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Missionary reports claim the existence of at least one confraternity per
parish church in colonial Mexico. As was the case in late medieval and
early modern Italy, France, and Spain, confraternity members in Mexico
worked together to build community infrastructure, to staft hospitals,
to dower orphans, to search for abandoned babies, to release prisoners
jailed for petty debt, to give loans, to comfort the dying, and to bury the
dead. In many cases, the poor were both providers and recipients of care,
pooling agricultural goods to store for times of hardship, or to loan to
members in need. While Mexican confraternities resemble their Europe
counterparts, the transplantation of this medieval tradition into a hybrid
society in Mexico led to changes in their activities and administration.
Largely due to the limited number of missionaries, indigenous
confraternity members operated autonomously, adapting to the needs
of their members. Aztec currencies, Nahuatl record-keeping, and in-
digenous musical instruments were all incorporated into confraternity
life. While archconfraternities, church authorities, and local governors
attempted to restrict the power of these local groups, numerous court
cases show that indigenous people were willing (and able) to go to court
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to settle their conflicts of interest. In contradiction to encomiendas and
repartimientos, confraternities were one of few colonial institutions
based on voluntary indigenous participation. Theoretically, confraternity
members could be equal to Spaniards in both entitlements (status, bene-
fits, protection) and responsibilities (fees, conduct restrictions, tasks).
In practice, power structures varied from group to group. Records show
that some confraternities were ethnically mixed and others restricted
membership by ethnicity (e.g. blacks, pardos, mulatos, mestizos, creoles,
or Spaniards).

This social and cultural history of Mexican confraternities is divid-
ed into three main sections. The first section (Context) examines the his-
torical background of Mexican confraternities againste the backdrop of
missionary work, bilingual catechisms, and moral theology. The second
section (Structures) studies how confraternities operated, who their
members were, how those members financed their works, and which
governance systems were employed to elect their leaders. This section
incorporates a study of an extensive sixteenth-century confraternity
manual that has yet to be analyzed. In the last section (Outcomes), the
thesis examines the works of confraternity members in depth, including
confraternity-run orphanages and hospitals that gave assistance not only
to the sick, but also to widows, travelers, and pilgrims. The thesis argues
that confraternities made up a large part of ‘the moral economy; where
economiic relations also took moral and social concerns into account (e.g.
loans to the poor). A concluding chapter summarizes the main argu-
ments and offers suggestions for future research.
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