
THE RACIAL PROFILE OF A RURAL MEXICAN
PROVINCE IN THE “COSTA CHICA”:

IGUALAPA IN 1791*

Late colonial Mexico possessed one of the largest free-colored popula-
tions in Spanish America, numbering around 370,000 in 1793.1 The
colony’s pardos, morenos, and mulattos were highly dispersed, being

found throughout the major urban centers, coastal zones, rural areas, and in
selected portions of the northern frontier. Studies conducted over the past
two decades have assisted enormously in reconstructing the free-colored
demographic profile, with particular emphasis on occupational and marriage
patterns. Much of this research has resulted from sustained examinations of
the caste vs. class debate, which has attempted to understand the manner in
which the caste system worked in structuring colonial social relations.2

The Americas
57:2 October 2000, 269-282
Copyright by the Academy of American
Franciscan History

269

* The author would like to thank Emily Hawkins for her research assistance in preparing this article,
as well as the Mellon Foundation for their financial support.

1 Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, La población negra de Mexico, Estudio etnohistórico, 3rd ed. (Mexico
City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1989), pp. 222-230. Some feel this figure to be an exaggeration of
the free-colored population. See: Herbert S. Klein, African Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean
(New York and Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1986), p. 222. The limitations and advantages of Beltrán’s
work are discussed in Sherburne F. Cook and Woodrow Borah, Essays in Population History: Mexico
and the Caribbean (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1974), 2: pp. 180-269. Aguirre Beltrán’s 1793
numbers are essentially adaptations of the incomplete, yet outstanding military censuses of 1793. In the
Mexican archival holdings, these documents are stored in two repositories, the Padrones section and the
Ramo Historia. Aguirre Beltrán, using the summary sheets, has noted that the Padrones portion record
94,597 pardos and morenos in the colony. After incorporating the information from Ramo Historia,
which adds the regions of Alta California, New Mexico, Sonora, Sinaloa, Durango, Mexico City,
Tabasco, and Mérida, the figures jump to 186,977. We can claim with certainty that the Afro-Mexican
population numbered at least this amount upon the eve of the nineteenth century. See also: “The Foun-
dation of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de los Morenos de Amapa, Mexico (1769),” in Colonial Span-
ish America, A Documentary History, ed. Kenneth Mills and William B. Taylor (Wilmington: Scholarly
Resources Inc., 1998), p. 275. Here, the free-colored population of over 380,000 was said to represent
6% of the colony’s inhabitants. 

2 A sample of the literature includes: Angélica Castillo Palma, “Exogamia y cruce de la barrera de
color como vías de integración de la población de ascendencia africana, el caso de Cholula 1649-1813,”
delivered at the X Conference of Mexican and North American Historians, Dallas, Texas, November 19-
22, 1999; David A. Brading, “Grupos étnicos: Clases y estructura ocupacional en Guanajuato,” in Hís-
toria y población en México, ed. Thomas Calvo, (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1994), pp. 240-



Broader, regional histories have added even more to our understanding by
situating Blacks3 within the economic, cultural, and social context of impor-
tant towns and their hinterlands.4 Institutional studies have also referenced
the Afro-Mexican presence and contributions.5 However, numerous gaps
still exist in our portrait of colonial Afro-Mexicans. Notably, the Pacific
coastal regions have received proportionately little attention in comparison
to the area of Veracruz. This is surprising since the Costa Chica, occupying
portions of the modern states of Guerrero and Oaxaca, remains home to
some of the more significant concentrations of Afro-Mexicans.6

The purpose of this article is to improve our historical knowledge of black
life along the Pacific coast by focusing on information recorded for the
province of Igualapa in the 1791 military census, commissioned by Viceroy
Revillagigedo. Although the census does not offer an unbiased view of the
region’s population, since its principal design was to recruit male, non-Indian
soldiers, the document still serves as one of the best means of obtaining infor-
mation on race and caste in the late viceroyalty. For Igualapa, the source is
particularly rich for understanding male occupational and marriage choices,
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260; John K. Chance and William B. Taylor, “Estate and Class in a Colonial City, Oaxaca in 1792,” Com-
parative Studies in Society and History 19, (1977): pp. 454-87; Idem, “The Ecology of Race and Class
in Late Colonial Oaxaca,” in Studies in Spanish American Population History, ed. David J. Robinson
(Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1981), pp. 93-117; R. Douglas Cope, The Limits of Racial Domi-
nation, Plebeian Society in Colonial Mexico City, 1660-1720 (Madison, Wisconsin: Univ. of Wisconsin
Press, 1994); Patricia Seed, “The Social Dimensions of Race: Mexico City 1753,” HAHR 62, no. 4
(1982): pp. 569-606; Rodney D. Anderson, “Race and Social Stratification: A Comparison of Working-
Class Spaniards, Indians and Castas in Guadalajara, Mexico in 1821,” HAHR 68, no. 2 (1988): pp. 209-
41; Dennis Nodin Valdes, “Decline of the Sociedad de Castas in Mexico City” (Ph.D. diss., Univ. of
Michigan, 1978); Herman L. Bennett, “Lovers, Family, and Friends: The Formation of Afro-Mexico,
1580-1810,” Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 1993, and Robert McCaa, Stuart Schwartz, and Arturo
Grubessich, “Race and Class in Colonial Latin America: A Critique,” in Comparative Studies in Society
and History 25 (1979) pp. 421-33.

3 This article uses the terms black and free-colored interchangeably to refer to the population of
pardos, morenos, and mulattos.

4 For some examples see: Guy Thomson, Puebla de los Angeles: Industry and Society in a Mexican
City, 1700-1850 (Boulder, San Francisco, and London: Westview Press, 1989); Patrick J. Carroll, Blacks
in Colonial Veracruz: Race, Ethnicity, and Regional Development (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1991);
María Guadalupe Chávez Carbajal, Propietarios y esclavos negros en Michoacán (1600-1650) (Morelia,
Michoacán: Universidad de San Nicolás de Hidalgo, 1994); Adriana Naveda Chávez, Esclavos negros en
las haciendas azucareras de Córdoba Veracruz, 1690-1830 (Xalapa, Veracruz: Universidad Veracruzana,
1987); Brígida von Mentz, Pueblos de indios, mulatos y mestizos, 1770-1870 (Mexico City: CIESAS,
1988); and Juan Manuel de la Serna, “El trabajo esclavo y la manufactura textil de finales del siglo XVIII
en la ciudad de Querétaro,” delivered at the X Conference of Mexican and North American Historians,
Dallas, Texas, November 19-22, 1999.

5 For the military, see: Ben Vinson III, “Bearing Arms for His Majesty: The Free-Colored Militia in
Colonial Mexico,” Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1998; and Lyle N. McAlister, The “Fuero Militar”
in New Spain, 1764-1800 (Gainesville: Univ. of Florida Press, 1957).

6 Portions of the twentieth-century Costa Chica are analyzed in Aguirre Beltrán, Cuijla: Esbozo etno-
gráfico de un pueblo negro (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1995). 



as well as residential habits and immigration patterns. The information on
women is less complete, since they were not the focus of the enumeration
effort. Nevertheless, their marriage behavior can also be gauged. 

During colonial times the boundaries of Igualapa corresponded roughly
to what is today considered the northern portion of the Costa Chica (see
Figure 1). Agricultural and pastoral ventures thoroughly dominated the
region’s economic activities. The sixteenth century witnessed experimenta-
tion in raising commercial livestock and cash crops, such as cacao. Slaves
were initially imported to work on the largest enterprises and through grad-
ual processes of emancipation the number of free-coloreds gradually
expanded. Additionally, free-coloreds who were already working in nearby
provinces as ranchers, muleteers, gold panners, fishermen, and cane-cutters,
were attracted to settle in the area. By the late eighteenth and early ninteenth
centuries, free-coloreds had grown into one of the most important popula-
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Figure 1. The Province of Igualapa in 1791

Source: Peter Gerhard, Geografia histórica de la Nueva España, 1519-1821 (Mexico City:
Universidad Autónoma de México, 1986), 153. Mapas e Información <http://itzamna.imp.
mx/index/sig.html> (website statistics from Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, Geografia e
Informática, 1990-1994). Additional settlements identified in Census but cannot be located
on map:

1. Trapiche de Santa Maria Exipciaca
2. Rancho de Chilcahuite
3. Rancho del Rosario
4. Rancho de Garzas
5. Estancia de San Nicolás
6. Estancia de Juchitan



tion groups in the province. There were a total of 5,407 free-coloreds living
in Igualapa in 1791, representing over 85 percent of the non-Indian popula-
tion. Indeed, this made Igualapa one of the areas with the highest concen-
trations of Blacks in New Spain. Between 1777-1793, out of the fifty-five
provinces for which the colored population can be clearly identified, only
Acapulco and Xicáyan had larger concentrations with respect to their non-
Indian populations.7 Unfortunately, limitations in the census documents do
not allow for a full comparative view with the indigenous populace; how-
ever, extrapolations from other sources reveal that free-coloreds had almost
matched, if not surpassed their number. Tribute records taken in 1801
demonstrate that there were 2,075 Indian tributaries. Considering that
women were half-tributaries and that children were exempted, we can sur-
mise that the indigenous population probably also numbered around 5,000
individuals near the end of the eighteenth century.8

Regardless of their heavy numerical presence, Igualapa’s free-coloreds
were employed in only thirteen different types of occupations in 1791, most
of these of lower class status.9 By contrast, whites, with a much smaller pop-
ulation base (66 working males), had significantly greater occupational
diversity, being channeled into twice as many professions. In terms of eco-
nomic sector analysis, the agricultural and pastoral occupations surfaced as
the employment preferences of choice for free-coloreds (see Table 1).10 The
labrador, or farmer, was the most heavily represented of these, occupying
93 percent (1,229) of all free-colored males. Labradores were also promi-
nent among other races, but by no means as dominant. For example, for the
region’s mestizos and castizos, labradores accounted for roughly 75 percent
of their working male populations. With regard to commerce, free-coloreds
were completely excluded from these endeavors. All traders and merchants
were white. Even among shopkeepers and cashiers, non-white racial diver-
sity came only with the occasional inclusion of mestizos. Significantly, the
occupational data reveals that just three professions comprised almost the
totality of the working, male free-colored population. Labradores, combined
with the sirvientes (servants), and the pastoral occupation of the vaquero
(cowboy), totaled 98 percent of their number. 
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7 Cook and Borah, Essays in Population History, pp. 217-220.
8 Archivo General de la Nación (AGN), Padrones, vol. 18, fs., 209-305v; Peter Gerhard, Geografía

histórica de la Nueva España, 1519-1821 (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México,
1986), p. 155.

9 Unfortunately, the census does not provide information on female occupations. This research is
based only on male employment. 

10 The principal guides used in this article for developing both the “economic sector” and “class-
based” analyses have been the studies of: Seed, “Social Dimensions of Race”; Chance and Taylor, Race
and Class; and Thomson, Puebla.



Igualapa’s artisan community was minuscule, regardless of race. It would
be unfair to judge the impact of free-coloreds on the artisan crafts by simply
examining how many of them worked in these professions. One must first
consider the overall composition of the artisan trades. In 1791, there were just
twenty-one artisans in the province, out of a working, non-Indian male pop-
ulation of 1,538 individuals. In view of these small numbers, the presence of
free-coloreds in the artisan crafts was considerable, since eight of the twenty-
two artisans were mulattos. However, their number was still lower than their
general distribution in the province; they represented just 36 percent of all
artisans as opposed to 85 percent of the regional population. The census
shows that most free-colored artisans worked in the textile industry. Indeed,
half of the Igualapa’s sastres were mulattos, as well as its only hat maker. The
situation seems normative when compared to other provinces and cities
throughout Mexico.11 Free-colored artisans in Mexico City, Puebla, Val-
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TABLE 1
OCCUPATIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE FREE-COLORED MALES IN IGUALAPA,

1791
__________________________________________________________________________

Number of Men Percentage
__________________________________________________________________________ 

Breakdown by Economic Sector
Transport and Services 31 2
Construction and Building 1 .08
Clothing and Textiles 6 .50
Woodwork 1 .08
Professional 1 .08
Agricultural/Pastoral 1,277 97
Total** 1,317 99

Breakdown by Class
Lower-Status (Labor, Agriculture, and Services) 1,296 98
Lower/Middle-Status (Artisans) 8 .60
Upper-Status (Artisans) 0 0
Middle/Upper-Status (Non-Artisans)* 13 1
Total** 1,317 100

__________________________________________________________________________ 

Source: AGN, Padrones, vol. 18, fs. 209-305v.

*Note that this category includes, estate managers and overseers.
**Not all percentage totals may equal 100% because of rounding.

11 For Valladolid and Patzcuaro see: AGN, I.G. 296-B, unnumbered pages, Valladolid and Patzcuaro,
1759-1762. For Orizaba see: AGN, I.G., vol. 232-B, Dionisio Surtado, Aug. 14, 1769, Orizaba. For
Puebla see: Archivo Histórico del Ayuntamiento de Puebla (AHAP), legajo 1385, fs. 69-103v; AHAP, 



ladolid, Patzcuaro, and Orizaba predominated as tailors and weavers, albeit
that their artisan communities were much larger than in Igualapa. Leather-
working and metallurgy were also of tremendous importance in these areas,
as well as in Acayucan and Tampico.12 These latter trades, although seem-
ingly significant for black artisans throughout the viceroyalty as a whole, did
not constitute major employment arenas for free-coloreds in Igualapa.13

By 1791, there were identifiable patterns to the way that Blacks had come
to populate Igualapa. Using the Revillagigedo census as a guide, the map
highlights the province’s twenty major settlements (see Figure 1). The polit-
ically important cabeceras accounted for a quarter of these. Ometepec, the
most populated center of the region, was the principal seat of government and
housed the subdelegado, his staff, and the province’s primary religious fig-
ures. Ayutla, although of lesser importance, was home to a teniente de justi-
cia, a judge, and several key businessmen. Artisans, scarce elsewhere in
Igualapa, tended to nucleate in the cabeceras. Bearing influential business
and political ties, these towns became magnets for mestizos and whites. Free-
coloreds on the other hand, accounted for just 70 percent of the cabecera res-
idents, a figure that was significantly lower than their distribution in the
province as a whole. Only in Igualapam, one of the few cabeceras that com-
pletely lacked a major political or commercial figure, did the free-colored
presence closely resemble their general representation in the regional popu-
lation. Seemingly, the greater the political value of Igualapa’s towns, the
stronger was the likelihood that the free-colored presence would be muted. 

The market oriented haciendas, ranchos, estancias, and mills comprised just
over half of the residential spaces. Meanwhile, a number of subsidiary towns
(pueblos) completed the landscape. Within this network of population centers,
Blacks thoroughly dominated the estancias, accounting for over 99 percent of
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legajo 1387, fs. 136-177v; AHAP, legajo, 1388, fs. 178-237v; AHAP, legajo 1389, fs. 238-326; AHAP,
lejago 1390, fs. 2-99v; and Subdirección de Documentación de la Biblioteca Nacional de Hístoria
(BNAH), Archivo Judicial de Puebla, rollos 43-44, Tributos, Expediente formado en virtud de las exi-
gencias hechas por los alcaldes ordinarios al gobernador intendente Don Manuel de Flon con el fin de
cobrar tributos de negros y mulatos, Puebla, 1795. For Mexico City see: Felipe Castro Gutiérrez, La
extinción de la artesanía gremial (Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma de México, 1986), pp. 172-180;
and AGN, Indiferentes de Guerra (I.G.), 497-A, Pie de lista de los oficiales, sargentos, tambores, cabos,
y soldados de expresada compania [Mexico City] con distincion de sus nombres, estatura, edad, estado,
y oficio, 1767. Note that some of these documents list information only for free-colored militiamen. 

12 AGN, I.G., vol. 53-A, Thomas Serrada, Aug. 16, 1780, Tampico; and AGN, I.G., vol. 416-A,
unnumbered pages, Acayucan, 1795. These documents cite occupational information only for free-col-
ored militiamen.

13 The importance of Blacks in these trades throughout New Spain is offered here as a working
hypothesis, based on information gleaned from the documents cited in the notes above, and from works
such as Brading, “Grupos étnicos,” pp. 240-260.



the recorded population in each. Only in Huehuetlan, a subsidiary town, was
the black presence as strongly felt anywhere else in the province. In turn, the
estancias comprised over a third of the Igualapa’s non-Indian population. 

While Blacks were by no means as dominant on the region’s haciendas,
mills, and ranchos, there still seemed to be a method to the way they inhab-
ited these properties. As a general rule, the smaller the agricultural enter-
prise, the lower was the proportion of Blacks residing there. Apparently
there were some good reasons for this situation. Generally, hacienda,
rancho, and mill owners tended to be mestizos and whites. Moreover, those
who owned the smaller and intermediate-sized estates frequently lived
directly on their properties with their families.14 If not, then they utilized
teams of non-black overseers to supervise labor and secure profits. A typical
example was the case of the hacienda of Copala, with seventy residents. Bal-
tasar Virrola, the thirty year old commissioner of the Acordada lived here as
a dependiente of the hacienda. Born in Santa Fe, he was classified as a
Spaniard. Also in residence was Mariano Pacheco, who was both a mestizo
and a captain of the pardo militia. Evidently, either Pacheco or Virrola were
related to the hacienda’s owner. The rancho/hacienda of Rosario offered a
similar situation. Also possessing a population of around seventy individu-
als, this settlement had a mayordomo, several shepherds, a muleteer and a
schoolteacher, all of who were mestizos. As a final example, on the smallest
of Igualapa’s ranchos, the Rancho de Chilcahuite, a mestizo mayordomo and
his family managed the property with no free-coloreds living on the estate.

By contrast, the province’s great estates possessed not only a larger per-
centage of free-coloreds, but they were also more likely to have a mulatto
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14 For the purposes of this article, small, intermediate, and large estates have been defined according
to the number of residents per agricultural unit. The census does not allow us to examine the actual size
of the properties themselves by hectares. Also, estate productivity cannot be measured from the docu-
ment. Small and intermediate estates housed up to 75 individuals. These included the ranchos of Cuilutla
(48 persons), Rosario (69), and Chilcahuite (6), the hacienda of Copala (70), as well as the trapiche of
Santa María Exipciaca (17). Estates holding more than 75 individuals have been cataloged here as large
rural properties. These included the estancias of Quajiniquilapa (923), San Nicolás (393), Maldonado
(320), Juchitan (583); the ranchos de Garzas (90) and Cintla (111); as well as the hacienda de Cruz
Grande (373). Decisions regarding size classification have been made according to the population dis-
tribution of the province. Small estates, therefore, are small in relation to the distribution of persons on
Igualapa’s rural properties. Despite the particular and unique features of Igualapa’s estates, there is room
for comparison with other Mexican provinces. For example, the population densities of the ranchos of
Igualapa can be readily examined in light of the ranchos and haciendas de labor of Morelos, Oaxaca,
Colima, etc. Of course, in conducting comparative work one should always be sure that rather than
attempting to reach an objectified model of the “hacienda” or “rancho,” one must acknowledge that
estate sizes vary according to region and function. Therefore, attempts to provide a standardized mean-
ing of rural estates can only approximate these regional differences. While the literature on this last point
is vast, an important tome is: Enrique Florescano, ed., Haciendas, latifundios y plantaciones en América
Latina (Mexico City, Mexico: Siglo XXI Editores), 1978.



managerial staff, as was the case on the Rancho de Cintla, the Rancho de
Garzas, and the Hacienda de Cruz Grande. Each of these possessed at least
one mulatto overseer, and between ninety and four hundred residents and
laborers, the vast majority of whom were identified as free-coloreds. While
it is hard to speculate as to precisely why the number of non-blacks
decreased on the larger properties, a major contributing factor probably had
to do with absenteeism. Whereas the owners of smaller sites preferred to
micromanage the affairs of their enterprises from the premises, wealthier
proprietors could afford to live elsewhere, entrusting others to the care of
their properties. Sometimes these owners lived in more prominent towns in
the province, as did Don Isidoro Urbina, who chose to live in Ayutla. Others
lived outside of the area altogether. However, this still does not explain why
they would prefer incorporating mulatto supervisors, almost to the exclusion
of mestizos and whites. Perhaps, as in the case of the Rancho de Garzas,
estate owners saw great utility in using mulattos who were born and raised
in the area as organizers of a predominantly mulatto workforce. In their
mindset, this may have improved productivity and labor management, given
their supposedly privileged knowledge of mulatto behavior and their famil-
iarity with the region and its customs. Hence, the actions of estate owners
may have reflected that of colonial administrators, who frequently took
recourse to using free-coloreds as instruments in their governing efforts.
Underlying their actions was a specific conceptualization of the free-colored
population as a homogeneous cultural group. This was sometimes expressed
in references to mulattos, pardos, and morenos as “esa gente,” “nación,”
“clase,” and “aquella gente.”15 As such, in terms comparable to the situation
encountered among Indian caciques, who were utilized by the government
to influence residents living in the pueblos de indios, colonial officials also
sought the services of prominent free-coloreds to assist in running state
affairs in rural locations possessing large free-colored populations. Military
commander Don Joseph Flurí, writing about Xicáyan in the 1790s,
Igualapa’s neighboring province, stated the following: 

With the subjection of some of them [free-colored militia officers], they can
govern and place the black and mulatto inhabitants under subordination, since
only these [free-colored officers] can achieve this. Only they can get delin-
quents into jail and accomplish whatever else that they want to do.16

Flurí went on to recommend a list of pliant, community respected, and obedi-
ent free-colored officers who he believed were perfect candidates to serve as
legates in the government’s effort to enhance its control. Arguably, in a similar
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15 For some brief samples, see: AGN, Criminal, vol. 542, exp. 6, fs. 160-163. 
16 AGN, Criminal, vol. 542, exp. 6, fol. 162.



vein, Igualapa’s large estate owners sought to increase their control over the
rural labor force by using influential mulattos as caporales and mayordomos.

Quite different from the haciendas, ranchos, and mills, were the
province’s estancias. Although estancias have been characteristically dis-
cussed in the historical literature as a form of ranching enterprise, occasion-
ally interspersed with mixed-farming plots, Igualapa’s estancias were almost
wholly dedicated to agriculture.17 In fact, the census lists only 11 vaqueros
working on these properties out of an active male labor force of 444 indi-
viduals. Almost everyone else was categorized as a labrador. Furthermore,
the typical estancia possessed a considerably larger population than any
other type of estate. Quajiniquilapa, for example, was almost as large as the
most populated settlement in the province, the cabecera of Ometepec. The
estancia of Juchitan, while not as large as Quajiniquilapa, was still almost as
large as the important cabecera of Ayutla. Igualapa’s remaining estancias
each had over three hundred residents apiece. One might ordinarily expect
the region’s haciendas to be more extensive in size; however, Igualapa’s
estancias were of such magnitude that they even surpassed the average pop-
ulation density for haciendas in nearby Morelos, a more populated area.18

Additionally, it seems that the majority of estancia residents were engaged
in subsistence and limited commercial farming. There were only a handful
of labor overseers working on these properties, and even then, only on the
two smallest holdings. 

These combined factors suggest that Igualapa’s estancias, particularly the
larger ones, functioned more as townships rather than as commercial estates.
For example, these settlements had their own militia companies, as did the
region’s major towns.19 Secondly, the vast majority of estancia dwellers had
been born and raised there, accounting for over 90 percent of the mulatto
male household heads. Lower indices of mulatto immigration were typically
more characteristic of Igualapa’s pueblos and cabeceras, where just 30 per-
cent were immigrants. By contrast, nearly 80 percent of the adult mulatto
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17 Cheryl English Martin, Rural Society in Colonial Morelos (Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico
Press, 1985), p. 13.

18 William B. Taylor, Landlord and Peasant in Colonial Oaxaca (Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press,
1972), pp. 121-135; and Eric Van Young, Hacienda and Market in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (Berke-
ley and Los Angeles: Univ. of California Press, 1981) pp. 105-236. For Morelos see: Martin, Colonial
Morelos, pp. 148-152. Martin calculates the average size of a hacienda in late eighteenth century More-
los as holding 500 residents. Of course, there were larger estates; however, only one of the haciendas
highlighted in her study was comparable in size to the largest estancia in Igualapa. The Estancia of Qua-
jiniquilapa had 923 residents in 1791 while the Hacienda of Santa Clara Montefalco had 998 residents in
the 1790s.

19 AGN, Criminal, vol. 542, exp. 5, fs. 105-156. Unlike haciendas, which also had militia personnel,
the soldiers on Igualapa’s estancias tended to form cohesive units. 



residents of the region’s haciendas, ranchos, and mills were immigrants.20

Overall, higher rates of immigration tended to be associated with rotating
labor practices, as well as enhanced and more diversified economic oppor-
tunities. Lower rates of immigration correlated with continuity and perma-
nence over time, with respect to both social and economic relations. Under-
standably, therefore, politically subordinate, rural towns were least likely to
serve as areas of significant immigration, whereas estates and cabeceras,
with variegated and driving labor demands, tended to attract greater num-
bers of outsiders. 

While it seems best to conceive of Igualapa’s estancias as subordinate
rural townships, it should be stressed that they were of secondary and even
tertiary importance in regional terms. By and large, residents on the
estancias were unable to receive regular religious instruction due to a lack
of churches and clergy. They had minimal access to both judicial and polit-
ical authorities, and even rental properties were hard to come by. If crimes
were committed, the lack of jail space meant that apprehended prisoners
would sometimes have to be deposited onto nearby haciendas until they
could be transferred to Ometepec for trial. With respect to physical layout
and structure, estancias could possess a very loose organization, with resi-
dents living on distant milpas that were quite removed from the settlement’s
center.21 The cumulative effect was that although Igualapa’s estancias were
highly populated, their overall status within the region’s economic, political,
and social hierarchy stood well below that of the cabeceras, and probably
below that of the haciendas and even some ranchos as well. However, their
stability and isolation most likely created a climate that favored the creation
of a relatively uninterrupted Afro-Mexican cultural heritage.

When free-colored immigration did occur in Igualapa, immigrants tended
to settle near one another, forming distinct sub-communities. Frequently,
immigrants from the same hometown gathered together, surrounded by
other recent arrivals. Although difficult to determine from the census alone,
a number of these immigrant neighbors were family and friends. This
dynamic occurred most prominently on the estancias, where over half of the
free-colored immigrants were clustered into closely located households.22
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20 Mulatto percentages are based on calculations for male household heads. The census only provides
place of origin for adult males. 

21 AGN, Criminal, vol. 542, exp. 5, fs. 105-156.
22 Unfortunately, the census does not allow for an exact reconstruction of the plan of each settlement.

The inference of residential proximity comes solely from examining how households are positioned on
the census. The sequential arrangement of households appears to have been a standard practice for census
counts in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Households listed before or after one another



Immigrant nucleation on the estancias emphasized the closed nature of these
settlements. It was difficult for outsiders to become full members of the
community without recourse to peer networks and extensive contact with
those who had arrived beforehand. These connections provided an easier
transition into society. 

Clustering was also an important feature of free-colored immigrant life in
the cabeceras and pueblos, although not as marked as on the estancias.
Higher rates of immigration created a more diverse immigrant pool than on
the estancias, and rather than congregating into one or two identifiable
neighborhoods, arrivals became more dispersed throughout the population.
The major exception was the cabecera of Igualapam, where over half of the
immigrants settled in close proximity. Another significant pattern that can be
detected from the census was the tendency for immigrants who hailed from
points within the province to unite together more frequently than those arriv-
ing from outside of Igualapa. Immigrants originating from the estancia of
Cuajiniquilapa were among the most visible in this regard, showing a desire
to retain their close community ties in their new settlements. It should not be
surprising that internal provincial migration tended to replicate this pattern.
These individuals, migrating in larger numbers than those from outside of
Igualapa, had the greatest ability to maintain specific enclaves. On the other
hand, free-coloreds arriving from Mexico City, Oaxaca, and other distant
points struggled to find neighbors who came from their areas. They simply
lacked the human resources to create such special sub-communities and
oftentimes lived on their own, apart from immigrant clusters.

In addition to occupational data and residential information, the 1791
census allows us to analyze a final important aspect of free-colored life—
marriage choice (see Table 2). The vast majority of Igualapa’s free-colored
marriages were endogamous, considerably more so than has been observed
elsewhere in colonial Mexico.23 Indeed, given their general proclivity for
marrying outside of their caste groupings, free-coloreds have been fre-
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were usually in relatively close proximity. For an excellent model see: AGN, Padrones, vol. 63, fs. 1-158.
This data documents cuartel 23 in Mexico City, 1811. 

23 For some examples see: Brading, “Grupos étnicos,” pp. 258-259; Marcelo Carmagnani,
“Demografía y sociedad: La estructura social de los centros mineros del norte de México, 1600-1720,”
in Historia y población, pp. 130-134; Carroll, “Los mexicanos negros, el mestizaje y los fundamentos
olvidados de la “Raza Cósmica”: Una perspectiva regional,” Historia Mexicana vol. XLIV, no. 3 (1995):
pp. 403-438; Cecilia Rabell, “Matrimonio y raza en una parroquia rural: San Luis de la Paz, Guanajuato,
1715-1810,” in Historia y población, pp. 168-183, and pp. 199-201; Juan Javier Pescador, De bautizoa-
dos a fieles difuntos: Familia y mentalidades en una Parroquia urbana, Santa Catarina de México,
1568-1820 (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1992), pp. 145-181; Calvo, “Familias y sociedad:
Zamora (Siglos XVII-XIX),” in Historia de la familia, comp. Pilar Gonzalbo (Mexico City: Instituto
Mora, 1993), pp. 129-140. 



quently discussed as an important amalgamating element in the process of
mestizaje, bringing together the more rigidly endogamous Spanish and
Indian populations.24 Some of this free-colored exogamy resulted from con-
cerns over passing. For certain mulattos, morenos and pardos, marrying
fairer skinned spouses supported their efforts at being perceived as belong-
ing to a lighter caste. Having a lighter spouse theoretically enhanced racial
mobility by providing access to new social networks that extended beyond
the free-colored realm. Additionally, at least from the perspective of free-
colored parents, the progeny of these exogamous unions possessed access to
a better future on account of their fairer complexion. But in Igualapa, the
realities of the marriage market greatly lessened all such possibilities. If
free-coloreds sought mestizo and white spouses, there were simply too few
to distribute to make a substantial impact on marriage patterns. This held
truest for males. No free-colored man took a white bride, or even a fair-
skinned castiza. Yet by the same token, white and mestizo males had diffi-
culty in maintaining high endogamy rates given the dearth in females from
their castes. Over a third of all white nuptials were exogamous unions. Over
a half of all mestizo marriages were with other races. Hence, exogamy was
indeed a prevalent force in Igualapa. However, rather than greatly affecting
free-colored marriages, as we might normally expect, the province’s demo-
graphic imbalances meant that whites and mestizos would be forced to seek
spouses from among the darker hues. 

With this said, whites still demonstrated substantially higher rates of
endogamy than the mestizos. This was because a great number of the
españoles in Igualapa were foreigners, sojourning to fill bureaucratic posi-
tions, engage in commerce, or to minister a spiritual message. These whites
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TABLE 2
MARRIAGE STRUCTURE OF IGUALAPA, 1791

__________________________________________________________________________
Race of Bride______________________________________________

Mulattas Mestizas Castizas Indias Españolas
Husbands % % % % % N__________________________________________________________________________ 

Free Colored Militiamen 94 4 0 2 0 623
Free-Colored Civilians 91 6 0 3 0 213
Mestizos 39 45 0 6 10 88
Españoles 11 20 0 5 64 61
__________________________________________________________________________ 

Source: AGN, Padrones, vol. 18, fs. 209-305v.

24 Carroll, “Mexicanos negros,” pp. 403-438.



usually traveled in retinue, accompanied by siblings, relatives, and depend-
ents. Importantly, most arrived with spouse in hand, accounting for three-
fourths of the province’s white, endogamous marriages. But for those who
came to Igualapa under different conditions, or who were born there,
endogamy was a much more difficult enterprise. White males in this situation
married available castizas, mestizas and mulattas according to their social
station and profession, with the more affluent favoring the lightest brides.
Mestizos, many of whom were in this situation, followed suit. On the Rancho
de Cintla, almost the entire workforce of mestizo males took mulata brides.

One of the most surprising aspects of Igualapa’s marriage market was that
Indians were not taken as spouses to any significant degree by any racial
group. Unfortunately, the census, while fairly complete for the non-Indian
male population, does not cover the entire female population. Therefore, we
cannot gauge the full extent of exogamous unions with Indians, since we are
not clear as to how many free-colored, mestiza, and white women took Indian
husbands. Nevertheless, in examining non-Indian male behavior, the Indian
racial divide appears to have been infrequently bridged. Just twenty-four of
the 1,036 married men took an Indian mate. Free-colored intermarriage was
lowest at 2 percent. Certainly, high levels of indigenous endogamy was noth-
ing rare in New Spain, in fact, it is what scholars have come to expect. But
these numbers are strikingly low in comparison to other regions such as Gua-
najuato, San Luis Potosí, Charcas, and Jalapa, where mestizos, and especially
free-coloreds tended to intermarry more frequently with Indians.25

Indian intermarriage rates were probably lowered by the physical dis-
tance which separated them from the towns holding large concentrations of
mestizos, free-coloreds, and whites. Indigenous populations tended to live in
their own pueblos where they managed their internal affairs and preserved a
measure of social distance from non-Indians. Nevertheless, it is unreason-
able to expect that the major villages and towns of Igualapa were completely
devoid of an indigenous presence. In nearby Morelos, while pueblos de
indios existed, most other towns had an indigenous community representing
at least 15 percent of each settlement’s population.26 Although the documen-
tary evidence does not allow us to make the same claims with similar con-
fidence about Igualapa, we can imagine that Indians accounted for a com-
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25 Brading, “Grupos étnicos,” pp. 258-259; Carmagnani, “Demografía y sociedad,” pp. 130-134;
Carroll, “Mexicanos negros,” pp. 411-419; Rabell, “Matrimonio y raza,” pp. 168-183, and pp. 199-201. 

26 This is a low figure based on the numbers of Mentz’s typology of rural townships. The percentage
would have applied more to townships than to haciendas and plantations. Fewer Indians resided on these
estates because labor structures were weighted to attract coloreds and Blacks; however, Indians were still
found there nevertheless. Mentz, Pueblos de indios, p. 83; and Carroll, Blacks in Veracruz, p. 115. 



parable percentage in the cabeceras and other racially variegated towns.
Hence, while this hypothesis must remain speculative, one is inclined to
believe that low Indian/free-colored intermarriage rates resulted as much
from a cultural divide between these caste groups as from the physical sep-
aration that isolated the pueblos de indios from other townships. In other
words, particularly in Igualapa’s most racially diverse towns, one can con-
jecture that there was simply a reluctance on both the part of free-coloreds
and Indians to wed each other.

This brief overview of the province of Igualapa shows some significant
patterns concerning rural free-colored life during the late viceroyalty. Ulti-
mately, the case may be unique in that few other regions in Mexico pos-
sessed a comparable proportion of free-coloreds in their populations. In
occupational terms, Igualapa’s free-coloreds were overwhelmingly farmers,
although a few were members of the region’s artisan community, and there
was even one mulatto schoolteacher. Within the minuscule artisan group,
free-coloreds notably were concentrated in the textile industry. Haciendas,
mills, and ranchos were also important sites of free-colored labor, but oppor-
tunities for acquiring managerial positions decreased with the size of the
estate. The smaller the property, the least likely it was that free-coloreds
would enjoy posts of authority. With respect to residence patterns, free-
coloreds dominated the estancias. Their location on these properties seem-
ingly transformed the function of these estates. Rather than being rural
ranching enterprises, Igualapa’s estancias appear to have evolved into free-
mulatto townships, dedicated to subsistence farming and limited commer-
cial crop production. These isolated settlements witnessed the least amount
of immigration in the province and preserved a stability that probably trans-
lated into social and cultural relations. Free-coloreds here intermarried infre-
quently, which again served as a mechanism for preserving an Afro-Mexi-
can heritage. Elsewhere, free-coloreds displayed greater interaction with
other racial groups, but still in a limited fashion. The cabeceras and pueblos
witnessed the most cross-racial contact; however, relationships rarely tran-
scended into the private arena of marriage and family. 
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