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Ramón Gutiérrez’s study of Spanish conquest in New Mexico is like no other book on the social framework of power that I have read.  Premising this story of the intricate relationships among Spanish soldiers and clergymen and the Pueblo people from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century with the idea that inequality structures all societies, Gutiérrez sets out to illustrate the ways in which power gets negotiated and disbursed (xviii).  He demonstrates that in both the Spanish and Pueblo cultures, marriage structured stratification by defining obligations between people within and across strata.  At the time of contact, Pueblo society operated according to an intricate system of reciprocity that relied primarily on generational difference.  That system both supported and rested upon marriage.  The Spanish brought with them notions of class, race, and patriarchal privilege which all became defined through state and church regulation of marriage.  By imposing their model of marriage on Pueblo society—in part through the misreading and manipulation of Pueblo cultural symbols concerning gender, sexuality, and indeed the Pueblo view of the cosmos—the Spanish transplanted an oppressive class system to New Mexico and transformed its indigenous society.


To understand the way Gutiérrez links conquest to the “complex web of interactions” in colonial New Mexico, we must examine more closely his location of power in each society as well as the competing models of marriage and the ways in which they changed over time (xvii).  When the Spanish arrived, Pueblo marriage existed as one part in an intricate, symbiotic relationship with all the other institutions and rituals of that society.  The sexual division of labor, for example, required particular duties of men and women that were grounded in the religious and political worldview, which pivoted on constant awareness of proximate reciprocity.  Despite tensions between men and women about the relative importance of their roles, their respective duties and symbols were comparable and were indeed indispensable both to one another and to the proper functioning of society.  Gutiérrez describes pre-contact Pueblo society as matrilineal and reinforces this description by noting that women controlled sexual activity.  But this does not suggest that women dominated men in Pueblo culture.  Rather, social inequality derived from generational differences between seniors and juniors and from differences between successful and unsuccessful seniors; these distinctions relied upon an individual’s or a couple’s capacity to provide labor and reciprocate gifts.  In short, Gutiérrez shows that inequality existed in Pueblo society, but it was not based in gender; nor was it primarily based in marriage.  Marriage structured inequality to the extent that it played an integral part in a social system of reciprocity.  Power was not fixed at any particular site; and where inequality existed, its cause was readily discernible. 


By contrast, a concern with power and dominance stood at the center of the Spanish worldview, which the soldiers and priests projected onto the Indians in New Mexico.  The Spanish interpreted the gifts offered by Pueblos—including sexual gifts—as tokens of submission and tribute (52).  While all such gifts were for the Pueblos closely tied to survival, spiritual identity, and the practice of reciprocity, for the Spanish they were things to take and to expect again.  Spanish reciprocity consisted only in bestowing upon the Indians a superior and correct religion and thus civilization.  This they enforced by manipulating various Pueblo cultural symbols:  arriving at new towns during the rainy season, performing other kinds of “miracles,” and supplanting the medicine men, whom the Spanish identified as the center of Pueblo power.  In the process (which later included Church regulation of marriage), the Spanish removed the Pueblo seniors from the site at which social inequality was regulated.  The legitimacy for such action came from the Spanish location of power in their own society.  For the friars, it existed in the authority of God the Father, was passed down through a hierarchy of representatives (priests), and was culturally visible in the model of the union or marriage between God (the bridegroom) and Man (the bride).  For other Spanish colonizers—particularly governers—power derived from the state, was represented by the king and was enforced by his representatives.  Tension between the representatives of these two power sources played out over the course of colonization.  Colonization is thus a way of transferring or channeling remotely-located power by projecting the dominant culture onto the dominated.  With such a transference came various models for contesting and maintaining power that the Pueblos adopted over time.        


The introduction of the Spanish friars’ model of marriage—based on a submissive relationship to Jesus Christ and God the Father—deeply conflicted with and changed the Pueblo worldview.  Whereas marriage in Pueblo society offered a path to adulthood, the Catholic model promised perpetual childhood.  The Spanish reinforced the childhood metaphor by interpreting, for example, the Indians’ dress as akin to infancy and by deliberately indoctrinating Pueblo children away from the social customs that perpetuated the Pueblo system of inequality.  The development of marriage in colonial New Mexico elaborated the new system of inequality.  For example, the initial view of Indians as crude and dishonorable, as un-Spanish, got translated into a class system that marriage perpetuated both through Church management and via familial concerns about class and honor that regulated female sexuality (240).  

My characterization of marriage falls short of Gutiérrez’s portrayal of a “complex, ambivalent process” (p. 256).  Indeed, such complexity means that marriage as a site where cultural exchange and reinforcement occur, and thus where power is negotiated, is best viewed in the mesh of social interaction that the author describes so well.       
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