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Introduction

This book tells the story of ordinary Catholic men and women who stymied Mexico’s most radical nineteenth-century secularization project while simultaneously challenging a vigorous program of Catholic modernization. Specifically, it reconstructs the history of the forgotten Religionero rebellion of 1873–1877 and analyzes its origins, impact, and internal religious logics. An eminently popular movement, the Religionero rebellion erupted in response to a series of anticlerical measures raised to constitutional status by the government of Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada in 1873. An outgrowth of Mexico’s polarizing liberal-conservative civil wars (1855–1861) and the French Intervention of 1862–1867, these Laws of Reform decreed the full independence of Church and state, secularized marriage and burial practices, prohibited acts of public worship, and severely curtailed the Church’s ability to own and administer property. They also overturned the Catholic Church’s long spiritual monopoly by declaring the freedom of religion and clearing the way for the arrival of Protestant missionaries from the United States. The straw that broke the camel’s back, though, was the institution of a mandatory oath of fidelity to the liberal Constitution of 1857 and the new reform laws, to be taken by all public employees.

To many Catholics, those who cooperated with the anticlerical mandates were more than simple political antagonists; they were heretics. The Mexican hierarchy flatly forbade the faithful from taking the oath of allegiance, adjudicating nationalized Church property, or using the civil registry. Catholic editorialists condemned the measures as an attack on the faith of the majority, and hundreds of (mostly female) lay Catholics petitioned the government for the repeal of the reform laws. Other Catholics took the path of violence. To the cry of “Death to the Protestants! Long live religion!” the rebels sacked municipal buildings, burned archives, kidnapped and assassinated local officials, and attacked government troops and the National Guard battalions called up in the central-western states of Michoacán, Guanajuato, Mexico, and Jalisco. Over the course of 1874, rebel numbers climbed to ten thousand, and the disparate, locally oriented gavillas (rebel bands) moved toward greater coordination and military sophistication. Subsequently, they began carrying out large-scale attacks on fortified plazas, burning and sacking the Michoacán towns of Tancítaro, Taretan, Los Reyes, Paracho, and Zacapu. By mid-1875, Religionero attacks paralyzed local governments and regional commerce, and the Lerdo administration deployed the federal army in Michoacán—the state at the center of the Religionero storm—in an attempt to impose order. Though the increasingly centralist Lerdo government instituted a kind of martial law in the state, the Religionero movement did not subside until a more moderate liberal coalition under Porfirio Díaz toppled the president in the 1876 Revolution of Tuxtepec.

Nonetheless, Religionero rebels did not simply wait for Díaz to overthrow the federal government. Rather, the movement’s chieftains negotiated informal pacts with Díaz’s agents and adopted the banner of Tuxtepec, transforming Michoacán into a crucial stepping-stone in don Porfirio’s rise to power. Though the Oaxacan caudillo quickly turned his back on his Religionero allies, purging many rebel leaders in mid-1877, his shrewd engagement with the Catholic movement had already won him other, more powerful conservative allies in Michoacán and elsewhere. During his revolution, furthermore, Díaz had signaled his intention to relax enforcement of the Laws of Reform, and he nurtured the hopes of conservative michoacanos that their post–French Intervention exile from politics was coming to an end. For their part, Mexican clerics responded by moderating their stance on the hated oath of fidelity. Such Church-state détente would deepen significantly over the course of the Porfiriato (1876–1911), providing a measure of political stability unknown in Mexico since independence and allowing for both the consolidation of the Porfirian state and the institutional renaissance of the Catholic Church. The Religionero rebellion was thus crucial to the rise of Porfirio Díaz, and it helped to shape the decidedly lopsided state secularism of the Porfiriato.

This book offers a comprehensive reconstruction of the revolt and a critical reappraisal of its significance, but it also unearths the religious history of the Religionero movement and explores its links to Catholic modernity. Such a task necessitates a nuanced analysis of the Church’s internal conflicts and a careful attention to local religious dynamics. In a country where Catholicism’s pull remained nearly universal, we cannot assume that Religioneros were simply antimodern fanatics or dupes of the clergy.1 By the time of the rebellion, the Mexican Church was in the midst of an ambitious internal reform, the product of both the global Church’s struggle against liberalism and the national clergy’s attempt to break free from a colonial legacy of state tutelage. The clearest manifestation of what I call “Catholic restorationism” in Mexico was the reorganization of the episcopate in 1862, which resulted in the creation of new dioceses in the historically devout center-west. As this book shows, however, restorationism in practice also meant the reform of popular religious customs, the promotion of European-influenced practices, the diffusion of modern lay associations, and an attack on the religious prerogatives of indigenous communities. The most significant Catholic revitalization since the Bourbon Reforms, the nineteenth-century restoration shifted the Church’s center of gravity toward Rome and introduced new strategies for opposing liberalism.2 Ultramontane in its religious style yet often accommodationist in its approach to the state, Catholic restorationism proved deeply disruptive to many rural parishioners, who were already facing liberal legislative attacks on their religious traditions. Indeed, a key finding here is that religious conflict stemming from Catholic restorationism shaped patterns of Religionero mobilization in Michoacán, sometimes uniting parishioners against the government but more often dividing them over the nature of the faith and the best strategies for its defense. As such, the Religionero revolt was as much a battle for the soul of Catholicism as it was a traditional Church-state conflict.


Church and State in Nineteenth-Century Mexico

The conflict around the Lerdo reforms of 1873 grew out of longer-range debates initiated by Mexico’s rupture with Spain. The Mexican clergy generally supported independence, content to sacralize the Catholic republic of 1824 through providentialist sermons. Yet it was deeply divided over the question of whether the new state had inherited the powers of the Patronato, the colonial pact that had given the Crown the authority to staff vacant bishoprics and generally shape the Church to its tastes. While liberal clerics and their civilian allies pressed for Patronato powers in order to sculpt a more “englightened” national clergy, clerical hardliners made a bid for Church independence by insisting that any such arrangement would have to be negotiated directly with the Holy See in Rome. Crisis beset the Church by 1830, as bishops dwindled and political positions hardened. Indeed, an ad hoc arrangement naming a new cohort of bishops in 1831 failed to defuse the underlying struggle between liberals and increasingly intransigent and Ultramontane conservatives, who by the 1850s had begun to resist state dictates by arguing that the Church was a sovereign, supranational entity.3

For their part, a new generation of liberals under Benito Juárez, convinced of the need to sweep away colonial holdovers, took aim at Church wealth and privilege when they came to power in the 1855 Revolution of Ayutla. In a flurry of legislative initiatives and executive actions dubbed the “Reforma,” state-makers hacked away at the Church’s colonial legal immunity (Juárez Law, 1855), mandated the privatization of entailed ecclesiastical property (Lerdo Law, 1856), and widened the state’s jurisdiction over marriage and burials (Civil Registry Law, 1857). Notwithstanding its laicizing bent, though, the early Reforma declined to fully separate Church from state and even furnished the latter with new regalist powers over the former. The Iglesias Law prohibited priests from collecting obventions (clerical fees for baptism, marriage, and burial services) from poor parishioners, and the Constituent Congress of 1857 enshrined the state’s right to intervene in religious worship and “external discipline” in the new constitution. Clerical defiance followed on the heels of the constitution’s promulgation and especially the institution of a mandatory oath of fidelity (juramento) for public employees. Under the leadership of Michoacán’s Bishop Clemente de Jesús Munguía and Puebla’s Bishop Pelagio Antonio de Labastida y Dávalos, the Mexican Church threw in its lot with conservative strongmen, and the country descended into a series of destructive civil wars.4

Under such polarizing conditions, the embattled Juárez government brought the hammer down on the Church, decreeing the series of anticlerical measures between July 1859 and December 1861. Sweeping away the more moderate tendencies of the Constituent Congress, these Laws of Reform aimed to strip the Church of the resources used to fund conservative movements and definitively subjugate the clergy to state power. To such ends, Juárez decreed the nationalization of ecclesiastical property and the separation of Church and state, defined marriage as a purely civil contract, and secularized all cemeteries.5 Subsequent decrees mixed this laicizing tendency with an unambiguous regalism. In accordance with Church-state separation, for instance, priests were to be taxed as ordinary citizens and prohibited from wearing clerical garb in public; but the state assumed the right to regulate Church finances by decreeing that the institution could sustain itself only through voluntary, cash donations. In December 1860, Juárez then declared freedom of worship, a measure that not only cleared the way for the arrival of Protestant missionaries but also introduced a ban on the celebration of religious acts outside church walls, thus prohibiting the ancient Catholic customs of the public procession and the viaticum (the carrying of the Eucharist in procession to be administered to a dying person). Other decrees suppressed Mexico’s religious communities (with the exception of the Hermanas de la Caridad, the congregation that ran most of the country’s hospitals) and expelled several influential bishops.6

Conservative backlash and foreign intervention soon forced the Juárez government into internal exile and placed the radical measures on hold, yet for Catholics, the wounds of the Laws of Reform would not quickly heal. In fact, Maximilian of Habsburg’s failure to fully repeal Reforma legislation during the ill-fated Second Empire (1862–1867) alienated his clerical backers and helped bring about his own downfall.7 Returning to power, the Juárez government extended an olive branch, inviting exiled bishops to return and allowing only ad hoc enforcement of the reform laws in many places. Catholics used verbalized “reservations” when taking the juramento to avoid jeopardizing their souls, for example, and many communities obtained exemptions to the ban on public processions from pliant local authorities.8 Yet such conciliation was to end abruptly after Juárez’s death in 1872, when the Veracruz lawyer Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada came to power and signaled his attention to consolidate the gains of the Reforma.

Lerdo’s first act was to expel a number of foreign Jesuits, whom many liberals considered agents of papalist subversion and authors of the Roman Church’s increasingly revanchist antiliberalism.9 Undeterred by the ensuing Catholic backlash, the president then turned to the matter of the reform laws, which would be transformed from temporary wartime measures into constitutional writ. In October 1873, congress formally enshrined the principles of Church-state separation, religious liberty, and civil jurisdiction over marriage and codified the prohibition of public worship, monastic life, and the acquisition of property by the Church. The implementation of more precise federal legislation codifying the Laws of Reform would take another year, with the passage of the Ley Orgánica de las Adiciones y Reformas a la Constitución (December 1874). In the meantime, however, the congress mandated that every public employee take an oath (now known as the protesta or promise) to uphold and enforce the additions to the Constitution “without any reservations.”10 Shortly after, the health care–focused congregation Las Hermanas de la Caridad was dissolved.

Here, then, was proof that the partial enforcement and informal arrangements that had characterized Church-state relations under Juárez were a thing of the past. Catholics could no longer dilute the constitutional oath with reservations, and the Hermanas would no longer be allowed to skirt the prohibition on communal religious life and the wearing of clerical garb in public.11 Henceforth, the lerdista state would constitute itself as a bulwark against the threat of jesuitical “equivocation” concerning federal law. The state would also reserve the right to intervene in Church matters, since the provisions of the Ley Orgánica provided for the surveillance over religious services by the police, prohibited tithe collection outside church walls, and criminalized “subversive” sermons.12 Freedom of worship, too, would become the law of the land. The president even met with a group of US missionaries as part of a diplomatic reunion in August 1873, signaling that Protestant proselytizers would have a friend in the executive office.13 In short, Lerdo would insist on a full enforcement of the Laws of Reform in order to consolidate the Reforma and protect the nation against a revanchist global Church, even if that brought down the ire of the national Church and its supporters. The ire of Mexican Catholics, it turned out, was not long in coming.



Locating the Religioneros in Mexican History

Unlike the Cristero rebellions of the 1920s and 1930s, the Religionero revolt has largely evaded the interest of historians, despite its impact on the rise of Porfirio Díaz. The few historical treatments of the movement that do exist, meanwhile, alternately obscure the Religioneros’ significance to Díaz, downplay the movement’s power, or fail to interrogate the religious complexity of the revolt.14 Porfirian writers tended to dismiss the rebellion as both ineffective and anachronistic, and they declined to interrogate the links between the Religioneros and Díaz’s Tuxtepec rebels for obvious political reasons. For Francisco Cosmes in 1902, the rebellion constituted a kind of modern Jacquerie—a violent and knee-jerk revolt of “ignorant peasants” who lacked ideas and the internal coordination necessary for a real political movement. A contemporary, Ciro Ceballos, considered the revolt of little importance, since the Religioneros’ vision for a Catholic republic condemned their movement to the dustbin of history.15

Such a teleological view of liberalism triumphant was subtly reworked into a critique of Porfirio Díaz by Daniel Cosío Villegas, the distinguished historian of the Restored Republic during the heyday of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI).16 In fact, though he did allow for some genuine Catholic outrage at the Laws of Reform, Cosío Villegas ultimately considered the rebellion little more than a porfirista ploy. In his retelling, the porfirista conspirators Vicente Riva Palacio and Sóstenes Rocha take center stage, cynically stirring up Catholic rage in order to hasten Lerdo’s fall from power. Here, then, both Religionero rebels and the Church appear as bit players in a larger drama of liberal state-making, the rebels simply pawns in the hands of the omnipotent Porfirio Díaz.17

Subsequent treatments of the revolt have challenged facile notions about rebel impotence and elite manipulation. Jean Meyer, for example, paints the revolt as both a serious threat to the liberal order and an essentially popular rising.18 However, Meyer’s national-level perspective and insistence on the absolute autonomy of Catholic rebels flattens the complexity of the Religionero movement and the religious and sociopolitical milieu from which it arose. Widespread and popular in nature but heterogeneous in makeup, the revolt responded to distinct local constellations of religious, political, and agrarian factors. Yet even the vast local historiography of Michoacán does not take us far toward an understanding of the rebellion’s causes, since the extant studies tend to adopt Cosío Villegas’s view of the movement as anachronistic, insignificant, or motivated by simple opportunism.19 With the exception of Álvaro Ochoa Serrano’s crucial work on the Religionero chief Eulogio Cárdenas and Religionero corridos, local histories have largely declined to investigate the cultural or material underpinnings of Religionero violence.20 Instead, Religionero agitation appears as the last in a long line of conservative conspiracies against the inevitably triumphant liberal order.

At the other extreme, José Carmen Soto Correa’s chapter on the revolt in eastern Michoacán mostly discards political and religious motivations in favor of a near-totalizing material determinism.21 In 1869, Michoacán’s state government had implemented laws privatizing indigenous communal lands, a long-sought goal of liberal state-makers who saw the colonial commons as an obstacle to modernization.22 For Soto Correa, the reparto (land division process) was chiefly responsible for rural unrest, even if such unrest cloaked itself in religious garb. Disentailment brought a brutal dislocation of indigenous communities from their land base and—in neat succession—it turned the ex-comuneros first into Hobsbawm’s “social bandits” and then into Religioneros.23 Seductive in its simplicity, such an interpretation also requires a significant leap of faith, since Soto Correa is unable to show that Religioneros were indeed the same people who lost land during the reparto. Neither can such material determinism explain the participation of nonindigenous actors in the revolt, many of whose leaders belonged to a class of rural rancheros (smallholders) more likely to profit from the division of communal lands.24 Certainly, the 1869 reparto law should be taken seriously as a variable influencing local revolts. However, as this book’s case studies demonstrate, agrarian pressure alone lacks sufficient explanatory power, since local revolts resulted from distinct constellations of religious, agrarian, and political factors.

Ulises Iñiguez Mendoza’s recent dissertation, the first systematic study of the Religionero revolt, represents a significant step forward in elucidating the political and institutional context of the movement. The author rightly situates the Religioneros in a long trajectory of conservative militancy in Michoacán, and he painstakingly reconstructs the discursive tactics employed by high clerics, Catholic editorialists, and middle-class laypeople in their respective campaigns against lerdismo. Nonetheless, Iñiguez Mendoza tends to paint Catholic conservatism in Michoacán in monolithic tones, and he overstates the power of clerical elites in controlling Catholic responses to anticlericalism. Indeed, though he acknowledges that priestly involvement in the rebellion was negligible and that the hierarchy even condemned it, Iñiguez Mendoza also characterizes the Church as a “preeminent” and “dominant” force in rural Michoacán, largely able to control the behavior of the faithful through spiritual censures.25 Yet if the Church’s social dominion allowed it to negate much of the liberal program, as he avers, why did the Religioneros need to rebel at all?

Perhaps because he sees the Church as a conservative bulwark and the Religioneros as an inevitable reaction to attacks on the faith, Iñiguez Mendoza largely ignores the religious cultures of the belligerents and the local particularities of the revolt across Michoacán’s fragmented terrain. By contrast, a principal contribution of the present study is its sensitivity to the internal dynamics of Catholicism in Michoacán and its attention to local variation within the Religionero movement. Despite attempts to organize the scores of gavillas in Michoacán into a unitary Religionero army over the course of 1875, the rebellion remained a generally localocentric affair. Rebel chiefs led their flexible gavillas through relatively well-defined zones of operation, and most were caught or killed near their hometowns. Some indigenous villages aided the government even while their ethnic kin in neighboring communities threw in with the rebels. Meanwhile, plebeian groups from surrounding ranchos and pueblos joined Religionero attacks on their municipal seats but broke ranks later to tend to the harvest. Such military localism ultimately reflected local idiosyncrasies of other sorts. Religious reform projects led by the ecclesiastical hierarchies of Morelia and Zamora significantly affected local religious cultures and community responses to anticlerical legislation. However, those impacts were far from uniform. Further, in the context of Catholic modernization and globalization, Religionero militancy became a way for nonelite Catholics to engage in larger debates about the place of the Church in society and, ultimately, the nature of Catholicism itself. Local Religionero revolts thus followed distinct local logics, reflecting the interplay of various religious and extrareligious factors, including diocesan reform projects, priest-parishioner relations, experiences of land privatization, and local political divisions. In its three subregional case studies, this book untangles these factors to provide a nuanced and differentiated view of Religionero mobilization that contrasts sharply with the monolithic, Church-based protest that appears in the existing literature.



Conceptual Considerations

This book’s contention that Religionero rebels shaped Mexican history builds on the insights of scholars of popular politics and state formation, whose studies of peasant engagement with national processes have revolutionized Mexican historiography. Correcting earlier treatments that made popular actors passive witnesses (or, more often, victims) of elite state-making projects, historians such as Guy Thomson, Florencia Mallon, and Peter Guardino have demonstrated widespread engagement with the ideologies of nationalism, republicanism, federalism, and liberalism among subaltern people in various Mexican regions.26 Such “popular liberalism” studies have unearthed the contributions of nonelites to the formation of the Mexican nation-state and highlighted the importance of negotiation and contestation to hegemonic rule. Since historians considered liberalism the dominant ideology of the nineteenth century, the study of popular liberalism seemed the clearest way to write peasants back into the story of Mexican state formation.27

Yet if peasants mediated state formation from within, other nonelite actors just as clearly helped to mediate it from without—through conservative militancy and resistance. Thousands of rural Mexicans fought for conservative leaders such as Antonio López de Santa Anna, Tomás Mejía, and Manuel Lozada, rallying to cries of “Long live religion!” and “Religion and fueros!” In so doing, they contested the secularizing and anticorporate bent of liberal state formation, and they demanded respect for traditionalist values such as village corporatism, order and central authority, and Catholic exclusivity. Scholars have often assumed peasant conservatism in Mexico was timeless and automatic—a natural traditionalism that made peasant liberalism all the more noteworthy.28 Yet recent work demonstrates that popular conservatism was historically contingent and internally diverse. Channeling E. P. Thompson and James C. Scott, Ben Smith argues that a “moral [and spiritual] economy” organized relations among the Mixtec peasants, Catholic priests, and conservative elites of northwestern Oaxaca, who endeavored to control and moderate changes related to modernity.29 Aaron Van Oosterhout, meanwhile, demonstrates that Cora villagers in Nayarit adopted conservatism as a way to broker new religious arrangements with the Archdiocese of Guadalajara and ensure a measure of autonomous control over land.30 Taken together, these studies offer a nuanced picture of popular conservatism in nineteenth-century Mexico and elucidate the contingent and historical nature of its relationship with Catholicism.

Crucially, the new work on popular conservatism helps to explain the endurance of Catholic-inspired conservatism in Mexico despite several waves of radical state anticlericalism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Even if, as is commonly asserted, the execution of Maximilian sounded the death knell for the conservatism of Lucas Alamán’s generation, Catholic politics clearly did not die with the archduke.31 The militant social Catholicism of the late Porfiriato, the Cristero movements of the 1920s and 1930s, the rise of the Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN), and even the religious undertones that color the ongoing narco and vigilante wars in Michoacán all contradict classical views of secularization.32 Indeed, Mexican secularization attempts in the modern era have proven highly uneven, even reversible. If we take seriously the task of examining how marginalized actors shaped national processes, we must also understand how mobilized conservatives and Catholics blunted the laicizing edge of Mexican state formation.

The broad outlines of the secular capitalist state emerged during the nineteenth-century Reforma and were consolidated by Porfirio Díaz during his three-decade regime of “order and progress.” However, as is widely acknowledged, Díaz’s conciliatory stance toward the Catholic Church undermined aspects of Reforma secularization and allowed the Church to recoup some of its social and material losses. In fact, the Mexican Church enjoyed a veritable institutional renaissance during the Porfiriato, which saw the centralization of clerical authority and the tightening of relations with Rome, a far-reaching seminary reform that produced a powerful clique of intransigent prelates, and the social empowerment of the laity through Catholic associationalism.33 Despite renewed interest in the Catholic resurgence of the Porfiriato, however, little attention has been paid to the contributions of ordinary Catholic conservatives to the ascent of Díaz himself. Instead, historians have tended to make don Porfirio and his more plutocratic clerical allies solely responsible for the Church-state modus vivendi of the late nineteenth century.34 Certainly, Díaz’s personal relationships with powerful clerics and papal envoys played an important role in Church-state rapprochement. Yet popular inputs should not be discounted, especially given that Díaz rose to power on a wave of popular aspiration that included overtly conservative elements. In fact, I argue that Díaz’s successful diplomacy with the Catholic Church in the late nineteenth century owed much to his experience brokering alliances with Religioneros and Catholic laypeople in Michoacán. As Patrick McNamara’s work shows, Díaz’s ascendancy rested on negotiations with subaltern actors such as the indigenous veterans of Ixtlán.35 But it also relied on an even more contentious set of negotiations with a resurgent Catholic conservatism at both the elite and popular levels.

As we shall see, the Religionero rebellion played a crucial role in the rise of Porfirio Díaz. Though far from omnipotent, Díaz proved capable of harnessing popular discontent with the Lerdo regime in its many forms and regional manifestations. Opposition to lerdismo was widespread in 1875 and particularly acute in Michoacán, which found itself engulfed in Religionero violence. Despite the weakness and isolation of the liberal porfirista faction in the state, Michoacán nonetheless represented key strategic terrain for Díaz, given its historic importance as a Reforma battleground, its crucial role in destabilizing the Lerdo government, and its standing as the vanguard Catholic state par excellence. Under such circumstances, don Porfirio’s heterogeneous Tuxtepec coalition brokered informal alliances with the principal Religionero chiefs, and Michoacán became a major battleground of the revolution. Meanwhile, the Lerdo regime’s attempts to quash the Religionero movement via scorched-earth military campaigns and the suppression of constitutional rights in Michoacán proved highly controversial even among liberals and moderates, further eroding support for the government.

As Lerdo’s federal regime disintegrated in the fall of 1876, the Religioneros moved to assume formal roles as porfirista generals with autonomous control over their respective zones of operation, and more well-heeled Michoacán conservatives emerged from the political exile to which support of Maximilian’s empire had condemned them in order to engage in a flurry of electoral organizing. The conservative resurgence did not go unnoticed by Díaz’s liberal supporters, who complained loudly and warned of an impending civil war within the victorious Tuxtepec camp. Beset by competing visions for a post-Lerdo Mexico, Díaz embarked on a precarious balancing act in his policies toward Michoacán after November 1876—here signaling his intention to halt the persecution of the Church, there restating his commitment to the Laws of Reform. With the help of key intermediaries, he ultimately settled on a style of politics that offered conservative Catholics reasons for hope without formally turning his back on Reforma liberalism. Such a balancing act was not without its setbacks and pitfalls. However, the disordered and complex milieu of Religionero-infested Michoacán ultimately taught the Oaxacan caudillo important lessons about the exercise of power in Mexico, and it helped set the stage for the thawing of relations between the government and the Catholic clergy and faithful on the national level. Michoacán Catholics, then, mediated liberal state formation both from without (through resistance to lerdismo) and from within (through alliances with Díaz), and they helped to moderate the terms of Mexico’s secular state.

Even so, Catholic opposition to anticlericalism was neither inevitable nor uniform, and we cannot conflate Church missives against the Laws of Reform or journalistic broadsides against Lerdo with armed uprising. Rather, we must situate the Religionero revolt in its proper religious context. Such a task requires a more nuanced understanding of the history of the Catholic Church in Mexico, a field currently undergoing a welcome renaissance. In recent works, historians have done much to disaggregate and historicize the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Church, rescuing the institution from the neglect of earlier generations, which tended to treat it as monolithic, backward-looking, or inert.36 For the purposes of understanding Religionero mobilization in Michoacán, the most important developments in this new historiography are the insights that Mexican Catholicism contained a plurality of voices, perspectives, and projects and that the Church changed over time, both in response to the era’s sociopolitical transformations and as a result of periodic bouts of internal reformism.37 As this book demonstrates, the Michoacán Church was no monolith. Its diverse parish clergy included ambitious Ultramontane reformists, old-fashioned mendicants, and liberals who flirted with schism. Further, the Reforma period witnessed significant (though geographically uneven) institutional change and internal reform within state boundaries. Such changes were intimately linked to the global Church’s increasingly transnational response to liberalism. In 1862, Mexican prelates exiled in Rome sought Pius IX’s aid to plan a restoration of the Church in Mexico. Together, they redrew the country’s ecclesiastical map, carving the new diocese of Zamora from the ancient, expansive bishopric of Michoacán, which was then raised to the status of ecclesiastical province (archbishopric). Though they shared a set of basic goals such as seminary reform, increased pastoral supervision, and the promotion of lay devotional societies, the hierarchies of Zamora and Morelia in fact diverged sharply in their methods and styles of internal reform.38 Relishing their newfound independence from the control of Morelia and its tight-knit circle of clerics, Zamora’s reformers aligned themselves with Mexico’s Archbishop Labastida and his project for the restoration of the faith through new links with European Catholicism and Ultramontane Rome. Meanwhile, the Morelia Church mostly rejected the European-oriented reformism of Zamora and instead endeavored to cut its own, inward-looking path to restoration, guided principally by a rediscovery of its heritage as an evangelizer of Michoacán’s indigenous communities. Such divergences ensured that ordinary Catholics in Michoacán would experience the mid-nineteenth century’s political and religious crises in very different ways. As we will see, the Zamora Church’s Europeanizing reformism set it on a collision course with more traditional Catholic communities of the countryside, while archdiocesan authorities in Morelia proved move flexible in their reformism and more tolerant of popular religious practices.

Catholic restorationism, then, was an internally divided project, and it encountered equally fragmented religious terrain as it spread from Rome to the episcopal capitals of Zamora and Morelia to the far-flung parishes of rural Michoacán. Although nineteenth-century michoacanos almost universally identified as Catholics, the faith was nevertheless fragmented into myriad local varieties. To borrow Matthew Butler’s apt metaphor, the state had a complex “religious topography” in which clericalized ranchero communities nestled up against Purépecha villages with strong traditions of religious autonomy, and Afro-mestizo religious guilds performed mock battles of “Moors and Christians” in towns a few scant miles from cities where liberal Catholics endeavored to streamline and de-Romanize the faith.39 Indeed, Ben Smith’s argument that in Mexico “there were probably as many religious cultures as there were distinct parishes,” faithfully describes nineteenth-century Michoacán.40 Local religious cultures pivoted around unique patron saints and festive traditions, and they conceded different roles to clerical figures. They were structured according to distinct patterns of land tenure, and they were organized by a variety of local confraternities, indigenous councils, and lay associations. Far from static constructs, however, local religions were dynamic and porous, continually remade through dialogue with outside forces.41 Much like William Christian’s sixteenth-century Spanish communities, in many Michoacán parishes such religious cultures were broadly shared among priests, elites, and plebeians and therefore cannot be described as strictly “popular.” However, in its tendency to minimize conflicts within the local flock, Christian’s conception of “local religion” has its limits when applied to Reforma-era Mexico, which saw the appearance of various rifts within parishes.42 The most important of such rifts for our purposes was the widening gulf between the Ultramontane piety of Catholic reformers and the baroque Catholicism practiced by more traditional and ethnicized sectors of the faithful. Since I use “Ultramontane” and “baroque” as conceptual tools for analyzing conflict within local Catholicism throughout the book, it is worth briefly examining the philosophical and stylistic underpinnings of each.

In a nutshell, Ultramontanes looked to Rome and Catholic Europe for devotional inspiration, and they privileged individual and interiorized piety over communal public worship. Their religion shared some of the puritanical and heavily sacramentalized qualities of the eighteenth-century “enlightened piety” described by Pamela Voekel, a foundational component of Mexican republicanism and liberalism.43 Yet in almost every other aspect, nineteenth-century Ultramontane religion went against the “enlightened” grain. The liberal heirs of the enlightened piety increasingly privileged reason in matters of conscience, sought to restore the Church to its more “democratic” and primitive glory, and cast a jaundiced eye on Rome and its jesuitical allies. Ultramontanes, meanwhile, reaffirmed the supremacy of the Catholic hierarchy and especially the papacy, rejected rationalism through a renewed emphasis on miracle and apparition (as at Lourdes), and celebrated new dogmas and devotions of an intransigent hue—the Immaculate Conception of Mary, the Sacred Heart of Jesus, papal infallibility. Increasingly transnational in orientation, Ultramontane Catholicism ultimately sought to create a universal, militant Catholic order to combat liberalism. However, it would do so primarily on the spiritual plane, through acts of prayer, penitence, and expiation for modern sins.44 While it did not reject communal forms of worship such as pilgrimage and procession, it reconceived them as mass, democratic acts and privileged a more modern, voluntary style of “collective action” over the corporate and entailed structure that had ordered colonial worship.45 In the Ultramontane model, voluntary lay associations would supplant colonial cofradías (confraternities) and councils of indigenous elders in the realm of local religious leadership, and interiorized spiritual exercises and regimented pilgrimage movements would substitute for the raucous festive piety of the popular classes.

By contrast, baroque Catholicism was distinguished by its collective and performative nature and preference for lavish external worship, by its corporate material base (often organized around indigenous sodalities), and by a strong belief in the presence of the sacred in the physical world.46 Though its practitioners were moved by a diverse array of local saints and devotions, they nonetheless shared a reverence for sacred objects and images, a desire to find communion with the divine through ritual performances, and a preference for splendorous display during frequent religious feasts. Above all, perhaps, Michoacán’s various baroque catholicisms were vehicles for performing local identity. Corporate solidarities, such as those attached to indigenous communities and religious brotherhoods, had ordered colonial life during the long period of Habsburg rule, and such identities often persisted (albeit in altered form) despite vigorous reforms in the Bourbon and early republican periods aimed at weakening or erasing religious and ethnic corporations.47

It is important to note that the use of the term baroque here is not meant to freeze village religious cultures in an idealized past. Rather, following the late cultural theorist Bolívar Echeverría, I see the baroque not simply as an ossified aesthetic tradition but as a durable and specifically modern “cultural totalization,” an “ethos” by which people organize their lives in order to assimilate the disjunctures of modernity.48 Originally an outgrowth of Tridentine theological responses to the Reformation, the baroque ethos illuminated the threads connecting heaven and earth and thoroughly aestheticized and ritualized everyday life, reaching for divinity in a world increasingly dominated by the market.49 Particularly at home in an Iberian society built upon the ruins of an indigenous one—its rich array of signifiers favoring cultural mestizaje and the hierarchical ordering of corporate identities under the Church’s universal banner—the baroque ethos dominated Spanish America during the “long seventeenth century.” If it was driven to the margins of society by other ethe between the mid-eighteenth and late twentieth centuries, it never was completely vanquished. Rather, baroque ways of seeing and being—and ways of approaching the divine—have persisted into the present, albeit often in muted forms and in dynamic admixture with other ethe.50

That baroque religious forms did not suddenly disappear in 1767 or 1821 should not surprise us. Neither, though, should we assume they remained frozen in stone. Just as movement, complexity, and multiplicity of form are all traits of the baroque in art, so too did baroque religion “move”—evolving, fragmenting, and reinventing itself in tandem with broader social changes related to the unfolding of (Northern Atlantic, Protestant) modernity. Certainly, the material and social relations undergirding local religious cultures were changing in the nineteenth century, as the logic of liberalism threw the validity of corporate identity and land tenure into question. Nevertheless, certain features of the colonial past persisted in nineteenth-century baroque religion. Corporate actors such as the Purépecha cabildo (council of elders) and the baroque confraternity still played primary roles in shaping parish religious life, and new religious actors and institutions such as the mayordomo (individual fiesta sponsor) and the civil-religious hierarchy (or cargo system) emerged to buttress the troubled colonial model without supplanting it completely. Indeed, as Matthew O’Hara argues, indigenous people remade their ethnic and parish identities in response to Bourbon and republican reformism, and they used religious understandings of corporate privilege and belonging in order to defend their collective interests in the face of liberal challenges.51

In Michoacán, corporate identities and baroque ways of accessing the sacred remained at the heart of many local religious cultures. Though its influence was felt most strongly among popular groups (indigenous peasants, rural laborers, Afro-mestizo artisans), baroque religiosity sometimes cut across class lines, uniting more traditionalist priests and male religious with plebeian and even elite believers who held a stake in the local religious status quo. Ultramontane piety, meanwhile, tended to attract members of the provincial elite and rural middle classes. Outside the elite clerical circles of the provincial cities, Ultramontane religiosity was most often promoted by secular priests who had trained during the tumultuous Reforma years, when ecclesiastical leaders and seminary rectors had begun to devise new strategies for confronting liberalism.52 These clerics often found eager allies among mestizo merchants and rancheros (small property holders) and middle-class Catholic women, who were finding new leadership roles in devotional, educational, and charitable associations such as the Vela Perpetua, the Sociedad Católica, and the Conferences of Saint Vincent de Paul.53 Thus, although we cannot divide the religious cultures of Michoacán neatly into “popular” and “elite” versions, the mid-nineteenth century did witness increasing polarization along religious lines, and spiritual rifts often did have significant class, ethnic, and gendered dimensions. To be sure, Catholic restorationism sometimes unified the local faithful around new devotions and religious projects, such as the refurbishing of neglected church buildings or the promotion of Catholic schooling. More often, however, restorationism divided parishes internally, as the Ultramontane styles of piety promoted by Catholic reformers collided with baroque sensibilities and threatened to eclipse older modes of religious organization. Further, local restorationists undermined the power of traditional religious leaders such as indigenous principales and cofradía members and their priestly allies, and they often adopted different strategies for confronting lerdista anticlericalism than those advocated by their more baroque-minded counterparts.

A central finding here is that religious change and conflict stemming from the advance of Catholic restorationism shaped Religionero violence. Simply put, in many places Ultramontane reformism marginalized baroque Catholics, a group already under pressure from liberal legislation mandating the subdivision of communal property (issued in Michoacán in 1869) and whose external, collective religiosity was most threatened by the prohibition of public worship. In such circumstances, armed rebellion became an attractive option for Catholics seeking to both overturn the Laws of Reform and reassert their religious preferences in the face of Ultramontanism. This is not to suggest that the two conservative Catholic factions went to war in 1873, since the conflict most often pitted Catholic gavillas against civil and military authorities. However, baroque and Ultramontane Catholics adopted different strategies in the defense of the Church and promoted different visions of Catholicism; and such divergences sometimes did bring the two sides to blows. By the time of the revolt, the hierarchies of Zamora and Morelia had shifted their strategy away from violent confrontation with the state toward internal reform and the accommodation of liberal legal tenets in order to foster a Catholic counterculture. Following such dictates, which were explicitly articulated in an 1875 joint pastoral letter by the three archbishops of the Mexican episcopate, Ultramontane priests and their followers at the local level tended to favor a less bellicose approach to confronting lerdista anticlericalism, including informal agreements with local civil authorities, political abstention, and the use of petitions in order to demonstrate that the Laws of Reform contravened the “will of the people.” Such an accommodationist approach was rejected by the Religionero rebels, who sought more direct methods of confronting the state and sometimes even punished their Ultramontane counterparts for collaborating with civil authorities. These were not only differences in strategy, however; they also took the form of local conflicts over religious culture. Crowded out of their leadership roles by the Ultramontane upstarts and subjected to increasing spiritual scrutiny by the reformist clergy and its local allies, many baroque Catholics took to the rebellion as an avenue for asserting their religious prerogatives and contesting both liberal anticlericalism and Catholic restorationism.54

This is not to suggest a monocausal religious motivation for the Religionero revolt or to insist on a crude cultural determinism. Rather, like recent works on conservative revolts of the 1850s and 1860s and the Cristero Wars, this book hews to a middle path between the “culturalist” approach to peasant revolt pioneered by Eric Van Young and the materialist/structuralist analyses that have dominated the literature until recent years.55 Van Young’s view of peasant mobilization as eminently localocentric and shaped by cultural factors, while it may well describe the Independence era, has less explanatory power for Mexico’s midcentury tumults, in which national ideologies were invoked by actors at all levels and republican legislative programs were actively remaking rural life. Michoacán’s tumultuous post-independence history left a legacy of deep partisan cleavages that evolved with each electoral cycle, each new coup, and each new episcopal regime. Partisan conflict reached into the rural countryside, where rural caciques, parish priests, or indigenous principales adapted national political categories—liberal/conservative, juarista/lerdista—to local circumstances. Such local cleavages, often built upon an older foundation of village rivalries or family hatreds, proved integral to the logic of Religionero mobilization.

Changes in material relations, owing in large part to liberal legislation that mandated the disentailment of ecclesiastical and communal properties, held even more significant consequences for the conflict of the 1870s. However, the relationship between Religionero violence and the 1869 reparto law are far from straightforward, and material concerns were often deeply intertwined with spiritual ones at the local level. Land privatization proceeded slowly and unevenly across the Michoacán countryside after 1869, often provoking complex and protracted debates among community members, hacendados, ranchero tenants, and state authorities. Far from heralding a uniform dispossession of indigenous communities at the hands of non-Indian outsiders, the reparto law’s outcomes were complicated and multiple—here dividing the community internally over the validity of the procedures, there stimulating communal retrenchment or legal challenges that dragged on for decades. In many places, the reparto did not in fact take place until many years after the Religioneros had come and gone. In others, the reparto targeted religious properties such as cofradía lands, church atriums, and the Indian hospitals founded by Franciscan missionaries. In such cases, disentailment could and did contribute significantly to partisan polarization and Religionero mobilization, especially when the community preserved most of its holdings but lost properties with which it funded and organized local religious life.

Thus, if we cannot characterize the Religionero revolt as a knee-jerk reaction to peasant dislocation, we need not conjure equally reductionist caricatures of cultural defense. Rather, different constellations of religious, material, and political factors produced distinct patterns of mobilization across Michoacán’s variegated terrain. This book’s case studies demonstrate such patterns at close range. In northwestern Michoacán, where Religionero leaders Eulogio Cárdenas and Ignacio Ochoa amassed some of the state’s largest gavillas, the Ultramontane reformism of the Zamora hierarchy created deep spiritual rifts within a conservative bastion, marginalizing indigenous and Afro-mestizo Catholics and suppressing their baroque traditions even while it provided more well-heeled Ultramontanes with new social and political outlets. If the region’s conservative heritage and proximity to the diocesan seat at Zamora ensured that Religioneros would enjoy strong support and even attract some orthodox rancheros to their cause, the movement’s leaders—and most of its rank and file—were nevertheless subaltern Catholics whose religious leadership had been undermined by Catholic restorationism. In central Michoacán, territory of the celebrated Religionero chief Socorro Reyes, the Purépecha Catholics of Coeneo successfully mitigated lerdista anticlericalism by negotiating with local liberals and the more tolerant Archdiocese of Michoacán and then mostly declined to join the revolt. Even so, Coeneo provided a passive transit point for gavillas of mixed-race Catholics from the nearby hamlets of Huaniqueo and Huango, whose own baroque religious cultures had been imperiled by the reparto’s attack on their religious properties. In the southwestern coastal sierra, meanwhile, Zamora-style Catholic restorationism came as part and parcel of a mestizo second conquest of an indigenous hinterland, since it sacralized a new ranchero economy based on subdivided communal lands and helped enshrine a new spiritual economy of voluntary, individual tithes. The Religionero revolt there, led by indigenous communal leaders and a family of juarista caciques that had seen its power eroded by the ranchero transformation, subsequently took on distinctly anti-Ultramontane hues. In sum, if similar religious, political, and material factors prevailed across Michoacán, they combined in different balances to produce unique patterns of revolt.



Sources, Methods, and Organization

This book relies on a large and diverse corpus of documentation. Its military narrative is based primarily on state-level correspondence between Michoacán’s Interior Ministry and the various military and political authorities charged with suppressing the Religionero revolt. National military reports resulting from the federal army’s involvement in the state in 1875–1876, as well as newspaper accounts from Morelia, Zamora, and Mexico City, round out this military documentation.56 My analysis of the Religioneros’ relationship with the Revolution of Tuxtepec, meanwhile, relies principally on Díaz’s personal correspondence with allies in Michoacán.

A diffuse and informally organized movement led by characters largely unknown in the annals of Mexican history, the Religionero rebellion presents some daunting analytical obstacles. Military and periodical accounts paint a two-dimensional picture of the rebels themselves and offer only occasional clues as to their identities, motivations, and beliefs.57 Further, the Religionero movement was far from uniform. Cabecillas (rebel chieftains) hailing from a middling stratum of rural society generally figured as leaders, and they carved out more or less defined zones of operation centered on their respective patrias chicas. However, Religionero constituencies within such zones varied with Michoacán’s complex socioethnic topography. I have therefore used two sets of locally generated archival documentation in order to illuminate local patterns of revolt and understand which kinds of Catholics would have joined the rebellion. The most important of these are Church records, and especially the correspondence between rural parishes and diocesan authorities in Morelia and Zamora. Though it may tend to exaggerate episodes of intraparish conflict or fail to capture some of the nuances of quotidian religious practice, parish correspondence nevertheless offers a ground-level view of local religious life and an appreciation for its historical movement.58 Letters from priests and parishioners to their diocesan superiors reveal much about the spiritual preferences of the populace. Further, the realm of “parish politics”—broadly defined as the ever-evolving dispute among priests and parishioners for control of local religious life—offers a window into the contentious process of religious change. Certainly, as William Taylor’s classic study demonstrates, parishioners have
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