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presentation

Herón pérez Martínez

T he Thematic Section of issue 115 of Relaciones focuses on the role of 
tax authorities (fisco) at different moments and in diverse places in 
the Hispanic world, including colonial Peru and New Spain at the 

onset of the War of Independence, and on the tax measures imposed 
upon agriculture in contemporary Spain. A problem as old as mankind 
itself, taxation has been used as a mechanism by one people to conquer 
another, and as an everpresent means of subsidizing the satisfaction of 
collective needs through acts of government that cross the extensive net
work of relations of which all societies are made up with regards to their 
systems of–material or spiritual– needs, and that are resolved as Socrates 
indicated in this passage from Plato’s Republic:

In my opinion, a city is born when particular individuals find that 
they face the impossibility of providing for themselves and procuring 
the many things they require… Thus, a man becomes associated with 
another in view of that need, and with another for some other one; thus, 
because of the need they have for many things, they come together in the 
same domicile as associates and auxiliaries, and this coexistence is given 
the name πóλις... (III, XI).

The word fisco (roughly, ‘taxcollector’, from the Latin fiscus), origi
nally referred to the rush or wickerbasket that taxcollectors used. It is 
recorded in Spanish speech in the earliest dictionaries of the 16th century 
–Nebrija’s, for example– and in Cobarruvias’ compendium from the 
early 17th century. Words derived from this term, such as “confiscate” 
and “fiscal” are of approximately the same antiquity; though the term 
“confiscation”, in contrast, was in use as early as the year 1435.

The first article on the topic of taxation is by María Luisa Soux and 
entitled “Tribute, Constitution and Renegotiation of the Colonial Pact: 
The Case of Highland Peru in the Process of Independence (18101826)”. 
This essay illustrates how the vassalage relationship established between 
the King of Spain and his subjects was perceived in Highland Peru as a 
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pact through which indigenous peoples agreed to pay tribute in ex
change for recognition of their ownership of the lands in their communi
ties. Though this pact would later be modified substantially upon the 
introduction of the system of the Courts of Cadiz, it was renegotiated by 
the Indians in different ways, as they sought to attain the greatest secu
rity possible in the possession of their lands in the face of the two oppos
ing bands, and was used as a political strategy to adapt to the complex 
processes involved in the War of Independence. This renegotiation of the 
colonial pact shows how the Indians took advantage of the opportunities 
that their recognition as citizens offered.

Through this approach, Soux is able to demonstrate the capacity that 
the Indians and their authorities developed to negotiate in, and adapt to, 
an unstable period such as that of the War of Independence, thanks to 
the implicit recognition –not only discursive but also real– of their equal
ity in terms of their civil standing. This opened for the Indians the option 
of negotiating the colonial pact and, at the same time, modifying those 
aspects that were disadvantageous to their interests, such as dependence 
on caciques. The Crown, meanwhile, also saw tribute as a card it could 
play to assure the loyalty of the Indians by “rewarding” communities or 
individuals with exemptions from the obligation to pay.

This balance was broken with the onset of the War of Independence. 
As the King’s coffers gradually emptied, the Viceregal authorities exer
cised such pressure on the indigenous population that the negotiations 
carried out during the first constitutional period broke down. As a re
sult, during the liberal triennium of 1820 to 1823, the Crown gave no op
portunity to renegotiate the pact but continued to demand that the Indi
ans pay tribute; measures that led to a weakening of the relationship 
between the indigenous population and the Realist army. Soux’ article 
also shows that this dynamic was allowed to emerge because of the rec
ognition of that “other” who was capable of negotiating the pact, and of 
the need to see the payment of tribute/contributions not only as a sign of 
domination and vassalage, but also as a central element in the negotiat
ing possibilities of the indigenous groups immersed in that colonial and 
postcolonial system.

In his article, “The Insurgent Taxcollecting System: New Spain, 1810
1815”, José Antonio Serrano Ortega analyzes the measures and disposi
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tions related to taxation implemented by the insurgent governments. In 
doing so, he has three objectives in mind: first, to show that the insurrec
tion’s main leaders not only sought to organize a taxcollecting system, 
but actually succeeded in that endeavor –at least to a certain degree– by 
articulating a coherent set of strategies; second, to demonstrate how 
those strategies were designed to identify the taxbases that would pro
vide the resources required to sustain the troops that were combating 
the Realists and make them productive; and, third, to show those lead
ers’ attempts to set up a bureaucracy that would: 1) administer and opti
mize the diverse sources of income that fed the insurgents’ treasury;           
2) define and classify the taxpayers; and, 3) distribute the weight of taxa
tion among different social groups. Arguing against the thesis –domi
nant since the time of Lucas Alamán– that the insurgent movement was 
financed through pillage, robbery and plundering, Serrano assiduously 
reconstructs the insurgents’ taxcollecting system. Though he recognizes 
that military actions of that nature did provide the insurgents with sub
stantial resources, they were neither the only nor the most important 
sources of income. During the prolonged and bloody struggle between 
insurgents and realists, leaders of the insurrection such as Miguel Hi
dalgo, Ignacio López Rayón, José María Morelos and the members of the 
Congress of Chilpancingo were largely responsible for designing and 
instrumenting the taxcollecting system that allowed them to obtain the 
resources required to sustain their cause. 

This taxation system –an articulated series of tributary measures that 
gathered funds for their movement– was guided by two principle ele
ments: first, reversing the Bourbon government’s tendency to increase 
taxgenerated income and the taxrates and rents they were collecting in 
New Spain; and, second, eliminating the inequalities in taxation that 
were seen as one of the most unjust features of the colonial order. During 
the war –and in spite of it– the insurgent governments succeeded in 
maintaining a functioning national treasury from 1810 to 1815. Even in 
the chaos of war, it is clear that the rebels were, in fact, able to establish 
order in the area of taxation.

In the third article, “Taxation and Agriculture in Contemporary 
Spain”, Rafael Vallejo Pousada begins with a review of recent studies on 
taxation and agriculture in Spain from the Middle Ages to modern times 
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that underscores their historiographical nature and their three main 
goals: 1) to present a synthetic explanation of the lessons that the long
term analysis of the relation between taxation and agriculture under
taken by the participants in the XI Spanish Congress of Agrarian History 
provides on this question; 2) to elaborate a historiographical balance on 
this issue in relation to contemporary Spain; and, 3) to propose a research 
agenda for the 20th century on lessstudied topics that may prove benefi
cial for Latin American specialists interested in inquiring into the field of 
taxation and agrarian activities.

In the Documents Section, Alberto Carrillo presents a text entitled 
“Testimonial Information on the Miraculous Image of Our Lady of Pó
pulo in Cotija (1679)”, which sheds new light on the origins of the adora
tion of the Virgin Mary in her avocation as Our Lady of Pópulo in the 
Michoacán town of Cotija, an image, it is said, that is known to exude 
sweat, as if it were alive. The author of the document was Don Francisco 
de Aguiar y Seixas, the first bishop of Michoacán before he became Arch
bishop of Mexico and, under this title, the bishop of Sor Juana Inés de la 
Cruz. In his presentation of this fascinating document imbued with a 
delicious folkloric flavor, Alberto Carrillo gives the reader information 
on the image’s Jesuit background, on the enticing traditions that exist in 
relation to its origin, and on how it came to rest in Cotija at a time when 
such images were helping to configure local identities in such towns. 
After a brief incursion into the geography and history of the town of 
Cotija, the author expounds on how the veneration of “Our Lady of Pó
pulo” came to be established there and on the topic of images that sweat 
in general, before ending his presentation by reviewing canon law’s pro
nouncements on this matter.

 The General Section opens with an essay by Mario Teodoro Ramírez, 
“Mexico in the Soul of Luis Villoro: Reasonable Reason, an Alternative to 
Ideological Violence”, in which the author suggests that in striving to 
understand Mexican reality Villoro calls into play, above all, a historical 
vision; not from the perspective of the historian but, rather, from a philo
sophical viewpoint which holds that “Mexican reality” cannot be under
stood simply through empirical, phenomenological or psychological 
approaches that describe behaviors and ways of thinking in an isolated 
and historicallydecontextualized way, as if they had existed forever, or 
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emerged only yesterday. Thus, according to Ramírez, the Villoro’s pro
posed alternative for the sociocultural life of Mexico is none other than 
the defense and pondering of the exercise of human rationality itself 
(and, first, of philosophical rationality). This alternative is realized –and 
this is where its specificity lies– through a “plural” (pluralist) conception 
of reason that unfolds in three dialecticallyinterrelated moments: a) a 
theoretical reasoning in the most classic style that actualizes and main
tains the values of discursive, methodical, critical and analytical thought; 
b) a practical reasoning that defends the axiological dimension of human 
praxis under the aegis of the ethicalpolitical unity of social life; and, c) a 
hermeneutical reasoning (not elucidated as such by Villoro) that recog
nizes the “limits” of reason, assumes them, and then opens itself to the 
interpretation and comprehension of the “nonrational” forms of human 
experience and cultural traditions: mysticreligious, aestheticartistic, 
and eroticamorous. Recognizing the limits of reason is what makes a 
thinker, in addition to being rational, also “reasonable.” Villoro has 
sought to be –and, indeed, in many senses has been– such a thinker. The 
author’s conclusion is that what Villoro proposes for Mexico is the con
struction of a new civilizing, political, ethical and sociocultural project; 
one understood and elaborated historically and philosophically in which 
philosophical reflection and praxis would play a substantive and inelud
ible role.

Beatriz Urías Horcasitas’ article, “The Power of Symbols/Symbols in 
Power: Theosophy and ‘Mayanism’ in Yucatán (19221923)”, examines the 
traces of theosophic spiritualism in Felipe Carrillo Puerto’s proposals 
related to the project of “revitalizing” the ancestral spirit of the Mayan 
people. Those proposals gave rise to the molding of a politicalarchaeo
logical scenario in the context of which unprecedented political phenom
ena took on meaning; for example, the changes introduced in the land 
tenure system; organizing workers in resistance leagues; announcing a 
radical political rhetoric; and implementing a series of programs in the 
areas of hygiene and sexual health designed to improve the quality of 
the population. The author holds that these elements were articulated in 
a coherent –and politicallyfunctional– ideological universe thanks to 
Carrillo Puerto’s recovery of theosophic thought and symbolism. The 
article suggests that the theosophic doctrine was used as an instrument 
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to imbue a political experiment that emerged from the Revolution with 
spirituality and transcendence. By appropriating theosophic proposals 
and symbols, Carrillo Puerto sought to incarnate universal truths. He 
presented himself as the direct agent of the designs of a superior power 
and, at the same time, as a governor elected by democratic vote. His case 
shows that although the Revolution may well have generated definitive 
changes, it also produced an ideology that carried with it the risk of au
thoritarianism because it promoted an aggressive program of social en
gineering designed to transform and homogenize the population, while 
at the same time recognizing that certain emerging political figures were 
assumed as depositaries of ancestral racial and spiritual essences.

Finally, J. Alfredo Pureco Ornelas offers the study, “Political Actors 
and the Struggle for Workers’ Rights in the Hot Country of Michoacán: 
Strikes in Lomba rdía and Nueva Italia, 19301933”, which analyzes the 
episode of the prolonged strikes by workers on the rice haciendas of 
Lombardía and Nueva Italia as they struggled to reclaim, not lands, but 
such basic workers’ rights as a maximum workingday and a minimum 
wage. The presentation is framed in the context of the political conflict 
that cardenismo sustained in Michoacán during its emergence as a viable 
social project against the backdrop of Calles’ regime, the socalled “Max
imato”. In his conclusions, the author notes that the article highlights a 
feature rarely found in the peasant movements that developed in Micho
acán in the immediate postrevolutionary period. According to Pureco 
Ornelas, the singular aspect of the case he analyzes lies in that in the 
context of agricultural workers’ claims for land this movement func
tioned as an “induced” demand; one that was created artificially and at a 
later date, and that consisted in consolidating the leadership of the figure 
of General Cárdenas, who around 1938 resolved that the best way of put
ting an end to almost a complete decade of workermanagement prob
lems was to collectivize the assets from which those disputes had aris
en.

Paul C. Kersey Johnson
Traductor


