastering indigenous languages and to teaching their own language 
to the Indians.50

The third and, at fi rst glance, most reasonable proposal would har-
ness the capacities of Mestizos (“mixto genere”), born of a Spanish fa-
ther (“patre hispano”) and an Indian mother (“matre inda”). In laying 
out this argument, Acosta reproduces the claims that had been mo-
bilized thirty years before at the Colegio de San Juan de Letrán. As 
fl uent speakers of indigenous languages who furthermore are deeply 
knowledgeable about indigenous cultures, he suggests, these Mes-
tizos could serve as excellent teachers for Spanish priests and per-
haps even excellent “ministros sermonis” (ministers of the word) 
themselves. As long as they demonstrate honesty and virtue, more-
over, major doubts about the reliability of their Christian faith might 
be resolved by the knowledge that Christian instruction will have 
been imparted to them from a very young age and, perhaps more im-
portantly, by their Spanish fathers: “Cum ab hispanis progenitori-
bus fi dem ecclesiasticamque consuetudinem haereditario fere iure 
re tineant” (From their Spanish fathers they have retained their reli-
gious faith and education by an almost hereditary law).51

Acosta notes that at one point he supported this proposal, but 
has since changed his mind: “Certissima magistra experientia co-
piose monstrat non posse nos, nec debere sollicitudinem omnem 
nostram studiumque deponere indigenarum praesidio fretos” (Expe-
rience, that most proven teacher, abundantly demonstrates that we 
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cannot and must not place all of our solicitude and zeal in the aid 
of those born in the Indies).52 Such efforts, he now writes, should be 
treated as “periculosa” (dangerous). In saying this, Acosta may have 
been thinking about political rebellions such as the Mestizo “mu-
tiny,” which had been foiled just a few years before his arrival in 
Peru.53 It is equally likely, however, that his attention was on the 
missionary’s especially sensitive position in relation to the Counter- 
Reformation expansion of the faith and the potentially heretical in-
digenous population. In any case, what most interests me here is the 
gendered discourse of identity that actively sustains this racializing 
shift: he describes these Mestizos as “tantam apto sermoni homi-
num . . . quorum mores non aeque apti sint. Fere enim indorum inge-
nia et mores redolent, quorum et lacte et consuetudine educati sunt” 
(men who are well suited for language, but whose customs are not so 
suitable. For they are generally redolent of the nature and culture of 
the Indians, due to the milk and customs with which they have been 
raised).54 Over and above their language abilities, Acosta foregrounds 
the dangers posed by their corrupting ways: “Plus obesse corruptis 
moribus, quam verbo sano profi cere” (There is more to be hindered 
by their corrupt manners than gained from their good word).55 Here, 
as in the earlier example of indigenous children, the Mestizo child’s 
development has two elements: the natural, on one hand, and the 
cultural, on the other. The parallel structure of Acosta’s description 
(“ingenia et mores . . . lacte et consuetudine”) generates the twinned 
pairings of nature- milk (ingenia-lacte) and culture-customs (mores- 
consuetudine), once again distinguishing between the gendered 
mechanisms of subject formation that operate over the body of the 
child. Although parallel, these pairings are not necessarily equiva-
lent. That the traces of vice supposedly retained by the adult Mestizo 
are described as a bad odor or aftertaste suggests that milk performs 
the critical work in this operation.56

Equally important in Acosta’s elaboration of the Mestizo’s devel-
opment, however, is the disappearance of the father and his “pater-
nal example.” In the case of the Indian child, as we saw earlier, the 
long-term disciplinarity of mores-consuetudine, backed by the pub-
lic authority of the state, falls under the patriarchal jurisdiction of 
the father-governor. Yet the Mestizo child has been abandoned by his 
father and separated from the force of law. Only one actor remains: 
the indigenous mother, fi gured metonymically by the product of her 
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breast.57 Nature is privileged to the point that the efficacy of culture 
is naturalized—any pedagogical infl uence the mother may have is 
confl ated with or subsumed by the bodily processes through which 
material substances pass from her to her child. In this way, Acosta 
constructs a language of corporeal materiality to resituate the dis-
course of subjectivity in the face of the difficulties facing the Spanish 
colonial project at the end of the sixteenth century.

conclusion

We have seen how Acosta’s refl ections on Mestizo ordination were 
taken up by Juan de la Plaza and inserted into discussions about the 
future of the Colegio from 1580 on, but this does not account for the 
full extent of the Jesuit’s infl uence on the matter. Already in 1578, 
the year after De procuranda was completed, Fray Rodrigo de Loaysa, 
an Augustinian missionary with years of experience in Peru, traveled 
to Spain to present a series of legislative requests directly to Philip II. 
As with Acosta, language was one of his main priorities. The Indi-
ans are not being Christianized, he asserts, because the priests who 
are supposed to instruct them do not speak their languages. There is 
not even a school where these languages are taught. Spanish priests 
arrive, learn “una docena de vocablos” from a confesionario, and 
are sent into the fi eld. “Los que no saben la lengua” (Those who do 
not know the language), he concludes, “son predicadores mudos” 
(are mute preachers) and cannot “descargar la conciencia de Vuestra 
Magestad” (unburden Your Majesty’s conscience).58

But Loaysa presses the king further. In stark contrast with the sup-
porters of the project of Mestizo conversion three decades earlier, he 
demands a prohibition on the ordination of Mestizos, regardless of 
any new legislation requiring knowledge of indigenous languages:

Es gran inconveniente ordenar mestizos y ponerlos en doctrina siendo 
tan mal doctrinados. Debía de mandar Vuestra Magestad los obis-
pos tuviesen gran moderación en ordenarlos, y si alguno se ordenase, 
no se pusiese en doctrina hasta ser muy aprobado y conocido por muy 
virtuoso, porque tenemos experiencia que han hecho mucho daño. 
[It is a serious problem to ordain Mestizos and place them in doctri-
nas being so poorly educated. Your Majesty should have ordered the 
bishops to use great moderation in ordaining them, and if one were to 
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be ordained, that he not be placed in doctrina until he has been very 
much proven and known to be very virtuous, because our experience 
shows that they have done great harm.]

If the arguments in Loaysa’s appeal to the king sound familiar, it is 
because he apparently based them on the substantial authority of 
Acosta’s missionary treatise.59 Moreover, though he does not go into 
details concerning the bad “experiencia” with Mestizo priests, he 
was probably familiar (like Acosta) with the project of Mestizo con-
version, since the “Mexican model” of the Colegio de San Juan de Le-
trán had been exported to Peru. As early as 1550, the Dominican friar 
Domingo de Santo Tomás wrote to the Council of the Indies propos-
ing to establish a house for Mestiza girls, and the following year an 
enclosure based on this model was set up in Lima. More concretely, 
a royal decree in 1554 ordered the same authorities to replicate the 
gendered approach that had been implemented in Mexico City, creat-
ing one Colegio for Mestizo boys and another for Mestiza girls. Vice-
roy Antonio de Mendoza probably played a direct role in this transfer 
of recogimiento practices, since after overseeing the establishment 
of the Colegios in New Spain he was reassigned to Peru in 1550.60 
Loaysa may have been referring to these or similar projects, then, but 
regardless of the specifi c rationale, his arguments refl ect the chang-
ing view of the Mestizo and the possibility of “reform.”

Philip II was convinced. On December 2, 1578, soon after the visit, 
royal decrees were issued to the colonial authorities on precisely the 
subjects Loaysa had raised. One required that all priests sent to indig-
enous parishes speak the local language. A second generalized and 
extended to the rest of the Indies a decree from the previous year that 
the king had issued to the bishop of Cuzco prohibiting Mestizo ordi-
nation. “Nos somos imformado q̃ aveis dado ordenes a mestizos y a 
otras personas que no tienen sufficiencia para ello” (We are informed 
that you have ordained Mestizos and other people who lack suitabil-
ity for it), wrote the king to Moya de Contreras, the archbishop of 
Mexico. “Os ruego y encargo que mireis mucho en ello y tengais en 
el dar las dhas ordenes el cuydado q̃ de vrõ buen celo y xpiandad se 
comfía dandolas solo a personas en quien concurran las partes y ca-
lidades necessarias, y por agora no las dareis a los dhos mestizos de 
ninguna manera” (I request and charge you with examining the mat-
ter seriously and with taking the care that your good Christian zeal 
merits in conferring these orders, granting them only to people in 
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whom all the necessary aspects and qualities are present, and for now 
not granting them to Mestizos at all). In this way, both language re-
quirement and Mestizo prohibition were made official colonial policy 
throughout the Americas.61

In New Spain, the prohibition was especially effective.62 There is 
little question as to the views of the bishops toward the end of the 
sixteenth century, despite the fact that Philip II overturned his pro-
hibition in 1588 and the legislation from the Third Mexican Coun-
cil, approved in 1591, included a loophole allowing Indians and Mes-
tizos to be ordained. Stafford Poole cautions us to remember that the 
fi nal version of these laws, which were modifi ed by the Roman Cu-
ria, does not necessarily index the attitudes of the religious author-
ities who drafted them, or for that matter those who implemented 
them. The bishops of New Spain clearly intended to exclude Mestizos 
(along with Indians and Mulattoes) from the priesthood altogether, 
and there is little indication that Rome’s intervention had a signifi -
cant effect on their attitude. This is not to say that no one who was 
identifi ed as Mestizo was ever ordained, of course, but it was an ex-
ceptional occurrence.63

Yet the relative efficacy of the prohibition may be less important 
than the object toward which it was directed. There is a tendency to 
reduce race to a matter of exclusion, but racialization also operates 
through inclusion—forced, material, and differential inclusion. What 
is at stake in these debates over Mestizo ordination is not a moral-
ity tale about discrimination against a marginalized group (either as 
a condemnation of its occurrence or a celebration of its overcoming), 
but the construction of individual and collective bodies and the dis-
ciplinary processes of subjectifi cation that inserted them into struc-
tures of domination and exploitation. Despite their differences, all 
the parties to the dispute, from the bishops of New Spain to the Ro-
man Curia, agreed about one thing: the specifi city of Mestizo bod-
ies that were, as Larissa Brewer-García suggests, “materially differ-
ent from Old Christian bodies.”64 In this sense, the “mixed” body 
gradually emerged not through the “mixture” of blood but through a 
process of “purifi cation” by which the Mestizo was conceptually de-
tached from Spanish—and I would add Indian—corporeality.

This material difference emerged in large part through the spatial 
politics of enclosure at institutions like the Colegio. For a time, the 
vagabond/Mestizo—the body without a “place,” expressed through 
unregulated mobility—seemed to contain at least two possible fu-
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tures. One tilted more toward the Spanish side of the genealogical 
equation, aimed at producing wage laborers and stable family units 
that would sustain both the production and reproduction of the co-
lonial order. The other tilted more toward the Indian side, seeking 
to harness the Mestizo’s “natural” familiarity with indigenous lan-
guages and cultures to overcome the biggest obstacle to effective 
evangelization. By the end of the century, however, only the fi rst path 
remained open. Recogimiento, it seemed, could carve out a subor-
dinated space within the republic of Spaniards but could not erase 
what Acosta called the Mestizo’s “genere obscuri” (obscure origin)—
a genealogical bond, materialized through specifi c bodily substances 
such as breast milk and blood. As a result, the Mestizo could no lon-
ger be trusted to perform the extraordinarily sensitive task of mediat-
ing between the post-Tridentine orthodoxy and an Indian population 
increasingly characterized as predisposed to idolatry and imitation.

If Francisco Cervantes de Salazar situates the Colegio fi rmly 
within the infrastructural space of the ordered city, Juan de la  Plaza’s 
metaphor of the Temple of Solomon helps us consider the bodies that 
passed through the Colegio as part of an infrastructural system as 
well. Each priest is a meticulously carved and polished stone, care-
fully set into the wall of the church, part of a system of social and 
material relations that underpins and enables the practices of every-
day Christian life. Plaza’s apt imagery captures the ways in which 
subjects are integrated into infrastructural systems. Yet it also sug-
gests that the Mestizo fi t not into the walls of Plaza’s spiritual tem-
ple, but instead into the foundations of the urban economy.
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Chapter 3

segregation: sovereignty, economy, 
and the problem with mixture

How may a space be said to be at once homogeneous and divided, 
at once unifi ed and fragmented?
henri lefebvre, the production of space

On the afternoon of June 8, 1692, in the context of widespread 
food shortages, a massive riot broke out in the central plaza of Mexico 
City. By nightfall, the stalls of the marketplace had been looted and 
burned and numerous government buildings, including the viceroy’s 
imposing palace overlooking the plaza, had been reduced to smol-
dering ruins. It was not only the walls of the palace that were shat-
tered as a result of the violence but the facade of colonial hegemony 
as well, and the authorities were shocked at the ease with which the 
urban and mostly indigenous underclass had overpowered them.1

The quasi-official history of the riot is a long account written sev-
eral months later by the prominent Creole intellectual Carlos de Si-
güenza y Góngora.2 Sigüenza situates the event in the context of a 
generalized decline of Spanish imperial sovereignty, highlighting pi-
rate attacks and commercial competition from European rivals in 
the Caribbean and Pacifi c as well as indigenous uprisings along New 
Spain’s northern frontier.3 But the breakdown of the social order in 
Mexico City was most immediately precipitated by a highly local-
ized and deeply material crisis—the breakdown of urban infrastruc-
ture. According to Sigüenza, what set in motion the cascading series 
of events that culminated in the riot was precisely an infrastructural 
failure. One year before the riot, the sky fi lled with clouds and an un-
seasonably heavy rain began to fall. The waters overfl owed the ca-
nals and fl ooded the city. Sigüenza is careful to note that this crisis, 
while triggered by an accident of nature, resulted primarily from hu-
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man failure. “Si las muchas asequias que tiene Mex.co no estubieran 
en estta ocasion asoluadas todas, buque tienen para hauer reseuido 
toda estta agua y condusidola a la laguna de Tescuco, donde quanta 
general mentte viene de las serranías se recoje siempre” (If the many 
canals of Mexico City had not been obstructed on this occasion, they 
are capacious enough to have received all of this water and channeled 
it into Lake Texcoco, where however much generally comes off the 
mountain ridge is always collected). It was the failure to maintain 
the city’s hydraulic infrastructure, keeping the canals clear and func-
tional so they could contain and redirect the fl ows of water, that cre-
ated the conditions for the disaster. The riot, Sigüenza writes, was 
“[el] fuego en que, en la fuersa de la ambre, se transformó el agua” (the 
fi re into which the water was transformed by the stress of hunger).4

Beyond the failure of the city’s hydraulic infrastructure, however, 
was a more generalized infrastructural collapse. The colonial order, 
as we have seen, was based on the assumption of a more or less di-
rect correspondence between infrastructure and social relations. In 
the case of congregation, for example, the concept of policía linked 
the geometric space of the centralized town to a series of Christian 
practices that the indigenous population was intended to adopt. The 
same assumption grounded the overarching framework of colonial 
governance from the mid-sixteenth century on—the model of two 
separate “republics,” one for “Spaniards” and the other for “Indians,” 
each organized around a distinct set of institutions, rights, and obli-
gations for its members. Although the republics were primarily ad-
ministrative, ecclesiastical, and juridical structures, they also took 
on a spatial form, visible not only in the congregated town but also 
in the segregated order of the capital of New Spain. At the moment of 
its foundation over the ruins of Tenochtitlan, Mexico City was laid 
out according to an orthogonal grid as well as a segregated plan that 
divided the Spanish center (traza) from the Indian districts (barrios) 
that surrounded it—a simultaneously homogeneous and fragmented 
space, as Lefebvre suggests in the epigraph. Early descriptions of the 
city highlight the canal that physically separated the two zones, as 
well as the defensive architecture of the traza’s fortresslike buildings 
meant to stand in for walls as protection from the hostile native pop-
ulation.5 Yet the riot underscored the fact that by the end of the sev-
enteenth century many of the city’s indigenous inhabitants had relo-
cated to the traza.

Along with the spectacular punishment of the riot’s purported 
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leaders and the prohibition of the indigenous alcohol known as pul-
que mezclado, the colonial state’s most important response was the 
effort to secure the infrastructural order by once again segregating 
the city along racial lines.6 The viceroy requested a collection of offi-
cial informes (reports) from members of the colonial elite, including 
Sigüenza himself, along with the seven priests entrusted with over-
seeing the Indian parishes or doctrinas. As one of the main archi-
tects of the segregation policy, Sigüenza outlined a “linea de separa-
cion” (separation line) demarcating the Spanish traza and dividing it 
from the Indian barrios, a boundary that was eventually incorporated 
word for word into the viceroy’s fi nal order.7 Sigüenza’s report has 
tended to overshadow those of the parish priests in terms of schol-
arly attention, largely owing to his importance as a Creole intellec-
tual fi gure, but in this case his intervention may have been less sig-
nifi cant than his reputation might lead us to believe. Although the 
formal, external contours of segregation were taken directly from 
Sigüenza’s report, this chapter suggests that it was in fact the minis-
ters, and especially the Franciscan friar Agustín de Vetancurt, whose 
interventions—including their informes as well as other documents 
called padrones or ecclesiastical censuses—not only register the de-
cline of the infrastructure of segregation but also model the biopolit-
ical techniques of population management that were consolidated in 
the wake of the riot and over the course of the following century.8

Earlier chapters have underscored the “positive” work of colonial 
infrastructure—its capacity to create the material conditions that 
both enable the unfolding of everyday life and facilitate the construc-
tion of racialized (and other) categories and subjectivities. This chap-
ter approaches the matter from the opposite direction. What kinds 
of racial categories, subjectivities, and theories are fashioned not 
through the construction of durable structures but through their col-
lapse? How do new material forms and practices emerge to rescue and 
replace those that have entered into crisis? And what kinds of racial-
izing processes might be set in motion as a result? The segregation 
documents track the response of colonial elites not only to the po-
litical crisis precipitated by the riot but also to the more general de-
cline of the infrastructure of separation on which Spanish colonial 
rule had been established over the previous two centuries. The re-
ports thus lay out a political analysis, building a theory of crisis ca-
pable of explaining what went wrong and attempting to resolve it. 
Across the board, the informes called for segregation, although they 
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did not always agree about what this meant. In one version, segre-
gation would attempt to rescue the Spaniard, while in the other, it 
would turn toward the Indian. In both cases, however, what appeared 
on the other side of the line of demarcation was what contemporaries 
called the “Plebe.”

At fi rst glance, the Plebe appears to refer straightforwardly to a 
category of social class. In The Limits of Racial Domination (1994), 
the historian R. Douglas Cope offers a careful reading of everyday 
life among the urban poor of Mexico City during the seventeenth 
century. What effectively secured the colonial order during this pe-
riod, he argues, was not the racial hierarchy known as the sistema 
de castas but the patronage system that congealed around employ-
ment networks and practices. If the 1692 riot marked a powerful rup-
ture when plebeian solidarity was able to overcome these divisions, 
it was short-lived—within days, fi ssures resurfaced and the poten-
tial for collective political action was undermined.9 Cope’s meticu-
lous study has been widely infl uential, yet the distinction he draws 
between race and class may obscure more than it reveals. He asserts, 
for example, that what distinguished the Mexican Plebe from its Eu-
ropean counter part was its “racially mixed nature.” By this he means 
that it was a heterogeneous mass, composed of people who belonged 
to numerous racial categories: “Indians, castizos, mestizos, mulat-
toes, blacks, and even poor Spaniards.”10 I want to suggest, however, 
that this can also be read as a statement about the ways in which 
class can become racialized in specifi cally colonial contexts. In other 
words, perhaps the Plebe is better understood not as a category that 
encompasses many races and thus constitutes a “mixed” group, but 
as a collective embodiment of “mixture” itself. In a society domi-
nated by limpieza de sangre, mixture acts as a racializing marker.

Even the purported heterogeneity of the Plebe does not necessar-
ily secure its nonracial ground. The construction of the Indian that 
I examine in chapter 1, for example, operates in much the same way, 
by producing new proximities that create the conditions in which 
groupness as such may emerge. Epistemic and material violence do 
the initial work of neutralizing or synthesizing vast heterogeneity, 
fashioning and dispersing new identities and subjectivities by sutur-
ing together cultural representations and social structures. From this 
perspective, despite their signifi cant differences, the “work” that the 
category of the Plebe does for colonial Mexico formally resembles 
that which the Mestizo does for post-revolutionary Mexico.
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One of the fi rst things that stands out about the segregation doc-
uments is how clearly they register an obsession with “mixture”: 
words like mezcla, mixtura, and conmixtión, along with a host of 
other terms without a common etymological root but nevertheless 
designating a confused, blurred, or jumbled state, are everywhere. 
This makes sense, given that the “mixed” can only be defi ned in re-
lation to the “pure,” which is in turn the object of segregation. This 
chapter thus traces the racializing construction of the Plebe in late-
seventeenth-century Mexico by closely attending to the formations 
of “purity” and “mixture” embedded in the segregation documents. 
The historian Natalia Silva Prada suggests that it was only around 
the time of the riot that this category began to take on a concrete so-
cial meaning.11 If this is the case, the segregation documents offer a 
glimpse into the mechanisms through which this process occurred. 
The Plebe, I argue, emerges as a spatial and indeed an infrastructural 
category—like the fl oodwaters overfl owing the banks of the city’s 
garbage-fi lled canals, it is an excess or residue, the result of infra-
structural failure. The ministers’ efforts to rescue the fi gure of the 
Indian end up producing the Plebe as surplus population, a terrifying 
new subject that is beyond redemption and will therefore require new 
forms and practices of concentration to contain.

counterinsurgent history 
and racialized governance

It was to Sigüenza that the viceroy immediately turned in order to set 
the segregation of Mexico City in motion. On July 1, a message was 
sent to the Creole asking him to draw up a plan for dividing the city 
into Spanish and Indian zones by defi ning the “terminos que le pare-
ciesen mas convenientes” (boundaries that seem most advisable). In 
his response, dated four days later, Sigüenza sketched out a “linea de 
separacion” in the form of a narrative itinerary, devised from a tex-
tual and material excavation of the colonial city’s original layout. For 
Sigüenza, in other words, urban planning was not only a cartographic 
operation but also an eminently historical one.12

In her groundbreaking study of Sigüenza’s work, Anna More traces 
the emergence of a Creole discourse of governance in response to the 
crisis of Spanish imperial sovereignty of the late seventeenth cen-
tury. What makes Sigüenza’s work exemplary is his historical ap-
proach, manifested specifi cally in Sigüenza’s collection of books, 
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manuscripts, and artifacts dealing with the indigenous and colonial 
past. This “Creole archive,” More argues, stood in for a hermetic law 
and allowed Sigüenza to elaborate a form of patrimonialism that was 
tied not only to local knowledge but also to a notion of citizenship 
based on pure Spanish descent. This racial project thus aimed not to 
undermine Spanish rule but to shore it up by placing the adminis-
tration of empire in the hands of capable Creoles who would man-
age and control the indigenous and mixed-race population far more 
effectively than the traditional structures of authority—structures 
that, as the riot had demonstrated, were at this point completely ex-
hausted. By fashioning a spatial foundation for this racial project, fur-
thermore, Sigüenza’s segregation proposal serves as one of the clear-
est examples of this discourse of governance.13

Sigüenza turns to the historiography of conquest and the archives 
of colonization to link the segregated city to the foundational mo-
ment of the colonial order: “Que fuese esto, lo dicen los Historiado-
res de la manera siguiente” (That this was the case is stated by the 
Historians in the following manner). Referencing the work of An-
tonio de Herrera, Juan de Torquemada, Francisco López de Gómara, 
and Bernal Díaz del Castillo, as well as “los primeros libros capitu-
lares de esta ciudad” (the fi rst charters of this city), which he had 
personally saved from the burning archive on the night of the riot, 
Sigüenza aims to document that Cortés called for a separation be-
tween the Spanish traza, on one hand, and the Indian barrios, on the 
other, when he set out to “rebuild” (as he put it, borrowing Herrera’s 
terminology) Mexico City over the ruins of Tenochtitlan. It was the 
legitimate fear of a hostile indigenous population, the Creole asserts, 
that led to this division and to the fortifi cation of the Spanish center. 
Yet this defensive architecture had not prevented the indigenous pop-
ulation from infi ltrating the traza and revealing its “innata malicia” 
(innate malice) for the Spaniards in a series of devastating insurrec-
tions. In 1537, 1549, and 1624, and now in 1692, he writes, this Indian 
“multitud” (multitude) had merged with other members of the urban 
poor to form a “gigante cuerpo” (gigantic body) that had nearly over-
thrown the Spanish colonial order.

Sigüenza’s segregation proposal thus reverses the pastoral logic of 
the original policy of separation, as codifi ed in the sixteenth-century 
legislation on congregation. According to this doctrine, as we have 
seen, Indians were kept apart in order to protect them from purport-
edly malicious elements, including Spaniards, Mestizos, and others, 
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as a means of facilitating their Christianization. Following the 1692 
riot, however, Sigüenza calls for the center of the city to be reserved 
for “Spaniards” alone, with everyone else removed to the city’s pe-
ripheral districts and transformed into surplus population. Rather 
than protecting Indians, in other words, the original doctrine of sep-
aration was reconfi gured and infrastructurally redeployed to protect 
a counterinsurgent bloc of Spanish/Creole “citizens” defi ned by re-
vanchist proto-whiteness—the very same “vezinos” who formed the 
companies of soldiers that set about patrolling the city as the sun 
rose over its smoldering ruins.14 As More observes, the segregation 
proposal thus outlines a spatial foundation for a new racial order that 
pits “an elite identifi ed by its Spanish descent against an alliance of 
the city’s casta and indigenous subjects.”15

As one of the main architects of the segregation order, as well as an 
important fi gure in the fi eld of colonial Mexican studies, Sigüenza’s 
intervention has received more scholarly attention than those of the 
parish priests who were also asked to participate. But this differential 
reception may also have to do with the different projects they envi-
sioned. While the priests remained caught up in “traditional forms of 
colonial governance” based on pastoral care, writes More, Sigüenza 
outlined a “new form of administrative knowledge, disinterested in 
ecclesiastical quarrels over jurisdiction.”16 Certainly, the Creole dis-
course of racial governance staked out ground that would become in-
creasingly salient over the course of the eighteenth century. Yet fo-
cusing on his report alone can make it difficult to see the ways in 
which Sigüenza’s proposal in fact depended on the work of the minis-
ters as well. Indeed, it is the ministers, far more than Sigüenza, whose 
interventions register the full extent of the ongoing breakdown of so-
cial and spiritual infrastructure that, in their view, had begun long 
before the riot, and who proposed a series of biopolitical techniques 
that would come to characterize the practice of colonial governance 
at large. Foucault reminds us that the state may be most productively 
seen as a “modern matrix of individualization, or a new form of pas-
toral power.”17 In this respect, the pastorate may not have been so tra-
ditional after all.

sovereignty and the disappearing indian

The emergence of new biopolitical techniques in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries corresponds to a shift concerning the fi nality 
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of the law. Foucault argues that sovereign power is synonymous with 
the law, whether human or divine, and articulates itself primarily in 
terms of good and evil, right and wrong. The objective of sovereignty, 
moreover, is the “common good,” which refers precisely to a scenario 
of obedience in which those who are subject to the sovereign’s law ac-
knowledge and comply with it. Yet with the rise of governmentality, 
the law begins to be articulated in terms of efficacy as well, operating 
instrumentally or tactically to guide its objects toward a “suitable 
end.” No longer reducible to the violence of justice or the image of 
the “good” society, the law comes to operate as a technique aimed at 
conducting the objects of governance in such a way as to maximize 
the potential within them.18

About three weeks after the riot, on June 21, the viceroy circulated 
a statement on the many problems that had arisen because of the In-
dians living in the traza of Mexico City. Previous attempts to address 
this problem had failed, but now the task had acquired a new urgency: 
“Y porque con la õcasion de su mouimiento, ãcaecido a los ocho del 
corriente, incendios tumulto y saqueo en que incurrieron, pareçe que 
Ynsta mas la resolucion de lo referido” (Given the event that occurred 
on the eighth of this month, and the fi res, rioting, and looting that 
they committed, it has become more urgent to resolve this matter).19 
The viceroy requested a meeting of the Real Acuerdo, an official body 
composed of himself along with officers of the Audiencia of Mexico, 
to deliberate and decide on the best way of moving forward. Five days 
later, the Real Acuerdo issued its own statement regarding the segre-
gation order. It opens as follows:

La lei 19. lib. 6. ti.o 1. de la novisima Recopilacion de yndias dispone 
que para que los yndios aprobechen mas en cristiandad y policia se 
deve ordenar q̃ viban juntos y concertadamente, pues desta forma co-
nocerán sus perlados y atenderan mejor a su bien y dotrina y porque 
asi conviene mandamos que los Bireies y governadores procuren por 
todos los medios posibles sin acerles opresion y dandoles a entender 
quan util y probechoso sera para su aumento y vuen govierno como 
esta ordenado. [Law 19, book 6, title 1 of the recent Recopilación de 
Indias mandates that for the Indians to live according to Christianity 
and police they must be made to live together and in an orderly man-
ner, and in this way their prelates will know them and better attend 
to their well-being and Christianization. Because of this we order the 
viceroys and governors to ensure (this) by all possible means without 
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oppressing them, informing them of how useful and benefi cial it will 
be for their growth and good government as it is ordered.]20

The passage references the Recopilación de leyes de los reynos de 
las Indias (1680), a compilation of royal legislation pertaining to co-
lonial matters that had been published just over a decade before. In 
one sense, this collection was intended to pare down the unwieldy 
mass of casuistic legal positions that had accumulated over nearly 
two centuries of colonial rule. Yet it can also be read as an attempt 
by the Habsburg monarchy to respond to the crisis of imperial sover-
eignty by reaffirming the juridical discourse of early colonization.21 
The law in the passage just cited corresponds to a 1538 decree issued 
by Charles V that established the dualist social order of the two re-
publics, a framework that would be taken up in the policy of congre-
gation. As in the case of congregation, one of the main objectives of 
these policies, captured in this passage, was to insulate the indige-
nous population from harm or contamination, whether from disease 
or malicious actors like Mestizos. The protection of the “vulnerable” 
Indian formed the ideological core of the sixteenth-century spatial 
order. Confronted by a profound crisis a century and a half later, the 
authorities turned back to the legal foundation of the spatial order 
on which colonial rule was installed and through which it was re-
produced. In the words of the Real Acuerdo, the segregation of the 
city should be executed “a la letra de la citada lei” (to the letter of the 
cited law).22

According to the ministers, however, the problem was that, upon 
entering the traza, the Indian seemed to disappear, slipping out of the 
cold embrace of the law. In his well-known treatise Teatro mexicano 
(1698), Fray Agustín de Vetancurt, minister of the parish of San José 
and chronicler of the Franciscan order, gives an account of the reign 
of each of the viceroys of New Spain. His succinct (and unfl attering) 
description of the government of the Viceroy Conde de Galve, who 
by this time had left office, deals entirely with the riot and captures 
this interruption of sovereign power: “Estando [los indios] en los co-
rrales de las casas de la ciudad escondidos, sin que justicia secular ni 
eclesiástica los conozcan, amparados de los dueños de las casas que 
no consienten que se éntre por ningun modo en los corrales, viven 
como moros sin señor” (Hidden in the courtyards of the city’s houses, 
out of reach of secular and ecclesiastical authorities, protected by the 
owners of the houses, who do not permit entry to the courtyard un-
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der any circumstances, they live as Moors without a lord).23 The city’s 
architecture of impunity breaks down the relation of obedience be-
tween the sovereign and his subject and constitutes a space of excep-
tion where the force of sovereign law is not permitted to material-
ize—at least with regard to Indian migrants to the traza, who were 
subject to a racially specifi c set of civil and church institutions.24

In the previous chapter, I highlighted what Joanne Rappaport has 
called the trope of the disappearing Mestizo. Lacking a fi xed social 
position and genealogically divided between the republic of Span-
iards and the republic of Indians, the Mestizo tended to drop out 
of the documentary record and otherwise fade from view. A paral-
lel trope is taken up and rearticulated here by the ministers, yet it 
is no longer the Mestizo but the Indian who has disappeared. What 
one of the ministers refers to as “la instabilidad, de los indios” (the 
instability of the Indians) is tied to the materiality of urban life in 
two ways.25 On one hand, the priests insist that Indians seek to avoid 
the gaze of the authorities through the strategic use of material cul-
ture and bodily practices. As the Franciscan friar José de la Barrera, 
minister of the parish of Santa María la Redonda, asserts in his in-
forme, “en poniendose el indio capote, zapatos, y medias y criando 
melena, hetelo meztizo, y á pocos días español libre del tributo, en-
emigo de Dios, de su iglesia y de su Rey” (by putting on a cape, shoes, 
and leggings and growing out his hair, we behold the Indian as Mes-
tizo, and in a few days a Spaniard, free from tribute and an enemy of 
God, his church, and his king).26 Similarly, the Augustinian friar Ber-
nabé Núñez de Páez, of the parish of San Pablo, calls for the viceroy 
to enforce existing sumptuary laws that made it illegal for Indians to 
wear capes, “porq̃ Parece que les infunden soberbia y con las mantas, 
son mas humildes y obedientes y no pareceran meztiços” (because it 
seems to fi ll them with arrogance, while with mantas they are more 
humble and obedient and they do not look like Mestizos).27 The min-
ister attributes this affective force to the object itself, since it appar-
ently does not occur to him that his parishioners might intention-
ally adopt another persona as an added layer of disguise. On the other 
hand, clothing also serves as a metaphor for the capacity of the urban 
environment to obscure the Indian from the authorities’ gaze. The 
Franciscan Fray Antonio de Guridi, minister of the parish of Santiago 
Tlatelolco, asserts that it is common for an Indian who has commit-
ted a crime in his town to fl ee and fi nd “abrigo” (cover; literally, a 
coat or jacket) in Mexico City, “donde vive a su salvo sin temor de 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   110Nemser_6808-final.indb   110 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



segregation  111

Dios, sin poder ser conocido de Justicia Secular ni Eclesiastica, porq̃ 
los yndios son tan parecidos así en los nombres como en los trajes y 
caras” (where he lives freely and without fear of God, without being 
identifi ed by the secular or ecclesiastical authorities, because the In-
dians are so similar in terms of their names as well as their cloth-
ing and facial appearance).28 Lost in a sea of bodies dressed in simi-
lar clothing, the Indian body is represented as being insulated from 
the law.

The trope of the disappearing Indian had an architectonic founda-
tion as well. According to the ministers’ informes, those Indians il-
licitly residing in the traza occupy obscure and hidden spaces, such 
as “corrales, desvanes, patios, paxares y solares de españoles” (court-
yards, attics, patios, lofts, and lots belonging to Spaniards).29 It is es-
pecially easy for the Indians to “esconderse [y] ocultarse” (conceal 
and hide themselves) in the houses of Spaniards, writes Barrera,

donde ay tales sotanos y escondrijos, q̃ solo quando estan para morir 
se manifi estan para recibir los santos sacramentos, q̃ no es poca feli-
cidad; pues estan tan escondidos en algunos trascorrales, y retiros de 
dhas cassas, donde no es façil el descubrirlos, habitando estos indios, 
mezclados con los meztizos, y la gente ociossa, comunicandose se-
cretamente, y maquinando tanta fi ereza de maldades, como las q̃ han 
executado estos dias. [where there are basements and hiding places, 
so that only when they are about to die do they come out to receive 
the Holy Sacraments, which is no small relief. These Indians are well 
hidden in the back patios and recesses of these houses, where it is not 
easy to discover them, mixed together with Mestizos and idle people, 
secretly planning and plotting such savage wickedness as that which 
they have carried out in recent days.]30

In a perverse twist, the very architecture that had originally served, 
at least in the minds of Spaniards, both to distinguish and to defend 
the traza from the “hostile natives” had been repurposed and occu-
pied by the natives themselves. From attics to basements, Indians had 
carved out spaces to shield themselves from the gaze and the grasp 
of the civil and religious authorities. It was disconcerting enough 
that they should voluntarily risk the health of their souls in this way, 
but for Barrera there were also more worldly matters at stake. With 
their thick walls, winding corridors, and shadowy alcoves, these ar-
chitectonic spaces seemed not only to enable but also to encourage 
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“secret” meetings of “mixed” groups of Indians and Mestizos (along 
with other “idle people”), convergences that may have led directly to 
the riot. It was this political threat that caused Fray Antonio Girón, 
from the parish of Santa Cruz, to call the Indians “enemigos domesti-
cos” (domestic enemies) and explicitly liken their migration into the 
city center to a military tactic: “Tenemos dentro de nosotros mis-
mos muchos caballos griegos, que nos arrojen fuego, q̃ ponga en con-
tingençia la permanençia de esta fi delisima ciu.d” (We have within us 
many Trojan horses, which rain fi re on us, putting at risk the perma-
nence of this most faithful city).31 Echoing Sigüenza’s language, for 
Girón the Indian has receded from the narrative of salvation and in-
stead merits subjection to the permanent surveillance of a weapon-
ized pastorate.

This profound anxiety about the migration of indigenous people to 
the city center was not entirely new. Although the laws referenced in 
the segregation informes date back to the second half of the sixteenth 
century, these are primarily concerned with residential separation 
in the countryside. The demographic decline of the indigenous pop-
ulation over the course of the sixteenth century corresponded to the 
gradual expansion of the perimeter of the traza into areas that origi-
nally had been designated as Indian. It is only in the second quarter 
of the seventeenth century that the opposite effect begins to show up 
in official statements.32 In this sense, the informes refl ect a change in 
what it meant to be Indian. Broadly speaking, in the sixteenth cen-
tury the Indian was generally treated as fi xed and tied to the com-
munity, at least to the extent that the original violence of congrega-
tion could be forgotten or erased. Much of the earlier legislation, for 
example, treated unregulated circulation (such as that of the vaga-
bond/Mestizo) as a transitive problem, something that happened to 
Indian communities, but for the most part it treated the members of 
the communities themselves as immobile. By the late seventeenth 
century, in contrast, the Indian had become the protagonist of pre-
cisely this sort of unregulated circulation, at least in the context of 
Mexico City. The new set of attributes that the ministers ascribed 
to their parishioners—criminality, arrogance, insubordination, rebel-
liousness—were expressions of their increasing tendency to appear 
out of place.

Invisible or displaced, the Indian’s “instability” was framed as a 
direct threat to the material reproduction of the sovereign order. On 
one hand, Indian tribute was viewed as critical to sustaining the bu-
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reaucracy of the colonial state.33 Núñez de Páez writes, for example, 
that it is becoming more difficult to collect “las cossas del seruicio 
de Su Mag.d y . . . sus tributos” (the things owed in service to His Maj-
esty and . . . his tribute).34 On the other hand, Indian labor built and 
maintained much of the city’s infrastructure. Guridi thus observes 
that it is impossible to carry out critical tasks like “la limpia de las 
asequias, y otras funciones del bien de la Republica” (the cleaning of 
the canals, and other tasks in the interest of the Republic) without 
knowing where the Indians are living.35

In addition to the impact on the colonial state, the ministers’ in-
formes also highlight the effects of Indian mobility on ecclesiasti-
cal institutions. Echoing many of the other ministers, Barrera writes 
that the “principal daño” (principal harm) of the Indians living in the 
traza is the “extrabio” (loss) of revenue: “no solo diminucion en los 
tributos reales .  .  . mas tambien engaño en sus propias parroquias, 
baptizandose, enterrandose y lo q̃ mas es, casandose en agena Parro-
quia, de q̃ resultan muchas nulidades de sacramentos, comulgando 
en las parroquias de españoles los q̃ son meramente indios” (not only 
the decline of royal tribute . . . but also fraud in their own parishes, 
being baptized, buried, and worse yet, married in parishes to which 
they do not belong, causing many sacraments to be invalid, as when 
those who are truly Indians take communion in Spanish parishes).36 
According to Barrera, it is not only the state but also the parishes 
that are losing out on the revenue they rightfully deserve. Reveal-
ingly, the language he employs to characterize this loss is infrastruc-
tural—it is an extravío, a deviation from a path or road, or even from 
a place of residence or barrio.37 The indigenous population is moving 
through urban space in unauthorized ways, abandoning the places to 
which it has been assigned by the temporal and spiritual authorities. 
To the ministers describing the situation, then, the social system de-
signed to manage fl ows of certain kinds of people (Indians), resources 
(tribute and other fees), and ideas (Christianity and idolatry) seems to 
have collapsed.

Among the most essential components of Mexico City’s spiritual 
infrastructure—the temporal foundations of spiritual authority—
were the parish boundaries inscribed on the urban landscape and re-
ligious buildings such as churches, chapels, and convents. Matthew 
O’Hara calls these buildings the “institutional contact points” that 
anchored broader structures of administration, extraction, and sub-
jectifi cation in the lives of urban residents. Parishioners were obli-
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gated to pass through their church at various moments, including 
major life events such as baptism and marriage as well as the yearly 
obligation of confession and communion. As I explain later, these 
activities served as an important mechanism by which the indige-
nous fl ock was documented and thus made legible to the authorities, 
but they also contributed to the economic stability of the parishes. 
Priests charged fees called derechos in exchange for many of the sac-
raments they performed for their parishioners, including baptism, 
marriage, and burial. Since these payments constituted an important 
source of revenue, tensions could easily materialize along the borders 
between parishes.38

It is in the context of such disputes that the explicitly racialized 
character of the pastoral system—its mechanisms of resource extrac-
tion and techniques of knowledge production—becomes clear. The 
spiritual geography of the city was organized on the basis of a “bipar-
tite parish structure,” such that Indians would attend parishes over-
seen by the regular clergy, while non-Indian parishes run by the sec-
ular clergy would receive everyone else.39 The maps of Indian and 
non-Indian parishes did not line up with each other, however, but set-
tled into a grid of uneven and overlapping jurisdictions calibrated by 
race. By going to Spanish parishes instead of their own, Barrera thus 
asserts, those who are “meramente,” or truly Indians, are commit-
ting fraud.

This “meramente” is revealing. I have translated the word as 
“truly,” but it also implies a simplifi cation or reduction, a process 
that strips its object down to its bare essence or natural state. It 
marks the point at which truth is revealed. This reading resonates 
with Barrera’s call, at the end of his informe, to “desnudar” (strip) the 
Indian as a complement to segregation. This is not a metaphor, since 
he is referring to the perceived role of clothing in facilitating the si-
multaneously spatial and racial “passing” of the Indian. But his use 
of this word also suggests a specifi c reading of the location of racial 
truth, which would seem to inhere in corporeal surfaces. What the 
call for segregation underscores, however, is precisely the recognition 
on the part of ministers like Barrera that, beneath the layers upon 
layers of deceitful surfaces to which the Indian’s disappearance was 
attributed, the stable markers that might have anchored this identity 
were always already missing. Segregation’s function, in other words, 
was not only to facilitate certain administrative procedures but also, 
and perhaps even more importantly, to stand in for this absence, 
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to serve, much like sumptuary laws, not to “strip” but precisely to 
“clothe” the Indian in the naturalizing folds of an artifi cial matrix 
of classifi cation. It was infrastructure that anchored identity, rather 
than the other way around. The “disappearance” of the Indian, in 
other words, was, like the fl oods, a crisis of infrastructural collapse.

between sovereignty and economy

The dazzling discourse of sovereign power produces its own mirror 
image, split between the monstrous body of the plebeian horde and 
the empty frame of the disappeared Indian. But this alone does not 
explain either migration to the traza or the riot itself. For the most 
part, the ministers make sense of these phenomena in predictably ra-
cialized terms, foregrounding claims of Indian criminality, idolatry, 
and disobedience. Some even echo Sigüenza’s attribution of an “in-
nate malice” against the Spaniards. But this rhetoric of paranoia and 
disgust does not quite drown out the faint outlines of another force 
that begins to take shape in the background. As noted earlier, Vetan-
curt’s retrospective account of the riot describes an urban landscape 
that has effectively immunized Indians from sovereign power. Yet it 
is not only the built environment’s material qualities that are respon-
sible for this effect. He also underscores the fact that Indians are be-
ing protected by their patrons, “los dueños de las casas” (the owners 
of the houses), who, by failing to provide their “consent,” are effec-
tively obstructing the efforts of the authorities to search out, identify, 
and remove their escaped parishioners. What is taking place, in other 
words, is not so much the collapse of sovereignty as the rise of coun-
tersovereigns. The architecture of impunity has an owner, whose do-
minium has come into confl ict with the imperium of the sovereign.40

According to Barrera, the invisibility of the Indian is intimately 
tied to the formation of these social and material relations:

Por el respecto, q̃ se debe â algunas personas de autoridad, en cuyas 
cassas habitan, no podemos los curas conducirlos, â vn buzcando-
los y sacandolos de dhas cassas, por estar fomentados los indios de se-
mejantes personas, q̃ los retienen en sus cassas para seruirse de ellos, 
contraviniendo â las Leyes, q̃ Vexa cita desta nueba recopilacion . . . 
amparandolos los españoles en sus cassas, escondiendolos debaxo de 
sus propios lechos, como lo tenemos experimentado. [Out of respect 
for certain people of authority, in whose houses (the Indians) live, we 
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priests are unable guide them (“conducirlos”), even if we try to fi nd 
and remove them, because they are encouraged by these people, who 
retain them in their houses to take advantage of them (“para seruirse 
de ellos”), contravening the laws that Your Excellence cites from the 
Recopilación . . . protecting them in their houses, hiding them be-
neath their own beds, as we have seen.]41

These Spanish property owners, notes Barrera obliquely, are “peo-
ple of authority,” and it is precisely this authority that prevents both 
the pastor from “guiding” his fl ock and the laws of the Recopila-
ción from materializing as force. Coterminous with the architec-
tonic folds of the house, however, this authority acts as not only an 
obstacle in a negative sense but also a magnetizing force in a pos-
itive sense, “encouraging” Indians to enter these apparently auton-
omous zones that have been carved into the built environment. In 
this respect, the question of visibility acquires more clarity, to the 
extent that the “disappearance” of the Indian is a direct consequence 
of the authority of their patron. Barrera conjures the intimate image 
of one of his “people of authority” hiding an Indian servant beneath 
his own bed. Here the Indian is not invisible—he is not wearing in-
appropriate (that is, non-Indian) clothing or hairstyles—but invested 
with the authority of his patron. Finally, the language Barrera uses 
to describe the economic relation between Spanish property owners 
and their Indian servants is revealing. The former draw the latter into 
their houses and hold them there, he writes, “para seruirse de ellos.” 
While incorporating the language of service to describe the Indians’ 
activity, the expression also evokes, much like the sixteenth-century 
missionary critique of the encomienda, a confl ation of relative co-
ercion (the Indians are “retained”) and exploitation (they are “taken 
advantage of”). For the Franciscan, then, the problem is not labor as 
such—recall the ministers’ concern over the negative infl uence of 
“gente ociossa” on the Indians—but an emergent set of social rela-
tions that directly “contravenes” the sovereign order and the image 
of the Indian that had been consolidated since the middle of the six-
teenth century.

Echoing the comments of the Franciscans, the Augustinian Núñez 
de Páez describes the social relations of this emergent economy in 
greater detail. After asserting that those who have most resisted the 
clergy’s attempts to “rescue” their parishioners are “los mismos es-
pañoles sus caseros, o sus mujeres o criados” (the Spaniards them-
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selves, or their wives or servants), he zeroes in particularly on the role 
of Spanish women in consolidating these relations. The magnetizing 
pull that Barrera characterizes as an abstract or indirect “encourage-
ment” here acquires a direct, material, and gendered force:

Tambien de los Barrios los sacan los españoles: Porque sucede que las 
Mujeres, a título de compadrasgo o alquilandolos con el Dinero cada 
vna se lleva vn muchacho o muchacha para tener, quien les sirva, y 
alla les van criando a lo español con los criados y demas gente, y a 
ellos les Ponen medias y zapatos y a ellas sayas y los llevan a cum-
plir con la Yglessia a la cathedral y se van quedando allá para siem-
pre y despoblandose los barrios. [The Spaniards also take them from 
their barrios, because it so happens that every Spanish woman, in ex-
change for compadrazgo or by hiring them with money, gets herself 
a boy or girl to have someone to serve her, and there they raise them 
in the Spanish manner with the servants and everyone else, and they 
give the boys leggings and shoes and the girls dresses and they take 
them for their yearly communion at the cathedral and they end up 
staying there forever and depopulating their districts.]42

This passage clarifi es two important features of the emergent ur-
ban economy and the role of the Indian within it. On one hand, eco-
nomic relations are not only woven together with but also appear to 
occupy the same plane as kinship relations that are sacralized by the 
church. Núñez de Páez thus establishes what must have seemed an 
unsettling or even perverse parallel between the spiritual kinship of 
compadrazgo, on one hand, and the cash nexus, on the other.43 The 
strength of these almost sacramental bonds underscores the diffi-
culty of removing Indian workers from these situations. On the other 
hand, these economic relations are also expressed culturally. The 
force that pushes the Indians to adopt non-Indian clothing and cus-
toms is not internal, arising out of what Sigüenza calls the Indians’ 
“innata malicia” against the Spaniards, but external, a product of a 
growing demand for unskilled labor. Yet these same external forces 
might also exercise a subjectifying effect and become naturalized on 
both the body and the embodied practices of the Indian worker.

Thus far, this emergent urban economy has taken a fetishized 
form, embedded in a specifi c set of architectonic structures and per-
sonifi ed in the bodies of certain members of the propertied Spanish 
elite. This would seem to make it easier to contest—for example, by 
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granting priests like Núñez de Páez the right to enter Spanish homes 
to remove their parishioners, or for that matter by once again im-
plementing segregation. Yet in the closing lines of his informe, the 
Augustinian perhaps unwittingly acknowledges that this economy 
extends beyond the walls of these mansions. After voicing his com-
plete support for the viceroy’s proposal to remove the Indians from 
the traza, he signs off as follows: “Los Yndios Panaderos, me Parece 
Señor Sera forcosso en la Ciudad administrarlos, donde estan Situa-
das las Panaderias porque Viuen dentro de ellas, o como Vuexa Dispu-
siere, que siempre estoy muy obediente a sus ordenes Para el servicio 
de ambas Magestades” (It seems to me, my Lord, that the Indian bak-
ers will have to remain in the City where the Bakeries are located, be-
cause that is where they live, or whatever Your Excellency should de-
cide, as I am always most obedient to your commands in service of 
both Majesties).44 Something had shifted even among those who most 
fervently supported segregation. The contradiction between sover-
eignty and economy even worked its way into the segregation order 
itself, which explicitly exempted Indians employed in the bakeries 
and in personal service—and these exemptions steadily expanded 
from 1692 on, gradually becoming the norm by the middle of the 
eighteenth century.45 Sovereignty was hollowing itself out, codifying 
an urban economy that had emerged in the interstices between archi-
tecture and law.

biopolitics and legibility

We have seen how the ministers’ reports begin to capture the con-
tours of an emergent urban economy whose operations put it in con-
tradiction with the sixteenth-century spatial order of sovereignty and 
segregation. The 1692 riot seemed to confi rm the fact that a material 
shift had gradually taken shape since the early seventeenth century. 
Viewed in this light, the segregation strategy that is prominently ad-
vocated in the informes written by both Sigüenza and the ministers 
seems naive. Yet the ministers’ interventions go beyond segregation 
alone—they also advance a supplementary technique designed not 
only to support segregation but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
to resolve the contradiction between sovereignty and economy. This 
technique—the padrón or ecclesiastical census—would play an im-
portant role in facilitating the reconfi guration of the spatial order of 
the city.
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As discussed in chapter 1, Foucault argues that the core of modern 
governmentality can be traced back to early pastoral techniques that 
were consolidated and institutionalized under Christianity. This pro-
cess occurred not through secularization—a straightforward trans-
fer of ecclesiastical techniques to the state—but rather through the 
intensifi cation of the pastoral both within and beyond the spheres 
where it had traditionally been deployed. Foucault provides only a 
brief historical sketch of the governmentalization of pastoral power, 
but he does highlight the centrality of the mendicant orders, partic-
ularly the Franciscans and Dominicans, given their primarily urban 
character (in contrast to the monastic orders) and detachment from 
the territorial structures of the church (such as parishes).46 In colo-
nial Mexico, however, the pastorate took on a specialized character. 
By the time of the conquest, the mendicant orders were viewed in op-
position to the official church institutions, and Cortés famously re-
quested Franciscan and Dominican missionaries rather than bureau-
cratic and corrupt diocesan officials.47 The mendicants were thus at 
the center of the “spiritual conquest” of Mexico, not only prior to the 
1570s during what is generally regarded as their “golden age” but con-
tinuing for another century and a half as well.48 Moreover, the lack of 
established ecclesiastical structures and the immensity of the task 
at hand, as well as the ascription of a racialized vulnerability to the 
indigenous population, paved the way for papal authorization allow-
ing the mendicants to both administer sacraments and oversee spe-
cial parishes known as doctrinas de indios, activities that in Europe 
were generally reserved for the diocesan clergy under the authority of 
a bishop. In this respect, the colonial pastorate emerged as both a ter-
ritorial and a racial project.

In the colonies, then, the individualizing power of the pastorate 
was always already totalizing as well to the extent that it was routed 
through the abstraction of race. This convergence is captured in pas-
toral instruments like the padrón, which served simultaneously to 
“know” individual (Indian) parishioners and to render the (Indian) 
fl ock legible to the colonial authorities. Let us return to Vetancurt’s 
report. In response to the viceroy’s request for a map of his parish, 
the Franciscan begins with a brief textual description of its “deslin-
des” (boundaries) in the form of a handful of well-known urban land-
marks (the Convento de San Jerónimo, the Salto del Agua, and so on). 
After sketching out these contours, however, he moves on to defi ne 
the population that inhabits—or to be more precise, should inhabit—
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them: “Constan de quatro mil, ocho cientas, y nouenta personas, que 
tengo en Padronadas, Como consta de mi Padron” (They consist of 
four thousand, eight hundred, and ninety persons, whom I have re-
corded in my padrón).49 Parish priests kept careful accounts in the 
form of baptismal, marriage, and burial records as well as regular pa-
drones, commonly recorded at the time of the yearly obligation to 
confess and take communion at the parish church. The practice gen-
erated documentation that allowed both religious and civil authori-
ties (to whom the documents were frequently turned over) to calcu-
late such fi gures as the size of the tributary population and relative 
increases or decreases in that number.

Until now I have discussed only one type of document that formed 
part of the segregation papers, the informe. Yet these reports, impor-
tantly, were bundled together with a set of six padrones. Moreover, 
these were not ordinary padrones, like the one Vetancurt describes 
in his informe. Rather than assessing the parishioners living within 
the parish, the padrones turned instead to what had become the far 
more urgent question of tracking those who had left the parish and 
moved into the traza. As far as I have been able to tell, these are the 
fi rst documents of their kind—tracking only those parishioners who 
had abandoned the jurisdiction overseen by the ministros de doc-
trina. Carried out by the ministers and later compiled by two officers 
of the Audiencia, Juan de Aréchaga and Juan de Padilla, each of these 
padrones takes the form of a sort of table that is further divided into 
boxes (fi gure 3.1). Each box, in turn, carries a label denoting a specifi c 
location—such as the house of a particular Spaniard, the name of a 
street, or an identifying landmark—and beneath that a list of names, 
most often clustered into family units, and sometimes a selection of 
other information such as occupation, marital status, and age. Scroll-
ing along both sides of every page, furthermore, runs a tabulation of 
the number of “familias.” Some of the padrones are more detailed 
than others, which may be a sign of the differences between the re-
ligious orders with regard to pastoral methods—the Franciscans, for 
example, may have been more attentive to such procedures and me-
ticulous in their implementation than the Augustinians.50 Taking up 
the overlapping problems of territory and population in new ways, 
these padrones explode the insular territory of the parish, tracking 
the fl ock even as it begins to wander beyond the edges of the pasture.

Consider one of the more detailed padrones, which corresponds to 
the San José parish that Vetancurt oversaw—he may very well have 
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figure 3.1.  First page of the padrón of Indians from the parish of San José found 
living in the traza (1690?). Archivo General de la Nación, Mexico City (Historia 413, 
fol. 32r). Photo by the author.

Nemser_6808-final.indb   121Nemser_6808-final.indb   121 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



122 infrastructures of race

been the one who walked the streets of the traza, beginning in the 
central plaza and circling through its southwest quadrant, to record 
this information. Titled “Memoria de los naturales que viven en la 
ciud” (Account of the natives who live in the city), it unfolds over 
nine astonishingly detailed folio pages and captures a signifi cant 
migration from the barrios to the traza—according to Natalia Silva 
 Prada’s calculations, nearly one-quarter of San José’s total population 
was at the time living in the center of the city.51 On the fi rst page, 
for example, a box labeled “En el Callejon de Bilbao y calle de la ace-
quia solar dl Senor Conde de Sntiago” (On the Callejón de Bilbao and 
Calle de la Acequia, the yard belonging to the Conde de Santiago) 
lists thirteen family units. Among them are Miguel de la Cruz, a por-
ter, with his wife María Graciana, and their children, Agustín, age 
seven, and Theressa, described as “de pecho” (of breast-feeding age); 
and Juan Baptista, a water carrier, with his wife Nicolasa María, and 
their children Luis, age thirteen, Bernavé, age ten, Joseph, age seven, 
and Juana, age four. A small notation in the margin next to each of 
these units marks their inclusion in the running count of the total 
number of families. Interestingly, the table also includes the name of 
a widow, Juana María, who does not fi gure into this calculation. This 
detail clarifi es at least one of the uses to which the padrón could be 
put—namely, to calculate the tributary population and secure an im-
portant revenue stream for the colonial state. Recall that these pa-
drones were initially recorded by the ministers but later compiled by 
the Audiencia’s officials. Some of the padrones included less detail, 
but they all generated a set of data about an Indian fl ock that was no 
longer contained within the spiritual geography of the parish.52 The 
“multiplicity in movement” was once again at the center of the pas-
toral gaze.53

We have seen how, just beneath the surface of their hyperbolic af-
fi rmations of criminality and contagion, the informes point to an 
emerging economic order rooted in the Spanish traza and dominated 
by Spanish property owners. The padrones capture the heterogene-
ity of this economy in far greater detail than was possible within the 
overdetermined generic structure of the informe. To return to the 
padrón from San José, the men in the thirteen family units are re-
corded as working in a variety of mostly unskilled vocations: there 
are fi ve water carriers, two porters, two shoemakers, one carpenter, 
one gilder, one bricklayer, and one peon. Overall, about 40 percent of 
the men documented here worked as journeyman artisans, one-third 
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worked in transportation, and the rest were divided between con-
struction, food production, and agriculture. Different parishes seem 
to have specialized in different sectors: most transportation work-
ers came from San José, most construction workers from Santa María 
la Redonda, and most bakers from Santiago Tlatelolco. These work-
ers probably received a wage but were also subjected to varying de-
grees of coercion—not the least of which was the continued obliga-
tion to pay tribute and perform a certain amount of forced labor (such 
as working on the city’s canals).54

What is most signifi cant about the padrones, however, is that 
they were produced in 1690–1691—at least a year before the riot took 
place. As Vetancurt notes in his informe, “Ya deseaban los Mrõs esta 
justa y zelosa Reducçion, pues el año passado de noventa, hizimos 
el Padron de los que vivian en la Ciudad” (The Ministers were al-
ready desiring this just and zealous concentration, since in the year 
1690 we made the padrón of those who were living in the City).55 
Barrera makes a similar point in his informe, noting that at the be-
ginning of the previous year all of the ministers had been asked to 
“empadron[ar] â todos los naturales, q̃ habitan las cassas de Españoles 
en la ciudad” (make padrones documenting all of the natives who are 
living in the houses of Spaniards in the city) and had carried out this 
request.56 The fact that these records were created before the riot in-
dicates that the dual specters of Indian mobility and parish depopu-
lation were already a matter of concern for the clergy and for church 
institutions. Although the riot gave this project new political ur-
gency, then its deployment should be understood not (or not only) as a 
counter insurgency technique but as an emerging biopolitical modal-
ity for managing a racialized population that was no longer contained 
by the infrastructure of segregation.

A major tension thus runs through the bundle of documents that 
were tied to the segregation proposal.57 On one hand, the informes 
foreground the invisibility and instability of the Indian, emphasizing 
the administrative and fi scal problems provoked by this disappear-
ance for both the colonial state and the ecclesiastical institutions. 
The padrones, on the other hand, tell a very different story. In them, 
the Indian continues to be known and legible in spite of the centripe-
tal pull of the urban economy and the resulting spatial displacement 
to the city center. The difference between these documents can be 
explained partly in terms of genre and timing. As rhetorical state-
ments, the informes were intended to persuade the viceroy on pol-
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icy matters and were written at a moment of shock immediately fol-
lowing the riot. In contrast, the padrones, which were initiated before 
the riot, were administrative tools designed for the mundane tasks of 
every day population management. The informes speak the language 
of sovereignty; the padrones speak the language of biopolitics. It was 
the latter that would increasingly characterize the approach to racial-
ized population control in the eighteenth century.

the indian and the plebe

Everyone supported segregation, but segregation, and the “purity” it 
entailed, meant different things to different people. For Sigüenza, as 
we have seen, it meant rearticulating “Spanishness” by expelling not 
only Indians but also non-Indian “others” from the republic of Span-
iards. By doing so, the traza would come to ground the formation of 
an elite bloc defi ned by Spanish descent. Creoles and Peninsulares—
or as he puts it, curiously in the mouths of the Indian rioters, “espa-
ñoles y Gachupines (Son los Venidos de españa)” (Spaniards and Ga-
chupines [the ones who have come from Spain])—would be united 
under the banner of racialized counterinsurgency and anchor a new 
political order in the hands of a Creole administration.58

Vetancurt’s proposal takes the opposite form. He too calls for the 
Indians to be returned to their districts and parishes, but adds what 
is ostensibly the full text of a law containing an early articulation of 
the system of dual republics, originally issued in 1563 and included in 
book 6, title 3, law 21 of the Recopilación:

Prohibimos, y defendemos, que en las Reducciones, y Pueblos de los 
yndios, vivan negros, mulatos y mestizos, porque se ha experimen-
tado son hombres inquietos, de mal vivir, ladrones, jugadores, vicios-
sos y gente perdida, y por huir los yndios de ser agraviados, dejan sus 
Pueblos y Provin.as, y los negros, mestizos, y mulatos demas de tratar-
los mal, se sirven de ellos, enseñan sus malas costumbres y ociosidad 
y tambien algunos errores y vicios, que podran estragar, y pervertir 
el fruto que deseamos en orden a su salvacion, augmento, y quietud. 
[We prohibit and ban Blacks, Mulattoes, and Mestizos from living in 
the Indian congregations and towns, because experience has shown 
that they are troubled men, disreputable, thieves, gamblers, depraved 
and lost, and in fl eeing from harm, the Indians abandon their towns 
and provinces, and the Blacks, Mestizos, and Mulattoes in addition to 
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treating them poorly, take advantage of them, teach them their evil 
customs and idleness and also certain errors and vices, which could 
spoil the result that we desire in the service of their salvation, in-
crease, and peace.]59

This text conjures up a series of now-familiar tropes, including the 
fi gure of the pernicious, unproductive vagabond/Mestizo, now amal-
gamated with derivatives of blackness, as well as the vulnerable, mi-
metic Indian. According to this legislation, which was reissued fi ve 
times between 1563 and 1600, the impure trinity of “Blacks, Mulat-
toes, and Mestizos” had a uniquely negative effect on the Indian pop-
ulation. Thus, in addition to expelling the Indians from the traza, 
Vetancurt calls for these “troubled men” to leave the barrios. He con-
cludes his report with the following recommendation: “Sera conve-
niente, que los dhos negros, y mulatos salgan de los Barrios, y occu-
pen el lugar que en la ciu.d occupan los yndios, y los yndios occupen 
el que dejan los negros, mulatos, y mestizos, en los Barrios” (It would 
be opportune for the Blacks and Mulattoes to leave the barrios and 
occupy the place in the city that the Indians currently occupy, and 
for the Indians to occupy the place that is left by the Blacks, Mulat-
toes, and Mestizos in the barrios).60 Rather than relocating “Blacks, 
Mulattoes, and Mestizos” to the barrios to establish a zone of Span-
ish purity in the traza, as Sigüenza proposes, Vetancurt envisions re-
locating them to the traza to establish a zone of Indian purity in the 
barrios.

What distinguishes Vetancurt’s move from the sixteenth-century 
precedents from the Recopilación is not only the intensifi cation of 
population management, as the padrones suggest, but also the chang-
ing valence of salvation. In the prologue of Teatro mexicano, pub-
lished six years after the riot, the Franciscan took it upon himself to 
justify writing yet another account of the natural, moral, military, 
and ecclesiastical history of New Spain. “Mucho se sabe hoy” (Much 
is known today), he declares, “que se ignoró ayer” (that was ignored 
yesterday). Here he echoes a common refrain in New World commen-
tary regarding the ignorance of the “ancients” in such fi elds as geog-
raphy and the “modern” skepticism according to which textual au-
thority must be modifi ed on the basis of empirical knowledge. Thus, 
writes Vetancurt, “añadiré en los antiguos lo que despues con la expe-
riencia y curiosidad han investigado los modernos” (I will add to the 
Ancients what with experience and curiosity the Moderns have in-
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vestigated since). But the Franciscan also employs this same trope in 
a very different context. In a revealing passage of the prologue, he re-
fl ects on his treatment of the Indian throughout the work and moves 
from there to consider the state of the missionary project at the end of 
the seventeenth century:

En ocasiones volveré por los indios, siguiendo la piedad y deseos de 
nuestros reyes y supremo consejo de Indias, que cada dia con mas ór-
denes solicitan su bien, aumento, sosiego, quietud y descanso; y en 
otras diré lo que sintiere en su contra, porque con los muchos años de 
administracion he llegado á experimentar sus malicias, y que ya es-
tán con el trato de la gente plebeya que comunican muy distintos de 
lo que estaban en la primitiva de la conversion de las Indias. [At times 
I will turn to the Indians, following the piety and desires of our kings 
and supreme Council of the Indies, which each day through more de-
crees seek their welfare, growth, calm, peace, and relief; and at other 
times, I will say whatever I might feel against them, because over 
many years of administration I have come to experience their malice, 
and they are now, owing to their interactions with the plebeian peo-
ple, very different than they were in the early years of evangelization 
in the Indies.]61

The sixteenth-century crisis of evangelization had by the seven-
teenth century been normalized, worked into the everyday opera-
tions of a colonial project of spiritual and temporal administration. 
Vetancurt is not especially optimistic about the prospects of evan-
gelization. What is most interesting here is the distinction between 
this position and the disenchantment of his Franciscan predecessors 
like Bernardino de Sahagún. Although the passage initially seems 
to reproduce Sahagún’s claim that what the early missionaries had 
viewed as success was in fact a naive misreading of the situation—
a consequence of what I have called the “racial baroque”—Vetancurt 
instead seems to suggest that these successes may have been real. 
Something had changed since the early days of apostolic fervor, but it 
was not at the level of interpretation. Rather, it was something about 
the nature of the Indians, a shift that was tied to the spatial distribu-
tion of the population and triggered specifi cally by the Indians’ con-
tact with these “plebeian people.” The collapse of the spatial order 
of segregation on which colonialism was based had generated new 
forms of circulation and proximities and by doing so remade the in-
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digenous fl ock, even to the point of taking the possibility of full con-
version off the table. What remained was something closer to a per-
manent regime of spiritual and temporal tutelage, a stopgap measure 
that might hold apostasy (not to mention political crisis) at bay. It is 
not entirely clear from the passage whether Vetancurt believed that 
once again separating the Indians would even be enough to undo the 
damage that had already been done.

What is clear, however, is the value of not only separating but 
more importantly disarticulating the Indian from the collective 
body of the “plebeian people,” that is, from the category of the Plebe, 
whose meaning, as we have seen, was still unclear in the late sev-
enteenth century. In Europe, Plebe meant “poor,” but in Mexico it 
signaled “mixture.” Sigüenza’s much-cited formulation from his ac-
count of the riot refl ects this disjuncture between the metropole and 
the colonies:

Pregunttarame Vmd como se portó la pleue en aqueste tiempo y res-
pondo brevemente que bien y mal bien por que, siendo pleue tan en 
extremo pleue q̃ solo ella lo puede sser de la que se reputtare la mas 
infame, y lo es de ttodas las pleues por componerse de indios, de ne-
gros criollos y vosales de diferentes naciones, de chinos, de mulattos, 
de moriscos, de mestissos, de sambaigos, de lobos y tambien de es-
pañoles que, en declarandose saramullos (que es lo mismo que píca-
ros, chulos y arreuata capas) y degenerando de su obligaciones, son los 
peores entre tan ruin canalla. [Your Grace will ask me how the Plebe 
behaved during this time and I will respond briefl y: well and poorly. 
Well, because it is such an extremely plebeian Plebe that it and only 
it has come to be reputed as the most infamous of all the Plebes be-
cause it is composed of Indians, of Creole and African Blacks of dif-
ferent nations, of Chinos, of Mulattoes, of Moriscos, of Mestizos, 
of Zambaigos, of Lobos, and also of Spaniards who, declaring them-
selves Zaramullos (which is the same as rogues, rascals, and cape-
snatchers) and abandoning their obligations, are the worst among 
such a contemptible rabble.]62

It is important here to clarify that Sigüenza’s account was written 
not in an administrative document, like the informes, but in a let-
ter to a friend in Spain, Admiral Andrés de Pez. Still, it was intended 
for publication—Sigüenza himself suggests as much in the closing 
paragraph—and written for a Spanish audience.63 For this reason, the 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   127Nemser_6808-final.indb   127 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



128 infrastructures of race

text is fi lled with moments of translation directed toward an audi-
ence potentially unfamiliar with the details of everyday life in New 
Spain. We have already seen Sigüenza parenthetically explain the 
word gachupín for a metropolitan audience; elsewhere he includes 
another awkwardly unnecessary parenthesis defi ning the word tor-
tilla—“ya sabe Vmd que asi se nombra el pan de mais por aquestas 
parttes” (Your Grace already knows that this is what the bread made 
from corn is called in these parts).64 I would suggest that the descrip-
tion of the Plebe serves a similar function. The Mexican Plebe is ir-
reducible to its European counterpart, and this excess, which makes 
it the most “plebeian” of all possible Plebes, is precisely its doubly ra-
cialized mixture—it contains both many different “races” and many 
“mixed-race” bodies. This Plebe, moreover, cannot be redeemed and 
serves only to fi ll out the ranks of the insurrection or ruin the natu-
ral innocence of the Indian.

Colonial elites would continue to draw on this emergent discourse 
of surplus population, which linked notions of impurity to infra-
structural breakdown, well into the next century. In the instructions 
left for his successor in 1755, for example, the Viceroy Conde de Revi-
llagigedo notes the dangers of the “impure” masses and, echoing the 
language Sigüenza had applied to the Indian in his informe, describes 
them as an “abultado cuerpo” (enormous body) that, overcoming its 
natural fear of the authorities, “pudo sacar la cabeza en el tumulto 
del año de 1692, clamando contra el gobierno por la escasez y carestía 
del maíz” (showed its face during the riot of 1692, clamoring against 
the government because of the scarcity and shortage of corn).65 The 
location of the threat to the social order had shifted from the Indian 
to the Plebe.

Sigüenza places Indians fi rst on the list of the members of the 
“contemptible rabble” that made up the Plebe, but their inclusion was 
to some extent an open question. The statement by the Real Acuerdo 
that set the segregation project in motion signals a different view of 
the relation between the Indian and the Plebe. As we have seen, it 
begins by citing a juridical precedent for congregation from the Re-
copilación and goes on to affirm that enforcing this law is now an 
urgent matter, owing to “el deplorable estrago que cometieron los yn-
dios unidos a la ynfi ma plebe su semejante” (the deplorable destruc-
tion committed by the Indians united with the vile Plebe, its like-
ness).66 Here the Indians are like and near, but not quite of, the Plebe.

This is where Vetancurt comes in. His segregation proposal consti-
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tutes an attempt to cut short this budding “union” by grounding it in 
the built environment—race continues to be conceptualized primar-
ily in infrastructural terms. But beyond this major strategy of seg-
regation elaborated in the informes, Vetancurt and the other minis-
ters also lay out a minor strategy of population management in the 
padrones. Against the “disappearing Indian” in the former, the lat-
ter generates a detailed and highly individualized image of the Indian 
body as both detached from its traditional ecclesiastical jurisdic-
tion—uprooted from the space that previously served to render it leg-
ible as Indian—and at the same time distinguished from the human 
masses of the traza. Population data seemed to offer the possibility of 
concentration without segregation, racialization and extraction with-
out separation. For Vetancurt, writing at the end of the seventeenth 
century, salvation was no longer strictly a spiritual question but also 
an intensely temporal one, deeply interwoven with the conditions of 
possibility for the everyday operations of key colonial institutions—
from the fl ows of tribute that supported the colonial bureaucracy and 
the forced labor that was supposed to enable proper fl ood control to 
the “spiritual capital” on which the religious orders depended.67

conclusion

On July 10, the viceroy issued an order to move forward with the seg-
regation of the city. All Indians inhabiting the zone circumscribed by 
Sigüenza’s path—except for those working in the bakeries or in per-
sonal service, as noted earlier—would be given twenty days to move 
back to their districts, after which time any transgressor would be 
sentenced to 200 lashes and six years’ hard labor in the obrajes (tex-
tile factories). Any person offering living quarters within the Span-
ish traza to an Indian would be punished with a fi ne of 100 pesos and 
two years of exile from Mexico City. The new law would be publi-
cized by the enthusiastic parish priests and officials of the republic 
of Indians, using the “lengua Bulgar” (common language) to ensure 
that no one could feign ignorance of the new requirement.68 The pol-
icy had a rapid impact, and colonial administrators scrambled to fi g-
ure out how best to reallocate housing and property to those return-
ing to the barrios. Work done primarily by Indian laborers in the city 
center came to a temporary halt. Yet the urban economy had not been 
dismantled, and the contradiction that had generated the centripetal 
fl ow from the districts to the center remained unresolved.69
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For many historians, it has become something of an article of 
faith that what best explains the failure of segregation is the process 
of mestizaje. An early and infl uential article published in 1938 by a 
young Edmundo O’Gorman set out a path that has for the most part 
been followed by scholars ever since. Based largely on a collection of 
documents he had located at the Archivo General de la Nación, and 
of which he had published a selection earlier that same year—pre-
cisely the informes I have examined in this chapter—the Mexican 
historian argues that the Spanish colonial project was predicated on 
a Hegelian dialectic: namely, that the foundational “principle of sep-
aration” designed to facilitate the integration of the indigenous pop-
ulation into Christianity and Western culture would, if successful, 
end up canceling out its raison d’être, leaving behind the hard, empty 
shell of the built environment that no longer refl ected the social or-
der that had emerged. O’Gorman thus explains the results of the seg-
regation order given in the wake of the 1692 riot:

No he podido averiguar la observancia que se dió a esta disposición: 
es probable que en un principio se ejecutara, pero lo importante para 
nosotros es llamar la atención a que, como todas las leyes que contra-
rían las costumbres y necesidades vitales, pronto debió caer en des-
uso como lo demuestran hechos posteriores. Fué una ilusión creer que 
una simple línea más imaginaria que real, fuera sufi ciente para evi-
tar la unión de dos pueblos vecinos de una misma ciudad. [I have not 
been able to fi gure out the degree to which this disposition was ob-
served: it is probable that it was followed at fi rst, but what is impor-
tant here is to call attention to the fact that, like all laws that contra-
dict customs and vital needs, it must have quickly fallen into disuse, 
as later events demonstrate. It was an illusion to believe that a sim-
ple line, more imaginary than real, would be sufficient to prevent the 
union of two peoples living together in a single city.]70

In spite (or perhaps because) of the acknowledged lack of evidence, 
O’Gor man’s thesis has proved to be highly infl uential over the years.71 
In it we perceive the demographic narrative of salvation that would be 
codifi ed—right around the time O’Gorman was writing—by the post-
revolutionary Mexican state. But there is also a striking parallel be-
tween the fi gure of the Mestizo in the official ideology of the Mexican 
state and the corresponding fi gure of the Plebe for its colonial prede-
cessor. Both represent collective bodies racially defi ned by “mixture” 
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and therefore in opposition to “purity”; both elaborate a notion of ho-
mogeneity based on and encompassing radical heterogeneity; and both 
are ideological projects that serve to affirm the state apparatus as the 
key mediator of this product of a demographic drive internal to the 
population. Equally analogous is the place of the Indian with regard 
to both the late colonial Plebe and the post-revolutionary Mestizo. On 
one hand, both bodies are constituted through the absorption of the 
Indian; on the other, neither is capable of entirely assimilating the In-
dian. No doubt, there is an important difference with regard to the 
moral valence ascribed to either object—the Mestizo stands for prog-
ress and hope, the Plebe for degeneration and ruin—but in structural 
terms the two categories are analogous. We might say that the fi rst 
systematic theory of mestizaje was forged in the colonial state’s re-
sponse to the 1692 riot.

Ultimately, mestizaje as such cannot explain the collapse of the 
infrastructure of segregation, since the urban economy that drew pe-
ripheral workers into the traza continued to be organized along ra-
cial lines. But mestizaje also fails to account for the architectures 
and techniques that replaced the segregated spatial order. By fi rmly 
establishing at the center of the political imaginary the notion that 
the sixteenth-century infrastructure of racial segregation was, much 
like the city’s hydraulic systems, crumbling and ineffective, the seg-
regation proposals, and especially the ministers’ interventions, set 
in motion a spatial reordering that would unfold over the course of 
the next century. As a result, the city’s segregated grid would be re-
placed without abandoning concentration as a governing technique—
a sort of concentration without segregation. On one hand, plans to in-
stall a new policing structure on the basis of administrative districts 
known as cuarteles or wards began to appear as early as 1696, as a di-
rect response to the riot. Ward officials would monitor residents ex-
tensively, borrowing the ministers’ techniques and meticulously re-
cording the name, racial classifi cation, marital status, employment, 
assets, address, and gender of each resident in account book–like reg-
isters. Policing became signifi cantly more active and aggressive, and 
the number of arrests skyrocketed. This reformed repressive appara-
tus refl ected Bourbon notions of governance, above all “the impera-
tive to attack the vices of the populace not simply on moral grounds, 
but primarily for economic and utilitarian reasons.”72

On the other hand, the ministers’ complaints about the migration 
of their parishioners to the traza and their ongoing disputes over ju-
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risdiction served as one of the major justifi cations for the so-called 
secularization of parishes in the mid-eighteenth century. The city’s 
complicated and racially segregated “bipartite parish structure” was 
replaced with a single grid according to which all residents would be-
long to the parish in which they lived, regardless of race. By no means 
did this shift signify an overcoming of racial hierarchy or differenti-
ation, as priests were still required to keep separate baptismal, mar-
riage, and burial records for Indians and non-Indians.73 With the rep-
lication and expansion of the techniques that were deployed in the 
ministers’ padrones, the Indian remained legible even within the ple-
beian multitude.

It was yet another Creole intellectual who drafted the plan for par-
ish secularization. Following in the footsteps of Sigüenza and the 
Indian ministers three-quarters of a century earlier, José Antonio 
Alzate examined topographical images and took to the streets him-
self in order to rationalize the spiritual terrain of the city. Beyond 
the clear analogy, it seems that Alzate specifi cally drew on the re-
ports that had been prepared for the segregation project, including, 
as the art historian Barbara Mundy notes, a map of the city made by 
Sigüenza. The infl uence of Sigüenza’s maps of the valley of Mexico 
and New Spain on Alzate’s work is well known, but it is not clear 
how those images would have helped him craft a detailed city plan. 
Mundy speculates that Sigüenza may have produced a map of Mex-
ico City to accompany his segregation proposal, and that this was the 
map that had come into Alzate’s hands: “Sigüenza’s means for achiev-
ing social order in the city was diametrically opposed to those of Al-
zate’s 1769 plan: instead of integrating the different castes of [the] city 
through their geographic location, he aimed to separate them com-
pletely. The end goal was the same, however, in that correct assign-
ment of people and arrangement of places was seen as key to achiev-
ing greater urban harmony, and perhaps Sigüenza used a city plan to 
show his proposal, which Alzate then inherited.”74 Whether the map 
to which Alzate referred was a graphic image, as Mundy proposes, or 
the textual itinerary that formed part of the segregation proposal it-
self, the details are less important than the genealogy. The rational-
ization of urban space and the dispersion of pastoral techniques may 
have indicated that segregation had entered into decline, but con-
centration was now reconfi gured on the basis of a police regime that 
would continue to view and manage the social order through the spa-
tial order.
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Chapter 4

collection: imperial botany 
and racialized life

It was not that curiosity had diminished . . . or that knowledge had 
regressed, but rather that the fundamental arrangement of the 
visible and the expressible no longer passed through the thickness 
of the body. Hence the epistemological precedence enjoyed by 
botany. . . . At the institutional level, the inevitable correlatives 
of this patterning were botanical gardens and natural history 
collections.
michel foucault, the order of things

Two decades after playing his instrumental role in the reor-
ganization of the social geography of Mexico City, the Creole intel-
lectual José Antonio Alzate found himself entangled in a heated dis-
pute with the Spanish botanist Vicente Cervantes, who had been sent 
to the capital of New Spain in 1787 with orders to establish a new bo-
tanical garden there. In the course of the debate, which centered on 
the value and validity of Linnaean taxonomy, Alzate made a casual 
yet nevertheless signifi cant observation about the relation between 
plants and (certain kinds of) people:

Porque las plantas en las tierras que conocemos aqui por calientes son 
de un verde mas obscuro, y las mismas transportadas à temperamen-
tos templados lo son menos: vaya de analogía: ¿puede de esta observa-
cion deducirse alguna cosa útil respecto al color de los negros? [Given 
that plants in the lands that we consider here to be hot are of a darker 
green, and the same plants transported to temperate climates are less 
so, by analogy, might something useful be deduced from this observa-
tion about the color of Blacks?]1
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Alzate here posits an analogy between “las plantas” (plants) and “los 
negros” (Blacks) and suggests that both may be subject to the same 
set of external determinants that were factored into the eighteenth-
century understanding of climate. But the analogy also implies a 
“program of research” that would investigate these forces, the extent 
of their effects, and the mechanisms by which they might or might 
not be reversed. If environmental pressures act in relatively simul-
taneous and equivalent ways on each of these objects, it should be 
possible to test this effect through the scientifi c study of one or the 
other. In this sense, the study of plants was not easily separable from 
the study of race.2

The backdrop for Alzate’s analogy is the general epistemic shift 
that Foucault describes in the epigraph to this chapter, characterized 
for my purposes here by the rise, in the late eighteenth century, of 
Spanish imperial botany and the emergence of a network of botanical 
gardens on which this project depended. Indeed, while many scholars 
have treated this dispute as a confrontation between European and 
Creole knowledges, the gardens themselves were not especially con-
troversial, since both Alzate and Cervantes participated in and mate-
rially supported their operations and expansion.3 As central nodes in 
a global network of organic fl ows, plants from the farthest reaches of 
the empire were collected within their walls. Alzate’s description of 
the movement of plants from “tierras . . . calientes” to “temperamen-
tos templados” captures the dominant directionality of these trans-
fers. The artifi cial space of the gardens, moreover, translated contem-
porary botanical theories into architectonic form while at the same 
time enabling the application of these theories within a relatively 
controlled environment.

Like natural history more generally, then, Spanish imperial bot-
any was in many ways a concentration project. In the prologue of his 
1785 Spanish translation of the infl uential, multivolume Histoire na-
turelle, générale et particulière by the French naturalist Georges-
Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, José Clavijo y Fajardo writes that “el 
estudio de la Naturaleza . . . pide precisamente tener presentes todas 
las producciones, ó á lo menos gran número de ellas: de otro modo no 
podríamos ver la Naturaleza sino desmembrada” (the study of Nature 
necessarily requires that all of its products, or at least a great number 
of them, are present: otherwise we would only be able to see Nature 
in a dismembered state). It was critical not only to secure the imme-
diate, physical presence of this multiplicity of objects but also to de-
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posit them within a single, architectonic site—an operation Clavijo 
y Fajardo describes as one of “reduci[endo] en cierto modo el orbe al 
breve recinto” (reducing the globe, in a certain sense, to a small en-
closure). Forming a general collection would also enable experimen-
tation and thereby generate new knowledge. Reading about natu-
ral history in books is one thing, he goes on, but true understanding 
comes from a direct engagement with things themselves, from han-
dling and working with them “mediante ciertos experimentos fáciles 
y manuales” (through certain simple and manual experiments). After 
all, “el buen Anatómico y el buen Piloto se forman, el uno disecando 
cadáveres, y el otro surcando los mares” (the skilled Anatomist and 
the skilled Pilot are trained, on one hand, by dissecting cadavers and, 
on the other, by sailing the seas). Such an enormous task would be 
impossible for a single man, fi nally, so Clavijo y Fajardo argues that 
the Enlightened state, with its substantial bureaucratic and fi scal ca-
pacities, must step in. The state project of concentration in the form 
of the general collection (colección) thus appeared as the condition of 
possibility for posing and resolving scientifi c questions about the nat-
ural world.4

These eighteenth-century intellectuals illustrate a shift in (or per-
haps an expansion of) the logic of concentration, by which it increas-
ingly came to be conceptualized in scientifi c terms. This shift had a 
dual character in the sense that it gave rise, on one hand, to a science 
of concentration by which the architectures and techniques of con-
centration were subsumed by and mediated through precise calcu-
lation and experimentation and, on the other hand, to a view of con-
centration as science, part of the laboratory arsenal, a technique for 
controlling for variables, a method for generating new and productive 
knowledge about the nature of things. The general collection became 
the paradigmatic form of concentration during the Enlightenment 
precisely because in it these twinned scientifi c functions were most 
effectively combined. While personal collections of “exotic” and “cu-
rious” objects continued to serve, as they had since the Renaissance, 
as a means of accumulating and displaying prestige, state-sponsored, 
institutional collections of a “general” or totalizing character were 
now being assembled for scientifi c, political, and economic purposes.5

At fi rst glance, the general collection appears to diverge signifi -
cantly from the other forms of concentration that I have traced in 
this book. An initial doubt—whether people and plants are the same 
sort of objects—is certainly justifi ed, but Alzate’s analogy suggests 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   135Nemser_6808-final.indb   135 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



136 infrastructures of race

that in the late eighteenth century their commonalities resonated at 
least as much as their differences. Indeed, given what Foucault calls 
botany’s “epistemological precedence” during this period, we might 
expect to fi nd not only that plants became a privileged object of study 
but also that this particular object may have appeared to “speak” for 
others.6 A more substantive objection is that congregation, enclosure, 
and segregation are techniques of population management, while the 
collection seems to address a different set of problems—of informa-
tion rather than control, of investigation rather than governance. But 
this too is a tenuous distinction. On one hand, we have seen that 
earlier concentration projects both facilitated and were facilitated by 
the production of knowledge about colonial territories, bodies, and 
populations. On the other hand, Spanish imperial botany in fact con-
stituted an intensifi cation and expansion of the techniques of bio-
political governance, which, as Antonio Lafuente and Nuria Valverde 
suggest, aimed to convert “diversity, local variation, and qualia into 
data” that could be easily systematized, compared, and managed at a 
distance.7 Although the botanical garden encloses plants instead of 
people, then, my claim is that it is better viewed as continuous with 
rather than radically distinct from the centralized town, disciplinary 
institution, and segregated neighborhood.

Infrastructures of concentration are central in Foucault’s ac-
count of the emergence of the concept of life in late Enlightenment 
thought. Natural history, he argues, aimed to classify “things them-
selves” by scrutinizing their visible elements, a practice that made 
plants, whose organs cluster across their surfaces, the privileged ob-
ject of taxonomic inquiry. But only a small set of elements were de-
fi ned as relevant. Everything else, from the remaining physical char-
acteristics of the plant to the external conditions essential to its 
survival, was fi ltered out. A multiplicity of physical elements was 
thus reduced to an artifi cial order. The fetishization of “things them-
selves” and the erasure of context made possible the rise of institu-
tional collections like botanical gardens, which served as “unencum-
bered spaces in which things are juxtaposed.”8 In both theory and 
practice, however, these spaces were anything but “unencumbered.” 
Especially in the context of empire, which entailed the global circu-
lation of plant life across signifi cant geographical and climatic differ-
ence, the botanical garden was always subject to external forces that 
continuously exerted material effects on everything it contained. 
Central to late-eighteenth-century botanical practice, then, was the 
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drive to quantify and classify not only these “things themselves” but 
also the global spaces and environments that enabled and sustained 
their existence.9 The rise of the botanical garden under the aegis of 
Spanish imperial botany generated global infrastructures of calcula-
tion and experimentation in an effort to defi ne and mediate these en-
vironmental limits.

Like so many aspects of Foucault’s work, many critics have ar-
gued that this omission—much like the absence of race in The Order 
of Things—is largely a result of his Eurocentric frame and desire to 
craft “universal” history. The Brazilian race theorist Denise Ferreira 
da Silva traces an alternative trajectory of the emergence of what 
she calls “the racial” in late Enlightenment thought. Her rereading 
of the Western philosophical and scientifi c canon locates race at the 
core of the modern subject as well as the modern concept of life. In 
the late eighteenth century, the Cartesian split between the interior-
ity of the mind and the exteriority of the body was reconfi gured and 
mapped onto a global terrain that rendered the European (White) sub-
ject “transparent,” or self-determining, in contrast to the (non-White) 
“others of Europe,” defi ned by what Silva calls “affectability,” a qual-
ity similar to what I have described here as vulnerability. These “af-
fectable others” were subject both to the forces of nature (such as cli-
mate) and to the forces of self-determined human subjects (such as 
colonization). For Silva, the racial is precisely this irreducible and un-
sublatable split between transparency and affectability.10

Silva’s suggestive rereading of Foucault’s corpus excavates the ra-
cial from these inaugural moments in the production of Western rea-
son. Nevertheless, by largely detaching these thinkers from the ma-
terial forms and practices in which they were embedded and through 
which they were activated, it can be difficult at times to perceive the 
limits of each articulation as well as the blockages that had to be 
overcome, and therefore to explain historical transitions.11 Further-
more, attending to the material conditions of possibility for the phil-
osophical developments analyzed by Silva forces us to acknowledge 
the imperial terrain out of which they emerged. Building on the work 
of Foucault as well as his critics, this chapter traces a “circuitous, 
imperial route” for the late-eighteenth-century transition from the 
classical to the modern episteme and the emergence of the concept 
of life.12 By attending to the global infrastructures of concentration 
and circulation that enabled late Enlightenment botany, this history 
places race at the center of this shift. Specifi cally, I am interested in 
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the way in which the concentration of plants at specifi c infrastruc-
tural locations—namely, the Royal Botanical Gardens in Madrid and 
Mexico City—enabled the mathematization of environment and led 
as a result to the development of not only a new science of plant ge-
ography but also new techniques of biopolitical governance. Both 
turned on the emergent concept of life, formulated in the context of 
empire and always already racialized from its earliest appearance.

abstraction and imperial botany

If Spanish colonialism had entered into crisis by the end of the sev-
enteenth century, as we saw in chapter 3, the eighteenth century is 
generally viewed as a period of reform. The rationalization of empire 
known as the Bourbon reforms touched on many aspects of imperial 
rule, among them the organization of commerce. Historians empha-
size the Crown’s efforts, for example, to restructure trade between 
Spain and the Americas in such a way as to ensure the colonies’ role 
as an exporter of raw materials and to stimulate manufacturing on 
the Iberian Peninsula. Imperial economics was thus coupled from 
the start to the encoding of nature as “natural resources” character-
istic of Enlightenment science. In the fi eld of botany, for example, the 
Linnaean system emerged in Sweden as part of a largely economic 
project known as “cameralism,” organized around the promotion of 
self-sufficiency through the acclimatization of foreign plants.13 More 
generally, “plant mercantilists” throughout Europe sought “to mul-
tiply their own resources and diminish their tribute to foreigners.”14 
In Bourbon Spain, imperial botany seemed to offer an escape from 
the high costs of expanded conquest and the fetishization of precious 
metals. As Casimiro Gómez Ortega, director and primary instruc-
tor at the Royal Botanical Garden of Madrid, wrote in a 1777 letter to 
José de Gálvez, then minister of the Indies,

Doce naturalistas con otros tantos chymicos o mineralogistas espar-
cidos por sus estados, producirían por medios de sus peregrinaciones 
una utilidad incomparablemente mayor, que cien mil hombres com-
batiendo por añadir al Imperio Español algunas provincias, cuyos pro-
ductos hayan de sepultarse en el olvido, como lo están por la mayor 
parte los que cría la Naturaleza en las que ya se poseen. [Twelve nat-
uralists along with a handful of chemists or mineralogists dispersed 
throughout its territories would, by means of their travels, produce 
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a benefi t that is incomparably greater than a hundred thousand men 
fi ghting to add a few provinces to the Spanish Empire, the products 
of which would be buried in obscurity much like the majority of Na-
ture’s products in the lands already under her control.]15

In Gómez Ortega’s vision, conquest is replaced by a sort of “green” 
capitalism, a lean and enlightened empire administered by scientists 
instead of conquistadors. The commercialization of colonial plant 
life would be even more valuable than the precious metals that had 
defi ned Spanish colonial extraction for centuries. Unlike gold and 
silver, moreover, plants offered the advantage of being renewable—
“tienen sobre las minerales la ventaja de poderse propagar y multipli-
car al infi nito una vez poseídas y connaturalizadas” (they have the 
advantage over minerals of being able to be propagated and multiplied 
infi nitely once possessed and naturalized).16 Botany offered a fantasy 
of limitless wealth.

Mercantilism required certain forms of quantifi cation, standard-
ization, and abstraction to serve as the basis of exchange—how else 
to calculate a balance of trade, for example—and imperial botany in 
many ways mirrored these same procedures. Foucault writes that the 
taxonomic system developed and deployed by Enlightenment bota-
nists sought to reduce the diversity of the natural world to a small 
cluster of variables that could in turn be easily identifi ed, counted, 
and compared.17 Linnaeus believed that all plants could be classifi ed 
on the basis of their morphology, that is, the elements visible on their 
surface. All that had to be accounted for, as Gómez Ortega wrote in 
his textbook on the Linnaean method, was the “Número, Figura, Pro-
porcion, y Situacion” of the plant’s fructifi cation (the generative parts 
of the plant, namely the fruit and fl ower).18 Classifi cation would pro-
ceed, for example, by counting up the number of stamens, or male or-
gans, in order to discern the relevant class, and then the number of 
pistils, or female organs, in order to identify its order. Out of a mul-
tiplicity of physical features and sensory inputs, a privileged set was 
extracted and entered into discourse. By linking morphology to no-
menclature, this system converted botanical specimens into a stan-
dardized matrix of precise measurements and descriptors that facili-
tated the global circulation of plant life. It was precisely the tendency 
of plants to present their organs to the gaze of the observer that made 
botany the privileged site of scientifi c knowledge during this period.

According to Foucault, it was not only the remaining elements of 
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the plant that were deemed extraneous and fi ltered out but other in-
puts as well. Signifi cantly, external factors that sustained and en-
abled the growth and development of particular plants were likewise 
stripped away. “The description thus obtained .  .  . leaves each be-
ing its strict individuality and expresses neither the table to which 
it belongs, nor the area surrounding it, nor the site it occupies. It is 
designation pure and simple.”19 Lafuente and Valverde similarly ex-
plore the deployment of Linnaean botany as a form of what they call 
Spanish imperial biopolitics. They suggest that the metropolitan 
botanists’ intense focus on morphology isolated plants from the lo-
cal conditions in which they were found, to the frustration of Cre-
ole intellectuals.20 This erasure manifests visually in the thousands 
of images produced under the aegis of the Spanish botanical expedi-
tions in which the specimen, depicted in great detail, is foregrounded 
against the blank white space of the page (fi gure 4.1). “This pictorial 
approach,” writes the art historian Daniela Bleichmar, “deracinates 
naturalia, removing local plants . . . from their surroundings through 
a process of visual erasure that transforms them into decontextual-
ized products that can circulate globally.”21

But imperial botany never entirely ignored external determinants—
temperature, atmospheric pressure, humidity, latitude, and so on—in 
either theory or practice. On the contrary, these factors too were ab-
stracted and quantifi ed, converted into precise measurements along-
side those of the plants to which they were linked. In his Explicación 
de la fi losofía y fundamentos botánicos de Linneo (1778), for exam-
ple, Gómez Ortega’s colleague at the Royal Botanical Garden of Ma-
drid, Antonio Palau y Verdera, translates and glosses Linnaeus’s aph-
orism regarding the factors governing the relation between plants and 
place: “Los Lugares en que nacen por su naturaleza las plantas son re-
spectivos à las Regiones, Clima, Suelo, y Tierra” (The Locations where 
plants are naturally born relate to Region, Climate, Soil, and Ground). 
He goes on to defi ne each of these elements, noting, for example, that 
climate can be broken down into the three measurable dimensions 
of latitude, longitude, and altitude. The fi rst is measured from the 
equator up to 90 degrees in either direction; the second is measured 
from El Hierro, the westernmost of the Canary Islands, and adds up to 
360 degrees; and the third is the vertical distance from sea level, mea-
sured with a barometer by translating atmospheric pressure into 
height.22 An array of scientifi c instruments capable of taking these 
readings—microscopes, thermometers, barometers, compasses, and 
so on—thus accompanied botanical expeditions in the Americas.
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figure 4.1.  Illustration of “Agave Americana Linn.” Painted as part of the Royal 
Botanical Expedition of New Spain under the direction of Martín de Sessé and 
José Mariano Mociño (ca. 1787–1803). Courtesy of Hunt Institute for Botanical 
Documentation, Carnegie Mellon University, Pittsburgh, PA, Torner Collection of 
Sessé and Mociño Biological Illustrations.
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The mathematization of climate generated new methods for map-
ping and imagining geographies of equivalence. Until the middle of 
the eighteenth century, one of Linnaeus’s basic assumptions was that 
plants had a natural range of temperatures that they could tolerate, 
and that as a result similar plants would grow within the same lati-
tudinal zone. As he writes in Oeconomia Naturae (1749), “Plants im-
patient of cold live within the torrid zones; hence both the Indies tho’ 
at such a distance from one another have plants in common.”23 Later, 
altitude became equally important as a measure capable of bringing 
distant locations into natural proximity. Palau thus affirms that “en 
la misma altura produce unas mismas especies” (at the same altitude 
the same species are produced). Aquatic plants in the Americas, he 
argues, are generally the same as their European counterparts, and 
the same is true for high altitudes: “Las plantas de los alpes de Lappo-
nia, Siberia, Cantones, Pyreneos, Brasil, y otros, aunque muy distan-
tes las unas de las otras, suelen ser tambien de unas propias especies, 
por estar en igual elevacion” (The plants of the mountains of Lap-
land, Siberia, Switzerland, the Pyrenees, Brazil, and others, though 
very distant from one another, tend to be of the same species, due to 
being at the same elevation).24 Imperial botany thus transformed geo-
graphical incommensurability into a patchwork of spatial analogues, 
a global restructuring that necessarily underwrote the project of bo-
tanical extraction and capture through acclimatization on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula.

The reduction of both plants and their environments to a set of 
standardized variables that could be measured, mapped, compared, 
and operationalized produced a new vision of both nature and geog-
raphy. Distance and difference were no longer synonymous, for ex-
ample, but neither was analogy sufficient. These new techniques of 
representation, furthermore, gave rise to specialized infrastructures 
designed to mediate geographies of equivalence, facilitate acclimati-
zation, and operationalize imperial botany.

infrastructure, collection, and global circulation

In his General y natural historia de las Indias (1537–1548), the early 
naturalist of the Americas Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo describes 
the pineapple as the most wonderful fruit he has ever seen. “A lo me-
nos en España, ni en Francia, ni Inglaterra, Alemania, ni en Italia, ni 
en Secilia, ni en los otros Estados de la Cesárea Majestad, así como 
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Borgoña, Flandes, Tirol, Artués, ni Holanda, ni Gelanda, y los demás, 
no hay tan linda fructa” (At least in Spain, France, England, Ger-
many, Italy, Sicily, or any of the other States of Your Caesarian Maj-
esty, such as Burgundy, Flanders, Tyrol, Artois, or Holland, or Zee-
land, and the rest, there is no fruit so fi ne). But the inhabitants of 
those European kingdoms would have to do without its incompara-
ble taste. “Yo las he probado a llevar” (I have attempted to transport 
them), writes Oviedo, “e por no se haber acertado la navegación, e tar-
dar muchos días, se me perdieron e pudrieron todas, e probé a llevar 
los cogollos y también se perdieron. No es fructa sino para esta tie-
rra u otra que, a lo menos, no sea tan fría como España” (and due to 
navigational error and a delay of many days, all of them were lost and 
went bad, and I attempted to transport shoots and they too were lost. 
It is a fruit but for this land or another that, at least, is not so cold as 
Spain).25

Oviedo’s description refl ects both a belief in geographical incom-
mensurability and a recognition of the logistical problems involved 
in the global circulation of botanical specimens in the sixteenth cen-
tury. It is for these reasons that the main botanical materials that 
did circulate at that time were largely (though not entirely) textual or 
graphic representations of plants rather than plants themselves.26 By 
the eighteenth century, however, these limits no longer seemed quite 
so impossible to overcome. From 1745 to 1819, 345 separate shipments 
of live specimens, 299 (89 percent) of which were composed of plants, 
were made to metropolitan Spain.27 As important as the development 
of new techniques for stabilizing and mobilizing plant materials over 
time and space was the gradual emergence and codifi cation of new 
ways of thinking about, quantifying, and comparing the continental 
differences that Oviedo had seen as so formidable two and a half cen-
turies before. Spanish imperial botany thus led not only to new meth-
ods of calculation and standardization but also to efforts to design, 
build, and calibrate infrastructures of equivalence and circulation 
capable of facilitating the safe transfer of botanical materials across 
vast geographical distance and climatic difference.28

Initially established in 1755 but relocated and reorganized under 
Gómez Ortega’s direction in 1781, the Royal Botanical Garden of Ma-
drid was a central node in this global infrastructure. The vegetable 
riches of the empire fl owed into this “center of calculation,” where 
they were carefully guarded, studied, classifi ed, and propagated. The 
order of the garden was disciplinary and hierarchical, even milita-
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ristic. Regulations regarding its administration and maintenance 
were rigid and detailed. Likewise, a map of the garden in 1781 high-
lights the regularized spatial order of the grounds and the plants 
they contained—segmented into three levels of descending height, 
each level was cut into squares and arranged in distinct geometric 
patterns in accordance with the Linnaean system (fi gure 4.2).29 The 
two- dimensional grid was thought to facilitate comparison, bring-
ing similarities and differences into relief through the production of 
proximity, distance, and juxtaposition. “The locus of this history,” 
writes Foucault, “is a non-temporal rectangle in which, stripped of 
all commentary, of all enveloping language, creatures present them-
selves one beside another, their surfaces visible, grouped according 
to their common features, and thus already virtually analysed, and 
bearers of nothing but their own individual names.  .  .  . The garden 
. . . replace[s] the circular procession of the ‘show’ with the arrange-
ment of things in a ‘table.’”30

But the garden was not merely an endpoint, a vegetable hoard of 
sorts where specimens would drop out of circulation. To identify the 

figure 4.2.  Map of the Botanical Garden of Madrid inaugurated in 1781. 
From Colmeiro, Bosquejo histórico y estadístico del Jardín Botánico de Madrid. 
Courtesy of Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Rare Book Collection, 
Washington, DC.
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components and track the fl ows of the global infrastructural network 
into which it was inserted, I turn to Gómez Ortega’s Instrucción so-
bre el modo más seguro y económico de transportar plantas vivas 
por mar y tierra á los paises mas distantes (1779). As the title indi-
cates, the book was intended as a manual for administering the long- 
distance transportation of plants, a set of “best practices” for the proj-
ect of Spanish imperial botany. The enormous distances between 
colonies and metropole posed a series of complex logistical ques-
tions about the shipment of live plants, the same questions to which 
Oviedo had alluded two and a half centuries before. The availability 
of fresh water, fertilizers, and capable attendants; changing climatic 
conditions, storms, and the salty sea breeze; infestations of animal 
and insect pests—all of these factors had to be carefully managed 
during the long sea voyages. Gómez Ortega’s manual sought to ad-
dress these and other challenges with a detailed set of instructions as 
well as plans for the construction of special crates in which to trans-
port live plants. These designs too corresponded to the climatic spec-
ifi city of the plants that each type of crate was made to carry; plants 
accustomed to different climates, he writes, require “caxones de di-
ferente construccion, y de mayor resguardo” (crates of different con-
struction and greater protection).31

Gómez Ortega’s book thus served as a guide for global circulation 
and imperial extraction. Britain and France had saved money and im-
proved their balance of trade, he argues, through the strategic imple-
mentation of imperial botany. In 1727, for example, a number of cof-
fee plants that had been propagated in the Royal Botanical Garden 
of Paris were shipped to Martinique and transplanted. They grew so 
well there that the French colonies were soon able to meet the im-
mense demand for coffee in the metropole and to sell “considerables 
porciones de él por el comercio en otros Reynos de Europa” (consider-
able portions of it through commerce in other Kingdoms of Europe).32 
The French example, for Gómez Ortega, demonstrated the mercan-
tile utility of botanical science. Spain could likewise cultivate cof-
fee in its American colonies—the coffee produced in Puerto Rico, 
Cuba, and Caracas is just as good, he asserts, as that grown in French 
Martinique. But the project goes beyond relegating production to the 
colonies:

Yo presumo que en las costas de las Provincias meridionales de Es-
paña prosperaria tambien esta cosecha con la ventaja de que en ellas 
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no se experimentaria el inconveniente que en algunas Colonias Ame-
ricanas, donde la continua humedad del ambiente no permite que se 
sazone y seque bien el fruto lo qual perjudica mucho á su buena cali-
dad y reposicion. [I presume that along the coast of the southern Prov-
inces of Spain this harvest will also prosper, with the advantage that 
they do not experience the problem faced in some American Colo-
nies, where the constant humidity of the environment does not al-
low the fruit to season and dry well, which greatly prejudices its good 
quality and recovery.]33

In Gómez Ortega’s vision, the Spanish colonies do not necessarily op-
erate only as a site of slave-based commodity production by which to 
supply the metropole, as in the case of French Martinique. Rather, 
their contribution is the raw, cellular material itself that is to be ex-
tracted and studied, manipulated, propagated, and produced—that is 
to say, not merely consumed—in the metropole as well. In fact, he 
suggests, the climate of southern Spain is actually more propitious to 
the cultivation of coffee than the Caribbean region. By relocating for-
eign species to less humid Iberian territories, Spanish imperial bot-
any could presume to surpass colonial production and effectively im-
prove on the global distribution of plant life given by nature.

This was the case not only for cash crops like coffee but also for 
staples such as grains. As an example, Gómez Ortega identifi es a vari-
ety of Chinese rice that was capable of growing on non-irrigated land. 
Acquired by the Royal Society of London and distributed among the 
British botanical gardens, the seeds sprouted but did not bear fruit. 
In Spain, on the other hand, a similar process generated more favor-
able results. Gómez Ortega had gotten his hands on a small number 
of seeds, which he redirected to his contact at the Botanical Garden 
of Puzol in Valencia. Owing to the favorable climate, the experiment 
yielded a signifi cant quantity of seed, which, as a consequence, “no 
solo podrá multiplicarse en aquel Reyno con inmensa utilidad de 
sus habitantes, sino tambien en otras Provincias y climas de Europa, 
donde poco á poco será ya mas facil connaturalizarle” (will not only 
be able to multiply in that Kingdom with immense utility for its in-
habitants, but also in other Provinces and climates of Europe, where 
little by little it will be easier to acclimatize it).34 In other words, the 
project of acclimatization would loop into an ever-expanding cycle 
of propagation and adaptation, each climatic step laying the ground-
work for the next. Little by little, over time, useful plants from abroad 
would be made to grow in the varied climates of Europe.
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Gómez Ortega’s account of the Chinese rice is exceptional only to 
the extent that it constitutes a sort of by-product of British imperial-
ism, of “enlightened” competition between imperial rivals. Lettered 
correspondence was certainly important for the blossoming of botan-
ical science in Spain, but the primary interest of the Spanish Crown 
and its botanical agents was the management of its own mercantile 
empire. For this reason, the principal site of extraction was its own 
colonial possessions. As with the rice, in turn, the aim was to trans-
fer these plants—and their acclimatized descendants—to metropoli-
tan territory. Such a process would require, in the fi rst place, a sort 
of botanical mapping that, with the bureaucratic and fi nancial back-
ing of the state, would take possession of “las riquezas vegetables es-
parcidas por los vastos dominios del Rey . . . especialmente las de la 
América Española” (the vegetable riches distributed across the vast 
domains of the King . . . especially those of Spanish America).35 But 
it would also require, in addition to botanical expeditions to the far-
thest reaches of the empire, major capital investment on the part of 
the imperial state to develop new infrastructural forms.

One such form was the stove-heated greenhouse, which appears 
as two thin gray rectangles marked with the letter “a” and labeled 
“Ynvernaderos, ó estufas” at the top of the map of the garden in fi g-
ure 4.2. For Gómez Ortega, who learned about the use of greenhouses 
during his stay at the Jardin du Roy in Paris, these technologies of-
fered new opportunities for managing and transforming botanical 
specimens recovered from colonial territories:

Los Guayabos, y los Papayos, frutales de América, que nunca se ha-
bian visto en nuestra Península, nos han nacido últimamente en el 
Invernadero del Real Jardin Botánico de Madrid, y desde él los he-
mos comunicado á los Correspondientes, que residen en territorios 
mas templados, donde no hay duda que prosperarán. De esta forma 
viene á ser un Jardin Botánico el centro de las correspondencias de 
su clase, de los experimentos útiles en punto de la Botánica y Agri-
cultura, y de la propagacion de las plantas dignas de multiplicarse. 
[We have recently been able to grow Guava and Papaya trees, fruit 
trees from America that had never been seen on our Peninsula, in 
the Greenhouse of the Royal Botanical Garden of Madrid, and from 
there we have sent them to Corresponding (Gardens), which are lo-
cated in more temperate territories, where there is no doubt that they 
will prosper. In this way, a Botanical Garden becomes the center of 
correspondences of its class, for useful experiments regarding Botany 
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and Agriculture, and the propagation of those plants worthy of being 
multiplied.]36

The greenhouse enabled Peninsular botanists to cultivate fruit trees 
that arrived from distant colonies—and more importantly from dis-
tinct climates—and thereby begin the process of adapting them to 
new environmental conditions. Frames of iron, glass, and coal thus 
radically expanded the limits of the botanical collection by enabling, 
for the fi rst time, “the mobilization not only of specimens but of en-
tire environments.”37 This capacity fundamentally transformed the 
relation between location and climate. Until this point these catego-
ries had been so intertwined that it was impossible to treat them as 
independent variables, but the introduction of the greenhouse helped 
to untangle this knot, materially and conceptually detaching one 
from the other. Artifi ce thus made possible a reconfi guration of the 
contours of equivalence and transformed the environment into an ob-
ject of scientifi c knowledge and experimentation.38

Still, this technology was imperfect, capable perhaps of smoothing 
out small climatic intervals between spatial or temporal moments 
but not entirely—let alone permanently—remaking environments. 
Its small capacity and intensive resource cost precluded the Madrid 
greenhouse as a fi nal destination; it could serve only as a point of pas-
sage on a circuit toward a set of subordinate or peripheral “gardens of 
acclimatization” that, Gómez Ortega hoped, would provide more fa-
vorable natural conditions for cultivation and gradual adaptation. In 
this respect, the botanical garden in Madrid was doubly a center—of 
both “useful experimentation” in the greenhouse, for example, and 
of “correspondences” across a constellation of dispersed sites linked 
through the continuous circulation of knowledge and things. In ad-
dition to the greenhouses in Barcelona and Valencia to which the bot-
anist refers in his book, then, state agents sought to develop a net-
work of gardens in strategic locations of Spain—Córdoba, Granada, 
Málaga, Cartagena (Murcia), and Orotava on the Canary Island of 
Tenerife.39

In practice, however, this infrastructure of acclimatization re-
mained more a dream than a reality. Many of these gardens were 
small and privately owned, and their existence depended more on per-
sonal friendships and patronage than on institutional support. When 
the owners moved on or died, the gardens likewise disappeared. 
Moreover, bitter disputes between high-ranking officials like Gómez 
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Ortega and the minister of the Indies, Antonio Porlier, about which 
gardens to promote further contributed to institutional fracture.40 As 
a result, this infrastructural network never came together as a sys-
tematized project of acclimatization. On the contrary, it made up a 
relatively piecemeal series that was sustained and motivated more 
by clientelism than by the quantifi cation and abstraction of climatic 
variables and the delineation of clear and systematic procedures for 
circulating American plants progressively through the stages neces-
sary to adapt them to their new conditions.

These examples are illustrative of the failure of Spanish imperial 
botany, which ended up being less an economic boon than what the 
Spanish historian Francisco Javier Puerto Sarmiento calls a “broken 
illusion.”41 The project may not have yielded signifi cant economic 
benefi ts, but it nevertheless produced changes at both the material 
and epistemic levels. Spanish imperial botany recognized the struc-
tural conditions of geography and environment and developed com-
plex, multilayered infrastructural forms in an effort to manage these 
challenges. From the greenhouse and the “gardens of acclimatiza-
tion” to the detailed instructions to colonial officials and naval per-
sonnel charged with collecting, preparing, and transporting spec-
imens back to the Iberian Peninsula, this assemblage of botanical 
sites and practices refl ects a recognition of the need for both measur-
ing and mediating spatial incommensurabilities.

the many climates of chapultepec

Spanish botanical infrastructure failed on the Iberian Peninsula be-
cause it could not systematically address the relation between liv-
ing beings and their environments. I turn now to the botanical gar-
den established at Chapultepec Hill in Mexico City toward the end 
of the eighteenth century. The colonial garden faced similar chal-
lenges to the successful concentration of plant life and was integrated 
into the global network of Spanish imperial botany whose “center of 
calculation” was Madrid.42 Yet its administrators adopted a different 
approach, one that both acknowledged and at the same time opera-
tionalized the geographical specifi city of the Americas through in-
creasingly sophisticated forms of measurement. Rather than adopt 
the two-dimensional grid favored by Gómez Ortega in Madrid, his 
counterparts in Mexico City fashioned a three-dimensional micro-
cosm by transforming a centralized landscape of diverse environ-
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mental conditions into a rationalized topography that would ideally 
be capable of concentrating, sustaining, and managing the totality of 
plant life in New Spain.

The totalizing character of the Royal Botanical Garden of Mexico 
refl ects the archival project out of which it emerged. Elsewhere I have 
charted the rise of a new archival logic in late-eighteenth-century 
Spain in relation to the establishment, protagonized by the historian 
Juan Bautista Muñoz, of the Archivo General de Indias (AGI) in 1785. 
The aim of this archive was to collect at a single location all of the 
historical documents related to Spanish colonial rule, which at the 
time were dispersed throughout the empire. It both shaped and was 
shaped by the emergence of a new mode of historical reason, accord-
ing to which authority was rooted in archival documents rather than 
published accounts.43 Soon after, the viceroy of New Spain proposed 
the foundation of an “Archivo general de Papeles” (General Archive 
of Papers) in Mexico City, explicitly taking the AGI as his model. To 
save on expenses, the unfi nished palace on top of Chapultepec Hill 
was selected as an ideal site for this newly centralized archive.

But this archival project extended beyond papers. In a 1791 let-
ter to the king, the viceroy explicitly links the concentration of his-
torical documents with the concentration of plant life. Combining 
the two would make fi scal sense, since employees of the archive 
might be able to work at the garden as well: “con un sueldo se sa-
tisface a ambas atenciones” (with one salary both duties are satis-
fi ed). But in a more general sense, the projects also seemed to express 
a similar objective. The viceroy articulates this sentiment in its neg-
ative form: “No siendo opuestos entre si estos dos establecimientos, 
ningún inconvenien.te ofrece su reunión en Chapultepeque” (Not be-
ing opposed in themselves, there is no obstacle to uniting both estab-
lishments in Chapultepec). For his part, Vicente Cervantes, the di-
rector of the garden who had studied under Gómez Ortega in Madrid, 
frames this association in more positive terms. Like the General Ar-
chive, he declares, the botanical garden would serve as a “deposito 
general” (general deposit) where it would be possible not only to or-
ganize but also to “propagar abundantemente todas las diferentes es-
pecies de Vegetales” (abundantly propagate all the different species 
of Plants) from across New Spain. Archive and garden were both con-
ceived, then, as “generalizing” projects that would concentrate dis-
persed objects into a systematic and ordered whole.44

The spatial transformation of Chapultepec was conditioned on two 
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moments of enclosure, simultaneously material and epistemic.45 The 
fi rst took place soon after the conquest and transformed what had 
once been the gardens of the Mexica nobility into a controlled ter-
rain that was stripped of indigenous pasts and inserted instead into a 
Western regime of natural history. Francisco Cervantes de Salazar’s 
Latin dialogues, published in the mid-sixteenth century, are clear on 
this point. As explained in chapter 2, the text was written as a tool 
for Latin instruction at the University of Mexico and takes the form 
of a walking tour in which two locals, Zamora and Zuazo, show a 
Spaniard, Alfaro, the most impressive sights of Mexico City and its 
surroundings. Most prominent among the latter is Chapultepec Hill, 
which is “indorum annalibus & aquae multitudine praestãtissimo” 
(noted in the chronicles of the Indians and also for its abundant wa-
ter supply).46

As the characters of the dialogue traverse the city limits, proceed-
ing along the main road through a bucolic scene of irrigated fi elds and 
pastures, the local guides point out the forested “altitudine magna 
promontorium” (promontory of great height) rising in the distance. 
Arriving at the base of the hill, Alfaro notices the walls that encircle 
the garden and leave only a single point of entry. What is the reason, 
he asks, for this enclosure that limits access to so few? The walls, 
Zuazo responds, serve to keep out the crowds of Indians and thereby 
prevent them from defi ling the fresh, clean water from the spring. 
This physical and symbolic barrier thus excludes the indigenous pop-
ulation from the garden while at the same time severing the textual 
links between the hill and the preconquest histories rooted there. 
Upon reaching the summit of this now racially purifi ed and cultur-
ally unmoored Chapultepec, the three look out over the vast expanse 
below them, exclaiming that from this viewpoint “sunt subiecta oc-
ulos latere nequeant” (nothing below may escape the eyes). The “sub-
jected” position of the object of the gaze—in both senses of the term, 
that is, both spatial (below) and political (subordinated)—highlights 
the colonizing operation of this action, and in this regard it comes 
as no surprise that this speech is coupled to a call for the conquest of 
Florida.47 These “voyeurs” take in the entirety of the city as well as 
the surrounding countryside through which they had passed earlier.48 
Awed by the sight, the Spaniard Alfaro declares,

O Deum immortalẽ quã bellum, quam gratum & oculis & animo, 
quantaq̃ varietate iucundum, se hinc spectaculum exhibet, vt summa 
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cum ratione affirmare ausim, orbem vtruq̃ hoc loco circunscriptum 
& circumductum esse: & quod de homine Greci tradunt, Microcos-
mon id est paruum mundum ipsum appellantes: idem de Mexico dici 
posse, loco plano & latissimo tota posita est, & omnis vndequaq̃ visui 
obiecta. [O immortal God! What a spectacle is displayed from here! 
How beautiful, how pleasing to eyes and mind, how delightful in va-
riety! I should dare assert on excellent reasoning that both worlds 
have been joined and encompassed in this place; and the term micro-
cosmos that the Greeks employ for man, that is, a small universe, can 
likewise be said of the City of Mexico. The whole is situated on an 
extensive, level plain completely exposed to our gaze on all sides.]49

At this point, things bleed into words. Alfaro goes on to request a 
brief introduction to the natural (and moral) history of New Spain: 
“Quod tamen cognoscendum mihi supremum & vltimum restat . . . 
de Nouae Hispaniae, cuius primatum tenet Mexicus, tẽperie & in-
genio, deq̃ Indorũ moribus & vita . . . me docete” (Please instruct me 
about the last and fi nal things left for me to learn, that is, about the 
climate and nature of New Spain, whose head is Mexico City, and 
about the life and customs of the Indians).50 In response, the locals 
reference the work of a natural historian named Juanote Durán, who 
had apparently written a geography of the New World in the 1530s 
that was unpublished at the time and has since been lost. Citing 
Durán, they narrate at length the dimensions of the territory, its var-
ious regions and climes, the fertility of the soil, and the products it 
yields, as well as the customs of the native population. Totalizing 
gaze and textual description thus go hand in hand.

It is precisely the act of enclosure that allows Cervantes de Sala-
zar to reinscribe Chapultepec into a colonial regime of knowledge. 
On one hand, the walls secure the garden and its contents from the 
threat of contamination posed by the indigenous population; on the 
other hand, this material expulsion subtends the insertion of the 
site—and the territory at large—into the epistemic frame of natural 
history. The view from the top of Chapultepec transforms the city 
below, as a symbol of colonial rule and a crossroads of global circu-
lation, into a microcosm. In the context of late-eighteenth-century 
botany, however, this microcosmic capacity will be reversed and dis-
placed onto Chapultepec itself.

If the sixteenth-century natural histories of Cervantes de Salazar 
and Juanote Durán are made possible by the material and epistemic 
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enclosure of Chapultepec, the installation of the botanical garden at 
the site is inaugurated through a second act of enclosure. The micro-
cosm of Mexico City celebrated by Cervantes de Salazar, where the 
urban fabric encompasses the universe and the garden serves as the 
point from which it can be seen, yielded to the microcosm of the gar-
den, subjected to the rationalizing spirit of the late Enlightenment. 
This project, conceived and implemented by Peninsular and Cre-
ole fi gures, including the botanist Vicente Cervantes, the architect 
and engineer Miguel Constanzó, and the physician Martín de Sessé, 
sought to represent hyperlocalized environmental conditions, or mi-
croclimates, on the three-dimensional landscape of Chapultepec 
Hill. An incipient form of plant geography, the botanical garden thus 
not only resonated with but also lay the groundwork for the emer-
gence of Humboldtian science just over a decade later.

Chapultepec came to serve as the location of the garden as a result 
of the failure of its initial site, known as the Potrero de Atlampa. Be-
ginning in May 1789, a variety of seeds and plants from other parts of 
New Spain, the Americas, and even Europe were acquired and sown 
at this four-acre plot. But a problem quickly arose. Atlampa was a 
lowland subject to frequent fl ooding that ruined the plants and at 
times made it impossible for students to attend class. In addition, 
the soil was so “tepetatoso, axido, y salitrovo” (clayey, arid, and ni-
trous) that not even maize would grow there.51 These obstacles led to 
a search for a more suitable location.

By the end of 1791 the botanical garden had been reorganized and 
relocated to a more permanent form, divided between two sites: a 
small teaching garden at the viceroy’s palace and a larger agricul-
tural garden at Chapultepec Hill. While the former has received a 
great deal of attention from scholars, the latter has been largely ig-
nored or overlooked. I suspect there are two reasons for this: fi rst, 
the symbolic importance of the palace, along with the correspond-
ing prevalence of documentation about it; and second, the dominant 
disciplinary approach to botanical history, which tends to read the 
garden through the intellectual lineage of the letrados who studied 
there. I do not mean to discount the pedagogical infl uence of the gar-
den on the intellectual culture of New Spain—by training the next 
generation of doctors, scientists, and pharmacists in Enlightenment 
botany, it shaped the way nature was seen and understood well into 
the nineteenth century.52 But the grounds of Chapultepec served an 
equally if not more important task. It was there that the agricul-
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tural side of botanical science would be carried out, where species 
identifi ed and collected in the course of ongoing botanical expedi-
tions across New Spain would be transplanted and cultivated. The 
two sites were designed to operate in tandem, and a constant fl ow 
of people and plants circulated between them. Cervantes and Cons-
tanzó agreed that it would be easy enough, on one hand, to simply 
bring plants from Chapultepec to the palace to be used for instruc-
tional purposes; on the other hand, Chapultepec was close enough 
that no one would complain about having to walk a few miles in or-
der to reach “un paraje donde pueden juntarse en mayor numero que 
en otra parte las producciones vejetales de todos los Climas” (a loca-
tion in which, more than anywhere else, the vegetable products of ev-
ery Climate may be gathered).53 All the plant species from the many 
climates of New Spain could be concentrated there.

Whereas the palace had to be radically altered in order to serve 
the desired purpose, what made Chapultepec so ideal were its “natu-
ral” virtues. As Cervantes affirms, the site offered “un basto terreno 
de varias calidades, y temperamentos” (an expansive plot of varied 
qualities and temperatures), which as a result would be able to ac-
commodate any plants sent back by the botanical expedition, led by 
Sessé, or by botanical afi cionados and correspondents elsewhere.54 In 
his own report, Constanzó lays out the utility of the site in more ex-
plicit detail:

Chapultepeque goza de quantas circunstancias pueden apetecerse: 
un cerro elevado ciento y cincuenta pies sobre el terreno en que tiene 
asiento: ofrece una situacion amena, y deliciosa con variedad de as-
pectos, y está expuesto á todos vientos, en donde las plantas según su 
naturaleza, y habito, hallaran oportuno abrigo: por esta razon las fal-
das del Cerro las produce mui varias, y particulares: en las que mi-
ran al sur, y al Poniente se ven muchas, propias unicamente de cli-
mas calientes, y en las que miran al Norte, y oriente, las de Climas 
frios: al pie del mismo Cerro hay competente terreno, en que una ves 
acotado se pueden acomodar perfectamente las plantas qe nacen en si-
tios mas, o menos altos, mas, o menos humedos. [Chapultepec enjoys 
all of the conditions that could be hoped for: a hill elevated 150 feet 
above ground level, it offers a pleasant and delightful location with a 
variety of qualities, and exposed to all the winds, where plants will 
fi nd appropriate shelter according to their nature and habitat. For this 
reason, the slopes of the Hill have varied and particular characters: in 
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those which face south and west, there are many that resemble warm 
climates, and in those that face north and east, cool climates. At the 
base of the Hill there is sufficient land that, once enclosed, plants 
that grow in more or less elevated and more or less humid places will 
be perfectly accommodated.]55

Where Cervantes de Salazar rhetorically extols the “great height” of 
the “promontory” of Chapultepec, Constanzó reinscribes the hill sci-
entifi cally as a series of planes, each subject to a set of measurable 
and rationalizable variables. These planes, furthermore, were con-
structed through a relation of equivalence that was intended to op-
erate in substitution for the native habitat of the plants. Owing to a 
specifi c combination of sun, wind, and altitude, the south- and west-
facing slopes took on the characteristics of hot climates, while those 
that faced north and east matched cold climates. Meanwhile, the 
base of the hill was capable of hosting plants adapted to either wet 
or dry zones. (This last characteristic in particular must have come 
as a great relief after the regular fl ooding at Atlampa.) The varied cli-
mates of Chapultepec, wrote Sessé several years later, made it possi-
ble, under the direction of Cervantes, to “connaturalizar por mayor y 
a menos costo que en ningun otro [terreno] de las inmediaciones, las 
plantas de los diversos climas que componen esta America” (natural-
ize the plants from the diverse climates that make up this America 
in great numbers and at less cost than at any other nearby site).56

These comments reveal that the construction of the garden re-
quired more than passive observation—it also required a second act 
of enclosure. When Constanzó states that Chapultepec will be able 
to serve as an ideal garden only after it has been “acotado,” he is de-
scribing, on one hand, a demarcation or division, a literal fencing in, 
that is, by erecting cotos (boundaries; from the Latin cautus, or “de-
fended”); and, on the other, an epistemic inscription of the meaning 
of each of these divisions, on the basis of the proper authorities (a 
sort of metaphorical defense). Thus, the gardens of Chapultepec de-
scribed on one hand by Cervantes de Salazar and on the other by Cer-
vantes, Constanzó, and Sessé all depended on some form of enclo-
sure. The fi rst round actualized the racial exclusion through which 
colonial rule often worked, while the second built on this foundation 
by further fragmenting the space through demarcation and inscrip-
tion. In one sense, this is precisely what Foucault is talking about 
when he describes the classical garden, in which, by instituting or-
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der, things are made to signify without words. But the reorganization 
of Chapultepec went an important step further: it classifi ed things as 
well as the space that enveloped, bound, and sustained them. It was 
not only the items laid out on the table that were subjected to the 
classifying and quantifying gaze, but also the table itself.

The establishment of the Royal Botanical Garden of Mexico thus 
gave rise to both a more sophisticated theory of climate and a more 
effective infrastructure of acclimatization than the botanists in Ma-
drid had produced. Instead of a patchwork archipelago of “gardens of 
acclimatization,” organized more by patronage than calculation, the 
transformation of Chapultepec into a rationalized spectrum of micro-
climates placed external determination at the center of the botanical 
project. To the two-dimensional theory of climate that was dominant 
in Spain, botanical practice in New Spain added a third dimension. 
From the abstract plane of the cartographic projection, a topographi-
cal imprint became necessary.

plant geography and racial affectability

The proposed rationalization of Chapultepec also dovetailed with 
and laid the groundwork for the elaboration of a new mode of scien-
tifi c thought, namely plant geography. Mountains had been impor-
tant in the study of plant diversity since the mid-eighteenth century. 
Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra has traced this argument from Linnaeus to 
Andean botanists like Francisco José de Caldas, who was an impor-
tant infl uence on the Prussian scientist Alexander von Humboldt.57 
In his famous Tableau physique, for example, Humboldt weaves to-
gether cartography with the careful measurement of environmental 
phenomena to illustrate topographically the zones of habitability of 
Andean plants (fi gure 4.3). Cañizares-Esguerra suggests that moun-
tains offered a “natural laboratory” for studying the relation between 
living beings and their environments. But while the unparalleled ver-
ticality of the Andes certainly made it exemplary, Chapultepec was 
being discussed in similar terms more than a decade earlier. More-
over, the botanical garden was even more of a laboratory than the An-
des, in the true etymological sense of the word, as a site of human la-
bor. The operationalization of Chapultepec articulated by Cervantes, 
Constanzó, and Sessé demonstrated a new imperial capacity to or-
der nature through infrastructures of equivalence that transformed 
the way space and the living beings that inhabited and circulated 
through it were seen and mobilized for particular ends.
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With the approval of Charles IV, Humboldt traveled with his com-
panion Aimé Bonpland though Spanish America between 1799 and 
1804, the fi nal year of which he spent in New Spain. In his Polit-
ical Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain (1811), Humboldt praises 
the state of the natural sciences in Mexico as well as the “distin-
guished botanists” with whom he worked during his stay, Cervantes 
and Sessé among them. “The city of Mexico,” he adds, “exhibits a 
very interesting botanical garden.”58 Humboldt did not travel exten-
sively in New Spain, opting instead to base his work on statistical 
data provided to him by the Spanish authorities. This suggests that 
he depended even more heavily on his local counterparts and that his 
botanical observations would have been carried out in and around 
Mexico City, more likely than not at the garden.59

Humboldt’s work can be seen as moving beyond the traditional bot-
any I have examined here but also as building directly on precisely the 
kind of work that was happening at Chapultepec in order to fashion 
a new method and object of scientifi c knowledge. At the opening of 
his Essay on the Geography of Plants (1807), he distinguishes his own 

figure 4.3.  Tableau physique des Andes et Pays voisins (Physical tableau of the 
Andes and neighboring countries). From Humboldt and Bonpland, Essay on the 
Geography of Plants.
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work from that of the Linnaean botanists who preceded him, who 
were “concerned almost exclusively with the discovery of new spe-
cies of plants, the study of their external structure, their distinguish-
ing characteristics, and the analogies that group them together into 
classes and families.” However valuable this work may have been, ar-
gues Humboldt, “it is no less important to understand the Geography 
of Plants, a science that up to now exists in name only, and yet is an 
essential part of general physics.”60 Already apparent here is a shift 
away from the classifying logic of taxonomy and toward a “general 
physics” that attempts to grasp the laws that determine the unfold-
ing of nature over space and time. I want to emphasize two key char-
acteristics of this new approach. The fi rst is methodological, namely 
the mathematization of the natural and social worlds through pre-
cise measurement. Humboldt and Bonpland carried an array of state-
of-the-art scientifi c instruments with them in their travels, including 
sextants for calculating latitude, chronometers for calculating longi-
tude, Ramsden barometers for calculating air pressure and elevation, 
a repeating circle and theodolite for calculating the elevation of dis-
tant points, numerous thermometers to gauge temperature, and an 
electrometer and an electroscope for measuring electrical charge.61 
And these instruments were put to good use, their readings inscribed 
in journals, published in books, and engraved in images. As he writes 
in the Essay, “Mr. Bonpland and I brought back collections containing 
over 6,000 species of tropical plants that we gathered ourselves dur-
ing the course of our botanizing. Since we were also carrying out at 
the same time astronomical observations as well as geodetic and baro-
metric measurements, our manuscripts contain materials that can 
determine exactly the position and elevation of these plants. We can 
show the breadth of the latitudinal zone occupied by these plants, 
their maximum and minimum elevation, the nature of the soil in 
which they grow, and the temperature of the plants’ native soil.”62 Cer-
tainly, measurement formed part of the toolkit by which Chapultepec 
had been operationalized at the hands of Cervantes, Sessé, and Cons-
tanzó, but it was Humboldt who intensifi ed and formalized these 
procedures, fully incorporating them into and thereby transforming 
the practice of botanical collection. The resulting data are integrated 
into topographical renderings that aim to make visible the implicit 
and explicit limits written into the laws of nature. Such “botanical 
maps” would depict “long bands, whose irresistible extension causes 
the population of states to decrease, the nations to be separated, and 

Nemser_6808-final.indb   158Nemser_6808-final.indb   158 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



collection  159

creates stronger obstacles to communication than do mountains and 
seas.”63 As noted earlier, the Tableau physique, published with the Es-
say, famously joins this wealth of data capturing a multiplicity of nat-
ural variables (temperature, altitude, air pressure, humidity, electric-
ity, and so on) with a topographical representation of South America 
and the Andes. In a sense, this image could be seen as an extension of 
the project that began at Chapultepec.

Along with precise measurement, a second characteristic of Hum-
boldt’s plant geography is a broadening of its scope, a change in the 
object of knowledge. The shift away from “things themselves” to 
complex assemblages—vegetation rather than plants, for example—
also led Humboldt, at the same time as Georges Cuvier was develop-
ing his approach to comparative anatomy in Paris, to think more in 
terms of function than form. “In living nature,” he writes in the Es-
say, “many causes contribute to the modifi cation of vital functions, 
and none can be neglected to explain the phenomena of the organiza-
tion of matter.”64 The “general deposit” of the Royal Botanical Gar-
den of Mexico had aimed to collect the totality of the plant life of 
New Spain within the rationalized planes of Chapultepec Hill, but 
Humboldt’s “general physics” redirected this gaze back onto the ele-
ments that composed the natural and social world. His method thus 
represents an attempt to tease out the emergent divide between or-
ganic beings and inorganic matter, but also the deeply material rela-
tions that nevertheless link them together within a general ecology.65 
For example, Humboldt sees a “very analogous” relation between 
plants and animals with regard to the action of external forces on 
bodily function, or as he puts it, “the irritability of their fi bers and 
the stimuli that excite them.”66 But this analogy operates differen-
tially—certain global regions, defi ned by an array of climatic vari-
ables, are more adequate to the social and biological development of 
certain living organisms: “These results comprise in one view the 
climate and its infl uence on organized beings, the aspect of the coun-
try, varied according to the nature of the soil and its vegetable cover-
ing, the direction of the mountains and rivers which separate races of 
men as well as tribes of plants; and fi nally, the modifi cations observ-
able in the condition of people living in different latitudes, and in cir-
cumstances more or less favourable to the development of their facul-
ties.”67 Life appears, and must be thought, within a specifi c context.

By exploring the impact of external forces on the development of 
“organized beings” including both plants and humans, Humboldt’s 
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approach thus goes beyond Alzate’s analogy between “las plan-
tas” and “los negros,” with its emphasis on surface appearance, and 
makes possible a new theory of the human body and specifi cally of 
racialized life framed in a global register. Where plant life is “mo-
notonous and hopelessly dull,” as in Europe, agricultural productiv-
ity and population growth are maximized. In the tropics, conversely, 
the forces of nature simply overpower those of culture. “In the lands 
near the equator, man is too weak to tame a vegetation that hides the 
ground from view and leaves only the ocean and the rivers to be free. 
There nature demonstrates its savage and majestic character (carac-
tère sauvage et majestueux) that render impossible all efforts of cul-
tivation.” The power of nature overcomes the efforts of the human 
populations inhabiting these regions to transform and appropriate it. 
As a result, he continues, “the character of the savage (sauvage) is 
modifi ed every where by the nature of the climate and the soil where 
he lives.”68 Linguistically and climatically linked to tropical vegeta-
tion, the savage is defi ned by what Silva calls “affectability.”

Humboldt’s theory of race is thus doubly spatial, framed in terms 
of geography as well as of subjectivity. He conceptualizes the ques-
tion of external determination in relation to a reconfi gured locus of 
autonomy, and it is through imperial botany that the knowing sub-
ject is constituted. In this respect, plant geography develops a curious 
relation to imperial appropriation:

The frail plants that people, out of love of science or refi ned luxury, 
grow in their hothouses are mere shadows of the majestic equinoc-
tial plants; many of these shapes will remain forever unknown to 
the Europeans. . . . In Europe, a man isolated on an arid coast can en-
joy in thought the picture of faraway regions: if his soul is sensitive to 
works of art, if he is educated enough in spirit to embrace the broad 
concepts of general physics, he can, in his utter solitude and without 
leaving his home, appropriate everything that the intrepid natural-
ist has discovered in the heavens and the oceans, in the subterranean 
grottos, or on the highest icy peaks. This is no doubt how enlight-
enment and civilization have the greatest impact on our individual 
happiness, by allowing us to live in the past as well as the present, 
by bringing to us everything produced by nature in its various cli-
mates, and by allowing us to communicate with all the peoples of the 
earth. Sustained by previous discoveries, we can go forth into the fu-
ture, and by foreseeing the consequences of phenomena, we can un-
derstand once and for all the laws to which nature subjected itself. In 
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the midst of this research, we can achieve an intellectual pleasure, a 
moral freedom that fortifi es us against the blows of fate and which no 
external power can ever reach.69

At fi rst glance, the project of imperial botany as articulated from 
the metropolitan center appears to be entirely exhausted. The green-
houses that glistened with Gómez Ortega’s desire are once again in-
serted back into the overdetermined global space in which they were 
originally rooted. Technological mastery and the artifi cial produc-
tion of “environment” are written as a tragic narrative of impossibil-
ity. And yet, it is worth considering in what specifi c way the project 
has failed. After all, Humboldt is referring specifi cally to the Euro-
pean gardens that relied on the greenhouse, rather than sites like 
Chapultepec that aimed instead to take advantage of their “natural” 
characteristics. Indeed, Humboldt would later write glowingly of the 
“garden of acclimatization” at Orotava, which he and Bonpland had 
visited en route to the Americas: “The establishment of a botanical 
garden at Teneriffe,” he affirms in his Personal Narrative of Travels 
to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent (1814), “is a very 
happy idea, on account of the double infl uence, which it may have on 
the progress of botany, and on the introduction of useful plants into 
Europe. . . . The Canary Islands, from the mildness of their climate 
and geographical position, afforded the most suitable place for nat-
uralising the productions of the two Indies, and serving as a reposi-
tory to habituate the plants gradually to the colder temperature of the 
south of Europe.”70

How to reconcile these apparently contradictory statements re-
garding the potential of the botanical garden and more generally of 
the project of imperial botany? In my view, something different is 
at stake in each case. With regard to Orotava, Humboldt remains 
focused on the same project that occupied Spanish botanists under 
the direction of Gómez Ortega, one that was limited to the mechan-
ics and presumed mercantile benefi ts of acclimatization. This is, in 
other words, a primarily economic project. But the critique of the gar-
den laid out in the earlier Essay on the Geography of Plants oper-
ates on a very different level. What marks the greenhouse as a failure 
is not so much that its products have no utility but rather that they 
do not evoke the aesthetic experience of tropical nature. The green-
house produces little more than “shadows of the majestic equinoc-
tial plants,” the very same plants that overpower the feeble efforts of 
the savage indigenous inhabitants of a global region written in affect-
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ability. The failure of the greenhouse paradoxically reaffirms the self- 
determination of the European (White) knowing subject.

Even as the project of imperial botany begins to drop away, then, 
it leaves behind a newly consolidated scientifi c apparatus that writes 
the racial as woven into the fabric of a global space that, for its part, 
serves as the stage of appearance of the category of life itself. Plant ge-
ography and general physics are thus the clearest expression in Hum-
boldt’s work of the procedure through which late Enlightenment 
science produced a global distribution of affectability. Humboldt’s 
imperial botany underwrites both the infrastructural systems that 
enable the global circulation and concentration of natural products, 
as at Orotava, and the production of scientifi c knowledge that cap-
tures the unfolding of nature over time and space, as in the Essay on 
the Geography of Plants. Both are part of a civilizing project of colo-
nial extraction and transformation. But imperial botany also operates 
as a sort of insulation that shields the self-determined character of 
the European (White) subject from the continuous threat of external 
determination. At the same time, this subject’s mastery over colonial 
nature slips easily into a parallel mastery over colonized humanity, 
defi ned by its analogous relation to “savage” vegetation. Racialized 
bodies and social confi gurations are written as differential exterior-
izations of the productive law of life and of the particular mental ca-
pacities produced within distinct global regions.71

conclusion

Race does not enter into Foucault’s archaeology of the human sci-
ences in The Order of Things because he never abandons Europe as 
the domain of his inquiry—only in his later work, as I have suggested, 
does the question of colonization make even a brief appearance. This 
is especially true of his analysis of the emergence of the modern con-
cept of life at the beginning of the nineteenth century. For Foucault, 
it is Cuvier, bent over the dissection table of his Parisian laboratory, 
who embodies this transition. In contrast, I have suggested an alter-
native, imperial trajectory that highlights not only the centrality but 
also the inscription or embeddedness of race within the very concept 
of “life itself.” In this account, Alexander von Humboldt’s early work 
on plant geography constitutes a “crucial link” between the prac-
tice of natural history characteristic of late-eighteenth-century Span-
ish imperial botany and the “science of man” at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century.72
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Foucault’s analysis of biopolitics picks up where his excavation of 
the modern concept of “life itself” leaves off. In the fi rst volume of 
The History of Sexuality, published in French in 1976 (the same year 
he delivered his “Society Must Be Defended” lectures at the Collège 
de France), he traces the consolidation of a new political modality 
that takes life as its object. It is here that the question of race, glar-
ingly absent in The Order of Things, fi nally enters the picture. Im-
portantly, Foucault does not treat the rise of what he calls “modern, 
‘biologizing,’ statist” racism in the nineteenth century as an entirely 
new phenomenon.73 In this way he avoids the trap encountered by 
scholars who cannot see beyond the conceptual boundaries of “scien-
tifi c racism” and who thus dismiss claims about racism prior to the 
nineteenth century as anachronistic. Yet Foucault’s description of 
this nineteenth-century shift to “a new racism modeled on war” ends 
up problematically reifying the category of race itself. “You can see 
that, here, we are far removed from the ordinary racism that takes the 
traditional form of mutual contempt or hatred between the races.”74 
What Foucault refers to as “ordinary racism” is thus grounded in a ra-
cial economy that has been fully naturalized. It presumes the prior 
existence of a real object (“the races”) that only later enters into a 
system of representation or becomes synchronized with a new mo-
dality of power. Furthermore, he encodes a theory of “race relations” 
that naturalizes not only racial belonging but also racist conduct.75 
Rather than some biological substrate over which an ideological fab-
ric is later draped or around which “natural” enmities inevitably co-
alesce, however, race is best understood as the product of a series of 
racializing procedures. What I have argued in this chapter, moreover, 
is that the modern concept of “life,” assembled on the basis of an 
array of infrastructures and material practices that were inseparable 
from European colonialism, is itself inseparable from racialization. 
There is no pure or transcendent concept of life, ontologically prior to 
some racial ideology or veil—rather, “life itself” is always already ra-
cialized from the moment of its historical emergence.

This account of the emergence of racialized life also challenges the 
conventional reading of racial thinking in the late Enlightenment. 
During the eighteenth century, this story goes, racial difference was 
seen strictly as a result of environment, which meant that identity 
was relatively fl uid. It was only in the nineteenth century that the 
location of race shifted to the body, making it fi xed and immutable. 
This transition gave rise to the “scientifi c racism” that many histori-
ans of the nineteenth century privilege as racism’s one “true” form.76 
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By focusing on the split between transparency and affectability, how-
ever, my analysis shows that the concept of race is never entirely fl uid 
or entirely fi xed, but rather is expressed differentially through partic-
ular kinds of bodies. Even in the nineteenth century, race operated as 
an analytic capable of defi ning the extent to which a body was auton-
omous and self-determined, on one hand, or always already subject to 
external forces, on the other. The racial, in other words, is precisely 
that which determines which bodies are fi xed and which are fl uid.77

Cañizares-Esguerra has argued that, faced with European theories 
of climate that threatened their superior position in the colonial hier-
archy, seventeenth-century Creoles outlined a new theory of race. Us-
ing the early modern discourse of astrology, they distinguished their 
own bodies, defi ned as we saw in chapter 3 by the purity of Spanish 
descent, from indigenous ones and argued that only the latter were 
subject to the negative infl uence of New World stars. This allowed 
them simultaneously to accept and to insulate themselves from dom-
inant European theories of degeneration. For Cañizares-Esguerra, this 
is a notable case because it shows that “the fi rst modern views of the 
racialized body” emerged in Spanish America, but he acknowledges 
that Creole patriotic astrology did not catch on in Europe and there-
fore cannot be seen as the “origin” of scientifi c racism.78 Cañizares-
Esguerra’s analysis of this aborted theory of race conjugates the rela-
tion between fi xity and fl uidity, between body and environment.

Although the white supremacist astrology of the seventeenth cen-
tury proved a dead end, this chapter shows that the same logic re-
appeared in the late Enlightenment debates about botany and plant 
geography that were channeled through the American colonies gen-
erally and New Spain specifi cally.79 Once again we fi nd the racializ-
ing caesura that splits humanity into two types of bodies—one self-
determining, the other externally determined. By the nineteenth 
century, however, the pressures of external determination were pro-
vided not by what had become an obsolete theory of astrology, but 
primarily by an environment subjected to increasingly intense forms 
of statistical rationalization. This scientifi c approach to climate had 
emerged as a supplement to Spanish imperial botany and manifested 
in the array of infrastructural forms, from greenhouses and “gardens 
of acclimatization” to the transformation of landscape into micro-
climates, that were developed under the auspices of this project. In 
this way, Spanish imperial botany and the botanical collections on 
which it depended gave rise to a new science not only of concentra-
tion but also of race at the turn of the nineteenth century.
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Epilogue

primitive racialization

The broader social contradictions of neoliberal capitalism in which 
the Rural City is embedded ensure that those returning to their 
lands are faced with continued marginalisation while Nuevo Juan 
de Grijalva itself is transformed into little more than a space of 
cramped housing, high unemployment, and persistent poverty. 
Furthermore, as the raw memory of alienation fades and the 
routines of an administered everydayness congeal around them, 
the day may come when the inhabitants . . . announce that they are 
satisfi ed.
japhy wilson, “notes on the rural city”

Hegemony is always the forgetting of primitive accumulation, 
the original sin of political economy.
alberto moreiras, “ten notes on primitive imperial 

accumulation”

On September 17, 2009, the Mexican president Felipe Calderón 
made an unusual appearance in a remote corner of the southern-
most state of Chiapas, in order to inaugurate a newly built city called 
Nuevo Juan de Grijalva. Accompanied by the governor of Chiapas, 
Juan Sabines, and wearing a wreath of pink fl owers, Calderón told the 
crowd that this, the fi rst of a series of so-called sustainable rural cit-
ies (ciudades rurales sustentables), would be the solution to the prob-
lems of rural Mexico. “Estoy convencido, amigos” (I am convinced, 
my friends), he declared, “que una de las causas estructurales de la 
pobreza en México es la dispersión de la gente” (that one of the struc-
tural causes of poverty in Mexico is the dispersion of the people). 
Seemingly going off script for a moment, he continued: “Yo no sé por 
qué los poblados se regaron tanto. Quizá es por la costumbre, la tra-
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dición” (I don’t know why the communities were so scattered. Maybe 
it’s because of custom or tradition). Regardless of the original cause, 
he said, it would be far more expensive to deliver water and other ser-
vices to three houses thirty kilometers apart than to do so for four 
hundred houses “reunidas en un perímetro como éste” (grouped to-
gether in a perimeter like this one). The key to addressing poverty 
and marginalization in the poorest states of Mexico, then, would be 
to have “una política pública que estimule la concentración en cen-
tros de desarrollo, en ciudades rurales, como ésta” (a public policy 
that stimulates concentration in centers of development, in rural cit-
ies like this one).1

Against dispersion, concentration. The resonance between this 
project and the array of colonial techniques of population manage-
ment examined in this book should be immediately clear. Since the 
introduction of the campo de reconcentración by the Spanish mili-
tary in Cuba at the end of the nineteenth century, these forms and 
practices of concentration have proliferated in Latin America and 
throughout the world. Indeed, the link between many of these sites 
goes beyond mere resemblance. One might easily sketch out, for ex-
ample, a genealogy linking Spanish camps in Cuba to American 
camps in the Philippines, and from there to “strategic hamlets” dur-
ing the US war in Vietnam, passing into the aldeas vietnamitas in 
Guerrero, Mexico during the “dirty war” of the 1970s and the aldeas 
modelo or polos de desarrollo in Guatemala during the genocidal 
military campaigns of the 1980s. This would be both accurate and at 
the same time somewhat misleading, if only because concentration-
based strategies of counterinsurgency have proliferated to such an ex-
tent that the directionality of these borrowings may at times be too 
diffuse to trace.2

The state of Chiapas is well known because of the Zapatista move-
ment, which rose up against the Mexican government in 1994 and 
since then has sought to build autonomy in recuperated territory and 
defend itself from the state’s ongoing campaign of low-intensity war. 
For this reason, many critics have interpreted the rural cities proj-
ect as part of a broad strategy of counterinsurgency. Yet only one site, 
Santiago El Pinar, is located anywhere near Zapatista territory, and 
in any case the project is currently expanding to other states like 
Puebla. Beyond the logic of counterinsurgency, then, the rural cit-
ies in many ways appear as a classic mechanism of “primitive ac-
cumulation,” as described by Marx, by which peasants are violently 
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separated from the land and converted from subsistence farmers into 
wage laborers. On one hand, the process serves to facilitate the enclo-
sure and concentration of collectively held resources in the hands of 
the state or transnational capital. Some of these lands will be used to 
build megadams and hydroelectric plants, for example, while others 
have been granted as concessions to North American mining com-
panies. On the other hand, the project aims to transform indigenous 
peasants once and for all into neoliberal subjects, “freed” from their 
ties to the land and the collective and inserted as individuals and 
family units into labor markets and global commodity fl ows.3

Designed to remake indigenous subjectivity through the reconfi g-
uration of space, the rural cities “are laid out in a rigid grid forma-
tion, within which diverse communities are thrown together, frag-
mented into individual families, and reconstituted in homogeneous 
rows of identical houses.”4 Infrastructural integration and the provi-
sion of services can be read as mechanisms for making people live 
“better,” though (as with their colonial predecessors) these programs 
are always ideological and seek not merely to sustain but to radically 
transform the lives to which they are directed. As the geographer 
 Japhy Wilson notes, these cities are urbanistically and architecturally 
organized to encourage the atomization of individuals and families 
by minimizing public space and orienting inhabitants away from the 
little that remains. In Nuevo Juan de Grijalva, for example, there are 
no parks and no central plaza. Houses are built with their backs fac-
ing the street and their porches opening inward. Meanwhile, patios 
are too small and hot to grow crops or raise animals for consump-
tion, and as a result residents are induced, often for the fi rst time in 
their lives, to purchase all or nearly all of the food they consume. 
This process of subjectifi cation, moreover, is framed in racializing 
terms. Calderón speculates that indigenous “dispersion” may be the 
result of a naturalized tendency embedded within an indigenous cul-
ture that is ancient, static, and obsolete. Culture is thus mobilized 
to do the work of race. Framed as a project of “modernization,” con-
centration represents not only the delivery of infrastructural services 
but also the production of coevalness between the “backward” indig-
enous population and the “modern” Mestizo population of Mexico. 
As one high-ranking state official explained, the establishment of ru-
ral cities should not be seen as “a single act of relocation in a hous-
ing estate” but rather as “a project that implies a change of life in its 
inhabitants.”5

Nemser_6808-final.indb   167Nemser_6808-final.indb   167 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



168 infrastructures of race

This comparison highlights two important distinctions between 
the counterinsurgency model of concentration and the colonial (and 
postcolonial) projects I have focused on in this book. First, while the 
former appear in a context of nominal war, the latter are deployed in 
a context of nominal peace. We have to be careful about these terms, 
of course, since they are closer than is conventionally assumed—as 
Foucault reminds us, a war is always raging beneath the surface of ev-
ery peace.6 Especially in the colonial context, then, the difference is 
one of degrees, but this does not mean that we should not attend to it. 
Agamben’s reading of the concentration camp, for example, turns pre-
cisely on this distinction. The camp is born, he argues, out of a tempo-
ral state of emergency linked to a colonial war.7 My claim, in contrast, 
is that concentration initially emerges through the construction of 
a colonial “peace.” Concentration constitutes, rather than suspends, 
the social order.

The second difference concerns the question of race. Laleh Khalili 
observes that “the racialization of the enemy” plays a crucial role in 
the practice of counterinsurgency, especially when it is carried out in 
colonial space, since “ultimately a racial hierarchy resolves the ten-
sions between illiberal methods and liberal discourse, between bloody 
hands and honeyed tongues, between weapons of war and emanci-
patory hyperbole.” By rendering certain populations disposable, the 
logic of race indexes the uneven deployment of violence and care. 
Khalili argues, for example, that the purported “whiteness” of the 
Boers shaped their treatment by the British. Although they too were 
confi ned in concentration camps, compared to “Black” internees 
they enjoyed double the rations, exemption from heavy manual labor, 
and the support of pro-Boer activists in Britain.8 Generally speaking, 
the “caesura” of racialization defi nes the contours of concentration, 
especially once the camp has “boomeranged” from the colony back 
to the metropole—from the World War II–era death camps in Nazi 
Germany and Japanese internment camps in the United States to the 
detention center at Guantánamo Bay today.9

The temporality of racialization is somewhat different, however, 
in the concentration projects I have examined here. If racialization 
has already taken place and forms the enabling ground for concen-
tration as counterinsurgency, then congregation, enclosure, segrega-
tion, and collection reverse this process, with concentration operat-
ing as the enabling ground for racialization. Race is not the starting 
point, in other words, but the end product of concentration, which 
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for its part is conceptualized as a racializing procedure.10 In reality, 
of course, the distinction is not so clear. Racialization has to be con-
stantly reproduced through a multiplicity of projects operating across 
various levels of scale, often in confl ict with each other, and concen-
tration can be used to shore up or undermine existing racial projects. 
Nevertheless, as Calderón’s discussion of indigenous “dispersion” 
suggests, certain categories that emerged through colonial concentra-
tion projects have endured to the present day. Much like physical in-
frastructures that stubbornly persist in the landscape, race may oper-
ate infrastructurally by facilitating certain forms of circulation and 
accumulation that remain relatively consistent over time.

This book has laid out a framework for racialization that is both 
historically linked and formally identical to Marx’s concept of prim-
itive accumulation. On one hand, as Marx himself recognized, prim-
itive accumulation was routed through European colonialism and as 
a consequence was bound up with racialized forms of expropriation 
and extraction, including “the extirpation, enslavement and entomb-
ment in mines of the indigenous population” of the Americas and 
“the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the commercial hunting 
of blackskins.”11 This is an important claim, but it treats race as al-
ways already constituted, a “natural” category that seems to offer it-
self up to be harnessed in more or less brutal ways. Building on the 
work of Silvia Federici, I have suggested instead that primitive accu-
mulation should be read in part as a process of racialization, as “an 
accumulation of differences and divisions within the working class, 
whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as ‘race’ and age, be-
came constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern pro-
letariat.”12 For Federici, primitive accumulation actively produces 
race (note her use of quotation marks) as both a condition of possibil-
ity for and an integral component of ongoing capital accumulation.

On the other hand, both capitalism and race have histories, op-
erate as modalities of domination, and most importantly are easily 
naturalized. After laying out the process of capital accumulation in 
exhaustive detail, Marx observes that each step in the circuit pre-
supposes the step that precedes it. “The whole movement, therefore, 
seems to turn around in a never-ending circle, which we can only 
get out of by assuming a primitive accumulation (the ‘previous ac-
cumulation’ of Adam Smith) which precedes capitalist accumula-
tion; an accumulation which is not the result of the capitalist mode 
of production but its point of departure.”13 For political economists 
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like Smith, this problem was solved by resorting to a morality tale: 
once upon a time, some people worked hard and saved their earnings 
while others were lazy and squandered them. This story serves both 
to explain and to justify the emergence of capitalists, on one hand, 
and workers, on the other. Less a history than a theology of origi-
nal sin, it constructs a homogeneous and empty time in which the 
systemic logic of capital has been transformed into a set of natural 
“laws.” Capitalism has no history—it is simply the way things are. 
This claim conveniently erases the foundational violence and expro-
priation that jumpstarted the capital-relation.

In contrast, Marx sought to excavate the “actual history” of largely 
colonial violence required to create the conditions in which capital-
ist accumulation could proceed under its own momentum. The in-
troduction of history shatters the illusion of capitalism as the neces-
sary consequence of an array of “propensities” embedded in human 
nature and thus constant over the longue durée of human existence. 
For Marx, capitalism has a history—it begins to emerge at a particu-
lar historical moment out of something else, a different and noncap-
italist set of social relations. Primitive accumulation thus “appears 
as ‘primitive’ because it forms the pre-history of capital, and of the 
mode of production corresponding to capital.” Although critics like 
David Harvey have read primitive accumulation (or as he calls it, “ac-
cumulation by dispossession”) as an ongoing mechanism of accu-
mulation, especially following the shift in the global economy since 
1973, what is most interesting and at the same time most difficult 
about the concept is precisely its inseparability from the problem of 
disjuncture and transition.14

Just as it is difficult for the political economists whom Marx sets 
out to critique to conceive of the violent processes of primitive accu-
mulation that set capitalism into motion—thus, Adam Smith’s the-
ology of original sin—it can be equally difficult to conceptualize the 
violent processes of racialization that constitute race itself. The “nat-
ural laws” of the capitalist economy run parallel to the “natural” dis-
position toward certain forms of exploitation and extraction that is 
attributed to racialized populations. As familiar as we are with the 
argument that race is a social construction, likewise, it is easy for 
critics today to fall into the trap of taking for granted the “natural” 
character of the objects to which racial meanings are applied. To do 
so is to erase the violent yet productive processes that constituted 
these objects in the fi rst place. Hegemony always depends on the for-
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getting of primitive accumulation, as Alberto Moreiras suggests, but 
this is equally true of what we might call “primitive racialization.”

This is where infrastructure becomes important. By concentrating 
human and nonhuman objects within specifi c architectonic struc-
tures, the centralized towns, disciplinary institutions, segregated dis-
tricts, and general collections I have examined here create the con-
ditions in which racializable groups may emerge. But infrastructure 
also tends toward invisibility as the practices it enables become fa-
miliar and routine. Even disgruntled residents of Nuevo Juan de Gri-
jalva, Wilson observes, may eventually fi nd that the memory of dis-
possession fades into the background of everyday life in the rural 
city. Only by engaging carefully with infrastructure—those socio-
technical materials that function as systems and by doing so enable 
other objects and systems to operate—can we begin to unsettle these 
well-sedimented social relations and unforget the foundational vio-
lence that made them possible.

President Calderón fi nished his speech in Nuevo Juan de Grijalva 
with an “inspirational” parable that is perhaps not surprisingly quite 
popular in management literature.15 Once upon a time, “cuando se 
hicieron las que ahora son grandes ciudades en Europa, en el viejo 
continente” (when what are now the great cities of Europe, on the 
old continent, were built), a traveler was walking along and came 
across three men working in a quarry. What are you doing? he asked 
the fi rst man. “Estoy puliendo una piedra” (I’m polishing this stone), 
he replied. And what are you doing? he asked the second. “Estoy ga-
nando un jornal” (I’m earning a day’s wage), the man replied. Finally, 
he asked the third man the same question. In response, the man 
lifted his gaze to the heavens and said, “Estoy construyendo una cat-
edral” (I’m building a cathedral). With this, Calderón wrapped up his 
speech:

Y los tres eran canteros, los tres ganaban un jornal, pero uno te-
nía la vista imaginaria en lo que serían esas torres mágicas del Gó-
tico europeo, que construyeron esas ciudades, que son ahora precisa-
mente orgullo de la humanidad. Yo creo, chiapanecos, que con adobe 
mexicano, y con mucho esfuerzo, y con mucha entrega, y con mu-
cha unidad, no sólo construiremos muchos Juan de Grijalva. Vamos 
a construir el México que queremos y algún día lo verán orgullosos 
nuestros hijos. Felicidades a todos y que disfruten esta nueva ciudad 
rural. [And all three were stonecutters, all three were earning a day’s 
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wage, but only one was imagining what would be those magical tow-
ers of the gothic Europe that built the cities that are now the pride of 
humanity. I believe, chiapanecos, that with Mexican adobe, and with 
a great deal of effort, dedication, and unity, we will build not only 
many Juan de Grijalvas . . . but also the Mexico we want, so that one 
day our children will see it with pride. Congratulations to everyone 
and enjoy this new rural city.]

Calderón’s story does not quite make sense in context, and the met-
aphor linking rural city to gothic cathedral is awkward, but in any 
case the moral of the story seems relatively clear. The Mexican state 
has replaced the church as the transcendent object of adoration and 
sacrifi ce. It is through daily work in the market economy and, cru-
cially, the proliferation of infrastructures of concentration that the 
state’s subjects realize this vision of the future.

If the rural cities have generally succeeded at dispossessing re-
settled residents, however, this process of subject formation has not 
gone according to plan. Some of the inhabitants of Nuevo Juan de Gri-
jalva have abandoned the new homes and returned to their milpas, 
while others have organized demonstrations and even land occupa-
tions against what they perceive as an attempt to privatize their ejido 
property.16 Calderón’s promise of “trabajo digno” (dignifi ed work) has 
proved largely empty—unemployment is high, and what jobs are avail-
able pay low wages and depend heavily on state subsidy.17 This failure 
could be read as epiphenomenonal, resulting from certain contingen-
cies such as political corruption or unexpected shifts in regional and 
global markets, but it also may suggest a broader shift in terms of 
the dynamics of racialization linked to concentration projects in post-
colonial peripheries. I have argued here that it is the production of spa-
tial proximity among human and nonhuman objects that creates the 
conditions in which specifi c forms of vulnerability may be materially 
mapped onto bodies and collectivities and retroactively naturalized. 
Whereas in the sixteenth century indigenous communities were ra-
cialized primarily as objects of extraction, obligated to pay tribute and 
perform forced labor, today the mostly indigenous peasant communi-
ties of Chiapas are being racialized once again. This time, however, 
concentration serves less to constitute objects of extraction than to 
tenuously warehouse what is becoming a surplus population, increas-
ingly superfl uous to the needs of capital.
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Conquest, 429–432. On the politics of ethnogenesis in colonial South America, 
see Schwartz and Salomon, “New Peoples and New Kinds of People,” 443–501.
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Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 44–45; and García Martínez, Los pue-
blos de la sierra, 165–166.
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villages, with which the priests were familiar. What is notable about Torquema-
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See Sitze, “Editor’s Introduction,” lvi; and Galli, Political Spaces and Global War, 
26–33.

17.  See Rama, La ciudad letrada, 17–29; Merrim, The Spectacular City, 61–65; 
and Kagan, Urban Images of the Hispanic World, 28–39.

18.  We know, for example, that the fi rst viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de 
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of Alberti’s book, and Francisco Cervantes de Salazar, one of the fi rst professors 
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Mexico in New Spain, 42.
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7–8. Enrique Dussel argues that modern philosophy, from Descartes on, is struc-
tured by the conquest. “Before the ego cogito there is an ego conquiro; ‘I conquer’ 
is the practical foundation of ‘I think.’” By proposing an alternative ego aedifi co 
(“I build”), I want to insist on the value of a materialist approach that attends to 
colonial infrastructures for thinking historically about the specifi c mechanisms 
through which colonial relations of domination are produced and endure over 
time. See Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 3.

21.  Toussaint, Información de méritos y servicios de Alonso García Bravo, 
9–10.

22.  On the relaciones geográfi cas, see Mundy, The Mapping of New Spain.
23.  Terraciano, The Mixtecs of Colonial Oaxaca, 27.
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formación en derecho de Vasco de Quiroga”; and Gómez, Good Places and Non-
Places in Colonial Mexico.
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in favor of the common good, as well as [the good] of the conquistadors and set-
tlers and natives). Ibid., 499.

31.  Ibid., 466.
32.  A transcription of the “Instrucción” is available in Torre Villar, Las con-

gregaciones de los pueblos de indios, 313–327.
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Diccionario de la lengua castellana, III, 780.
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ans in fi xed settlements, which for so long has been desired and only recently has 
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gether in towns, it cannot be expressed how useful it will be for the instruction 
of the barbarians). Acosta, De procuranda indorum salute, I, 166–167. Unless oth-
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68.  Torre Villar, Las congregaciones de los pueblos de indios, 316.
69.  Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 19.
70.  Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 14–20.
71.  Schroeder, Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco, 126–131.
72.  Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 17.
73.  See Bernal García and García Zambrano, “El altepetl colonial y sus an-

tecedentes prehispánicos,” 52–55; and Leibsohn, “Primers for Memory,” 161–187.
74.  Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 28–29; Horn, Postconquest 

Coyoacan, 90.
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75.  Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule, 197; Horn, Postconquest Coyoa-
can, 91.

76.  Ibid., 77–78.
77.  Ibid., 198–200; Horn, Postconquest Coyoacan, 86–87.
78.  Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule, 226.
79.  Ibid., 224; for percentages, see ibid., 231–232.
80.  “En ocasiones, los nuevos pueblos fueron formados con gente procedente 

de altepeme distintos, lo que implicaba concertar diferentes linajes gobernantes, 
estructuras familiares y hasta lenguas.” Ramírez Ruiz and Fernández Christlieb, 
“La policía de los indios y la urbanización del altepetl,” 148; see also Gibson, The 
Aztecs under Spanish Rule, 284.

81.  Gerhard, “Congregaciones de indios,” 358; AGI Indiferente 1529, núm. 37.
82.  Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule, 44; Horn, Postconquest Coyoa-

can, 31.
83.  See Terraciano, The Mixtecs of Colonial Oaxaca, 124; Horn, Postconquest 

Coyoacan, 30–38; Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 53–56; Gerhard, “La 
evolución del pueblo rural mexicano,” 574–575. For the changing meaning of the 
term “altepetl,” see Horn, Postconquest Coyoacan, 33.

84.  Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, 115.
85.  Ibid., 115–116.
86.  Chimalpahin, Annals of His Time, 89. Because the translators opted to 

use “commoners” for macehualtin, I have altered the translation by reinserting 
the original Nahuatl in this passage.

87.  Marx, Capital, I, 873–874.
88.  Read, The Micro-Politics of Capital, 19–36.
89.  Marx, Capital, I, 899.
90.  Read, The Micro-Politics of Capital, 25. “Primitive accumulation is not 

simply the accumulation of wealth, or a transfer of the means of production from 
the hands of the artisans and peasantry to the hands of the nascent capitalists, it 
is also the accumulation of subjectivity.” Ibid., 153.

91.  See, for example, Nemser, “Primitive Spiritual Accumulation and the Co-
lonial Extraction Economy.”

92.  Rabasa, Writing Violence on the Northern Frontier, 6.

chapter 2: enclosure

1.  I quote the Latin passages from the facsimile edition of Francisco Cervantes 
de Salazar’s Francisci Ceruantis Salazari Toletãi, ad Ludouici Viuis Valentini ex-
ercitationem, aliquot Dialogi (1554), 271r–v, included in Cervantes de Salazar, Life 
in the Imperial and Loyal City of Mexico, with English translation, 55–57.

2.  Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 271v; Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the Impe-
rial and Loyal City of Mexico, 56.

3.  The Colegio has received only passing scholarly attention since the 1980s. 
The most detailed studies of the institution include Castañeda Delgado, “El Cole-
gio de San Juan de Letrán de México”; Gómez Canedo, La educación de los mar-
ginados durante la época colonial, 219–283; and Greenleaf, “San Juan de Letrán.” 
More recently, scholars have considered the parallel project of recogimiento 
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aimed at Mestiza girls in both New Spain and Peru. See Burns, Colonial Habits; 
van Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly; and Holler, Escogidas Plantas.

4.  Bernand, “Los nuevos cuerpos mestizos de la América colonial,” 89. I use 
the gendered pronoun here both because of my focus on the male Mestizo and be-
cause tributary obligations were applied to men.

5.  See Gómez Canedo, La educación de los marginados, 281; Greenleaf, “San 
Juan de Letrán,” 136.

6.  On the “racial baroque,” see Nemser, “Primitive Spiritual Accumulation 
and the Colonial Extraction Economy.”

7.  Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 152, 143–152.
8.  Burns, Colonial Habits, 40.
9.  Rappaport, The Disappearing Mestizo, 4. Consider the following formu-

lation: “A biological mestizo whom the Crown made a member of the casta of 
Spaniards was a Spaniard, not a mestizo.” Here the social construction frame-
work proposes the social reality of classifi cation that nevertheless encodes a real, 
biological foundation over which it is laid. See Hill, Hierarchy, Commerce, and 
Fraud, 223.

10.  Marx, Capital, I, 896.
11.  Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 78–80. Although Lewis does not use the language 

of “intersectionality,” her argument resonates strongly with the concept formu-
lated by Black feminist scholars in the United States. See, for example, Crenshaw, 
“Mapping the Margins.”

12.  Van Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly, chap. 2.
13.  As a royal cédula from 1558 put it, “Porq̃ somos informados q̃ son muchos 

los q̃ assi ay vagamundos, especialmente mestizos, ha parescido q̃ conuiene q̃ se 
de ordẽ cómo essa gẽte ociosa tome assiento y manera de biuir” (As we are in-
formed that there are many such vagabonds, especially Mestizos, it has seemed 
useful to order that these idle people be settled and cultured). Puga, Prouisiones, 
cedulas, instrucciones de Su Magestad, fol. 205r (emphasis added).

14.  Marx, Capital, I, 899.
15.  See book 7, title 4, law 4, in Recopilación de leyes de los reynos de las In-

dias, II, 284v.
16.  Juan de Zumárraga to Philip II, December 4, 1547, in Cuevas, Documen-

tos inéditos, 152–153.
17.  According to Tamar Herzog, the emergence of anti-Gypsy legislation in 

early modern Spain was based on the assumption that “there was no Gypsy na-
tion” and that the category was instead “taken on voluntarily by people who 
sought out a bad life (mal vivir).” Herzog, Defi ning Nations, 128–133.

18.  “The facility with which mestizos ‘disappear’ owes to the fact that there 
was no sociological group for mestizos to belong to, just a category to which they 
were assigned.” Rappaport, The Disappearing Mestizo, 11.

19.  Instrucciones que los virreyes de Nueva España dejaron a sus sucesores, 
I, 14.

20.  Gómez Canedo, La educación de los marginados, 282; van Deusen, Be-
tween the Sacred and the Worldly, 34–35.

21.  On the life of Pesquera, see Gómez Canedo, La educación de los margina-
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dos, 243–249. Gómez Canedo speculates that the memorial was written by Pes-
quera himself, while Greenleaf suggests that the author may have been the Fran-
ciscan Pedro de Gante. See Gómez Canedo, La educación de los marginados, 235; 
and Greenleaf, “San Juan de Letrán,” 117. The Council’s letter to the king as well 
as two copies of the memorial, titled “La orden q̃ se tiene en el colegio de los ni-
ños de la doctrina de mexco donde estan recogidas dozientas personas pocas mas 
o menos,” each written in a different hand, are held at the Archivo General de In-
dias in Seville, AGI Indiferente 737, núms. 90 and 90a-b, respectively. Although 
there are several published transcriptions of the memorial, I prefer to use the fi rst 
manuscript copy here (núm. 90a, no pagination), since the printed versions either 
modernize the spelling or differ from the source. However, where the source text 
is damaged or unreadable, I have used Gómez Canedo’s transcription, which does 
not modernize the spelling, to fi ll in the gaps. See Gómez Canedo, La educación 
de los marginados, 337–345.

22.  See van Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly, 18–20. As van Deu-
sen shows, the word recogimiento also has a set of gendered meanings that have 
to do with virtue and behavioral norms, which, not surprisingly, were applied es-
pecially to women.

23.  Foucault, “‘Omnes et Singulatim,’” 308–310.
24.  Compare Burns, Colonial Habits; van Deusen, Between the Sacred and 

the Worldly; and Holler, Escogidas Plantas.
25.  Mendieta, Historia eclesiástica indiana, 226.
26.  On Sahagún’s ethnography of the Nahuas, see Klor de Alva, “Sahagún and 

the Birth of Modern Ethnography,” 31–52.
27.  Gómez Canedo, La educación de los marginados, 352.
28.  Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico, 224–226.
29.  Council of the Indies to Charles V, October 23, 1552, AGI Indiferente 737, 

núm. 90.
30.  Moya de Contreras to the Audiencia of Mexico City, April 24, 1579, AGI 

México 70, ramo 2, núm. 18.
31.  Martín Enríquez to Philip II, April 12, 1579, AGI México 20, núm. 19, 

fol. 3v.
32.  “Es verguenza vella porq̃s de adobes y todo sesta cayendo” (It is an embar-

rassment to see because it is made of adobe bricks and the whole thing is falling 
down). Martín Enríquez to Philip II, March 18, 1575, AHN, Documentos de In-
dias 25, núm. 31, fol. 3v.

33.  Castañeda Delgado, “El Colegio de San Juan de Letrán de México,” 86.
34.  On the association of Mestizos with specifi c kinds of occupations, see 

Seed, “Social Dimensions of Race,” 581; and Cope, The Limits of Racial Domi-
nation, 14–17.

35.  Juan de la Plaza, “Sobre el seminario,” in Zubillaga, “Tercer Concilio 
Mexicano,” 192–196. For a helpful reading and contextualization of the memoria-
les, see Poole, Pedro Moya de Contreras, 160–164.

36.  Plaza, “Sobre el seminario,” 195.
37.  Quoted in Acosta, De procuranda, II, 67n147, 68n151.
38.  Prieto, Missionary Scientists, 17–19. For a sketch of Plaza’s life, see Zubi-

Nemser_6808-final.indb   183Nemser_6808-final.indb   183 2/28/17   6:10 PM2/28/17   6:10 PM



184 notes to pages 91–97

llaga, “Tercer Concilio Mexicano,” 180–190. Plaza also composed a catechism for 
the Third Mexican Council that drew heavily on Acosta’s thinking. See Burk-
hart, “The ‘Little Doctrine’ and Indigenous Catechesis in New Spain,” 172.

39.  My reading of Acosta in this section has benefi ted from Larissa Brewer-
García’s analysis of the prohibition of Mestizo ordination within the Jesuit or-
der in Peru. Importantly, she shows how, in the wake of this prohibition, Mestizo 
translators were drafted to produce textual materials that would facilitate ongo-
ing missionary efforts as well as language instruction for Spanish priests. The ex-
clusion of Mestizo bodies thus went hand in hand with the appropriation of their 
linguistic skills. See Brewer-García, “Bodies, Texts, and Translators.”

40.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 52–53. On Acosta’s views of the importance—
and limits—of the use of indigenous languages for the project of evangelization, 
see del Valle, “José de Acosta,” 309–315.

41.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 48–49.
42.  Ibid., I, 198–199.
43.  Nemser, “Primitive Spiritual Accumulation and the Colonial Extraction 

Economy.”
44.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 56–57.
45.  Ibid., II, 54–55 (emphasis added).
46.  Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 151.
47.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 254–255.
48.  Pineda, Diálogos familiares de agricultura cristiana, I, 321.
49.  Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 47. This confusion has led some scholars 

to differentiate “blood” from “milk,” with the former referring to “inheritance or 
inborn quality” and the latter to what “would today be called nurture or social-
ization.” Since breast milk was viewed as a form of blood, however, such a dis-
tinction is untenable. See Schwartz and Salomon, “New Peoples and New Kinds 
of People,” 478; and Saignes and Bouysse-Cassagne, “Dos confundidas identida-
des,” 18.

50.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 62–67. On the construction of “pastoral Que-
chua” as a “lengua general” in Peru, see Durston, Pastoral Quechua. On the use 
of Nahuatl as the “lengua general” of New Spain, see Ricard, The Spiritual Con-
quest of Mexico, chap. 2.

51.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 66–67.
52.  Ibid., II, 68–69. While the term indigenarum would logically include Cre-

oles, the emphasis on indigenous languages here and “Indian” nature and cus-
toms later in the chapter suggests that Acosta’s primary focus is the fi gure of the 
Mestizo.

53.  Burns, Colonial Habits, 35–36.
54.  Acosta, De procuranda, II, 68–69.
55.  Ibid., II, 70–71.
56.  “For Acosta, it is the imbibing of a corrupt, indigenous milk supply which 

permanently stains the mestizo body.” Brewer-García, “Bodies, Texts, and Trans-
lators,” 371.

57.  The signifi cance of the absent father is compounded by common gendered 
assumptions about inheritability and the relative strength of male over female in-
puts. Most early modern commentators believed that semen was the “key agent” 
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in reproduction. Because of the loss of blood during menstruation, the female 
body was deemed too weak and too cool to generate reproductive fl uids as potent 
as those of the male. As a result, inheritance, even in the most straightforward 
physical terms, was generally thought to come primarily from the father. By ded-
icating the realm of the pedagogical to the father and, in the case of the Mestizo, 
eliminating him entirely, Acosta thus offers a signifi cant reformulation of the 
gendered relations of reproduction. See Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 48–49.

58.  Mörner, “La afortunada gestión de un misionero del Perú en Madrid en 
1578,” 270. The article contains a brief description of Loaysa’s life as well as an 
analysis and transcription of the relación.

59.  Loaysa “cit[ed] the authority of Father José de Acosta and his work De Pro-
curanda Indorum Salute.” Lodares, “Languages, Catholicism, and Power in the 
Hispanic Empire,” 20.

60.  Gómez Canedo, La educación de los marginados, 282; van Deusen, Be-
tween the Sacred and the Worldly, 34–35.

61.  Philip II to Moya de Contreras, December 2, 1578, Hans P. Kraus Collec-
tion, Library of Congress, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mespk.k09500. This cédula, 
along with those sent elsewhere, are transcribed in Konetzke, Colección de docu-
mentos para la historia de la formación social de Hispanoamérica, I, 514.

62.  Sabine Hyland suggests that this exclusion was enforced primarily through 
a discourse of illegitimacy, and she contrasts the relatively open situation in Peru 
with the far more exclusionary conditions in New Spain. See Hyland, “Illegiti-
macy and Racial Hierarchy in the Peruvian Priesthood,” 434–436.

63.  Poole, “Church Law on the Ordination of Indians and Castas in New 
Spain.” See also Morales, Ethnic and Social Background of the Franciscan Friars 
in Seventeenth-Century Mexico, 34–37. For an example of a possible exception, 
see the case of Antonio del Rincón in McDonough, The Learned Ones, 44–46.

64.  Brewer-García, “Bodies, Texts, and Translators,” 375.

chapter 3: segregation

1.  Recent historiography of the riot includes Cope, The Limits of Racial Dom-
ination, chap. 6; and Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión. Although many 
scholars (including myself) have used the word “uprising” or “rebellion” to de-
scribe the event in an effort to make its political character explicit, the political 
conjuncture in which I fi nd myself writing leads me to foreground the term “riot” 
as a political form in itself. For a valuable analysis of the riot as a struggle in the 
sphere of circulation, which tracks the continuities (and differences) between the 
“golden age of riot” in the early modern period and the racialized “surplus rebel-
lions” of the present day, see Clover, Riot. Strike. Riot.

2.  Various printed editions of this text exist, but in most cases the text has 
been modernized and even edited. For this reason, I have used Irving Leonard’s 
edition, published as Sigüenza y Góngora, Alboroto y motín de México del 8 de 
junio de 1692. Translations are my own, though I have consulted and borrowed 
from Leonard’s translation, published as “Letter of Don Carlos de Sigüenza to 
Admiral Pez Recounting the Incidents of the Corn Riot in Mexico City, June 8, 
1692,” in Leonard, Don Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora, 210–277. Following Anna 
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More, I use “Creole” to describe “colonial subjects of Spanish descent who iden-
tify with an American rather than European homeland.” More, Baroque Sover-
eignty, 264n10.

3.  More, Baroque Sovereignty, especially chap. 4 on Sigüenza’s account of the 
riot.

4.  Sigüenza, Alboroto y motín, 35, 43.
5.  In Francisco Cervantes de Salazar’s 1554 dialogues, the peninsular visitor 

Alfaro comments that every house in the city center is so well built that it should 
be called “non aedes . . . sed arces” (not a house . . . but a fortress). The local guide 
responds, “Tales oportuit principio fi eri, in tanta hostium multitudine, cum cingi 
muris & turribus muniri ciuitas non posset” (Because of the large, hostile popula-
tion, they had to be built like this at fi rst, since it was impossible to surround the 
city with walls and defend it with towers). Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 258v; 
Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the Imperial and Loyal City of Mexico, 39 (transla-
tion altered).

6.  On the trials and punishments of the supposed rioters, see Cope, The Lim-
its of Racial Domination, 150–160. On the discourse of mixture and purity in the 
pulque prohibition, see Nemser, “‘To Avoid This Mixture.’”

7.  Sigüenza to Conde de Galve, July 5, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 5r.
8.  The informes and padrones are bundled together and held today at the Ar-

chivo General de la Nación (AGN), Historia 413. Edmundo O’Gorman published a 
transcription of the informes in 1938, but it modernizes the spelling and contains 
a number of minor errors. Additionally, as I discuss later, the published version 
excludes the padrones entirely. For these reasons, I cite the archival documents 
here. See O’Gorman, “Sobre los inconvenientes de vivir los indios en el centro de 
la ciudad.”

9.  Cope, The Limits of Racial Domination, chap. 1.
10.  Ibid., 22.
11.  Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión, 288–291. Similarly, Martínez ar-

gues that it was only in the late seventeenth century that an official discourse re-
garding the “purity” of Indians and the “impurity” of people of African descent 
was codifi ed. See Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, chap. 8.

12.  See Nemser, “Archaeology in the Lettered City.”
13.  More, Baroque Sovereignty, 164–169.
14.  Sigüenza to Conde de Galve, July 5, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 5r. These 

militarized patrols were specifi cally framed in the language of citizenship, call-
ing up “todos los vezinos de dicha Ciudad.” Conde de Santiago to Conde de Galve, 
AGN Patronato 226, núm. 1, ramo 19, fol. 11r.

15.  More, Baroque Sovereignty, 163–164. Similarly, Anthony Pagden observes 
that the term “español,” fi rst used in relation to the two republics, had by the end 
of the seventeenth century acquired a “narrowly racial defi nition.” Pagden, “Iden-
tity Formation in Spanish America,” 79–80.

16.  More, Baroque Sovereignty, 164, 169.
17.  Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 314.
18.  Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 98–99.
19.  Conde de Galve, June 21, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 1r.
20.  Real Acuerdo, June 26, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 1v.
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21.  More, Baroque Sovereignty, 10–11.
22.  Real Acuerdo, June 26, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 2r.
23.  Vetancurt, Teatro mexicano, II, 265–266.
24.  By likening the Indians to Moors, Vetancurt’s descriptive metaphor—

“como moros sin señor”—could be read as a rhetorical technique that blurs the 
distinction between gentile (like the Indians) and infi del (“enemies of the Chris-
tian faith,” like Jews or Muslims) that had been used by voluntarist theologians 
like Bartolomé de Las Casas during the sixteenth century. See, for example, Mar-
tínez, Genealogical Fictions, 96.

25.  Antonio Girón to Conde de Galve, July 9, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 18r.
26.  José de la Barrera to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, 

fol. 14v.
27.  Bernabé Núñez de Páez to Conde de Galve, July 4, 1692, AGN Historia 413, 

fol. 13r.
28.  Antonio de Guridi to Conde de Galve, n.d., AGN Historia 413, fol. 17r.
29.  Núñez de Páez to Conde de Galve, July 4, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 10r.
30.  Barrera to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 14v.
31.  Girón to Conde de Galve, July 9, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fols. 18v, 19r. 

The burning of Troy was a commonplace among these authors. See, for example, 
Sigüenza, Alboroto y motín, 71; and Thomas de la Fuente Salazar, Relación breve, 
narración verdadera e histórica sucinta de la erección fundación sucitación de 
la venerable Tercera Orden de penitencia de N.P. Santo Domingo (1693), cited in 
Muriel, “Una nueva versión del motín del 8 de junio de 1692,” 112.

32.  Estrada Torres, “Fronteras imaginarias en la ciudad de México.”
33.  “In the region surrounding Mexico City alone, tribute revenues peaked at 

over 450,000 pesos per year during the sixteenth century, while eighteenth cen-
tury revenues consistently averaged over 200,000 pesos. These were considerable 
sums. Although the income could not begin to keep pace with the millions gen-
erated in mining, it was still sufficient to pay large portions of Mexico’s colo-
nial administrative salaries in the late seventeenth century.” Milton and Vinson, 
“Counting Heads,” paragraph 5.

34.  Núñez de Páez to Conde de Galve, July 4, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 10v.
35.  Guridi to Conde de Galve, n.d., AGN Historia 413, fol. 17v.
36.  Barrera to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 14r.
37.  The Diccionario de autoridades (1732) includes the following defi nition 

for the refl exive form of the verb extraviar: “alejarse del sitio y bárrio donde antes 
vivia” (to distance oneself from the place and district where one previously lived). 
Real Academia Española, Diccionario de la lengua castellana, III, 699.

38.  O’Hara, A Flock Divided, 26, 47–48.
39.  Ibid., 48. For a helpful account of the transformation of Mexico City’s par-

ishes from the colonial period to the twentieth century, see Moreno de los Arcos, 
“Los territorios parroquiales de la ciudad arzobispal.”

40.  A parallel process seemed to occur in the pulquerías, which priests were 
similarly prohibited from entering. Vetancurt notes the dangerous convergence 
of “negros, y mulatos, y mestizos, y muchos españoles: los indios que eran de los 
negros enemigos, se han hecho con la bebida camaradas con tanta inmunidad de 
iglesia, porque ningún ministro real puede entrar á aprehender ni á sacar de la 
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pulquería delincuente (que esa es una de las condiciones del asentista)” (Blacks, 
and Mulattoes, and Mestizos, and many Spaniards: the Indians who used to be en-
emies of the Blacks have become comrades with this drink, with great immunity 
from the church, since no royal minister may enter to apprehend or remove a de-
linquent from the pulquería [this is one of the conditions of the pulque vendor]). 
Vetancurt, Teatro mexicano, I, 499. On the ministers’ views of the pulquería in 
the aftermath of the riot, see Nemser, “‘To Avoid This Mixture,’” 105–107.

41.  Barrera to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 14r.
42.  Núñez de Páez to Conde de Galve, July 4, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fols. 

10v, 11v.
43.  Girón echoes these complaints, insisting on the need to ensure that “in-

dios encompadren con indios y no con otros” (Indians become the godparents of 
Indians and not of others). Girón to Conde de Galve, July 9, 1692, AGN Historia 
413, fol. 18v.

44.  Núñez de Páez to Conde de Galve, July 4, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 13r.
45. Conde de Galve, July 10, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 23r. On the expan-

sion of exemptions, see Sánchez Santiró, “El nuevo orden parroquial de la ciudad 
de México,” 75.

46.  Foucault, “‘Omnes et Singulatim,’” 312–313.
47.  Cortés, Letters from Mexico, 333–334.
48.  The classic study on the role of the mendicants in the colonization of 

Mexico is Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico. For Ricard, the arrival of the 
Jesuits marks the beginning of the end for the mendicants. As Karen Melvin has 
recently shown, however, the religious orders in fact successfully expanded and 
developed after the 1570s, although they shifted their focus to the cities. See Mel-
vin, Building Colonial Cities of God.

49.  Vetancurt to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 16r.
50.  Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión, 169.
51.  AGN Historia 413, fols. 32r–40v; Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión, 

173–174.
52.  Curious details occasionally bring this landscape to life, such as the fol-

lowing example from the padrón of Santa Cruz: “en cassa de El Lizenciado Gue-
rrero donde mataron a vn hombre de vn pelotaso ay seis familias.” AGN Histo-
ria 413, fol. 43r.

53.  Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 125.
54.  Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión, 570–574; Cope, The Limits of Ra-

cial Domination, 94–97.
55.  Vetancurt to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 16r. Un-

der Archbishop Francisco Aguiar y Seijas, the Mexican church made signifi cant 
efforts to document the total population of the archdiocese. See Silva Prada, La 
política de una rebelión, 167–168; Bravo Rubio and Pérez Iturbe, “Tiempos y espa-
cios religiosos novohispanos.”

56.  The padrón for his parish carries the date January 27, 1691. AGN Historia 
413, fols. 14r, 55r.

57.  This tension is imperceptible in the published version of the segrega-
tion documents, which does not include the padrones. Since relatively few schol-
ars have consulted the archival documents themselves, the padrones have been 
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largely overlooked. Important exceptions are Cope, The Limits of Racial Domi-
nation, 89–90; and Silva Prada, La política de una rebelión, 165–170.

58.  Sigüenza, Alboroto y motín, 65.
59.  Vetancurt to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 16r. It is 

worth noting that Vetancurt explicitly modifi es the text of the law, removing any 
mention of Spaniards as an object of prohibition. Compare the cited text to the 
1563 original in the Recopilación de leyes, II, 200v.

60.  Vetancurt to Conde de Galve, July 1, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 16r. 
Note the slippage here: the Mestizo “disappears” from one clause to the next.

61.  Vetancurt, Teatro mexicano, I, xv–xvii. On the “quarrel between the An-
cients and the Moderns,” see Pagden, European Encounters with the New World, 
chap. 3.

62.  Sigüenza, Alboroto y motín, 51.
63.  Escamilla González, “El siglo de oro vindicado,” 194–195.
64.  Sigüenza, Alboroto y motín, 47.
65.  Instrucciones que los virreyes de Nueva España dejaron a sus sucesores, 

I, 289–290.
66.  Real Acuerdo, June 26, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fol. 1v.
67.  On the production and uses of “spiritual capital,” see O’Hara, A Flock Di-

vided, chap. 5.
68.  Conde de Galve, July 10, 1692, AGN Historia 413, fols. 22r-23v.
69.  Robles, Diario de sucesos notables, II, 263–264; Muriel, “Una nueva ver-

sión del motín del 8 de junio de 1692,” 113; Silva Prada, La política de una rebe-
lión, 247.

70.  O’Gorman, “Refl exiones sobre la distribución urbana colonial de la ciudad 
de México,” 812–813. See also O’Gorman, “Sobre los inconvenientes de vivir los 
indios en el centro de la ciudad.”

71.  Some recent examples include Viqueira, Propriety and Permissiveness in 
Bourbon Mexico, 6–8; and Gonzalbo Aizpuru, “El nacimiento del miedo, 1692,” 
31.

72.  Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain, 110–111; Scardaville, “(Haps-
burg) Law and (Bourbon) Order,” 5.

73.  Moreno de los Arcos, “Los territorios parroquiales de la ciudad arzobis-
pal,” 14; O’Hara, A Flock Divided, 96–100.

74.  Mundy, “The Images of Eighteenth-Century Urban Reform in Mexico 
City,” 67.

chapter 4: collection

1.  José Antonio Alzate, “Respuesta de Pedro el Observador á los que, con tí-
tulo de consejos saludables, le remitiò D. Ingenuo en el Suplemento à la Gaceta 
de México del 3 de Febrero de 1789,” in Gacetas de literatura de México, I, 133.

2.  The entirety of the dispute between Alzate and Cervantes has been pub-
lished in Moreno de los Arcos, Linneo en México. On analogy as a constitutive 
element of scientifi c discourse, see Stepan, “Race and Gender.” Alzate also saw 
“Indian” bodies in much the same terms. In an essay written two years later, he 
argues forcefully that the moral and physical “caracteres” (characteristics) of the 
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indigenous population of Mexico must likewise be attributed to the infl uence of 
climate. Alzate, “Un indio de la Nueva España,” 162.

3.  Despite his criticism of Cervantes, Alzate made frequent shipments of 
Mexican seeds to the garden in Madrid and was named as an official correspon-
dent of the institution by its director—and Cervantes’s teacher—Casimiro Gó-
mez Ortega. See Clark, “‘Read All About It,’” 153.

4.  Clavijo y Fajardo, “Prólogo del traductor,” xiii–xviii.
5.  On collecting and collections in the eighteenth-century Hispanic world, 

see Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject,” 175–182; De Vos, “Natural 
History and the Pursuit of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Spain”; and Cabello 
Carro, “Spanish Collections of Americana in the Late Eighteenth Century.”

6.  Consider the following experiment proposed by Buffon: A number of 
“Blacks” would be taken from Senegal and transported to Denmark, where “the 
difference in the blood and the opposition of color is the greatest.” There they 
would be permanently locked away (from the French verb cloîtrer, which Clavijo 
y Fajardo gives as “tener reclusos” [to imprison them] in his Spanish translation) 
with “their women” and “scrupulously” prevented from interbreeding. In this 
way, Buffon thought, it would be possible to determine the amount of time nec-
essary for the northern climate to “whiten” the subjects’ skin color. If this ex-
periment exemplifi es the increasingly scientifi c mode of concentration charac-
teristic of the Enlightenment—fi ltered of course through the logic of the Atlantic 
slave trade—it also presented two signifi cant obstacles. On one hand, there was 
the spatial problem posed by active resistance and escape (as we have seen, the 
history of concentration can also be told as a history of fl ight); on the other hand, 
there was a temporal problem of duration, since it would take, in Buffon’s own es-
timation, “a rather great number of centuries” for any effects, such as they were, 
to become visible. Given that plants are unlikely to run away and that their ac-
climatization was thought to proceed far more rapidly, Alzate’s analogy could be 
read as a counterproposal by which to circumvent these limitations, by making 
“las plantas” speak for “los negros.” It is hard to say whether the Creole knew 
specifi cally of Buffon’s proposal, but he was very familiar with the French nat-
uralist’s work in general, citing him approvingly in his dispute with Cervantes. 
Buffon, Histoire naturelle, XIV, 313–314. For the English translation, I have fol-
lowed Spary, Utopia’s Garden, 107; for Clavijo y Fajardo’s Spanish translation, see 
Buffon, Historia natural, general y particular, XVI, 47. On Buffon’s theory of cli-
mate and the limits of external determination, see Eddy, “Buffon, Organic Alter-
ations, and Man.”

7.  Lafuente and Valverde, “Linnaean Botany and Spanish Imperial Biopoli-
tics,” 141.

8.  Foucault, The Order of Things, 143.
9.  On the importance of geography and spatial thought in the Enlightenment, 

see Withers, Placing the Enlightenment. On the quantifi cation of climate during 
this period, see Bourguet, “Measurable Difference.”

10.  Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race, 116–117.
11.  Although she does not follow this trajectory, Silva gestures toward such a 

reading, as when she distinguishes between Cuvier, who remained in his labora-
tory, and Darwin, who traveled extensively in the Americas—inspired, it is worth 
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mentioning, by the example of Alexander von Humboldt, to whom I turn later in 
this chapter. See Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race, 109.

12.  Here I am drawing on Ann Stoler’s colonial reading of Foucault in Carnal 
Knowledge and Imperial Power, 143–144.

13.  See Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation. In contrast to the colonial or 
mercantile models implemented by other European powers, botanical autarky 
proposed a sort of “import substitution” that would, through scientifi c knowl-
edge and practices, “create a miniaturized mercantile empire within the borders 
of the European state.” Ibid., 188.

14.  Schiebinger, Plants and Empire, 5–6.
15.  Puerto Sarmiento, Ciencia de cámara, 155–156.
16.  Gómez Ortega, Instrucción, 22.
17.  Foucault, The Order of Things, 144–158.
18.  Gómez Ortega, Curso elemental de botánica, x.
19.  It was only with Cuvier, argues Foucault, that geography became signifi -

cant as part of the conditions of existence for “life itself.” Foucault, The Order of 
Things, 150–151, 298–299.

20.  Lafuente and Valverde, “Linnean Botany and Spanish Imperial Biopolitics.”
21.  Bleichmar, Visible Empire, 151.
22.  Palau y Verdera, Explicación de la fi losofía, y fundamentos botanicos de 

Linneo, 220–221. Compare Linnaeus, Linnaeus’ Philosophia Botanica, 284.
23.  Linnaeus, “The Oeconomy of Nature,” 69–70. The text is credited to 

Isaac J. Biberg, who was a student of Linnaeus, but was written by Linnaeus him-
self. See also Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation, 119–120.

24.  Palau, Explicación de la fi losofía, 221; compare Linnaeus, “On the In-
crease of the Habitable Earth,” 90–91.

25.  Oviedo, General y natural historia de las Indias, 239, 242–243.
26.  De Vos, “Natural History and the Pursuit of Empire,” 225. The sixteenth-

century naturalist Francisco Hernández tried to bring plants back with him from 
New Spain. The few that survived the journey were transplanted in Seville but 
quickly died. See González Bueno, “La aclimatación de plantas americanas en los 
jardines peninsulares,” 40.

27.  Of the remaining shipments, eighteen (5 percent) contained animals and 
sixteen (4 percent) minerals. Not surprisingly, most took place in the late 1770s 
and 1780s, the period in question here. See De Vos, “Natural History and the Pur-
suit of Empire,” 215–216, 219.

28.  On the formation of “centers of calculation,” which are able to dominate 
at a distance by using techniques of mobility (the capacity to transport objects 
back to the center), stability (so they are not distorted in the process), and com-
binability (to translate them into a common register, as in the procedure I have 
called abstraction), see Latour, Science in Action, 223, and chap. 6 more generally.

29.  On the order of the garden, see Puerto Sarmiento, Ciencia de cámara, 78–
93. Some Spanish gardens, including Cartagena and Málaga on the Mediterranean 
coast, were run by military institutions and served not only as sites for acclima-
tization but also as producers of medical supplies for military operations. But this 
character was generalized, shaping even the Royal Botanical Garden of Madrid. 
In other ways, too, the military was deeply enmeshed in Spanish imperial botany. 
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Naval forces, for example, were charged with most of the transatlantic transpor-
tation of plants. See Puerto Sarmiento, La ilusión quebrada, 10, 223, 82; and Gon-
zález Bueno, “La aclimatación de plantas americanas en los jardines peninsula-
res,” 44.

30.  Foucault, The Order of Things, 143.
31.  Gómez Ortega, Instrucción, 29. On the related question of institutional lo-

gistics, see Figueroa, “Packing Techniques and Political Obedience as Scientifi c 
Issues.”

32.  Gómez Ortega, Instrucción, 5–6.
33.  Ibid., 6–7.
34.  Ibid., 8–9.
35.  Ibid., 11.
36.  Ibid., 9–10. Gómez Ortega saw the Tabasco pepper (malagueta) as another 

valuable opportunity for imperial botany and laid out a similar proposal for using 
the greenhouse at the Madrid garden and the network of corresponding gardens to 
introduce it into the Iberian Peninsula. See Bleichmar, Visible Empire, 127–131.

37.  Parry, Trading the Genome, 23.
38.  Ibid., 23–27.
39.  Puerto Sarmiento, La ilusión quebrada, 198–225.
40.  Ibid., 199–201.
41.  Ibid., 7; the quotation comes from the title of the book. See also Puerto 

Sarmiento, Ciencia de cámara, 91–93.
42.  Cervantes made clear that “uno de los principales fi nes” (one of the princi-

pal goals) of the botanical garden at Chapultepec would be to channel plant speci-
mens to its counterpart in Madrid. AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fol. 5v.

43.  Nemser, “Eviction and the Archive”; see also Cañizares-Esguerra, How to 
Write the History of the New World, chap. 3.

44.  Revillagigedo to Porlier, September 26, 1791, AGI México 1430, núm. 307; 
“Testimonio del expediente formado sobre establecer en Chapultepec el Jardin 
Botanico,” AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fol. 5v.

45.  For a detailed analysis of the centrality of enclosure practices to the proj-
ect of British imperial botany, see Drayton, Nature’s Government.

46.  Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 268v; Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the Im-
perial and Loyal City of Mexico, 52.

47.  Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 281v, 283v; Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the 
Imperial and Loyal City of Mexico, 71, 74. See also del Valle, “On Shaky Ground,” 
212; and Merrim, The Spectacular City, 78–80.

48.  On the gaze of the “voyeur,” see de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 
91–110.

49.  Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 284r–v; Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the 
Imperial and Loyal City of Mexico, 74–75.

50.  Cervantes de Salazar, Dialogi, 286r–v; Cervantes de Salazar, Life in the 
Imperial and Loyal City of Mexico, 77.

51.  “Testimonio del expediente formado sobre establecer en Chapultepec el 
Jardin Botanico,” AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fol. 2v; Rickett, The Royal Botani-
cal Expedition to New Spain, 9, 15–16.

52.  López, “Nature as Subject and Citizen,” 80.
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53.  “Testimonio del expediente formado sobre establecer en Chapultepec el 
Jardin Botanico,” AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fols. 2r, 6r. For concrete examples 
of circulation between the two gardens, see Rickett, The Royal Botanical Expe-
dition, 19–20, 58. See also López, “Nature as Subject and Citizen”; and González 
Bueno, “Plantas y luces,” 114–115.

54.  AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fol. 5v.
55.  AGI México 1430, núm. 308, fols. 1v–2r (emphasis added). Sessé made a 

similar set of arguments several years later in a 1794 report to the king on the 
state of the project. See Rickett, The Royal Botanical Expedition, 18–19.

56.  Sessé to Charles IV, March 28, 1794, quoted in Moziño, Tratado del xiqui-
lite y añil de Guatemala, 7–8. By 1792, the viceroy had agreed, writing that “el 
sitio de Chapultepec .  .  . tiene [proporciones] más ventajosas en las partes lla-
nas, montanosas y escarpadas de su corto recinto para el Jardín Botánico” (the 
Chapultepec location has, in the fl at, mountainous, and steep areas of its small 
enclosure, very advantageous proportions for the Botanical Garden). Díaz, “El 
Jardín Botánico de Nueva España,” 73. See also Rickett, The Royal Botanical Ex-
pedition, 18–19.

57.  See Cañizares-Esguerra, “How Derivative Was Humboldt?,” 148–165; and 
Linnaeus, “On the Increase of the Habitable Earth,” 90.

58.  He also praised Constanzó’s engineering prowess and cited Alzate’s work 
numerous times, if critically. Humboldt, Political Essay on the Kingdom of New 
Spain, IV, 215, 340; I, 219. In another work, he specifi cally mentions having vis-
ited “the gardens of Chapultepec near Mexico City” but does not offer much de-
tail beyond this. Humboldt, Views of the Cordilleras and Monuments of the In-
digenous Peoples of the Americas, 136.

59.  Humboldt and Bonpland mainly spent their time “researching in a wealth 
of Mexican archives, libraries, and botanical gardens never before open to non-
Spaniards.” Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 115, 129.

60.  Humboldt, Essay on the Geography of Plants, 64.
61.  Jackson, “Instruments Utilized in Developing the Tableau physique,” 

221–226; Bourguet, “Measurable Difference,” 285.
62.  Humboldt, Essay on the Geography of Plants, 86.
63.  Ibid., 66.
64.  Another example is found in his discussion of the effect of light on both 

plant and animal functions: “It is well known that light exerts a powerful infl u-
ence on the vital functions of plants, especially on their breathing, on the forma-
tion of their coloring part that has a resinous character, and . .  . on the fi xation 
of nitrogen in their starch. . . . In my work on nerves, I cited some experiments 
in which solar light seems to produce stimulating effects on nervous fi bers that 
would be difficult to attribute solely to heat.” Ibid., 109, 114. On Cuvier’s work, 
which privileged function (e.g., respiration in general) over form (e.g., gills or 
lungs), see Foucault, The Order of Things, 287–304.

65.  On the transition from the three-kingdom model of natural history (ani-
mals, vegetables, minerals) to the two-kingdom model of biology (organic, inor-
ganic), see Foucault, The Order of Things, 251–252.

66.  Humboldt, Essay on the Geography of Plants, 69–70.
67.  Humboldt, Personal Narrative of Travels, I, xiv.
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68.  Humboldt, Essay on the Geography of Plants, 72, 70 (translation altered).
69.  Ibid., 75.
70.  Humboldt, Personal Narrative of Travels, I, 135–136.
71.  Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race, 107.
72.  On Humboldt as a “crucial link” in Foucault’s story, see Nicolson, “Al-

exander von Humboldt,” 167. Silva shows that race was central for Cuvier, espe-
cially with regard to his attempt to understand man’s relation to other animals. 
His exploration of the “conditions of existence” posited a global division of racial-
ized bodies, subject to what Silva calls “the productive nomos” of life in divergent 
ways. See Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race, 101–107.

73.  Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 149.
74.  Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended,” 258. Here I am drawing on Alexan-

der Weheliye’s sharp critique in Habeas Viscus, chap. 4.
75.  See Balibar, “Is There a Neo-Racism?,” 22–23.
76.  For example, Outram, The Enlightenment, 76; and Banton, Racial Theo-

ries, 5–6. See my discussion in the introduction of the “historiographical” para-
digm of race in colonial Latin American studies.

77.  Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race; Stoler, “Racial Histories and Their 
Regimes of Truth.”

78.  Cañizares-Esguerra, “New World, New Stars,” 66–68.
79.  Pratt makes the important observation that Humboldt’s work was equally 

useful to European colonizers and American Creoles, though perhaps in different 
ways. My analysis here shows that one point of intersection was precisely the au-
thority of the White body. See Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 110.

epilogue

1.  A video and transcript of the speech are available at Calderón, “El Presi-
dente Calderón en la fundación del Nuevo Juan de Grijalva.”

2.  Khalili, Time in the Shadows, 172–212; Sackley, “The Village as Cold War 
Site,” 501–502.

3.  One of the most complete studies of the ciudades rurales project to date is 
a report prepared by the San Cristóbal de las Casas–based organizations Red por 
la Paz Chiapas and the Colectivo de Análisis e Información Kolectiva (CAIK). The 
report includes a detailed analysis of the transnational corporate and state inter-
ests associated with the land around the sites chosen for the new settlements. See 
Red por la Paz Chiapas, De la tierra al asfalto. See also Wilson, “Notes on the Ru-
ral City,” 1000; and Contreras et al., “Ciudades rurales sustentables,” 141.

4.  Wilson, “The Urbanization of the Countryside,” 228–229.
5.  Wilson, “Notes on the Rural City,” 999–1004 (emphasis in original).
6.  Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended,” 50–51.
7.  “What matters here is that . . . a state of emergency linked to a colonial war 

is extended to an entire civil population. The camps are born not out of ordinary 
law . . . but out of a state of exception and martial law.” Agamben, Homo Sacer, 
166–167.

8.  Khalili, Time in the Shadows, 4–5, 234–235.
9.  This is also the case with mass incarceration in the United States today, 
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which primarily targets Black communities and other communities of color. Al-
exander Weheliye importantly notes that Agamben’s focus on martial law and the 
state of exception as the operative logic of the concentration camp blinds him to 
the everyday workings of racialized mass incarceration, which constitutes noth-
ing less than the edifi ce of the law. Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 86.

10.  My reading of racialization resonates in certain ways with the infl uential 
work of Michael Omi and Howard Winant, who defi ne racialization as “the ex-
tension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassifi ed relationship, so-
cial practice, or group.” Still, it seems important to account for ongoing processes 
of racialization that either transform racial meanings or reconfi gure the relation-
ships, social practices, or groups to which they are ascribed. Moreover, while ac-
knowledging that race has a history, Omi and Winant’s defi nition seems to take 
for granted the reality and contours of these groups, without reckoning with the 
possibility that groupness may itself be produced through the material reorga-
nization of life. See Omi and Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, 
3rd ed., 111 (emphasis in original). Oddly, this keyword appears only in the fi rst 
and third editions, published in 1986 and 2015, respectively, but is absent from the 
more widely read second edition from 1994.

11.  Marx, Capital, I, 915.
12.  Federici, Caliban and the Witch, 63–64 (emphasis in original).
13.  Marx, Capital, I, 873.
14.  Ibid., 874–875; Harvey, The New Imperialism, 137–182. On the “propensity 

in human nature . . . to truck, barter, and exchange,” see Smith, An Inquiry into 
the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, I, 16.

15.  See, for example, Drucker, The Practice of Management, 106, who calls it 
“a favourite story at management meetings.” Calderón offers a different lineage, 
telling the audience that the story came from his father: “una anécdota, una his-
toria que relataba mi padre, que era gran soñador” (an anecdote or story that my 
father, who was a great dreamer, used to tell).

16.  Wilson, “Notes on the Rural City,” 1003; Contreras et al., “Ciudades rura-
les sustentables,” 147.

17.  Wilson, “The Urbanization of the Countryside,” 229–230.
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