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Four Generations of Maya Marriages 

What’s Love Got To Do With It?

ana marÍa juÁrez

This paper examines the connections between globalization, economic trends,
and generational patterns of marriage among Caste War Maya women in
Quintana Roo, Mexico, during the twentieth century. Caste War Mayas de-
scend from Mayas who participated in the Caste Wars of Yucatán during the
mid-nineteenth century. These wars, purportedly based on caste or race, in-
volved indigenous Maya struggles for autonomy and independence from the
Mexican state of Yucatán, the longest and most successful indigenous resist-
ance movement in the Americas.1 The eastern-most portion of the Yucatán
peninsula was controlled by Caste War Mayas, guided in their cause by mirac-
ulous crosses and saints, until Mexican president Porfirio Diaz took control in
1901.

Tulum, where my research is based, had been one of two competing centers
of power that had developed in opposition to the Yucatec and Mexican gov-
ernments during the mid-nineteenth-century Caste Wars. Tulum was attacked
in about 1888 by its rival Santa Cruz because Tulum had appointed a white man
who had married into an elite Caste War Maya family to “govern” the Tancah
and Tulum Maya ruins.2 Subsequent political Caste War Maya struggles over
leadership, trading alliances, and military strategies led to Tulum’s decline and
neglect throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Populated by just a
handful of families in the early twentieth century, Tulum relied on horticul-
tural production (milpa), hunting, and gum (chicle) collecting for its subsis-
tence. By the mid-twentieth century, Tulum’s residents also worked on neigh-
boring coconut plantations and cattle ranches. By the 1960s and 1970s, Yucatec
and Mexican immigrants began to outnumber Caste War Mayas as the Mexi-
can government and private investors intensified the region’s development.
Meanwhile, the area between Tulum and Cancún was being developed into
what is now Mexico’s largest tourist region.



Using ethnographic fieldwork methods, including participant observation,
oral histories, and interviews, I began my research of Caste War Maya women
of Tulum, Quintana Roo, in 1990.3 At that time four generations of women
lived in Tulum. The eldest generation of women, roughly in their seventies and
older, were survivors of devastating smallpox epidemics. Both disease and the
jumbled, contradictory state policies directed toward Caste War Mayas had
disrupted their lives. Their mixed subsistence economy revolved around hor-
ticultural production, hunting, and modest trade. The women in the next old-
est generation were born and/or were married after the Mexican government
established ejidos (communal land grants) in the late 1930s. While continuing
the economic practices of their elders, they were increasingly involved in day
and migrant labor, and they established more habitual relationships with
(mostly male) immigrant Yucatec, Mexican, and other workers and employ-
ers. The women in the third generation, the middle-aged generation, were
young adults or teenagers in the early 1970s when the Cancún–Tulum road
and tourist corridor radically transformed the pueblo, and they lived their lives
within the early tourist culture and economy. Finally, the women of the fourth
and youngest generation were either teenagers or young adults when I began
my fieldwork. By then, Tulum was a key part of the region’s tourist attractions.

For the eldest of the four generations, marriage had been primarily a prag-
matic, economic arrangement between families. For the following three gen-
erations of women, marriage increasingly involved the joining of individual
men and women based on personal choice and romantic love. In the first sec-
tion of this article I describe early twentieth-century marital practices, arguing
that arranged marriages of the eldest generation functioned to structure labor
and to reproduce families and social organization within their mixed trade and
subsistence economy. However, I also show that couples chose their spouses
within the institution of arranged marriage, and that notions of love and sex-
ual attraction were a basic part of the process. In the following sections of this
article, I describe shifts and trends in the meanings and practices of marriage
in the second oldest and younger generations. I situate Tulum within an in-
creasingly capitalized and industrialized economy, drawing on research that
shows how notions of love, marriage, family, and sexuality change under these
conditions. Because new social, cultural, and economic practices had begun to
privilege men, but did not yet provide women with equivalent forms of power,
women of the second and middle generations endured abusive marriages
marked by violence and jealousy. The youngest generation of women is better
situated to negotiate sex, love, and marriage, but they still operate within a sys-
tem of gender inequality. Thus, love and love-based marriages can give young
women greater autonomy, but they can also lead to other forms of oppression.
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patterns and continuities of the eldest generation

Like various other subsistence-based Maya peasant societies, Caste War Maya
marriages can be characterized as having gender interdependence and bal-
anced relations of power within marriages. Numerous historical and ethno-
graphic descriptions show that women are dependent on men producing and
acquiring food for consumption, while men are dependent on women for pro-
cessing and cooking.4 Even as scholars provide increasingly nuanced analyses
of gender among Mayas, they have continued to rely upon the principles of in-
terdependency and complementarity to explain gender relations. For example,
Betty Bernice Faust and Mathew Restall have recently evoked these notions for
the precolonial and colonial eras, as have Ellen Kintz and Alicia Re Cruz with
respect to contemporary society, although they all pay more attention to the
limitations of complementarity and areas of gender inequality.5

While the nuances of gender complementarity and interdependence in
Tulum’s marital practices is still significant, within subsistence-based house-
holds, Maya men have had access to particular forms of power and privilege
denied women, including political leadership, polygyny, and control over
women’s movements.6 During the Caste War the relative balance of power be-
tween spouses was further disrupted. Evidence exists that Maya men raped and
otherwise used captured (white) women as domestic slaves, indicating the fun-
damental subordination of women.7 Thus, in accord with other warrior or
military-based societies, the balance of power shifted toward men during the
Caste Wars, although community sanctions worked against extreme shifts in
power.8 For example, in 1917 one village refused to allow a leading Caste War
general to bring a Mexican prostitute to live in his home.9

Twentieth-century marriages must be situated within a world where socio-
economic, racial, and gender relations were changing. The eldest generation of
women in Tulum had survived the early twentieth-century smallpox epi-
demics. According to Alfonso Villarojas, who studied another Caste War com-
munity in the 1930s, haancab, or a period of bride-service when the groom
lives and works for the bride’s family, was still widely practiced. Bride-service
had previously stabilized marriages, provided family support for young brides,
and contributed to the autonomy of young wives during the early years of mar-
riage.10 Bride-service typically contributes to the gendered balance of power
within marriage. In Tulum, however, bride-service was not commonly prac-
ticed; even marriages of the eldest generation rarely included bride-service.
The devastating population losses due to smallpox, combined with Tulum’s
socioeconomic marginality, probably contributed to the decline of bride-ser-
vice.11 Although not quite as idyllic as Villarojas’s reports of Xcacal during the
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1930s, the majority of eldest generation unions in Tulum, or at least first mar-
riages, were relatively free of domestic violence and generated enduring rela-
tionships.12 In speaking of her grandmother’s marriage, Doña Francisca por-
trayed marital relations that were most typical for the eldest generation:

[In my grandmother’s time], when a woman got married, she doesn’t, she
doesn’t look for another husband. Neither does the husband look for another
woman. My grandmother married when she was very young until my grand-
father died. They never separated.

They never fought. They never fought. She got along very well with my
grandfather. (Doña Francisca, June 5, 1992, 4)

Such nuptials were private and uncomplicated; the most commonly men-
tioned prerequisite involved learning three or four standard Catholic prayers.
Doña Demetria, a woman from the second-eldest generation, succinctly de-
scribed the rite of passage as practiced by members of the Iglesia Maya
throughout the twentieth century: 

[I kneel] because of my marriage. Mass is said, I’m kneeling. Mass is happen-
ing. Your hand is placed thus, you take your candles here, your husband also.

When you kneel [to get married], the writing is done on your face.13 They say,
In the name of the father, and of the son, and of the holy spirit, Amen, Jesus.
Thus.

Do they do it like that in your town? As for me, I’m true Maya. True Mayas
speak thus. (Doña Demetria, August 1, 1990, 5)

In contrast, a woman of the next generation, a middle-aged woman, Doña Fe-
lipa, had rejected the Caste War Maya’s regional Iglesia Maya, or Maya Church,
in favor of the Mexican Catholic Church. Like other Catholics in the commu-
nity, she professed that Iglesia Maya ceremonies were elementary, trifling ritu-
als relative to sacred Mexican and Yucatec western-style weddings (Doña Fe-
lipa, April 20, 1993). Despite these distinctions, the most consequential aspect
of matrimony for both the eldest and second-eldest generations of women was
the ritualized marital arrangements, or kóonsito, which were negotiated be-
tween parents and godparents. When discussing their marriages, these women
always spoke of the marital arrangements and muhul, or gifts and exchanges
such as food, clothing, and jewelry given by the groom and/or his family to the
bride and her family.14 They clearly saw the bride-gifts they and their families
received as a defining part of their identity and as a source of pride and em-
powerment.

Even a middle-aged woman who rejected many traditional marital practices
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still appreciated the power of her bride-gifts. After telling of her relatively elab-
orate courtship, Doña Felipa described her fiancé’s delivery of the agreed-upon
items, proudly proclaiming: “He took everything that they asked for, and I al-
ready had it in my power [possession] (laughs). Yes, when the time came for
me to marry, I married. Yes, I married” (April 20, 1993, 3 – 4).

Doña Thalia’s case was more typical of arranged Caste War Maya marriages
in Tulum. A woman from the second-eldest generation, Doña Thalia was not
allowed to “speak” to her future husband until the wedding day:

They asked for me. Like before, not like people get married now. At that time,
before, well, even if he has asked four times, you don’t talk to him until you’re
married.

As long as you are not married, even if he comes to visit, you don’t think that
they are going to let you go out and talk, or that you would stop in the street.
Nothing!

When he comes, he sits here. “Here’s a stool, muchacho [young man],” my fa-
ther tells him. And me, if I’m grinding [corn], I’m grinding. If I’m carrying
water, I’m carrying water. They don’t let you talk with a young man before.
Nothing. Nothing. Until the time for you to marry arrives, you join with him.
Umhm. (Doña Thalia, April 22, 1993, 5–6)

Many women recalled the imposed silences regarding not only their choice of
a partner, but also in terms of actual conversation between them and a suitor.
Most women emphasized that in the old days people were not allowed to
marry for gusto (by their choice and for love). Although they had to marry
whom their parents chose, few women expressed unhappiness with their par-
ticular spouses.

As it turned out, women’s overall satisfaction with their spouses was partly
due to the informal “conversations” and “selections” discreetly taking place
between couples despite imposed silencing. From what I could discern, young
women did not “talk” to men or “choose” their spouses unless they had de-
cided to marry without their parents’ consent. However, young women did
avail themselves of the opportunities for informal conversations that occurred
at festivals and vaquerías (sacred, jarana-style) dances, work sites, or in the
course of other activities. When I tried to verify that Doña Thalia had not ac-
tually spoken to her husband prior to marriage, she revealed that what she re-
ally meant was that they had not “officially” or “publicly” spoken, and, most
importantly, she had not agreed to marry.

author: Then, you had never spoken with [your husband] before you mar-
ried?
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doña thalia: Well, yes. But without my mother’s presence. Just me. But I
told him, “Well, if you enter to speak with my father, and my father says yes,
well [then] yes [I will marry you]. But if he says no, then no.” (April 22, 1993,
5 –6)

In other words, couples could physically talk, but they could not “speak” for
themselves; they could not have a voice that spoke with power regarding mar-
riage. As I have suggested elsewhere, Maya notions of gender were quintessen-
tially about labor, as symbolized by the hetzmek ritual. This ritual sets infant
boys and girls on their roads in life by symbolically introducing them to the
work and tools of their respective genders.15 Moreover, marriage was the insti-
tutional structure within which gendered labor was practiced. In fundamental
ways, marriage was an economically based arrangement between families.
Writing about Yucatec Maya marital practices in the late nineteenth century,
Piedad Peniche Rivero asserts:

Maya communities placed special emphasis on marriage as an institution
that strengthened mutual relations between families and their control over
economic resources. The function of marriage was to bring together families
or social groups and oblige them to cooperate and share territory and re-
sources.16

Maya marriages for the eldest and most of the second-eldest generations were
clearly recognized as economically driven arrangements, not just for the soon-
to-be interdependent spouses, but also for their families. The ritually ex-
changed bride-gifts cemented reciprocal kin relations and provided the new
couple with some basic household commodities such as hammocks or blan-
kets, together with a set of woman’s clothes and a small emergency fund (usu-
ally spent on children’s illnesses) in the form of jewelry. Although Doña Thalia
is proud of the love she and her husband now share, she was quite explicit
about the importance of economic considerations, not love, in both her par-
ents’ consent and her own desire to be married.

doña thalia: My father worked very hard to find food, so he said yes [that
I could get married]. We got married in the Iglesia Maya . . . 

author: And how was the wedding? When he came to ask your father for
you, did you already know that you wanted to marry? Or didn’t you want to
marry?

doña thalia: Well, I believed, I thought that if my father said yes, then yes.

author: But did you want to marry?

doña thalia: Yes. I wanted to marry also, because I saw, well, it’s the work
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that I have. Well, there is nothing, I have no clothes. Until I got married with
my husband, I had nothing. Not even my little clothes. They gave me them
– a simple little blouse, and a shawl, as they say, and just my, my hair! And
that was it. Just with that.

author: And that’s what your husband gave you?

doña thalia: Yes. Yes. [He just gave you that?] Just that. A pair of shoes, and
my clothes, and a gold chain, and my earrings. Just that. (April 22, 1993, 5 – 6) 

Besides relatively minor, everyday things given as bride-gifts, other terms of
the marriage were likewise flexible and negotiable. Unlike other Maya regions,
such as highland Chiapas, where young men become indebted to their relatives
in order to obtain the bride-gifts needed to marry, among Caste War Maya
bride-gifts were easily obtainable and affordable.17 In their subsistence econ-
omy, the union of women and men was economically efficient and essential.
Although matrimony could relieve families of an extra person to feed and
clothe, it did not have a significant impact on the financial wealth of either the
bride’s or the groom’s kin. In fact, families who had already established every-
day reciprocal relations were very informal in marital negotiations. It was not
uncommon for the customary seven visits (with their accompanying house-
hold “gifts” of bread, chocolate, and sometimes alcohol and cigarettes) to be
reduced almost by half. Doña Thalia explained why this was possible: 

author: So then they came four times to ask for your marriage?

doña thalia: Yes. Four times. Because everything, well like my deceased fa-
ther says, since my father-in-law, well, he is, how do they say it, an anciano
[elder].
Because there are times when you have to enter seven times to ask for your
wife. Umhm. That’s what my father says. But since he gets along very well
with my father-in-law, well no.
Afterwards, when they are setting the time, they are bringing the things here.
And they brought some bread, some chocolate, just things like that. When
one week passed, we married. (April 22, 1993, 5–6)

After the ritualized marriage arrangements, the most notable aspect of the
eldest and second-eldest generations’ marriages was the advice, or consejo,
given to the couple. When I first embarked on predissertation fieldwork in Tu-
lum, I was engaged to be married, and my fiancé joined me for a short time.
Later, when I returned to the field, my friends all wanted to know whether we
had indeed gotten married and what the wedding itself was like. The foremost
things Mexican and Yucatec immigrants asked about were the clothes and re-
ception. But Maya’s first question was, “What prayers did you say?” followed
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by “What did they tell you?” I responded with a little information about both
(I had a fairly “traditional” Catholic Chicano wedding), assuming the ques-
tions pertained to something like the Catholic mass and the priest’s homily.
However, Mayas were not referring to a communal-style mass and public ser-
mon, but rather to the private prayers they were required to know and the rit-
ual advice they were given. “Mass” in the Iglesia Maya was rarely a communal
event; at weddings, only the nohoch tatich, or priest(s), couple, and their par-
ents and/or godparents were usually present. It was during this private church
service that couples were given their advice. In keeping with the spirit of mar-
riage as the institution within which gendered labor was practiced, most
women’s recollections of their marital advice focused on the complementary
labor obligations of spouses. Sometimes they included a comment about their
lifetime commitment and the need to “love” and be considerate of each other
and also of their godparents. Thus, marriage for the eldest generation empha-
sized labor and social relations, not romantic love and individual choice.

At the same time, love and sexual attraction were a basic, essential but un-
avowed part of these arranged marriages. Love-based marriages and arranged
marriages were not mutually exclusive concepts. As more attention is paid to
the relationship between love and sexuality, scholars are beginning to realize
that both love and sexuality are culturally constructed concepts that must be
historically situated for analysis.18 In that vein, Victor de Munck has tried to
“debunk this dichotomous and ethnocentric conception of arranged versus
love marriage practices.”19 He argues that historical “processes of moderniza-
tion” have shifted notions of “love” from a “background” criterion to a “fore-
ground” criterion for marriage among Sri Lankans. He describes how Sri
Lankans “harmonize” love and sexual desire into the process of arranging
marriages. Similarly, Caste War Mayas of the eldest generation incorporated
their love and desire into their arranged marriages through covert meetings
with lovers in which their own voices were subordinated to those of their par-
ents.

the second and third generations and trajectories of change 

Following the eldest generation, subsequent generations of women were in-
creasingly influenced in marriage by socioeconomic changes combined with
new ideologies of love and sexuality. Although women of all three subsequent
generations have been affected by these changes, it was the second and third
generations whose marriages and lives were especially marked by gender in-
equality, hardships, and oppression. These two generations lived during a mo-
ment of transition when neither old nor new social institutions and cultural
ideologies provided them with the means to protect their interests. As we will
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see, the youngest generation of women is better situated to negotiate love, sex-
uality, and marriage, but they, too, are still operating from an inherently sub-
ordinate position.

Tensions over marital relations and sexual jealousy are well-documented
aspects of Yucatec Maya culture and folklore.20 Although Villarojas downplays
marital conflicts and sexual jealousy in his 1930s ethnography of Caste War
Maya, all the examples he selected to illustrate the political authority of the
chiefs involved marital conflicts related to sexual jealousy.21 However, I con-
tend that by the mid-twentieth century Caste War Maya women and men in
Tulum began having more conflicts related to marital relations and sexual jeal-
ousy.

Historians and other social scientists have extensively documented changes
in Western notions of love, marriage, family, and sexuality, especially as
influenced by the political economies of colonialism, capitalism, and industri-
alization.22 John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, for example, argue that the
meaning of sexuality in the United States changed from being associated pri-
marily with “reproduction within families” to being associated primarily with
“emotional intimacy and physical pleasure for individuals.”23 They, and other
scholars, have examined how changes in sexuality have been gendered, how
sex has been commercialized, the consequences and possibilities of emphasiz-
ing love and intimacy within marriages and families, and the intersections be-
tween race, class, gender, and sexuality.24

Similar kinds of processes were occurring among Maya in Quintana Roo.
Although Caste War Maya had regularly interacted with peoples and cultures
outside their own communities as they engaged in trade and other kinds of so-
cioeconomic relations, the twentieth century intensified their interactions
with immigrants, new economic practices, and new ideologies. Before the
mid-twentieth century, they had occasional meetings with outsiders, or re-
quired outsiders to conform to their cultural practices. But women of the sec-
ond and subsequent generations were more regularly surrounded predomi-
nately by male immigrant workers as they and their husbands worked at new
gum-collecting camps, cattle ranches, and coconut plantations. The more ex-
tensive contacts exacerbated conflicts about marriage and sexual jealousy. New
sources of tension further arose from men’s economic power, independence,
and the introduction to foreign understandings of sexuality that assumed men
had more active sexual needs (and the right to act on these needs) than did
women.

The second and third generations of women were those who most struggled
with marital relations. New social, cultural, and economic practices had begun
to privilege men but did not yet provide women with equivalent forms of
power. They did not have access to institutionalized alternatives for female au-
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tonomy, economic independence, empowerment, or balanced power rela-
tions. Consequently, more women and children from these generations were
impoverished or endured extraordinarily abusive marriages marked by un-
equal power relations, violence, and jealousy.

The second generation of women have marriage histories that often empha-
size love, jealousy, and conflict. For example, Doña Demetria’s memories
about advice included the customary counsel about gendered labor, but her
recollections expounded on what for most women was a minor reference to
love and its frequent counterpart, sexual jealousy: 

As soon as [the wedding mass] is over, they tell you: “Here, son,” it’s said to
men, “you are married with the girl, but you must love one another. Don’t
dishonor one another. Don’t say bad things to your spouse. Don’t be spying
on your spouse. Don’t spy on your wife because it’s bad. Because jealousy, son
of shit, it brings bad things.” That’s said to people in Maya.

Another thing that is said to the girl: “You, too, daughter, you’ve just married
with that boy. You, your obligations are that you make his food, so that you
make his gracia [corn-based foods] that he puts in his sabucan [carrying bag]
when he goes to work. Don’t say bad words to him, that your food may go
with his heart to his work. You make masa [corn dough], you make tortillas,
you make it, you put it in his bag when he goes to work.”

“Your [husband’s] obligations, you bring firewood for her to put underneath
her comal [griddle], your wife, for her to make food for you to eat.” Thus,
that’s what’s said in the church thus. (August 17, 1990, 6)

Doña Demetria suffered extensive physical abuse and lived a “bad life” with
her husband through the institution of marriage. After rejecting several suit-
ors who would have required her to live away from her parents’ home, she
“chose” to marry a man who was originally from a rancho near Chumpon, a
ceremonial center near Tulum, where her family had previously lived. Because
of domestic violence, his first wife, also from Chumpon, refused to cook or
wash his clothes, thus effecting a separation or “divorce.”25

Unlike the nohoch maakoob (big men) of Villarojas’s ethnography who pro-
tected women from domestic violence, not only were the big men failing to
protect women of the second generation from violence, they were just as likely
to be the perpetrators of domestic violence. The man Doña Demetria chose to
marry was a “worldly” man, having worked during his youth in Valladolid and
other parts of Yucatán, but had settled in Tulum to grow corn, gather gum, and
follow the day-migrant labor work stream of the 1940s. Although he asked for
her in the customary way, with the required marital arrangements, visits, and
bride-gifts for the bride and her family, the couple had only about three
months of happy marriage. After that, her husband began drinking and phys-
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ically abusing her. Nearly everyone I spoke to, including Doña Demetria her-
self, commented on Don Narciso’s remarkable jealousy and violence. Her fa-
ther was the nohoch tatich, or patron of Tulum’s sacred cross, and during my
fieldwork she was the most important woman in Tulum’s Iglesia Maya. Still,
Don Narciso, a nohoch maakoob, did not allow her to go to church during
much of her married life because he did not trust her and so restricted her ac-
tivities. On the other hand, he once tried to bring a second wife home, al-
though Doña Demetria soon managed to get rid of her.26

Twentieth-century changes in ideologies about love and sexuality, com-
bined with socioeconomic changes, exacerbated the sexually mediated jeal-
ousy and deceit that had previously existed in Maya marriages. Life stories
from the eldest generation of women included jealousy as well as other sources
of tension in their marriages, but the marriages of Doña Demetria’s and sub-
sequent generations indicate significantly more sexually mediated gender
conflict. The twentieth-century permutations made marital and gender rela-
tions increasingly charged sites of conflict because of the intensified, asym-
metrical eroticization of women and men. Sexually mediated notions of jeal-
ousy were not new to Caste War Maya, but the highly gendered interpretations
of it were. Furthermore, since marriage had been primarily about the exchange
of gendered labor rather than the fostering of romantic and sexual love, mari-
tal infidelity had not been as charged an issue for Mayas. However, as roman-
tic love became the foundation for marriage, romantic and sexual infidelity
became a greater betrayal than it had been when marital relations were more
grounded in the exchange of labor.

Maya women of all generations asserted that jealousy, affairs, and marital
separations became more common in the contemporary tourist era. Women
who were active members of the Iglesia Maya understood these changes to be
consistent with prophecies about the end-of-the-century wuts, or inversion of
the contemporary epoch.27 In addition to documented prophecies regarding
things such as the coming of roads, airplanes, and foreigners, I discovered that
women also considered specific changes regarding femininity and mother-
hood to be fulfillments of prophesies. For example, they believed that women
would lose the desire to become mothers, and saw contemporary attempts to
delay marriage and practice birth control as proof of the prophecies.28

More pragmatically, women explained the eroticized conflicts as being due
to more temptations and opportunities to act on those temptations because of
the large numbers of people who then lived in town. Certainly, the internal and
external conflicts of the Caste Wars had severely limited social intercourse as
Mayas evaded their enemies. Furthermore, their horticultural economy de-
pended on small, relatively isolated, kin-based ranches or settlements that cir-
cumscribed everyday social contacts. In the early and middle twentieth cen-
tury, interactions with strangers was mainly restricted to the regional cycle of
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festivals or at trade and work sites, where Mayas of Tulum typically sought out
potential spouses. All that has changed:

But now in this life, [marriage] has already changed because now a lot of
women . . . get separated like that. But before, hmm, when you got married
your husband was your husband and your wife was your wife.

But that was because there were no people, there was no highway, there was
nothing. Well, where are more women and men going to come from? There
are just the ones that live here in Tulum, about five little houses. Just that. But
now, well, things have changed more, because now there are many houses
that are coming. (Doña Francisca, June 5, 1992, 13)

Besides the women’s own prophetic and pragmatic explanations, other things
help explain the increase in eroticized conflicts. Problems between women and
men after the mid-twentieth century were complicated by hypersexuality and
the greater differentiation of male and female sexual temperaments and bod-
ies. Men increasingly had access to a world of eroticized entertainment, which
allowed them to explore and experiment with carnal pleasures. In fact, some
of the earliest immigrants to the Tulum area included female sex workers who
labored in makeshift “cabarets” that usually doubled as places of prostitution.
Because immigrants conceptualized males as having legitimate, “naturally”
stronger sexual needs than females, women were not provided with similarly
sanctioned opportunities, and monogamous, heterosexual marriages could
not ordinarily be balanced sexually.29

Middle-aged women, whose lives were most influenced by the burgeoning
sex industry and related changes in ideologies of gender and sexuality, devel-
oped various strategies to deal with these changes. As women’s status and
power became increasingly subject to their eroticized beauty, some Maya
women tried to maximize their feminine allure. They wore more makeup,
more body-conscious clothing, or embraced ideologies about love-based mar-
riages. Doña Felipa, for example, was proud of having various suitors and mar-
rying for gusto. In contrast, women who were active members of the Iglesia
Maya and/or remained in a subsistence-based economy tended to pursue
other strategies. They consciously and deliberately rejected foreign, eroticized
constructions of gender with their concomitant conflict-ridden unions and
marital instability. They did not use makeup or wear fashionable clothes, and
they rejected romantic honeymoons, instead priding themselves on avoiding
these foreign practices and emotions. This strategy helped stabilize marriages
only when their husbands also resisted the changes and rejected the power of
new masculinities.
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The gender inequalities and marital conflicts suffered by women of the sec-
ond generation likewise influenced their daughters. These middle-aged
women were also caught up in the transition between arranged and freely cho-
sen marriages, as well as new gendered cultural and economic practices. Their
lives and marital experiences were marked by conflict and exploitation by both
their fathers and their husbands. Their fathers continued the practice of ar-
ranging marriages for their daughters, but the couple’s covert relationship and
desires were not necessarily taken into consideration. Consequently, this gen-
eration of women sometimes speak of their fathers “selling” them or forcing
them into marriages against their wills.

According to Doña Magdalena, whose father was a Mayapax musician in
Chumpon who provided ritual music in the Iglesia Maya, her father sold her
when she was fifteen. A young man from Chumpon who had acquired lots of
gold chains, like they had in Yucatán, wanted to marry her, but she did not
want to marry him. However, when her father threatened to kill her mother,
who had suffered physical abuse throughout her marriage, she relented. The
couple skipped the customary marital arrangements, although her husband
provided her father with some gold. Tragically, her father eventually murdered
her mother anyway, and Doña Magdalena left her husband after he insisted on
acquiring a second wife (her cousin) because she felt she might kill one of them
if she stayed. Consequently she and her children returned to work and live at
her father’s house, where she cried for two years before she decided it was time
to have fun. She learned to drink and dance, which she has been doing since.
She has married several other men she met while drinking and dancing, and
has borne several other children. Sometimes in her life she has lived well; at
other times she has struggled to survive.

Similarly, Doña Mercedes spoke of being forced to marry when she was
fourteen. She initially tried to escape, fleeing to another woman’s house, but
her father found her and took her home. Both her husband and her mother-
in-law abused her, forcing her to sleep outside at night and locking her up in
the house during the day while they were gone. Her husband finally aban-
doned her with seven children, and she began working to support them.
Significantly, the advice she recalled from her wedding focused on marriage
being a lifetime commitment, and the need for a wife to feed her husband, even
if he had another woman.

contemporary patterns of the youngest generation

Marriages have also been marked by changes in the nature of the ceremony
and the kinds of exchanges. Initially, some middle-aged women experienced
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these changes, but they mostly apply to the youngest generation of women.
Rather than having a small, private ritual involving a handful or two of people
in the Iglesia Maya fashion, Mexican- and Yucatec-style weddings were large,
public, festive, elaborate parties that focused on the couple’s love. Rather than
(or in addition to) the bride-gifts given to the bride and her family, the couple’s
extended families and community members provided individual gifts for the
couple at the marriage ceremony.

Because I indiscriminately lumped all “gifts” together using the same word
regalos (a Spanish word for presents), I initially had a difficult time distin-
guishing Maya and immigrant marital exchanges. As I eventually realized, for
Caste War Maya regalos referred exclusively to items given to a couple at a
Mexican- or Yucatec-style wedding reception, not to muhul, or bride-gifts
provided in a Maya marriage. A case in point, Doña Francisca once mentioned
that her grandmother had been pedida (petitioned or asked for) in the cus-
tomary way, and, because I knew that the “asking” usually involved an ex-
change of goods or gifts from the groom’s family to the bride and her family, I
tried to elicit that information. However, my follow-up question, “When they
went to ask for her, did they take any regalos?” was interpreted as referring to
Mexican-style wedding presents. Therefore, Doña Francisca responded by as-
serting that there were no regalos; they just asked for her seven times. She went
on to describe other aspects of the visits, including the oft-mentioned fact that
only the parents and godparents, and not the couple, were allowed to converse.
Attempting again to return to information about bride-gifts, I once more
asked, “So they didn’t take any gifts?” to which Doña Francisca again an-
swered, “No. Nothing.” Despite my misunderstanding of the differences be-
tween bride-gifts and celebratory presents, Doña Francisca nevertheless went
on to describe some goods given by the groom’s family to the bride and her
family.

Doña Francisca continued with a summary of the wedding day itself, em-
phasizing the Maya clothing, such as huipil (embroidered tunics) for women
and éex (short drawstring pants) for men.30 Still misusing the term “regalos”
and consequently obfuscating the meaning of bride-gifts, I continued to press
her about it, again asking, “So then it [the wedding day] was the very day when
they brought the gifts [regalos]?” By this time in the interview, Doña Francisca
began losing patience with my continued misuse of the term, and with frus-
tration proclaimed, “There is no festejo [celebration]!” Still not getting it, and
comically confusing the matter even further, I insisted:

“But isn’t there chocolate? Like chocomilk [chocolate milk powder] or . . . ?”
Doña Francisca exasperatedly interrupted, “No [it’s not chocomilk]! It’s
chocolate, like chuk wa! That’s how they say it.” 
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I asked, “And where did they buy it?”

She said, “In Valladolid. They go walking, yes.”

I finally understood when she explicitly compared new wedding practices with
the old, emphasizing that Maya weddings were not celebrations or “gala af-
fairs” in the Mexican and Yucatec manner. I restated her words, “And when
you get married there is no party, there is nothing.” Doña Francisca confirmed:

Just, well, like when my grandfather [married], his mother and his father
made a pot of food. They killed two turkeys and a chicken, and they cooked
it like that, and they made about this many tortillas, and three candles, and
they delivered it. (June 5, 1992, 6)

In other words, the contemporary practice of inviting family and friends to
“celebrate” a feast marking the marriage, and the wedding guests’ reciproca-
tion with regalos for the couple, shared little with Mayas’ arranged marriages,
the familial negotiations of marriage arrangements, and the giving of bride-
gifts. Wedding celebrations, whether small or large, were not part of the Maya
institution in the past. In the new manner, nuptials were no longer minor, pri-
vate rituals enacted between parents and godparents of a couple, but rather
major, expensive, time-consuming, romanticized public celebrations. Now,
Mayas say, weddings are more fun but also more expensive because the couple
and the couple’s godparents are expected to treat a large network of extended
family and friends to beer, soft-drinks, food, and even to provide a band for
entertainment. Even young couples married privately in the Iglesia Maya often
wear Western-style wedding dresses or other Western-style clothes, and have
celebratory wedding receptions following the nuptials. More recently, many
young couples skip legal and/or formal wedding ceremonies altogether; they
are more likely to juntar or informally “join” together in a household arrange-
ment, especially if the woman is already expecting.

The conflicts and instability of contemporary marriage was particularly poi-
gnant given the marked expense, ritualization, and community involvement
that characterized Mexican- and Yucatec-style nuptials. Because Mayas previ-
ously attributed great spiritual significance to godparents, to whom couples
had substantial, lifelong commitments and responsibilities, the new practice of
having numerous godparents was ironically set against the contemporary pre-
cariousness of marriage. Maya matrimonies had been marked with advice both
from the nohoch tatich, who included counsel about how couples should treat
both each other and their godparents, and from the couple’s godparents. How-
ever, some Mayas now said that the current volatility of marriage had become
so great that, no matter how many godparents you had, all their words com-

Juárez: Four Generations of Maya Marriages 145



bined were ineffective in keeping a couple peaceably married. Doña Francisca
explained:

Your padrinos (godparents) advise you. They advise you, saying: “Now you
are married, now you are spouses. Now you lead one life. When the man is
going to work, [you cook his food] . . .”

But now, when you marry, you can have up to ten padrinos, they start telling
you that [that is, advising you], and in a little while, they have already sepa-
rated. But before, no. You just had one padrino. Some say two padrinos, two
madrinas. (June 5, 1992)

Even though the Maya practice of receiving counseling and guidance from
godparents had been combined with the Mexican custom of having many god-
parents, their counsel could not easily be heeded by those who were
significantly involved with new marriage practices.

Recent transformations, especially in the town’s growth, have both changed
and intensified the sources of tension in conflict-ridden marriages and gender
relations, but these changes are not summarily disdained. As I indicated else-
where, Mayas of all generations appreciate much of the cultural and economic
change resulting from twentieth-century and tourist-era political economies.31

At the same time, they are critical of other effects, such as environmental
degradation and the loss of political and religious control. When I asked what
they thought about people from outside coming to Tulum, many Mayas, like
Doña Francisca, were uncertain: 

Well, I don’t know. Well, like, before, since there was no highway, there
weren’t any people like now. . . . Well, where [could you] go talk to someone?
You get bored like that. (June 5, 1992)

Others, like Doña Thalia, recognized the contradictions inherent in the con-
temporary cultural prominence of marriage. Although weddings were eroti-
cized, and pleasure-laden, at the same time marriages were characterized by
destabilization and conflict, especially for women. While she mourned the loss
of enduring marriages, she at once enjoyed the “fun” of Mexican- and Yucatec-
style weddings. Doña Thalia explained:

Now [marriage] . . . is very different. It’s that now they do a lot of things like
that. There are some who even have conjunto [bands]. There are some who
don’t, but they have a big party. Not like before. Before it was nothing. Poor
people! (April 22, 1993) 

Ironically, these fun, expensive, romanticized wedding parties highlight an in-
stitution that is increasingly conflict-ridden. Today, most mothers express
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their intention to let their daughters marry for gusto and to choose their own
spouses. Muchachas (young, single women) are now much better situated to
negotiate their love, sex, and marital lives, but they still work from a subordi-
nate position. They are attracted to the world of eroticized romance, and ac-
tively participate by attending dances, visiting with muchachos (young, men),
dressing stylishly and attractively, and consuming romanticized entertainment
such as movies, magazines, and soap operas. To maximize their autonomy,
these young women earn their own incomes, delay marriage, and usually con-
tinue to live with their parents.

However, their strategy’s success normally depends upon their openly ab-
staining from the world’s eroticized pleasures and/or being successful at pre-
venting pregnancy. They hold the domain of sex, love, romance, and marriage
in tension with greater social and economic autonomy. Although they live in a
world where women’s bodies and sexuality are openly valued and consumed,
the open expression of their own sexuality is still stigmatized and needed to be
controlled. Pregnancy also limits their social and economic autonomy.

Moreover, women still have more social and economic interests at stake in
getting married than do men. Women and men are no longer economically as
interdependent as they once were. Among full-time proletarians, wives and
children are no longer considered essential for male survival; men can readily
buy the domestic and sexual services that previously depended upon having a
wife. Furthermore, new ideologies of gender and sexuality privilege men eco-
nomically (because of wage differentials) and romantically (because of men’s
claim to biologically-based sexual needs). As women’s bodies are increasingly
objectified and commodified for male consumption, their own sexuality is
neglected and has become further dependent on marriage, and the related no-
tion of love, for its legitimacy. Meanwhile, women advise other women against
wedding because of risks, especially in terms of drinking problems, physical
abuse, lack of financial support, and abandonment.

Love-based marriages gave women of Tulum more control over whom they
marry but have inserted them into an increasingly complex system of unequal
gender and marital relations. Men can abuse ideologies of love to obtain sex-
ual and other kinds of services, yet men also subscribe to romanticized ide-
ologies of marital and gender relations. Similarly, women can use romantic
love to negotiate resources and services from husbands and/or lovers. Some-
times, especially if alcohol abuse is not a problem, women and men develop
satisfying, intimate, affectionate relationships using romantic love to mediate
the political, economic, and sexual inequalities inherent in the system of gen-
der.32

Juárez: Four Generations of Maya Marriages 147



what’s love got to do with it?

As we have seen, marital practices have changed substantially over time for the
four generations of women living in Tulum, Quintana Roo. The eldest gener-
ation of women had marriages arranged for them that served to structure la-
bor and reproduce families and social organization within their mixed-trade
and subsistence economy. Nevertheless, love and sexual attraction were fun-
damental aspects of these arranged marriage.

The second-eldest and middle-aged generations of women had marriages
that were most marked by violence, jealousy, and inequality. Just as notions of
love, marriage, family, and sexuality changed in other societies as their econo-
mies became increasingly capitalized and industrialized, similar processes oc-
curred in Tulum. The new social, cultural, and economic practices of the area
began privileging men but did not provide women with equivalent forms of
power. Still, women developed various strategies to deal with new economic
practices and ideologies.

For the youngest generation of women, marriages are now festive, public
celebrations of love, and their parents expect them to choose their own
spouses, even though marriages are marked by a good deal of conflict and in-
stability. As women become more integrated into the new economy, they are
better situated to negotiate love, sex, and marriage. However, they are still in-
herently subordinate within the system of love-based sex and gender roles.
Love and love-based marriage can mediate gender inequalities, but they can
also lead to other kinds of oppression.

The process of removing economic production from family and household
units continues around the world. As has happened elsewhere, in Tulum this
process has resulted in families and marriages becoming more important as
sites for love, affection and emotional commitments than as sites of economic
production. Given that this process tends to occur along with global social, po-
litical, and economic changes, we must pay more attention to changes in fam-
ilies, gender relations, and local cultural practices such as marriage. Potentially,
these processes might be mediated by equalizing the economic power of
women and men, critiquing naturalized, gendered notions of male hypersex-
uality, investigating the effects of the sex industry and the commercialization
of sex on women and men, and developing family support policies that spread
the “costs” of child care and reproduction throughout society.

Given the role of multinational corporations, international tourists, and
global cultures and economies in transforming this region, Maya women
should not bear this burden alone. Similar issues affect women around the
world, and we must continue to push for research and policies that contribute
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to a greater balance of power between women and men, even when they are in
love.
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