
FIGURE 1: An image of Christ crucified found in a small guidebook used by religious sodalities in New
Spain known as Santas Escuelas de Cristo, or Holy Schools of Christ. Cartilla breve de los rudimentos mas
necesarios que debe observar el discı́pulo de Christo, Nuestro Señor y maestro (Mexico City, 1797). The
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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The Supple Whip:
Innovation and Tradition in Mexican Catholicism

MATTHEW D. O’HARA

IN THE WANING YEARS OF THE eighteenth century, groups of men gathered once a week
to create a macabre setting in some of Mexico City’s churches. Usually in an oratory
or chapel, they spent the afternoon meticulously preparing for a meeting with other
devotees. They covered the windows with thick drapes, blocking all light from the
fading day. They lit candles that gave the room a faint glow. Soon their spiritual
brothers entered this dim and quiet space, leaving the bustle of the city outside. As
the door closed behind them, they glimpsed familiar objects through the flicker of
candlelight. At the front of the room, an altar supported a simple, unadorned image
of Mary. At the foot of the altar rested two skeletons and manojos de disciplina, whips
and bundles of switches that the brothers would soon use to lash their own flesh in
a collective act of mortification. In front of the skeletons was a low bench, from which
the leader of their group, the padre de obediencia, directed the evening’s proceedings.
The padre sat behind a table that held an assortment of practical and symbolic items:
the group’s bylaws, papers with the night’s spiritual meditations, a watch, a handbell,
a font of holy water, and another skeleton. The other brothers sat upon low benches
placed along the chapel walls. A final bench dominated the center of the room,
reserved for the brothers who had been selected to receive a spiritual examination
later in the evening.1

The men attending such gatherings belonged to religious brotherhoods known as
Santas Escuelas de Cristo, or Holy Schools of Christ.2 The Holy Schools had a long
presence in New Spain, with a handful of chapters in Mexico City beginning in the

For their insightful comments on earlier versions of this essay or conference presentations related to
the topic, my sincere thanks go to Margaret Chowning, Andrew Fisher, Javier Villa-Flores, Karen Mel-
vin, Bill Taylor, John Schwaller, Michelle Molina, Catherine Jones, Nathaniel Deutsch, Gail Hershatter,
Cynthia Polecritti, the UC Santa Cruz Cultural Studies Colloquium, the Berkeley Latin American His-
tory Working Group, and the University of New Mexico Colonial Studies Workshop. My sincere grat-
itude also goes to Robert Schneider, Jane Lyle, the rest of the AHR editorial staff, and the six anonymous
reviewers for the time and attention they gave to the article.

1 Archivo General de la Nación (México) [hereafter AGN], Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp.
8, fols. 245v–246r, 1792. See also the published bylaws of the Holy Schools, such as Constituciones de
la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo: Fundada baxo del patrocinio de la Santı́sima Virgen Marı́a Nra.
Sra. y del glorioso San Felipe Neri (Mexico City, 1789); Constituciones de la Santa Escuela de Christo Señor
Nuestro: Fundada bajo la protección de la Virgen Marı́a, Nuestra Señora y de los gloriosos S. Juan Ne-
pomuceno y S. Felipe Neri en el Hospital de Nuestra Señora de la Concepción y Jesus Nazareño de esta ciudad
(Mexico City, 1774).

2 Scholars of early modern Italian sodalities translate scuola simply as “confraternity.” New Spain’s
Escuelas, while also a type of confraternity, emphasized their didactic mission to such a degree that the
English cognate “school” seems a fitting translation.
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first decades of the eighteenth century. The groups then expanded dramatically over
the next fifty years. By 1800, Mexico City had twelve Santas Escuelas; another two
could be found in the city of Querétaro, and more than a dozen in other provincial
cities and towns, including Puebla, Jalapa, San Miguel el Grande, and Guanajuato.3
Beyond their institutional history, the groups’ physical practices also had precedents
in New Spain, where collective devotions and penitential mortification enjoyed a
long and robust history. At first blush, however, they appear to be far out of step with
a religious current then flowing through the cities of the viceroyalty. In the second
half of the eighteenth century, members of the church hierarchy began to support
a more austere and reflective religiosity, “one that elevated the virtues of self-dis-
cipline and moderation and focused on a direct, personal relationship to God.”4

Above all, this reformed piety emphasized one’s individual responsibility for sal-
vation, an assumption that undermined the spiritual utility of New Spain’s many
collective religious practices. Some of the Spanish elite enthusiastically adopted this
new religious sensibility, its theological foundations, and the practices that it de-
manded.5 Precisely the same population—that is, ethnic Spaniards of substantial
wealth or status—dominated the Santa Escuela movement. Alongside the enlight-
ened pretensions of reformed piety, the Santas Escuelas and their rituals stand out
as curious relics of a late medieval and baroque style of religious practice, a spiritual
form that disagreed with New Spain’s bishops and a Spanish crown supportive of
religious reform.

In an attempt to draw out and resolve the conundrum of the Escuelas’ growth
during the apogee of reformed Catholicism, we need to consider how cultural prac-
tices evolve and are related to the experience of time. Why did the Holy School’s
form of collective religion, which included rigorous mental prayer and ritualized
pain, prove to be such an appealing tool for individual and collective transformation
at a time of religious reform? Moving beyond the confines of New Spain, in moments
of cultural change, how might we understand the relationship between the past,
present, and future? Put differently, what were the sinews that bound tradition and
innovation?

The documentary record of the Santas Escuelas helps to answer these questions.
Unlike many devotional groups and religious sodalities in colonial Latin America,
whose records tend to focus on mundane questions of management rather than spir-
itual practices, the Escuelas left rich and detailed descriptions of their activities.
These documents demonstrate how contemporary piety employed traditional prac-
tices that were considered effective and essential religious and social tools, including

3 On the Santas Escuelas of Mexico City, see AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, exp. 1–3, fols. 1–277,
1783–1803; AGN, Bienes Nacionales, vol. 884, exp. 2, fols. 1–10v, 1756; Archivo General de Indias,
Mexico, 2650, 1801; for Querétaro, see AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, 1792; ibid., exp.
7, fols. 220r–223v, 1790–1791; for towns in the Mexican Bajı́o, see Jorge F. Hernández, La soledad del
silencio: Microhistoria del santuario de Atotonilco (Mexico City, 1991), 50–51.

4 Pamela Voekel, Alone before God: The Religious Origins of Modernity in Mexico (Durham, N.C.,
2002), 1.

5 Ibid.; Brian Larkin, The Very Nature of God: Baroque Catholicism and Religious Reform in Bourbon
Mexico City (Albuquerque, 2010); see also Larkin, “The Splendor of Worship: Baroque Catholicism,
Religious Reform, and Last Wills and Testaments in Eighteenth-Century Mexico City,” Colonial Latin
American Historical Review 8, no. 4 (1999): 404–442; and Larkin, “Confraternities and Community: The
Decline of the Communal Quest for Salvation in Eighteenth-Century Mexico City,” in Martin Austin
Nesvig, ed., Local Religion in Colonial Mexico (Albuquerque, 2006), 189–213.
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collective spirituality, the paternalist education of working people, and physical pi-
ety. Such long-established practices worked synergistically with the shifting religious
and theological attention to the individual. In large part, the spiritual practitioners
of the eighteenth-century present embraced the past, using the toolkit it provided
in an attempt to build a better future.6 For many, this held the prospect that their
lives would materially improve in the near future. For some, it offered the possibility
of group and ethnic solidarity, moral rejuvenation, and even social control. For all,
it promised a more effective path toward salvation. Beyond an ethnographic portrait
of the future, however, the Holy School’s documents offer us a way to resolve the
historical puzzle of the groups’ expansion during the moment of “enlightened” Ca-
tholicism. The textual practices of the Holy Schools are themselves a key to un-
derstanding why innovation was not at odds with tradition in this period, but in fact
required it.7

Perhaps the most tempting way to interpret the Holy School movement is as an
example of alternative or “hybrid” modernity, a moment when forward-looking ideas
melded with older forms of religious practice and social organization. The appeal
of the modernity paradigm is understandable, and it has become a standard frame
for interpreting the colonial experience in Latin America and elsewhere.8 It would
offer a tidy explanation for the popularity and growth of the Escuelas, charting the
development of a “third way” between a baroque, collective Catholicism of the past
and an enlightened, individualized piety of the future. In this scheme, the causal
arrow would fly from future-oriented ideas (the reformed piety) to their future-ori-
ented implications (especially a more vigorous focus on the individual) via an un-
likely detour through the past-oriented practices of collective Catholicism (with all
of its extravagant trappings). In the end, it would anoint the members of the Santas
Escuelas and their supporters as colonial moderns, since their unique blending of
religious thought and practice was prescient and somehow ahead of its time.

In the case of the Holy Schools, however, such an interpretive framework ob-
scures more than it reveals, because it fails to capture how these historical actors
understood the relationship between past, present, and future. Reinhart Koselleck,
one of the foremost theorists of time experience, defined modernity as the moment
when the past is no longer a source of guidance for the future.9 If this is the case,
what are we to make of the Santas Escuelas, which self-consciously looked to tra-

6 My use of the term “toolkit” is drawn from the work of sociologist Ann Swidler. Following Swidler
and other proponents of practice theory, I assume that culture provides a repertoire or toolkit that
historical actors can select from to solve various kinds of problems. In this model, cultural analysis
examines persistent “strategies of action,” that is, behaviors and practices that take advantage of existing
“cultural competencies.” Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological
Review 51, no. 2 (1986): 273–286, here 276–277. See also Richard Biernacki, The Fabrication of Labor:
Germany and Britain, 1640–1914 (Berkeley, Calif., 1995); Sherry B. Ortner, Anthropology and Social
Theory: Culture, Power, and the Acting Subject (Durham, N.C., 2006); Ortner, “Theory in Anthropology
since the Sixties,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 26, no. 1 (1984): 126–166; William H. Sewell,
“A Theory of Structure: Duality, Agency, and Transformation,” American Journal of Sociology 98, no.
1 (1992): 1–29.

7 Throughout this essay, I use the term “tradition” and its variants to refer to inherited practices
and ideas.

8 The literature on the topic is of course vast. For variations on the “multiple,” “alternative,” or
“hybrid” modernity theme, see some of the contributions to the recent AHR Roundtable “Historians
and the Question of ‘Modernity,’ ” American Historical Review 116, no. 3 (June 2011): 631–751.

9 See Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (Cambridge, Mass.,
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dition as a vehicle for innovation? What happens if we try to interpret such groups
through the modernity framework, whether Koselleck’s version or the many com-
peting models, most of which assume a similar temporal rupture?10 One danger, of
course, is analytic fuzziness, given the proliferating definitions of modernity.11 An
equally serious concern is that the modernity framework tends to focus our attention
on temporal breaks, dramatic transitions, and inflections, and thus might distract us
from longer-term transformations, subtle changes, and reproduction.12 Finally, while
variations on the modernity frame have pointed out the multiple experiences of being
modern, some of which tended to be overlooked in previous, Eurocentric narratives,
they have been less successful at explaining how decidedly traditional and at times
“unmodern” cultural practices could be sources of innovation.13 In all of these ways,
modernity as a category of analysis throws a jealous and smothering embrace around
the qualities sometimes associated with modernity, spurning other ways of explaining
these characteristics.

Given these concerns, perhaps it makes more sense to set the modernity para-
digm completely to the side, and instead consider how and when traditional practices
are redefined as current, future-oriented, or forward-looking, and what are the his-
torical factors involved in that process. Doing so opens a new vista onto the tradi-
tional elements of contemporary practices; once they are no longer exotic tag-alongs
on a journey toward the modern, we can focus on their necessary role in the rep-
etition and transformation of cultural practices. We need to redirect the causal arrow
in this history because the practices and ideas that allowed the Escuelas to adapt to
new contexts also ensured their long-term reproduction. The vector of religious
change, in other words, moved outward from the same point that fostered stability

1985); Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford, Calif.,
2002).

10 Koselleck argues that most “historical time,” or the changing human experience of time in a given
society, exists alongside and overlaps with other ways of temporal thinking. Nonetheless, it is difficult
to reconcile this theoretical model with his notion of modernity as “the total otherness of the past.”
Quoted in John Zammito, “Koselleck’s Philosophy of Historical Time(s) and the Practice of History,”
History and Theory 43, no. 1 (February 2004): 124–135, here 133, who provides a detailed assessment
of Koselleck’s work and its utility for historians.

11 On this point, see the remarks of Frederick Cooper in chap. 5 of Colonialism in Question: Theory,
Knowledge, History (Berkeley, Calif., 2005).

12 On the tendency of postcolonial scholars to overemphasize the distinction between “modern” and
“premodern,” see J. Michelle Molina, “Spirituality and Colonial Governmentality: The Jesuit Spiritual
Exercises in Europe and Abroad,” in Patricia Clare Ingham and Michelle R. Warren, eds., Postcolonial
Moves: Medieval through Modern (New York, 2003), 133–152, here 134.

13 Gurminder K. Bhambra offers some of this criticism in “Historical Sociology, Modernity, and
Postcolonial Critique,” American Historical Review 116, no. 3 (June 2011): 653–662. Also useful in this
context is Dipesh Chakrabarty’s reminder that we need to decouple institutional change (modernization)
from the yearning to be modern and the experience of modernizing (modernity), two processes with
potentially distinct periodizations that are frequently conflated under the label “modernity”;
Chakrabarty, “The Muddle of Modernity,” American Historical Review 116, no. 3 (June 2011): 663–675,
here 671. Björn Wittrock’s concept of “promissory notes of modernity” and their “new assumptions
about human beings, their rights and agency” provides a theoretical opening for reconsidering the role
of culture in the creation of an institutional modernity. Even in this suggestive formulation, which re-
mains rooted in the notion of an epistemic “rupture” in eighteenth-century Europe, one gets the im-
pression that such ideas developed with little direct relationship to mundane cultural codes or practices.
Nor is it clear how one would be able to untangle the “modern” and “anti-modern” cultural under-
pinnings of modernity. Wittrock, “Modernity: One, None, or Many? European Origins and Modernity
as a Global Condition,” Daedalus 129, no. 1 (2000): 31–60, here 37.
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and continuity, a historical dynamic sometimes overlooked in favor of conspicuous
changes that punctuate the historical record. As David Sabean pointed out in his
study of German peasant communities, “reproduction is also a process and as much
subject to historical effort as any other process.”14

In a case study of cultural transformation, as well as reproduction or persistence,
the modernity paradigms do little to help us understand how these factors could
relate to one another. How, then, to explain the relationship between tradition
and innovation? In the case of the Holy Schools, we might first keep in mind
Philippe Buc’s reflections on the mediated nature of medieval ritual. “Studies of
political ritual probably trust the letter of medieval documents more than method
warrants . . . ,” Buc warns, “for challenges and manipulations happen in texts, and,
in some political cultures at least, it may be ritual-in-text rather than ritual-in-per-
formance that best legitimizes or delegitimizes.”15 Not only does Buc alert us to the
heavy textual mediation between the historian as observer and the actual medieval
events, but, more importantly, he suggests that we consider the descriptions of those
events as rituals in writing. Indeed, the relatively large and diverse body of docu-
ments left by the Santas Escuelas provides not just a historian’s window onto their
activities—and, as Buc notes, we should be wary of possible discrepancies between
the described and actual performance of those rituals—but qua documents, they
provide part of the explanation for the type of religious innovation that occurred in
New Spain. The ties that linked old and new religious forms were texts (devotional
manuals, petitions to church and civil authorities, official approvals, and so on) that
authorized and placed boundaries around orthodox and traditional forms of piety,
the rituals those texts described, and the array of practices surrounding the rituals.

But we need to modify Buc’s phrase slightly in this case. While Buc’s “rituals-
in-text” referred to the subtle changes in various accounts of medieval rituals, the
Holy Schools engaged in “rituals-of-text,” rarely changing the descriptions of their
devotions, but marshaling and supplementing those textual resources with their own
writings as they communicated with church and civil officials.16 In fact, it would have
been almost unthinkable for the supporters of the Holy Schools to have modified the
descriptions of their devotional activities, which would be one of Buc’s rituals-in-text,
since they trumpeted adherence to previous models as one of the movement’s finest
qualities. Instead, the Holy Schools’ rituals-of-text demanded the faithful reproduc-
tion of bylaws and devotional manuals in an almost unaltered form, a kind of textual
genuflection to stability and order, but they also required an elaborate process of
petitioning and reporting to authorities. In these latter documents, which amounted

14 David Warren Sabean, Power in the Blood: Popular Culture and Village Discourse in Early Modern
Germany (New York, 1984), 30.

15 Philippe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual: Between Early Medieval Texts and Social Scientific Theory
(Princeton, N.J., 2001), 8. See also Buc, “Ritual and Interpretation: The Early Medieval Case,” Early
Medieval Europe 9, no. 2 (2000): 183–210.

16 This bundle of texts and rituals is along the lines of what William Sewell has referred to as “re-
sources,” which are “read like texts, to recover the cultural schemas that they instantiate . . . [and] can
be used by actors to generate power”; “A Theory of Structure,” 13, emphasis in original. In Sewell’s
terminology, “schemas” refer to the informal and sometimes unconscious rules and assumptions that
guide action in the world. I have found his framework a useful hermeneutic, in part because his notion
of resources is capacious enough for the diverse range of texts, practices, and traditions of the Escuelas,
but also because it captures the simultaneous constraint and agency of historical actors who drew upon
such resources.
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to a paratext alongside the formal religious writings and statutes, the supporters of
the Holy School movement used commentary to adapt the apparently stable prac-
tices of the group to current conditions, attaching fresh meanings to traditional ac-
tivities and demonstrating the relevance of those practices for contemporary chal-
lenges. In turn, the rituals-of-text in the Santas Escuelas fostered feelings of spiritual
efficacy and comfort that proved adaptable to new contexts, both for their practi-
tioners and for the authorities who supported them. Some colonial subjects had more
opportunities to control and manipulate such resources than others, and it is no
coincidence that Spaniards led New Spain’s Escuela movement, in a society that was
characterized by great social diversity.

It is worth noting that the Holy Schools were almost exclusively male, and their
membership was mostly ethnic Spaniards. Spanish members were both creoles, or
Spaniards born in the Americas, and immigrants from Spain itself, sometimes re-
ferred to as peninsulars in New Spain. Spanish laborers or artisans formed a large
part of the Escuelas’ membership, although Spaniards of relatively high status,
wealth, and occupational prestige controlled the positions of leadership.17 Such eth-
nic exclusivity may have been an attempt to foster Spanish solidarity at a time when
some Spaniards were concerned about the blurring of social boundaries. In contrast,
a smaller number of Escuelas admitted non-Spanish members, as many of the groups
began to espouse an ethos of worldly improvement alongside their spiritual mission.
The leaders of these Escuelas described their project as one of spiritual and moral
uplift, in which non-Spaniards, and working people in general, would benefit from
membership in a Holy School, but always under the careful watch and tutelage of
the Spanish elite, who controlled the resources of these sodalities. These unique
chapters developed under the umbrella of the same institute by deploying and adapt-
ing textual resources—both those of the movement itself (its history, statutes, and
devotional tracts) and the paratexts written for each Escuela.

THE FIRST CLUE TO THE SIGNIFICANCE of these textual resources is that the expansion
of the Santas Escuelas in the cities and towns of New Spain occurred during the
second half of the eighteenth century, at the high point of the so-called “Bourbon
Reforms.” During this period, the Bourbon monarchy and its advisers attempted to
create a new relationship with their overseas possessions, with more political control

17 On the social composition of the groups, see AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fols. 147r–149v, 1799
(Espı́ritu Santo); fols. 158v–159r, 1774 (Hospital Real); fol. 246v, 1799 (Santa Cruz y Soledad); fol. 260r,
1799 (San Pedro); fol. 234r, 1799 (Santa Domingo); fol. 207v, 1799 (Santa Marı́a la Redonda). In the
Mexico City reports, three Santas Escuelas (Jesús Nazareño, Santa Marı́a la Redonda, and Santo Do-
mingo) reported being open to individuals of all calidades—a term that translates roughly as “caste” but
could also encompass social or ethnic identity—and the reports noted that most Escuelas admitted
Spaniards exclusively. For an earlier reference to a dispute over non-Spanish members in Mexico City’s
Espı́ritu Santo congregation, see AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Templos y Conventos), caja 4520, exp. 16,
1762–1764, “Juicio ordinario seguido por el Juez Provisor y Vicario General del Arzobispado de México
para que la Santa Escuela de Cristo en el convento de Sto. Domingo en la ciudad de México se apegue
a sus constituciones.” A passing reference to an Indian sacristan attending devotions at one of Queré-
taro’s Escuelas is made in AGN, Inquisición, vol. 1321, exp. 1, fols. 1–36, 1791. For a more detailed
treatment of this individual’s unusual religious life, which included participation in a group whose mem-
bers pretended to be Franciscan friars, see Matthew O’Hara, “The Orthodox Underworld of Colonial
Mexico,” Colonial Latin American Review 17, no. 2 (2008): 233–250.
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exercised by the royal bureaucracy and peninsular Spaniards (rather than Spanish
creoles or other locals) and more resources flowing to the metropole. They also
sought to reduce or eliminate what they deemed to be a wasteful or inefficient use
of resources, whether in the government or beyond. As part of this broader effort,
the crown, eager to rationalize, streamline, and subordinate the Catholic Church to
its will, discouraged the founding of new religious institutions in its possessions,
including in the Viceroyalty of New Spain, a vast political jurisdiction containing the
territory that would become Mexico. This policy supported both the political and the
economic goals of the crown. Politically, the monarchy sought to strengthen the royal
bureaucracy relative to the church, including both the church’s local functionaries
and its hierarchy. Economically, the crown wanted to limit the capital and productive
resources under the control of religious institutions of all sorts, both those held by
the church and those that operated independently, since economic theorists and
advisers to the crown argued that such arrangements impeded the free flow of capital
and ultimately retarded the empire’s productivity.18

The crown’s reforms also focused on particular religious practices that were con-
sidered unproductive. On this front, the royal bureaucracy received the enthusiastic
support of the secular church hierarchy, especially a number of Spanish-born bishops
and archbishops. These prelates sought to rein in what they deemed to be the ex-
cesses of popular piety in New Spain, which could range from extravagant funeral
processions, to elaborate celebrations in honor of a village patron saint, to aggressive
public flagellation. In earlier years, church officials were sometimes uncomfortable
with such lively displays of religious devotion in New Spain, but eighteenth-century
prelates placed special emphasis on rooting out these practices. Francisco Antonio
de Lorenzana (the archbishop of Mexico from 1766 to 1772) and a number of other
leading figures in the church favored a Jansenist spirituality then in vogue among
some Catholics in Europe. Originating in the writings of the early-seventeenth-cen-
tury bishop of Ypres, Cornelius Jansen, the religious doctrine that bears his name
offered a rigorously Augustinian view of human nature, in which after Adam’s fall,
individual salvation depended on the receipt of “efficacious” grace from God. This
leaned perilously close to a doctrine of predestination, one in some ways more
gloomy than Calvinism, since Jansen held that grace came in multiple forms, some
efficacious but others negative. Spiritual uncertainty flowed from this theological
font, since the prospect of salvation remained ever uncertain. As a result, some early
Jansenists retreated from the world and embraced radical asceticism.19 Spanish prel-
ates such as Lorenzana by no means advocated such “hard Jansenism,” but they

18 D. A. Brading, The First America: The Spanish Monarchy, Creole Patriots, and the Liberal State,
1492–1867 (Cambridge, 1993); Richard Herr, The Eighteenth-Century Revolution in Spain (Princeton,
N.J., 1958); Vicent Llombart, Campomanes, economista y polı́tico de Carlos III (Madrid, 1992). For the
best study of how these and other reformist ideas influenced local religious life, see William B. Taylor,
Magistrates of the Sacred: Priests and Parishioners in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (Stanford, Calif., 1996).

19 Dale Van Kley, “Pierre Nicole, Jansenism, and the Morality of Enlightened Self-Interest,” in Alan
Charles Kors and Paul J. Korshin, eds., Anticipations of the Enlightenment in England, France, and Ger-
many (Philadelphia, 1987), 69–85. For additional context, see Van Kley, The Jansenists and the Expulsion
of the Jesuits from France, 1757–1765 (New Haven, Conn., 1975), especially chap. 1; Maria Giovanna
Tomsich, El jansenismo en España: Estudio sobre ideas religiosas en la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII
(Madrid, 1972); Jean Sarrailh, La España ilustrada de la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII, trans. Antonio
Alatorre (Mexico City, 1957).
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rejected many of the devotional practices that had accreted to Catholicism over the
centuries, preferring a more subdued, restrained piety.20 The bishops thought that
certain popular religious practices were spiritually and materially damaging to the
faithful of New Spain. Spiritually, they distracted the mind away from the interior
(mental prayer, reflection, the individual) to the exterior (images, sensory experi-
ence, the collective). Materially, they expended resources that could be directed
toward more productive activities.

In 1799, for example, the longtime archbishop of Mexico (1771–1800) Alonso
Núñez de Haro y Peralta called for moderation in the Way of the Cross (Via Crucis),
a popular devotion performed on Fridays during Lent. Before daybreak and then
again late in the evening, groups of men and women walked to the chapels where
the devotion took place. On their way, they sang and, according to the reports of local
priests, took advantage of the cover of darkness to engage in “the worst excesses.”
While the bishop shared the concerns of the priests who reported the problem, he
wanted the devotion to continue. After suggesting some reforms to the practice, he
addressed how the exuberance of the current devotion detracted from what he per-
ceived as its true purpose:

The merit and efficacy of this devotion, like all verbal prayers, does not consist only in the
vocalization, or in the religious act—as prayers done this way, far from being pleasing to God,
are an irritation to His divine presence. Instead, one must pray spiritually and truthfully, like
Saint John the Evangelist teaches. That is, one must prepare thoroughly and apply all one’s
spirit, so that the heart speaks even more than the lips. This is the language that God listens
to most. According to Saint Augustine, when the heart does not pray, the tongue tires itself
in vain.21

Núñez de Haro’s promotion of “mental prayer” was inspired by later Jansenist spir-
ituality, and as far as he and other prelates were concerned, it conflicted directly with
the more sensuous, public piety fostered by the religious orders in New Spain from
the time of the conquest, a piety in part intended to attract “child-like” Indians to
Catholicism. The renowned seventeenth-century bishop of Puebla, Juan de Palafox
y Mendoza, one of the founders of the first Santas Escuelas in Spain, expressed an
opinion held by many churchmen when he wrote, “in the Indies it is customary to

20 The phrase is Van Kley’s; “Pierre Nicole, Jansenism, and the Morality of Enlightened Self-In-
terest,” 72. On the development of this new piety among the elite of New Spain, see Voekel, Alone before
God; D. A. Brading, “Tridentine Catholicism and Enlightened Despotism in Bourbon Mexico,” Journal
of Latin American Studies 15, no. 1 (1983): 1–22. As Voekel notes, the reform movement within Spanish
Catholicism was not a simple imitation of French-dominated Jansenism. Perhaps the most important
difference between the two was the close relationship of Spanish Jansenists to the royal bureaucracy and
crown, whereas Jansenists north of the Pyrenees often found themselves in confrontation with the French
monarchy. Voekel, Alone before God, 60–62. Brian Larkin also discusses the emergence of enlightened
Catholicism in New Spain, but notes the persistence of a traditional, image- and liturgy-centered re-
ligious practice among many of the capital’s Spanish residents. See Larkin, The Very Nature of God;
Larkin, “The Splendor of Worship”; and Brian R. Larkin, “Liturgy, Devotion, and Religious Reform
in Eighteenth-Century Mexico City,” The Americas 60, no. 4 (2004): 493–518.

21 Archivo Parroquial de la Santa Veracruz (APSV) (Mexico City), Edictos/Cartas Pastorales/Cir-
culares (1669–1954), “Sobre el via crucis . . . ,” January 24, 1799. For a similar discussion of interior
spirituality and care for the Holy Sacrament, see Archivo Histórico del Arzobispado de México
(AHAM), caja 123, exp. 6, 1785, “Carta pastoral del arzobispo Alonso Núñez de Haro y Peralta sobre
la oración famosa de cuarenta horas llamada vulgar y abusivamente jubileo.”
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say, and truly, that the Faith enters these poor natives through their eyes.”22 For
eighteenth-century church leaders such as Núñez de Haro and Lorenzana, Indian
religious practice was but one example of devotional errors they found widespread
among the faithful.

For these reasons, the reformist clergymen looked suspiciously at collective re-
ligion as practiced by New Spain’s laity, which reached particularly high expression
in the populous neighborhoods and crowded streets of cities such as Mexico. In their
minds, not only were these externally oriented practices ineffective for devotees, but
their public performance exposed others to the contagion of religious error. We
should read such diagnoses with care, of course, since those promoting religious
reform might have found it useful to label popular practices “excessive,” “disor-
derly,” or “scandalous” in service of a broader program of religious or social con-
trol.23 In any case, the interests of church and civil officials dovetailed in this moment
of religious reform. For theological reasons, the bishops wanted to limit and reform
collective religious practices, because they deemed them spiritually misguided. For
political and economic reasons, the crown wanted to direct resources away from
religious activities. In practical terms, the two pillars of the empire—the so-called
dos majestades—found a common enemy: traditional forms of corporate piety.24

It is against this historical and historiographical backdrop that the Santas Es-
cuelas of the late eighteenth century appear so unusual. At the same time that the
crown and church began to attack many aspects of collective piety, especially reli-
gious sodalities, they left untouched the existing Santas Escuelas and enthusiastically
supported the expansion of the institution in Mexico City and other urban areas. And
while reformist prelates wrote eloquent and impassioned pastoral letters advocating
a more individualized, interior, and less physical form of Catholic practice, they also
approved new Santas Escuelas, groups that considered self-mortification an essential
part of a collective quest for salvation. More surprising still, the Spanish political and

22 Quoted in Taylor, Magistrates of the Sacred, 167.
23 On this question, see Matthew D. O’Hara, A Flock Divided: Race, Religion, and Politics in Mexico,

1749–1857 (Durham, N.C., 2010), especially chap. 5; Juan Pedro Viqueira Albán, ¿Relajados o rep-
rimidos? Diversiones públicas y vida social en la Ciudad de México durante el siglo de las Luces (Mexico
City, 1987). For a striking case that demonstrates the many layers of motivation beneath an episode of
supposed religious impropriety, see Katherine Gill, “Scandala: Controversies Concerning Clausura and
Women’s Religious Communities in Late Medieval Italy,” in Scott L. Waugh and Peter D. Diehl, eds.,
Christendom and Its Discontents: Exclusion, Persecution, and Rebellion, 1000–1500 (New York, 1996),
177–203. I thank an anonymous reviewer for this reference.

24 In 1794 this would lead Archbishop Núñez de Haro to call for the suppression of 450 religious
sodalities in the archdiocese, including more than 40 in Mexico City. Larkin, “Confraternities and Com-
munity,” 199. AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 18, exp. 5–6, fols. 262–268, 1793–1794. For the best
general works on Spanish confraternities in Mexico City, see Alicia Bazarte Martı́nez, Las cofradı́as de
españoles en la ciudad de México (1526–1860) (Mexico City, 1989); Clara Garcı́a Ayluardo, “Confra-
ternity, Cult, and Crown in Colonial Mexico City, 1700–1810” (Ph.D. diss., Cambridge University, 1989).
For additional case studies of New Spain’s religious sodalities, see among others John K. Chance and
William B. Taylor, “Cofradı́as and Cargos: An Historical Perspective on the Mesoamerican Civil-Re-
ligious Hierarchy,” American Ethnologist 12, no. 1 (1985): 1–26; Larkin, “Confraternities and Commu-
nity”; Asunción Lavrin, “La congregación de San Pedro: Una cofradı́a urbana del México colonial,
1604–1730,” Historia Mexicana 29, no. 4 (1980): 562–601; Lavrin, “Mundos en contraste: Cofradı́as
rurales y urbanas en México a fines del siglo XVIII,” in Arnold J. Bauer, ed., La iglesia en la economı́a
de América latina, siglos XVI al XIX (Mexico City, 1986), 235–276; Marı́a del Pilar Martı́nez López-Cano,
Gisela Von Wobeser, and Juan Guillermo Muñoz Correa, eds., Cofradı́as, capellanı́as y obras pı́as en la
América colonial (Mexico City, 1998).
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economic elite, that slice of New Spanish society that most supported the new piety,
formed the Santas Escuelas’ leadership. On a number of levels, then, the Escuelas
seem to have bucked the historical trends in late colonial religious life.

The paradox of the reformist bishops’ support of the Santas Escuelas can be
resolved if we pay close attention to the groups’ ritual practices, but also to the texts
that described those practices. Intrinsically, the public and collective performance
of religion did not concern the church hierarchy. After all, the foundational practice
of Catholicism, the mass, was a shared and publicly accessible religious moment.
Instead, they argued that much of New Spain’s collective religion was tainted by the
profane and misused by its practitioners. When committed in the street or plaza,
religious abuses were publicized and potentially absorbed by the rest of the faithful.
On the other hand, a well-orchestrated procession or public devotion could offer
enormous spiritual benefits, as Archbishop Núñez de Haro concluded in his decree
regarding the Way of the Cross.25 Even mortification and pain might have a place
at the table of religious renewal, the bishops held, so long as they could be closely
regulated and their power could be directed toward unambiguous and legitimate
goals.26

In this context, the Santas Escuelas’ appeal, for both the authorities who ap-
proved them and the individuals who joined them, derived not just from their con-
temporary relevance but also from their mature roots. Santas Escuelas fused the
piety advocated by reformers, including a reflective and interior religious sensibility
that demanded greater individual propriety, with traditional practices, especially
those that tapped the power of the Catholic liturgy and paraliturgical practices, and
which continued to form the bedrock of religious life in New Spain.27 By combining
the established with the emerging, and the power of the collective with a focus on
the individual, the Santas Escuelas provided an ideal vehicle for a project of spiritual
and social renewal at a time when civil and ecclesiastical reforms undermined and
weakened other religious institutions.

25 See also the archbishop’s sermon “De la Asunción de Nuestra Señora, titular de la Santa Iglesia
Metropolitana de México,” in D. Alonso Núñez de Haro y Peralta, Sermones escogidos, pláticas espiri-
tuales privadas, y dos pastorales, anteriormente impresas en México, vol. 2: Sermones panegı́ricos, y pláticas
espirituales (Madrid, 1807), 144–170. Indeed, while suppressing many other cofradı́as, he and other
eighteenth-century prelates also supported the spread of the Blessed Sacrament confraternity, which
would be closely supervised by parish priests and fit the profile of a more moderate and frugal institution.
On this point, see Brian C. Belanger, “Secularization and the Laity in Colonial Mexico: Querétaro,
1598–1821” (Ph.D. diss., Tulane University, 1990). I thank one of the anonymous reviewers for this
comment.

26 On the compatibility of the reformed piety with collective religion, see Margaret Chowning, “Con-
vent Reform, Catholic Reform, and Bourbon Reform in Eighteenth-Century New Spain: The View from
the Nunnery,” Hispanic American Historical Review 85, no. 1 (2005): 1–37; Chowning, Rebellious Nuns:
The Troubled History of a Mexican Convent, 1752–1863 (New York, 2006). Chowning points out that some
of the prelates most associated with the reformed piety also advocated a return to the vida común or
communal life in New Spain’s convents; “Convent Reform, Catholic Reform, and Bourbon Reform,”
30. Larkin also describes the reformed turn toward interiority as a “shift in emphasis,” rather than a
complete rejection of physicality and exteriority; The Very Nature of God, 126.

27 Larkin’s study of wills left by Spaniards in Mexico City demonstrates that “liturgical gestures,”
which were practices that ranged from the invocation of symbolically potent numbers to self-flagellation
and which were meant to invoke “mystical unions” between the divine and the devotee, remained steady
over the long eighteenth century and actually increased during the high point of religious reform in the
1770s. Larkin, “Liturgy, Devotion, and Religious Reform,” 517.
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BY THE SECOND HALF OF THE eighteenth century, when the loose bundle of religious
reforms reached their peak in the Spanish crown’s American territories, Santas Es-
cuelas had existed for a century in Spain itself. An Italian priest, Juan Bautista Fer-
ruzo, and a group of prominent Spaniards formed the first Escuela de Cristo in
Madrid in 1653. Since 1646, the group had been practicing their devotional and
spiritual exercises under the guidance of Ferruzo in the Hospital de los Italianos,
which he managed. Ferruzo authored the Escuela’s bylaws, which would later be
redacted and expanded by Juan de Palafox y Mendoza upon his return to Spain as
the bishop of Osma. In 1665, the revised statutes received papal approval in Alex-
ander VII’s brief Ad pastoralis dignitatis fastigium, beginning Rome’s long-term sup-
port of the Escuelas and their expansion throughout Spain.28

The Spanish Escuelas provided an institutional and textual foundation that fos-
tered the groups’ spread to New Spain during the eighteenth century, since their
rituals and piety were copiously documented and enjoyed both royal and papal ap-
proval. New Spain’s Escuelas used the bylaws from the Holy School founded in the
Spanish city of Cádiz and reprinted them as needed throughout the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, a ritual-of-text required for the founding of new chapters.
They also reprinted a number of the devotional manuals used by the early Spanish
Escuelas. The initial establishments in New Spain occurred before the crown and
church began their most aggressive reforms of religious life. Devotees founded the
first of Mexico City’s Holy Schools in the Convent of La Merced in 1721 and another
three in the city by 1740, along with one in San Miguel el Grande, in New Spain’s
Bajı́o region. Between 1740 and 1810, however, priests and laymen established an-
other eight in the capital, and at least eighteen in other provincial cities and towns,
at the very moment that church and crown officials began to question the utility of
some forms of collective religious expression, and Spaniards, both creoles and pen-
insulars, seem to have backed away from other religious sodalities.29 In contrast, both
the number and the membership of New Spain’s Escuelas increased substantially in
the final decades of the eighteenth century.30 By the beginning of Mexico’s inde-
pendence war in 1810, more than thirty Escuelas had gained royal and church ap-
proval in New Spain. (See Table 1.) Thus one cannot link the appearance of New
Spain’s Escuelas to the period of reform. Instead, the Escuelas’ previous history and
printed resources help resolve the paradox of the church’s support of the institutions

28 Francisco Sánchez Castañer, “José Marı́a Blanco White y Alberto Lista en las Escuelas de Cristo
Hispalenses,” Archivo Hispalense: Revista histórica, literaria y artı́stica 42, no. 130 (1965): 229–248; M.
Viguri Arribas, Trescientos veinticinco años de historia: Santa Escuela de Cristo y la Semana Santa en la
ciudad de Orduña (Bilbao, 2001); Fermı́n Labarga Garcı́a, “Mons. Garcı́a Lahiguera y la revitalización
de la Santa Escuela de Cristo,” in Josep-Ignasi Saranyana, Santiago Casas, Marı́a Rosario Bustillo, Juan
Antonio Gil-Tamayo, and Eduardo Flandes, eds., El caminar histórico de la santidad cristiana (Pamplona,
2004), 455–466. Clement IX’s 1669 brief Sacrosancti Apostolatus Officium confirmed the earlier approval
by Alexander VII. Prior to becoming pontiff, Clement IX had been a member of Madrid’s Escuela while
he served as papal nuncio to the Spanish court. Viguri Arribas, Trescientos veinticinco años de historia,
42.

29 In 1737, for example, approximately 20 percent of Spanish testators in Mexico City stated mem-
bership in a confraternity. By 1813, the number had declined to 5 percent. Larkin, “Confraternities and
Community,” 201.

30 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 116v, 1797 (Espı́ritu Santo); fols. 151r–153v, 1799 (Jesus Naza-
reño); fol. 251r, 1795 (Santa Veracruz); fol. 259v, 1799 (San Pedro); AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Templos
y Conventos), caja 4520, exp. 16 (Santo Domingo); AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Cultos Religiosos), caja
4281, exp. 15 (Querétaro, Convent of San Francisco).
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as they expanded in the second half of the century. Returning to Buc’s notion of
ritual-in-text and the Holy Schools’ rituals-of-text, the reformist hierarchy supported
not only the actual piety of the movement, but also the way such piety was described
and the very fact that it was described in text. When the Holy Schools and their
supporters advertised scrupulous adherence to preexisting rituals and faithfully re-
produced devotional texts, they not only helped the groups to spread, but in fact
carved out a space for the Holy Schools to adapt to changing external conditions.

The members of the Santas Escuelas practiced spiritual exercises based roughly
on those developed by Saint Philip Neri (in Spanish, San Felipe Neri; 1515–1595),
the Oratorian movement he spawned in Italy, and its associated Brotherhood of the
Little Oratory. The Oratorian movement emphasized collective reflection and dis-
cussion of spiritual questions and scripture, along with frequent confession and par-

TABLE 1. SANTAS ESCUELAS IN NEW SPAIN, CA. 1810

Founded between 1720 and 1740

City Escuela

Mexico City
Convent of La Merced
Convent of San Francisco
Convent of Espı́ritu Santo
Convent of Santo Domingo

San Miguel el Grande

Founded between 1740 and 1810

City Escuela

Mexico City
Colegio de San Pedro
Hospital Real de Indios
Convent of San Agustı́n
Parish of San Sebastián
Hospital of Jesús Nazareño
Parish of Santa Cruz y Soledad
Parish of Santa Veracruz
Parish of Santa Marı́a la Redonda

Querétaro
Hospicio de la Merced
Covento de San Francisco

San Jerónimo de Coatepec
Puebla
Guanajuato
Jalapa
Veracruz
Zacatecas
León
San Luis de la Paz
Dolores
Aguascalientes
Irapuato
Chamacuero
Silao
Toluca
Sultepec
Villa de Guadalupe
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FIGURE 2: Title page of the Holy School bylaws revised in the mid-seventeenth century by Juan de Palafox y
Mendoza. The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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ticipation in the mass. Ferruzo, an Oratorian, brought these practices to Madrid,
where Spaniards adopted them enthusiastically. The connection between the Ora-
torian movement, which limited its members to secular priests, and the Santas Es-
cuelas remained strong in Spain and New Spain. Like Ferruzo, the founding priests
of the Santas Escuelas often had an Oratorian connection. Luis Felipe Neri de
Alfaro, who established what would become New Spain’s most important spiritual
retreat house at Atotonilco along with Santas Escuelas throughout the Mexican
Bajı́o, was originally a member of the Oratorian community in the nearby town of
San Miguel el Grande. An important difference between the two groups, however,
was that the Escuelas reached out to non-clerics and sought to improve both their
spiritual and their material lives. Alfaro, for one, aggressively promoted the Escuelas
among the laymen of the Bajı́o and used the sanctuary at Atotonilco to recruit po-
tential members.31 The church hierarchy and crown praised the Holy Schools’ at-
tention to the broader community. “Experience teaches [us],” wrote one bishop’s
adviser, “that with this most pious devotion—progeny of the towering presence of
San Felipe Neri—many laymen will refine their behavior, others will develop their
spirituality, and all will occupy themselves with the holy practices of prayer and read-
ing during those most crucial hours in the early evening.”32

The Santas Escuelas’ statutes stipulated a membership of no more than twenty-
four priests and forty-eight laymen, for a total of seventy-two brothers, a number that
evoked the original Disciples of Christ.33 Capping the size of the group at seventy-
two was also meant to ensure that the relationships within the brotherhood remained
intimate and united by spiritual practices. In so doing, the Escuelas self-consciously
distanced themselves from other sodalities that they considered religious “commu-
nities” in name only, groups whose worldly activities and investments could easily
outshine the devotional commitments of their members. In contrast, the members
of Santas Escuelas dedicated themselves to a rigorous and individually tailored spir-
itual quest, but one that was supported by a community of fellow sojourners. The
handbook of one Escuela declared:

The purpose of this Escuela is to aspire to and take spiritual advantage of the will, precepts,
and guidance of God: each [member] walking toward perfection according to his own position
and obligations, reforming [his] life, [offering] penitence and contrition for sins, purifying
[his] conscience, praying, frequenting the sacraments, [and performing] works of charity and

31 Hernández, La soledad del silencio; Sánchez Castañer, “José Marı́a Blanco White y Alberto Lista
en las Escuelas de Cristo Hispalenses”; Viguri Arribas, Trescientos veinticinco años de historia; Labarga
Garcı́a, “Mons. Garcı́a Lahiguera y la revitalización de la Santa Escuela de Cristo”; L. Avila Blancas,
“El venerable Padre Luis Felipe Neri de Alfaro,” Annales Oratorii 3 (2003): 263–273. The Brotherhood
of the Little Oratory also included both clerics and laymen.

32 AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Colegios), caja 2105, exp. 6, 1765, “Licencia otorgada por el arzobispo
don Manuel Joseph Rubio y Salinas para fundar la Santa Escuela de Cristo en el convento de la ciudad
de Toluca.”

33 With one exception, the Santas Escuelas of Mexico City and Querétaro reported no female mem-
bers. In 1798, Miguel Méndez, the parish priest of Mexico City’s Santa Cruz y Soledad parish and the
leader of its Holy School, reported that the group admitted two women, Doña Gertrudis Padilla and
Doña Petra Villalva, because of the substantial financial assistance that they had provided to the Escuela.
The priest expected additional support from Padilla, including the large sum of 2,000 pesos to refurbish
and rebuild the group’s oratory. Therefore, the priest wrote, “we find ourselves obligated to reward such
pious dedication, promptly making her a participant in all the sacrifices, penitential acts, masses for the
dead, prayers, and other pious works practiced in said escuela.” AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, exp. 1,
fols. 41r–v, 1798.
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holiness, which are taught and practiced in the Escuela. With great esteem for the eternal
and contempt for the things of this world, each [brother is] searching for the most secure and
narrow path to save himself, a path appropriate to his state in life. Arcta via est, quae ducit
ad vitam: Intrate per angustam portam. Matth. 7.34

The Escuelas’ second bylaw also ordered the brothers to treat one another “with
love, equality, and fraternal charity.” “The Disciples of the Santa Escuela de Christo
are Brothers,” the bylaw continued, “[and] this union and charity [and] the nature
of the exercises . . . precludes a large membership.”35 Such intimacy, concurred of-
ficials in the bishopric of Michoacán, leads to a kind of self-reflection, or “knowledge
of oneself,” but at the same time it “preserves those ties of mutual affection that
should bond the faithful to one another.”36

Despite the directive to limit the Escuelas to seventy-two members, because of
the popularity of the groups in the late eighteenth century, the number of brothers
varied from approximately fifty to nearly two hundred.37 Even when their member-
ships grew large, the Escuelas maintained a strict program of spirituality that melded
individual and collective piety. Each Escuela met once a week to conduct its core
practice, a set of spiritual exercises that consisted of prayer, sermons, a version of
public religious examination known informally as the banquillo, and collective self-
mortification or disciplina. The weekly meetings served as the “mystical workshop,”
as one member put it, where the Escuelas forged their unique product of individual
transformation through collective spiritual labor.38 According to a brother in the
Escuela of Espı́ritu Santo in Mexico City, the Santas Escuelas could be easily dis-
tinguished from other religious sodalities. Whereas other devotional groups and so-
dalities engaged in the simple performance of religious rituals, the Escuelas em-
ployed a set of techniques that imprinted Christian virtues on the minds of their
members, reformed their comportment in the world, and ultimately spread virtuous
behaviors throughout the rest of society.39 In practice, this meant not only that the
Escuelas asked their members to reflect on Christian maxims and to carry out good
works in between weekly meetings, but that they closely monitored the progress of
individual members in fulfilling their duties, obligations, and practices.40

Contemporaries often praised the supposed equality of the Escuelas, especially
given the disparities of wealth and status within each group’s membership. A chron-
icler of the Franciscan Order in New Spain, Diego Ossorio, celebrated the spirit of
fraternity among the Santas Escuelas’ burgeoning ranks, comparing them to the orig-
inal Disciples on Pentecost, who were gathered in a moment of spiritual communion.

34 Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo.
35 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 7, fols. 242r–v, 1790–1791.
36 AGN, Clero Regular y Secular, vol. 120, exp. 3, fols. 54–103, “El Pbro. del Obispado de Michoacán,

Bachiller Don José Miguel Lejarsa, sobre licencia para construir una escuela en la congregación de
Irapuato.”

37 On the number of brothers in Mexico City’s Escuelas in the 1790s, and episcopal approval of
expansion beyond the seventy-two stipulated in their bylaws, see the reports in AGN, Cultos Religiosos,
vol. 1, exp. 1–3, fols. 1–277.

38 AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Arzobispos y Obispos), caja 3442, exp. 6, 1796, “Expediente promovido
por el licenciado Don Blas Ochoa Abadiano, abogado de la real audiencia sobre la aprobación de normas
que regirán la Santa Escuela de Cristo de la Iglesia del Espı́ritu Santo.”

39 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, Padre Luciano Joseph de Medina, fol. 88r, August 3, 1796.
40 Ibid., fols. 98r–v, August 3, 1796; Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo,

Capı́tulo 14, “De los exercicios fuera de la Santa Escuela.”
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The brothers of the Santas Escuelas, the friar preached, were also “Disciples without
difference, all equal without exception, as much the learned as the uneducated, as
much the cleric as the layman, as much the rich man as the poor, all humble, all equal,
pariter.”41 Such rhetoric masked the clear hierarchies within the groups, as well as
a marked paternalism and tutelage on the part of some Escuela leaders toward their
fellow brothers.

On two points, the Santas Escuelas’ main practices seemed to clash with the
religious tastes and sensibilities of the civil and church reformers of the time. Re-
ligious reformers advocated a piety that exalted individual responsibility for spiritual
health and questioned the effectiveness of external forms of worship, especially the
physical senses, as a safe road for one’s spiritual journey. The Escuelas’ religious
examination (banquillo), penitential scourging, and an activity known as the exercicio
de la muerte, in contrast, emphasized a collective project of salvation and used phys-
ical piety to help achieve this goal. These practices, however, did not so much reject
the individual and interior spirituality of the reformers as approach these goals using
traditional methods. The physicality of the Escuelas’ piety was precisely a means to
focus spiritual attention inward. One of the Escuelas’ most important devotional
tracts, Francisco Espinosa y Rosal’s Despertador de la vida espiritual, described phys-
icality as a more efficient way to reach the divine. Since “the soul is bound to our
physical bodies,” it noted, “one can more easily grasp the material than the spiri-
tual.”42 Similarly, collective practices were intended to activate the spiritual and
worldly potential of the individual, forming part of the “narrow path” to salvation
referred to in another of the handbooks.43 Such projects meshed with the reformist
goals of both the crown and church officials, since the Santas Escuelas sought to
fashion nothing less than hombres nuevos, or new men, who would be more pro-
ductive children of God and vassals of the crown.44

The Escuelas of eighteenth-century New Spain thus enjoyed the full support of
both church and civil reformers. Reformist authorities wanted a more rational,
streamlined, and efficient religion that they felt would improve the spiritual quest
of New Spain’s faithful as well as the economic productivity of the colony. Yet there
was not a direct correlation between the arrival of this reformist spirit in New Spain

41 Estabilidad y firmeza de la Santa Escuela de Christo Sr. Nro: Fundada con autoridad apostólica y
ordinaria en el Convento de N.S.P. Sr. San Francisco de México (Mexico City, 1756?).

42 Francisco Espinosa y Rosal, Despertador de la vida espiritual: Que según sus reglas sigue la Santa
Escuela de Christo canónicamente fundada en el Convento del Espı́ritu Santo de esta corte (Mexico City,
1765).

43 Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo. In and of itself, of course, the collective
religiosity of the Escuelas should not be cast as radically traditional. Rather, what distinguished the
Escuelas from the reformed piety but also other collective practices, including sodalities supported by
the church hierarchy, such as the Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, was the interdependence of
individual salvation and collective labor. This was a “porous” vision of the self and its relationship to
the collective, to use Larkin’s phrase, and a distinguishing feature of an earlier, baroque piety. Larkin,
The Very Nature of God, 96.

44 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 210r, Juan Nicolás Abad, Padre Obediencia of the Santa Escuela
of Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City), August 26, 1799. In some respects, most notably in their attention to
an internal and self-regulated accounting of one’s spiritual health, a number of the Santas Escuelas’
activities resembled the Jesuit Spiritual Exercises. Molina analyzes the Jesuits’ program of spiritual re-
newal in “Spirituality and Colonial Governmentality”; and in J. Michelle Molina, “Technologies of the
Self: The Letters of Eighteenth-Century Mexican Jesuit Spiritual Daughters,” History of Religions 47,
no. 4 (2008): 282–303.
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and the emergence of the Escuelas, since the institute had deep roots in Spain and
New Spain, and even reached back to the founding of the Oratorian movement in
the sixteenth century. The reform currents did not create the eighteenth-century
Escuela movement, in other words, but energized it and repurposed it to new ends.
A more accurate metaphor would be to think of these institutions, practices, and
texts in an ongoing process of reproduction and occasional renewal. The hombres
nuevos whom authorities praised were not considered “new” or “novel” in our con-
temporary meaning of the words; they were individuals who had undergone a kind
of spiritual rejuvenation, working toward an improved future based in part on a
return to an earlier, more pristine state.45

Consider the banquillo ritual, which the brothers deemed the foundational prac-
tice of the Escuelas and the most effective tool to achieve spiritual renewal. The
banquillo was a confesión pública, but a confession that was strictly limited to the
obligations required by the Escuela. At the weekly meeting, the padre de obediencia
ordered three brothers to approach the bench at the center of the oratory. He then
selected one of the three brothers to examine the other two. The examiner carefully
questioned his fellow devotees to see whether they had completed the spiritual ex-
ercises and other responsibilities assigned by the Escuela in the previous week. The
examined brothers also described their personal reaction to the week’s spiritual med-
itation. The banquillo was “the essential practice of the Santa Escuela,” wrote one
padre de obediencia. Without this activity, “our congregation would be no different
from any other in which the faithful complete spiritual exercises.”46 The brothers
found the banquillo effective specifically because it forced the public confession of
spiritual failings. As another brother described it, “Because [the banquillo] humbles
the examined and the examiners, and suppresses our arrogance and love of self—
shaming us if we err in front of our brothers—it assails man’s animal instinct, but
not his faculties of reason.”47 At the end of the ritual, the padre de obediencia gave
each examined brother spiritual guidance and an act of penance. Once that was
completed, the members of the Escuela reinforced the lessons of the banquillo with
a period of collective disciplina, snuffing all the candles in the room and whipping
themselves repeatedly while chanting the Psalms, the Act of Contrition, and other

45 On this point, see René Girard, “Innovation and Repetition,” SubStance 19, no. 2/3 (1990): 7–20,
a rich essay that has shaped my thinking on the development of the Escuelas, most importantly by
pointing out the false dichotomy between pure innovation and imitation. In contrast, Girard suggests,
innovation “is often so continuous with imitation that its presence can be discovered only after the fact,
through a process of abstraction” (14).

46 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, exp. 1, fol. 80r, May 4, 1796, Juan Nicolás Abad, Padre Obediencia
of the Santa Escuela of Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City).

47 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fols. 101v–102r, August 3, 1796, Padre Luciano Joseph de Medina.
Some members found the banquillo so onerous that they sought to modify its practice or eliminate it
altogether. On this point, see ibid., fols. 207v–208r, August 26, 1799; and Alicia Bazarte Martı́nez and
José Antonio Cruz Rangel, “Las Santas Escuelas de Cristo en la segunda mitad siglo XVIII: Ciudad de
México,” in Diego Lévano Medina and Kelly Montoya Estrada, eds., Corporaciones religiosas y evan-
gelización en Iberoamérica: Siglos XVI–XVIII (Lima, 2010), 89–110. Some confraternities in fourteenth-
and fifteenth-century Bologna also required a semi-public confession of a member’s failure to uphold
group bylaws. The Oratorians performed a similar ritual and carefully distinguished it from the actual
sacrament of penance. For Bologna, see Nicholas Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in
Renaissance Bologna (New York, 1995), 39, 136. On the Oratorian practice, see Constituciones de la
Congregación del Oratorio de Roma: Fundada por el glorioso patriarca San Felipe Neri, con la bula de su
confirmación, por las que se goviernan todas las congregaciones del Oratorio (Mexico City, 1780).
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prayers.48 Although it was still a communal practice, the darkness turned the dis-
ciplina and prayer into a more private, individual act than the rest of the ceremony.

Like the banquillo confession, the exercicio de la muerte formed part of the broth-
ers’ collective labor for individual salvation. Preparation for death and the afterlife
consumed much of the Escuelas’ energy. The bylaws of the Escuelas warned the
brothers of the impossibility of predicting the moment of one’s death, and therefore
the importance of being spiritually prepared for one’s inevitable and potentially un-
expected passing. The exercicio de la muerte provided a method for doing so. On a
cyclical and ongoing basis, the exercicio divided the brothers into three cohorts based
on their seniority in the Escuela. Every four months—that is, once a year per mem-
ber—the brothers of a cohort prepared methodically and completely for their own
deaths. They performed a general confession, ensured that their wills and testaments
were in order, completed additional meditations on death and mortality, and offered
prayers and indulgences for their own souls and those of the fallen. The four-month
exercise culminated with the celebration of a requiem mass for their dead brothers.49

Such attention to mortality was of course a classic feature of baroque piety. The
founder of the Escuelas in New Spain’s Bajı́o region, Alfaro, famously slept in a
coffin to keep his eventual fate ever present, supposedly wearing out three of the
“chalupas” in the process.50

Alongside their collective and physical piety, the Santas Escuelas of New Spain
engaged in practices that highlighted their members’ interior and individual religious
experiences. As a starting point, the Escuelas physically distanced themselves from
the exuberant and sometimes raucous religious practices that took place in the
streets and plazas of New Spain’s cities. They strictly forbade celebrations or any
other public practices not prescribed in their statutes. “At no time should the broth-
ers perform celebrations outside, no matter what they are,” one statute ordered,
“because this Escuela is more interior and withdrawn, and its principal practices are
exercises of mortification and penitence.”51 By limiting the collective practices of the
group to the interior space of the Escuela, the groups sought to create an insuperable
border between their carefully controlled and heavily supervised spiritual exercises,
and what they and the church hierarchy perceived to be the more anarchic religion
of the street, where the sacred and the profane mixed carelessly. Escuelas occa-
sionally took part in processions, and thus we know that there was some slippage

48 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, fols. 248r–250r, 1792.
49 Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo, Capı́tulo 11. The exercicio de la muerte

developed out of the late medieval European tradition of a “good death,” advocated most forcefully in
the Ars moriendi. For an excellent case study of a Jesuit-led congregation that sought to prepare ethnic
Nahuas for death, see Susan Schroeder, “Jesuits, Nahuas, and the Good Death Society in Mexico City,
1710–1767,” Hispanic American Historical Review 80, no. 1 (2000): 43–76.

50 A similar ethos of collective spiritual improvement guided sixteenth-century Italian confraterni-
ties, where “Mutual guidance, support, and admonition disciplined a moral life animated by love of God
and neighbors. In joining a confraternity, members swore to give and receive this discipline.” Terpstra,
Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in Renaissance Bologna, 134. For a discussion of death imagery
in eighteenth-century New Spain, see Claudio Lomnitz, Death and the Idea of Mexico (New York, 2005),
chap. 6. Richard C. Trexler provides a pithy introduction to the imitatio Christi, the effort to mimic and
honor the life of Christ, particularly as it relates to representations of the Passion in early modern Europe
and New Spain. See Trexler, Reliving Golgotha: The Passion Play of Iztapalapa (Cambridge, Mass., 2003).
For the Alfaro reference, see Chowning, Rebellious Nuns, 24; Juan Benito Dı́az de Gamarra y Dávolos,
El sacerdote fiel, y según el corazón de Dios (Mexico City, 1776).

51 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, fol. 264r, 1792.
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between their actual rituals and their rituals-of-text, but church authorities and Es-
cuela leaders carefully orchestrated and supervised such activities. In one of the only
visual representations of an Escuela taking part in a public event in New Spain, it
is worth noting that the brothers processed without typical penitente garb.52 Whereas
most early modern penitential confraternities wore clothing and hoods that com-
pletely masked their members’ individual identities, the brothers of the Escuelas left
their faces visible. We might interpret their self-presentation as part of the Escuelas’
emphasis on individual propriety and responsibility, but also part of their didactic
mission, since it presented them to their communities as recognizable models of
piety. In any case, the brothers considered these events of secondary importance and
conducted the majority of their spiritual labor inside the Escuela.53

Once enclosed in the Escuelas’ walls, the brothers used specific forms of prayer
to bring their spiritual energies further “inside.” Thirty minutes of “mental” or silent
prayer facilitated the inward journey. Mental prayer consisted of a meditation on
specific religious lessons, and reformist church leaders praised the technique. During
this period of silence, the brothers reflected on a specific doctrine or virtue by silently
reciting a jaculatoria, a short verse meant to imprint the spiritual lesson for the week
through repetition, usually drawn from their small devotional texts.54 Such subdued
and refined piety did not replace the physical mortification that followed later in the
evening, but complemented it. The prayer that opened the weekly meetings re-
minded the brothers of the close connection between mental focus and physical suf-
fering, which were both tools to improve their behavior and self-control. “Mental
prayer is one of the absolutely essential exercises of this Escuela,” it explained,
“through which [the Escuela] wishes to stamp the tender memory of the Passion and
Death of its Divine Teacher on the souls of the Disciples.”55 A devotional manual
from the period stated the matter bluntly. Quoting Saint Albert, it reminded its
readers “that a simple meditation on the Passion is more important than to fast with
bread and water every Friday for a year, to perform disciplina until [one’s] blood
spills, or to pray the Psalter every day.”56 In other words, the primary goal of self-
mortification was spiritual education, not the atonement of sins. The brothers of the
Escuelas thus considered the body and pain effective tools, but they were means to

52 José de Santiago Silva, Atotonilco: Alfaro y Pocasangre (Guanajuato, 2004), 399.
53 For an insightful study that discusses the multiple and sometimes contradictory meanings of the

hooded veil, see Robert A. Schneider, “Mortification on Parade: Penitential Processions in Sixteenth-
and Seventeenth-Century France,” Renaissance and Reformation 22, no. 1 (1986): 123–146. Like the
Santas Escuelas, the penitents studied by Schneider considered themselves a “spiritual elite” and con-
trasted their activities to the excesses of popular religion and popular culture in general, forming part
of a broader attempt by official culture “to tame or transform the Rabelaisian city” (125–126). Some
of these groups combined a rigorous spiritual program with a commitment to social action and control.
On this point, see also Schneider, Public Life in Toulouse, 1463–1789: From Municipal Republic to Cos-
mopolitan City (Ithaca, N.Y., 1989), especially chaps. 6 and 7.

54 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, bylaw 8, 1792. For examples of the jaculatorias,
see Oraciones jaculatorias que practican los dicı́pulos de Christo Señor Nuestro en su Santa Escuela: Fun-
dada con autoridad ordinaria y arreglada a las constituciones pontificias en una de las iglesias de N.S.P.
Sr. S. Francisco de la ciudad de Querétaro (Mexico City, 1789).

55 Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo.
56 Francisco Borja Ochoa de la Rea, Septenario y exercicio a mayor culto de la milagrosa imagen del

Santo Christo que se venera en la parroquia de la Sta Vera-cruz, de esta ciudad de México, con el tı́tulo del
Señor de los Siete Velos (Mexico, 1788). For fifteenth-century Bolognese confraternities, Terpstra argues
that “flagellation was less an act of individual expiation than a collective act of remembering Christ’s
passion”; Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in Renaissance Bologna, 62.
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an end: they helped focus the mind on the abstract mysteries of the faith, and in so
doing reformed individual behavior.

In this way, the Holy Schools used disciplina differently than early modern as-
cetics and mystics employed mortification. Sixteenth-century Spanish mystics, such
as John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila, attempted to retreat deeply into the self
to escape the mental distractions of the world. Pain, as they understood it, was useful
because it could not be communicated to other living things. It muted the din of the
external world, and thus advanced one’s inward journey. John of the Cross, for in-
stance, held that “the soul must strip and void itself of all forms and kinds of knowl-
edge . . . remaining naked and barren, as if these forms had never entered.”57 The
utter and complete embodiedness of pain thus closed a mundane dialogue with one’s
fellow humans, but opened a sacred and transcendent conversation with God. Ul-
timately, these mystics attempted nothing less than to destroy the worldly self.58 In
contrast, the Escuelas valued ritual mortification and pain because they fostered

57 Quoted in Maureen Flynn, “The Spiritual Uses of Pain in Spanish Mysticism,” Journal of the
American Academy of Religion 64, no. 2 (1996): 257–278, here 270.

58 Ibid., 269–270. For an example from New Spain, see Ellen Gunnarsdóttir, Mexican Karismata: The
Baroque Vocation of Francisca de los Ángeles, 1674–1744 (Lincoln, Neb., 2004), especially chap. 5, where
Gunnarsdóttir describes how Francisca de los Ángeles used physical piety to develop a “mystical union”
with the divine. See also Josefina Muriel, Las indias caciques de Corpus Christi (1963; repr., Mexico City,
2001); Nora E. Jaffary, False Mystics: Deviant Orthodoxy in Colonial Mexico (Lincoln, Neb., 2004); Ste-
phen Haliczer, Between Exaltation and Infamy: Female Mystics in the Golden Age of Spain (New York,
2002).

FIGURE 3: A jaculatoria, or short prayer, on death and mortality. Holy School members were meant to recite
such verses throughout the day. Constituciones de la Congregación, y Escuela de Christo, fundada debajo del
patrocinio de la SS. Virgen Marı́a, Nra. Sra. y del glorioso S. Phelippe Neri (Mexico City, 1735). The Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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worldly communication, and therefore could help to build a community of practice
and belief. For the Escuelas, mortification and its resulting pain were not a retreat
into the self, but a way to generate empathy with Christ and their brethren.59 It was
a pedagogy of the body that drew upon an established religious toolkit, using it to
create a worldly community and a future that included both spiritual and mundane
concerns.60

Perhaps the most striking way that the Santas Escuelas sought to achieve a more
refined spiritual state through traditional practices was by publicly examining their
members’ spiritual activities. The leadership of each Escuela named celadores, for
example, who were required to report “whether they knew of any serious, or po-
tentially serious, fault on the part of a brother.”61 Through the banquillo ritual and
dedicated celadores, the brothers made their interior lives public, placing them in the
purview of the collective. Semi-public rituals, which put individual faith under the
scrutiny of a community and attempted to reform it collectively, reinforced the need
for individual care of one’s spiritual health.62 They also undermined the groups’
stated desire to keep the outside world at a distance, since the confessions and mon-
itoring by celadores threw open the doors of the Escuelas and brought the exterior
world into the brothers’ interior spiritual practice.

In addition to such otherworldly benefits, the Santas Escuelas’ practices com-
plemented the crown’s desire to improve the economic efficiency of the colonies.

59 On the potential for ritualized pain to be communicative, see Ariel Glucklich, “Sacred Pain and
the Phenomenal Self,” Harvard Theological Review 91, no. 4 (1998): 389–412. For a suggestive approach
to the study of religion outside the traditional analytic categories of the individual or the institutional,
see Kelly Besecke, “Seeing Invisible Religion: Religion as a Societal Conversation about Transcendent
Meaning,” Sociological Theory 23, no. 2 (2005): 179–196. Like Glucklich, Besecke considers the com-
municative aspects of religion. Focusing on the contemporary moment, she provides a framework to
understand religious behavior as a form of cultural communication. As she describes it, “Religion un-
derstood institutionally looks like a church, sect, or cult; religion looked at individually looks like psy-
chological orientations and the occasional belief. Looked at culturally, religion looks like a conversa-
tion—a societal conversation about transcendent meanings” (190, emphasis in original). This approach
focuses analytic attention on how religious life fostered a dialogue about values and behavior, and shares
interesting parallels with Sabean’s work on early modern German communities. “What is common in
community,” Sabean observes, “is not shared values or common understanding so much as the fact that
members of a community are engaged in the same argument, the same raisonnement, the same Rede,
the same discourse, in which alternative strategies, misunderstandings, conflicting goals and values are
threshed out . . . What makes community is the discourse.” Sabean, Power in the Blood, 29–30. In the
context of the Santas Escuelas and eighteenth-century Mexican Catholicism, the religious conversation
often blurred the boundary between transcendent and mundane concerns.

60 For discussions of flagellant confraternities in early modern Italy, see Christopher F. Black, Italian
Confraternities in the Sixteenth Century (New York, 1989); Konrad Eisenbichler, ed., Crossing the Bound-
aries: Christian Piety and the Arts in Italian Medieval and Renaissance Confraternities (Kalamazoo, Mich.,
1991); Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in Renaissance Bologna; Nicholas Terpstra, ed.,
The Politics of Ritual Kinship: Confraternities and Social Order in Early Modern Italy (New York, 2000).
For early modern Spain, an important work is Maureen Flynn, Sacred Charity: Confraternities and Social
Welfare in Spain, 1400–1700 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1989).

61 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, fol. 245r, 1792. See also AGN, Cultos Religiosos,
vol. 1, fol. 248v, August 27, 1799, report of the Santa Escuela of Santa Cruz y Soledad parish (Mexico
City). Celadores also performed such functions in Mexico City’s Good Death Congregation. See Schroe-
der, “Jesuits, Nahuas, and the Good Death Society,” 62. Similar practices could be found in other early
modern confraternities, although the Holy Schools were much more attentive to collective monitoring
than other sodalities in New Spain.

62 Baptist congregations in eighteenth-century rural Virginia employed similar methods of internal
policing of moral failings, as well as a public confession of sin. See Jewel L. Spangler, “Becoming Baptists:
Conversion in Colonial and Early National Virginia,” Journal of Southern History 67, no. 2 (2001): 243–
286.
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Betraying a Bourbon-era obsession to protect productive capacity from religious
waste, a number of civil officials and churchmen noted approvingly that the Escuelas
of New Spain deviated from their Spanish bylaws in order to accommodate the work
schedules of the brethren, including those who toiled as manual laborers in Mexico
City and elsewhere. Such a change was essential in the colonial cities, held one
brother, since the ratio of working people to those who were “comfortably situated”
was so much higher there than in Madrid.63 Given that many of the brothers were
laborers, but most of the groups’ leaders possessed significant wealth and status,
Spanish officials also argued that the Escuelas provided a unique opportunity to
educate the masses of New Spain’s cities.64 These institutions would produce hom-
bres nuevos—again, perhaps best translated as “rejuvenated” or “renewed men”—
whose more productive spiritual lives would pay material dividends as well.65 The
late-eighteenth-century Holy Schools of Mexico City pursued these goals whole-
heartedly and replicated themselves by sending members to found new Escuelas,
including in working-class neighborhoods surrounding the city center.66 Religious
education thus offered Spanish officials another way to transform plebeians into
more productive subjects.67

Authorities also believed that participation in the Escuelas would spread the
benefits of education and tutelage to the brothers’ families. A legal adviser to the
archbishop of Mexico reported that the crown supported the Escuelas for simple and
practical reasons: they promoted effective piety and reformed the customs and be-
havior of common people. As he put it:

we have seen many artisans and wretches improve their lives by taking advantage of such Holy
Exercises . . . and the day laborers who are [presently] employed can carve out some spare
moments for the essential business of their salvation without affecting their jobs, at the same

63 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 207v, August 26, 1799, Juan Nicolás Abad, Santa Escuela of
Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City).

64 Almost all petitioners for new Escuelas and officers of existing chapters were either ecclesiastics
or laymen who carried the honorific “Don,” a rough marker of status in New Spain.

65 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 210r, August 26, 1799, Juan Nicolás Abad, Santa Escuela of
Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City).

66 Ibid., fols. 205r–v, 1799 (Santa Marı́a la Redonda), fols. 249v–250r, 1760 (1741) (Colegio de San
Pedro), fol. 276r, 1788 (Santa Veracruz). Seth Koven has examined a number of male religious broth-
erhoods in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century London whose project of social uplift resonated
with the goals of some proponents of the Holy School movement. See Koven, Slumming: Sexual and
Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton, N.J., 2004).

67 For a good example of such thinking applied to native peoples, see Francisco Antonio de
Lorenzana (archbishop of Mexico 1766–1772), Archivo Histórico Nacional, Madrid, Diversos, 28, doc.
35, 1768, “Reglas para que los naturales de estos reynos sean felices en lo espiritual y temporal.” A
similar ethos of social and spiritual improvement through mimesis propelled the expansion of a sodality
founded by Hernán Cortés in 1523 in Mexico City’s Santa Veracruz church. The 1824 bylaws of the group,
originally known as Archicofradı́a de Caballeros de la Santa Veracruz (renamed the Archicofradı́a de
Ciudadanos after Mexican independence), recalled how “The exemplary conduct and Christian zeal of
the dignified brothers aroused even the infamous plebe to piety, imitating the pursuits and Christian
practices of the Archconfraternity.” Following the model developed by the Archicofradı́a, sodalities for
the poor and persons of African descent were founded in “Tlamanalco, Córdova, Coyoacan, Puebla,
Zacatecas and eventually in almost all of the cities and towns of America.” Yet, in contrast to the
Escuelas, the exclusive Archicofradı́a did not admit poor members to its own ranks. Constituciones de
la muy ilustre Archicofradı́a de Ciudadanos de la Santa Veracruz, mandadas observar por acuerdo de su
junta general celebrada en 29 de febrero de 1824 (Mexico City, 1824). I thank William Taylor for this
reference.
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time learning the lessons of valuable texts with which they can educate their children and
families.68

The Escuelas promised to improve the welfare of “the entire civil and Christian
republic.”69 Their rapid expansion led one padre de obediencia to argue that the
groups offered an unparalleled tool for political control over Mexico City’s masses.
Because of the Escuelas’ unique form of popular education, he concluded, “the king
has more than a thousand men from this infamous class of the plebe who are true
Christians and loyal vassals.”70

THE SANTAS ESCUELAS OF NEW SPAIN were therefore unusual institutions, inasmuch
as they enjoyed the support of both the Spanish crown and the church hierarchy,
institutions so often at odds with one another in the late eighteenth century. While
using established techniques of collective piety and mortification that were ques-
tioned by some enlightened sensibilities of the eighteenth century, the Escuelas ad-
vanced the goals of both religious and civil reformers. In spiritual terms, they pro-
moted a piety that was closely controlled by clergymen and carefully separated from
popular religious practices. They also emphasized interior spirituality and greater
self-regulation of one’s conscience and religious life, which were both advocated by
reformist prelates of the time. In material terms, they offered a unique form of
education that was meant to transform the behavior and customs of their members.
In so doing, the Escuelas supported the royal bureaucracy’s ongoing attempts to
squeeze additional resources and productivity out of the viceroyalty and its inhab-
itants. When they sought to expand existing Holy Schools or found new ones, pe-
titioners channeled the language of efficiency, frugality, and moderation in another
ritual-of-text clearly meant to appeal to the dispositions of authorities.71

The backing of civil and church officials fostered the spread of Escuelas in the
late eighteenth century and boosted their memberships. Although the groups’ oth-
erwise closely followed bylaws set a ceiling of 72 members, a number of Holy Schools
in Mexico City sought and received approval to increase the size of their brother-
hoods. By the 1790s, the Escuelas of the Colegio of San Pedro and the Hospital of
Jesus Nazareño reported 166 and 179 members, respectively.72 Other Escuelas re-
ceived permission to increase their size to 100, bringing the total number of brethren
in Mexico City to well over 1,000 by the early 1790s.

But the support of the crown and the hierarchy alone cannot explain the Escuelas’
increasing popularity. Officials offered their opinions only when preexisting groups
sought a formal license or tried to expand their brotherhoods, or when a group of
men wanted to found a new Escuela. Current or prospective members initiated all
such efforts and drew on the substantial textual resources, authorized practices, and

68 AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, fols. 282r–v, May 8, 1798.
69 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 94v, August 3, 1796, Padre Luciano Joseph de Medina.
70 Ibid., fol. 210v, August 26, 1799, Juan Nicolás Abad, Padre Obediencia of the Santa Escuela of

Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City).
71 AGN, Clero Regular y Secular, vol. 120, exp. 3, fols. 54–103, “El Pbro. del Obispado de Michoacán,

Bachiller Don José Miguel Lejarsa, sobre licencia para construir una escuela en la congregación de
Irapuato,” fols. 60r–61r.

72 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 251r (San Pedro); fols. 151r–153v (Jesús Nazareño).
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reputation of the institute. We should recall that the Santas Escuelas left an un-
usually well marked documentary trail, especially when compared to the records of
other colonial sodalities. Many brotherhoods and informal devotional groups left
few written records of their activities. Even the better-documented confraternities
or archconfraternities, which sometimes recorded their financial transactions and
internal organization in minute detail, are often frustratingly silent regarding their
spiritual activities. In contrast, as we have seen, the Escuelas assiduously docu-
mented their ritual practices and devotional routines. Their ability to do so depended
in part on the financial resources of wealthy brothers, who paid for the publication
of bylaws and guidebooks. But it also grew out of the spiritual goals of the Escuela
movement, which sought to reproduce a prescribed spirituality among its members,
both during the Escuelas’ weekly activities and in daily life. The publications pro-
duced by the Escuelas reflected these goals, and many of the statutes and devotional
manuals were tiny documents that could be placed in one’s pocket and referred to
throughout the day.73 These publications helped replicate the Escuelas’ practices,
but also created textual and institutional resources that fostered the spread and re-
production of the Holy Schools themselves. Time and again, petitioners for new
Escuelas emphasized the chain of texts that would link their activities to previous
Escuelas, noting that their group would use an existing set of bylaws and would be
modeled closely (a imitacı́on) on another chapter.74 Authorities responded positively
to such language, celebrating the Escuelas’ textual legacy and its reproduction “with-
out any alteration,” since it demonstrated a respect for church authority and sug-
gested that the Escuelas’ piety would remain within the bounds of orthodoxy.

Related to these historical resources, the benefits that Escuelas offered their
members also drove the brotherhoods’ growth in the eighteenth century. Even
though the Escuelas’ leadership was dominated by elite Spaniards, Spanish artisans
and laborers were deliberately brought into the ranks of the movement. Conse-
quently, the broad cross-section of Mexico City’s Spanish population who joined the
Santas Escuelas formed the most active network of Spanish piety in the eighteenth-
century colonial city. The motivations that led higher-status Spaniards to join are
somewhat easier to gauge, since theirs are the voices in the documentary record. On
one level, they considered the Escuelas a most effective tool for spiritual growth. The
Escuelas allowed them to pursue the goals of the reformed piety through long-es-

73 For good examples, see Constituciones de la congregación y Santa Escuela de Christo; Oraciones
jaculatorias que practican los dicı́pulos de Christo Señor Nuestro en su Santa Escuela; Juan Francisco
Domı́nguez, Catón christiano de la Santa Escuela de Christo Nuestro Señor (Mexico City, 1805); Francisco
Espinosa y Rosal, Despertador de la vida espiritual; Poético devocionario: Con que en tierno metro se
saludan las sagradas estaciones de la Vı́a Sacra para el ejercicio que practican todos los viernes del año los
hermanos de la Santa Escuelas del Hospital de Nuestra Señora de la Concepción y Jesús Nazareno (Mexico
City, 1829); Luis de la Puente, Mı́stico relox: Que en las breves meditaciones del V.P. Luis de la Puente
señala las horas de la oración para todo el año, reguladas según el orden de las Dominicas y práctica de
la Santa Escuela de Christo Señor Nuestro (Mexico City, 1794).

74 For some examples, see AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Arzobispos y Obispos), caja 6164, exp. 2, 1804,
“Petición del Prebendado de la Insigne y Real Colegiata de Santa Marı́a de Guadalupe, Doctor Don
Antonio Marı́a Campos, de una licencia para el establecimiento de una santa escuela bajo las mismas
reglas o constituciones . . . ”; AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Cultos Religiosos), caja 4281, exp. 15, 1765
(Querétaro, Convent of San Francisco); AGN, Clero Regular y Secular, vol. 120, exp. 3, fols. 54–103, “El
Pbro. del Obispado de Michoacán, Bachiller Don José Miguel Lejarsa, sobre licencia para construir una
escuela en la congregación de Irapuato”; AGN, Cofradı́as y Archicofradı́as, vol. 10, exp. 8, 1792 (Queré-
taro).
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tablished practices, including collective worship and disciplina. Because the Escuelas
were purely “spiritual” brotherhoods, with few or no economic commitments re-
quired of members, they created an officially sanctioned vehicle for religious so-
ciability at a time when other religious collectives found themselves under severe
pressure from the church and crown. On another level, the Escuelas provided an
intimate way to reform popular behavior, one that complemented formal projects
of social control initiated during the Bourbon era.75

The Holy Schools also may have reinforced their members’ sense of a shared
75 See, for example, Gabriel Haslip-Viera, Crime and Punishment in Late Colonial Mexico City, 1692–

1810 (Albuquerque, 1999); Viqueira Albán, ¿Relajados o reprimidos?; Marı́a Cristina Sacristán, “El pen-
samiento ilustrado ante los grupos marginados de la ciudad de México, 1767–1824,” in Regina Hernán-

FIGURE 4: The essential responsibilities of a Holy School member, organized mnemonically in a pocket-size
devotional manual. Cartilla breve de los rudimentos mas necesarios que debe observar el discı́pulo de Christo,
Nuestro Señor y maestro (Mexico City, 1797). The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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ethnic identity at a time when increased miscegenation and social mobility blurred
the boundary between non-elite Spaniards and other colonial subjects in Spanish
America.76 Ethnic Spaniards made up the majority of Escuela members, and some
chapters were exclusively Spanish. In cases where Escuelas allowed non-Spanish
members, tensions arose among the brothers over the question of exclusivity. In
1765, for example, brothers in the Holy School in the Convent of Santo Domingo
in Mexico City complained to the archbishop’s office about an attempt by others in
the congregation to increase its membership beyond the stipulated seventy-two. Pro-
ducing and citing their statutes that strictly limited the group’s membership, the
petitioning brothers engaged in their own ritual-of-text in an attempt to stop the
plans for expansion and, by extension, exclude non-Spaniards. Their petition suc-
ceeded, as the archdiocese ordered strict adherence to the existing bylaws.77 Such
incidents resonated with others in late colonial Mexico City, where the laity used
religious institutions to foster group solidarity, including along what we would call
ethnic and racial lines.78 In the few Holy Schools of mixed ethnicity, group leaders
also boasted of the material and moral benefits that would accrue to their laboring
brethren. In both cases, the writings of chapter officials and the structure of the Holy

dez Franyuti, ed., La ciudad de México en la primera mitad del Siglo XIX , vol. 1: Economı́a y estructura
urbana (Mexico City, 1994), 187–249; Pamela Voekel, “Peeing on the Palace: Bodily Resistance to Bour-
bon Reforms in Mexico City,” Journal of Historical Sociology 5, no. 2 (1992): 183–208; Michael C. Scar-
daville, “(Hapsburg) Law and (Bourbon) Order: State Authority, Popular Unrest, and the Criminal
Justice System in Bourbon Mexico City,” The Americas 50, no. 4 (1994): 501–525.

76 For evidence of increasing fluidity in late colonial caste labels, see John K. Chance and William
B. Taylor, “Estate and Class in a Colonial City: Oaxaca in 1792,” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 19, no. 4 (1977): 454–487; Patricia Seed, “Social Dimensions of Race: Mexico City, 1753,” His-
panic American Historical Review 62, no. 4 (1982): 569–606; Dennis Nodin Valdés, “Decline of the
Sociedad de Castas in Mexico City” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 1978); Bruce A. Castleman,
“Social Climbers in a Colonial Mexican City: Individual Mobility within the Sistema de Castas in Orizaba,
1777–1791,” Colonial Latin American Review 10, no. 2 (2001): 229–249.

77 AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Templos y Conventos), caja 4520, exp. 16, 1762–1764, “Juicio ordinario
seguido por el Juez Provisor y Vicario General del Arzobispado de México para que la Santa Escuela
de Cristo en el convento de Sto. Domingo en la ciudad de México se apegue a sus constituciones.”

78 See O’Hara, A Flock Divided, chap. 3. With the advent of Mexico’s independence wars in 1810,
which included the widespread participation of Indians and castas (persons deemed to be of mixed race),
the distinctions between Spaniard and non-Spaniard quickly became much starker. Although Spanish
creoles formed much of the early leadership of the insurgency, many Spaniards, both creole and pen-
insular, feared the racial implications of popular rebellion. One of the first major engagements between
insurgents and royalists only catalyzed such fears, when insurgents in the force led by the creole priest
Miguel Hidalgo slaughtered Spaniards barricaded inside the city of Guanajuato’s granary. In the af-
termath, some Spaniards called aggressively for creole and peninsular unity. In this context there is
suggestive but limited evidence that the Holy Schools played a very conservative role during the in-
surgency and immediately following the eventual consummation of Mexican independence in 1821. Just
weeks after Hidalgo launched his insurrection, for example, Mexico City’s Santa Veracruz Escuela paid
for the publication of an open letter by a cleric that railed against the insurrection, which had seduced
“the simple Indians and ignorant laborers,” and decried its indiscriminate attacks against all peninsulars.
Nearly a decade later, while the independence struggle lingered on, the priest of Amecameca petitioned
the viceroy for permission to establish a Santa Escuela in his parish. With the foundation he sought “to
inspire loyalty in my flock, which has been stripped from most of them by the monstrous insurrection.”
For Santa Veracruz, see Pedro Marı́a Solano, Carta familiar: Que para utilidad pública, y con anuencia
de su obediencia perpetuo, el Exmo. e. Illmo. Señor Arzobispo, da a luz la venerable Santa Escuela de la
Inmaculada Concepción de la parroquia de la Santa Veracruz (Mexico City, 1810), 6. For Amecameca,
see AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Colegios), caja 5674, exp. 36, 1819, “Cartas en que el Señor Cura de
Amecameca le informa y piden permiso al Señor Virrey para construir una Santa Escuela la cuál estarı́a
encargada de promover la fe de sus feligreses y alejarlos de los vicios.”
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FIGURE 5: A communication from leaders of a Holy School in Mexico City to church authorities during an
internal dispute over the size and social composition of the group. In this passage, one faction cites an older
set of bylaws that stipulated a strict cap on the number of members. AGN, Indiferente Virreinal (Templos y
Conventos), caja 4520, exp. 16, fol. 15v, 1762–1764.
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Schools themselves emphasized ethical development, paternalistic education, and
social control. As one padre put it, when the education of the plebe is catalyzed by
good Christian piety, such as that found in the Holy Schools, it not only eradicates
vice, but creates subjects ready to obey both laws and superiors.79

In the end, it is difficult to reconstruct completely the motivations of the Spanish
elite in the Escuela movement, let alone those of Spanish working people, or the
non-Spanish members mentioned in a few tantalizing documents. While our ability
to reconstruct individual motivations is limited, we have a much better sense of the
resources that members of the Holy Schools employed as they developed their move-
ment. For some brothers, such resources included the capital to publish the groups’
devotional tracts or the ability to direct lengthy and time-consuming petitions to
church and civil authorities. For others, it could mean the literacy that allowed one
to hold an office within the Escuela or the personal connections that opened the
doors of membership. It is clear that individuals of diverse social profiles employed
the resources at their disposal in creatively fashioning their religious lives, but within
the substantial limits of the time.

The growth of the Santas Escuelas and the varied reasons for their popularity
suggest that a pragmatic and innovative religious culture emerged in eighteenth-
century New Spain. But what sort of innovation? What path led toward the future?
Contemporaries clearly understood innovation to contain a substantial dose of im-
itation, mimesis, and patterning from tradition.80 The brothers of the Escuelas as-
similated ideas associated with civil and religious reformers without a radical break
from the religious forms of the past. The result was a practice in which the collective
and the individual were not in competition but in cooperation, and where interior
spirituality complemented physical piety, the body, and pain as vehicles for spiritual
and material improvement. Out of this context, the individual emerged as a more
important subject of Catholic piety and practice in the late eighteenth century, but
not at the expense of collective Catholicism.

Numerous changes in late colonial New Spain forced individuals to retool existing
cultural competencies and practices. Keeping in mind that these competencies are
rarely allocated equally or manipulated uniformly, we can begin to understand how
religious practices such as those of New Spain’s Santas Escuelas could at once be
used to foster innovative forms of community and hierarchy. Studied in this way, the
Holy Schools of New Spain do not emerge as an embarrassing hiccup of tradition-
alism on Latin America’s path toward a more refined mode of spirituality. But nor
can they be described as an early example of modernity, or a “hybrid modernity”
whose very significance as a historical case study is defined by its poor fit with earlier
definitions of modern. Indeed, moving beyond the modernity paradigm offers a more
complete and richer portrait of cultural life during this period. Focusing on the
groups’ reproduction—especially their rituals-of-text—helps us capture the appar-
ently contradictory aspects of the Holy Schools, which from our perspective appear
current and dated, forward-looking and reactionary. In their moment, however, the
brotherhoods provided an effective and adaptive response to changing religious and

79 AGN, Cultos Religiosos, vol. 1, fol. 210r, August 26, 1799, Juan Nicolás Abad, Padre Obediencia
of the Santa Escuela of Espı́ritu Santo (Mexico City).

80 On this point, see Girard, “Innovation and Repetition.”
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social conditions, and developed spiritual and material goals for a carefully managed
and improved future, but they could do so only because of their access to resources
(texts, devotions, orthodoxy) that supported and patterned the groups’ long-term
reproduction. The strands of tradition and innovation in Mexican Catholicism
formed a tight weave, but also a supple whip that changed with the times.

Matthew D. O’Hara is Associate Professor of History at the University of Cal-
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