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Introduction
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[image: image] ON THE NIGHT OF APRIL 23, 1801, ANTONIO LÁZARO KILLED HIS WIFE. In the time leading up to the murder, he drank profusely and argued with María Josepha, his spouse, because he wanted to drink even more. His young daughter, Manuela, watched as her father became increasingly drunk and abusive. He had a tumultuous marriage and a history of beating and harming his wife. He had once dragged her out of town, hanged her from a tree, and beaten her into a pulp. He was clearly not a nice man. Perhaps he was frustrated by his harsh life conditions. He worked as a day laborer and cowboy on a nearby estate—employment that was poorly paid and entailed very long days of difficult work. That night, as the fight reached a crescendo, Antonio Lázaro grabbed his wife by the hair, dragged her out into the patio, and stabbed her fatally. Take this story, change the names and the local conditions, and it would not be so different than the narratives of domestic violence found in any local police station or courtroom. What is different is that the institutions of New Spain—the legal system and the Catholic Church—supported Antonio Lázaro because of the emotional content of this narrative. In his confession, Antonio Lázaro recounted the events simply: he had become drunk and gotten mad, and these events led to the murder. Don José de Ocampo, his defender, was more eloquent and framed his defense in terms of the emotion involved: anger. In his writ, he stated that Antonio’s crime should not be punished too severely because of “the anger and irritation that my client rightly suffered when confronted with a wife who dared to lift her hand against him, who failed to respect the subordination that was natural of wives to their husbands.” Like many Mexicans, don José de Ocampo referred to an institution, the Catholic Church, to guide him in his formulation of acceptable emotions. He pointed out that Saint Augustine had stated that female subordination to men was natural and a fact of life since Eve had induced Adam to sin.1 Anger, it would seem, was an emotion that men could use to justify their acts, especially when their anger was perceived to be deserved and grounded in institutional approval.

Was Antonio Lázaro’s emotion the equivalent of what anyone would feel today? Or was his emotion the product of time and place: a cultural construction that was particularly Mexican? Certainly, the emotions that people wrote about and the way that they documented their experiences in New Spain were the product of their particular background. Colonial Mexicans framed their emotions in ways that reflected their Spanish heritage and institutions such as the Catholic Church, the legal system, and the monarchy. In the case of Lázaro, the defense excused his act by arguing that his anger was justified. No such line of reasoning would be acceptable in a contemporary courtroom, because although anger might be considered within the context of a murder charge, it does not excuse killing. What Antonio Lázaro’s attorney was doing, though, was couching the defendant’s emotions to fit the standards of feeling and expression of the time. For example, people used to refer to emotions as “passions,” a term meaning that one was undergoing or suffering some change. This implied that an emotion was not something they did or brought about but something that happened to them.2 This alleged passivity of emotions is particularly evident in criminal records of colonial Mexico. Facing a judge, defendants like Lázaro often explained their actions by claiming to have been “seized by anger,” “consumed with jealousy,” or “paralyzed with fear.” By invoking the idea of passivity, the defendants tried to excuse their behavior and mitigate their sentences. Regarding anger in particular, Lázaro´s attorney was clearly building upon the accepted ideas of the time about the legitimacy of this emotion among men and women, as well as on colonial assumptions about race, gender, and authority. Thus, whereas men like Lázaro could legitimately use anger to justify killing a wife, women would have a more difficult time convincing a judge that they had put their anger to good use, for they were generally thought to be fickle and incapable of controlling their emotions. Even if emotions were perceived as gender neutral, as in the case of jealousy, women carried a heavier stigma by deciding to defy social conventions and act upon their feelings. In colonial Mexico, emotional fickleness and social subordination were clearly connected not only to women; Indians, slaves, and common people were also perceived as unstable and prone to rebellion. Their instability contrasted with the alleged self-mastery and composure of rulers and dignified patriarchs, who were expected to hide their own fears and anxieties to successfully placate and govern the others.

But how were these ideas about emotions transmitted in colonial Mexico? How were emotions “managed” and regulated under colonialism? Finally, in what ways did the sentiment vocabularies, expressive behaviors, and shared meanings of emotions change in New Spain over time? This anthology, which addresses these questions, is part of a small but growing literature that defines emotions within the Mexican context.3 This collection of essays charts a new direction in emotions history by explicitly addressing the connection between institutions and emotions. By examining emotions in this way, the authors of this anthology help to explain the dynamics of colonial domination through the study of emotions. The authors link relationships of power that are characteristic of colonialism with the ways in which emotions were channeled into acceptable forms, used to mark differences, and employed to create a sense of community or to accentuate social divisions. Essentially, although many of the emotions described in this book seem, like Antonio Lázaro’s anger, not too different from those of other places and times, we argue that the apparatus that either condemned or endorsed these emotions was particularly Mexican.

Historians, increasingly, are paying more attention to the emotional content hidden within the documents that we read for our studies. In part, this trend is relatively new as a self-conscious form, but actually, historians have always noticed the emotions of the people they study. It is not unusual to find references to the fear of the Spanish soldiers confronting vast Aztec armies or the pious joy of missionaries contemplating either their martyrdom or their success in converting thousands of indigenous acolytes. What is different about the more recent trend is a systematic and much more methodical analysis of the emotions found in the archives and an engagement with other disciplines in order to more fully understand them. Emotions are appealing as a topic of study because they are so basic and fundamental to our being. At first blush, emotion seems a rather simple topic, because all of us experience emotions, have felt them intensely at one time or another, and thus share as humans a bond through our emotional makeup. Essentially, our emotions connect us with past peoples who felt the same emotions: anger, love, disgust, fear, sadness, and surprise.

In this anthology, we examine the emotional culture of colonial Mexico from two points of view. The first part of the book deals with how individuals experienced emotions on a personal level. Colonial Mexicans reacted to situations that may seem familiar to us; they felt emotions such as love, sadness, joy, jealousy, and desire. Their experiences may, at times, seem similar and recognizable, but the manners in which people reacted were particular to their historical and cultural context. The second group of essays explores the role of institutions and colonial authorities in guiding and channeling emotions. Although emotions may seem to spring from our deeply personal psychological natures, there is an intimate connection to political structure in that governmental bodies often instruct residents on how to express their feelings appropriately, which personalities should be the object of our sentiments, and in which contexts such outbursts of emotion are suitable. Taken together, these chapters provide a picture of the ways in which personal and collective emotions intersected, how emotions could be both individual and shared.

This approach to history—connecting emotion, context, and culture—is at the same time new and not so new. Many of the questions driving contemporary historical research on emotions were first posed in the 1930s by historian Lucien Febvre, who considered the study of the emotional life of the past a particularly appropriate method with which to investigate the mindset or “mental equipment” of past generations.4 In 1941, Febvre invited fellow historians to “reconstitute the emotional life of the past” by undertaking “a vast collective investigation . . . on the fundamental sentiments of man and the forms they take.”5 Febvre’s invitation to contribute to a history of “affective life” built upon previous work by Johan Huizinga, who analyzed the “passionate intensity of life” during the Middle Ages, an era he characterized famously as prone to emotional hyperbole and lack of self-control.6 Norbert Elias was another pioneer in the field of emotions history. In 1939, he took Huizinga’s conclusions as a point of departure for his own masterwork, The Civilizing Process. He analyzed how the management and containment of emotions became a key element of social distinction in the rising aristocracy.7 Starting in the 1940s, historians influenced by the Annales School, a historical movement coming out of France, increasingly explored the emotional makeup of past societies by undertaking detailed studies of kingship, family, private life, and mentalities of previous generations.8 In a very short time, historians such as Philippe Ariès, Michel Vovelle, Georges Duby, Jean Delumeau, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Jean-Louis Flandrin, Denis Rougement, Georges Lefebvre, Piero Camporesi, and David Sabean produced remarkable studies on the history of romantic love, death and mourning, fear, melancholy, and laughter. The “emotional turn” in historical studies had an impact even on severe critics of the Annales School, such as Lawrence Stone, who included discussions of parental and spousal love in his work on family history and gender relations in Early Modern England.9

The Contours of a New Field: Emotionology, Emotional Regimes, Emotional Communities, and Colonialism

These remarkable works notwithstanding, it was only in the 1980s that the history of emotions became a recognizable field. In 1985, Peter and Carol A. Stearns published a famous call for a history of emotions based on the careful study of the emotional standards of past societies, which they called “emotionology”; that is, a historical set of emotional expectations and values that informed the perception of proper behavior of individuals according to their gender, race, age, and social status.10 Largely unspoken and undebated, emotional standards defined the parameters of appropriate feeling and expression for different people and contributed to definitions of normalcy and deviance in past societies. In this regard, the Stearnses claimed, “inquiry into love, anger, jealousy, and fear should begin with the emotional context, which is more accessible than emotional experience and important in its own right.”11

Although it acknowledges the importance of analyzing social prescriptions and expectations, recent scholarship has tried to bridge the gap between professed values, emotional experience, and political power. In his The Navigation of Feeling (2001), historian William Reddy wondered if emotions really exist apart from the words used to express them. He argued that emotional statements and gestures—which he called “emotives”—are never mere reports of the state of the speaker but “instruments for directly changing, building, hiding, intensifying emotions.”12 Thus, writes Peter Burke, commenting on Reddy’s approach, “a declaration of love is not, or not only, an expression of feelings, it is a strategy to encourage, amplify, or even transform the feelings of the beloved.”13 By regulating its emotives, every society creates an “emotional regime” within which emotions of a particular kind are either quelled or aroused as valuable or illegitimate. Tied with state formation and hegemony, emotional control thus becomes “the real site of the exercise of power.”14

Like Reddy and the Stearnses, historians of colonialism such as Ann Stoler have recently stressed the importance of attending to the relationship between affective dispositions and political control. Colonial regimes have often been seen as institutional machines obsessed with the repression of unruly passions; in reality, Stoler contends, authorities were equally interested in harnessing them in the interest of political power, colonial governance, and the “public good.” Colonial officers were not only expected to train their own emotions but also to guide those of their subordinates.15 From labor control to the regulation of domestic and conjugal life, governing the polity implied regulating the emotional economy16 that suffused the “distribution of appropriate affect (what sentiments could be shown toward, and shared with whom),” the direction of carnal desires, and the distinctions between colonizer and colonized.17 Clearly,

Colonial states had an abiding interest in a sentimental education, in the rearing of the young and affective politics. Antonio Gramsci was only partly right when he defined the function of the state as the education of consent. To educate consent to a colonial rule of law, to educate colonial and colonized women and men to accept, conform to, and collaborate with the colonial order of things, the state had first and foremost to school their desires.18

The role of institutions and colonial authorities in channeling the acceptability of emotions is a thread that runs through the chapters in this book. Even in the anthology’s first section, which deals with the individual more than institutions, it is clear that institutions such as the Church or the law had considerable impact on the way that people presented or expressed their emotions. In the chapters by Jacqueline Holler and Linda Curcio-Nagy (chapters 1 and 2), ecclesiastical teachings are shown to shape the way colonial Mexicans could feel sadness or joy (chapter 1) or lust and desire (chapter 2). In Sonya Lipsett-Rivera’s discussion of jealousy in chapter 3, it is clear that although such feelings were intimately tied to personal situations, laws that allowed men to kill adulterous wives and their lovers molded their actions by allowing men to act out their passions with violent acts.

The importance of institutions is even more explicit in the chapters in the anthology’s second section. Alejandro Cañeque, in an interesting counter to Curcio-Nagy’s essay on personal love, writes about love in relation to the king (chapter 4). He explores the ways in which ideas about kingly love shaped ideas about the monarch; the ways that kings should behave; and, most important, how subjects should love their kings. Andrew Fisher’s chapter (chapter 7) explores how the ideas about kings and their rulership were applied on a smaller level to local officials. Just like the king, they had to balance severity and love for the subjects under their jurisdiction. For their part, Frances Ramos and Javier Villa-Flores explore the way in which cities (chapter 5) and colonial authorities (chapter 6), respectively, manipulated the emotional connection that residents had with, in the first case, city symbols, and in the second, causes dear to the monarch, such as charities supported by officially sanctioned lotteries. Colonial institutions affected the emotional development of the population they controlled. Emotions are not only expressions of “inner states” but ways of influencing others.19 In a colonial setting, particular emotions were promoted by members of the elite and authorities to advance political and economic agendas. Ramos discusses pride as an emotion elicited and promoted by members of Puebla’s elite in response to late eighteenth-century political, economic, and cultural threats. Villa-Flores analyzes how colonial authorities staged, displayed, and promoted “anticipatory emotions” (hopefulness, excitement, suspense) to sell a product. Matthew O’Hara uses the concept of “emotive” in chapter 8 to analyze the impact of sermons pronounced during periods of uncertainty and anxiety about the political situation in New Spain. He shows how these orations acted to galvanize fear; this strategy, it was hoped by colonial officials and many clerics, would serve to shore up the colonials’ loyalty to the regime.

However, the fact that the colonial regime intervened actively in the regulation and management of emotions should not lead us to conclude that emotional life in colonial Mexico or any other given society was governed by a monolithic set of rules. Recently, medievalist Barbara Rosenwein argued persuasively that individuals of past societies adjusted simultaneously to an enormous diversity of emotional environments throughout history. She contended that individuals live and have lived in multiple “emotional communities,” that is, “social groups that adhere to the same norms of emotional expression and value—or devalue—the same or related emotions.”20 In colonial Mexico, individuals experienced, evaluated, and expressed their emotions as members of an astonishing variety of emotional communities, including families, guilds, monasteries, churches, taverns, and courts of law. As in medieval Europe, membership in one emotional community did not necessarily preclude participation in another, and individuals were able to move between different environments.21 The individual’s ability to move between multiple, overlapping, and sometimes contradictory emotional styles and communities did not imply, however, that emotional standards, societal boundaries, and cultural scripts became irrelevant. Quite the opposite; as Holler and Curcio-Nagy show in their chapters, individuals navigated through multiple systems of feeling, used various emotional styles, and endured a wide diversity of emotional restraints. Building upon Rosenwein’s insights, Holler explores the contextual meaning of joy and sadness in New Spain by analyzing the way both emotions were codified, valued, and expressed within emotional communities composed of indigenous groups, European colonizers, and the clergy. For her part, Curcio-Nagy addresses the social contours of Mexico City as an urban emotional community in which people of all social backgrounds were schooled in the proper management and expression of lust and desire beyond the Church’s teachings through popular entertainment, carnivals, and traditions—all taking place in emotional environments with their own rules. Together, these two chapters reveal a world in which distinct emotional standards coexisted, complemented, and occasionally clashed with each other.

Historiography of Emotions in Colonial Mexico

This anthology builds not only upon the larger literature dealing principally with European and American emotional history but also on the still small but growing scholarship on emotions in Mexican history. Although social and cultural historians of colonial Mexico have hardly neglected emotions, most of the early research focused on the frameworks underpinning the codes of honor, family, and sexuality without focusing directly on the history of the emotions involved. As in the case of European historiography, scholars of colonial Mexico became interested in the study of emotional changes by looking at the history of gender relations in an honor-based society. Emotional values and expectations had an impact on both men and women, but until very recently, the vast majority of scholarly work centered on the sentimental education and the emotional burdens carried by women in an honor-based society.22 New research on the ideals and practice of parenting, nurture, and child raising has offered new ways of understanding the “invention” of maternal love, the affective attachment to children and servants, the colonial emphasis on the patriarchal management of intimate relations, the uses of “justified” emotions such as anger in male domestic violence, and the disputes over marriage choices.23 Particularly notable in this last regard is Patricia Seed’s To Love, Honor, and Obey (1988), in which the author offers a detailed discussion of the rise and fall of romantic love as a successful argument used by youth against their parents in conflicts over marriage choice.24

It is within the framework of sexual politics that anthology authors Curcio-Nagy and Lipsett-Rivera develop their explorations of love and desire in chapter 2 and jealousy in chapter 3. Curcio-Nagy explores the norms that prevailed in colonial Mexico for expressing lust and desire. These were constrained by Church teachings and community standards and so had to be conveyed in a nuanced, subtle dance of hints and veiled innuendo. Jealousy was very much connected to love and, like this emotion, was supposed to be kept in check, but unlike love, jealousy is considered a negative emotion. Because of the ways that men and women acted out their jealousy through physical acts of violence, it was governed by legal statutes that specified under what circumstances murder was socially acceptable. Just as there were communally agreed upon norms for love, there were physical ways that Mexicans understood that jealousy could be acted out independently of laws. In chapter 5, in contrast to the explorations of love on a personal level, Cañeque examines love within the framework of power, thus combining the approach previously discussed with what we would consider a more personal emotion. Cañeque reminds us that emotions were not seen as private feelings in early modern societies but as closely connected to social stratification and unequal distribution of power. From kings to slaves, people were endowed with different acceptable emotional ranges according to their gender, race, and social status. At the same time, as Fisher explains in his chapter, people in power were expected to control their own emotions by exhibiting composure and temperance. In a colonial setting, rebellions frequently tested the king’s representatives’ ability to remain calm when facing abrupt changes. Showing clemency was a manifestation of self-restraint but also a way of striking a balance between love and fear among colonial subjects.

Beyond the domestic sphere, scholars have increasingly explored the ways in which breach of emotional expectations contributed to definitions of deviance in colonial Mexico, particularly in the religious sphere. In their recent work on female mysticism, Ellen Gunnarsdóttir, Nora Jaffary, and Antonio Rubial Garcia25 have shown the impact of such expectations on the way women visionaries were perceived by colonial authorities. Moralists and authors of spiritual manuals stated frequently that women were more suitable to receive spiritual gifts because of their emotional nature, but they also warned readers against women’s tendency to fake such gifts because of their natural deviousness. Particularly concerning to inquisitors was the marriage of sexual desire and mysticism. Indeed, as Holler shows in chapter 1, masturbation and the pursuit of heavenly love were often intertwined in mystical raptures.26 The Inquisition considered the mystic’s emotional expressions and visions as unacceptably deviant, but colonial female mystics reflected the spiritual aspirations of many of their urban supporters. This implies the existence of an underground religious emotional culture in which women played a bigger role than the one assigned to them by the Church.

In the last few years, the historiography of emotions in Mexico has received a major boost through the innovative work of historians of daily life in the colony. Led by Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru, a new generation of scholars has sought to illuminate the emotional density of life situations by centering on the longue durée interface between individual and collective behavior and the “slippery and intangible” world of feelings and affects.27 In studies of the everyday toil and festive joys of men and women, the young and the old, contributors to the Historia de la vida cotidiana en México offered new insights into the ideals and practices of parenting, nurture, and child raising, as well as on the “invention” of maternal love, the affective attachment to children and servants, and the colonial emphasis on the patriarchal management of intimate relations.28 A subsequent volume explored in detail the changing meanings of pain and pleasure—and related binaries such as desire and dissatisfaction, plenitude and abstinence—through a set of case studies on sex, adultery, health and disease, domestic violence, and hunger, among other topics.29 More recently, participants in the Seminario de historia de la vida cotidiana of El Colegio de México have devoted their attention to the study of the cultural interpretations and political uses of fear in Mexico. The results of their efforts have been published as a set of two complementary volumes addressing multiple forms and uses of fear, including case studies on death and disease, poverty, sin and hell, witchcraft, Indian rebellions, and natural disasters.30 The diversity of the topics addressed and the variety of historical sources and methodologies employed give ample testimony to the vitality of this bourgeoning field of research.

The Anthology

Taking as a point of departure the most recent literature on the history of emotions, this collection of essays explores the ways in which emotions were channeled and structured in colonial Mexico. The chapters in this anthology paint a picture of the emotional landscape of colonial Mexico on two levels: the immediate and personal level and that mediated by political institutions. Yet these two approaches were not really so separate, because even such deeply private emotions such as love, sadness, and jealousy were shaped in people’s minds by the parameters of forms acceptable in colonial Mexican society. It is here that the insights of psychologists, who remind us that emotions are both internal and external, of the mind and of the body, are particularly useful. Feelings such as love or hate might swirl around inside the mind, but the ways in which individuals externalize and express these emotions with their bodies or by their speech, their physical actions, or their interactions with other Mexicans are mediated by the prevailing institutions. The Catholic Church provided strict guidelines as to the morality of dealings between the sexes and provided the rules and procedures for expressing love or sadness, as seen in chapters 1 and 2. The colonial regime as judicial arbiter, with both laws and a court system, enunciated the limits of action for Mexicans who felt jealous, as seen in chapter 3. Thus the emotional culture of individuals within New Spain was at the same time both very personal and connected to larger institutional frameworks.

As the volume also shows, institutions both framed emotions and tried to elicit those feelings that were acceptable and socially productive. For example, the love of king and also devotion to saints associated with a particular city, as seen in chapters 4 and 6, were a manipulation of personal feelings in order to strengthen the regime. These official forays into emotional manipulation had, perforce, to engage with the personal feelings of individuals. Thus when colonial authorities established a lottery, as Villa-Flores shows in chapter 7, they tried to engage the excitement that gambling elicited in so many Mexicans of the colonial period. These types of official promotion or manipulation of personal emotions were quite explicit and reinforced by decrees, events, and artistic representations such as the enano afortunado and the coat of arms of the city of Puebla, but other such ventures were less obvious. The sermons described by O’Hara in chapter 8 were not as conspicuous but still functioned by verbalizing the emotions felt by many in those times of insecurity and uncertainty. Fisher’s chapter (chapter 7) bridges this gap most overtly: he writes about the pressures within official discourse to avoid any external displays of emotion or loss of control over emotions. His analysis of the emotional constraints endured by authorities offers an interesting counterpoint to the literature on rebellions in colonial Mexico. Following the lead of William B. Taylor’s and Eric Van Young’s work on colonial rebellions, scholars of popular mobilizations in New Spain have underscored the importance of analyzing the emotional makeup and repertoire of the rebels to understand their motivations, strategies of solidarity, and forms of rebellion. Indeed, from the selection of weapons and time of rebellion to the choice of specific targets, it may be seen that rebellions were articulated by a sense of justified anger and indignation that often escaped colonial authorities.31 Fisher reveals the other side of the coin by showing the colonial officers’ pressing need to hide their apprehension when dealing with rebels in times of upheaval and to present themselves as self-assured authority figures in times of peace. It is in his chapter that we see most clearly how the personal met the official or institutional in the field of emotions.

By mediating these two levels of emotions in colonial Mexico, it is possible to glimpse the outlines of the “emotional community” that prevailed. The chapters in this anthology must be placed in the context of the larger literature on New Spain—readers should connect these essays to the institutional structures that shaped the lives of colonial Mexicans as well as to the political events that punctuated their experiences. The chapters in this anthology, as a collection, allow a new perspective in Mexican history, one that opens new avenues for investigation and inquiries that are multidisciplinary and engage in many theoretical strategies. But readers should not lose track of the ways in which emotions functioned in daily life and how people in the past, as in the present, reconciled the various pressures to conform emanating from family, peers, and institutions such as Church and state. Antonio Lázaro, who opened this introduction, felt the pounding drumbeats of rage swelling in his body when his wife defended herself by striking back at him and operated within a legal framework that allowed him to punish his spouse. He felt the internal, very personal emanations of his feelings of anger, but he acted in ways that were institutionally tolerable. Although the death of his wife and the ensuing court case were but small incidents within the saga of Mexican history, they connect us to the individual dramas that illuminate the history of emotions in colonial Mexico.
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14. Reddy, “Against Constructionism,” 335.
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PART ONE

Personal Emotions


CHAPTER 1

Of Sadness and Joy in Colonial Mexico

JACQUELINE HOLLER
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[image: image] IN 1615, THE YOUNG SON OF PETRONA GÓMEZ, A THIRTYISH WOMAN living in Mexico City, took sick and died. Nothing about this sad event distinguished Petrona from any number of colonial Mexican women, infant mortality having been high throughout the period. What makes Petrona’s case special is that it left a trace in official documents: not only of the death itself, but of her reaction to it. Twenty-five days after the child’s demise, she denounced herself to the Holy Office of the Inquisition. Petrona confessed that in the presence of two female neighbors who were attempting to console her, she had confronted an image of the Virgin, complaining that “God could send me no greater punishment than the death of my child.” Reflecting on the anguish that had inflamed her speech, Petrona described it as “affliction and pain.” Her deep sorrow, she claimed, had taken her “almost out of herself without knowing what she was saying” and therefore to the verge of blasphemy.1

This simple story is compelling in its basic humanity (and serves as an antidote to the canard that child death, when ubiquitous, is relatively painless). The thin Inquisition dossier offers a rare, tiny window on the universal phenomenon of child mortality and how it reflects both constancy and change over time. On one hand, though much less common today than in Petrona’s, the story is familiar: a parent devastated by the grief of child loss. But it is the unfamiliar that calls our attention. For Petrona, emotion was powerfully channeled through the discourse and meanings of Catholicism, and emotion was not innocent. Not only the behaviors elicited by certain emotions, but those emotions themselves, were matters of great religious significance—and possible culpability, as Petrona’s neighbors reminded her when they heard her words. The emotional world of colonial Mexicans, then, is both similar to and radically distinct from that of the contemporary world. It is a world with its own landscape, its own routines, and its own history. And despite the so-called “emotional turn” in the historical discipline, discussed below, the emotional content of colonial Mexican lives remains relatively unexplored.

This chapter focuses on how happiness and sadness were expressed in religious discourse and in popular religious practice and argues that, throughout most of the colonial period, the most influential “emotional community” in the colony was the Catholic Church. As a result, it was largely able to determine the parameters of acceptable emotional display. This had important effects upon the emotional regime of the colony. Most notably, because of the long hegemony of religion, sadness remained a much more licit emotion than its counterpart, happiness. The Church, however, was not a monolith capable of simply imposing its vision upon the remainder of society. Clearly, the experience of happiness and sadness in colonial Mexico was complicated by the existence of diverse “emotional communities,” as discussed below. Further studies will no doubt add nuance to our understanding of the complex terrain of emotion in the colony. But this essay, as a first intervention, acknowledges the existence of diversity while focusing on the most prestigious arbiter of emotion.

Although emotional standards are the main focus of this chapter, it also nods to a newer field of endeavor, seeking to understand how individuals actually experienced the varied emotional states that can be described as either happiness or sadness. If difficult to define, these particular emotions are also difficult to access through documentary evidence. There is no clear body of records that corresponds to them. Other emotions, for example anger, can be reliably located in both particular religious records (blasphemy proceedings) and certain criminal ones (violence and murder in particular). Happiness and sadness, by contrast, are both everywhere and nowhere.2 The challenges in studying happiness and sadness are many.

Yet colonial records in particular are a rich source of what we might call “accidental” documentation of these emotional states and others. I use Mexican colonial records, particularly but not exclusively those of the Holy Office of the Inquisition, as an entry to colonial Mexicans’ experience and understandings of happiness and sadness. In the files of the Holy Office, in letters, and in other various legal and institutional records, individuals report, analyze, and speculate upon feeling; they also express emotion in bodily gesture and words as recorded by notaries and, sometimes, by everyday Mexicans. Despite their limitations, extant primary sources thus permit the scholar to depart from the prescriptive, theological, or philosophical works that have dominated much of the historiography of emotion.

Emotions: Histories and Approaches

As mentioned above, the recent growth in studies of emotion has led some to speak of the “emotional turn” within the historical discipline, in much the same way that scholars have discussed the so-called “linguistic” and “spatial” turns within academia. From the 1970s on, of course, scholars in a variety of disciplines have come to focus more attention on the ways in which language and discourse not only reflect reality but also constitute and create it. In the 1990s, this linguistic turn was complemented by a spatial one, introduced by human geographers who suggested that space, as well as time, acts to create human history.3 In speaking of an emotional turn, we allude to these other reorientations of the academic landscape, each of which has reshaped a number of disciplines, including history.

The reorientation of historiography to encompass emotion as a category of analysis is not an entirely new phenomenon. Seventy-five years have passed since Febvre’s call for historians to examine the sensibilities and psychology of “men [sic] of the past.” Some scholars, principally European ones, answered the call with studies of what came to be called mentalités: the attitudes, worldviews, and, yes, emotions that emerged from close scrutiny of both everyday and exalted historical actors. Still, studies of emotion have been and remain relatively scarce. Feelings, of course, are present in virtually every history ever written. Rosenwein describes such works as “unfocussed” emotion histories, works that use and describe emotional states but leave their nature unexamined.4

Part of the problem, of course, is that we all know, or think we know, what sentiments are and where they come from. So we read that a historical actor was “elated” or “overcome with grief,” and we rarely stop to question whether that might mean something other than our commonplace understandings—or whether, in fact, such an emotion seems to us a strange response to the sight. Let us take the example of laughter. Consider the jeering and jubilance once exhibited by crowds at public hangings, for example: an emotional response barely intelligible to modern human beings (some of whom might nonetheless laugh at cinematic displays of even more spectacular violence). In such a case, historians of emotion would say, we must consider the distinct emotional regimes that produce and tolerate particular emotional states and displays. To simply state that “laughter is laughter” is to overlook the variability of human collective psychology.

If history shows us variability, the universality of human emotional experience is a longstanding theme in science. One of the oldest studies of physiognomy, the Physiognomica attributed to Aristotle, discusses the characteristic facial expressions that accompany human emotion, naming them as universal human features. Charles Darwin echoed this in his Expression of Emotion of Man and the Animals (1872), going farther in extending emotionality beyond the human realm. So from a biological perspective, emotions and the facial expressions that reveal them are universal, not historical. Many psychologists—particularly evolutionary psychologists—would agree.5

Yet historians know that people express and value emotions in different ways depending on context. The key insight of emotion historiography, then, has been the degree to which emotions are socially constructed. Through much of the twentieth century, this meant looking at emotion as something that was essentially “raw” or “childlike,” becoming disciplined by the forces of modernity: a “developmentalist” model of human emotion.6

Another broad vein of scholarship used the lens of what used to be called “national character,” a theme particularly prevalent in the 1960s and 1970s. In the long shadow of Octavio Paz, many scholars and popular writers looked at Mexicans as expressing emotional tendencies toward melancholy on one hand and irrepressible joy on the other. This view, blending readily into stereotype, is widespread. In the 1990s, Alma Guillermoprieto could write that the best kind of Mexican party had as its main goal “weeping, and the free, luxurious expression of pain.”7 Despite the kernel of truth that many might recognize in these stereotypes, the “national character” perspective produces caricature and fails to account for changes over time.

Emotional Communities: The Hegemony of Religion

One way of understanding the contextual and ever-shifting meanings of emotion is through what Rosenwein calls “emotional communities,” a term she developed to describe the very different emotional regimes found, say, in peasant communities or in religious ones in the early Middle Ages. This concept has proved influential in recent histories precisely because of its ability to account for multiple and shifting ways of understanding and “doing” emotion within the same society. Consider the absurdity of talking about the emotional standards of circa-2000 North America as if they applied both to a crowd at a rave party and to new recruits on an army base. Quite simply, Rosenwein insists, individuals in any society change their emotional displays and expectations to different standards and norms, adapting “to different sorts of emotional conventions as they move from one group to another.”8

According to Rosenwein, an emotional community is “a group in which people have a common stake, interests, values, and goals” that governs “fundamental assumptions, values, goals, feeling rules, and accepted modes of expression.”9 So we can speak very loosely of the emotional community of colonial Mexico, but we can also distinguish separate emotional communities, such as indigenous societies, with their distinct emotional norms, and the worlds of the religious. These communities expressed distinct if complementary standards regarding happiness and sadness, and these standards, far from fixed, were constantly evolving through the colonial period.

Although it emphasizes the concept of emotional community, this chapter also relies on an approach that the Stearnses call “emotionology”: the study of attitudes and standards concerning emotions in a given society.10 Emotionology encompasses the differing value and meaning attributed to an emotion in a different time and place and the ways in which different groups express emotions. For an example of such standards, consider how the passage of time has dramatically altered the character and social valuation of grief. Practices that were normal even one hundred years ago are no longer common. So if today one experiences the death of a loved one, one will be told that active grieving is a “normal, healthy” process that should manifest itself in a variety of severe symptoms for as long as six to eight weeks. If the symptoms persist, we are told, the griever has slipped into a grief-induced “depression,” thus entering a pathological state. If the griever insists on wearing mourning clothes or a piece of jewelry made out of the loved one’s hair—as might have been quite normal among Victorians—he or she will have crossed the line into an inappropriate expression of emotion. For us, the “healthy” emotion of grief carries the bereft person quite rapidly forward to “closure” and a full regaining of function.

These variations over time show how emotional practices can vary, and yet the existence of societal standards is a constant. When Petrona Gómez’s neighbors gently admonished her for blaming God for her child’s death, they were expressing those standards. No matter how stricken she was, she would not be permitted to transgress them. However, her failing was not in her inability to achieve “closure” but in her apparent questioning of God’s providence. Today, the hegemonic standard by which Petrona might be assessed would likely be some overarching notion of “mental health.” In sixteenth-century Mexico, by contrast, the overarching concern was the need to express emotions in accordance with religious orthodoxy.

Thus, religious records are particularly useful, because happiness and sadness were viewed as, crucially, religious states of being. Their meaning was principally determined by their place in religious life. Certainly, to some degree, emotion per se was distrusted by the Church. John Corrigan writes of the ambiguous stance of Christianity toward emotion. On one hand, there existed an early Christian preference, derived from Stoicism, for apatheia or lack of affect. This orientation emphasized the dangers of “the passions” and the corresponding importance of reason and knowledge as the approved gateway to the sacred. On the other hand, Corrigan notes, thinkers such as Augustine of Hippo recognized emotion as one of the paths through which a soul inclined to God. Although distrust of the emotions remained a theme in medieval Catholicism, so too did the role of love—even its eroticized version—in the relationship between God and the human soul. And mystical practice, certainly, enshrined the yoking of feeling and knowing. Thus Christianity, often caricatured as anti-feeling and anti-body, always linked the believer to the divine in emotional and even passionate terms.11

By the sixteenth century, the issue, therefore, was less distrust of feelings per se than a desire for “right” emotion. Appropriate forms of happiness might include everything from formal public joy or “regocijo” at the birth of a royal infant to the more interiorized state of being “consoled” (consolado), which colonial Mexicans associated with a kind of religious contentment or absence of pain. Inappropriate or illicit forms might include the “delight” so often associated with
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