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My first exposure to the world explored in this book was in a 1976 graduate semi-
nar in what was then called “classical Maya,” taught by norman McQuown at the 
University of Chicago. Mac introduced us to the colonial dictionaries and gram-
mars and taught us to read the alphabetic Maya texts aloud, paying very close 
attention to the grammar. At the time i was preparing for doctoral research in 
linguistic anthropology, focused on the structure and use of modern Maya. only 
some years later would i come to focus on the colonial language, as i now call it, 
but the first exposure had been formative. in the course of fieldwork in yucatán, 
i became closely associated with a hmèen ‘shaman (roughly)’ named sebastian 
Castillo Mo but best known as Don Chabo. We worked together continuously for 
sixteen years, until his death in 1996, and i learned and recorded most of the major 
rituals that he performed, many of which i witnessed or participated in multiple 
times. in his performance of rain ceremonies (known as ch’áa chaák), exorcisms 
(pa’ ik’), land purifications (hetz lú’um), and many spiritual cures (especially the 
santiguar, a therapeutic blessing), Don Chabo was what some would consider an 
idolater but i consider a mystic of great wisdom. From early on in our work, i 
became convinced that the cultural and spiritual premises of his practice could 
only be understood in the light of colonial history, especially the missionizing 
process. His ways of fusing apparently old forms of both Catholicism and Maya 
were simply too subtle and too deep to fit the models of syncretism or mestizaje. it 
was this conviction, echoing in the chambers of colonial grammar and discourse, 
that pushed me to the research on which this book is based.

The colonizing process was guided by a surprisingly systematic logic, even 
though it was implemented under sometimes chaotic circumstances. The terms 
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of that logic are clearest in the project of reducción, which may be glossed ‘paci-
fication, conversion, ordering’, according to context. often compromised by 
circumstances and deeply equivocal in its results, reducción was nonetheless a 
powerful agent of change, with very far reaching consequences among the Maya. 
in yucatán it was spearheaded by the forced relocations called congregaciones, 
under the guidance of the Franciscans, who dominated the missions in the early 
decades and remained a force long after the secular clergy took over the dominant 
role in the seventeenth century. some of what i describe here was undoubtedly 
shaped by specifically Franciscan methods, although thorough comparison of 
the orders and the seculars is beyond the scope of this book. in historical terms, 
my argument is that reducción was far more central in the history of the Maya 
than has been recognized by scholars, notwithstanding excellent discussions by 
nancy Farriss, sergio Quezada, and John Chuchiak, whose works have been vital 
to my research. louise Burkhart, serge gruzinski, and robert ricard are among 
those who have written important studies of the evangelization of indigenous 
peoples in new spain, and there is an extensive literature on idolatry (greenleaf, 
Alberro, gruzinski), colonial religion and parish dynamics (Taylor), and the 
history of the Catholic Church in Mexico (gómez Canedo, schwaller, Taylor). 
idolatry in yucatán, with its exotic details and the inquisitional fervor with which 
the Franciscans and the secular Provisorato sought to extirpate it, has been a 
major topic in the literature (Chuchiak).1 By contrast, this book deals only occa-
sionally with questions of idolatry, focusing instead on the broader structures 
of thinking, speaking, and acting against which idolatry and other forms of 
insubordination were defined.

Reducción was a total project, aimed at coordinated transformations of space, 
conduct, and language. of these, language was the most central, and the effects 
of reducción are nowhere as clear as in the transformation of meanings and 
usages in Maya. it turns out it was easier to forsake colonial space by fleeing 
across the southern frontier than it was to forsake Maya reducido, the language 
of the colony. once caught up in the new version of Maya, there was, in a sense, 
no turning back the clock. Because of its extreme portability and its ubiquity in 
human affairs, the new language spread faster and penetrated deeper and more 
tenaciously into Maya culture than any other aspect of reducción. My first goal is 
to demonstrate the broader transformations in the three domains and to provide 
a sense of the principles by which they were guided. As Maya people adapted 
to changing circumstances, they came to appropriate and internalize the new 
forms of expression shaped by reducción. neither the transformations nor their 
adoption were guided entirely by intentions, whether missionary or Maya, and 
the conversions they would effect spun far out of everyone’s control. indeed, one 
of the most striking features of the entire project of reducción is that it became 
self-replicating and iterative quite apart from anyone’s beliefs or intentions. A 
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world in reducción was one in which a limited number of schemas were repeated 
throughout the spheres of space, conduct, and language. like the mental habits 
discussed by Panofsky (1976) and the civilizing process of Elias (1994), the mind-
set of reducción was embodied in a whole constellation of social forms and ways 
of perceiving. The properties of iteration, self-replication, and dispersion were 
integral to reducción, as well as to its ultimate inability to contain the conversions 
it set in motion.

The act of “reducing” always implied an analysis of its object and the (at-
tempted) imposition of a different regularity. like conversion more generally, it 
always established a break between the present and the order to which it would 
be turned. Practically, it did this by establishing codes of conduct and space, 
such as radial spheres of administration (center + periphery) and the perimetric 
boundaries delimiting spaces of jurisdiction. The latter were, according to the 
ethnohistorian Tsubasa okoshi, without precedent in preconquest Maya politi-
cal organization. Reducción also introduced action schemas such as the visita, 
in which a higher authority moves from center to periphery; the congregación, 
in which peripheral actors are gathered in a center; and the considerable range 
of actions construed as “entering.” in colonial Maya, the term for “enter” would 
 become the root used to express conversion (oc-sic ba ti ‘cause oneself to enter 
into’), belief (ocol ol ‘enter heart’), translation (oc-sic ti than ‘cause to enter lan-
guage’), and transfiguration (ocol ti uinicil ‘enter into humanity’), among other 
ideas. such schemas of inspecting, gathering, and entering proliferated in the 
colony, recurring in built space, ordinary social actions, and ways of speaking. 
They also recur again and again in single domains, as illustrated by the transla-
tion of four distinct spanish concepts with a single schema in Maya. These vari-
ous transformations are coordinated because they all fall within the scope of a 
single set of mental habits.

The three main products of reducción were pueblos reducidos ‘ordered towns’, 
indios reducidos ‘ordered indians’ acting in accordance with policía cristiana 
‘Christian civility’, and lengua reducida, the new version of the native language 
attuned to proper civility and religion. in addition to a common background of 
mental habits, the three spheres were combined, or articulated, in the course of 
social action: the ordered landscape of towns and jurisdictions was the field in 
which colonial action and language were embedded, to which they responded, 
and which they partially defined. The plan was to inculcate a coherent set of 
mental habits and practices, to instill what in current social theory is called a 
“habitus.” As much as any other factor, this self-replicating capacity in the very 
logic of reducción accounts for its impact, despite the relatively small number of 
missionaries who actually implemented the project and despite the fragmented 
and resistant circumstances by which their efforts were compromised. By coordi-
nating changes in space, conduct, and language, reducción created a special sort 
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of circularity, in which each of the three domains fed into and responded to the 
others, the whole creating a field of overdetermination in which new forms were 
dispersed.

What were the consequences of reducción for the Maya? How does a people 
or a culture even survive in the face of invasion, forced dislocation, disease, 
natural disaster, forced conversion, and linguistic reform? Farriss (1984) made 
this basic question the centerpiece of her classic history of the colony, and the 
question has remained central in more recent work as well. it leads one to focus 
on resistance, flight, insubordination, “spaces of autonomy” (Bracamonte y sosa 
and solís robleda 1996), and, for some at least, the persistence of apparently 
precolonial forms and practices among the Maya. The issue of survival dovetails 
neatly with the long-standing interest in idolatry, since the idolater is just that, 
a survival of otherness surrounded by the Christian doxa that defines him as an 
“idolater.” on this point also, the questions with which this book is concerned 
are slightly different, although both cultural survival and ritual difference are in 
the background. The Maya obviously did survive the long trauma of European 
colonialism, as evidenced by the more than two dozen Mayan languages spoken 
today by about three million people, of whom 900,000 speak yucatec Maya. This 
is a testament to their creativity and resilience, which i have come to venerate. 
But here we must be careful, because the yucatec spoken in the postcolony is a 
particular sort of Maya, and the people who speak it are Maya in a particular 
way.

Anyone who has spent time among contemporary yucatec people will recog-
nize the trickiness of language and identity in the peninsula, since the first thing 
most Mayas will tell you today is that the language they speak is not “legitimate 
Maya,” nor are they themselves “Maya.” Both statements are uttered as often in 
Maya language as in spanish, and what they affirm is that both language and 
identity are amestizado ‘mixed’, or as contemporary Maya speakers say with a 
laugh, xá’ak’á’an ‘mixed, spiced up’. There is an analogy here to néstor Canclini’s 
concept of hybrid cultures, except that, as i show, the historical roots are far 
deeper than contemporary popular culture and media would suggest. The same 
could be said of new World spanish, French, Portuguese, and English or the 
complicated identities they index, although the question rarely seems to arise. 
From quite early in the colonial period in yucatán, the indigenous language 
and the European language came to shape one another such that, in a broad 
contact zone, it became difficult or pointless to sort out the indigenous from 
the nonindigenous elements of what was becoming a single social world. At 
the extremes, of course, one recognizes the sheer Castilian of Crown or high-
ranking authorities, as well as the more or less sheer Maya of texts like those in 
the ritual of the Bacabs. But most of the action is in the middle between these 
extremes, and how we think of that middle will set the frame for how we think 
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of the colony. The colonizers and the missionaries obviously tried valiantly to 
distinguish. They divided the world into spaniards versus indians (also called 
naturales, a term that implied both local and illegitimate birth; the Franciscans 
distinguished themselves from both), Christian versus heathen. Under reducción 
and the colonial administration, they made laws that attempted to ossify these 
and related distinctions. The basic model of syncretism as a European overlay 
atop an indigenous core came directly out of this way of thinking, and the mis-
sionary frenzy to identify and locate idolatry can be seen as a last-ditch effort 
to draw the line. in fact, this way of describing the conversion process fits well 
with the missionary idea that what was indigenous was hidden within. it is the 
mirror image of what occurred: superficially Maya forms of discourse came to 
stand for a semantic core of European ideas, something i examine in detail in 
Part ii. But such dualism failed both historically and conceptually, because what 
emerged was a dynamic fusing of elements in a new social world, what Jane Hill 
and Kenneth Hill (1986) have called a set of “syncretic practices,” not a composite 
of traits defined by their supposed origins (a point nicely spelled out by Warren 
[1998]). This dynamic fusion is the central theme of this book: how did it occur, 
what processes did it entail, and what were its consequences?

My answers to these questions unfold in three steps. First, an outline of the 
colonial field in which reducción was conducted. This includes an outline of the 
project as a whole (chapter 1) and the reorganization of the province into ordered 
towns and guardianía mission units, akin to parishes, as well as the persistent 
problems of population control and the frontier (chapter 2). The structures of 
governance, missionary pedagogy, and the embedding of policía cristiana in the 
towns are the focus of chapter 3. Taken together, the first three chapters sketch 
out the field of reducción, which is the social space in which colonial conduct and 
the colonial language were shaped, from semantics to discourse genres. Although 
i discuss some of the difficulties the missionaries encountered, and the fragmen-
tation of their efforts, the main focus of this first part of the book is to take the 
measure of the project of reducción.

Part ii explores the creation and codification of Maya reducido, the new ver-
sion of Maya imbued with Christian thought. it comprises chapters 4 through 8, 
which make up the pivot point of my argument. it is through these processes that 
the ordering logic of reducción is converted into Maya — transposed and trans-
formed from latin and spanish into Maya as best the missionaries could make 
out with their assistants. This translingual space of encounter was organized 
around two sets of practices. The first had to do with commensurating Maya 
and spanish, aligning the two languages so that one could translate between 
them. This massive project was ongoing throughout the colonial period and sets 
up what i treat as the first conversion: European and Christian meanings were 
converted into Maya utterances. This conversion worked through the genres of 
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the bilingual dictionary and the practical grammar. The second set of practices 
presupposes commensuration but goes on to codify the newly commensurated 
language in canonical texts. The genres that concern us here are doctrinal: the 
catechism, the confessional, and the sermon. Doctrinal Maya not only codified 
the language of the sacred; it was systematically inculcated in the obligatory 
doctrinal classes and repeated in many sacramental contexts such as mass, indi-
vidual baptisms, confession, and matrimony.

Whereas language is mostly backgrounded in Part i, it becomes the central 
focus of Parts ii and iii. Here my engagement with linguistic anthropology 
becomes clear, and i draw on prior work by myself and many others. i have 
benefited from long engagement with the ideas and writings of Paul Friedrich, 
richard Bauman, Dell Hymes, Jane Hill, Bambi schieffelin, Charles Briggs, greg 
Urban, Anthony Woodbury, Alan rumsey, Asif Agha, Webb Keane, Aurore 
Becquelin Monod, Valentina Vapnarsky, and Victoria Bricker. in order to keep 
the exposition straightforward and nontechnical, however, i have tried to avoid 
theoretical discussion and let my description of the historical processes carry 
the ideas. The one exception is chapter 4, in which i try to spell out my approach 
to field, habitus, and genre, topics i have written on elsewhere. My goal here is 
a concise statement of the approach with clear examples. These concepts are 
subsequently refined and fleshed out with extended discussions of spanish-
to-Maya dictionaries (chapter 5), Maya-to-spanish dictionaries (chapter 6), 
practical grammars of Maya (chapter 7), and the all-important doctrinal genres 
(chapter 8).

Part iii follows the movement of Maya reducido from the missions into the 
field of governance in the pueblos reducidos and ultimately to the forbidden 
indigenous genre of the Books of Chilam Balam. My point is to show how and 
why the new, pervasively neologistic variety of Maya was dispersed through the 
fields of governance and mission set out in Part i. That it did spread will be dem-
onstrated beyond any reasonable doubt, and the implication is that the overall 
colonial field, including the frontier zone and the so-called despoblado ‘unpopu-
lated zone’, functioned as a single sweeping discourse formation across which 
modes of expression and communicative practice moved. At the same time, 
it gives pointed evidence that Maya speakers incorporated the new language 
instead of seeking to isolate themselves from it. As if rejecting the very dichoto-
mies embedded in the discourses of idolatry and survival, they absorbed the new 
version of their language, using it for their own ends and ultimately making it 
their own. Chapter 9 examines land documents and the representation of space, 
and chapter 10 explores petitions — both of which were produced in the course 
of governance in the town councils. Chapter 11, the last substantive one in the 
book, follows the trail of Christianized Maya into the Books of Chilam Balam, 
demonstrating the profound impact it had on this native genre. readers familiar 
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with these books will recognize that my argument reverses a long scholarly tradi-
tion in which these works are read for their pre-Columbian content, not for their 
value as an index of colonial transformation and surely not as a testament to the 
spread of a new, Christianized version of Maya. The spread of the new language 
was the dispersal of a universe of meanings, typical uses, evaluative postures, 
and ways of referring. it was the most far-reaching legacy of reducción and is still 
very much with us today. in this sense, i hope that this book also contributes to 
the growing literature on the anthropology of religion, in which the transforma-
tive capacities of language are increasingly studied. in the end, colonial and 
specifically Christian Maya came to be written by Maya for Maya, not only in the 
fields of governance in the pueblos reducidos, but also in unauthorized and even 
forbidden genres, hidden from the intrusive surveillance of missionaries and 
colonial officials. The epilogue offers brief remarks on the Caste War of the mid-
nineteenth century and the practice of Don Chabo, both of which are thoroughly 
embedded in Maya reducido, that is, Maya in the age of the cross.

A noT E on orT Hogr A PH y

The primary sources cited in this book are mostly Maya and spanish, produced 
in yucatán, new spain, or spain, and dated between the fifteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. over such a broad span of time and space, there are many ortho-
graphic variations and ad hoc spellings, particularly in the Maya texts. Moreover, 
many key texts have been published in multiple editions, which has introduced 
further variations. This has posed a formidable challenge to accurate rendering 
of original orthography and punctuation.

During the proofing and copyediting stages of the work, Mischa Park-Doob 
and i have tried to be as accurate to source as practical, without sacrificing leg-
ibility for the reader. The resulting compromise has led us to maximize accuracy 
to source when directly quoting but to revert to normalized spellings elsewhere. 
spelling of Maya place-names is especially inconsistent in both spanish and 
Maya language sources; for normalized spellings we generally followed gerhard 
1993. in all cases, readers interested in paleographic precision should consult the 
originals.

Areas especially prone to variation include (1) the use of accents in spanish 
and the acute accent marking high tone in Maya; (2) the occasional use of [h] to 
mark initial glottal stop in Maya; and (3) the alternation between [u] and [v] for 
the bilabial glide, (4) between [ç], [z], and [s] for the voiceless sibilant, (5) between 
[x] and [h] for the pharyngeal continuant, (6) between [i] and [y] for the palatal 
glide, and (7) between [dz] and [     ] for the glottalized affricate /ts’/. Marking of 
glottalization, pitch, and vowel length is notoriously inconsistent in the Maya 
sources, as is the opposition between glottalized and plain stops. i have freely 
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altered spacing and boundaries between morphemes and words in Maya for 
legibility and divided lines into manageable chunks to suit the purposes at hand. 
Chapters 5 through 8 are intended to be usable as reference material for further 
study of the missionary sources, and we have tried to be as accurate to source as 
possible. Where Maya texts are transliterated from handwritten archival sources, 
the author is responsible for the paleography.


