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Hierba mala nunca muere.
—Latin American proverb1

Within the field of religious studies, the advent of theories of relationality 
and entanglement has resulted in myriad works that explore how cultivating 
meaningful relationships with the sacred, others, and oneself can move people, 
and especially women, to resist hegemony and engage in healing, activism, 
and community-building. Part of this theoretical turn involves uncovering the 
historical forces that first led to the formulation of transgressive ideas about 
religion, gender, and sexuality to colonial societies in the Global South. To 
contribute to this current of scholarship, in this paper, I adopt a relational 
approach to examine how the practice of brujería (domestic magic or witchcraft) 
in Colonial Mexico was essential for the rise of transgressive discourses of 
feminine autonomy, agency, and empowerment, as well as the development 
of communities focused on generating solidarity and support amongst 
marginalized populations. Focusing on how feminine, African, and Indigenous 
spiritual practices occupied an important, if liminal, position in colonial society, 
I aim to demonstrate how ideas and practices emphasized within modern 
queer and feminist movements are but the most recent iteration of a lineage 

1. Translation: A bad weed never dies.
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of spiritual efforts by marginalized Latin American peoples aimed at redefining 
structures and distributions of power.

This work is dedicated to parsing colonial understandings of popular spiritual 
practices, and particularly those that were characterized as brujería during the 
Mexican colonial period. In the context of the sixteenth to early nineteenth 
centuries, the category of brujería encompassed a range of culturally-syncretic 
spiritual practices marginalized colonial subjects used to restructure social 
relations and acquire power that they were otherwise denied in their patriarchal 
environment. The intensity of women’s socio-political abjection at this time 
meant they had a particularly urgent need to counteract white men’s dominance, 
a desire that played a key part in the creation of an inter-caste, inter-class, 
mostly feminine network of relations focused on the commerce of magical 
knowledge, herbs, and rituals.2 Centuries later, we find the legacies of these 
relations in Latin American spiritual traditions, such as curanderismo (a form 
of traditional healing) and chamanismo (shamanism), which disenfranchised, 
majority Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) women, still utilize 
in everyday life as part of their efforts at overcoming systematic subjugation.3 

In this context, I argue that the spiritual traditions understood as brujería 
were a crucial catalyst for some of the earliest manifestations of ideas of 
feminine autonomy, embodiment, and agency within colonial Mexican society, 
and particularly amongst Black, Indigenous, and mestiza (mixed-race) women. 
To trace the emergence of these discourses in Colonial Mexico, I examine 
specific manifestations of brujería and identify how their affective, relational, 
and spiritual aspects had a lasting impact on women living under Christianized 
machista (male chauvinist) hegemony. Furthermore, by parsing the discursive 
understandings and relations that upheld the syncretic magical techniques 
of the time, I outline how women from all classes, castes, and races used 
transgressive spiritual practices that, aside from providing them a temporary 
reprieve from masculine domination, would eventually evolve into familiar 
modern forms of spiritually-charged resistance to hegemony. While focusing 
on transgression and subversion of conventional patriarchal norms, my 

2. See Ruth Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” American Ethnologist 14, no.1 (1987): 36. Also 
Laura Lewis, Hall of Mirrors: Power, Witchcraft, and Caste in Colonial Mexico (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 102; and Ruth Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers: Views from the 
Mexican Inquisition,” in Sexuality and Marriage in Colonial Latin America, ed. Asunción Lavrin (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1989), 179-180. 
3. Joseph M. Murphy, Botánicas: Sacred Spaces of Healing and Devotion in Urban America (Jackson: Uni-
versity Press of Mississippi, 2015), 51.
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approach to colonial brujería also highlights the importance of camaraderie 
and collaboration for marginalized populations’ articulation of power.  

In New Spain, Christian discourses normalized associating Indigenous 
and African spiritual practices with sinful diabolism, such that colonial society 
began to label these practices as brujería using imported Spanish notions.4 
However, it is important to clarify that for most of the Latin American colonial 
period — in stark contrast to Western European understandings of witchcraft 
— brujería was not typically associated with a broader conspiratorial network 
of witches, nor were witches presumed to engage in devil pacts, orgiastic 
sabbaths, and bloody sacrifices.5 Rather, brujería had a decidedly quotidian 
connotation, as it was primarily employed by lovers, spouses, enslaved people 
and enslavers, or servants and their employers to address conflicts within their 
relationships.6 In these settings, women and Black and Indigenous peoples — 
usually the subordinates in these relations — used syncretic spiritual practices 
for a range of affective purposes, including to enact revenge through bodily 
malaise, manipulate the other party, or simply gain power that was otherwise 
unavailable to them because of their gender or race. Thus, most instances of 
colonial Mexican brujería are more similar to European domestic sorcery than 
to openly devilish witchcraft.

While there are marked distinctions between Indigenous and African 
understandings of these culturally-endemic practices and their reception by 
colonial authorities, because my primary sources are of inquisitorial origin, 
they do not offer the information required to fully parse such emic and etic 
conceptions of brujería. Additionally, as brujería and hechicería (sorcery) were 
indicative of everything from love magic to malevolent witchcraft, I rely on 
these terms to describe my subject matter, using them as roughly equivalent 
catch-alls for my discussion of colonial spiritual practices. There is significant 
scholarly precedence for using brujería to describe such syncretic spiritual 
traditions in colonial Latin America without adhering to or endorsing a negative 
tenor. Such efforts have been facilitated by modern Latine practitioners who 

4. Carole A. Myscofski, Amazons, Wives, Nuns and Witches: Women and the Catholic Church in Colonial 
Brazil 1500-1822 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013), 186-187.
5. For an exploration of such European conceptions of witchcraft, see for instance: Lyndal Roper, Witch 
Craze: Terror and Fantasy in Baroque Germany (London, UK: Yale University Press, 2004), 82-123; and 
Jonathan B. Durrant, Witchcraft, Gender, and Society in Early Modern Europe (Boston, MA: Brill, 2007), 
32-35, 45-55. For a point of comparison focused on Latin America, see Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and 
the Devil,” 35. 
6. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 35-36.
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have reappropriated terms like witchcraft, brujería, and bruja (witch), as 
scholars such as Raquel Romberg document in their works.7 Following the 
self-understanding of modern BIPOC Latin American brujas, as well as the 
example of scholars such as Ruth Behar, Martha Few, and Carole Myscofski, 
I approach discourses of colonial witchcraft on their own terms: as I present 
accounts of the brujería colonial women employed, my focus is on parsing 
the dynamic understanding of these practices and how women framed them 
using terms found in their cultural environment. Consequently, I use magic, 
hechicería, and brujería interchangeably to refer to the culturally-syncretic, 
dominantly non-Christian practices that, attributed supernatural meaning, 
marginalized peoples used during the Mexican colonial period to heal, enamor, 
and gain autonomy and authority.8 By employing these terms, my objective 
is to illustrate the interstitial nature of these practices, as well as how their 
networks of discourses and relations offered marginalized individuals ways of 
articulating power outside of exclusionary colonial structures.

I. Caste, Class, and Christianity: A Brief History of Colonial Control

In November of 1536, the Mexican Inquisition formally accused an Aztec 
shaman named Martín Ocelotl of “having committed many acts of sorcery and 
divination; transformed himself into a tiger, lion, and dog; evangelized the 
Indigenous peoples [of the colonies] in ways opposite to those of the Christian 
faith; conversed with the devil; and of having done and said many other things 
that not only went against the holy Catholic faith but also greatly harmed and 
impeded the conversion of Indigenous peoples.”9 Behind these allegations 
were testimonies from some of the city of Texcoco’s most respectable Spanish 
citizens, who claimed to have witnessed Ocelotl’s devilish activities. An 
accusation of particular note is that of Catalina López, a Spanish woman. 

The inquisitorial record narrates that López’s encounter with Ocelotl 

7. See Raquel Romberg, Healing Dramas: Divination and Magic in Modern Puerto Rico (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 2009).
8. It should also be clarified that I will not be questioning the “real” nature of these practices: magic, 
witchcraft, and sorcery were considered very real and very effective at the time of my interest, and these 
understandings fundamentally shaped how people engaged in relations with other individuals, systems, and 
beliefs. Local practices focused on ligatures, love spells, and other magic provided women opportunities for 
gaining cultural authority as experts, while also offering marginalized clients unorthodox tactics for contest-
ing hegemonic dominance in both public and private spheres. Hence, it is neither relevant nor useful to try 
to “prove” anything empirical about witchcraft and magic. 
9. “Procesos de Indios Idólatras y Hechiceras,” vol. 3, Publicaciones de la Comisión Reorganizadora del 
Archivo General y Público de la Nación (México: Guerrero, 1912), 17. Translation from Spanish is mine. 
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occurred as she was attempting to visit Don Pablo Xochiquentzin, an Indigenous 
nobleman appointed to rule Mexico City after the death of Moctezuma. When 
Don Pablo was ill, López explained, she and several local nuns would go visit 
him to bring him comfort and pray for his health. However, one particular day 
López was not allowed in, as Indigenous members of Don Pablo’s household 
explained that Ocelotl was within the house, attempting to heal Don Pablo, and 
he had forbidden the Spanish women entry. The remedies the women used 
were Spanish, Ocelotl is claimed to have said, and rather than healing Don 
Pablo, they were killing him.10 López concludes her narrative by asserting that 
the Indigenous servants told her Ocelotl was performing brujería for Don Pablo 
and also that Ocelotl was famous among the Mexica for having come back to 
life after Moctezuma had him cut into pieces.11 

As with all inquisitorial accounts, modern readers are left wondering about 
the veracity of the witnesses’ statements, as well as the underlying biases 
behind the accusations that, in this case, led to Ocelotl’s exile. Looking beyond 
these matters, the trial of Martín Ocelotl illustrates the racial, religious, and 
social dynamics at play in early colonial understandings of brujería. In López’s 
story, we note the tense competition between two liminal populations for 
the power afforded by spiritual work. On the one hand, López and the nuns 
benefited from the privilege of being European Christians, but, because they 
were also women, the domains in which they could exercise power were limited 
and they were easily ignored in favor of male demands. Ocelotl, on the other 
hand, was an Indigenous man, a combination of factors that afforded him the 
gendered authority and racialized (thus liminal) power required to overrule the 
women’s pious intentions and assert the dominance of his abilities. In López’s 
account, Ocelotl won the proverbial battle by preventing the women’s entry 
to Don Pablo’s home. However, because European male authority entirely 
eclipsed Ocelotl’s clout as an Indigenous leader, Ocelotl experienced during 
his trial a reversal of the discourses of power that had allowed him to exclude 
the women from Don Pablo’s home. Composed entirely of Spanish Christian 
men, the Inquisition praised the women’s proper Christian devotion and vilified 
Ocelotl´s heretical brujería, in part because he was an Indigenous “savage” but 
also because it subverted the colonial Christian order. 

From a different perspective, López’s story is a paragon of the ethnic 

10. “Procesos de Indios Idólatras y Hechiceras,” 26. 
11. “Procesos de Indios Idólatras y Hechiceras,” 26. 
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solidarity that came to constitute a fundamental part of later brujería. Don Pablo 
may certainly have died regardless of Ocelotl’s magic. Yet Ocelotl’s efforts 
at healing him and preventing what, from Ocelotl’s perspective, was further 
colonial harm to Don Pablo reveal the complex relations and care undergirding 
Indigenous people’s use of brujería. The myriad accusations targeting Ocelotl 
additionally reveal European colonizers’ suspicion of Indigenous peoples, 
along with the undercurrent of resistance to colonialism that — even when 
seen through López’s eyes — buttressed many instances of Indigenous magic.

I bring up Ocelotl’s case to show how, like many aspects of Mexico’s religious 
landscape, the roots of brujería can be traced back to the Spanish conquest 
of Mexico and the Christianization that occurred in the following years. In the 
early stages of colonization, Christianity was fundamental for Spanish control 
of the New World. Initially, this was because the Spanish colonial project 
depended on a papal mandate to both colonize and Christianize, but gradually 
the imperial administrators realized that the imposition of Christian doctrines 
was itself a core component of securing American lands.12 This shift occurred 
in part because, within their salvational project, missionaries used discourses 
rife with racist conceptions that cast doubt on Indigenous peoples’ autonomy 
by questioning their capacity to understand Christian doctrine. The sixteenth 
century’s failed efforts to truly convert the “native pagans,” who continued to 
secretly practice their religion while publicly following Christianity, supported 
these assumptions.13 To deal with their growing frustration, during the mid-
1500s, the Franciscans and Dominicans that were proselytizing in the New 
World began to rely on these racist ideas to justify their use of inquisitorial 
brute force to scare Indigenous peoples towards the Christian faith.14 Martín 
Ocelotl was one of the victims of this persecution, as were numerous other 
Indigenous leaders who were flogged, jailed, banished, or, in the case of Don 
Carlos of Texcoco, burned at the stake.15 These measures partially succeeded 
in coalescing Christianity, but in 1571, Indigenous peoples were nonetheless 
declared exempt from inquisitorial jurisdiction due to concerns that they were 
being judged according to Christian standards they were unable to meet.16 With 

12. Patricia Lopes Don, “Franciscans, Indian Sorcerers, and the Inquisition in New Spain, 1536-1543,” 
Journal of World History 17, no. 1 (2006): 30.
13. Lopes Don, “Franciscans, Indian Sorcerers, and the Inquisition,” 31-32.
14. For more on this topic, see Lopes Don, “Franciscans, Indian Sorcerers, and the Inquisition,” 30-40.
15. Lopes Don, “Franciscans, Indian Sorcerers, and the Inquisition,” 27.
16. Patricia Lopes Don, “The 1539 Inquisition and Trial of Don Carlos of Texcoco in Early Mexico,” Hispanic 
American Historical Review 88, no.4 (2008): 605. For a breakdown of the factors that led to a European 
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modern Latin American oppression. From the perspective of the colonizers, 
Christianization and colonization were necessary to ensure the stability of 
the New World, as a society regulated by Christian and European discourses 
would undoubtedly be prosperous. However, Indigenous subversion continually 
frustrated colonial efforts at societal coherence. This colonial labor was further 
complicated when enslaved African peoples were brought to the Americas, 
beginning in 1580.17 The addition of an African population provided opportunities 
for expanding colonial hierarchies of power, but their presence also diversified 
the cultural, spiritual, and political milieu of New Spain. This amalgamation of 
cultures supported the creation of a variety of syncretic traditions, including 
the folk Catholicism still practiced throughout much of Latin America and many 
systems of shamanism and brujería that marginalized populations have long 

crackdown on Indigenous religions, see: Fernando Cervantes, The Devil in the New World: The Impact 
of Diabolism in New Spain, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); J. Jorge Klor de Alva, “Colonizing 
Souls: The Failure of the Indian Inquisition and the Rise of Penitential Discipline,” in Cultural Encounters: 
The Impact of the Inquisition in Spain and the New World, eds. Anne J. Cruz and Mary Elizabeth Perry, 3-22 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992).
17. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 35.  
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much of Latin America and many 
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orders.”

religious control made difficult, the seventeenth century saw increased civil and 
social regulations that targeted the Indigenous population and used Christian 
ideas to justify their subjugation.

The encounters between cultures, religions, and discourses that occurred 
during this time laid the groundwork for the distributions of power of the 
colonial period, meaning those structures that helped lay the foundations for 

MARIANA NAJERA´

RICE HISTORICAL REVIEW



used to transgress normative orders.18 

Spanish colonizers considered non-European spiritual systems 
unsanctioned uses of supernatural power because they departed from Christian 
dogma and twisted Christian beliefs into unorthodox forms. The association of 
these traditions with Black and Indigenous people facilitated their vilification, 
as both these populations were socio-economically disenfranchised and 
deemed morally inferior by colonial authorities. These conceptions of Black 
and Indigenous people were cemented in society through racialized moral 
discourses, as colonial hierarchies not only determined distributions of power, 
but also the attribution of goodness by linking moral character with caste.19 
By establishing hierarchies that ranked citizens using intertwinings of race, 
standards of decency, and Christian ideals, colonial authorities affirmed 
that white Europeans were superior because of their morality and intellect, 
whilst Black and Indigenous people were rightfully secondary because of 
their inherent “baseness.”20 These racialized negative associations extended 
beyond individuals, however, to also shape understandings of the cultures 
of these populations, ensuring that decent European Christians condemned 
brujería because of its connection to these undesirable castes. 

The caste system, much like the Western concept of race, legally and 
socially classified individuals based on “putative distinctions carried in 
blood, ancestry, and color.”21 Your casta (caste) indicated your socio-political 
relationship to others and determined your role within relations and hierarchies 
of power. Raza (race) and casta coexisted during the colonial period, but raza 
was more commonly associated with being Jewish or Muslim.22 Caste, in turn, 
applied to any kind of ancestry and determined the nature of an individual, 
although it did involve aspects of colorism like modern Western understandings 
of race. Castes varied throughout Latin America, but the primary ones in 
colonial Mexico were: españoles peninsulares (Iberian-born Spaniards), criollos 
(Spaniards born in the New World), negros (Black people), “indios” (Indigenous 
people), mulatos (mulattoes, the offspring of a Black person and an Indigenous 

18. Carlos Viesca Treviño, “Curanderismo in Mexico and Guatemala: Its Historical Evolution from the 
Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century,” in Mesoamerican Healers, eds. Brad R. Huber and Alan R. Sandstrom 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), 47-48.
19. Myscofski, Amazons, Wives, Nuns, and Witches, 20, 24, 54; Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the 
Devil,” 35.  
20. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 26-28. See also Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology, 22.
21. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 22.
22. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 23-24
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person or Spaniard), and mestizos (the offspring of a Spaniard and Indigenous 
person).23 Broadly speaking, the caste system defined an individual’s socio-
political position by situating them on a hierarchy of identities where being 
a white Spaniard was the highest ideal and Indigenous and African people 
occupied the lowest positions.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, magic became essential 
for marginalized castes’ acquisition of power, since, as Laura Lewis argues, 
brujería “helped free people from their proper places in the colonial social 
hierarchy while bringing others under their control.”24 Magical assistance was 
necessary for empowerment because Europeans conceived of Black people 
as an economically profitable but otherwise “vile caste” with an aggressive, 
shrewd nature that made them a threat to other groups — although they were 
nonetheless thought to be more Christianized than any Indigenous person.25 
This other indecent caste was seen as morally and physically frail to support 
European paternalism, as colonial authorities thought their control was 
necessary to protect the colonized peoples from returning to diabolic lifestyles.26 
Leaders like Martín Ocelotl threatened colonial power by encouraging 
Indigenous autonomy, so colonial authorities dealt with them quickly, often 
through accusations of brujería that reinforced the diabolic orientation Spanish 
colonizers thought Indigenous beliefs adopted when left without European 
guidance.

Because Black and Indigenous populations regularly challenged colonial 
hierarchies, they were frequently brought before the Inquisition to account 
for their disruptive actions.27 However, it is important to note that most of the 
accused were women, as colonial discourses assumed gender played a role in 
determining moral character and strength.28 Behind colonial Christian discourses 
that deemed women fundamentally inferior to men was an understanding that 
women’s nature was foolish, simple, and overly passionate, meaning they could 
not master themselves as men did and achieve true subjectivity.29 This lack of 

23. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 4. 
24. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 108. 
25. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 2, 20, 24-25, 69. 
26. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 24, 26-29. 
27. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 4-5.
28. Gaspar de Alba, [Un]Framing the Bad Woman, 50, 270.
29. Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology, 15-16. Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 22-23. For a similar argument about 
women within the context of antiquity, see for instance Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Vol. 3: The 
Care of the Self, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986), 161, 175, 200, 222-223.
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control made women more likely to become embroiled in sinful schemes that 
endangered not only themselves but also the men around them. As incomplete, 
imperfect versions of the normative white masculine ideal, colonial authorities 
saw women as a threat to society. Ignorant, weak, and sinful, women’s autonomy 
needed to be restricted for the common good.30 

Men’s control over these marginalized populations extended to matters of 
politics and legal rights, but also sexuality, particularly for women of color. “In 
theory, sexuality was a site of social control for both men and women,” Laura 
Lewis notes, 

But because women were regarded as more carnal than men, they required 
closer supervision. Supervision protected them from their own weaknesses, 
but more generally it protected...male salvation and honor, which were 
vulnerable to corruption by women, who could weaken men’s minds with 
lust and their bodies with venereal diseases.31 

Widespread colorist suspicion of Black and Indigenous “savagery” compounded 
this phallocentric fear of women’s weakness, meaning colonial discourses 
produced thoroughly dehumanizing conceptions of non-white women that 
ensured this populations’ oppression.32 Thus, while white and mestiza women 
regularly experienced the paternalizing othering Lewis describes, Black and 
Indigenous women had to endure intensified versions of these discourses and 
their everyday consequences. 

Supported by racialized moral discourses, colonial authorities continuously 
vilified marginalized castes to justify colonial hegemony and exploitation. 
Through negative effects affiliated with specific identities, Black, Indigenous, 
and female bodies acquired an agency that threatened the European status 
quo. Spanish colonial administrators used these effects and threatening 
agency to sanction the enforcement of a socio-economic order thoroughly to 
their advantage. However, as I explore later, marginalized peoples used this 
same agency created through fear and demonization to shift distributions of 
power, a process in which brujería played a significant role.

30. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 59-60.
31. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 61.
32. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 193.
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II. La Magia de Mujeres Malas33

In 1709, a Spanish man named Lorenzo Martínez Montañez denounced 
his former mestiza mistress, Bonifacia Miranda, with the Holy Office for having 
performed on him an amarre, a magical ligature.34 Since husbands and lovers 
often wounded their women, it was thought that women regularly asked brujas 
to perform retributive amarres that cut off a man’s sexual abilities, making 
ligatures a common explanation for impotence.35 Consequently, when Martínez 
Montañez found himself impotent with his wife, he immediately thought of 
Miranda. The evidence he presented included that, after cutting ties with 
Miranda, she cursed him saying that he would remember her always. He also 
narrated that, after their trysts, Miranda often gave him cocoa and food (both 
perfect covers for sorcery) and he had felt “something cross his virile member” 
during intercourse. Because Martínez Montañez was unable to locate Miranda 
to demand she reverse the ligature, his confessor sent him to ask the Holy 
Office for aid.

While this example only provides a male victim’s perspective, we can 
still identify some key discourses that undergirded sex and love magic at the 
time. For instance, Martínez Montañez seemed to fear the Church’s response 
to his infidelity less than his mistress’s brujería, as he readily appealed to 
his confessor when he discovered Miranda’s curse. Knowing that Martínez 
Montañez had a daughter by Miranda and wanted to cut sexual ties with her 
while remaining the child’s godfather, it would not be surprising if Miranda had 
reacted angrily and used magic against him. There is no way to be certain 
that Miranda applied an amarre to her lover, but it is revealing that Martínez 
Montañez assumed that was the case. This means that he recognized her 
negative reaction to his choices and associated amarres with these feelings in 
women, while also identifying the likelihood that Miranda had not acted alone. 
Martínez Montañez’s case thus exemplifies common understandings of sexual 
magic by linking his jilted lover’s strong emotions with brujería enacted from 
within a broader network of colonial brujas.

In the cultural environment of the Mexican colonial period, these approaches 
to gender demonstrate that it was not only women’s autonomy in the public and 

33. Translation: The Magic of Bad Women.
34. Archivo General de la Nación (Mexico City), Ramo de Inquisición (ACN Inq.) 765, exp.9.
35. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 185.
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private spheres that was limited. Their bodies and sexuality were also restricted 
as sites of subjectivity because of men’s fear of women, and especially of 
women “turning against them.”36 These colonial discourses which intertwined 
gender, power, and religion were used to deny women culturally legitimate 
authority. Yet, as Ruth Behar writes, such discourses also made possible the 
inversion of normative power dynamics through the manipulation of masculine 
fears.37 It is in this overall context, characterized by the subjugation of Black and 
Indigenous people and women’s domination by men, that we can understand 
brujería as a way for marginalized peoples to transgress structures of power. 

As seen in the case of Miranda and Martínez Montañez, colonial Mexican 
brujería was distinctly quotidian, affective, and relational in its symbolic 
language. Hence, accusations to the Inquisition tended to involve marital bonds, 
sexual relationships, and inter-class contact, as these were the situations 
where uneven power dynamics were most likely to appear.38 For instance, also 
in 1709, several women accused a mestiza healer named Agustina de Lara of 
being a witch.39 These women claimed to have asked Lara for brujerías but, 
before going through with the rituals, regretted their actions and confessed 
their lapses to the Inquisition. A Spanish woman named Isabel de Tovar was 
amongst those who accused Lara of brujería. In her testimony, Tovar said she 
was comadres (friends) with Lara and thus felt comfortable sharing with Lara 
the heartbreak she experienced when her lover left her. After hearing about 
her friend’s experience, Lara is said to have asked Tovar for a few hairs from 
her “intimate parts,” promising to make her a remedy that would bring her lover 
back. A few days later, Lara gave Tovar some foul-smelling powders containing 
her ground-up hairs to smear on her lover’s clothing and an ensorcelled lump 
of sugar to slip into his food. Alleging that she quickly regretted her decision to 
use brujería to save her affair, Tovar declared she got rid of the materials and 
rushed to admit her sins (and Lara’s) to her confessor and the Holy Office.

Another woman, a castiza (half mestiza, half Spaniard) named Marta Picón 
offered a similar story to the Inquisition a few months after Tovar. Picón had 
worked in Lara’s house as a domestic servant and declared she had extensively 
witnessed Lara’s putative knowledge of magic. Many women came to Lara for 
substances that they could use to enamor men, Picón explained. Lara would 

36. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 179.
37. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 181.
38. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 200-201.
39. AGN Inq. 765, exp.10.
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that vilified brujería and the subversion of male authority.40 Noemí Quezada 
explains the prevalence of such cases by arguing it was common to believe that 
“unnatural” maladies were the consequence of hatred, jealousy, or unrequited 
love, all effects that could drive people to use magic.41 These associations 
between magic, love, and sex were also a consequence of colonial Mexico’s 
sexual landscape, which was replete with illicit sexual unions whose regularity 
was compounded by the legitimacy of men’s affairs. However, because of 
double standards, the same principle did not extend to women.42 Unless they 
led thoroughly indecent lives, most women were constrained by rigid codes 

40. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 38.
41. Quezada, “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos,” 41. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and 
Women’s Powers,” 194.
42. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 35-36.
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the Inquisition of using sex and love 
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obtain raw materials like herbs and hummingbirds from Indigenous suppliers, 
themselves likely purveyors of similar services, and prepare them according 
to her clients’ needs. To make Lara’s deviance even worse, she reputedly 
once told Picón that, although her magical mentor had been arrested by the 
Inquisition, Lara herself did not fear the Holy Office and was confident she 
would know how to respond to their accusations if the need arose. It seemingly 
did not, or at least we have no record of it. After Tovar and Picón gave their 
confessions, they were absolved by the Holy Office under the promise of acts 
of penance. Of Agustina de Lara, however, nothing more is said. 

As illustrated by this case and that of Bonifacia Miranda, women were often 
accused before the Inquisition of using sex and love magic on their menfolk — 
and many even admitted to it because they had interiorized Christian discourses 
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that bound them to the authority of a husband or male guardian.43 Men, on the 
other hand, felt free to engage in sexual liaisons44 and abandon their spouses 
to heartbreak, jealousy, and shame because they knew women were unlikely 
to recur to judicial interventions. Brujería, however, remained an accessible 
and illicit possibility for those women who desired to take action against their 
menfolk.

Both of the prior cases exemplify the affective orientation of Mexican 
witchcraft, as well as the shared affects between women and Black and 
Indigenous people that helped generate the inter-caste, inter-ethnic relations 
involved in the exchange of goods and services for brujería. Because women 
were more likely to be oppressed, they required ways of changing their 
situations without resorting to economic, social, or political power they did 
not have.45 Thus, women like Agustina de Lara and Bonifacia Miranda took 
advantage of unofficial resources available to them according to their caste, 
class, and upbringing, often building upon understandings of traditional 
medicine to create magical solutions for their specific needs. For instance, 
Spanish and mestiza women had access to magical knowledge brought over 
from Spain that was used in daily life for healing but could also be channeled 
towards brujería.46 Similarly, Black and Indigenous women used repertoires of 
ancestral knowledge for both healing and brujería. These latter castes made up 
the majority of professional brujas because, from their marginalized positions, 
they could more easily recognize needs and offer remedies drawn from the 
sources at their disposal.47

Because the sources of women’s magical knowledge were frequently other 
women, male authorities tended to classify women’s power as illegitimate.48 
These machista associations are an early form of discourses of decency that, 
by linking femininity with pollution, danger, and monstrosity, made women into 
others. The marginalized sources from whence women putatively acquired 
their brujería further intensified the vilification of women and magic. Brujas 

43. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 35-36.
44. Sodomy was thoroughly discouraged and stigmatized even without the Church’s insistence upon it.
45. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 181.
46. Amos Megged, “Magic, Popular Medicine, and Gender in Seventeenth Century Mexico: The Case of 
Isabel de Montoya,” in Witchcraft, Healing, and Popular Diseases: New Perspectives on Witchcraft, Magic, 
and Demonology, ed. Brian P. Levack (New York: Routledge, 2001), 242, 246.
47. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 192. Megged, “Magic, Popular Medicine, 
and Gender,” 244-245.
48.Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 181. 
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were often Indigenous, Black, or of a mixed caste, all marginalized populations 
because of European ethnocentrism.49 Due to their feminine, non-white, and 
non-Christian identities, brujas led a liminal existence. Because they knew how 
to use the powers inherent to both non-white and feminine natures, brujas 
generated respect and even fear throughout the strata of colonial society. With 
their mastery of both the body and supernatural forces, brujas were thought 
to subvert the masculine control of women that formed “an integral part of the 
power relations of colonial rule and...between men and women in daily life.”50 
Non-Christian, feminine, and BIPOC, witches were fundamentally the other, 
and they often used this position to transgress the orders sustaining colonial 
oppression. By offering their services to help others challenge masculine 
domination in their domestic lives, brujas laid the foundations for later forms of 
organized spiritual resistance to hegemonic patriarchy. 

III. Morality, Materiality, and Magic

In the context of non-witches, or laywomen, the indecent implications of 
employing brujería should be contextualized by the normalization of women’s 
compliance with decent societal standards. Unlike brujas, whose existence was 
marginal and defined by their otherness, laywomen were usually Christians 
of every caste and class engaged in everyday efforts of belonging, such that 
they only dabbled in hechicería when they felt obligated to do so. With their 
lives organized according to standards of decency, laywomen like Isabel de 
Tovar claimed to feel morally conflicted over their desire to use magic to tame 
lovers, husbands, masters, or male kin, likely because they interpreted these 
impulses according to internalized misogynistic ideas about the righteousness 
of woman’s submission to man.51 However, the hegemonic nature of male 
dominance and growing inquisitorial leniency towards brujería meant there was 
nevertheless a large market for magic related to sex, love, and control.52 

Laywomen’s experience of brujería tended to follow regular patterns, 
wherein women would suffer an injustice and go in search of a solution that 
was usually proffered by a female friend or local professional. The primary 
difference amongst the cases within inquisitorial records is whether others 
were accusing women of using brujería or whether women were admitting to 

49.Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 179. 
50.Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 48. 
51.Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 184.
52.Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 184.
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it themselves. In 1715, for instance, a mestiza named Magdalena de la Mata 
came before the Inquisition to confess that she had used a ligature provided 
by Beatris, an Indigenous woman, to render her husband impotent.53 Mata 
explained that after her husband beat her bloody, she had gone to Beatris, who 
purportedly recommended a ligature. Mata was unable to go through with the 
ritual and admitted her sinful actions to her parish confessor within the day. 
Because brujería was involved, her confessor sent Mata to the Holy Office, who 
absolved her and assigned her penance. This brief example illustrates how 
women would seek out brujas for help but abandon their plans and confess to 
masculine authorities, largely due to the guilt women experienced because of 
internalized phallocentric discourses that condemned subverting male power.54 
These same discourses, however, attest to the very real power of brujería, as 
it was essential for the survival of patriarchal hegemony that women be made 
to fear the powers attributed to their spirits and bodies to prevent its undue use 
against masculine authorities. 

Colonial brujería directly affected women’s relationships and understanding 
of their bodies. These aspects are interconnected because men’s relations 
with women were often founded on bodily control, and also because women’s 
understandings of their relations were fundamentally shaped by patriarchal 
ideas about feminine pollution and submission.55 Thus, as seen in the case of 
Magdalena de la Mata, magical interventions at the site of women’s relations, 
especially with men, necessarily touched upon women’s internally misogynist 
conceptions of feminine bodies and the powers contained therein. 

Thinking with the symbolic language of brujería, the connection between 
heterosexual relationships and the dangerous agency of women’s bodies 
explains why so much of colonial magic relied on using women’s body parts or 
excretions.56 Shunned by religious and civil discourses because of their alleged 
polluting capacities, feminine bodies became a symbolic weapon in women’s 
relations with men because women could take advantage of the power granted 

53. AGN Inq. 878, f.314-316.
54. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 50-51.
55. AJacqueline Holler, “Of Sadness and Joy in Colonial Mexico,” in Emotions and Daily Life in Colonial 
Mexico, eds. Javier Villa-Flores and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
2014), 32-33. Behar, “Sex and sin, witchcraft and the devil,” 42.
56. See for instance Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 52-53, and Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, 
and Women’s Powers,” 181, 199-200.
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to them by the fears of masculine authorities.57 As explained by Ruth Behar,  

Women frequently used menstrual blood or the water that had cleansed their 
“intimate parts” to make up the ensorcelled food or drink that they served 
to their husbands. The logic behind this was clearly that of “metaphorical 
extension,” by which the ingestion of women’s bodily essences worked, 
by means of analogy, to subdue, tame, or attract the men who consumed 
them...And perhaps, too, women’s serving of ensorcelled food to men was 
another kind of reversal, sexual rather than social: a way for women to 
penetrate men’s bodies.58

Through inversion, feminine bodies could become a source of empowerment, 
allowing women to temporarily subvert one of the primary sites of hegemonic 
patriarchal control. While brujería may not have been an everyday activity for 
most, it created interstitial spaces for resisting oppression so that women could 
take action against male authority and redefine their relationship with their 
bodies. Though many women seem to have not overcome their internalized 
misogyny enough to complete their rituals, even considering the possibility of 
brujería was a significant transgression that allowed women to contemplate 
alternatives to masculine domination.

Concerning women’s relations with menfolk, understandings of brujería 
as resistance should be framed within the multivalent dimensions of male 
dominance. Outside of bodily control, masculine colonial structures also ensured 
that, in marriage, women of all social levels lost most of their legal autonomy 
and owed total obedience to their husbands, who assumed the right to beat 
and abuse their wives if they deviated from feminine decency.59 This oppressive 
environment severely restricted women’s agency, so it is understandable that 
efforts of resistance likely began at the most basic level outside of the self: 
that of affective relationships. Taking advantage of contemporary discourses, 
women used all available magical resources to try to affect the behavior of the 
men they loved, lived with, or worked for. Whether the end goal was to diminish 
abuse or enact retribution for infidelity, women’s bodies and sexual power had 
the potential to become sites for external and internal transformations through 
brujería. 

57. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 52-53. 
58. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 180.
59. Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil,” 35.
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acquire any form of empowerment.60 From this perspective, it was the authority 
generated by the relations between brujas, clients, and victims, and embedded 
in the practices and widespread discourses of witchcraft, that catalyzed the 
various processes that allowed women to participate in relations of power as 
agential subjects. Maestras (magical teachers), curanderas (spiritual healers), 
and other brujas based their “community authority on their knowledge of the 
body and the natural world, connected to Spanish, African, and [Indigenous] 
ideas and practices of religion and the supernatural,” Martha Few notes.61 As 
seen in the cases mentioned thus far, brujas’ power was maintained through 
reputation and the creation of “informal social ties, which often crossed the 
ethnic, status, and rural/urban boundaries of colonial society.”62 Hierarchies 
of power enabled these inter-caste, inter-ethnic networks by creating a 
common cause to individual experiences of patriarchal oppression, as well 

60. Clements, Sites of the Ascetic Self, 176. 
61. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 3.
62. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 3.
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When agency and power are understood to be relational in nature, it is 
only in the folds of relations that an individual can effect change on others or 
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as establishing shared sites of subjectivity (such as the body) for contesting 
masculine power.63 By suggesting new ways to approach relations with others 
and oneself, brujería not only helped women shift distributions of power, but 
also laid the foundations for ongoing efforts that challenged the paradigms 
subjugating marginalized populations’ existence.

IV. Rethinking and Relating in Otherness

In 1733, Fray Diego Núñez accused his mulata slave Manuela de 
Bocanegra of having bewitched him, causing him countless pains, aches, 
and other maladies, including temporary paralysis, excruciating urination, and 
having to expel small objects through his genitals.64 After careful examination 
of these objects, the Franciscan concluded that these were signs of a maleficio 
diabólico (diabolic witchcraft) that inevitably pointed back to his slave and, 
more importantly, her sexuality, as Núñez had recently caught her copulating 
with a lover and severely scolded both individuals, likely inciting in Bocanegra a 
desire for revenge. From a modern standpoint, the priest’s “diabolic” symptoms 
appear even to the untrained eye to be those of several common venereal 
diseases. However, Núñez’s reaction to these symptoms is indicative of the 
gendered, ethnocentric fears that plagued many white colonial men, as well as 
the sorts of situations that were understood to move women towards indecent 
magic. As Marcella Althaus-Reid notes, in situations of hegemonic patriarchy, 
“what happens is that the return for a woman’s investment in decency is so 
poor that in the end it allows her to keep a rebellious spirit in spite of her 
sexual/gender investment [in structures of decency].”65

Not every case of brujería involves such a marked difference between the 
identities of those involved, yet Núñez’s story is a useful case study precisely 
because of the chasm between his status and that of Bocanegra. The fear 
of brujería noted across inquisitorial records is exacerbated in Núñez’s case 
because his relationship with Bocanegra was composed of many dyadic 
dominations, including “man and woman, priest and lay person, white and 
Black, and master and slave.”66 Because Bocanegra was an enslaved person, 
her alleged draining of the priest’s vitality was even more threatening since 
he would be “lowered” to her level, symbolically becoming a BIPOC woman 

63. Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives, 6.
64. AGN Inq. 765, f.15.
65. Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology, 51.
66. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 197.
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agency would necessarily be followed by a proportional decline in the agency 
of men.67 

Continuing with Fray Núñez’s story, the priest accused Bocanegra of having 
abused their domestic relationship by cursing him through substances slipped 
into his meals.68 Further complicating the situation was the presence of another 
woman, a mulata healer named Gertrudis whom Fray Núñez sought out with 
the hope of breaking Bocanegra’s spell.69 While at first the priest’s interactions 
with Gertrudis seemed promising, they came to a halt when Núñez discovered 
that Gertrudis was a purported dealer of sexual magic and Manuela’s friend, 

67. Lewis, Hall of Mirrors, 109.
68. AGN Inq. 765, f.15.
69. AGN Inq. 765, f.15.
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who did not legally own her body. This case also reveals the inherent dualism 
underlying colonial patriarchy. In male-female relations, only one person could 
exercise their will at a time, since it meant the other would necessarily lose 
theirs. This phallocentric paradigm unsurprisingly led to the male belief that, 
by using illegitimate methods such as brujería, women could neutralize and 
appropriate men’s power, reducing men’s rightful control over women and 
making men as weak as women were thought to be. The androcentric nature 
of such colonial Christian discourses explains why male authorities felt so 
threatened by women, as it was understood that any increases in women’s 
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explaining why his symptoms seemed to worsen after he began using Gertrudis’ 
treatments.70 There is no information about the conclusion of the case, but 
what we do know illustrates the affective entanglements and relations of power 
involved in masculine understandings of women’s brujería. Colonial society 
was rife with vertical hierarchies that created oppressive relations between 
individuals with marked power differentials, but these same structures generated 
solidarity between marginalized peoples who underwent similar experiences 
under colonial oppression. Colonial distributions of power, while inherently 
vertical, were thus able to foster horizontal relations such as friendships and 
kinships that facilitated the transgression of decent orders through various 
forms of mutual support. 

The story of Bocanegra and Fray Núñez exemplifies the power dynamics 
created by hierarchies of racialized morality used to justify oppressive violence, 
as seen in Núñez’s anger at having his power putatively usurped and his fear 
of being symbolically lowered to an inferior position. Simultaneously, this case 
demonstrates some of the ways women could exploit oppressive systems to 
gain an advantage over men. Working with the unverifiable assumption that 
Bocanegra did place a curse on Núñez, the effectiveness of her brujería was 
undoubtedly heightened by Núñez’s fears of female rebellion against male 
authority. Women and other marginalized populations were likely well aware 
of these phallocentric anxieties and used brujería (either consciously or 
unconsciously) to exploit such sentiments as part of their pursuit of power. The 
power of brujería was thus multivalent, penetrating religious, political, and social 
structures: while manifesting most evidently through beliefs in brujas’ ability to 
manipulate real diabolic powers using magic, it is clear that the recognition of 
brujería’s potency was also largely due to the ways it manipulated patriarchal 
fears to empower marginalized subjects.

The interethnic, interclass networks previously alluded to facilitated the 
exchange of brujerías that could address women’s domestic and amatory 
concerns. The near-universal need for these exchanges meant women of all 
classes and castes could develop close contact, and even friendships, with 
the Black, Indigenous, and mestiza women lauded as magical specialists.71 
While these relationships — which we mostly know of through inquisitorial 
records of questionable accuracy and veracity — cannot be considered an 

70. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 198-199.
71. Behar, “Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism, and Women’s Powers,” 192.
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helped them withstand repression.”72 Magic practices, Amos Megged writes, 
“became for [women] an alternative social and ritualistic haven from the male-
dominated ‘caste system’ of the colonial theatre.”73 When combined with their 
fundamental role in the “weakening” of men, these subversive networks provide 
a perspective of femme communities during the colonial period that contests 
mainstream narratives of pre-modern women’s helplessness before patriarchy. 

From a modern standpoint, these efforts are sometimes seen as 
piecemeal, since they operated within a male-dominated system that made 
women internalize patriarchal beliefs. Yet suspicions of brujería should still 
be understood as early forms of resistance because they created impressions 
of power around individuals who were otherwise oppressed, temporarily 
disrupting the colonial distributions of power that perpetuated marginalized 
peoples’ subjugation. Through this lens, brujería can be recognized as a tactic 
marginalized people used to recoup a sense of autonomy and agency when 
licit powers failed to provide them an adequate existence. Because brujería 
involved new understandings of embodied being, race, and gender that went 
largely against mainstream discourses, brujas and their clients could access 

72. Megged, “Magic, Popular Medicine, and Gender,” 251.
73. Megged, “Magic, Popular Medicine, and Gender,” 251.

“Because brujería involved new 
understandings of embodied being, 
race, and gender that went largely 
against mainstream discourses, 
brujas and their clients could access 
through magic potential sites of 
subjectivity that afforded them a 
holistic, if interstitial, sense of self.” 

exact parallel of modern mutual aid networks, they nonetheless point towards 
frequent significant breaches of colonial ethnic and class divides. Through 
relations based on the shared goals of transgression, care, and support, 
the networks of brujería “were able to mould a gender consciousness which 

SPRING 2021



29

through magic potential sites of subjectivity that afforded them a holistic, if 
interstitial, sense of self. With brujería also came the possibility of agency, 
since, as argued by Niki Clements, agency does not only reside in individual 
subjectivities, but also in interrelationships that include discursive and intimate 
connections with others, and relationships of self to self.74 For Black and 
Indigenous people, and particularly the women of these castes, brujería was 
a way to build relationships with oneself and others, but also to develop larger 
communities that provided the support lacking in normative institutions.75

During the colonial period, both men and women feared women’s 
empowerment because such a change would nullify the rigid structures of 
patriarchal hierarchy and decent Christian living, yet, in the face of systemic 
violence, women’s resistance was unavoidable. Internalized decency decreased 
the likelihood of women’s use of brujería, but many nonetheless relied on 
such methods to gain power over their menfolk, and in the process began 
to redefine their relationships to womanhood and the female body. Historical 
records of women’s involvement with magic reveal colonial society’s very real 
fear of the chaos that women’s power, especially when intensified by brujería 
and left unmanaged, could inflict upon society. These sentiments also point 
towards colonial men’s perception that their hold upon society as a whole was 
tenuous, which explains why there are so many fear-driven, paranoid masculine 
narratives of women and BIPOC using diabolic power to subdue white men. 
However, these same masculine anxieties about losing authority helped cement 
brujería as an interstitial method for defying patriarchal hegemony and creating 
solidarity around the experiences of subjugation and transgression. 

When studied in the broader transhistorical context of indecent resistance 
to hegemony, colonial brujería is an interstitial, subversive tradition sustained 
by both individual and collective transgression of hegemonic normativities. 
Through cultural syncretism, holistic discourses, and spiritual pluralism, 
brujería and its daughter traditions have long taught women ways to counteract 
hegemonic efforts aimed at the subjugation of marginalized and non-normative 
identities. Academically, the interstitial colonial activities that we label brujería 
should begin to be understood as a conscious reappropriation of power that 
redefined uneven distributions of authority by articulating the inarticulate power 
attributed to marginalized bodies, sexualities, and beliefs. Ultimately, colonial 

74. Clements, Sites of the Ascetic Self, 169.
75. See Megged, “Magic, Popular Medicine, and Gender,” 247, 250, 252.
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witchcraft paved the way for later forms of gendered spiritual transgression 
in Latin America, and particularly those that constitute ongoing forms of 
resistance to the exclusionary legacies of hegemonic empire. By positing 
alternative understandings of feminine bodies, sexualities, and relationships, 
colonial women’s brujería laid the groundwork for countless women to thereafter 
challenge standards of decency, reconsider their rejections of otherness, and 
even find power in their indecent forms of being.
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