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INTRODUCTION

When Hernán Cortés vanquished the
Nahuas (1519-21), he could not have
imagined that the role the Malinche and
the other indigenous women had in his
victory was only the beginning of a basic
relationship between women and con-
querors. The encounter of the indigenous
and the Spanish was mainly “female-to-
male”1 in the sense that native women
played a key role in helping the conque -
rors penetrate the New World. However,
at the same time women developed alter-
native forms of resistance that favored the
preservation of ancient traditions. This
article aims to consider their controversial
and complex role, specifically examining
the new model for women the Spanish
introduced into the Valley of Mexico
through the Catholic friars.
I will analyze this change by initially
looking at the conception of women the
Spanish and Nahua societies had devel-
oped and how they interacted during the

conquest through the key role played by
the mendicant orders. Colonization led to
a particular vision of indigenous women
which will be considered in the third part.
And finally, in the last section, I will exa m -
ine the friars’ vision of indigenous women
and the reaction their attempt to impose
a new model prompted.

THE SPANISH CONCEPT OF WOMEN

The status of women under Spanish law
is a starting point to show which rights
and duties they were entitled to. Various
laws and royal decrees were issued on
the matter, but the main ones are the

Siete Partidas, a code from the thirteenth
century issued under King Alfonso the
Wise, and the 1505 Leyes de Toro. They
stipulated that women remained wards
of their fathers (who exercised patria po -
testad, or custody) until the age of 25, when
they usually passed to their husband’s
legal protection. Despite this, they re -
tained control of their own property and
dowry after marriage; they could inherit;
and wives and children were considered
the preferred heirs, with women’s rights
protected by law.2

As this shows, women’s legal position
in society was unequal to that of men.
Actually, women were subordinate to
men; they could not act independently,
and at the same time they bore the bur-
den of the household, child rearing and
family life. Moreover, they were respon-
sible for the family honor through their
behavior, “since any breach in her behavior
concerns not only her, but also stained
the father or husband.”3 Husbands’ and
fathers’ authority was so important that
women’s mistakes or disobedience prompt -
ed punishment to restore men’s honor.4
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Patriarchal authority was particularly strong
for wives and daughters, directly subject-
ed to men, while widows and spinsters
could act more independently since they
were outside the family, so their behavior
did not affect a family’s honor.5

Finally, women’s activity remained con-
fined to the domestic realm, and any kind
of formal participation in political and reli-
gious affairs was strictly forbidden.6

Underlying women’s position in soci-
ety was a strong religious ideology stress-
ing the importance of female honor and
purity, which restricted them to a sort of
confinement so both would be preserved.
Women were deemed weak and subject
to sin and the violation of religious com-
mands. All this undermined their ability
to hold positions of responsibility and
authority.7

THE NAHUA CONCEPT OF WOMEN

In Nahua society, men and women also
had separate spheres of activities, the lat-
ter being in charge of households and
family care. But the Nahuas’ conception
differed from that of the Europeans in
terms of the public and private realms. The
house and related activities were consid-
ered a representation of the cosmos, so
home life was seen as an integral part of
social and public life. In their traditional
realm, women’s were “equally ne cessa ry
roles” to those of men in politics and
warfare.8

Women could occupy important pub-
lic roles like supervisory and administra-
tive positions in marketplaces or in
guilds associated with craft production.
Moreover, they could be priestesses and
teachers for girls in the tepochcalli and

calmecac (schools for the youth). Of course,
they did not reach the main positions of
authority assigned to men especially in
political and religious fields, but still their
participation was important.9

When Tenochtitlan was founded
(1325), the most important positions of

authority had both male and female con-
notations, the main leader being des -
cribed as a paternal and maternal figure.
This may be interpreted as a sign of the
importance women had in society: “Ter -
minological references to females at the
highest levels, although the posts were
occupied by men, suggests that women
may have played leading positional
roles.”10 Roles and labor were divided
according to sex, but all in the framework
of a kind of egalitarianism. However,
women’s situation changed with the rise
of the military dynasty (Itzcóatl, 1429-1440)
when their activity became more con-
fined to the domestic economy, since
they had no place in the new predatory
economy. They were denied access to the
military and bureaucratic hierarchies and

therefore excluded from new sources of
wealth and prestige. Thus, the specializa -
tion of roles was reinforced.11 However,
they preserved their functions in various
institutions like schools and temples, and
their domestic activities continued to be
highly appreciated, especially in a society
where men were often at war so they
could not work.12 To sum up, despite the
militarization of society which led to a
kind of male dominance, native women
retained their autonomy, confirmed by
their contribution to work and the fami-
ly’s sustenance and by the fact that they
continued to enjoy property rights.
This is why it can be said that the Na -
hua society was based on a kind of male-
female complementariness. There was a
gender hierarchy, of course, since men
usually occupied positions of higher sta-
tus, but in a way complementariness coun -
terbalanced it. The key role of domestic
functions was acknowledged and not
considered less important than men’s acti -
vities, as in Spanish society. Men and
women acted inside parallel social struc-
tures, ceremonies and cultural concep-
tions, which did not create equality, but
a kind of gender parallelism.13

Complementariness can be seen con -
cretely in the equal importance given to
home and battlefield, the two faces of a
single reality: women who died in child-
birth were comparable to the warriors
who lost their lives on a battlefield fight-
ing for their community.14 This paralle -
lism can be explained by the Nahua
duality-based forms of culture and ideol-
ogy and by a kinship structure in which
maternal and paternal ties had equiva-
lent weight.15

But gender complementariness was
destined to disappear in the encounter

Detail, Yanhuitlán Codex in La Jerusalem
indiana (Jerusalem of the Indies).
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with European culture and ideology which
remodeled the native society starting from
the basic unit, the family.

THE FRIARS’ VISION
OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN

Traditional knowledge was preserved
through the family, so it was important
for the friars to penetrate it to be able to
convert the indigenous peoples. But here
they found a problematic world to ap -
proach. Actually, while the public sphere
seemed easier to convert, the domestic
realm was more difficult to penetrate.
Many objects of daily life that seemed
innocuous to the friars hid an intrinsic
value related to ancient beliefs. For in -
s tance, the broom was normally used to
sweep and clean the house every morning,
but at the same time this act of sweeping
aimed to remove the night’s spirits and
dangerous forces.16 “The breaking of a
pot, the creaking of a beam, the cinders
of a hearth were so many signs to read,
which joined the house to the universe of
the cosmos.”17 It was precisely their appar -
ent irrelevance that protected them from
destruc tion, and this helps explain why
idolatry resisted better in the do mestic
sphere.
The indigenous woman held the key
to penetrating this world since the home
was a female space, and she controlled
and organized domestic activities. As a
consequence, the friars turned their
attention to her, but they had an ambigu-
ous and contradictory vision. On one hand,
they were influenced by medieval theol-
ogy, which perceived women as the source
of all evil. They were often re ferred to as
the instrument the Devil used to deceive

men, barring none, not even kings. As
Friar Andrés de Olmos said, “That is how
the Devil fooled a man, a great king called
Solomon, through them, the women con -
secrated to the Devil.”18 In addition, na -
tive women were both female and indige-
nous, so they were viewed as particularly

weak and subject to temptation.19 On
the other hand, they were able to act as
cultural mediators transmitting new val-
ues to their children since “in the moth-
er was recognized the natural educator of
children because of the constant compa-
ny they kept.”20 Moreover, they acknowl-
edged native women had a good side.
First of all, Motolinía stressed they were
industrious and disciplined housewives,
even better than Spanish women: “unlike
many of our natives, who wish to rule in
their homes more than their husbands....
They are confused and shameful and should
take heed from these infidels who so
obey and love their husbands and so serve
them.”21 Moreover, they were considered
wise mothers for the care they took of their
children and lent to their education.22

As a result, the friars tried to relegate
women’s influence to the domestic sphere
and to control it to instill new habits and
beliefs. But they had little knowledge of
women’s domestic life and this, added to
the suspicion of idolatry hanging over
household rituals, generated fear and a
sort of drastic approach.23

The domestic realm became a front in
the friars’ battle for conversion, “the church’s
final frontier.”24 In their attempt to intro-
duce the model of Christian mother and
wife, they acted in two spheres, an inti-
mate and private one, through preaching
and confession, and a more public and
structured one, the education of indige-
nous girls.
Intervention in the private sphere was
essential since the bulk of the native
population had no access to missionary
schools but only to a more informal edu-
cation within the family where values
and knowledge were transmitted.
The friars tried to penetrate this world
through preaching and confession, but
the fact that they could never be sure
about the survival of ancient rituals
made the process very difficult.
Confession became a key instrument
during the Counter Reformation. Through
it the church could express what was
approved or banned and introduce it into
the New World, directly reaching the
individual. In confessing indigenous
women, the friars emphasized sexual
behavior and fornication, introducing a
new conception of the body. It was per-
ceived as a sort of anti-soul, anti-reason,
thus suggesting a dichotomy where the
Nahua culture saw a series of multiple
components. To resist the weakness of
the flesh, the friars imposed Christian
marriage and women’s purity.25 The pen-

Spreading the Gospel, La relación de 
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etration into individual thoughts in an
intimate sphere was often perceived as
an attack, so many women reacted by
withdrawing.26

A complementary means to this was
preaching. Through sermons, the friars
tried to transmit the major points of the
doctrine and the values indigenous wom -
en were supposed to instill in their fami-
lies. Many books of sermons were writ -
ten in Nahuatl; the first, by Friar Juan de
la Asunción, appeared in 1577.27 Usually
they started with a quotation from the
Holy Gospel and continued with advice
on good behavior, proposing models
to be used in the education within the
family.
An examination of the education of
young girls is another way to shed light
on the friars’ vision of indigenous
women.
The Franciscans were the first to reach
the New World (1524), and they showed
interest in female education early. As
Motolinía wrote, “It was not good that
only men be cared for, since God made
both sexes in the beginning and after the
Fall, He sought out both of them, to heal
and save.”28 Since their cultural and ideo-
logical background was European, their
approach to women was similar to the
Spanish conception presented above. In
general, all mendicant orders considered
women, and native women in particular,
subordinate to men. For instance, the
Jesuit conception of hierarchy a few
decades later (1572) excluded women;
only men could be appointed for religious
duties and affairs. Indigenous women
were considered unprepared for profes -
sing the faith. In fact, they did not share
this experience with Spanish women and
criollas until the eighteenth century, when

the first convent of indigenous nuns in
Mexico City was built, the Franciscan
monastery of Corpus Christi (1724), “the
most important eighteenth century mon-
ument to the recognition of the equality
of the daughters of God.”29

At the beginning, all native girls both
principales and macehuales were educat-
ed in the patio of the convents, and only
Christian doctrine was taught, but not
reading or writing. It was difficult to
intervene more deeply in women’s edu-
cation since there were no religious
women to do it. Then, in 1529 the first
colegio was founded in Texcoco, in the
palace of Netzahualcoyotzin, by the Fran -
ciscan Toribio de Benavente Motolinía
and, as was the case for the instruction
of boys, only the daughters of the princi-
pales were admitted.30

The Archbishop Zumárraga of Mexico
strongly supported this change in the
education of indigenous girls: “The thing
which occupies my thoughts and which
my will is most inclined to is that this
city and every town of the bishopric have

a monastery large enough for a great
number of girls, the daughters of the
Indians.”31 A few years later (1536), he
asked for permission to forcibly separate
the girls from their parents to be educat-
ed in schools.
The friars looked for Spanish women
as teachers; they were called beatas and
came from the third order of Saint
Francis. The first beatas arrived in Mex -
ico in 1531 and started working in the
Mexico City colegio with 200 girls.
From 1530 to 1545 several colegios
for native girls were founded in Mexico,
Tezcoco, Otumba, Tepepulco, Huexot -
zinco, Tlaxcala, Cholula, Coyoacán, and
later in Chalco, Cuauhtitlán, Xochimilco,
Tehuacán and Tlalmanalco.32

The task of this education was mainly
to introduce the model of Christian wife
and mother. Girls should marry boys in -
s tructed by the friars, so that the Christian
conception of marriage could spread. But
the beatas had also the task of teaching
native girls how to protect their honor
and form “a new awareness of their status
as persons, so they would not allow them-
selves to be given away or sold by their
parents to powerful Spaniards or indige-
nous caciques.”33 This intention was put
into practice through the teaching of the
Christian doctrine and of typical women’s
housework and activities.
But soon the maestras abandoned the
schools to teach in private houses where
they were better paid, one of the reasons
the education of native girls started to
collapse. In fact, it should be added that
indigenous families, especially fathers,
were not particularly well disposed to
giving their daughters to the friars. More -
over, they were educated according to
Spanish habits, so that the indigenous

Conversion was not an easy task. La relación
de Michoacán (The Story of Michoacán).
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boys they were supposed to marry refused
them fearing they had lost the tradition-
al skills a woman should have.34 In par-
ticular, native girls were taught a differ-
ent conception of relationships and work
inside the family according to which the
woman did not have to work to support
her husband and children, as this res -
pon sibility was transferred to the man.
Therefore, the attempt to educate native
girls failed by the middle of the sixteenth
century.
However, the penetration of Christian
ideology had more lasting consequences.
Female honor and purity, the nuclear
family based on hierarchical gender pat-
terns and a more marked division between
a male, public sphere and a female, domes -
tic one all contributed to modifying women’s
status by the seventeenth century.
In addition, women’s legal identity
became intertwined with that of their
husbands; they did not act independent-
ly in legal cases, as they had before.
Moreover, many of the social institutions
in which they played a key role (like
churches and schools) were disrupted.35

As a consequence, they lost their status
in society and their sources of authority
outside the family.

WOMEN’S REACTION

By the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury, with the failure of education for in -
digenous girls, it seemed that women were
denied equal opportunities with men for
social mobility and social status.36 In the
same period, a few forms of reaction began
to appear: Indian women were experi-
menting with new paths outside the for-
mal political and religious structures.37

In general, female opposition was not
aimed directly against the friars; howev-
er, it can be viewed partly as a result of
the Christian ideology’s model of women
they had introduced, thus making a brief
analysis worthwhile.
One response was witchcraft, through
which native women tried to reverse the
usual order imposed by men acting with-
in the private sphere. They developed
patterns of beliefs and acts as a sort of
retaliation against the more open forms
of male violence.38 It was a kind of reac-
tion that involved all women, since they
all shared a subordinate position in soci-
ety, but indigenous women played a key
role because they held the secret of
potions and herbal mixtures. Con se quen t -
ly, mestizas and criollas went to indige-
nous women for help. Being confined to
the private sphere, women tried to use
witchcraft to react against male domi-
nance, especially at the most private level,
that of sexuality. For instance, herbs were
used for magical spells to make a man
impotent, as the case of Magdalena de
la Mata, a mestiza who received the fol-
lowing prescription from an indigenous
woman: “Take an egg, pierce it with a
straw, and place in it a few of her hus-
band’s hairs. Then bury the egg in the
ground where her husband urinated,”
and he would become impotent.39 This
was seen as a blow against the main
symbol of male power.
However, native women also mani-
fested their response more publicly, in
the courts. They frequently applied to the
courts charging their husbands or other
men for abuse or mistreatment, espe-
cially for adultery and battery. Moreover,
they used lawsuits to defend their prop-
erty, for which they even acted against

the Spanish on behalf of their husbands.
Again, this was not used against the friars,
but it proves a reaction and an active
attitude vis-à-vis the model of passive
woman the political and religious author-
ities were trying to impose. “Women’s fre-
quent participation in the courts, where all
of the officials were men and proceedings
were lengthy and complex, belies a passive
and naive role.”40

The fact that native women crowded
the courts may be seen also as a way to
compensate for the lack of power and
authority they suffered with the disrup-
tion of the ancient institutions like schools
and temples.41

However, as we have seen before,
during the seventeenth century the num-
ber of women who independently began
a lawsuit decreased and their legal status
became intertwined with their hus-
bands’42. This means that men were
gradually gaining control over this instru-
ment of female resistance, and in fact
the number of men bringing cases on
behalf of women later increased.

CONCLUSION

Women’s reaction did not prevent the fri-
ars from continuing to interfere in indige-
nous family life. Despite everything,
in digenous women offered a unique oppor -
tunity for penetrating the private sphere.
But on the other hand, the friars were
unable to disassociate the vision of the
native woman from its negative compo-
nent, her connection with the Devil. In
practice, she continued to be conceived
as His favorite instrument to deceive men
due to her weakness and temperament.
Few expressed this idea better than Friar
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Andrés de Olmos when he wrote, “Women
allow themselves to be dominated by wrath
and ire; they are easily angered; they are
jealous and envious; making others suffer,
imposing torments on them, they try to
quiet their own hearts and they easily long
for sad, painful things to happen to oth-
ers. This is why it is said that they follow
the Devil, who aids them in doing what
they desire.”43

This ambiguity in the friars’ vision of
indigenous women still leaves some
points up in the air. It is not completely
clear, for example, why the friars aban-
doned indigenous girls’ education if it was
so important to them for transmitting the
new values to indigenous families through
women. Moreover, how effective the fri-
ars were in instilling Christian ideology
in the native private realm is still to be re -
searched. The research area is open and
the gap waiting to be filled with studies of
local, concrete cases.
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