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My dissertation, Wixárika Art and Artists: Resisting Neocolonialism While 

Crossing Visible and Invisible Borders is an ethnographic study of the Wixáritari who 

have lived in the region of Northern Central Mexico known as El Gran Nayar or the 

Sierra Madre Occidental, with a specific focus on the Wixáritari who live in Huejuquilla 

el Alto, Guadalajara, and Zacatecas, Mexico. This dissertation examines the legal, 

cultural and historical influences as well as the sociopolitical and economic 

circumstances that have pushed Wixárika (Huichol) art and artists out of their original 

homeland in Mexico. This dissertation concentrates on the historical construction of race 

in Mexico to illustrate that Wixáritari have been pushed outside of their territories either 

willingly or unwillingly. I analyze and interpret this concept through historical events and 

the process of colonialism through which politics, policy and laws have shaped and 

created hierarchies of race. Through ethnography I illustrate that the Mexican 

government’s neoliberal policies and laws have adversely affected Wixáritari artists and 

non-artists in the Sierra Madre, and also those who work in the large cities where half the 

population now resides. Furthermore, this work illustrates that the Wixáritari are 



 xi 

organizing against the Mexican laws and policies that served to exclude and marginalize 

them. Wixáritari activism is thus creating powerful social change. By using the 

theoretical framework ethnoexodus, I demonstrate that Wixáritari cannot be put in a box 

or be stereotyped as a homogenous pan-ethnic group. 

The second half of my dissertation is devoted to “voluntary” or involuntary 

im(migration) processes that take place. I specifically explore these forms of dislocation 

through the use of oral history, oral narratives, and testimonios. I have found that the 

Wixáritari have a desire to reproduce their traditions and resist modernity. They have 

experienced cultural changes and in the process they have been integrated into their 

surrounding society by forming new relationships and learning to adapt on their own 

terms to the capitalist system and “modern” way of life. In these spaces, I argue that their 

homeland and geographic space in and outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental along with 

their spirituality is part of their identity, which crosses many borders that are both visible 

and invisible. 
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Preface 
 
 

   The research I conducted among Wixáritari artists was inspired by questions 

about my ancestral past and present. Stories about my grandmother Sara Cruz’s  

upbringing were particularly important in motivating me to find out more about our  

ancestry. I am a first generation Huichol (indigenous Mexican) woman born in Northern  

California. I was exposed to traditional and contemporary Wixáritari (Huichol) art at an  

early age by my father, grandfather, grandmother and extended family who are  

originally from Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, Mexico. Today my large family still resides 

both in Mexico and in the U.S. Over the years, I have become very familiar with the  

creation of Huichol art and have a deep respect and admiration for the Wixáritari artists  

who create their oral histories and narratives using beautiful colors and symbols to  

narrate their stories.  I have had the privilege and honor to learn from and work with 

Huichol artists and elders in the community. I integrate these key experiences into my 

dissertation.   

           My paternal grandmother is a cherished elder and I have been extremely fortunate 

to interview her and ask various questions about my ancestry. I formally and informally 

interviewed her at her birthplace of the Wixárika region in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, 

Mexico and in the San Francisco Bay Area where she often visited. My grandmother 

shared with me her life story and that of our ancestors. I am thankful I had the 

opportunity to engage in many conversations with my grandmother and produce her 
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account of the oral history of our family and that of Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, Mexico. 

She recently passed away on October 12, 2009, but her spirit and her words will live on 

through my work.  

       In all of the interviews with my grandmother, she stated that my grandfather (her 

husband) and my great grandfather were Wixárika (Huichol). She stated that they were 

“puro indio” (Indians) from the Huejuquilla region in el Alto Jalisco, Mexico (Interview 

with Grandmother Sara Cruz, August 2006). I have corroborated much of what my 

grandmother said by using primary resources and archives from the Huejuquilla el Alto 

Library, and the genealogy trace from the Family History and Genealogy Records at the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints located in San Bruno, California.  

      My grandmother shared various stories of her past with me. She told me about her 

experience of crossing the border “sin papeles” (without papers) many times throughout 

her life.  After the age of eighty she was able to cross legally between the United States 

and Huejuquilla el Alto. Unlike my father, grandparents, and great grandparents I was not 

born in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, but I was made there. My mom and dad married in 

the town of Huejuquilla el Alto where I was conceived. A couple of months prior to my 

birth, my parents crossed back into the Unites States so that I could be born here and 

thus, as my grandmother used to say “pasar la frontera mas facil” (cross the border more 

easily). Without the influence and support of my grandmother, my parents’ families, my 

Wixárika ancestry, and Wixárika artists, I would not be writing this dissertation today.     

Though I was not physically born in the Wixárika region of Huejuquilla el Alto, I 

have always been drawn to this region because of my family ties and our Wixáritari 
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(Huichol) roots. My grandmother told me that I am “como las golondrinas que siempre 

vuelven a donde se hicieron y nacieron” (Like the song birds that always migrate back to 

the place where they were created and born). However, unlike birds that can migrate 

easily across many man made borders, people such as my grandmother and Huichol 

artists cannot cross without documentation. Crossing the border to make a living is 

extremely difficult today, particularly for artists who would like to come to the United 

States to sell their art. I will share the artists’ thoughts on this subject mainly in chapters 

four and five but also throughout this dissertation.  

Having spent many seasons in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, I have had the 

opportunity to witness not only Wixáritari art and its creation, but also the different 

poverty levels the Wixáritari and non-Wixáritari experience due to government neglect.  

In his book “El Derecho Indigena en Jalisco,” Jesus Ma. Garcia Carrillo states the 

following: 1  

The infant mortality rate in the indigenous population, for example reaches 
48.3% for each million, doubling that of the national level, the infant mortality is   
caused by intestinal infections 83.6%, and 58% are less than five years old are 
low nutrition, while in the rest of the nation this phenomena is 38.5%. This 
reflects the alimentation and sanitary conditions lived indigenous communities, 
and extreme precarious sanitary conditions, 50% of the habitants in indigenous 

                                                 
1 La mortandad infantile en la población indígena, por ejemplo, alcanza 48.3% por cada mil, el doble 
del premedio nacional, la mortandad ifantil por causa de enfecciones intestinales 83.6%, además 58% 
de los menores de 5 anos padecen desnutrición, mientras que en el país este fenómino es del 38.5%. 
Esto refleja las condiciones de alimentación y de sanidad que se viven en las comunidades indígenas 
subalimentadas y en extrema precariedad sanitaria, pues 50% de las viviendas ubicadas en las zonas 
indigenas carecen de electricidad, 90% no tiene drenaje, 68% carece de ague entubada y 96% de sus 
viviendas tienen piso de tierra. En estos márgenes de desarrollo se encuntra la mayoría de los pueblos 
indios de Jalisco, llegåndose al grado de contra con los municipios más pobres del país como son 
Mezquitic, Bolanos, San Martin de Bolanos, Chimaltitán y, por supesto muchos municipios en que la 
población no solo es indigena pero que también se encuentran entre estos de niveles de pobreza como 
Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, Cuauhtitlán, y en menor grado Totatiche, Huejucar, y Villa Guerrero, 
Jalisco. (Carrillo 2005:26) (English Translated by Author) 
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zones do not have electricity, 90% do not have drainage, 68% do not have water 
flowing in from pipes, and 96% have floors made out of dirt. In these margins the 
majority of the indigenous pueblos of Jalisco, are along with the municipals the 
poorest in the nation, such as the pueblos of Mezquitic, Bolanos, San Martin de 
Bolanos, Chimaltitán, and indefinitely many more municipals that are not only 
indigenous, but are also found in near by towns such as Huejuquilla el Alto, 
Jalisco, Cuauhtitlán, and Totatiche, Huejucar, y Villa Guerrero, Jalisco. 
(2005:26) 

 

Conditions such as this have also inspired me to work with Huichol artists and help the 

community in any way that I can. For example, in this dissertation I have chosen to 

investigate why the poverty level persists in the Sierra Madre Occidental. In particular I 

explore why the levels of poverty are higher for indigenous groups such as the Wixáritari 

but also for the non-Wixáritari who live in or near this community. This is a question that 

has been asked by many people before me who have worked with this indigenous group 

and others such as the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico. In the case of the present study, I 

seek to answer why this community of Wixáritari have been subjected to such poverty, 

particularly women and children? Given these circumstances, how are women trying to 

change their economic conditions? Furthermore, how does this in turn affect the artists 

and the production of the art?  

Setting of Huejuquilla El Alto Jalisco, Mexico 

 Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, Mexico sits in a valley where the Sierra Madre 

Occidental surrounds the town along with smaller mountains. Huejuquilla el Alto is in the 

northeast part of the state of Jalisco and it borders the states of Durango, Nayarit, and 

Zacatecas. The map below illustrates these areas. The shaded area is the Sierra Madre 

Occidental and it is where many Wixáritari still live. (See Figure 1.1) 
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Figure 1.1: Huejuquilla El Alto Jalisco surrounded by the states of Durango, Nayarit, and Zacatecas. 
Drawing by author, 2013. 
 

Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco is considered a border town because it is located at the 

foothills of the Sierra Madre Occidental and is near the state borders of Durango, Nayarit 

and Zacatecas. According to the 1995 Mexican Census of Population and Housing there 

were an estimated 27 households in Huejuquilla el Alto who spoke and identified as 

Wixárika (Huichol) (http://www.presidencia.gob.mx). 

In 2005 this number jumped to 326 households, an increase of almost three  

hundred percent. Per many of the conversations, observations and interviews in 2009, the 

number of Wixáritari more than doubled in Huejuquilla el Alto, and the surrounding 

rancherias (See Figure 1.2). Why has this number increased so dramatically and why are 

Wixáritari settling outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental? I will discuss what Wixáritari 

artists have shared with me in regards to this question in chapter five. 
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Figure 1.2: Huejuquilla El Alto Jalisco: Wixárika women waiting for the bus. Photograph taken by 
author, 2005.  
 

Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco is a small town with roads that were made for  

horses and carriages not for automobiles. My grandmother used to say that “even the 

dogs have cars now a days” (hasta los perros tienen carro). In other words, the town is 

overcrowded with cars and there is minimal space in which to maneuver a vehicle around 

town. The short narrow streets run along some old housing made of volcanic rock, stone, 

and adobe. Newer houses are made out of stone slabs. Most of the houses are not kept up 

well and appear to be decaying, with pealing paint or stones and adobe that is worn due to 

weather, or not painted at all. There is also a little plaza in the middle of the small 

downtown where there are two churches, the municipo, police station, and some shops 

that surround the central square (el cuadro). At and around the central square everyone 

gathers for many events including the open street market called a tianguis (Tlanquiztili is 

the Nahuatl word), which derives from the Mexican indigenous markets (Sullivan 2009). 

This tianguis takes place every Sunday and Wixárika and non-Wixárika from near and 
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far rancherias gather near this plaza to sell their crops, art, and music, clothes, and 

prepared food such as gorditas, enchiladas, chicharones, and corn on the cob.    

      Huejuquilla el Alto is a rural municipo with a subsistence economy based on 

cattle raising and agriculture. However, today much of the economy in this town also 

relies on remittances received from the United States. Productivity in much of this land 

and waged labor is low. There are many small privately owned convenience stores run by 

the owners of the plot of land and some carpentry and metal shops that employ few 

people. There are also few clothing, shoe, and car repair shops as well as specialty shops 

like a meat store, paper store, pharmacies, and flower shop and a torterilla factory. As 

mentioned before families that are the landowners run many of these shops. There are a 

little over a hundred shops in all in Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, and some of the owners of 

the shops in the area employ thirty or forty people. Much of the money that comes into 

this town comes from the many people like my family who have immigrated to the U.S. 

and sustain relatives with remittances sent to Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco. The short 

description of the economic challenges in this town is important because the economic 

and cultural factors have stimulated out-migration and dislocated many people born in 

Huejuquilla el Alto, as well as many Wixárika from the Sierra Madre Occidental who 

have emigrated to Huejuquilla and to larger urban cities such as Guadalajara, to sell their 

art or songs in or near the main central square plazas of the towns or cities.   

      Huejuquilla and the people that live here live a rancho culture, which means the  

people live in many ranches that are dispersed and separated by many miles. This has 

caused friends and family to be isolated, and as a consequence they have developed other 
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ways to come together. On a weekly basis communities gather to buy and sell goods and 

to socialize in the town of Huejuquilla. The topography of Huejuquilla consists of valleys 

and small and large mountains, along with small and large rivers that run through and 

around the town depending on the weather and time of year. The terrain provides areas to 

plant corn (valleys) while the small mountains provide large grassy areas for cattle to 

graze. The isolation in which my grandmother and aunts grew up created mobility, 

isolation, patriarchal ideology, and helped to develop autonomy and independence, which 

have shaped gender relations in Huejuquilla and the rancho culture. My grandmother 

said, 

When I was a little girl and even as a woman, I would have to attend to the cows, 
horses, chickens, and pigs, cook food and take care of all of my family members 
and later my own twelve children and my husband. We were so poor that we did 
not even have shoes. We would hike to the Meza where there are a lot of cactus, 
snakes, and scorpions living on the grounds. I would take the cows up the 
mountain so they would be able to graze during the rainy season. We would also 
have to build temporary shelter to watch the cows for days. After the rainy season 
we would go back up and bring them all down. When the cows were near our 
house I would make cheese to sell and use the milk to drink (2006). 

 

Women in this part of the country are very strong and are expected to take care of their 

families and survive. Men are also expected to work hard outside of the home but most of 

the men in Huejuquilla do not have the extra labor of cleaning the house, washing the 

dishes, clothes and taking care of the children along with additional responsibilities that 

my grandmother explains she had to endure. In Huejuquilla while doing my fieldwork in 

February 2009, I had the opportunity to corral cows with my aunt. January through May 

is typically the dry season in Huejuquilla and the rainy season usually takes place from 
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June through early September. I helped my aunt move some 30 cows on foot from one 

place to another so that they would have enough food to eat. This was no easy task; it was 

very dangerous and arduous work. I also washed my clothes in the river, which gave me a 

brief first hand experience of what many ranchero Wixárika and Mexican women have to 

do on a daily or weekly basis. Both of these experiences gave me a small glimpse of what 

my grandmother and so many women have had to endure. Women and men both 

participate in harvesting. My grandmother and many women and men in the community 

plant maiz (corn) and beans to sustain the family. Another food source is the cheese that 

is produced and sold throughout the region.  

      Huejuquilla is a unique place and has no more than ten thousand residents today. 

The economy has been dire for many businesses due to the economic crises which has 

decreased the amount of money sent in remittances from the U.S. The economic crises 

affected homeowners, small and large businesses, and millions of people in the U.S. lost 

their jobs between 2007-2012. The loss of jobs also affected the Latino population and 

therefore reduced the amount of money that was being sent to Mexico and Latin 

America. In Huejuquilla el Alto the lack of remittances affected various families and the 

town as a whole. There are also less people who are from this area who are able to 

migrate back home to visit due to a lack of money and documents. Business has greatly 

suffered for many Wixárika families who sell their art in Huejuquilla and many have had 

to travel further or move to larger cities to make ends meet. Another factor that has added 

to the economic decline is the recent severe weather patterns that took place in February 

2010 and most recently in 2011 a very dry season without much rain. In fact, 2011 has 
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been the driest season in more than seventy years. These unusual weather patterns 

tarnished many crops in Huejuquilla and the surrounding areas like Durango and Nayarit 

where Wixárika and non-Wixárika migrate to work in the fields to pick tobacco, 

vegetables and fruits. This type of weather has also killed many livestock such as cows, 

horses, and sheep in Huejuquilla and in the Sierra Madre. The lack of employment in the 

fields and as livestock herders puts many Wixárika and Mexicans at a larger economic 

disadvantage and has also pushed many people to migrate.  

      I will introduce Jalisco, San Luis Potosi, and Zacatecas, and add maps and 

images of these places along with relevant descriptions of each in chapters four and five.  

This information will be relate to the art, artists, socio economic, and political factors in 

these perspective chapters. Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco is where my work started and 

where most of my participants come from. Thus, Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco is central to 

my work as it will be discussed and illustrated throughout this dissertation.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

     This dissertation explores major writings of art and artists within Mexican and 

U.S. Anthropology that speak to Mexican Indians, specifically Wixáritari (Huicholes). 

My research demonstrates that the legal, cultural and historical influences as well as 

sociopolitical and economic circumstances have pushed Wixárika (Huichol) art and 

artists to relocate from their original homeland in Mexico which results in “voluntary” or 

involuntary im(migration) and dislocation. I specifically focus on Wixáritari in Mexico 

and examine how migration affects Wixárika artists in communities such as Huejuquilla 

el Alto Jalisco, Zacatecas, and Guadalajara, Mexico through oral history and oral 

narratives. I specifically chose to work with Wixáritari artists because they live in the 

town where my father and grandmother were born and also because of the heightened 

awareness of this particular group of indigenous people that are known throughout the 

world for their art, for their use of peyote, and for their spirituality. I choose not to write 

about the sacred oral stories that have been shared with me because these are not my 

stories to tell and I want to respect the sacred space of the Wixáritari artists. However, my 

work does include personal stories from the experience of the artists in this study. I am in 

no way generalizing and indicating that all Wixárika who are artists experience life as 

illustrated in this dissertation. Some Wixáritari have better or worse living and working 

conditions than others. For this dissertation I illustrate how the Wixárika artists live and 

work in and outside some of the larger cities in Mexico.   

 My research shows that most Wixáritari (plural) no longer live in the Sierra 
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Madre and thus travel and reside in urban areas in Mexico and migrate to the United 

States to work in the fields, as musicians or to sell art. Today, about half of the population 

lives in urban cities (Powell 2010:16). This dissertation illustrates how some Wixárika 

perceive themselves and their art once they relocate or when crossing national and 

international borders. In addition, I examine how resistance and accommodation affect 

their culture, spirit and identity. I illustrate through ethnographic examples how the 

Wixáritari resist racial, political, social, economic and spiritual oppression. Moreover, I 

look at how government agencies carry out policies and laws which play a role in 

migration and relocation/dislocation for Wixáritari. To explore these issues I conducted 

fieldwork in multi-sites such as Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, Guadalajara and Zacatecas, 

Mexico as well as in the San Francisco Bay Area, California from May 2007 to August of 

2012. 

 In this dissertation, I include various interviews and ethnographic research  

I have conducted in the past five years with Wixárika artists and non-artists who live in 

the specific cities mentioned above. It is vitally important to understand the historical past 

and its political and racial impact in order to comprehend the political present and what it 

means to self-identify as Wixáritari today.  

 How have Wixárika survived and resisted colonization from the time of  

colonization to present day? How does Wixárika identity change and does it really 

change when Wixáritari (plural) no longer live in the Sierra Madre and thus travel and 

reside in urban areas in Mexico and travel to the U.S.? How do they perceive themselves 

and their art once they move? Do ethnic identities shift and how do they shift particularly 
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when crossing national and international borders? How does resistance and 

accommodation affect Wixárika today? These questions are central in framing my 

dissertation. In addition, I also have supporting questions. My research aims to look at 

individual artists and illustrate how artists use capitalism to benefit the indigenous 

community as a collaborative and how capitalism affects identity and culture in urban 

cities of Mexico where many Wixáritari live. I illustrate how exploitation affects 

migration, particularly for Wixáritari women and their roles in their community and 

family. In a few Wixáritari communities, artists sometimes collaborate by having one 

vendor/artist from a village or city travel nationally and internationally to sell art from 

various artists. My research provides a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding 

of how transnationalism, capitalism, and globalization have impacted the socioeconomic, 

sociopolitical and material conditions of Wixáritari communities and their cultural 

vitality. More importantly I seek to provide an understanding for how said conditions 

affect their politics of identity formation and cultural production practices.  

Additionally, this dissertation project examines the visible and invisible borders 

that Wixárika cross on a daily basis and I analyze and interpret this concept through 

historical events of borderland history and theory and the process of colonialism through 

which politics, policy and law have shaped and created hierarchies of race, particularly in 

Mexico (Acuna 1988; Aguirre-Beltran 1991; Bannon 1997). That is, I explore the visible 

and invisible borders Wixárika people cross by looking at their everyday life experience 

in urban cities where they reside outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental from the 1950’s 

to 2013.  
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Furthermore, this study explores the terms Indian and Indigenous as a vehicle to 

analyze the region’s history, its political formation and its social and economic 

development. It is thus critical to understand why self or imposed definitions of identity 

are used given my focus on Huichol art and representation, identity, and the examination 

of their im(migration) emigration/displacement in the twenty-first century (de la Cadena 

& Starn 2002; Hernandez-Castillo 2001; Negrin 2002). I use the term Huichol only when 

referencing the Huichol art. Otherwise, I use Indian or Wixárika because Wixárika self-

identify as such. The Mexican government refers to indigenous people as Indian or 

Indigena.  

The word indigenous is used in various contexts in my work. Agreeing with  

“Who Defines Indigenous” (Martinez 2006), the word indigenous is not what I would call 

a “one size fits all” term. Government groups as well as non-government organizations 

(NGOs) often use the term “indigenous” to promote stereotypes that equal “Indianness” 

in order to promote their goals of tourism or political agendas and often promote this 

identity for many Indian groups who are otherwise marginalized and who do not identify 

as indigenous in Mexico (Castaneda 2004; Castillo-Cocom 2005; Martinez 2006). My 

analysis also addresses the word indigenous and its pan-ethnic use for positive change 

which has enabled a collective voice of a people who have shared and experienced the 

subjection and colonization of land, culture and identity by the colonizing society (de la 

Peña 2002; Gutiérrez 1999; Martinez 2006; Speed 2008; Tuhiwai 1999). 

My work details how Wixáritari experience the capitalist market in both the U.S. 

and Mexico and how this continues to create a tension in border crossings and race 
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matters in and outside of Mexico (Aguirre-Beltran 1991; Bonfil-Battalla 1996; de la Péna 

2011; Durin 2007). I illustrate how Wixáritari migrate back and forth from northern 

Mexico, specifically from cities such as Huejuquilla el Alto and Guadalajara in Jalisco 

and the state of Zacatecas in Mexico to the U.S. and to their original homeland in the 

Sierra Madre Occidental. I argue that these experiences strengthen and reinvigorate 

culture and identity which is reflected in much of Wixáritari art and culture. For example, 

the art created and sold outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental revivifies Wixárika 

culture artistically and economically. Art is a representation of oral history and tradition 

and keeps these customs strong and ever present in an ever-changing world. Money 

generated from the art helps to fund many fundamental ceremonies which keep Wixárika 

traditions alive.  

Border crossings have often only been associated with transnational crossings. I 

argue that many Indian people both in the U.S. and Mexico cross borders in their native 

homes in a physical, psychological, and spiritual manner. These everyday practices can 

also be defined as transnationalism and transborder movement but also what I call 

crossing visible or invisible borders. I refer to the unnoticed experience of indigenous 

people as an the invisible border because many times most people do not “see” the 

spiritual and psychological boundaries indigenous people must cross on a daily basis in 

order to subsist (Anzaldúa 1987; Appadurai 1996; Spicer 1992; Stephen 2007).  

Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) in Borderlands La Frontera: The New Mestiza is the first 

person to address what it is like to cross the spiritual psychological borders that I am 

referring to in the neocolonial present day. She writes, “A borderland is a vague and 
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undetermined place created by emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in 

constant state of transition” (1987:25). Wixáritari are constantly transitioning between the 

mental and physical borders and these unnatural boundaries filtrate into the spirit.  

Tatewari and Nivétsika, are two of my main Wixáritari participants who are from the 

Sierra Madre Occidental but are now living in urban cities. They both stated that they 

have experienced different levels of spiritual and psychological borders throughout their 

lives. For Tatewari, it took place while he was crossing the U.S. border. On the bus 

people threw tomatoes at him and screamed racist remarks as he sat on the bus. No one in 

that bus did anything to stop this racist harassment and no one cared to see how hurtful 

this was to his spirit. Nivétsika on the other hand lost her youngest child in a hospital in 

Zacatecas. Nivétsika could not afford the medical attention that was needed to prevent 

her child’s death starting with prenatal services, but Huejuquilla is also ill equipped with 

a hospital and the medical attention that is needed for cases such as this. The baby’s heart 

had not developed properly and thus caused the baby’s death. Based on my conversations 

with Nivétsika, her spirit was broken by this experience. Again, no one can understand 

this woman’s individual loss and how she carries this pain with her on a day-to-day basis.  

Wixáritari migrate from rancherias (ranches that are populated with as few as 

twenty residents) or from villages to urban spaces such as Guadalajara and Mexico City 

or to U.S. cities such as San Francisco or Los Angeles. In this dissertation, I illustrate that 

Wixáritari desire to reproduce their traditions and resist or accept modernity on their own 

terms. They have experienced cultural changes and in the process they have been 

integrated into their surrounding society by forming new relationships and learning to 
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adopt the capitalist system and “modern” way of life on their own terms. In these spaces, 

I argue that their homeland and geographic space in and outside of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental along with their spirituality is part of their identity which crosses many 

borders that are both visible and invisible.  

Background on Wixáritari  

The Wixáritari have lived in a region of Northern Central Mexico known as El 

Gran Nayar or the Sierra Madre Occidental with their neighbors the Coras and 

Tepehuanos for hundreds of years prior to colonial contact in places that today are called 

Nayarit, Jalisco, Durango, and Zacatecas, Mexico (Diguet 1992; Furst 1969; Lumholtz 

1903; Negrin 1974; Neurath 2005; Rojas 1993; Weigand 1992; Zingg 1982). I 

interchange the name Wixáritari with Huichol. Wixáritari (plural) self identify as 

Wixárika (singular) but were labeled Huichol by the Spanish and this is a commonly used 

name especially when one is referring to their internationally known art as Huichol art. 

They are linguistically classified as Uto-Aztecan since they are distant relatives of the 

ancient Nahuatl Aztecs and Toltecs (Diguet 1992; Negrin 1975). According to Lumholtz 

(1902) the meaning of Wixáritari is healer and Diguet (1992) defined the word as 

cultivator. The significance of both healer and cultivator are true to Wixárika culture 

today.  

Since the late 19th century anthropologists, government and non-government 

officials (NGOs) and other non-native scholars have written about Wixáritari in 

ethnographic encounters (Cruz 2002; Negrin 2003). Anthropologists have described 

Wixáritari as an isolated people; however this perspective is incorrect (Hers 1989: 20). 
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Wixáritari have traveled by foot, horse, or donkey outside of the Sierra Madre to the 

surrounding regions and states, and have interacted with non-Wixáritari for thousands of 

years. Today, Wixáritari increasingly travel by bus and automobile to attend ceremonies, 

sacred pilgrimages, trade goods, or to work. Wixárika have had to integrate and find 

ways to be visible while simultaneously protecting and fighting for their cultural, 

political, spiritual and economic vitality in a world of rapid globalization (MacLean 

2010).  

Over the past forty years, Mexico’s increasing tourism has increased exposure to 

Wixáritari (Huichol) art while the nation’s economic instability has driven the price of 

the art down for many artists (MacLean 2010). Historically, Wixáritari art has been a 

symbolic expression of cultural and religious significance of everyday life that is 

recorded through beaded work, drawings on stone, embroidery, weaving, and yarn 

paintings on wood. This religious symbolic art is still being practiced amongst many 

artists of this tradition but it has also compromised the commercial art which is due in 

part to Mexico’s political and capitalist economic encroachment, and the effects of global 

markets around the once secluded Sierra Madre Occidental. Another reason for the 

decline of artists of this tradition is due to loss of vision, medical problems, or the loss of 

interest (Sanchez 2005). In addition to what Sanchez argues, I have found that many 

Wixáritari are voluntarily and forcefully relocating to urban cities and therefore 

practicing their religious and spiritual pilgrimages in other spaces and/or practice less, or 

not at all. For example, over the past forty years and up to the present date the 

infringement and expansion of electricity, roads, dams, and now, mines, implement 
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further development to “civilize” Huichol communities in the Sierra Madre Occidental 

and surrounding areas.   

This type of “progress” has and continues to permanently change some of the 

most sacred sites of the Wixáritari landscape, and has a tremendous effect, not only on 

artists, but also on the community and future generations in both positive and harmful 

ways. I illustrate how the effects of said “progress” is shaping and reshaping traditional, 

that is, commercial art, as well as how this contributes to Wixáritari im(migration) and 

community relations in Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, Mexico and the surrounding area. I 

explore how the art market has affected the economic gender roles in the family and in 

the community, and how this affects the creation of their art. I choose to focus on the art 

due to its central role in Huichol sacred ceremonial pilgrimages and the connection 

Wixárika have with the land. Much of their land has been affected by the infringement 

and expansion of electricity, roads and dams which stems from the government’s 

economic and political agenda. This of course affects land tenure, migration, and 

displacement patterns for Wixáritari people today. Hence, the art that is sacred is in great 

danger of being created in less abundance and is being threatened by Mexico’s political 

and economic agenda. However, in the past twenty years, the commercial art has 

significantly increased and saturated the Huichol art market in most urban cities in 

Mexico. Much of their colorful handcrafts have changed throughout the years due to 

projects in Mexico called “social development” which initiate modern projects such as 

tourism. The material culture, called Huichol art is valorized not only in Mexico but 

around the world.  
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Traditionally, the Wixáritari have produced their artwork through religious 

ceremonies or after performing specific kinds of rituals often including pilgrimages that 

last sixty days or more. In these pilgrimages, Wixáritari have traditionally traveled on 

foot from the Sierra Madre Occidental in the states of Jalisco, Nayarit, and Zacatecas to 

Wirikuta (Real de Catorce), San Luis Potosi, Mexico. Today, many Wixárika travel some 

of the distance by bus and the other part by foot. I speak to how modernity has changed 

this way of life in more detail in chapter five. Indeed, part of Wixárika migrations are 

voluntary through sacred pilgrimages which are run and created by mostly mara’ akame 

(medicine men). As part of my analysis of the art called yarn-paintings, I will specifically 

examine why mara’akame (medicine men) artists believe that the commercialization of 

Huichol art, such as yarn paintings, is causing it to lose its spiritual tradition. In 

particular, yarn-paintings were mostly created by men and women in the past, but are 

now predominately produced by women. Wixárika women artists have not been 

recognized, as have the male artists. There are less medicine women due to the division 

of labor between the sexes. Men are responsible for ceremonies, prayers, deer hunts, 

reconstruction of temples, and peyote pilgrimages, which fall into the realm of the male.  

Women do participate in these areas but are also responsible for the food preparation in 

the home and in ceremony. The women are the ones who make sure that their husband’s 

house, family, and artistic talent is protected because this is often their livelihood. In 

addition to these responsibilities, women artists have increased their entrepreneurship due 

to the economic instability in Mexico and are now the majority who sell and create the 

art. More women present in the art circuit does not necessarily mean that they are brining 



 21 

in more money to their individual families because of the increase of competition, but it 

does increase the artistic production.  

      In relation to the economic instability in Mexico and the world today, I address 

how capitalism and globalization play a role in creating law and policy that has impacted 

Wixáritari in and outside the Sierra Madre Occidental. Undeniably, art is most often 

produced or created prior to or after ceremonies or pilgrimages. By participating in these 

types of rituals artists are aided by their experience and visions of their pilgrimage or 

ceremony and are then able to produce or document what they have seen and transfer 

these visions into beautiful masterpieces of art that are one of a kind. One of the most 

famous artists who recently passed away in 2009, José Benítez Sánchez, argued that this 

type of ritual is becoming less practiced among artists today. He stated that, 1 “ … Within 

the Huicholes there has been a dominant market of the crafts, they have been preoccupied 

with making crafts that are cheaper, prettier, but without any profound religious practice” 

(Sanchez 2005:3). Benitez Sanchez argued that the market for Huichol art has been a 

dominant one but without profound ritual practice and thus this art is not what it should 

or could be, nor what it once was. Indeed, the production of Wixáritari art of today is 

considered contemporary especially when compared to that created in the early twentieth 

century which is considered classic or one of a kind (Neurath 2005: 71).   

My second aim for this dissertation is to look at the construction of race in 

Mexico and how law and policy has defined what it means to be Indian in Mexico today, 

                                                 
1 entre los huicholes ha sido muy dominante el mercado de la artesanía, ellos están más presionados a 
producir cosas más bien baratas, bonitas, pero sin una mayor profundidad religiosa (English translated by 
author) 
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particularly for Wixáritari. I speak to the historical account of Mexico’s representation of 

racial repression through law and policies since the Spanish colonial [1521-1821] periods 

of the region which affect Indian law and policy today (Aguirre-Beltran 1991; Bonfil-

Batalla 1996; de la Péna 2002). I pay particular attention to Wixáritari to understand the 

contemporary issues in Mexican Indian development of class, social, political, racial, and 

economic formation, land tenure relocation, displacement migration, race relations, and 

identity in Mexico (Liffman 2011; Menchaca 2001). I contextualize the complexities of 

the geography, history, and the relationship that interlinks state formation and the 

capitalist development and how this contributes to plural identities, transnationalism, 

globalization, and representation which transform Mexican societies and how it affects 

Wixáritari communities who live in urban spaces.  

In formulating my contemporary ethnography of Wixárika art, artists and non-

artists, I rely on the contributions of scholars in the areas of Indigeneity, Anthropology, 

Sociology, Latin American Studies, Anthropology of Art, Political Science and Mexican 

American Studies. In the process of interrogating these contemporary issues I provide a 

review of the literature on the subjects of Wixáritari art, indigenous migration and forced 

relocation, race, spiritual and political resistance against Mexico’s dominant culture. 

Significant Literature  

The subject of Huichol art and the ritual beliefs of Wixáritari people have been 

written about in the field of anthropology since 1898 (Lumholtz 1900). Carl Lumholtz, a 

Norwegian ethnologist/naturalist, was the first researcher to reach the Sierra Madre 

Occidental in 1898 and he was the first to examine Wixáritari art, religion, and society 
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through the anthropological lens of the time. He was contracted by the Museum of 

Natural History in New York to collect specimens during the time of his investigation in 

the Sierra Madre Occidental. Thus, museum curators pressed him to bring back skulls, 

and skeletons. Wixárika would not allow for anyone to take their mummified ancestors 

out of any cave, and this made it difficult for Lumholtz to complete his job. After all it 

had only been sixty years since Samuel George Morton had been measuring skulls in 

order to prove racial hierarchal theories2 (Hrdlička 1903: 386). Anthropologists of this 

time excavated indigenous graves, and transported the bodies abroad. This was a valid 

practice during Lumholtz’s time. If Lumholtz had successfully excavated Wixárika 

graves, he would have lost his “subjects” trust and would not have been able to 

photograph and take artifacts home.  

It is also important to note that Carl Lumholtz met Porfirio Diaz in Mexico and 

received a written consent for Lumholtz to survey the Sierra Madre where the Cora, 

Tepehuano, and Huichol people live (Lumholtz 1851-1922: viii). This was also the first 

government survey to take place in the Sierra Madre Occidental which was later used to  

shape Indigenous policy in Mexico. 

Lumholtz lived in Northern Mexico for a total of five years between 1890 and 

1898 and he was the first outsider to examine Wixárika beading, belts, sashes, woven 

bags, masks, prayer bowls, scared caves, houses and nierika’s which are round and 

square tablets that are made of wool or painted which are used as sacred offerings. He 

                                                 
2 It was not until 1899, when Franz Boas demonstrated the differences in adult brain measurements that this 
practice became unpopular. These types of study would often determine biological inferiority of non-white 
people. 
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also experienced various ceremonies and rituals, which he explains in great detail in his 

book “Unknown Mexico Volume II” (1902). Lumholtz was also the first and one of the 

few researchers who would illustrate gender relations and roles amongst the Wixárika, 

particularly the differences in male and female participation in family and ritual life 

(Lumholtz 1902). In my work, I cannot compare the gender differences in the Sierra 

Madre because most of my work takes place in the urban cities where Wixárika live 

today. However, I illustrate the gender roles in families who participate in the creation of 

the art in urban cities where most of the artists live today.  

According to Lumholtz, Huichol artists have sought to historically and 

symbolically produce pieces of art and make them more transportable and easier to 

produce by replacing the stone paintings with yarn paintings glued on wood, creating a 

transportable and marketable commodity. Lumholtz’s work is part of the foundation of 

my research on Huichol Yarn Paintings and beadwork. 

In particular, Lumholtz collected textiles that were created by women which 

indicates that women played a large role in community, religious, ritual, social and family 

life. During Lumholtz’s time, the patterns that were woven represented family lineages, 

and communities. These patterns were carried down from generation to generation and it 

was up to the women to continue this ritual and pass it down to family members. Many 

years later, women would continue to play predominant roles in their families and 

communities by contributing their artful skills into what is known as the modern material 

culture of colorful crafts called Huichol art. Not only did women contribute in the art and 

home life but also in the political arena. Lumholtz alluded to the fact that women held 



 25 

prestigious political offices for a small period of time but he failed to elaborate on these 

positions that women held. At this point in history women in the community could only 

hold jobs that were designed in keeping the church clean and orderly (Lumholtz 1902). 

The role of these women has changed the economic trajectory since the early 

1900’s of their families because many of them have contributed to the modern creations 

of the material culture, called Huichol art. Huichol arts and crafts have been sold 

nationally and internationally since their inception into mainstream society in the late 

1800’s. I believe that women are continuously significant contributors to the economic 

and spiritual aspects of Wixáritari life today and likely more so than in the time of 

Lumholtz, Leon Diguet, and Robert M. Zingg.   

The works of Leon Diguet (1859-1926) and Robert M. Zingg (1930) followed 

that of Lumholtz and these anthropologists examined weaving, beadwork and cross-stitch 

patterns that were being created at that time and compared their findings with that of 

Lumholtz. These authors and researchers have contributed detailed sources on clothing, 

language, marital customs, religion, material culture, and, complex belief systems. I 

briefly mention the contributions of each scholar in the following paragraph and 

throughout this dissertation. 

Leon Diguet3  (1859-1926) was a Frenchman who did much of his research in 

Tepic, Jalisco, Durango, and San Luis Potosi, Mexico with the Cora, Tepehuano, and 

Huichol during the same period as Lumholtz. However, Diguet spent less time with the 

                                                 
3 Leon Diguet published various works in French that were translated into English. He started his career as 
industrial chemist in Mexico for Rothschilds mining company. Some of his publications included 
photographs of Huichol art (Darling 181).  
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Huichol and wrote much of his work in French. He contributed to the study of botany and 

geography, and studied plants like peyote, maize, and also had a small collection of 

Huichol art.  

      Unlike Lumholtz, and Diguet, Robert M. Zingg spent much of his time collecting 

social, material and intellectual culture. Much of his work is from the area known as 

Tuxpan de Bolanos, where he spent about a year doing fieldwork. He examines the 

economic, social, political, social organization, and ritual of Huichol daily lives during 

the 1930’s. Zingg collected over six hundred artifacts for the Laboratory of Anthropology 

(Furst 2010:31). Zingg’s extensive contribution to mythology and cosmology has helped 

many anthropologists, including myself, to compare, reflect, and build upon research that 

has yet to be revealed about Wixáritari art and artists.  

  In the 1960s and 1970s, the study of the Huicholes’ religious symbolic beliefs as 

represented through their art, was mostly explored by North American and European 

male anthropologists such as Peter T. Furst and Conrad T. Preuss. Most authors had 

mainly written about the male artists and their symbolic perspectives on religious 

meanings. During the U.S. Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s anthropological writings 

began to include the works of the famous Wixáritari artist Jose Benitez Sanchez. Women 

anthropologists such as Barbra Myerhoff also began writing about the Wixárika. Celia 

Garcia de Weigand contributed to Wixáritari research but she was not considered an 

anthropologist. She was the wife of anthropologist Phil Weigand and was one of the first 

women to examine cultural materials that influenced social change of the Huichol (Garcia 

de Weigand 1990). 
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Barbara Schaefer and Peter T. Furst (1996) concentrated their writings on  

Huichol ceremony and the definition of peyote as a hallucinogenic. Both authors argue 

that this hallucinogenic is what helps Huichol people create their vision and thus 

transport their vision into art. However, from what I know and have researched, peyote is 

a sacred plant and is used for medicinal purposes. Many artists create art from their 

visions. These visions are usually experienced while consuming peyote. The visions are 

then transformed into the art that is created for ceremonies as offerings. The ceremonies 

are usually dedicated to all that sustains Wixáritari life. For instance, peyote is also used 

to celebrate the corn season, rain season, children, elders, pilgrimages, and is associated 

with their cosmology. Of course peyote is much more complex than I have explained 

here. To know more about peyote please read the works of Barbara Schaefer and Peter T. 

Furst, Juan Negrin, Paul Liffman, Robert M. Zingg, who all write extensively on this 

subject. I write about peyote as it pertains to artist and non-artists who have their own 

experience with this medical plant in this dissertation. Today, authors who work closely 

with Wixáritari people include Juan Negrin, Paul Liffman, Johannes Neurath, Olivia 

Kindl, and Beatriz Rojas. Many of these authors are also active in helping these 

communities. Authors that speak to indigenous women rights in Mexico include Aida 

Hernandez, Lynn M. Stephen, and Shannon Speed. My dissertation is informed by these 

scholars’ contributions to indigenous women’s rights in Mexico which voice how women 

have dealt with the social, economic, and political factors that have affected indigenous 

women much differently than their indigenous and mestiza Mexican counterparts. In 

addition, Martha Menchaca (2001) speaks to the reconstruction of early indigenous 
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groups such as the relation between the Chichimecas and Huicholes in the area of 

Zacatecas, Mexico, in her book Recovering History and Construction of Race. The 

significance of Martha Manchaca’s work facilitates my dissertation and the over all study 

of the Wixárika because I refer to her research on the historical, racial, and social 

construction of indigenous people as well as how law and policy affects Indigenous 

people in Mexico throughout history.  

Theoretical Framework 

  My research draws from scholarship such as Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993a) “Capital”  

and “Field theory” which provides an insight into how art is appropriated and distributed 

through an economic process, which in turn gives art its cultural and social value. I do not 

use classical Marxism because it is gender, race, and ethnically blind to social 

inequalities that are relevant in Wixáritari society today. I do however examine Victor 

Turner’s (1977) ‘Ritual and Symbolic Action’ and ‘Symbolic Studies’ theory to illustrate 

how Wixáritari create economic, political, and cultural significance in Huichol art 

through symbols. I also use Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1999) ‘Borderlands La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza’ to address some of the spiritual and psychological borders that Wixárika 

must cross.  

 The lack of articles addressing women artists in the past is due to the  

patriarchal system in both Mexico and the United States. When the discipline of 

anthropology began there were few female anthropologists and the topic of Wixáritari 

women artists was not of interest to male anthropologists. Thankfully, since the 1960s 

and the Civil Rights Movement in the United States there are more women in this 
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discipline today. The lack of articles on Wixáritari women is also the result of the lack of 

male writers able to access female artists in the past as well as the lower number of 

mara’akame women (medicine women) than men in the Wixárika community.   

 My work will provide a perspective on how both Wixáritari women and men 

artists utilize the capitalist market today and the resulting effects on their communities, 

particularly in the surrounding area of Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, and Zacatecas, 

Mexico. Juan Negrin said it best when he noted that “The Wixáritari are amused, when 

they are not irritated, by the vast array of people who only associate them with the peyote 

cult of their purportedly folkloristic culture” (Negrin 2003). Wixáritari are often 

stereotyped with this label but in reality they have been a complex and sophisticated 

society that entails more than the use of peyote. The literature and authors mentioned 

here have contributed to my work and that of anthropology and will be mentioned in the 

various contexts through out this dissertation.   

Methods and Significance 

 Traditional territory of the Wixáritari is in the Sierra Madre Occidental which  

stretches across the four states of Jalisco, Nayarit, Durango and Zacatecas. My research is 

based on ethnographic observations conducted from 2007-2012. This work included an 

exploration of both historical and contemporary data drawing from both written 

(published and unpublished) and oral sources as well as from my observation and 

participation in community events. Most of this research, however, is based on a twelve-

month multi-site ethnographic study conducted from 2009-2010 in Huejuquilla el Alto, 

Guadalajara in Mexico and the San Francisco Bay Area in the United States. I formally 
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conducted qualitative interviews with 5 artists and my grandmother (Sara Cruz), who was 

not an artist but a life long resident of Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, in order to explore 

Wixáritari culture, art and history. The oral history component is important because it 

recovers narratives of Wixárika people in the urban regions today whose stories are not 

typically published.  

 In the first group, I conducted general oral history interviews with 3 males and  

2 female artists and non-artists such as my grandmother who was born in 1914 in 

Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco. I also interviewed Wixárika family members including my 

own, 40 in total. In addition all artists are from the Sierra Madre Occidental but live in 

Huejuquilla el Alto, Guadalajara, Jalisco, or Zacatecas, Mexico. However, two of the five 

male artists migrate from Mexico to California to sell their art. In the second group, I 

interviewed 1 spokesperson that worked in a store where Huichol art was sold, as well as 

40 customers in the period of this study. I use pseudonyms for all participants mentioned 

in my dissertation. All of these participants are 18 years of age to 100 years of age and 

the total number of participants is 81.  

These interviews ranged in length from 30 minutes to 2 hours and I asked the 

artists about the art market and their migration to sell the art as well as how this affects 

Huichol culture, identity or both. Most of the people were interviewed in Huejuquilla el 

Alto (Jalisco), but several traveled to and from multi-geographical sites such as tourist 

areas and shops in Zacatecas, Guadalajara, and Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. In addition to 

Huejuquilla el Alto, I interviewed artists from the Sierra Madre Occidental Tateikie 

known as San Andrés Cohamiata and Tuapurie, which is known as Santa Catarina 
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Cuexcomatitlánin, and in San Francisco (California) and Austin (Texas). My interviews 

with Wixárika artists include family members, community residents, store merchants and 

customers. I did not interview mara’akame (shaman) women because I have not met one 

as of yet. I interviewed these artists inside and outside of Huejuquilla in order to learn 

about how migration influences Huichol culture and the art and how Wixáritari have been 

able to resist colonization. 

I supplemented my interviews with observations of the communities’ daily lives 

(Menchaca 2001; Reed-Donahay 1997). My family has resided in Huejuquilla el Alto, 

Jalisco since my great-great grandfather came down from the Sierra Madre Occidental in 

1621, before the arrival of evangelists such as the Franciscans (Huejuquilla el Alto 

Library archives, 2006). Furthermore, I also incorporated primary archival information 

from the following places: The Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection Library at 

the University of Texas at Austin; The Stanford Universities Green Library; The Library 

of Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, Mexico; The Museum of Zacatecan (Huichol) Art in 

Zacatecas, Mexico; El Museo Regional in Guadalajara, Mexico. I also examined archival 

information from la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México’s various libraries such 

as el Archivo General de la Nacion, Mexico and The Museo Nacional de Antropología in 

Mexico City. I also used newspapers and magazines to complement my research. 

In conclusion, I undertook this study in the hopes of attaining an understanding of 

how the social daily lives of the Wixáritari and their art has been affected by government 

projects instituted in the Sierra Madre, which has forced migration, emigration and 

displacement for some Wixárika. I also explore how they are now affected in the larger 
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cities. I sought to also comprehend how the Wixáritari use of the capitalist system 

worked to their advantage or disadvantage. In particular, it is important to explore how 

the art market influences gender politics in the home and community. It is also important 

to understand the contention between the sacred and non-sacred art. This is important 

because there are few if any studies on how the Huichol art market has been influenced 

by Wixárika women. It is also important to clarify what is sacred and what is not because 

most people think that the sacred is being sold.  

Chapter Summaries 

In chapter two, “Wixárika: The Construction of Race in Mexico,” I examine how 

racial categories in Mexico have been historically shaped by those in power, specifically 

the government.  I use this history to illustrate why the Wixárika, as a colonized and 

marginalized people in Mexico, lost control of most of their land by the end of the 

nineteenth century.  However, in spite of the land displacement they experienced the 

Wixárika fought against the dismantling of their communities and this resistance led to 

the continuity of their culture.  I argue here that the government rationalized its actions by 

claiming that this was the best way of converting Mexico’s indigenous peoples into 

citizens 

Chapter three, “Wixárika and Mexican Indians: The Ethnogenesis of El Indio, 

Indigina, and Mestiza/o in Mexico” I examine how Mexican state policies have defined 

race and the term Indio, Indigina, and Mestiza/o. I focus on the policies instated in the 

Mexican Constitution because they are designed to guarantee citizenship and land rights 

for the Wixáritari but instead have served to exclude and marginalize indigenous people.  
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To illustrate this I examine specific case studies where the Mexican government employs 

neoliberal practices to exclude Wixárika communities in the decision-making process of 

their territory. This analysis is used to contextualize why the Wixáritari employ what 

Juan Castillo Cocom (2007) calls “ethnoexodus,” which is a strategy to deal with racial 

prejudice. The discussion of ethnoexodus also offers a theoretical overview of how the 

Wixáritari ethnic identity is formed by external and internal pressures.  

In chapter four: “Wixárika Art Created In and Outside of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental,” I provide a comprehensive history of ‘traditional,’ ‘classic,’ and ‘modern,’ 

art which is considered commercial and the votive art which is ‘sacred’ and not for sale.  

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate that Wixáritari culture has survived to the 

present.  My analysis focuses on the artists since they are examples of the Wixáritari 

people who have extensive contact with the outside world.  This chapter is also used to 

illustrate the strategies artists employ to deal with racial prejudice. As part of my 

discussion of Wixáritari art and culture, I review the ethnographic literature on the 

production of their art and illustrate how changes in the art’s mode of production reflects 

changes taking place in their communities. I associate part of the changes to the 

migration process as artist because to market and sell their art they must carry it long 

distances. This chapter concludes with an analysis of ‘factory produced’ and pop art 

which I argue is heavily influenced by Huichol religious rituals.  

Chapter five, “Wixáritari Migration and Immigration: Visible and Invisible  
 

Borders” is art that becomes a site through which spiritual symbolism and ritual are 

reconstructed and reproduced outside of the homeland. In a hostile social environment 
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where Wixárika are forced to migrate due to increasing state encroachment, spirituality 

becomes a site for cultural reproduction and resistance (Cruz 2007). Wixáritari refuse to 

accept oppression by constantly mobilizing to make money via their art. Thus, Wixáritari 

simultaneously use migration and forced displacement as a strategy for resistance against 

oppression by the Mexican state by seeking new markets, economic, and social capital. 

By naming my object of analysis “the spiritual” rather than focus on the Western 

conception of an individual’s psychology I look at the spiritual transformation and border 

crossings that are “invisible” types of mediation across social space. I reject the Western 

Cartesian split that separates the mind and body and use the participants’ ways of 

knowing beginning with the premise of mind/body/spirit wholeness. I further observe 

how art, spirituality, migration and the economic are connected. In the final section of 

this dissertation, I illustrate that the art produced in the context of migration becomes a 

locus of political resistance. At the same time, as in the case of the mother of six children, 

Nivétsika, migration itself is a counter-hegemonic tactic. Movement allows Wixárika to 

survive against the Mexican nation-state.  

In chapter six, I summarize the main findings as well as offer an analysis of the 

future of this community. 
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Chapter 2: Wixáritari: The Construction of Race in Mexico 
 

My understanding of race is that it is a social construction born at the time of the 

conquest [1492]. The early economy of both the United States and Mexico and their 

accumulated wealth, is largely derived from racial constructions that rationalized the 

enslavements of blacks and the exploitation of Indian peoples by Spanish, English, and 

Anglo-Americans (Acuna 2011; Martinez-Novo 2006; Menchaca 2001; Spicer 1992). 

The concept of race continues to explain why some people are denied freedom, rights, 

and equal opportunities while “others” are not (Apadurai 1996; Briggs 1996; Delgado 

1995; Hartigan 2005; Menchaca 2001; Omi, Michael and Howard Winant 1994).   

In this chapter, I briefly examine the period of the late 1500s and move forward to 

2011 to elaborate and illustrate on how race is constructed, conceptualized and 

experienced in Mexico. I conclude with how these overarching differences impact the 

experiences of people of Indian descent with a focus on Wixáritari. I also address the 

politics and state policies created by the Mexican government that determine who is 

“Indian” and the state of race relations today between Wixárika and the Mexican 

Government. Furthermore, this chapter examines how these concepts have been utilized 

as either a benefit or determent for Indian rights for Wixáritari people. 

The Omi and Winant (1994) school of thought argues that industrialization and 

capitalism create divisions of class, labor, and politics. I explore their concept of “racial 

formation,” and concur that racial dynamics should be understood in a concrete historical 

and political context. The study of race and how it shapes self-identification in Mexico 

cannot be understood without examining the country’s history and politics. This is 
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particularly important in understanding the identity of Mexican Indians such as the 

Wixáritari.  

By looking at the concept of race, I am able to deconstruct and understand race 

relations between Indians from Mexico. Racial classification has so much to do with 

Indian and land recognition, legitimization, and sovereignty (Biolsi 2001; Dominguez 

1986; Strong-Turner Pauline and Van Winkle 1996; Vizenor 1981). Indian land 

recognition, legitimization, and sovereignty are vast topics. In an attempt to be concise, I 

mention some cases that speak to this on a broad perspective which affect Wixáritari 

people both in and outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental in Mexico.    

Historical Period of Racial Formation in Mexico 

 Approximately fifty years after the Spanish conquest of 1492, race became a central 

organizing factor of Mexico’s society. Race affected the social and political order, 

placing indigenous groups in a vulnerable position (Menchaca 2001; Negrin 2003; Sturm 

2002). During the conquest, the Spanish Crown rewarded conquistadores with 

encomiendas a land grant program that Christopher Columbus initiated to reward the 

Spanish soldiers (Menchaca 2001; Stannard 1992). These “land grants” essentially 

appropriated Indian land and gave it to the soldiers who then formed encomiendas. In 

turn, the Indians were forced to work the land for the agriculture estates. Menchaca 

(2001) argues that the Burgos Law of 1512 established that Indians were orphans, 

widows, and wretched, and thus must be “protected” by Christianization and the Spanish 

Crown. In his book “From Indians to Chicanos: the dynamics of Mexican-American 

culture,” James Diego Vigil (2012) argues that the encomiendas were allegedly intended 
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to  “civilize,” acculturate, and Christianize Indians but they were truly created as 

unofficial slave institutions. In 1581, widespread epidemics in the Valley of Mexico’s 

population led to the reduction of indigenous population to approximately 70,000 

(Menchaca 2001:58). It is also estimated that central Mexico’s indigenous population was 

reduced from twenty five million to around one million during this period of time. 

Because this depopulation caused a labor scarcity, black slaves were imported from 

Africa in 1581. The Spanish Crown responded to the depopulation by confiscating the 

land in regions where the population dwindled (Aguirre Beltrán 1944; 1946; Menchaca 

2001). The land was then sold or granted to the Spanish. By 1635 the Indian population 

increased in size and the transatlantic slave trade nearly ended in Mexico. Aguirre Beltran 

argues, in his article “The Slave Trade in Mexico” (1944), that around 120,000 thousand 

slaves entered Mexico between 1527-1738, with the majority entering between 1581 to 

1635.  

The slave trade was finally terminated in 17384. The Spanish Crown had 

supported slavery because colonists in this new world needed to prosper and Indian labor 

was insufficient (Aguirre Beltrán 1944). Slavery changed the racial dynamics and 

composition of the Indian, Black, and Spanish from this period to the present. The mixing 

of Indians, Spanish and Africans created what today authors Anzaldúa (1987), Garcia 

Canclini (1995), Fregoso (2003), and Menchaca (2001) refer to as mestizaje or 

Afromestizo [racial and cultural mixing].  

 

                                                 
4 Approximately 1,640 slaves were introduced into Mexico between 1635 and 1738. 
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Wixáritari Racial Formations in Huejuquilla El Alto, Jalisco 

In 1598, the Spanish policy to “civilize” and spread Christianity to the Indians 

pressed Indians, mestizos, and Afromestizos to move toward the North to flee the 

restrictions instituted by the Spanish (Menchaca 2001; Spicer 1992). The Spanish had 

instituted the “La Casta” system, a racial hierarchy that gave Indians and other groups of 

color minimal political, economic and social rights. By 1598, the Spanish had colonized 

most of the region which today constitutes Mexico and the southern states of the U.S. I 

now turn to the history of the Wixáritari and their fight against the conquest and 

colonialism.  

The power relations between the state of Jalisco, Mexico and the Wixáritari 

started when the Spanish came to this region (North Mexico) in 1524. However, it was 

not until 1531 with Nuño de Guzmán’s arrival that the influx of Spanish settlement took 

place. Twenty years after the Aztec Empire fell in 1579, the Spanish began to heavily 

penetrate the region in search of silver and gold which had been ‘discovered’ in 

Zacatecas in 1550, and they began to take Wixáritari land during this time (Rojas, 

1993:25). Wixárika also began to lose huge portions of their land, most prominently on 

the coast of Nayarit.  The Wixáritari fought back to try and keep their land and sided with 

the Chichimecas in the ‘Chichimec War’ which lasted from 1540 to 1591. When the 

Chichimecas were defeated the Spanish colonization of Wixáritari peoples proceeded 

with full force.  

In 1592, missionaries entered into Wixáritari territory to ‘civilize’ and 

Christianize the Wixáritari population as well as other Indians groups. Many missionaries 
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unsuccessfully attempted to convert the native population during this time. As the 

Spanish encroached into Wixáritari territory, many Wixárika as along with their mestizo 

and African allies sought refuge in the Sierra Madre. The fleeing was seen as resistance 

towards the colonial system (Rojas 1993). However, most Wixáritari remained in their 

villages as was the case for the people of Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco.  

Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco had been colonized before the fall of the Chichimeca 

nations in 1548. This region was called Colotlan after the conquest (Rojas 1993: 119). 

The subjugation of what was considered Wixáritari land, such as Colotlan and 

Huejuquilla el Alto, began in 1548, but Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco was not established as 

a pueblo under Spanish rule until March 23, 1573.  

Juan Negrin (2006) and Paul Liffman (2002) state that the Wixáritari continued to 

resist domination. Many missions were set up throughout Mexico between 1591 and 

1649. The mission in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco was established in 1649. During this 

time, Franciscan missionaries “organized” the Wixáritari into three distinct communities 

called comunidades “…which in turn were divided into five gobernancias (characterized 

by a civil-religious cargo system)” (Garcia de Weigand 1987:3; Liffman 2002). These 

communities are: San Sebastian Teponahuastlán and Tuxpan, San Andrés Cohamiata, 

Guadalupe Ocotån, and Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitlán (Garcia de Weigand 1987:3; 

Liffman 2002). Out of the five comunidades, Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitlán serves as the 

center of Wixáritari land and culture and is the fifth sacred/cardinal point of Wixáritari 

cosmology: Teakata. The other sacred points are located outside of the Sierra Madre 
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territories to the north, south, east and west. The following map details these locations.  

 

Figure 2.1: Huichol Cosmology Map by Geo-Mexico.com Collection. 

These five communities became important religious centers because in pre-

Hispanic times these cities were considered sacred places (Liffman 2010). The Spanish 

gave title to this territory to Wixáritari and their ancestors. This area mapped out here is 

also known as El Gran Nayar and throughout the Spanish period Wixáritari rituals were 

practiced in these sacred spaces. It is important to mention these spaces because the 

Wixáritari have fought many legal battles against the Spanish and later the Mexican 

government to continue their rituals in ‘their’ territory.  

      In 1821, Mexico obtained its independence from Spain and abolished the Casta 

system. This Casta system had been a legal system that classified free peoples, such as 

the peninsulares, criollos, mestizos, Afromestizos, and Indians. Under the Casta system, 

Spaniards enjoyed superior legal rights over groups of people identified as Afromestizos, 

mestizos and Indians. The Indian category included only people of  “full indigenous 
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descent” (Menchaca 2001:63). Wixárika people fell under the category of Indian. For 

example, at the Archivo Histórico del Estado de Jalisco Mexican politicians rarely used 

the name 'Huichol' instead calling them indígenas. Menchaca (2001) argues that the 

Spanish who were classified as peninsulares and criollos, enjoyed the highest social 

privilege; they were given legal and economic privileges that included: land grants and 

employment opportunities denied to other racial groups such as the Wixárika.  

Criollos and peninsulares could retain this privilege as long as they were loyal to 

the Catholic Church and the Crown. On the other hand “Mestizos enjoyed a higher social 

prestige than the Indians but were considered inferior to the Spaniards” (Menchaca, 

2001:63). Although free Afromestizos were given the same legal rights as mestizos, often 

they were treated as inferior to Indians and mestizos because they were of African 

descent. During the Spanish period, race rested on the caste system. Bonfil Batalla in his 

book Mexico Profundo (1996) says, 

In the New Spain the colonial regime formally imposed cast distinctions 
based on amounts of Indian, African, and Spanish blood. It is assigned 
different rank to each cast, with corresponding rights, obligations, and 
prohibitions. (1996:16) 

 

The commonalty in how race was conceptualized during and after this period in Mexico 

did not renounce racial superiority and this ideology would continue to be used up to 

present day. After Mexico’s Independence, all races were extended citizenship including 

all of the indigenous groups living in Mexican territory. Under the “The Plan of Iguala,” 

the temporary constitution following Mexican Independence, and later under the Mexican 

Constitution of 1824 full citizenship was enjoyed by Whites, Indians, mestizos, and free 
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Afromexicanos. Slavery was abolished in 1829 and the enslaved were extended 

citizenship (Menchaca 2001). However, although Indians held legal citizenship, they 

were denied basic rights in the states of Sonora and Chihuahua. The denial of basic rights 

for Indians also gave the government the right to rescind their Spanish land grants and 

political titles given to their leaders by the Spanish royal crown held by Indians. As a 

result, most Indian people did not have titles and land grants, and therefore they did not 

exist politically.   

 After Mexican independence Mexico soon found itself in a bind because it 

wanted to unite the nation under one government. The federal government chose to 

dismantle the tribal system as a means of ending the separate legal status of Indian 

communities. Many Indian communities refused to dismantle their Indian governments. 

The Wixáritari were one of the few who did not have to dismantle their tribal system 

right away because they were nestled in the mountains of the Sierra Madre Occidental. 

Their tribal system may have changed through out the years but it was never dismantled.  

For example, because the Wixáritari were left alone, government laws and policy had 

little consequences. This was true until the 1850’s reform period that I will discuss in 

relation to Benito Juarez and liberal reforms.  

The reform era began to affect the Wixáritari when the government attempted to 

change indigenous cultures through law and policy. The expansion of haciendas as well 

as the establishment of family ranches near Wixáritari territory also threatened the 

existence of the Huichol. Wixáritari began to be pressured to change their culture by their 

mestizo neighbors. Wixárika had no choice but to educate themselves on the national 
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politics to defend themselves. Wixárika quickly learned to fight for their land to protect 

their culture and to ensure the survival of future generations. For several decades 

Wixárika were able to resist the encroachment of Mexican culture while simultaneously 

using the legal system to protect their territory. They did this not by rejecting all outsiders 

but by a process called selective appropriation and contestation.  

Land Tenure under Benito Juarez and the Liberal Reforms 

Under the rule of President Benito Juárez who was a full blood Zapotec Indian, 

the political system was dismantled to reduce power of the Catholic Church over the 

Indians. During the period of 1858 to 1860 President Benito Juárez reformed policies that 

led to a liberal political and social revolution. The reform (La Reforma) reduced the 

political and economic power of the Catholic Church in Mexico under the new system 

called The Liberal Party. Menchaca states that, “Under The Reform Laws Juárez was 

able to nationalize all Church holdings, abolish the monasteries, disband the secular 

brotherhood associations, and order a moratorium on the establishments of new 

convents” (2011:38). The Church would have less power economically and ideologically 

over civilian people including indigenous groups such as the Wixáritari. This served to 

make Benito Juárez both popular and unpopular amongst some indigenous groups and 

most of the elite.  

Mexico’s reform period transformed land tenure, citizenship, and laws that 

directly affected Indian people. For example, Benito Juarez declared that all Mexicans 

would be equal citizens but this was only true in theory. De jure citizenship took place 

for Indigenous people which meant that they no longer had distinct juridical status as 



 44 

citizens and as a result were treated unequally because Mexico continued to believe in the 

Casta System. 

 Benito Juarez also initiated the Ley Lerdo of 1856 which privatized millions of 

acres of rural land largely held by indigenous communities practicing tribal government. 

The Ley Lerdo devastated the indigenous lands and indigenous-controlled communities 

that lived in areas known as communal lands. Communal lands had been the lifeblood of 

native peoples up until this point. During this time indigenous controlled communities or 

tribal communities governed by a council were outlawed for fear of their ability to 

influence local municipal governments, and they were thus subject to outside electoral 

control (i.e., mestizo). Once the tribal communities were dismantled they came under 

outsiders control.  

Indigenous collective lands were either absorbed into the non-indigenous-

controlled municipalities to pay off state debts or they were auctioned off. This law 

affected indigenous communities from the Yucatan to Oaxaca along with the Wixárika, 

Cora, and Tepehuano and other indigenous groups in the Sierra Madre region in the 

northwest. Ley Lerdo would also later give President Porfirio Diaz the legal right to 

extinguish the land rights of Indians (Aguirre Loreto 1993: 66).  

Under Benito’s reform, there was redistribution of Church and communal Indian 

Lands. Benito Juárez became a very unpopular president amongst some Wixáritari who 

lost their land during this time. Spanish land grants that were not used by indigenous 

peoples or that were considered to be excessive for the number of people in an Indian 

community were confiscated. Under Benito Juarez’s liberal government, Indian colonial 
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land rights were not recognized. For example, the 27th amendment of the constitution of 

Mexico expropriated communal land holdings, which meant that indigenous land was 

soon dispossessed and sold.  

Since the Church had power over most of the property of Indian communities, 

under La Reforma “…Juárez dismantled the political rights that tribal councils held over 

tribal communities” (Menchaca 2011:38). This was a necessary step because at this time 

the Church controlled most tribal councils. As a result, Juarez ordered the Indians’ lands 

to be partitioned into family plots and the councils’ legal rights were terminated. This in 

turn destroyed the ejido system, which had permitted some Indians to have more land 

rights than others. The ejido system was a communal land system administered by 

indigenous communities pre and post contact.  

During the Presidency of Benito Juarez, Manuel Lozada and various Indian and 

non-Indian peasants led an uprising in the Sierra Madre, from 1854 to 1873 against 

Juarez’s political agenda. They supported the Church who was against Juarez’s reforms. 

Many of those who rebelled were part of the Huichol communities that had been under 

the control of priests following the Mexican independence.  

Manuel Lozada denounced the land reforms and for a while successfully launched 

a counter movement. To document their claims of social injustice Lozada and others 

authored the Plan Libertador for the peoples of the Sierra of Alica. The plan protested 

how the land was divided among the Huichol, Cora, and Tepehuanos and later 

redistributed among the local mestizo populations. Juan Negrin (2003) states that, 

 Soon the Huichol, Cora, Tepehuano and Mexicanero Indian groups of 
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The Western Sierra Madre were further disposed of their territory by their mixed 
blood neighbors. They rebelled, eventually uniting under Manuel Lozada 
…(2003.1). 
 

Lozada continued his struggle against the Mexican state into 1873 when the federal 

government assassinated him. The death of Lozada did not end the resistance movement 

against the state of the Sierra Madre Occidental. Lozada’s memory continued to inspire 

Cora’s and Huicholes to continue to fight and defend their territory for three more years. 

The Cora’s and Huicholes wished to create a new Mexico and return the land to the 

rightful owners (Villegas 1957:241-242).  

Legal Status of Indians: Porfirio Diaz, 1876 - 1911 

 President Benito Juarez died in 1872. His plans for the Indian land recognition 

took an adverse turn under the administration of President Porfirio Diaz. During Diaz’s 

administration, Indians throughout Mexico gradually lost their land. The loss of land 

brought about a change in their indigenous identity. Most chose to adopt a mestizo 

identity. However, the Wixárika are unique in that most did not adopt this identity. This 

adversely affected the indigenous communities when it comes to law and the legal status 

of their land during Porfirio Diaz’s administration.  

José de la Cruz Porfirio Díaz Mori was the president of Mexico continuously 

from 1876 to 1911. There were various policies and laws under his administration, 

known as the Porfiriato, which directly affected Indigenous land and identity during his 

presidency and lasted for thirty-three years in Mexico. Porfirio Diaz’s era (1876-1911) is 

historically known as the Porfiriato and his agenda was touted as being about ‘Order and 
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Progress.’ Spanish Colonial order and the transition into Mexican national government 

had little immediate affect on Wixárika. Gibson (1964) states, “In Mexican history 

significant changes have rarely occurred as a consequence of law. Law provides an 

approximation of historical happening or a commentary upon it” (1964: 235). Porfirio 

Diaz’s polices are a great example of this. He created a legal infrastructure that continues 

to give more land to wealthy Mexicans and U.S. investors.  

 During Benito Juarez’ presidency, title to Indian lands were to be issued to people 

who disbanded the tribal council and partitioned land. However this was not completed 

under Juarez’s administration. When Diaz came to power he took advantage of this 

precedent and revised many of the laws under the Juarez administration so he could then 

sell or give Indian land to foreign and domestic corporations because most Indians did 

not have legal title (the deeds) (Menchaca 2011:91).  

Thus, Diaz implemented land polices that terminated land titles in the rural 

countryside where there was an abundance of mines. The Land Law Act of 1883 was 

passed by Congress and affected thousands of farmers and detribalized most Indian 

communities. Menchaca states, “The Law required all public land be surveyed for the 

purpose of development. Within a few years of its passage, one-fifth of Mexico’s total 

land mass, 68 million acres of rural land was put into the hands of foreign corporations 

and Mexico’s ruling class” (91). The surveyors determined which land was being used 

and which ones were considered “vacant land.” These corporations soon penetrated 

public lands and subdivided most of the Indian territories into plots for settlement and 

created the infrastructure of transportation because it was determined that most of the 
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Indian land was “vacant.” Foreign corporations took advantage of this deal because the 

Mexican government also gave these corporations one-third of the land surveyed plus 

they were given the opportunity to purchase the remaining two-thirds.  

 This law affected thousands farmers and Indian people in Mexico. Most of the 

Indians who lost their land never received a deed during the Juarez administration, which 

had said that all Indian land was to be subdivided and privatized. Juarez died before the 

new administration could register, change, or issue new deeds. Therefore, in the new 

administration, farmers and Indians had no proof of legal ownership when the surveying 

corporations challenged them in court. Most farmers and Indians did not have legal proof 

nor could they afford to fight in court. The majority ended up losing their land and 

ranches to foreign corporations. Thus, the courts extinguished titles to the deeds and the 

land was sold or granted to corporations (Menchaca 2011:92). The only defense Indians 

and the Wixáritari had was the courts decision to uphold property laws passed during 

Spanish rule. Prior to Mexico’s independence, Spain issued private parcels or communal 

land to many Indian communities including the Wixáritari. These Spanish grants would 

only apply if they stayed together as a tribal community. Years later, many Indian people 

such as the Wixáritari were able to argue in court that although they were not given deeds 

their tribal council was still intact and argued that the Spanish land grant titles were still 

valid since they were not a detribalized community (Stephen 2002: Menchaca 2011). The 

Wixáritari fought back by working within the confines of Mexican law and used their 

Spanish titles to keep parts of their land in San Andres and Santa Catarina (Stephens 

2011:262). 
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 During the Porfiriato, Indians were considered human but they were legally 

distinct from Mexicans. That is, citizenship for Indians meant very little to Diaz. Indians 

did not have the same legal protection as an elite Mexican. Diaz’s hope was that the 

Indian population would dissipate, acculturate, and assimilate into a Mexican capitalistic 

nation. Porfirio Diaz and his political advisors and administration adopted the theoretical 

notion of positivism for Mexico from the French social philosopher Auguste Comte. 

Porfirio hoped that this philosophy would help Mexico escape a “backwards” nation and 

move it forward to a modern capitalist world. Diaz’s advisors were all scientists known 

as cientificos who increasingly disregarded and marginalized indigenous people (Wiener 

1968). 

 Legal equality was a farce for indigenous people during Bentio Juarez’s liberal 

reforms but even more so during the Porfiriato. In Porfirio Diaz’s first term, he created a 

policy that would bring in thousands of immigrants to Mexico. These immigrants 

included Cubans, Chinese Italians, Irish, French, and Mormons. This idea came from a 

scientist (cientifico) named Dr. Mora who wanted to fizzle out the Indian rebellions by 

incorporating immigrant outsiders into Mexico to ensure economic stability (Bonfil 

Battalla 1996:102). This era was known as the pax porfiriana (Porfirian Peace) a time of 

“peace” but not for indigenous people because they had to endure Porfirio’s rural police 

tactics while there were many foreigners and surveyors encroaching on indigenous 

territory.  

During the Porfiriato elite citizens doubted that indigenous people had the 

capacity to be Mexican citizens. However, indigenous people had a very different view 
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of this and were not so cynical. Porfirio Diaz and his regime believed that Indians should 

be simply ignored or coerced so that they would not stand in the way of Mexico and its 

profound progress. 

By the end of Porfirio Diaz’s presidential term more than ninety five percent of 

the land was owned by less than five percent of the population (Acuña 2010). No 

farmer, Indian or peasant could claim the land he occupied without formal legal title. 

Helpless and angry small farmers and landless peasants along with some Indians saw no 

hope for themselves and their families under a Diaz regime. Thus, tensions arose and the 

Mexican Revolution began in 1910.  

When the Mexican Revolution of 1910 broke out forty percent of the indigenous 

communal landowners were in violation of the law because they refused to divide their 

communal lands (Bonfil Batalla 1996:100). These Liberal policies had led to disastrous 

effects on indigenous communal lands. Communal lands are very much tied to 

ceremonial centers and the cosmology of indigenous people. Without doubt, as 

communal land was sold away so was the very existence of many indigenous groups and 

culture. Bonifil Batalla states,  

Land is not conceived of just a marketable good. There is a much deeper 
connection with the land. It is an indispensable productive resource that 
forms part of the inherited culture. It is the land of the ancestors, in which 
they are now resting. There, in that defined space various superior forces 
also manifest themselves. Some are positive but others are malevolent and 
must be appropriated. There are also sacred sites and reference points and 
dangers. Land is a living being that reacts to human conduct. (33-34) 
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For Wixárika and various indigenous groups in Mexico, land is sacred precisely because 

it is tied to their ancestors and memory and not because it can generate income or profit. 

Mexico’s government did not value the land in quite the same way as the Wixárika and 

other indigenous groups and thus created laws and policy to try to dislocate Indians from 

their native land and culture. The resulting Liberal policies created a growing number of 

Indians without land and a large indigenous peonage system in Mexico (Menchaca 2011). 

 After the Porfiriato collapsed, modernization and positivist thinking amongst most 

of Mexico’s intellectuals continued (Wiener 1968). However, during the Mexican 

Revolution (1910-1920) dealing with multiple ethnicities and figuring out what do with 

the indigenous people were no longer of greatest importance. It was not until after the 

Mexican Revolution when Mexico had to try and put the shattered nation back together 

that questions of identity, citizenship, and how to handle the indigenous population 

remerged.   

Recognition of Tribal Groups and Rights 

After the Mexican Revolution a new generation of academics and cientificos 

arose. The majority of Mexico did not see Indians as a problem who blocked progress or 

as a people who clung on to their traditions. Indians were now seen as a people who 

could improve themselves over time through education. During the 1920’s there was an 

emergence of various indigenous ideologies and academics. It was not until Lázaro 

Cárdenas was President (1934 -1940) that indigenismo emerged as an important ideology 

among Mexican politicians and academics.  



 52 

Furthermore, after the Mexican Revolution communities such as the Wixáritari 

were governed with much less autonomy but most retained their own tribal council. 

Weigand states that, “they were never isolated or completely autonomous either in the 

pre-Hispanic period, colonial epoch or in contemporary times” (Weigand 1992: 15-16). 

Regardless of the time period, the social organization for the Wixáritari has always 

changed with time and has never been stagnant.  

The most important part of the social organization for the Wixáritari continues to 

be their ceremonies, and the ceremonial spaces (Tukipa) which are temple complexes that 

have gone virtually unchanged for the past hundred years. The traditional cargo is a 

system that is made up of secular and religious positions held by men, women, and 

households from the community, which are called both civil cargos and religious cargos. 

The following illustration shows how these positions are placed in rank and in relation to 

each other  

(See Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2: The Tukipa Structure of the Religious Center Ceremonial (Torres 2000: 41). 

 One of the most prominent and powerful cargos is the Kawiteru who are the 

members of the council of elders (consejo de ancianos). These men make decisions that 

affect the community politically and economically. The second most important of the 

cargos seen here are the mara’ akame and they are the medicine men who impact the 

community and the world in a spiritual manner. These officers’ (cargos) civil duties are 

unpaid and the responsibilities include tasks that are executed for local governments and 

religious practices or ceremonies. These posts can range from one year to five years of 

service per person or family. For instance, Tatewari who is one of the main participants 

in this study has been in charge of raising money for ceremonies celebrating the corn and 

it is his job to sell and make sure he can cover the cost of drinks and whatever else is 
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needed for this ceremony. Individuals or families who hold a cargo usually hold the 

position for five years, and incur the costs of various ceremonies that are celebrated 

through out the years. This is a huge responsibility because it is not only a commitment to 

their community, but more importantly to mother earth. Wixáritari people believe in the 

reciprocity of giving to the earth as the earth has given to them. The Wixáritari receive 

food, water, and the warmth of the sun to live and it is their responsibility to give back 

and pay tribute to the earth by having ceremonies that are created to offer thanks for all 

the precious gifts that the mother earth has given to them and their families.  

Although tribal communities and councils have existed since prior to contact 

presidents and leaders of Mexico have influenced the way in which policy and law 

operates within indigenous communities. Bonfil-Batalla (1996) argues that prior to 

Mexico’s independence free Indians were not recognized as independent nations and 

states that, “They were either Mexicans who had to submit to the laws of the country, or 

they were rebels who threatened the national sovereignty and, therefore, were enemies 

and traitors to the homeland” (1996:98). Most Indian people were seen as traitors. The 

treatment of Indians as enemies continued up to the Benito Juarez’ presidency and the 

Porfiriato. During Benito Juarez’s presidency most indigenous communities were not 

allowed to be governed by tribal community council but any family who did not want to 

be part of this group was allowed to keep their land and, for the most part, they did not 

have to follow tribal rules. Wixárika people are the exception to this rule. Wixáritari still 

believe that if you are Wixárika or want to be part of the ethnic culture identity and live 

within the territory, you must follow tribal council rules. However, Wixáritari do not 
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consider themselves to be a coherent ethnic group but choose instead to emphasize their 

local identity (Liffman 2011). 

During the Porfiriato, Diaz did not serve as a benefactor to El Gran Nayar but he 

also did not impose strict “Indian Policy” in this region for the thirty five years in which 

he ruled and this helped the Wixáritari protect their tribal council throughout the years.   

Indeed, much of the Wixáritari rules have changed to accommodate for modern 

times but tribal council rules such as the maintenance of civil and religious cargos must 

still be followed in order to be considered part of the Wixáritari community. Wixáritari 

tribal council rules have facilitated resistance against the intrusion of Catholic, 

Franciscan, Jesuit, and Presbyterianism dominance. They have also resisted against laws 

and policy administered by various Mexican presidents, which keep Wixáritari culture 

and traditions alive and strong today. 

Conclusion 

There are various overarching differences that impact the experiences of people of 

Indian descent, particularly for the Wixáritari in Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco, Mexico. The 

Mexican government and its hired experts such as scientists in Anthropology, to create 

Mexican politics and state policies that often determine who is “Indian.” Race relations 

between Wixárika and the Mexican Government have fluctuated and at times being 

“Indian” or Wixárika has sometimes favored those who ‘choose’ to identify as Wixárika 

or Indian. The social construction of race from the 1500’s to 2012 consequently creates a 

marginalized people such as the Indian in Mexico. Indian people have been treated 

unequally for hundreds of years in mainstream society simply because they are Indian. 
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Politics and state policies created by the Mexican government throughout history often 

determine who is “Indian” and who is not. Finally, liberal and neo-liberal policies have 

been utilized as either a benefit or determent for Indian rights and land tenure for 

Wixáritari people. 
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Chapter 3: Wixárika and Mexican Indians: The Ethno genesis of El Indio, Indigena, 

and Mestiza/o in Mexico 

 I agree with Omni and Winant’s argument, in “Racial Formation in The United 

States” (1994), that as social scientists we must not study race as a biological notion but 

instead investigate the historical politics and processes of Racialization. Menchaca (2001) 

also states that “…in multiracial societies race has been used historically by those in 

power to share social economic privileges with only those people who are racially similar 

to themselves” (2). The work I present in this chapter seeks to demonstrate a historical 

context which illustrates how people in power use race to rationalize and distribute 

wealth. This rationalization affects the social political and economic experience of 

Wixáritari Indians. I also examine issues of identity and the current status of indigenous 

people by investigating the work of key social scientists such as Manuel Gamio whose 

writing on Mexico has contributed to the shaping of indigenous policy. It is important to 

illustrate how indigenous people are devalued in Mexico, and to what extent the 

government has forsaken them through neoliberal policies. I also explore why Wixárika 

migrate and create ‘new’ ethnic identities through a process called ethnogenesis. In 

addition, I critique ethnogenesis through a conceptual theoretical tool called ethnoexodus, 

developed by Juan Castillo Cocom. Finally, I end with how the Wixáritari population 

who live in urban areas in Mexico are resisting economic, social, and spiritual oppression 

which can be seen as counter hegemonic in Mexico.  

Race in Mexico  
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  Race in Mexico has been complicated by legal systems predisposed to maintain 

strict racial boundaries that designate “brown” and “white” or claims of mestizaje. As a 

result, some Mexicans have often made claims to whiteness in order to become visible 

people while simultaneously encouraging segregation, political and economic 

exploitation of other designated groups. That is, Mestiza/o can mean a mixture of the 

biological (Indian, Spanish, African, and Mexican blood) that came from the imperial 

racial taxonomies of the sixteenth through the nineteenth century. Mestiza/o can also 

mean that due to colonialism we are culturally mixed and neither full-blooded indigenous 

nor full blood Spanish or European. I agree with Marisol De La Cadena’s analysis of 

“doubly hybrid” in her article“Are Mestizos Hybrids? The Conceptual Politics of Andean 

Identities.” My work is informed by theoretical frameworks for studying the Mexican or 

Indian as related to culture, identity migration and consider varying themes dealing with 

cultural hybridity [being in between/the middle], mestizaje [racial and cultural mixing], 

and the internalizing oppression that this creates (Anzaldúa 1987; Fregoso 2003; Garcia 

Canclini 1995; Hale 1996; Samuel 2004; Strong 1999). I also concur with Renato 

Rosaldo’s (1992) “Race and the Borderlands in Arturo Islas's Migrant Souls” notion that 

“hybridity can imply a space betwixt and between two zones of purity,” or it can imply 

an ongoing condition of all humans and cultures that contain no zones of purity because 

of transculturation. However, it is equally important to consider that mestizaje can also 

often create the erasure of Indian and Black identity. The making of citizens and the 

building of the nation-state in Mexico, in the name of “progress,” has brought about a 

fixed or emplaced notion of el Indio (Indian) or a complete erasure of indigenous identity 
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similar to that of Black people and their history in Mexico since the Porfiro Diaz era. 

This process is called de-Indianization, a mixture or mestizaje which results in ethnocide 

(Bonfil Batalla 1996). 

I concur with Kapchan and Strong’s article “Theorizing the Hybrid” (1999) (as 

related to Indians of the U.S. Southwest which can include Mexicans), in that the word 

“Hybrid5” is also not a fixed notion of defining identity and the concept has become very 

fluid in its meaning. Kapchan and Strong contend that “Under a microscope, the concept 

[of Hybridity] transforms before our eyes. It does not stay still under our gaze” 

(1999:240). This word has come to have both distinctive and fluid meanings for different 

places, people, cultures, songs, art, time and space, and most recently even automobiles.  

Strong and Van Winkle (1996) and Kapchan and Strong (1999) also assert that “hybridity 

is not everyone's project” (247). My principal focus is thus not to define or determine 

what “hybridity” means, but only to address its significance in both the U.S. and Mexico 

and ultimately in how it complicates notions of race.  

 The different hierarchical categories that were determined for Indian and other 

people in Mexico began when the Spanish came to the Americas. Racism was then 

inundated into the Americas by the Spanish and Portuguese who placed indigenous 

people near the bottom of the social hierarchy. This racial and social hierarchy was 

                                                 
5“1: an offspring of two animals or plants of different races, breeds, varieties, species, or genera 
3: a person whose background is a blend of two diverse cultures or traditions. 3 a: something heterogeneous 
in origin or composition : composite hybrids of complementary DNA and RNA strands a hybrid of 
medieval and Renaissance styles> b: something (as a power plant, vehicle, or electronic circuit) that has 
two different types of components performing essentially the same function” (Merriam Webster's 
Dictionary/www.merriam-webster.com). 
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certainly distinct from that of British North American subjugation. Michele M. Stephens 

states the following in her dissertation, “Under the Eyes of God: The Huicholes and the 

Mexican State 1810-1910” (2011): 

Mexico largely became a nation of mestizos, with indigenous peoples still 
identified as distinct from the rest of the population. The concept of "Indian" 
today exists as a result of processes that occurred in the colonial era. "Indian" 
became the catch-all term for the indigenous peoples of the Americas, and the 
Spanish term indio is a pejorative one imposed upon native groups from the 
beginning of contact (2011:23-24). 
 

Indeed, the Mexican government and the state have created racialized perceptions and 

through this have sustained racial identity and hierarchies. However, each region in 

Mexico and each indigenous tribe or mestizo has experienced racial hierarchies 

differently throughout the history of Mexico. Although the Mexican government has 

played a pivotal part in the creation of racial and social constructs, scientists and 

researchers of various disciplines have also contributed to these public and social 

dynamics.  

An example of the aforementioned social scientists is Manuel Gamio who is 

distinguished as being one of the first professional anthropologists of Mexico. Gamio 

studied under Franz Boas, a German-American anthropologist recognized as “the father 

of American Anthropology.” Gamio shaped new social politics, economic law and policy 

that affected racial legislation in Mexico from 1910 until his death in 1960. 

  Manuel Gamio coined the term Indigenismo which is a theory and practice 

designed by non-Indians to "integrate" Indians into the nation of Mexico (Bonfi-Batalla 
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1996). Manuel Gamio contributed to early epistemologies of Indian people in Mexico. 

According to Bonfil-Batalla (1996), Gamio published a book in 1916 called Forjando 

Patria which has carried out and guided Indigenismo6 policy in Mexico to the present 

day.  

Manuel Gamio followed Boas’ evolutionary theory and school of thought in the 

area of racial theory. Although Boas rejected Social Darwinism and he made his mark in 

anthropology by proving that intelligence is shaped by the environment and not by 

genetics as had been thought before, he promoted the belief that certain cultural practices 

were dysfunctional and could hinder the progress of ethnic communities. This perspective 

thus endorsed the cultural notion that certain cultures were inferior to others.  

Unfortunately this theoretical perspective was adopted by Gamio and applied to the study 

of indigenous peoples in Mexico. Boas’ theoretical approach to race and culture, 

however, must be understood within the context of his anti-evolutionist stance. By the 

1930’s Boas’s research was used to debunk evolutionary theory and social Darwinism 

(Speed 2008). 

Hence, Gamio’s theoretical tradition influenced his approach towards developing 

indigenous policy. Gamio did not believe Indians were genetically inferior, but they were 

considered culturally backward. They were a people that needed to be modernized. To 

Gamio, Indians in Mexico had degenerated and were inferior in comparison to the ancient 

Meso-American cultures. In this way the Wixáritari were indirectly or directly affected 
                                                 
6  This movement in Mexico was influenced after the Mexican Revolution of 1910 during Lázaro Cardenas 
Presidency (1934-40). Cardenas made efforts to reconstitute the country in accordance with its Indian 
ancestry and heritage. This policy was also used to try and dominate social and political roles over the 
majority who were Indian and integrate and acculturate them into the dominant society (Batalla1996). 
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by his work. Academics who followed Gamio continued to significantly inform 

government policy in Mexico. This academic practice has historically influenced the 

social, political and economic conditions that reflect race matters, which directly or 

indirectly affect all indigenous people in Mexico such as the Wixárika.  

After the Mexican Revolution, Manuel Gamio pushed for the Mexican 

government to support increasing numbers of professionals who would study ethnic 

characteristics in Mexico’s population. Gamio declares “It is axiomatic that anthropology 

in its broadest, truest sense, should provide basic knowledge for carrying out good 

government, since through anthropology one understands the people who are the raw 

material for governing, and for whom one governs” (Gamio 1960:15). At this point in 

time Indigenismo did not contradict the national plan to incorporate the Indian and make 

him/her lose cultural and historical uniqueness or what Bonfil-Batalla (1996) calls to “de-

indianize”. The true purpose of exploring Indigenismo was to determine how 

anthropologists could help the Mexican government de-indianize more effectively. 

Members of the academy, scientists, and political groups spoke repeatedly of themselves 

as bringers of civilization and justified most of their actions towards Indians on that basis 

(Spicer 1992:6).  

Gamio promoted both racial mixing, and encouraged culture mixing. That is, he 

supported cultural eugenics and Indigenismo projects to create national integration 

amongst Indians and non-Indians (Doremus 2001: 381). Although there were many 

Indians who were biologically born Indian, Gamio believed that if they had some kind of 

cultural mixing then they could be considered mestizo. His hope was to ultimately 
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eliminate the Indian classification in Mexico and incorporate the Indian into the 

nationalistic agenda of a ‘civilized’ nation (Doremus 2001). 

José Vasconcelos the Secretary of Public Education was opposed to Manuel 

Gamio’s views on indigenous policy when it came to education. Whereas, Gamio 

preferred that Indians be educated in separate schools in order to be taught Mexican (or 

mestizo) culture and traditions, Vasconcelos believed that they should be integrated in the 

schools and taught Mexican culture not solely via curriculum, but also through the 

cultural exchange between Indian and non-Indian students. Ultimately Vasconcelos 

wanted to create a curriculum that would bring about the erasure of indigenous languages 

and promote a mestizo ethnic identity over that of the Indian (Bonfil-Batalla 1996). 

Bonfil Batalla states that, “…the national plan could not include a permanent Indian 

population with its own culture different from the rest of Mexican Society” (ibid: 114). I 

agree with Bonfil-Batalla’s assertion that Mexican society does not want to accept its 

biased culture differences and would like nothing more than to assimilate and acculturate 

Indians thus erasing the “inferior historical period” of the Indian in Mexico. The blending 

of all would have de-indianized many tribes in Mexico, but fortunately this has not been 

the case for many Indians, especially for the Wixárika. Despite all the intermarriages that 

took place between the Spanish, Indians, Afromestizos, and mestizos during and after the 

Mexican Revolution, Wixárika culture and traditions still exist.  

Intermarriage between races occurred in large scale in Spanish America and this 

mixing of peoples is unmatched anywhere else in the colonial western hemisphere, 

creating what José Vasconcelos would later call la raza cósmica (the cosmic race, or a 
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blending of all). This blending of all and its meaning for mestizos, Indians and Wixárika 

has changed throughout Mexico’s history.  

Wixárika who reside in the Sierra Madre and in urban cities rarely intermarry 

with anyone who is not Wixáritari. Most Wixáritari practice ethnic endogamy which is 

considered an obligation as part of the culture. However, there are some Wixáritari in 

urban cities who have married outside of their culture. For the Wixáritari community who 

are not detribalized it is important for them to continue to visit and contribute to the 

community in the Sierra to identify and be identified as part of the tribal community. 

However, it is also important for Wixáritari to maintain the same bloodline.  

The Wixáritari and their cultural custom of practicing ethnic endogamy is 

twofold. On the one hand they have sustained their cultural religious practices for 

thousands of years because they continue to keep their “bloodline.” They have also 

continued to practice their language, rituals, and dress. However, because Wixáritari are 

considered Indian or indigenous in Mexico they experience a social class exclusion 

resulting from the construction of racial and social hierarchies in Mexico.   

I chose to highlight these specific times and concepts of race in the earlier 

chapters (1500-1890) because social, psychological, physical and spiritual reduction for 

Indians in Mexico took place during those periods. The historical construction of racial 

categories and hierarchies, the caste system in Mexico, and law continues to have an 

affect on the lives of indigenous people in the present day. 

The concept of race in Mexico for Indian people (1518- 1898) illustrates relevant 

historical references which are related to how race is socially constructed and categorized 
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via law, slavery, and Colonialism as exclusionary and separate. Mexico wants to 

Christianize, assimilate, acculturate and include indigenous people in the general 

populace without taking into account Indian culture or ethnic identities and cultural 

practices. Hence, either Indians incorporate or cooperate or they will find themselves on 

the periphery of the nation as has been the case for many Wixáritari and other indigenous 

groups in Mexico. Today, in Mexico, the legal definition of what it means to be Indian or 

recognized as indigenous is vague because it is based on language and dress (Bonfil 

Batalla 1996; Speed 2008; Strong 1996). In the following paragraphs I discuss how the 

‘Indian’ is defined in Mexico, particularly for Wixáritari and how they self identify and 

see themselves in the world. I also examine identity through usos y costumberes and law 

and policies that directly affect them today.   

Who is Considered “Indian” or “Indio” In Mexico? 

Wixáritari are unique in that they have managed to use the tools, laws, and policy 

of the Mexican state to protect themselves from the state. However the Wixárika story is 

not one that stands entirely separate from other indigenous groups. The history of 

Wixáritari forces us to address some important questions about Mexico's indigenous 

peoples. Since there are so few historical examinations of the Wixárika in comparison to 

the Aztec or Maya, it is necessary to examine indigenous peoples throughout the country 

and across a wider period of time. The meaning of "Indian" or “Indio” in Mexico has 

changed drastically over the centuries and has proven variable even within the confines 

of the post-revolutionary period. From the 21 colonial república de indios (or Republic of 

Indians, a legally separate sphere) to the post-revolutionary political indigenismo of 
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groups like the Zapatistas of the 1990s, Mexicans and the world at large have struggled to 

understand where indigenous groups fit into their society (Speed 2008). Although 

Mexico’s attempt to declare itself a nation of pluralism or multiculturalism, the concept 

of “Indio” exists today and is still thought of as synonymous with poor, second class, 

backwards citizens in Mexico (Negrin 2005; Speed 2008; Stephens 2011). Here is an 

example of this perception at the local level. My aunt was born in Huejuquilla el Alto 

Jalisco and lives there most of the year. She told me a story that deeply disturbs me but 

yet proves my argument of Wixárika resistance. My aunt said that she was on a bus and 

that when three or four “Huicholitos”, a pejorative term (little Huicholes/Indios), entered 

the bus and the first thing she thought was “oh gosh what are those Indios doing here, 

they are poor, they smell, and are lazy. Where could they possibly be going?” My aunt 

sat there judging the group as the Wixárika spoke in their native language. My aunt said 

she was thinking the most negative thoughts about them: she assumed they were illiterate, 

uneducated, and dirty. She said the “Huicholitos” were talking and talking and looking at 

their notebooks, and that all of a sudden they began to speak Spanish and engaged in 

discussion about their studies at the University of Guadalajara, and what the professors 

were expecting them to finish for their academic term. My aunt was shocked and 

surprised and, after a moment of reflection, she admitted that she saw herself as the 

dumb, illiterate person instead. She said she had no idea that they were students at the 

University and that they could speak Spanish. She was utterly surprised. Her initial 

attitude is one that most non-Wixárika people have not only in Huejuquilla el Alto, but 

also in the racialized landscapes of broader Mexico where mestizos and Mexicans are the 
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dominant population (Interview with Aunt 2012). My aunt is no exception. However, she 

was courageous enough to share her story with me and to admit that she was wrong 

which is not the case for most people in Mexico.  

An example of this perception also exists at the national level. The term “Indio” 

went from a permanent “condition” to an ethnic label after the 1920s. During this time 

Indian people were not yet part of the dialogue regarding how their communities and 

culture were to be defined (Bonfil-Batalla 1998). It was during the Lázaro Cárdenas's 

presidency (1934-1940) in which indigenismo became part of the Mexican academic and 

political ideology. Survey and education initiatives under the ‘rural’ Cardenas program 

served to promote teachers who while working closely with indigenous people, were 

charged with investigating and determining if and when these communities would be on 

the ‘road to progress.’ In fact, an educator by the name of Moisés Sáenz helped to create 

the Departamento Autónomo de Asuntos Indígenas (DAAI) along with Cárdenas. The 

DAAI used Saenz’ research model of anthropology, education, and linguistics, which he 

applied in Michoacán, to ‘improve’ native communities in other parts of Mexico. 

Modernization and progress was the main objective for “Mexico Profundo” (Doremus 

2001). 

  For most of Mexico’s history progress and modernization has rarely been 

discussed directly with indigenous people. Indian people have had to fight in order to be 

part of Mexico’s national plan and have often been excluded from Mexico’s national 

objectives which directly affect their land, language, economics, family, spirituality, and 

religion. Various presidential administrations have carried out law and policy without 
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evident recognition or concern that said policy directly and adversely impacts indigenous 

people in Mexico. However, indigenous people continuously resist the political powers at 

hand by pushing their way into various political arenas. One way that Wixárika are 

resistant is by self-identifying as Wixárika and thus making it clear to the world that this 

is in fact their self-given name. The term Huichol is often only used in reference to the 

world-renowned art that originated from the Wixárika.  

 Wixárika resist government intervention and demonstrate self-determination by 

identifying ethnically, by choosing to wear traditional clothes, or by speaking their tribal 

language regardless of whether they are in or outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental. For 

example, using the term Indio or Wixárika to self-identify is dictated by Wixárika’s 

understanding of their communal identity and how they see themselves within their own 

community and the world at large. Their ethnic identity is not merely determined by 

language and dress. Wixárika have been active agents and participants in how their 

culture and society changes, and they have chosen to adapt when it is convenient for 

them, which is also a form of resistance against greater Mexican society. Wixárika 

resistance against neoliberal policies will be discussed in the following section.  

The Mexican Constitution and the Status of Indigenous People 

The constitutional amendment of 1991, and the general Law of Linguistics Rights 

of 2004 redefined the current status of indigenous peoples in Mexico. These changes 

were made to clarify the legal status of Indian people and articulate some of their legal 

rights (de la Peña 2011). De la Peña argues that historically in Mexico, “A particular 
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problem has been the lack of a clear definition of what indigenous political representation 

means for different levels of the Mexican government” (2011:307). I concur with de la 

de la Peña as this lack of clear definition in the Mexican government allows for 

ambiguity, exclusion, and violations of indigenous rights, which are supposed to be 

protected under Convention 1697. Convention 169 was adopted and ratified in 1991 in 

Mexico.8 Convention 169 also known as C169 is an international law under the 

International Labor Organization (ILO) intended to protect indigenous rights (ibid: 307). 

In Mexico Convention 169 guaranteed indigenous peoples, Human rights, Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, and the right to maintain their Identity, Language and 

Religion, Culture and Traditions (usos y costumbres). Unfortunately in Mexico this 

policy was ignored and mostly focused on cultural rights, while “…omitting reference to 

political rights, self-determination, or autonomy” (Speed 2008:49). Since the policy 

mainly focused on the expansion of cultural rights for indigenous people, one year later, 

Mexico declared itself multicultural and pluri-ethnic under Article 4 in the constitution, 

which was originally to be based on indigenous peoples and their tribal rights. However, 

Article 4 does not use the word ‘rights’ at all. It promises to protect and support the 

culture and language of indigenous people, but not the people themselves. The intent of 

this article was to recognize that indigenous people existed in Mexico’s populace (Speed 

2008:48-49). Based on research by anthropologists such as Shannon Speed (2008) and 
                                                 
7 (http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C169). 
8 This was a revision of Convention 107, and Anaya states that it recognized “the aspirations of 
[indigenous] peoples to exercise control over their own institutions, ways of life and economic 
development and to maintain and develop their identities, languages and religions, within the frameworks 
of the States in which they live” (Anaya 1996: 48).  
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Guillermo de la Peña (2011), the constitutional reform only led to indigenous people 

being mentioned in the constitution for the first time. Legally their basic rights were not 

clarified.  

By 1994, indigenous and non-indigenous groups in Chiapas rebelled against 

Mexican government policies and mis-treatment of indigenous people that had occurred 

for centuries. Throughout the past five hundred years, indigenous people have been 

violated culturally, economically, politically, spiritually, and through their communal 

lands. The 1994 uprising of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) is 

often referred to as the Zapatistas movement. 9 The Zapatistas armed rebellion lasted until 

1996 when the government began negotiating with the rebels. The primary concessions 

included recognizing the indigenous culture and its right to land and autonomy in 

accordance with (ILO) C169. Policies created with the support of the United Nations 

such as (ILO) C169, are passed as international policies, but are not necessarily enforced 

by the government who chooses what policies to adopt at the national state level.  

Ten years later in 2004, congress finally passed the General Law of Linguistic 

Rights to protect, regulate and recognize the individual and collective linguistic rights of 

indigenous peoples and communities, as well as to promote the use and development of 

indigenous languages. The expression of the plurality of indigenous languages in Mexico 

is also an integral part of the national cultural linguistic heritage. Many scholars and 

                                                 
9 A group primarily fighting non-violently against the Mexican state and its military, paramilitary, and 
corporate intrusions in Chiapas, who wanted to take over rural indigenous land. Also see Shannon Speeds, 
“Rights and Rebellions Indigenous Struggle and Human Rights in Chiapas” for further explanation.   
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critics recognize that these are the first steps towards a more pluralistic and multicultural 

society, but we have yet to see and experience inclusive practices under the law.   

Wixáritari Ethnogenesis and Ethnoexodus 

Mexico has not exactly been clear with its rules of governing indigenous groups 

and their political representations within the Mexican government, especially when non-

indigenous municipal governments dominate in communal territories such as those found 

in Wixárika territories. How do these laws or jurisdictions that promote the protection of 

multicultural, pluri-ethnic culture defend Wixárika when they are no longer living in their 

historical villages, but instead in larger Mexican cities such as Guadalajara, Huejuquilla 

el Alto, or Zacatecas, or when they travel for spiritual and ritual reasons? My 

ethnographic work and my role as a Secretary and Board member of the Wixárika 

Research Center from 2011- 2013, allow me to illustrate that in all three cities Wixárika 

people are indeed often dealing with exclusionary practices.  

The Wixárika community of Tuapurie held a press conference on February 28, 

2008 in Guadalajara to dispute the construction of a paved road that would begin in 

Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco and run across the Sierra Madre. Non-government 

organizations (NGO’S), students, professors, youth, and elders from the Wixárika 

community came to protest this road. Ubaldo Valdés Castellanos a Wixárika student and 

assistant of Guillermo de la Péna was in attendance and recorded the Wixárika Tatewari 

(ethnic governor of Tuapurie) who spoke first in this meeting and said, 

We the Wixáritari…have many ceremonial centers and sacred places…for 
many generations we have taken offerings to our deities [in those places] so that 
our families and our world may enjoy good health…And when we see that 
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strange people damage our territory and sacred centers, we defend them because 
[we have to protect] Tatei Yurienaka (Our Mother Earth). And she expects this 
[protection] from us (de la Péna 2011:311). 
 

This dispute started years prior but escalated after November 2007. Wixárika artists and 

non-artists such as my friend and participant Tatewari and his father were part of the 

defense that took place in the Sierra Madre.  

 In 2008, bulldozers arrived in Tatewari’s town of Tuapurie while the government 

of Jalisco stated that they in fact had signatures and statements from community 

representatives who had said yes to the road project. The government never provided 

proof of which Wixárika representatives agreed. Wixáritari did just as they claimed and 

protected Mother Earth by blocking the bulldozers for months via dozens of sit-ins. The 

Wixáritari had a lot of help in blocking this road by Wixáritari artisans like Tatewari and 

his children who lived in Zacatecas during this time and who used much of their cash 

profits from their art to support their cause (Interview with Tatewari 2008). Guadalajara 

students and artisans from Puerto Vallarta also supported the protest by providing 

clothing, blankets, food and anything that would help keep the blockade going. In 

addition, the National Indigenous Congress, a network of associations that were created 

during the 1994 Zapatista uprising, came to support the Wixárika in their cause and held 

meetings on site. They also used social media such as live radio and online broadcasts. 

This was a neoliberal aggression from the government of Jalisco based on its continuous 

vision of ‘progress’ for Wixáritari. However, the Wixáritari and their supporters were not 

going down without a fight (de la Péna 2011). Many of the leaders and people who were 

fighting against the Mexican government were also contesting against the intrusion of 
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transnational capital and ecological tourism. Wixárika wanted to remind the timber and 

mining companies that this land is ancestral and sacred, and that it is supposed to be 

legally protected and recognized as Wixáritari land by the Mexican government. 

Thankfully, for the time being there is still no paved road but the government will surely 

continue to fight to exclude and push Wixárika out of ‘their’ territory.   

As recently as February 2010, according to the Assoication Jaliscense en Apoyo 

de Grupos Indigenas and participants I have interviewed, Wixárika elders and shamans 

were taking their annual spiritual pilgrimage from the Sierra Madre to the sacred place of 

Wirikuta Real de Catorce (San Luis Potosi) located in a desert area. Many Wixáritari 

were gathered around their sacred fire when suddenly four state police cars interrupted 

them by harassing the spiritual leader (mara’akame) and breaking the sacred circle. The 

police did this by taking video, by interrupting the songs and chants of the mara’akame, 

and by mishandling sacred objects and destroying grandfather fire (tatewari). The police 

accused Wixáritari of breaking the law by gathering peyote, a cactus plant used as 

medicine, which they have gathered and used for thousands of years. Wixárika are 

supposed to be protected under article 169, which was adopted by Mexico to protect 

sections of indigenous and tribal towns as well as the use of plants for ritual use, customs 

and traditions (usos y costumberes). This law is supposed to be supreme, along with 

articles 2 of the Political Constitution of the Mexican United States and article 9 of the 

Constitution of the State of San Luis Potosí.  

Wixárika cross the very visible and ‘invisible’ borders and boundaries due to the 

constant insistence of forced relocation. That is Wixárika cross the physical, 
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psychological and spiritual borders in order to survive as a people. They cross the 

physical border when they fight for autonomy. They also cross the invisible border when 

they fight racial prejudices that affect their spirit (Cruz 2013).  

 During one of many interviews, I asked Tatewari to talk about Mexican state 

policies and their relationship to the large increase of artists selling their art outside of the 

Sierra Madre and Mexico. Tatewari clearly expressed a relationship between state 

policies, resource use, and migration. In his own words,“The state of Mexico has robbed 

us of our land, they cut our trees for wood without giving us any money. If the 

government really wants to help us why don’t they ask us for permission to cut the trees 

and give us the jobs and the money for the trees?” Tatewari also noted that, “the 

government creates policies and spends money for us to learn Spanish so that we can be 

eligible for the jobs, but they end up giving the jobs to mestizos” (Interview Tatewari 

Zacatecas, 2009). Tatewari also affirms an increase of artists in the past twenty-years has 

occurred due to recent economic policies that continue to displace peasants. Indeed 

illegal land encroachment in the Sierra has taken place for over forty years. It is common 

for the timber industry to deforest community habitats without obtaining proper 

authorization. For example on March 14, 2003 the Wixáritari community of Bancos de 

San Hipólito or Calítique stood up and put a stop to the exploitation of illegal foresting of 

the 10,720 hectares of land for which they hold title (La Jornada 2003). I asked Tatewari, 

“what do you think about the Mexican government and all the land disputes and tenure 

for Wixárika and for your community?” Tatewari responded by saying, “Why yes, the 

government has so much control over our land, and they have tried to manipulate us and 



 75 

have tried to change our culture for many years” (Interview August 14, 2006). 

Wixáritari comunidades (communities) are dispersed in settlement and many 

people from the five communities of San Sebastian Teponahuastlán and Tuxpan, San 

Andrés Cohamiata, San Andrés and Guadalupe Ocotån, and Santa Catarina 

Cuexcomatitlán have legal recognition under Indigenous Human Rights Acts, but are 

forced to continue to fight for land claims, legitimization, and sovereignty. They also 

often find themselves still fighting against the encroachment of the Mexican Nation State 

and its neoliberal polices for “progress” (Garcia de Weigand 1987:3; Liffman 1992; 

2002; Negrin 2005).  

Wixárika and other indigenous groups have tried to exercise their rights as legal 

citizens of Mexico when they are in the Sierra Madre or living in urban cities (Grady 

2010). De la Péna and many other scholars argue that since the constitutional reforms of 

1991 and 2004 there still has yet to be sufficient recognition and protection for 

indigenous people like the Wixáritari. This is especially evident because there has been 

large numbers of Indigenous people who have left their rural spaces and have taken up 

residence in large cities such as Cancun, Guadalajara, Mexico City, Monterrey, Tijuana, 

Zacatecas and a small group in the United States. My dear friend and participant 

Nivétsika migrated from Huejuquilla el alto to Guadalajara with her entire family. Prior 

to the 1970’s the migration of women and entire families to large cities was unheard of. 

Men were the only ones known to migrate and travel to make money and then usually 

come back and live in their rural homes. The cause of this change is the disastrous lack of 

opportunity for jobs and sufficient economy to sustain the population in the rural towns. 
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Nivétsika arrived to Guadalajara with her husband and six children without ‘legal’ 

registration to live with her mother who has resided in Guadalajara for over ten years. In 

order for Nivétsika and her family to legally belong, they had to go to a local office and 

prove their legal citizenship with their birth certificate and/or a voter registration card. 

Nivétsika and her family live in a shack in Guadalajara, which was built by her brother in 

a plot of land that is owned by their mother. This site is considered an “irregular” 

settlement because they do not have access to urban services such as running water or 

electricity. Many Wixárika and other indigenous groups live in this manner, on the 

periphery of large cities. However, there are also very few Wixárika such as my male 

friends and participants named Tatewari and Jose who rent in urban cities and have 

various amenities, including Internet. The difference is that these two males are able to 

travel to the United States and around the world to sell their art which increases the level 

of income that they earn as opposed to Nivétsika who is limited to selling her art at the 

local level.  

Nivétsika already has the second generation (her six children) growing up in a 

contemporary city, and their urban lifestyle is making identity more difficult to define, 

especially within the context of the dominant racial hierarchies of mestizos and elite 

Mexicans, who believe that Indio and Wixárika are inherently illiterate and inferior. 

Certainly, most of the dominant population in the larger cities think that indigenous 

people do not belong unless they have lost all ties with their culture and language and as 

stated by de la Péna, “…become like everybody else” (315). Many of the urban Wixárika 

residents have kept close ties with relatives in the Sierra and continue to speak their 
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native language at home with their kids. Nivétsika and Tatewari have told me on various 

occasions that they love the fact that their kids speak their native language, but are also 

proud of the fact that they can defend themselves because they also speak Spanish.  

Many Wixárika go back and forth to the Sierra for ceremonies, annual festivals, 

rituals, and to keep in contact with their relatives. Tatewari and Jose are constantly in 

communication with their families and communities in the Sierra. However, Nivétsika, 

only went back to the Sierra when I last visited her in 2008. We took the local Huichol 

bus in Huejuquilla el alto, Jalisco with four of her youngest children to the Sierra Madre 

and her hometown of Santa Catarina. This bus only travels there once a day and comes 

back once a day. The ride is long, narrow, steep, and bumpy because the road is not 

paved. It took us about six hours to finally reach the top because it was pouring rain, and 

we got stuck in the mud for about ten minutes. She spoke her native language on the bus 

with many of the passengers and she learned that she was riding alongside some of her 

distant cousins. This was a special ride and trip for Nivétsika because it was the first time 

that her smallest children would step foot in the Sierra and meet her relatives. It was a 

memorable trip for both of us. Nivétsika has not gone back since then, but her mother 

keeps close ties with the mara’akame and contributes monetarily to community festivals 

and events.  

What happens when Wixáritari leave their communities and don’t come back for 

years as has been the case for Nivétsika? Is she still considered Wixárika and have the 

same tribal rights as others do? Nivétsika still self identifies as a Wixárika woman from 

Santa Catarina but unfortunately she does not have the same tribal rights as those who 
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reside in the community or those who continue to contribute to the community externally 

via economic, political or social means. Where does this leave Nivétsika if she is not 

politically protected in her hometown? And as we have seen through examples of 

exclusion through law and policy in the larger cities, Nivétsika is less protected in the city 

of Guadalajara. It leaves Nivétsika in a vulnerable position but she continues to fight for 

her children and her family and is resisting Mexico’s exclusionary acts and policies by 

creating her own social, economic, and spiritual capital for her and her family. Therefore, 

Nivétsika is not an ethnic opportunist but is an artist, a mother, a Wixárika woman who is 

fighting to be visible in a world where mestizos and whites want her to blend in or simply 

disappear.  

Clothing is also an identifier for indigenous people and for Wixárika and they 

serve as a marker of where certain indigenous groups are from. Although Nivétsika and 

Tatewari still use their traditional clothes to celebrate their ethnic identity, they also wear 

their clothes to sell art and when performing as a musician. Many Wixárika who work in 

the arena of tourism, performance or selling art wear their clothes to confirm their 

authenticity of Wixárika identity. However, the traditional Wixárika dress is often not 

used by the second generation, such as Nivétsika and Tatewari’s kids. Some first and 

second-generation Wixárika urban residents wear jeans, t-shirts, and modern day dresses 

and shoes. This does not mean that they do not identify as Wixárika nor that they have 

‘transplanted’ their ethnic culture. It means they have constructed new identities and 

cultural forms in the ‘new’ urban settings where they now live. Some scholars such as de 

la Péna (2011) would call this process ethnogenesis.  
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Theoretical Conceptual Framework of Ethnogenesis  

Since the late 19th century, anthropologists, government and non-government 

officials (NGOS) and various scholars have researched and written about images of 

Wixáritari in ethnographic encounters by non-natives. Although this is not a problem of 

anthropology per se, the research and opinion of anthropology as illustrated through 

scientists such as Manuel Gamio and José Vasconcelos has been central in shaping public 

policy, law, and Mexico’s understandings of indigenous peoples. Principally this is the 

case in Mexico where anthropologists were given the formidable role of shaping the 

governments indigenista10 policies through the INI as mentioned in this chapter and 

chapter four. Although many researchers’ intent was not to deliberately hurt indigenous 

people, many became state administrators. The majority of Mexico’s understanding of 

indigenous cultures continues to be informed by non-indigenous academics. It is for this 

reason, I speak to the theoretical framework called ethnogenesis by Mathew Restall 

(2004) and Guillermo de la Péna (2011), which looks at how new identities and cultural 

forms have shaped the manner in which the world perceives Wixárika. More importantly, 

ethnogenesis addresses how Wixárika escape dominant culture perceptions through a 

process called ethnoexodus created by an indigenous ‘Mayan’ anthropologist named Juan 

Castillo Cocom.  

  I critique the notion of ethnogenesis through de la Péna’s work in order to prove 

that it can be used as a vehicle for survival and escape in the context of racism through 

                                                 
10 Indigenismo is best understood as an intellectual, cultural, political, and social movement in 20th century 
Latin America that has fomented the study, and in many cases defense, of indigenous peoples and cultures. 
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what Juan Castillo Cocom calls ethnoexodus. Ethnogenesis is a concept that indicates 

how Wixárika migrate and reconstruct new identities and cultural forms in large urban 

cities, but I argue that they also have the power to escape these constructions of identity 

insisted on them through a process called ethnoexodus. I elaborate on what ethnogenesis 

and ethnoexodus means for my study in the following paragraphs.  

Ethnogenesis 

The concept of ethnogenesis seeks to explain the historical creation and recreation of 

identity through time and space, particularly in “cultures that have experienced 

colonization” (Kellogg and Restall 1998: 11; Power 1995: 185). In essence ethnogenesis 

explains the historical creation of human beings and their identity formation.  It is a 

process that explores how identities are formed, and possibly reinvented in relation to 

historical events and experiences.  It also explores how individuals are active agents in 

shaping their identities.  I employ this conceptual tool in understanding Wixárika 

(Huichol) identity formation, in a similar approach as Mathew Restall (2004) and Juan 

Castillo Cocom (2007) in their analysis of the Maya. For example, Mathew Restall in his 

article “Maya Ethnogenesis” (2004) points out that during the Spanish Colonial period 

the indigenous inhabitants of Yucatán did not identify as Maya nor as part of an ethnic 

group. However, he concludes that three major political moments changed the Maya’s 

identity and led them to forge a group identity. These moments were: the racial laws 

imposed by the Spanish following their conquest, the Caste War of the 19th century, and 

the emergence of ethnic politics in the 20th century. As a result of these events the 

Indians of the Yucatan came to identify as a people and adopt a Maya identity. In this 
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sense, ethnogenesis can be used as a sophisticated, essentialist artifact that identifies and 

determines specific material points (not coincidentally, moments of political or military 

conflict) in which ethnicity is constituted. Historical markers are thus important turning 

points in identifying specific spatial and temporal social topographies that affect identity 

formation.  I also utilize Restall’s (2004) interpretation of ethnogenesis to understand 

how specific spatial and temporal social topographies have shaped the ethnic labels the 

Wixáritari have adopted to this day. That is, since the Spanish period the Wixáritari have 

been called Huichol.  It was a name introduced by Spanish missionaries. Indeed, 

“Huichol” like the term “Maya” were assigned names that were accepted and adopted by 

the conquered peoples. This, however, did not cause the Wixáritari to abandon their 

aboriginal ethnic labels.  They merely incorporated the imposed term as a synonym 

ethnic identifier.  They chose to retain both names (Liffman 2001; Negrin, 2004; Zingg 

1930). 

Ethnoexodus 

Juan Castillo Cocom (2005) puts forth an argument of ethnoexodus as captured by 

the Maya idea of “perpetual presence” which they call Iknal. Iknal (place) means the 

presence of a person’s physical and spiritual company or where someone’s physical and 

spiritual company has been. That is, the residual energy of a person’s bodily space can 

exist wherever that person is, and has been even long after they have gone or passed 

away. Bill Hanks (2000) argues that Iknal11 is not necessarily that of a fixed localization 

                                                 
11 I critically approach the emergence of “ethnogenesis” as bound to the Western Imaginary and 
consequently the production of the ethnos. Both ethnoexodus and iknal help to understand and situate 
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but a shared and individual field of sensory awareness. Ethnoexodus is a theoretical 

concept created by Juan Castillo Cocom, which describes an exodus of the apparent 

genesis of the ethnos created by local histories and cultures. Ethnoexodus is a way for the 

individual to escape various perspectives, assumptions, labels, and stereotypes, projected 

on him or her by others. For example, according to Castillo Cocom ethnoexodus is a way 

for Maya people to ethnically self-identify. Their self-identity is variable and situational 

and can differ from the ethnic identity imposed upon them by their ethnic group or 

society at-large. Ethnoexodus is an escape from the process of group identity.  It is often 

employed for purposes of self-defense, such as in cases of social discrimination and 

cultural marginalization.  

For this dissertation, using the concept of ethnoexodus is a way to speak to how 

Wixárika identity is formed in general.  That is ethnogenesis helps to explain how 

individuals are active agents in shaping their ethnic identity, while ethnoexodus explains 

how identities can shift for strategic reasons, and be situational. Likewise, although I 

concur with Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, -- a generative habituated presence; 

that is a disposition, of where you ‘physically’ and ‘habitually’ reside -- I propose that 

ethnoexodus helps to better understand the indigenous experience. Ethnoexodus goes 

beyond Bourdieu’s analysis of the habitus, for according to Castillo Cocom although 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bourdieu’s idea of ‘habitus’ in the geopolitics of identity formation; ethnogenesis (Bourdieu 1990). Both 
iknal and habitus require a generative habituated presence; that is a disposition, of where you ‘physically’ 
and ‘habitually’ reside. Still iknal references other qualities that habitus does not, such as an individual 
process rather than a social process leading to continual patterns in various contexts. Hence, individually 
one can process the notions put upon them, disembodying themselves mentally and/or physically, yet still 
be very much present. Thus, one’s iknal can be present in a location even when an individual is not 
physically in that locality. For instance, Wixárika iknal is very much present and left in the spaces where 
they have participated in ritual or ceremony or in the places and spaces where they live and work. 
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one’s identity is based on habituated dispositions (as Bourdieu argues) when one takes on 

a different public identity for strategic purposes, it does not mean that other identities are 

abandoned. On this issue, Castillo Cocom, uses the concept of Iknal to explain how shifts 

in public ethnic identity do not necessarily disembody alternate or multiple- identities.  

That is, internally a person can retain their Iknal by privately identifying as a member of 

an indigenous group, while in public choosing not to demonstrate that allegiance. For 

example, when Wixáritari pass as mestizos in public, this action does not disenfranchise 

them from their indigenous group membership.  At home they are considered part of the 

Wixáritari and allowed to participate in rituals and other ceremonies. Likewise, passing 

does not destroy their emotional and political ties to their communities. The fundamental 

proposal is that “ethnoexodus” is associated with identity formation through an escape of 

status but not of presence. That is, Wixárika can escape the status, the negative 

stereotypes, and sometimes racially and economically stratified spaces created by 

government and non-government, mestizos and non-indigenous Mexicans. Wixáritari can 

escape the racial imaginary through indigenous self-representation and cultural exchange 

taking place in this moment in history.  

Within a practical academic intuition, everybody may embody, posses or acquire 

both a habitus and/or an iknal. Still, both notions are not the same nor are they in 

competition. Yet, in the geopolitics of knowledge ‘habitus’ is considered as a ‘universal 

theory’ of embodied action and a means to consider identity formation in Practice.  

Furthermore, for Bourdieu, habitus is connected to social power relations as 

conceptualized within a ‘field’ of ‘symbolic capital’ and thus embedded in interplay of 
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status through the accumulation of social capital in a given field. As such, one may never 

escape one’s habitus but just learn to turn it “off and on” within a field of relationships or 

slowly develop new habituations or dispositions (Cocom and Rodriquez 2012). Thus, 

identity formation as understood through habitus, field and capital is the condition that 

never escapes the game of status. In other words, you are always in your body regardless 

of the symbolic capital you acquire but you have a choice of accepting or rejecting ones 

preconceived notion of you at any given moment. 

Wixáritari Ethnoexodus 

Wixáritari are always in their bodies and posses symbolic capital, but although 

they do not always have the power to leave their habitus they can choose to turn “off” or 

“on” their new habituations or dispositions which can also be called ethnoexodus.  

Wixáritari escape their habituations and dispositions by proving not just to their 

community leaders, but also to the academic intellectuals, government, and non-

government officials (NGOS) that they are not an ethnically homogenous group, similar 

in kind or kin, in or outside of the Sierra. In fact dissidence occurs in their every day life 

in and outside of the Sierra Madre. Through this dissidence, Wixárika are constantly 

escaping (ethno-exiting) from the ethnogenesis that has been created through 

anthropology, archeology, linguistics, and history which describes the Wixáritari as 

ethnically homogenous group for hundreds of years. Wixáritari continuously escape 

preconceived notions about their culture and identity.     

For instance in the community of Tuapurie, Wixáritari residents are utterly 

opposed to the construction of a road (discussed previously in this chapter) while some of 
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their neighbors in Tateikie welcome a road and are also open to ecological tourism. 

Ecological tourism in the community of Tuapurie is unacceptable and unimaginable. 

Dissidence amongst the youth in the Sierra is also prevalent in the lack of interest they 

have in participating in communal rituals because they would rather be hanging out with 

their friends at parties and dances. This is a form of ethnoexodus because academia has 

long portrayed the Wixáritari as a homogenous group, which is not always their reality. 

For example in the fall of 2008 there was a clash of interests between the youth and the 

elders in Santa Catarina. The elders of the community were fighting to keep electricity 

out while the young people wanted it for the use of computers.  

Another great example of ethnoexodus is illustrated through people like my aunt 

who would never think of Wixáritari as educated let alone as intellectuals. It is 

unfortunate, but most of Mexico believes in this same stereotype. However, while people 

like my aunt and the world are trying to put Wixáritari in a box, the Wixáritari are 

escaping much like the students who suddenly spoke Spanish and showed my aunt that 

they were not as she perceived them to be.  

Most Mexicans would not imagine the existence of hundreds of Wixárika college 

students, much less graduate students, in the urban cities of Guadalajara, Nayarit, and 

Zacatecas (Negrin da Silva 2012). Mexican society does not anticipate the presence of 

Wixárika in these urban spaces. However, they are very much present and are thus 

escaping the preconceived notions put on them by politics, society, and Mexico at large. 

Diana Negrin da Silva (2012) argues in her chapter called  “Wixárika Youth Activists: 

Unifying the Geographic ImagiNation of the Indigenous” in Comparative Indigeneities of 
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the Americás, that, “The experiences and activism of Wixáritari university students 

challenge pervading dichotomous notions that are held regarding indigenous peoples in 

Mexico, but more importantly point toward new avenues for intertribal and interracial 

alliance building and social change. In this sense, many Wixárika youth are re-

territorializing their identities through actively linking their rural and urban homes” (ibid: 

142). This is an active form of resistance against the Mexican state’s law and policies that 

have only served to exclude or marginalize. Wixáritari activism is creating powerful 

social change and its strength will only increase with numbers. These examples of 

ethnoexodus illustrate that Wixáritari cannot be put in a box or stereotyped as a 

homogenous pan-ethnic group, but instead experience ethnoexodus through indigenous 

self-representation. 

Ethnoexodus is not solely a mechanism of resistance; it is also about an escape, 

which can be considered accommodation and adaptation. For example, my friend 

Nivétsika and I had a conversation where I was asking her questions about when she first 

started to dress in mestizo clothes and when she came to live in the city to create art and 

sell it. She calls the clothes she wears mestizo or regular clothes. Here is the conversation 

we had on February 24, 2009:  

Q:  So when you were a kid you would wear Huichol clothes?  
A: Yes. 
Q:  When did that change for you and why? 
A:  I was 7 or 8 years. I remember I would fall on the stairs because the skirts would 
make me trip and fall so my mom changed me into regular clothes. 
Today I only wear my traditional clothes when I sell art in the expositions that sell art 
from all over Mexico. I did not bring my blouse today.  
Q: Why do you only wear your clothes to sell the art? 
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A: I wear it so people know that my art is one hundred percent Huichol and so they know 
that the art is authentic made from me. 
Q: Why is this important, and do you think this art would sell if you were not wearing 
your traditional clothes? 
A: This question makes me laugh because most people always ask me are you Huichol? 
Speak to me in Huichol so I know you are Huichol. Especially when I have not put my 
traditional clothes on. When I am wearing my Huichol clothes I bring more attention to 
myself and it brings more business.  
Q:  So you have to change your clothes in order to change who you are or your identity in 
the public? 
A: Yes, because like I said if I don’t wear my traditional clothes while I am selling my art 
people do not believe that I am Huichol or that I even created the art and it then becomes 
harder to sell and I will not sell as much. 
Q: Why do choose to wear mestizo clothes instead of Huichol clothes all the time? 
A: I wear my mestizo clothes so people here in the city treat me better. There is a lot of 
racism here, but there are also good people. Also I have been wearing these regular 
clothes for more than ten years so I am used to it. I think that is why people ask me “are 
you Huichol?” when I am selling the art because they say, “you don’t look like a 
Huichol.”  
 
We both laughed and she continued to say, “I do think my identity changes when I am 

wearing regular clothes and when I wear my traditional Huichol clothes but whatever 

people think is what they think, I know I am Huichol in whatever clothes I am wearing.” 

This is a wonderful example of how Nivétsika ethnoexodus’ through her clothes. 

She uses her clothes to either accommodate or adapt to the places and spaces such as the 

exposition where thousands of people from around the world come to the exhibit and 

where she gets to sell her art. People come and see her in her traditional clothes and in 

that temporal moment she is Huichol. On the other hand she also chooses to ethnoexodus 

by accommodating to the dominant society and wears regular clothes when she is not 

selling her art in order to blend in and to be treated as the mestizos are treated. Nivétsika 

accommodates and adapts to live, to be treated as a human being, and to make a living for 
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her family. Nivétsika creates her own situational ethnicity through ethnoexodus. She can 

escape the stereotypes and the stigma of being Indian when she chooses too.  

Another example of ethnoexodus comes from my other friend Tatewari who is 

able to travel to the United States to sell his art. He is an artist who did not start off 

creating art at a young age. He is a Wixárika who as a young man did not want to live in 

the Sierra. He wanted to move to the city and moved out at the age of seventeen, as a 

teenager. Prior to this he lived in the Sierra with no electricity or running water. Tatewari 

said that the city, cars, lights, and the people from world fascinated him. Because he left 

at such a young age, he did not learn any rituals and ceremonies in the Sierra. He said,  

I could not even speak to the elders for a long time because that is prohibited for 
people who do not participate in the cultural traditions. I loved being in the city 
and wanted to leave the Sierra to work and to learn other things other languages, 
so I did. I was not part of any of the rituals in the Sierra for over ten years, but my 
mom and dad never left. I was lucky that they were still there because when I 
wanted to learn about ritual and ceremony I was able to return with the guidance 
of my parents. At the age of eighteen, I started to sell art here in Zacatecas and I 
was the first one here. I did create the art, but it was not that great. I got better 
over the years, but it is not my thing. I can sell it, but I am not very good at 
creating it. I never had a formal education but after a few years I did research on 
how I could get a visa or papers to travel to the United States. Working in the 
BUFA here in the tourist area of Zacatecas, I was able to make many friends from 
around the world and I met some friends from Texas who through their church 
eventually helped me apply for a Visa to travel to the U.S. to sell my art.  
 

Tatewari has been traveling from Mexico to the United States for over twenty years to 

sell his art. In his travels he has met people from around the world who have helped him  

and his family economically and socially. This is yet another example of how Wixáritari 

can escape and can ethnoexodus the imaginaries and realize their own dreams without 

having a formal education. Tatewari is not a shaman nor a famous artist as most people  
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have imagined the Huichol to be. Tatewari is an entrepreneur, a world traveler who has  

visited India, China, and the United States and has met the Dali Lama. He fulfilled his  

dreams of meeting people from around the world by also traveling the world. Most  

people would not know that he could speak and understand about four different  

languages. He is constantly surprising people and the public by making them think twice  

of the stereotypes that have portrayed the Huichol.  For example, a French women came  

up to Tatewari when he was selling art in Mexico while I was there talking with him in an  

exposition and she started to assume that Tatewari was a Shaman. She kept insisting that  

she needed a cleansing and wanted to know if he could do it for her. Tatewari and I  

laughed because she did not believe he was not a Shaman. However, what I think  

surprised her most was that Tatewari could speak some French, which I did not know at  

the time.  In that temporal moment, his status but not his presence of being Huichol  

changed. In other words he was still Huichol, that does not change but he accommodates  

and adapts to the situation and he escapes the ethos created by history and cultures  

written about him for a moment and in that moment he exits the preconceived notions t 

hat this French woman has of him.  

 In last twenty years the presence of indigenous people living, working, and 

studying has increased in urban cities, so have the associated cultural and ethnic tensions. 

According to the National Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples, in 

2006, 17.1 percent of the nation’s indigenous population lived in large cities. I believe 

that these numbers are much higher than indicated by this government organization 
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because not every resident in the urban cities take part in these types of census, especially 

if they are living in “irregular” settlements like Nivétsika and her family.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have discussed and analyzed the construction of race in 

Mexico. Race is complicated by legal systems, predispositions to maintain strict racial 

boundaries that designate “brown” and “white,” or by claims of mestizaja/o. As a result, 

some Mexicans have often made claims to whiteness in order to become visible people, 

while simultaneously encouraging segregation, political and economic exploitation for 

indigenous groups such as the Wixáritari. I also examined the terms “Indian”, “Indio”, 

“Indigenous”, or “Indigenismo” and what these mean economically, politically, and 

socially in Mexico for Wixáritari and other indigenous groups. From the 21 colonial 

república de indios (or Republic of Indians, a legally separate sphere) to the post-

revolutionary political indigenismo of groups like the Zapatistas of the 1990s, Mexicans 

and the world at large continue to struggle to understand where indigenous groups fit into 

their society (Speed 2008). Furthermore, I illustrate that the Mexican government’s 

neoliberal policies and law affect Wixáritari artists and non-artists in the Sierra Madre 

and in the large cities where half the population now lives. I end this chapter with the 

theoretical framework of ethnogenesis by Guillermo de la Péna (2011), Mathew Restall 

(2004) and Juan Castillo Cocom (2007) and critique this theory by arguing that 

conceptually Castillo Cocom’s analysis is more applicable to the indigenous experience 

(2005). In this critique, I argue that at any point given in time Wixáritari can escape the 
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social stereotypes in the context of racism that exist within non-indigenous Mexicans, but 

also create situational ethnicity and escape the stigmatism of being Indian in Mexico. 
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Chapter 4: Wixárika Art Created in and Outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate that Wixáritari culture has survived 

over the generations.  I focus on their art as an example of their culture, and on the 

experience of the artists.  I selected the artists as the subjects of this ethnography because 

they often leave their indigenous communities and come into contact with Mexican 

western culture. Artists live in two worlds:  the indigenous communities of which they 

are members of, and the cities where they migrate to sell their art.  Migration has become 

a necessary part of life for many Wixáritari people, as there are few economic resources 

in their communities. 

Wixáritari art is rich and full of cultural and religious symbolic meanings which 

derive from ancestral knowledge. The art derives from the pictorial tradition of pre-

Hispanic rock art (Lumholtz 1903). For most Wixáritari, religion and spirituality are 

linked to the cycle of seasons, migration pilgrimages, memory, rituals, and ceremonies 

(Negrin 1973). In my research, spirituality and religion in the context of each individual’s 

journey is as personal as their participation and their involvement which is then reflected 

in their art. In this chapter, I demonstrate how Wixáritari (Huichol) ‘sacred’ art is 

distinguished from commercialized art which values the culture of tourism and the U.S. 

dollar. In addition, I illustrate how traditional ceremonial representations in Wixáritari 

artwork are affected by the multiple impacts of social, economic, and cultural influences 

in Mexico. In addition, I illustrate that through social capital the Wixáritari artists are 

resisting economic oppression by selling their art.  

Votive and Nierika Art 
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 Huichol art falls under two categories: commercial and votive or nierika 

/nierakate (singular and plural) art. The art that I predominantly address in this chapter is 

considered classic, modern, and traditional, and is seen as commercial art. I also briefly 

address Wixáritari art that is considered sacred and is categorized as votive or nierika art. 

The definition of nierika by mara’akame (shamans) means an opening into the 

supernatural and/or transcendent world where only certain mara’akame are able to gaze. 

Juan Negrin has one of the best-written definitions of what nierikate means. He states 

that,  

Nierikate are holes penetrating the caves of the heart of darkness in the deep 
canyons of the crater of Burnt Peak where our Father rises from the underworld at 
dawn. They are depicted as cavities in the center of stone disks, teparite that 
permit the rays of the sun to receive and transmit the visual messages of Our 
Ancestors from their shrines to all the spaces beyond in a seven-tiered space: the 
four corners and the center on this plane, and the world above and below (ibid:2). 
 

Nierika can also mean that one can see the reflection and messages of our ancestors 

(Negrin 2003). This communication transpires in Wirikuta, a sacred place where the sun 

rises in the state that mestizos and Mexicanos call San Luis Potosi. Wirikuta is a sacred 

space where Wixáritari speak to the ancestors and relate those messages to their 

communities (Negrin 1974). Nierika has various meanings but the aforementioned 

definition is the most common amongst scholars and mara’akame (Interview with 

Tatewari 2009). Grady defines Votive art as “material objects produced for religious 

purposes within specific cultural belief system-is produced throughout the world in every 

culture” (Grady 2010:33). Catholic rosaries, the Virgin Mary (Virgen de Guadalupe) and 

Crucifixes are examples of votives from the Christian world. For Wixáritari, the votives 
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are created for their ancestors and the mother earth. Gourds, bowls, rocks, arrows with 

feathers (prayer arrows), wood or bark, deer hide, are decorated with symbols using 

beads, feathers, yarn or paint.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993) Theory of “Capital” and “Field.” 

The analysis of my ethnographic work has been influenced by Pierre Bourdieu’s 

(1993a) theory of “Capital” and “Field.” My research in this chapter will illustrate three 

different types of cultural capital qualities and the modes of production that entail 

(sacred ceremonial, sacred subsistence, and commodified art). I use this notion of capital 

as defined by Bourdieu in relation to the symbolic materialization of Huichol art. 

Bourdieu defines field as: 

The field is a form of analysis situs, which establishes that each position is 
subjectively defined by the system of distinctive properties… every position, even 
the dominant one, depends for its very existence, and for determinations it 
imposes on its occupants, on the other positions constituting the field; and that the 
structure of the field, i.e. of the space of positions, is nothing other than the 
structure of the distribution of the capital of specific properties which governs 
success in the field and the wining of the external or specific profits which are the 
stakes in the field (1993a:30). 

 
He defines Capital as: 

The capacity to exercise control over ones own future and that of others (a form 
of power). It theoretically mediates individuals and society; society is structured 
by differential distributions of capital.  Agents strive to maximize their capital 
given their relational position within a field that may be constricted to a limit of 
possibilities based on position.  Thus accumulated capital defines social trajectory 
and can be transferred into economic capital — money (1993:40). 

 
Bourdieu’s theory of “Field” and “Capital” relates to that of Huichol art by providing an 

insight into how art is appropriated and distributed through an economic process which in 

turn gives art its cultural and social value. His concept of ‘field’ likewise delineates how 
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the dominant class through their ownership of the production and distribution of art limit 

the possibilities for the subordinate classes to determine the meaning and value of the art 

they produce. However, Wixáritari also have the power to determine the meaning and 

value of their art through the process called ethnoexodus. At any given point, the theory 

of ethnoexodus alongside habitus explains how through the global marketing of art the 

cultural identities of those who produce the art become detached from specific times, 

places, histories, and traditions.  Ironically, according to Bourdieu, globalization and 

capitalism at the same time can produce new politicized positions of identification within 

the subordinate classes. Therefore, using Bourdieu’s theory I demonstrate that Wixárika 

women and men are being repositioned and anchored by this transnational global process 

 Wixáritari, or Huichol, art is materially and symbolically distinct through 

different modes of production. I examine the modes of production of Huichol art which I 

categorize as sacred ceremonial that is votive or nierikate, sacred subsistence, and 

commodified or commercial art. The sacred ceremonial/votive art is made prior, during, 

or after ceremony by mara’akame (Shamans or medicine men and women) and is mostly 

created inside the Sierra Madre Occidental or in sacred sites in the surrounding area 

known as the Gran Nayar. This art is not for sale. The sacred subsistence art is considered 

‘classic’, ‘traditional,’ and ‘modern’ art made by individual Wixáritari artists who draw 

motifs and symbols or deities that are from the context of sacred ceremonial, but sell their 

art for cash and is mostly created outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental. This art is 

considered commercial. The commercial art is also considered ‘modern’ and is copied 

and mass-produced by many individual artists and non-artists in mostly rancherias and 
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urban cities. This art can also be copied or scanned on computers, photographed, and 

distributed on the global art market via computer or migration. It is important to examine 

how and who creates the art because the process of the creation depends on the materials, 

the intention, and the environment, especially since many Wixárika have been forced to 

migrate and relocate and thus create much of the art outside of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental where it first originated.  

Huichol art has been commercialized and various anthropologists study Huichol 

art in the sciences within the contexts of the commercialized vs. that of the sacred. In the 

art world, there has been an assumption that only paintings, sculptures, and poems are 

considered art (Aagaard-Mogensen 1976). I agree with Marcus (1995) when (s)he states 

that the field of anthropology implicates itself with the notion that anthropology wants to 

make art its object of study, particularly the art of ‘exotic others’. The long presence of 

anthropology with its subjects and its cultural authority between ethnocentrism and 

sustaining the "native point of view" has been a question of existing relations and power. 

Indian people have long been marginalized, colonized, and placed in the periphery of 

standard narratives and world histories produced in the West (Plattner 1996). In 

concurrence with Svasek (2007), I believe that Huichol art is a social process which 

cannot separate the political, economic, religious, social or cultural facets as Western 

thought and culture so often do. I also argue, as do many others (Svasek 2007), that the 

production and consumption of artifacts are linked to political, religious and other 

cultural processes (Bourdieu 1993a; Clifford 1988; Layton 1991). The relationship 

between the object and human memory is dialectical and important in examining art 
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(Kwint et al. 1999) as well as examining questions of agency and meaning in the art 

(Pinney 2001).  

Memory is essential to Wixárika history, culture, and art and the one thing that 

Wixarika can carry with them when they travel is their cultural memory of oral history 

and tradtions, specifically that which is related to sacred land. The history of the 

Wixáritari art lies in the Sierra Madre Occidental where, in pre-Hispanic times, the art 

was made out of stone carvings (memuute)-sacred offerings to the ancestors and found in 

caves and in sacred sites in the Wixáritari territory states of what we now call, Nayarit, 

Durango, Zacatecas, Aguascalientes, San Luis Potosi and Jalisco, Mexico (See Figure 

4.1).  

 

Figure 4.1:  Nierikate Offerings to Our Father (Sun) Photograph ©Juan Negrín, 1976.  
 

This picture taken by Juan Negrin is a great example of what stone carvings (memuute)-

sacred offerings are. Negrin explains that “The offerings of carved oval sheets of wood 

covered with yarn paintings are left in these places” (Negrin 2005: 84). Votive nierikate 

art as seen in the picture above is still offered in many of these sites today and this is 

considered sacred art that is not for sale. Gourds with beaded details of what a shaman or 
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Wixárika are praying for are often left in sacred geographical areas as offerings and these 

art pieces are prayers. These prayers are not for sale. For example, the prayer or wish 

created in a gourd bowl for a sick loved one to get well cannot be sold or bought with 

money, for they believe that spirit, prayer and love created in that art is sacred. Indeed, 

many of the materials used for sacred offerings and for commercial art today are not 

exactly the same as they were five hundred years ago when the Spanish and Wixáritari 

made contact. However, the significance and deities created in the art have minimally 

changed in the past five hundred years.   

Wixáritari Art after Contact with the Spanish  

 The first contact the Wixáritari had with the Spanish was in 1524 but it was not 

until 1530, when Nuño de Guzmán’s expedition to Sinaloa took place, that the Spanish 

settlement of the area began. The Spanish “entrada” (entrance) began in Jalisco, followed 

by Zacatecas, Mexico (Rojas 1993:25). Caxcanes, Cora, Tepehuano’s and Wixáritari 

heavily populated the area of Jalisco and Zacatecas during this time, amongst many other 

indigenous groups (Rojas 1993). Nuño de Guzman started raiding Wixáritari 

communities in full force between 1531 and 1535. By 1722, two hundred years later, 

many Wixáritari people had fled to the mountainous area of the Sierra Madre Occidental 

to escape ravaging diseases and the new Spanish social order. The intrusion into this 

Wixáritari area also devastated the Chichimeca nations. In 1591, the last powerful 

Chichimeca nations, which included the Caxcanes, Guamares, Guachichiles, Opata, 

Tecuexes, and Zacalecos, were defeated in war when the Spanish finally conquered 

northern Mexico. Following the conquest, the large-scale of movement of Spanish people 



 99 

began (Menchaca 2001:73- 93-96). After the defeat of the Caxcanes, whole lineages of 

indigenous tribes, including the Wixáritari, took refuge in the mountains (Menchaca 

2001). 

 Missions and encomiendas were large agriculture estates owned by the Spanish 

and worked on as laborers by Indians of the late sixteen-century. However, this did not 

colonize the Huichol who were in the Sierra Madre because the Huichol in that time 

accommodated, appropriated, and resisted colonization…“through a shifting strategy of 

commercial exchanges, mercenary services, apostasy, and sometimes raiding against their 

indigenous neighbors” (Liffman 2010:42). Even two hundred years after the Spanish 

invasion Wixáritari resisted to keep their culture alive by continuing to appropriate and 

accommodate to their advantage and whenever it seemed to benefit them. Another reason 

for the lack of acculturation, domination, and colonization was due to the geographical 

space of the high Sierra Madre that serves the Wixárika as a protector. From the sixteenth 

to the early eighteenth century, this area was very difficult to reach due to its high peak 

mountains and deep canyons. The Wixáritari were eventually colonized by the late 

1600’s early 1700’s. However, their culture survived. This is an issue I discuss later in 

this dissertation.  

 During the Spanish invasion and genocide of North Mexico, the Spanish 

introduced sheep and cattle. Wool and cowhide leather were produced which the 

Wixáritari used to create pre-Hispanic art depictions. It must be mentioned that prior to 

the Spanish arrival Wixáritari people used natural dyes and shells to create their art on 

stone or wood, and deer hide. The significance of this tells us that their art was definitely 
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part of their sacred offerings, ceremonies, and rituals in pre-Hispanic time and did not 

start with the arrival of wool. The natural dyes were used to create most of the art up until 

1950’s. This is important because most of the materials used today are synthetic textiles 

that come from China and other places around the world.   

Classic, Modern, or Traditional Huichol Art 

 Many scholars (Maclean 2010; Negrin 2005; Sanchez 2001) have argued that, 

after 1970, personal styles crept into the crafts arena, and therefore, this art is no longer 

considered ‘classic’. After 1980, Negrin states, “until recently, their designs were woven 

from wool or cotton and ixtle fiber and embroidered on fine muslin, a popular technique 

in the mid twentieth century” (Negrin 2005: 84). In the early part of the twentieth 

century, white, grey, blue and brown colors were used to create the art. Today, brightly 

colored textile yarn is used as well as vivid colored plastic beads called chaquira which is 

cheaper and ‘easier’ to handle, but the resulting art does not last as long and lacks the 

same quality of the past.   

Today, the art that is viewed in most art galleries or by private collectors is 

considered to be either ‘classic,’ ‘modern,’ and/or ‘traditional’ Huichol art.  In the early 

nineteenth century, classic and sacred Huichol art was collected by ethnologists and 

anthropologists such as, Carl Lumholtz, Karl Theodor Preuss, and Robert M. Zingg who 

revealed to the world a collection of art that is no longer being created. A great example 

of symbols that are no longer painted is illustrated in Figure 4.2 (Lumholtz 1922).  
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Figure 4.2:  Blue Jays eating nuts from a tree (guamachilis), of Lumholtz, Carl, 1851-1922. “Decorative art 
of the Huichol Indians.” The Benson Latin American Collection at the University of Austin Texas. 
Photograph taken by author, 2007. 
  

  Illustrations such as this no longer exist in Huichol art. The art of today is 

considered modern due to the symbolism, the colors, and the new materials that are used 

to produce it. There are more than six different types of materials used to create the art 

today and these materials influence and change the art via the associated bright colors and 

texture. This transformation of materials affects production which then influences the 

socio-economics of the Huichol and their art. For example, while living in Zacatecas in 

the 2009, I often spent time at the famous and world-renowned tourist spot called “La 

Bufa.” In this space, there are more than twenty Wixárika vendors daily selling Huichol 

bracelets, earrings, trinkets, jewelry boxes-decorated in mostly colorful chaquira. The 

chaquira (beaded) material has made it ‘easier’ for Wixárika to carry and pack their 

merchandise because yarn-paintings are much bulkier and take more time to pack. 

Indeed, there are many yarn-paintings that are now made out of chaquira beads instead of 
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yarn. This art, although lighter in weight, must still be carefully packed because the beads 

can shift and fall off.  

The production of the small chaquira beads has changed the economy for 

Wixárika artists. Huichol art is now made faster and is easier to transport resulting in 

increased competition between vendors which often leads to a decrease in sales revenue. 

From what I have witnessed, this competition puts all artists at a disadvantage because all 

of the artists give different prices and are competing with each other for business which 

often ends up ‘cheapening’ the price of the art. 

Wixáritari have lived in Northern Central Mexico for thousands of years prior to 

colonial contact with their Cora, Tepehuano, and Tepecanos neighbors (Liffman 2004; 

Lumholtz 1902; Negrin 2003). Since then, they have migrated to various parts of Mexico 

such as Mazatlan, Zacatecas, Guadalajara, Tijuana, and the United States to sell their art.   

The second type of migration Wixárika carry out has nothing to do with selling 

art. It is a yearly ritual pilgrimage that takes place from the Sierra Madre Occidental to 

the east where they believe the sun was born in the place called Wirikuta. There are 

pieces of art that are taken on this journey but these are offerings made to the earth and 

not for commercial consumption. These special pieces of art can be made of various 

materials such as gourds decorated with beads, wooden arrows adorned with feathers, 

paintings or mirrors placed on wood, and carvings made out of stone. These materials are 

very different than those used to create and sell in the Huichol art market. 

Some of the materials used today to create the art for the market place include fiberboard, 

styrofoam, wood, and metal, manufactured yarn, and colorful beads called chaquira. 
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Huicholes manifest their religious faith through their art. Yarn paintings, in particular, 

evolved from the art created on stone called Nierkias (See Figure: 4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3:  Stone Carving Replicas in El Museo Regional, Guadalajara, Jalisco Mexico. Photograph taken 
author by author, 2002. 
 

These stone carved offerings were originally stone slabs carved with designs and 

raised ridges that were painted with natural dyes such as crushed plants, insects, and 

seeds. Nierikate is a Huichol term applied to many kinds of ritual art, with or without 

figural representation, which embody within their overall function of communication 

with gods (Negrin 2005).  

The way the art is created is individually unique for each artist because it stems 

back to their own experiences with family, community, friends, and if and when they 

participate in ceremony and ritual. The artistic process for a mara’ akame, and some 

individual artists, includes the use of peyote and copali trees. On the other hand, mass 

producers create their art by assembly line, a process which lacks the ceremony or ritual 

and the use of peyote and the sacred copali tree. Mara’akame men and women have a 
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responsibility to the community to participate in pilgrimages to collect the divine peyote 

and other ceremonial rituals. Pilgrimages take place on foot, car, bus, or both and include 

travel from the Sierra Madre Occidental to Wirikuta (San Luis Potosi), Mexico, 

thousands of miles away. Mara’akame are able to see and create nierikate yarn paintings 

through these rituals. 

Nierika is one of the openings into the spirit world. The mara’akame (medicine 

men and women) enter the spirit world to communicate with the gods and ancestors. 

After their pilgrimage, ceremony or ritual mara’akame return with messages from the 

spirit world and their ancestors and relate these messages to their community and the 

world. All phases of their lives: the planting, harvesting, peyote pilgrimages, all art, 

including weaving, beadwork, face painting, and yarn paintings, embody prayer and/or 

are symbolically significant (Lumholtz 1902). Certain mara’akame today are honored in 

this way and are able to attain this level of recognition as artists and as medicine men or 

women (Sanchez 1975).  

However, Wixáritari religion and artistic skills are not consistently practiced 

among all Wixáritari people. In other words, not all art created by Huicholes is 

considered ‘sacred’ nor does it posses shamanistic characteristics. Huichol art and 

religion are linked to pre-Hispanic times and their ceremonial system is complex and 

accompanied by an elaborate mythology. Art that is ‘sacred’ is not sold to art collectors 

or viewed in art galleries. Sacred art pieces exist where they should, as offerings in sacred 

sites or used in ceremonies. 
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After speaking with various artists in regards to prayer and symbolic significance, 

it has become clear that not all Huicholes are in constant prayer and practice of their 

religion on a daily basis, contrary to Lumholtz’s claims. Much of this is due to migration 

and forced relocation. Certainly, we are living in a much more capitalistic, transnational 

and global economy today than in Lumholtz’s time. According to Lumholtz, (1902) 

Huichol artists have sought to historically and symbolically produce pieces of art and 

make them more transportable and easier to produce by replacing the stone paintings with 

yarn paintings glued on wood, thus creating a transportable and marketable commodity.  

There were three reasons given for creating more easily transportable art: 1) Stone was 

too heavy to carry around; 2) The lighter wood made it easier to share the cultural 

symbolic illustrations; 3) It was easier to market. In part, this is true, but many of the 

artists I spoke with said that they wanted to share their art and sell it, but also keep sacred 

art where it should be, away from all the public eye and in their sacred places (Jose from 

Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitlán, Interview: 2003). The choice for Wixárika to keep their 

sacred art apart from their commercial art can be seen as resistance and protection for 

their culture. This is a form of resistance to share all that is sacred to them, particularly 

knowledge of sacred spaces and places created into offerings.  

The various production methods of Huichol art make each piece materially and 

aesthetically distinct. In Huejuquilla el Alto in the sate of Jalisco, I found that there were 

three types of artists that are distinguished by the use or non-use of peyote who presently 

participate in rituals and ceremonies, participated at one point in their life but no longer 

practice on a continual basis, or not at all. The three artists are 1) mara’akame (medicine 
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men or women), 2) individual artists, and 3) workers who mass-produce and 

commercialize the art and are not Wixárika, but instead Mexicans. Through these artists, 

each artistic process defines the historical symbolic values of the art in the present day. 

The artistic process for a mara’akame and some individual artists is the result of using 

peyote (hickuri). Some of these individuals participate in rituals and ceremonies that 

commemorate the different seasons and cycles of the year, celebrations of births, 

birthdays, graduations, and ceremonies that commemorate the deceased and are central to 

most Wixáritari life.  

The religious use of peyote is an ancient practice. In fact, a dried piece of peyote 

was found in a Texas cave and has been dated to be approximately 7,000 years old (Furst 

1971). In some rituals for Wixárika in Mexico, peyote is used as a medicine to heal 

psychologically, physically, spiritually, and to tell stories of the past and present in the art 

as well as to speak to the ancestors. The divine peyote cactus stands at the center of the 

mara’akame universe, functioning as ally and protector (Schaefer and Furst 1996) (See 

the Figure: 4.4). 

 

Figure 4.4: Peyote. http://www.harvarddapa.org. 2013. 

The significance of the peyote is important. However, the use of copali wood as a 
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background is also key for some mara’akame and for some individual artists. For 

example, when I traveled down the Sierra Madre Occidental in 2004 I gave a Huichol 

man (individual artist) a ride to the nearest town, which was Huejuquilla el Alto, a three 

and a half hour drive. I showed him a colorful beaded eagle made of wood that a 

community leader had given me. The first thing he did with the wood was smell it. After 

he smelled it he said “este es ceremonial” (this is ceremonial). It was clear that the man 

thought that the fact that the art piece was ceremonial gave the art even more value. Some 

individual artists would argue that the new material used does not take away the 

importance of the piece or remove its spiritual meaning or significance (el significado), 

while others would completely disagree.                                 

The international exposure of Huichol art exploded after the 1950’s and the 

significance within the art changed with each individual, particularly those whose works 

became world renowned. The artist Ramon Medina Silva exhibited one of the first 

Huichol yarn paintings in 1959. Alfonso Soto Soria was also one of the first highly 

publicized painters during this time. Ernesto Loera, a priest, assisted Soto Soria by 

helping him to exhibit his art. Father Loera also organized exhibitions in Guadalajara, 

Mexico and helped Medina Silva gain recognition. Maclean (2010) argues that Peter T. 

Furst helped to initiate the change in the way the art was expressed with yarn. Maclean 

(2010) claims that Peter T. Furst asked Medina Silva to create and illustrate Huichol 

myths and narratives in his yarn-paintings. The art created by Medina Silva was also 

influenced by his wife, Guadalupe de la Cruz Rios, who took Huichol art to a different 

level of expression and turned Huichol art into a new concept by transcending cultural 
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barriers and appealing to buyers from around the world. This technique is not found in 

Robert M. Zingg’s collection because his collection is based on a more private collection 

of weaved belts and bags, which were not made for the public. Guadalupe de la Cruz 

Rios is a large part of both their success in creating commercial Huichol art since she 

often made her own yarn paintings while assisting her husband. Soon after the first 

exhibition, Huichol yarn paintings began to be sold in the art market in Guadalajara, 

Mexico and around the world. These small yarn paintings had some elements of the 

sacred ceremonial depictions such as the deer, peyote, rain, and corn. Later, in 1975, most 

Huichol artists changed the materials and production even more by using fiberboard, 

wood chips artificially bonded together, instead of solid flattened wood. Although the 

wood chips themselves are natural, it does not come from the copali trees, which is 

historically or traditionally used for ceremonial purposes. Even more recently, artists 

have begun using metal and objects instead of wood as the backgrounds for their 

paintings that are now made of small colorful beads called chaquira. See Figure 1.7 

Huichol artist Jose Benitez Sanchez created his work soon after Ramon Medina 

Silva became well known. Benitez Sanchez created and expressed his spiritual visions 

through yarn paintings and, like Medina Silva, was one of the first few artists who left the 

Sierra Occidental during the 1950’s and soon traveled the world to sell his art. It is 

precisely because Benitez Sanchez left his hometown that his art became more complex 

and world-renowned. Benitez Sanchez lived in two worlds, the Wixárika world and the 

mestizo world, which meant he participated in various Wixárika ceremonies and rituals 

while also promoting Wixárika art and artists by purchasing and creating art pieces to be 
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sold by the National Commission for The Development of Indigenous Peoples (INI) in 

various art exhibitions promoted throughout Mexico. Benitez Sanchez knew the art 

market and had an idea of what the public would continue to purchase. Thus, Benitez 

Sanchez created and sold pieces of art that represented both the Wixárika world and that 

of the modern world that surrounded him.   

  A great example of the differences in Wixárika art is illustrated in Zingg’s 

collection. The art in Zingg’s collection illustrates rows of figures repeating themselves, 

particularly in belts, woven designs, gourds, and beadwork. In the new commercial art, 

some of these old concepts remain the same but the figures and symbols became much 

more elaborate, complex, and colorful.  

Unlike most Huichol artists today, mara’akame artists produce their art through 

vision quests and, depending upon their economic situations, “choose” to sell some of 

their art created through their religious practices. Vision quests are wisdom teachings and 

spiritual guidance which take place with a group or in solitude for many days without 

interruption. This is an old age tradition of meditation and deep communication with the 

fundamental forces of spiritual energies. Wixárika speak to their elders and receive 

messages and many times create art from their spiritual connections. Many Native 

Americans have practiced vision quests for hundreds of years across the America’s prior 

to colonial contact.   

Individual artists also create their art through vision quests but mostly through 

recreating and producing their art by memory and photographs. This art is then 

reproduced by individual artists and sold to tourists and/or vendors who have art shops in 
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Mexico and the United States. The mara’akame and individual artists informed me that 

the cultural symbols that are most often copied and sold are depictions of the deer, 

peyote, and corn. The mara’akame and individual artists also informed me that the 

difference between the ceremonial and the non-ceremonial is whether or not the art is 

made for an offering, versus for sale.                                                                                                                                       

The number of women yarn painters in the past twenty years has greatly 

increased. Traditionally, women were not yarn-painters. Based on my research findings 

male mara’amake (medicine men) are the ones who have traditionally created yarn 

paintings in the past but women have always helped their husbands. My findings indicate 

that the men would not be able to freely create, travel, and sell their art without the 

support and help of their wives, sisters, or daughters. Indeed, women do participate and 

are an essential part of the ceremonies but they have mostly participated in the weaving 

and threading of bags, belts, and working with beads, and at times assisted with 

traditional yarn paintings. However, due to the high demand of Huichol art and the low 

economic conditions in the capitalist art market in Huejuquilla el Alto, and the 

surrounding areas, more and more women are creating yarn paintings with or without 

participating in ceremony or becoming mara’akames. Men are also participating in 

creating crafts today without participating in ceremony or becoming mara’akames. This 

brings to the Wixáritari some form of income but it also creates migration and relocation. 

Government Owned Stores: Compania Nacional de Subsistencias Populares or 

(CONASUPO) 

  The economic situation in the state of Jalisco and state policy have pushed more 
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and more Wixáritari men and women to migrate and emigrate and either work in the 

fields, raise cattle, or sell and create art which has become more competitive in the 

Huichol art market. One of the many policies that have pushed Wixárika out of their 

homeland is the Plan Huicot (Huichol-Cora-Tepehuan) under the Council for the 

Development of Indigenous Peoples (CDI). The Plan Huicot is part of Plan Lerma de 

Asistencia Técnica: Operacion Huicot and it consists of a set of federal policies and 

projects created to further ‘develop’ Huichol, Cora, and Tepehuano communities. The 

main project for the Mexican federal government and the United States government is 

intended to bring the Western capitalist model to indigenous communities, through plans 

such as Plan Huicot. This development agreement sought to stimulate international trade 

and export agricultural products in and out of Mexico and Latin America. Various 

Wixáritari communities participate as agricultural day labors but also sell their art to U.S. 

entrepreneurs who in turn export these products. Most of the Wixáritari exports come 

from Nayarit, Guadalajara, and Zacatecas, Mexico.   

During the 1960’s and 1970’s under the Plan Huicot, Compania Nacional de 

Subsistencias Populares (CONASUPO) stores were established by the federal 

government to sell food to the poor at below cost. They also sold beads and yarn that the 

Wixáritari incorporated into their art. Furthermore, the Plan for Rural Development under 

the National Indigenous Institute (INI) hired anthropologists to train workers on how to 

conduct developmental projects with indigenous people during this time (Biglow 2001). 

The intention of the rural plan was to convert indigenous people into commercial 
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producers of art so that they could also become consumers. To assist the Wixáritari to 

commercialize the art, their products were sold in CONASUPO stores.  

Today, CONASUPO stores have been converted into state owned stores that are 

run under the Consejo para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indîgenas (Council for the 

Development of Indigenous Peoples) CDI. The CDI stores are stocked with Huichol 

artwork. The CDI competes with private sectors, retailers, and wholesalers at the national 

and international level and sells Huichol art at a very low price. Consequently, this brings 

down the value of Huichol art and makes it difficult for Huicholes to negotiate a fair price 

when they sell their artwork to the CDI or to independent buyers. The CDI stores have a 

pre-determined market price for Huichol art which brings down the value of the art. It is 

ironic that on the one hand the government promotes ecotourism and its ‘magnificent 

indigenous past’ through the CDI stores while it simultaneously exploits Wixárika artists 

and their work.  

The territory most affected by the Plan Huicot was Tuxpan de Bolanos because a 

new infrastructure was established. Military and tourists used the landing strips and ‘new’ 

roads to enter the region. Both the public and private sectors benefited from the Plan 

Huicot by gaining access to this beautiful land via the road infrastructure.  

The ‘new’ roads made it easier for Wixárika to travel and migrate with their art 

outside of the Sierra Madre Occidental. This, however, also lowered the price of Huichol 

art since it was no longer scarce. To make travel easier and bring more products to the 

market, the artists produced lighter art called chaquira (beaded art) which has become 

very popular in tourist areas.  
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In the various cities surrounding the Sierra Madre Occidental such as Guadalajara 

or Zacatecas, Wixáritari are constantly exposed to new materials such as chaquira 

(beads) to make their art more colorful and easier to transport. The beads that are most 

desired by Wixáritari artists are called Czech seed glass beads. The manufacturer of these 

beads is called Preciosa Ornela Company and is located in the Czech Republic. Since the 

inception of the Plan Huicot and the ‘new’ roads, Wixáritari are able to travel to larger 

cities to seek these new materials and are now creating more of their artwork with beads 

instead of the more expensive yarn.  

In fact, one of the most competitive creations today is chaquira (beaded art).  

Yarn paintings were once only created with yarn but today chaquira is used to create and 

produce many of the old traditional yarn paintings. Both males and females take part in 

intricate beadwork which is created and sold by individual artists on the street, in art 

shops, or in art stores. The following illustration is a great example of the ‘new’ art form 

that Wixáritari are producing. This piece of art is much lighter and easier to carry than 

some art pieces created with wood and yarn (See Figure 4.5). 

 

Figure 4.5: Chaquira, (beaded) Art Painting in Huejuquilla el Alto Jalisco. Photograph taken by author, 
2009. 
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What has become more commercialized and sold in and outside of tourist markets in 

Mexico, and around the world is chaquira beaded earrings and necklaces as seen in 

(Figure 4.6 ). 

 

Figure 4.6: Chaquira earrings. Photograph taken by author, 2009. 
 

Earrings such as this are much easier, faster, and less expensive to create than either the 

yarn paintings made with chaquira or yarn. Wixáritari carry hundreds of earrings like this 

to tourist areas because they are lighter to carry and often because they sell much more 

rapidly.  Earrings, necklaces, and bracelets have become very popular and they are sold 

in tourist areas in Mexico, but also in the powwow circuit in the U.S.  Consequently, 

“new” roads and contemporary materials affect how Wixáritari art is created and sold. 

Altered Techniques of Huichol ‘Pop-Art’ 

The environment and the materials that are made available to the artist influence 

traditional Huichol art. In pre-Hispanic times their beaded work was made of shells and 

small volcanic stones or rocks. However, today the use of commercial and manufactured 

products such as the Czech beads in place of the shells does not nullify their Huichol 

artwork or its ‘authenticity’ because the decorative designs and religious symbolism is 

still represented in the art. However, the transformation of the sacred spiritual symbols of 
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Huichol art is now altered through new techniques in Huejuquilla el Alto and 

Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico. In the following paragraphs, I exhibit two examples of pop 

art that is transformed through new techniques. The first one is created on an automobile 

and the second is done through computers.  

A  ‘new’ form of pop culture art has become popular and widespread, called a 

“Vochol.” The “Vochol” is a Volkswagon car covered in millions of colorful chaquira 

beads illustrating Wixárika art and culture. The work started in May 2010 at the Cabanas 

Cultural Institute (“Instituto Cultural Cabañas”) in Guadalajara, continued in the State of 

Nayarit, and ended in Mexico City. The “Vochol” is now on a world tour and the first 

exhibition took place in the San Diego Museum of Art, in San Diego, California (See 

Figure 4.7). 

 

Figure 4.7: Vochol Artist, Kena Buatista. Photographed by Alejandro Piedra Buena. Copyright 2010 Museo 
Arte Popular ®. 
 

Kena Bautista, one of the women who worked on this project is very proud 
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because it has gained international attention. This is important especially for women who 

are not always recognized as artists or who often do not have the opportunity to create 

grand projects. Even when women take part in projects such as this, people assume that 

the male artists did it and often ignore the women’s contributions. Kena who is one of the 

contributors of this art states that people on tour can’t actually believe that the Wixárika 

women had anything to do with this project, particularly in Mexico. In fact, in the 

Wixárika culture women are the ones who embroider and weave. These women love their 

work and love that they are able to express and represent their culture in this art. Kena 

said, “Within our community, women play a large role as we serve as the guardians of the 

very sacred things of men” (Kena 2011). Men would not be able to easily facilitate their 

lives without the women especially in this large art project, which has toured around the 

world. Although some scholars would argue that this is only pop-culture craftsmanship, 

the women artists and many Wixárika artists argue that they are creating and using new 

materials without losing their culture. Wixárika pay attention to how other artists around 

the world perceive and create art, which opens up their thought process. Some Wixárika 

artists, particularly those who have traveled abroad, apply what they learned to their 

technique and aesthetics in creating Huichol art without losing their cultural significance 

and symbols, such as the eagle or deer. Artists are influenced by other artists not just 

Wixárika artists, but rather artists from other parts of the world such as Spain, the U.S. 

and parts of Europe. 

Other materials that are accessible, widespread, and influence the technique of 

Huichol art in urban cities are computers. Most Wixáritari do not own computers. In 
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Huejuquilla el Alto, I found a non-Wixáritari storeowner who uses computers to scan and 

duplicate Wixáritari designs. The mass production workers who are often Huicholes 

duplicate sacred symbols such as deer or corn on bracelets by assembly line, a process 

that lacks the ceremonial pilgrimage to reach the peyote and the sacred copali tree. 

However, there are also Mexican government owned stores, private store owners, and 

mestizos who appropriate these designs and also mass produce them in tourist areas and 

make a profit without sharing said profits with the ‘true’ artists.  

I found artists who mass-produce bracelets as well as paintings made of chaquira 

as seen in Figure 4.8.   

 

  

Figure 4.8: Duplicated chaquira beaded bracelet via computer design. Photograph taken by author, 2002.  
 

In Huejuquilla el Alto, I took an employee-conducted tour of where this art is often mass 

produced. On the tour, I noted that there were over two thousand chaquira bracelets that 

were sequentially numbered, such as, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 etc. The chaquira bracelets were 

numbered in this fashion in order to coordinate their assemblage and mass-produce them 

to fill an order purchased from the Internet. The yarn paintings were also numbered in the 

same manner but there were a smaller number of the yarn paintings. Per my participants, 

it takes many workers one or two days, depending upon the design, to complete one 
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chaquira bracelet with a production price of six dollars. Such a bracelet then sells on the 

Internet for thirty-five to sixty dollars.  

The spokesperson at this store informed me that the designs and products they 

produce are often scanned on the computer and stored for future use. Individual Huichol 

artists and mara’akame in Huejuquilla el Alto and in the Sierra Madre said that they are 

competing with an entrepreneur from Northern California who has had a shop for more 

than fifteen years in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, and a web site where most of the art is 

sold worldwide. From what I know, the owner uses this facility to help the Huichol 

community in creating jobs for them. I tried interviewing the woman entrepreneur (owner 

of this shop) in Huejuquilla el Alto, but every time I visited she was either not present or 

unavailable.  

The artisans who work for the owner of this store and who are mass producing 

chaquira products explained that it is simply a job, a way to make money to feed their 

families. Some mara’akame and Wixárika artists have stated that artists and artisans 

(mass production workers) who do not participate in ceremony lack the essence to create 

something that is full of symbolic narrative, history, or vision. Hence, it lacks 

‘traditional’ oral history within the Wixáritari culture. This could be true since I also 

found that some of the people who had worked producing this art were not even 

Wixáritari, but Mexicans who needed a job. This operation may help many Wixáritari, 

particularly in this economy, but it can also hurt them if someone is selling their art under 

the false pretence of being Wixárika. From what I understand this store claims to help 

Wixáritari with food, shelter, medicine and job placement. 
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Furthermore, I have seen yarn paintings scanned on t-shirts in the tourist areas of 

Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco and Zacatecas, Mexico as seen in (Figure 4.9).  

 

Figure 4.9: Computer generated t-shirt of Peyote and deer. Photograph taken by author, 2013. 

Juan Negrin argues that in 1975 Ramon Medina Silva’s work was highly publicized in 

museums and art shows, but he lost his “anonymity and these compositions became 

patterns which were grossly imitated through a variety of craftsmen” (Negrin 1974). The 

Franciscan priest, Ernesto Loera, was very fond of Huichol culture and gave Ramon 

Medina Silva and his wife a space to sell their art in what is now the Huichol Museum 

housed at the Basilica of Zapopan in the northern part of Guadalajara. Father Ochoa was 

one of the many people that supported the production and sale of Huichol art that led to 

the copying of original Huichol art. Thirty-five years later, Juan Negrin’s argument still 

holds true. Production of such compositions is being mass-produced by “New Agers,” 

Mexicans artisans, and commercial entrepreneurs. It is sold worldwide but mainly in 

Mexico and the United States. From my observation and from what participants said, the 
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producers of this art are like “factory workers who mass produce.” Commercial artists 

such as those in Huejuquilla, however, would argue that they have ‘saved’ many of the 

images in archives, which Wixárika no longer make.  

  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have illustrated a comprehensive history of ‘Wixáritari’ art that 

is considered ‘traditional,’ ‘classic,’ ‘modern,’ ‘sacred,’ and ‘pop culture and mass 

produced’. I reviewed the ethnographic literature on this subject and examined the 

material culture of Wixárika art and artists and what role they play in creating 

‘traditional’, ‘sacred’ Wixáritari yarn paintings distinguished from the ‘modern’ or ‘pop-

culture’, ‘mass-produced art’ that are considered either votive/nierikate or commercial.  

Much of this modern and/or pop art is no longer created in the settlement of the Sierra 

Madre but mostly outside in rancheria villages or in large cities such as Guadalajara, and 

Zacatecas, Mexico, unless it is created for offerings for ceremonies or pilgrimages. The 

art created outside the Sierra Madre does not necessarily mean that all of the art is non 

‘authentic,’ but rather it is influenced by the environment, new materials and techniques 

that Wixáritari incorporate from their learned experiences with other artists from around 

the world.  
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Chapter 5: Wixáritari: Migration and Immigration: Resisting in the Visible and 
 

Invisible Borders 
 
 

Huichol art becomes a site through which spiritual symbolism and ritual are 

reconstructed and reproduced outside of the homeland. In a hostile social environment 

where Wixárika are forced to migrate due to increasing state encroachment, spirituality 

becomes a site for cultural reproduction and resistance (Cruz 2007). Wixáritari refuse to 

accept economic oppression by constantly mobilizing to make money via their art. 

Wixáritari simultaneously use migration and forced displacement as a strategy for 

resistance against oppression by the Mexican state by seeking new markets for economic 

and social capital. By naming my object of analysis “the spiritual” rather than focus on 

the Western conception of an individual’s psychology, I look at the spiritual 

transformation and border crossings that are “invisible” types of mediation across social 

space. I reject the Western Cartesian split that separates the mind and body and use the 

participants’ ways of knowing beginning with the premise of mind/body/spirit wholeness. 

I further propose that by observing how art, spirituality, migration and the economic are 

connected, I have a better understanding of exactly what transforms and transcends in 

each Wixáritari art piece. Art produced in the context of migration becomes a locus of 

political resistance. Such is the case for one of the main participants in my study, my 

friend Nivétsika and her six children. In this chapter I argue that the social environment 

in which Wixáritari live often causes them to migrate. Simultaneously, Wixáritari use 

migration itself as a counter-hegemonic tactic to resist neo-liberal policies created by the 
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Mexican government. Therefore, movement allows Wixárika to survive against the 

Mexican nation-state. 

State and Neoliberal Effects on Wixáritari Art and Artists  

Mexico’s indigenous people are legal citizens but for centuries have had to 

establish and fight against Western colonialism for the social and cultural right to be 

defined as part of the Mexican nation-state. Today, displacement for Wixáritari artists and 

non-artists alike is a harsh reality. In this chapter, I illustrate the importance of 

understanding Wixáritari art and its relation to displacement and the role that the state has 

played in this process not only through its commercialization tactics, but also through 

social and economic policies that compel Wixáritari to leave their communities. 

One of the largest Federal state organizations in Mexico that has affected all parts 

of life for Wixáritari and most indigenous groups is called The Instituto Nacional 

Indigenísta (INI). The INI was founded in 1948 and its policies greatly impact Wixárika, 

Cora, and Tepehuano communities today (Aguirre-Beltran 1991). The INI was a public 

organ of the federal government, ordered to design and orchestrate indigenous policy. 

This government organization was established to administer land reform, health, 

agriculture, and communications for all indigenous people in Mexico (Aguirre-Beltran 

1991). What followed was the initiation of Western medicine and standards of living 

according to the dominant society. The INI has not entirely respected the cultural 

formations of indigenous people such as the Wixáritari because it has been trying to 

replace much of the Huichol cultural view with the more dominant culture (de La Peña 

2003). In “The Huicholes and the INI,” Karen Reed (1972) defines the relationship 
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between the Huicholes and INI administrators as tense because she argues that the 

Wixáritari are not conforming to the economic and political agenda of the state and the 

INI. Wixáritari have found ways to create their own source of employment through their 

art. In addition, the Wixáritari have legally fought many battles for their land, ritual, and 

cultural traditions which I elaborate in chapter five. The INI has intervened to make sure 

the Mexican policies associated with agriculture, land, education, and health reform are 

carried out so that Wixárika would integrate and acculturate “easily.” The state has 

dictated integration, migration and relocation for indigenous people through its institutions 

and policies such as the INI for decades.  

For many Wixáritari the INI has been a very unpopular federal agent which 

intervened in their lives without having the best interests or intentions towards indigenous 

communities. One of the INI’s first projects in the 1960s was to institute schools in the 

Sierra Madre Occidental initiated by Western modern standards of education (Reed 1972: 

176). INI’s intervention in the Sierra Madre Occidental intensified in 1975 when agents 

were sent to establish roads and airstrips with the purpose of creating “easier” access to 

Wixáritari communities. This project was a means to assimilate and acculturate Wixáritari 

into mainstream society by forcing them to become part of the nation-state. Moreover, the 

federal government allowed logging companies to create ‘new’ roads and legally and 

illegally deforest much of Wixáritari land (Powell 2010). When the federal government 

allowed logging companies to build new roads and cut trees, companies took advantage of 

this and began to deforest areas without federal permits. In turn, roads built by the 

government and logging companies brought a series of problems to the Wixáritari 
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territory. For example, the government agents brought radios, agrochemicals, hand mills 

for corn, and engineered seeds along with the pesticides that would help the corn ‘grow 

better.’ This was part of the INI’s agriculture and food development program, called El 

Sistema Alimentario Mexicano (SAM) which took place from 1980 to 1982 (Biglow 

2001). The INI’s agriculture and food program benefited the Huichol but was also highly 

problematic. The food subsidiaries given to the families decreased malnutrition but the 

corn program was a complete failure. The chemicals, fertilizers, and hybrid seeds actually 

led to lower production of corn (Diaz & Samuel Salinas-Alvarez 2011). By the mid-

1980’s, the agriculture program was abandoned. Subsequently, the federal government has 

not offered farmers any type of agricultural assistance since that time (Diaz & Samuel 

Salinas-Alvarez 2011). Currently, lack of employment in the Sierra Madre is a major 

problem because families do not produce sufficient corn or other agricultural products to 

sell for the market. Thus, many Wixáritari cannot make a living in agriculture and must 

work elsewhere or create jobs for themselves such as selling art or working in the fields 

outside the Sierra Madre Occidental. Consequently, many Wixárika cannot practice their 

ceremonial rituals on a continuous basis because they have been forced to migrate and 

move into urban areas for economic purposes. Many of their cultural traditions also suffer 

due to the government’s efforts to modernize Wixáritari society. Nivétsika, the artist 

whom I interviewed on various occasions said, “ I wish we lived in the Sierra Madre so 

that my children and I could practice our rituals and traditions but we can’t make money 

up there” (Nivétsika 2009). The manner in which the next generation carries on Wixáritari 

cultural traditions, if at all, is thus compromised. As a result of this economically 
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motivated relocation, customs are carried on but traditions, as in any culture, constantly 

change.  

Plan Huicot 

Furthermore, commercialization of the art is due in part to Mexico’s political and 

capitalist economic encroachment and displacement of Wixárika. For example, as 

previously mentioned the Plan Huicot (Huichol Cora-Tepehuan) and the Compania 

Nacional de Subsistencias Populares (CONASUPO) stores were created by the federal 

government to provide modern conveniences for the Wixáritari community as well as 

those of the Cora and Tepehuano (Liffman 2002; Negrin 2003; Sanchez 2005). They 

were stocked with soft drinks, cigarettes, tortilla mix, candy, beer, and pesticides along 

with Huichol art (Weigand 1978: 112-113). Unfortunately, many Huicholes, Coras, and 

Tepehuanos incorporated these products into their diet. Overtime, the consumption of 

these foods caused health problems such as diabetes, asthma, and alcoholism. The 

introduction to these CONASUPO stores not only sold consumer products to Wixáritari, 

but also to mestizos. Since Wixáritari became consumers, they also became sales people 

by sometimes bartering some of their artwork for food or selling it for cash.  

Today, CONASUPO stores are run under The National Commission for the 

Development of Indigenous Peoples (Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los 

Pueblos Indígenas) CDI who replaced the INI in 2001. The CDI sells an abundance of 

yarn paintings and chaquira-beaded artwork. By selling Huichol art in government owned 

stores their price value goes up especially in tourist areas. However, most Wixáritari do 

not benefit as the government buys the art cheaply and then keeps the profit at the stores. 



 126 

Moreover, the government stores exploit the Wixáritari as they copy their art and mass-

produce it in scanned art that is printed on t-shirts and other clothing. The Wixáritari are 

not paid for the duplication of most of their art or symbols and thus the copyrights are 

assumed to anyone including the government. In 1974, Juan Negrin argued that the 

production of such compositions were being mass-produced by “New Agers” and 

Mexicans artisans. Unfortunately, this argument holds true today. Consequently, 

Wixáritari are not only in competition with each other but they must also compete with 

the government, and this forces them to sell their products at a bare minimum and often 

on the streets. Thus, the government’s commercialization of Huichol art threatens further 

dislocation of indigenous artists. 

Although the CDI’s commercialization of the Wixáritari art is a problem the new 

neoliberal mining federal policies have done the most damage to the physical and 

spiritual displacement of Wixárika people. The most damaging policy to the Wixáritari 

and other indigenous groups is the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA 

1994) which is a federal agreement between Canada, Mexico and the United States. This 

agreement contains mining laws that have paved the way for mining companies such as 

the Canadian company “Revolution Resources” to obtain seven mining concessions for a 

total 6,326 acres of sacred Wixárika land. According to the Wixáritari organization called 

“Traditional and Agrarian Authorities of the Wixárika People,” the state is displacing 

Wixárika people by allowing mining companies to extract minerals in land that has 

traditionally been protected by federal ecological laws such as Convention 169 of the 

International Labor Organization (ILO). This law as well as the Ecological Balance 
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Protection of the Environment and the Environmental Law of San Luis Potosi, have been 

violated by NAFTA agreements because the mining companies have been given permits 

to exploit ecologically protected Wirikuta land in Real De Catorce, San Luis Potosi, 

Mexico. Recently in 2013, the Federal Government has had to revisit their laws and 

policies and has proposed the creation of a Biosphere reserve in the area of Wirikuta 

where some of these mines were originally slated to begin excavation. This proposed 

Biosphere reserve has not resulted from the good will of the government but because for 

the past two years Wixáritari and their supporters have been in court fighting against the 

mining concessions. The sacred and protected reserve in Wirikuta would include 191,000 

acres. Ricardo Muñoz Villa, a member of the Wixárika community and resident of 

Jalisco said, “We hope that this [biosphere] proposal sets Wirikuta free from any 

concessions to mining industry exploitation, agro industries, and mega projects,” in a 

video uploaded from www.culturalsurvival.org Nov 8, 2012. We have yet to see if the 

federal government will indeed create this Biosphere and abide by their own law and 

policy (culturalsurvival.org). 

For hundreds of years, the federal government has reserved Wixárika lands for 

purposes of ceremony, ritual and pilgrimage. In past years, the Mexican Federal 

government created these laws to protect local agriculture, preserve the forest, and 

reserve federal land for traditional use and customs (usos y costumberes) such as the 

religious use of peyote during pilgrimage which is an ancient practice for Wixáritari. 

Peyote is used as a medicine to heal psychological and physical ailments in Wixáritari 

culture. The peyote also has a spiritual and religious significance that is transmitted via 
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oral tradition. As discussed earlier, the divine peyote cactus stands at the center of the 

mara’akame universe; it functions as ally and protector (Schaefer 1996; Furst 1996). 

Unfortunately, because much of the peyote grows in the zone that is threatened by mining 

activities, this threatens Wixárika culture and the continuity of their customs and 

traditions. By moving forward with mining projects, the state would not only ruin the 

natural environment but also displace the spiritual connection Wixárika have with 

themselves and the earth. Wixáritari community leaders and organizations are protesting 

and fighting back with the support of attorneys, international jurisdiction, non-profit 

organizations, prayers, spiritual and political migrations that are supported by Native 

American communities in the U.S. who unfortunately know all too well what forced 

relocation means. This is yet another example of how Wixárika are spiritually and 

physically refusing state encroachment and displacement in their homeland. State 

projects of this type force Wixárika to migrate not only in a physical sense but it also 

displaces their community in a psychological and spiritual manner. This is an example of 

the ‘invisible’ tensions that affect the spirit and Wixárika continue to prove that their 

spirit is strong and will continue to fight against repression.  

Nivétsika and Tatewari’s Analysis of Migration and Their Spiritual Resistance 

Against the Mexican Federal Government 

Wixáritari artists, Tatewari and Nivétsika, provide us with a better understanding 

of the role of the Mexican state on migration. They also allow us to gain perspective on 

how gender and spirituality also impact migration. Tatewari is a father of two and an art 

vendor. He is from the Sierra Madre, Santa Catarina (Cuexcomatitlán) and emigrated with 
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his family to Zacatecas but often travels back to the Sierra Madre for rituals and to help 

his community. Nivétsika is originally from Santa Catarina (Cuexcomatitlán) and is a 

mother of six children. She creates art and has lived in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco for 

many years but recently migrated to Guadalajara Jalisco, Mexico with her large family to 

seek a ‘better living.’  

Wixárika and many other indigenous groups experience racial, political, social, 

gender, and ethnic exclusion as well as colonialism. This tension distresses their spirit. To 

best illustrate the manner in which they are affected, I draw on the personal interviews and 

stories of Nivétsika and Tatewari whom I have known for the past seven years. Their 

stories exemplify their cultural and spiritual connection through memory. Their memory 

of homeland rituals and ceremonies serves as their spiritual base when they migrate or live 

in urban spaces and this is reflected in their art.  

While the state has sought to erase their culture and language as well as destroy 

the spiritual connection with Wixáritari land, Wixáritari resist and respond by 

recollecting, remembering, and recreating their oral histories and intimate spiritual 

knowledge of their landscape and art. Through these types of processes, the creation of 

Huichol art becomes a counter hegemonic act and functions as resistance against the 

state.  

Tatewari and Nivétsika’s sense of spirituality is reflected in how they relate to the 

earth and their worldview is manifested in their yarn paintings. Nivétsika’s understanding 

of spirituality is based on the interconnection between her homeland and the ceremonies 

that are enacted to preserve that sacred space. She not only depicts this symbolic memory 
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in her art but also passes her spirituality onto her children through the practice of oral 

tradition. Tatewari said, “The spirit is the breath of your soul, which can maneuver how 

and what you do and create in life, but also how your body reacts to certain situations 

places, and spaces” (Tatewari 2009). Consequently, regardless of their displacement from 

their homeland, artists reproduce their culture in their art and oral traditions. The 

challenge here is their decision to sell yarn paintings vs. nierikate art or votive art which 

are offerings and depictions of sacred ceremonial knowledge. Selling the latter two could 

create tensions within themselves as well as between their community and the 

mara’akame (shaman) leaders. The problem they face is that in order to sell the yarn 

paintings one must explain what the symbols indicate. Thus, Wixárika are constantly 

negotiating what and how much they want to share about their culture with outsiders in 

order to resist and protect their existence against the market realities of neo-colonialism. 

The Wixáritari must survive in a society where the capitalist economy has pushed them 

off their land and thrust them into new lands where they must make a living. The irony is 

that the culture that the corporations and the Mexican government are destroying is the 

very same culture that the neoliberal markets have popularized by promoting indigenous 

ecotourism, arts and crafts. Globally, the Wixáritari culture is viewed as exotic, authentic, 

and primitive. Consumers seek to purchase an artifact that is pristine, spiritual, and 

indigenous which is thus considered the “authentic.”  For this dissertation, I focus solely 

on what Wixárika believe is authentic because they are the intellectual experts of this art. 

For instance, Nivétsika has said that all the art created by the hands of the Wixáritari 

represents Wixáritari culture, which means the art is authentic because it is made by 
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Wixáritari artists, and not a Mexican or mestizo artists. The symbols in the art signify 

Wixáritari cultural traditions that stem from hundreds of years of history (Nivétsika 2010).  

The contradictions and pressures of carrying cultural memory in urban spaces and 

crossing the internal borders of the Wixárika community is quite challenging because 

most people do not understand Wixárika culture. However, these internal borders are 

certainly very visible to the person who is constantly crossing and experiencing these 

boundaries and contradictions. Tatewari has to physically leave his family for periods of 

time to migrate to the U.S. or urban cities in Mexico and sell his art, which then affects his 

spirit because he is far away from his children and home. He also participates in a ritual 

migration with the nierikate art that is made for ritual offerings during the wet and dry 

seasons and deposited in sacred spaces. Tatewari said, “ I am constantly going and coming 

in between various borders to help my community in the Sierra, and my family in the city” 

(Tatewari 2009). Tatewari is continuously crossing the boundaries of the spaces he 

inhabits in order to sell his art nationally and internationally, but he is conscious of the 

dangers his crossing can bring to his spirituality, his family, and his community. For 

example, Tatewari was physically hurt when he crossed the Tijuana Mexico border into 

the United States in 2009. Some mestizo people jumped him, stole his merchandise, 

wallet, and all the money he had. These acts of violence not only hurts him physically, 

distressing his family and himself emotionally and economically, but it also hurts them in 

the spiritual context. Regardless of the dangers, Tatewari continues to travel across many 

boundaries and borders and resists social oppression by struggling to become 

economically liberated. 
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Wixárika females experience migration and resistance to economic, social and 

spiritual oppression in a very different way than their male counterparts. Gender becomes 

a factor in Huichol indigenous migration. For instance, Nivétsika stated, “The women 

have to work double hard because we are in charge of taking care of the children, washing 

clothes, cleaning, cooking, and working by creating and selling the art, and the male, what 

does he do? He just sits there poking and poking with the needle creating art made with 

chaquira”(Nivétsika 2006). I interviewed her in the presence of her husband and from 

what I gathered she used the (abuja) needle as a metaphor to say that men (referring to her 

husband) just create art and make babies while she has to tend to her children and home in 

addition to her artistic responsibilities. 

Nivétsika said she could not get a job outside of selling her art because she is 

discriminated against due to her gender and she does not want her children to have her 

same experience. Nivétsika said, 

I am an Indian woman with six children and I am not young and so I think no one 
wants to hire me because of this. This is why I create art and sell it at expos in 
Guadalajara, Mexico so my family has what they need. I don’t want my children 
to beg on the streets or end up doing something they don’t like. I want them to get 
an education and do what they want to do. I especially don’t want my girls to 
depend on a man to support them (Nivétsika 2009).  

 

Nivétsika is resisting economic and spiritual oppression by illustrating to her children that 

nothing is impossible. She is showing them by example that even though she is 

sacrificing some of their cultural upbringing from her homeland of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental because they live in Jalisco, her children now have a choice to either live in 
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the Sierra or not. Nivétsika is illustrating to her family that there is a counter-hegemonic 

strategy against state oppression through hard work and by making conscious choices.  

It is not easy for women in Mexico to find jobs and be able to take care of their 

families simultaneously because Mexico is a patriarchal society. However, it is even 

more difficult for indigenous women to make a living. The reality for indigenous women 

is as Dr. Carrillo states:  

In the indigenous world, the women suffers triple the marginalization: for one, 
she is the victim of the social life in her community, for just being a woman, for 
she has to maintain her duties in attending to the land in her area, take care of her 
house and family, prepare food or nutrition, and take care of the children. In 
addition, to be poor adds to her burden of suffering her economic conditions, 
which reside in her, and last but not least for just being indigenous. To be 
indigenous women she must support the weight of discrimination and social 
marginalization (2005: 26).  
 

Individual artists such as Nivétsika are not being fairly compensated for their labor. As an 

indigenous woman and mother, it is much harder for Nivétsika to leave her children to 

migrate and work. According to Nivétsika, it takes one to two days depending upon the 

design, to complete one chaquira bracelet to produce and sell for six to ten dollars each. 

Such a bracelet can sell on the Internet or in tourist shops for thirty to sixty dollars. Yarn 

paintings are much more time-consuming and expensive to make but again, most 

Wixáritari are not making much of a profit from their labor. However, Nivétsika is 

constantly resisting by putting herself, her culture and her work out in the tourist market.  

Aida Hernandez, Shannon Speed, and Lynn M. Stephen’s, (2006) article 

“Dissident Women: Gender and Cultural Politics in Chiapas,” examined how identity is 

shaped in the global market specifically for women through the worldwide flow of 
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money and technology, which has been defined as globalization. Their article helps to 

explain how Wixáritari also resist the mistreatments of the state by learning how to 

manipulate the financial system.  

Hernandez, Stephen and Speed (2006) argue that many local indigenous 

communities become global consumers on a multinational level, particularly women. I 

would agree that many groups participate in this process of financial manipulation. On the 

other hand, with this financial manipulation comes resistance to the Mexican state 

manipulations of the land and identity of the Wixáritari. For example, the yarn paintings 

and chaquira art recreate sacred symbols and rituals. When these pieces of art are sold 

worldwide, global consumers learn about Wixáritari culture. This empowers Wixárika 

people as the market reinforces the maintenance of their culture. Thus, capitalism makes 

Wixáritari consumers but it also creates a consumer market that protects Wixáritari from 

extinction. Like Laura Perez, I argue that the art is not just art and I draw a parallel with 

her (2007) book, Chicana Art: The Politics of Spiritual and Aesthetic Altarities where she 

argues that Chicana/o art “…convey tactics of not only survival and resistance, but of a 

technologically sophisticated re-membering…” (Perez: 46). Huichol art intertwines the 

spiritual and the political as does Chicano/a art because both the spiritual and political are 

present for Wixáritari artists. Wixáritari are continuously resisting by remembering and 

reconnecting with their unified existence by fighting to be seen and heard through their 

art, music, culture, and political views. By this I mean that the consumer markets not only 

encourage Wixáritari artists to produce their culture via art but it also encourages them to 

maintain the ties with their homeland and participate in the production of their ceremonies 
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and the maintenance of their spirituality that is reinforced in those rituals.  

  In present day it has become increasingly difficult to sell on the streets as street 

vendors. Tatewari and Nivétsika informed me that one cannot sell on the streets of 

Zacatecas or Guadalajara without having to pay for some kind of permit, and if a 

Wixárika is caught without said permit they receive a ticket and must pay a fine to the 

city. At the same time, the city simultaneously promotes “the glorious indigenous art of 

the exotic past” in the present to the thousands of tourists who visit every year. Nivétsika 

and Tatewari’s willingness to overcome life’s obstacles becomes a site for cultural 

reproduction and resistance. Cultural reproduction is created in their art that stems back 

to their histories and the resistance takes place by being able to demonstrate to the world 

that their culture and art not only still exist, but have survived more than five hundred 

years of colonization and neocolonialism. Wixáritari are resisting by simply selling their 

art and making the public and the Mexican State acknowledge that the Wixáritari are a 

living people who have needs. Furthermore, they have also resisted by participating in the 

political discourse and by educating themselves about local and national policy that 

directly affects them and their livelihood.   

      Conversations with local artists revealed that Wixáritari want to share their art 

with the world at large and create social capital for themselves. In accordance with Pierre 

Bourdieu, who defines capital as a three-dimensional space where “Capital [is] 

understood as the set of actually usable resources and powers – economic capital, cultural 

capital, and also social capital. The distribution of the different classes (and class 

fractions) thus runs from those who are best provided with both economic and cultural 
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capital to those who are most deprived in both respects” (Bourdieu 1993a:114). 

Although, some artists have not read Bourdieu they completely understand this concept 

and put into practice this theory by creating and maintaining relationships with mestizos 

and outsiders who will help them become more economically, socially, and politically 

independent. I illustrate this point further in the following paragraphs.  

I suggest that through the global marketing of Wixárika art, the cultural identities 

of those who produce the art become detached from specific times, places, histories, and 

traditions. The case of Wixárika artists also demonstrates that globalization and 

capitalism, while producing new politicized positions of identification, have also 

produced a form of resistance, a counter-hegemonic strategy against state oppression in 

Mexico. The new politicized positions are produced to resist state oppression and are 

carried out by protecting the sacred, educating their Wixárika community, which results 

in the production of social capital. Jill C. Grady (2010) in her article “Huichol Art Inside 

And Out” illustrates how Wixáritari are able to resist and protect their culture. She states: 

Then as now, sacred art produced by all Huichol people is so imbued with power 
that it requires its own separate category and boundary maintenance. Borders and 
boundaries do that which is intended. They function to constrict and protect, so 
that the broader, outside, commercial art serves to insulate the inside production 
of sacred art (2010: 93).  

 

It is worth emphasizing that Wixáritari protect their sacred geographical spaces as well 

as the knowledge that is produced by way of ceremony, ritual, and memory, in particular 

the contextualization of Huichol art.  

  Wixáritari also resist the state’s treatment of them and their culture by seeking 
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schooling for their children. For example, Nivétsika and her family recently migrated to 

make more money and to send her oldest daughter to college to be a nurse or doctor, in 

Guadalajara, Mexico. Nivétsika and her family are not the exception. There are many 

Wixárika families who move not only for economic purposes, but also in an effort to 

provide their children with opportunities for a better education. There are certainly 

schools in the Sierra Madre but the educational resources are limited. Wixáritari are also 

resisting by attending college in order to help their family and give back to their 

community (Negrin da Sylva 2012). For example, there presently exist the first cohorts 

of first generation Masters and Doctoral Wixárika students who are studying 

engineering, medicine, and law at the University of Guadalajara, Mexico in order to be 

able to help their community in the Sierra Madre Occidental and beyond (Negrin da 

Sylva 2012).  

Social and Economic Capital: Resisting Spiritual Encroachment 

Furthermore, social, and economic capital plays a pivotal role in Wixáritari 

resistance against state oppression culturally, economically, and spiritually. One of the 

most recent examples of this took place in Mexico City. On May 26, 2012 there was a 

concert called “Wirikuta Fest” which took place to raise money, cultural consciousness, 

and to resist Mexico’s encroachment on sacred land. The social capital, which helped 

Wixáritari raise world wide awareness, included some famous artists and bands such as, 

Julieta Venegas, Calle 13, and Rubén Albarran, the vocalist for Café Tacvba, to name a 

few. The Wixáritari Fest drew more than fifty thousand people from around the world 

and these included human rights groups, such as Greenpeace, Anima Naturalis and 
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Amnesty International. This type of social capital also helps the defense of Wirikuta 

economically by helping to pay for attorney fees and travel expenses for the Wixáritari 

community leaders who are at the forefront of the land and mining disputes. The social 

capital the Wixáritari have built allows them to improve their economic capital which in 

turn is used to preserve their sacred and spiritual land of Wirikuta. 

 Wixáritari are resisting the spiritual encroachment by the Mexican government 

and “Revolution Resources Mining Company”, also known as “First Majestic Corp,” that 

are threatening to destroy their sacred land by excavating most of it for silver, gold, and 

other resources. The Mexican government has promised the Wixáritari seven hundred 

and sixty one acres of their sacred land. The following map illustrates the state of San 

Luis Potosi, in Mexico (Figure 5.1). The area which is shaded in, is called Wirikuta and 

this is sacred land where Wixáritari have migrated for thousands of years. The Spanish 

name for this area is called Real de Catorce.  

 

Figure 5.1:  Map of the State of San Luis Potosi, Mexico. Drawing by author, 2013. 
 

Unfortunately, this is the same area where the seven mining concessions would like to 

start digging if the government allows it. 
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For the past two years, the Wixáritari have had a huge following of supporters against the 

mining concessions, and have sustained and increased their social capital from the local 

to the international level in order to keep their ancestral land from being destroyed 

through the encroachment of mining.    

The struggle to fight for Wirikuta continues. In November of 2012 the 

government proposed for a Biosphere Reserve in Wirikuta, which covers 191,504 

hectares, located in the municipalities of Catorce, Cedral, Charcas, Matehuala, Vanegas, 

Villa de Guadalupe and Villa de la Paz, San Luis Potosi. Wixáritari are welcoming this 

idea but they also warn of inconsistencies and propaganda that is being instigated by First 

Majestic Silver. The civil and agrarian communities of Waut+a-San Sebastián 

Teponahuaxtlán, Tuapurie-Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitlán, and Muyewe Uwanei Bancos 

de San Hipólito are integrated in the Wixárika Regional Council for Defense of Wirikuta, 

and are currently combating to the Comisión Federal de Mejora Regulatoria 

(COFEMER) with their inconstant draft to grant part of Wirikuta as a Biosphere, while 

detailing buffer areas that could possibly be exploited for mining. This agreement is not 

clear and would allow for the government to pick and choose exactly which areas they 

would like to mine within the Biosphere Reserve. The Wixáritari council of the Defense 

of Wirikuta Tamatsima Wahaa rejected COFEMER’s draft and said:  

Implementing a Biocultural Reserve should take into account the needs of the 
population of the area, providing support for their development and well-being 
from the perspective of sustainability of the valuable habitat that is Wirikuta, 
caring for future generations. In this sense, the implementation of the reserve must 
be done in a gradual process of adoption of sustainable forms of production 
protected and guaranteed by the State including the complete regeneration and 
preservation of habitat and a decent standard of living for its inhabitants with full 
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respect for the cultural heritage of our people. 
In this sense, it is not acceptable that the government give in to the pressures of 
economic and political powers, which have unleashed a campaign of terror among 
those living in communities in the area, saying that because of us they will lose 
their land and no longer be allowed any work. This campaign been driven by local 
political officials led by First Majestic Silver Corp. and its subsidiary Minera Real 
Bonanza. This is very dangerous and we wish to make it known now that any 
incident against us will be due to these illegal actions to stoke violence. 
We have seen also that the Chamber of the Mining Industry has paid for insertions 
in newspapers defending their alleged development for the local inhabitants, when 
what they offer is the destruction of ecosystems and of the future of its people. 
The federal government knows this; its specialized agencies such as CONANP 
and leading scientists of the country clearly indicate that it would be the greatest 
inconsistency to raise a Biosphere Reserve in Wirikuta with permission for 
mining. The government should stand up for this. We demand that the core areas 
Tatei Matiniere and T+i Maye’uu be recognized, as well as the creation of 
corridors to protect all along the pilgrimage route. These are agreed to in the state 
decree but are excluded from the federal decree. 
We demand as the fundamental basis of the decree of Biosphere Biocultural 
Reserve to guarantee the free movement and observation of the calendars of the 
Wixaritari pilgrimages in the entire ANP, and the gathering based on traditional 
criteria of our sacred plants such as Hikuri, Uuxa, bird feathers, etc., given that 
our people have made a steady and sustainable use for thousands of years of these 
living elements that maintain constant communication with our people. 
We require the effective participation of the Wixárika communities in every stage 
of implementation, research and management of the ANP. 
We call on the country’s indigenous peoples, to the organized civil society in 
resistance, to the conscious and supportive students, to the scientific, art and 
cultural communities, to remain attentive to the protests, campaigns and urgent 
actions at the national and international level, proposed by the Front for the 
Defense of Wirikuta Tamatsima Wahaa. 
The Wixárika people demand not to be betrayed by decreeing a Natural Protected 
Area that permits mining. As we remind you, what is at stake is not small, 
Wirikuta’s destruction is our spiritual death and is the destruction of the balance 
of the universe. 
We reserve all of our rights until we see the final decree that the federal 
government finally decides to issue  (www.frenteendefensadewirikuta.org 
(English/Spanish Translation by Tracy Barnett). 
 

It is important to exemplify the voice of the Wixáritari council and the manner in which 

they are resisting “the destruction of their spiritual death.” All of these areas and 
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communities aforementioned would be most affected by pollution to the water, the air, 

and land. As stated by the council this would affect everyone including mestizos living in 

the area.  

Currently, the mining concessions are on hold, and the Wixáritari are still 

fighting the large corporations and government from encroaching on this very sacred 

land. 

Conclusion 

Wixárika people are not complacent and often participate in ritual, religion, and 

ceremony, and travel to work, to sell art, or for rituals. Not only do they migrate and 

move for religious reasons but also for economic, political and social reasons, keeping in 

mind who they are and how much their culture reflects who they are in this world. As 

Peter R. Collings, and Susan Eger state in their (1978) article, “Huichol Women’s Art” in 

Art of the Huichol Indians, “To the Huicholes, religion is not a part of life it is life” 

(Collings, Eger 1978: 35).  

The Wixáritari culture is undoubtedly linked to the artesanía circuit. That is 

Huichol art illustrates not just how the market can produce certain problems such as low 

prices, competition, replicas that bring prices down, gendered roles, and dependence on 

consumer markets but it also creates possibilities for cultural leverage as seen in the 

response of the public to the mining threats in Wirikuta. Thus Huichol art creates 

possibilities on the hand, while simultaneously producing inequality on the other, it is a 

catch twenty-two for Wixáritari. 

Furthermore, Mexican state policies and laws are forcing Wixárika to relocate. 
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Wixárika have to migrate and sometimes emigrate thousands of miles away from their 

homeland to try and make a better living for themselves and their families, as migrant 

workers or either by creating and selling Huichol art. Wixárika cross the internal and 

international borders and enter new borders and carry with them, class, ethnic, gender, 

cultural memory and spirituality. By refusing to abandon their cultural practices and 

continuously fighting legal battles against the federal government, the Wixáritari resist 

the state’s attempt to annihilate their culture. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Analysis 

It has been argued that the Mexican Revolution is seen as one of the largest 

uprisings and resistance movements in Mexico. “The people rose up indignantly, 

anonymously, out of the Mexican earth and overthrew their old dictator, Porfirio Diaz, 

along with more visible local ‘bosses’ (los caciques)” (Joseph & Nugent 1994:5).  

Recently, in 1994 the Zapatista uprising took place by campesinos indigenas in Chiapas, 

Mexico.  The Zapatistas are named after Emiliano Zapata and the uprising of peasants 

brought about the “Viva Zapata” movement, and this has become a large movement in 

different places and spaces in Mexico, nationally and internationally. It is important to 

mention this movement because it has helped to bring various people and organizations 

to assist not only the Maya but also the Huichol with land tenure rights. It has also helped 

to bring to the forefront unwanted development projects created by the nation state of 

Mexico. Thanks to organized resistance such as that of the Zapatista movement, some of 

these developments have been deterred.  

      Since the Zapatista movement began in 1994, the economic status of Huichol people 

and other indigenous groups has not improved but the uprising of indigenous groups did 

bring the fight for equal and human rights to the attention of the world. Today, there are 

various international organizations that are helping to promote autonomy, human rights, 

indigenous rights, women’s rights and multiculturalism in Mexico. I believe that if the 

uprising in Chiapas had not taken place, the fight for these rights would have either never 

happened or change would have occurred at a much slower pace.  



 144 

  Due to the various forms of turmoil that many indigenous groups have faced, 

indigenous people have been reinventing local identity which creates multiple self-

definitions. “The nation’s homogenous, centralists model is invalid” (Hernandez 2006:3).  

For example, Nivétsika has had to reinvent her local identity in Huejuquilla el Alto and 

Guadalajara, Mexico with her children. People like Tatewari and Jose are also creating 

multiple self-definitions.  

Indigenous people like the Wixáritari have been politically and economically 

excluded from the Mexican nation state unless they “agree” to fair trade agreements or 

bring to the state some kind of income or recognition via selling their art to the tourist 

industry or otherwise.  

      Power relations reinforced by the capitalist art market (tourist industry) controls 

the means of production of the art. My interpretation of the distribution of Huichol art is 

that within the sacred ceremonial (mara’akame art), the sacred subsistence (Nivétsika’s 

art), and commodified or commercial art (mass production) there are different types of 

cultural capital qualities. These modes of production and cultural capital qualities entail 

the capacity to exercise control over one’s own future and those of others, thus giving 

each artist a form of autonomy and power. Hence, Nivétsika has some autonomy to sell 

her art but at the same time she needs to be able to afford to feed her six children.  

The males in my study have a bigger advantage in creating more income because they 

participate in national and transnational movement. This national and transnational 

movement has empowered Tatewari’s and Jose’s economic status increasingly more than 

the women in this study.  
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  Indeed, social movements within the Wixáritari community differ from person to  

person, especially for women who have children and who cannot travel as easily as their 

male counterparts. However, some Wixáritari such as Nivétsika make the most of their 

situation in and outside of the Sierra.  

      Wixáritari people do not always have a “choice” on whether they will receive the 

asking price for their art or crafts. Indeed, men and women artists are not “capitalizing” 

in the “symbolic field” whether or not the art is being sold individually or on the Internet. 

Huicholes are not making what CONASUPO stores or any privatized company make in 

profits for the sales of their art. Nivétsika has said that she attains a certain price for her 

work but that tourist shops turn around and sell her art for twice as much to tourists from 

around the world, and thus make a greater profit. Individual artists and mara’akame have 

to travel hundreds of miles away from their homeland to tourist places such as 

Guadalajara, Jalisco, Zacatecas, Puerto Vallarta, Nayarit, and Tijuana in Mexico, as well 

as to U.S. states such as California, Oregon, and Texas in order to make a living.    

My research and methods of ethnography and autoethnography have led me to 

believe that a dominant culture in the state of Jalisco, the nation of Mexico, and 

internationally dictates how much Huichol art is worth and this sometimes results in  

exploitation of the artist and his/her creativity. However, Wixáritari are also choosing to 

resist this exploitation by continuing to fight against economic subjugation, and are 

creating economic and social capital whenever possible. Women artists living in the large 

cities of Mexico are resisting social and economic subjugation by making sure their 

children have a good education, while continuously teaching them about their culture 
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through art. Many Wixáritari children are not growing up in the Sierra Madre because 

they are living in cities such as Huejuquilla el Alto or Guadalajara with their parents who 

have to make a living. Therefore, there are several children who are not learning all of the 

sacred rituals and customs. Yet, they are learning how to create and sell yarn-paintings. 

There are many women and men who have had to leave the Sierra Madre simply because 

they cannot sustain themselves economically and thus have to travel thousands of miles 

away from their homeland to sell their art. The Wixárika Research Center has found that 

there is a decline in the younger generation’s participation in ritual and ceremony in the 

past ten years due to the lack of jobs and education opportunities in the Sierra. Our goal 

as an organization is to bring to the community sustainable jobs and education. The 

Wixárika Research Center is currently working with the Wixáritari to create various 

projects and help them create sustainable jobs for themselves.  

In the various interviews with Jose, and Tatewari, the two artists that migrate 

from Mexico to the U.S. to sell their art have informed me that there is a very small group 

of Wixáritari who migrated to the U.S. permanently to work in the agriculture fields in 

the Central valley of California and in rural areas in Oregon. I plan to do research with 

this group in California in the near future.  

      Since 1993 the encroachment of modernization has taken the form of “new roads” 

and airstrips that lead tourists and governmental officials into the remote parts of the 

Sierra Madre Occidental, forcing the Huichol people to transform their corn trading 

culture into a cash economy. The same goes for their art. Huicholes have a great need to 

create jobs for themselves inside their homeland. Juan Negrin writes, “The Huichol have 
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themselves been affected by the notions of time and exploitation of hand-labor prevalent 

in industrial societies” (Negrin 1974: 35).  

Huichol art is now sold internationally which has shifted the art from what was 

once historical cultural symbolic to what is currently marketable and this has changed its 

“sacredness”. The “sacredness” of the art has changed because it has been industrialized 

and commercialized. Eighty percent of all artists who I have spoken to in the past five 

years did not express sympathy for having to sell their “culturally symbolic art” because 

they need to eat. As one artist said, “sometimes our visions are food”. Thus, the sacred 

subsistence can be food and physical nourishment. The commercial aspect is simply 

commodifying pieces of art that are sold in the global art market. The mara’akame for the 

most part does not sell the art that he or she has produced in ceremony, but does sell art 

created outside of the ceremony just like other individual artists. All of the artists I spoke 

to wanted people in the United States and around the world to understand their way of 

life, their customs, religion, and traditions through their art. Tatewari said “each piece of 

art is a story of our ancestry or vision, it is part of who we are, whether it is sold or not.”  

Thus, producing Huichol art conveys and affects the representation of what has 

historically and culturally been valued as sacred to each individual artist. Nivétsika said, 

“every Huichol artist should try to perfect their art and always make it better so people 

come back to buy it.” Nivétsika works hard at increasing the quality of her artistic skill 

and she puts great effort into teaching her children how to create the art because “she 

does not want her children asking for money on the corners, nor to depend on anyone to 

support them, especially her daughters” (Interview Aug 19, 2006). According to 
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Nivétsika, she is culturally and spiritually connected through memory and this is 

expressed in the creation of her art. 

Most artists argue that the transfer and mass production of historical depictions of 

Huichol art produced by the commercialized stores that are non-Wixáritari, strip its 

symbolic power because both the store-owner and consumer do not understand the 

historical and cultural symbolic meanings of the works. Therefore, Victor Turner’s theory 

on ‘Symbolic Studies’ relates to that of Huichol art in the following manner:  

Folklorist such as Abrahams (1-3) and Ben-Amos (6) are alive to these matters of style in 
performance and where style differs from stylization. The study of performance is not the 
study of flawed project; rather it is the study of events, which may generate new cultural 
materials (symbols, metaphors, orientations, styles, values, even paradigms) as well as 
fashion novel patterning of social relationships with traditional cultural instruments…(Quoted 
from Dr. Jose Limon’s Reader Spring 2006: Turner 1975: 188). 

 
Events that generate new cultural materials such as the symbols, styles and metaphors 

found in yarn paintings, differ from past artists because there are new social relations that 

are being created and are in constant performance with state and federal governments.  

Even though style or the symbolic meaning is not performed or illustrated in the art as it 

once was, this does not mean that the art is completely stripped of its sacred symbolism.  

Rather, the new social relations may generate new cultural symbols and a new form of 

symbolic power created by social, traditional, cultural instruments, such as yarn paintings 

and beaded work. Nivétsika is teaching her children a “new form of symbolic power” by 

teaching them how to create and sell the art in Guadalajara and across the nation of 

Mexico. Nonetheless, Huichol art is historically and aesthetically distinct within the 

world of art and religion. Memory, also called cultural memory, helps to make Huichol 

art. Cultural memory is constantly being created and re-created in Huejuquilla el Alto and 
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in larger cities such as Guadalajara. As time changes so does the art which is then passed 

from generation to generation, as is the case with Nivétsika’s children.  

     Cultural memory for Wixáritari comes from the geographical spaces in the Sierra 

Madre Occidental and surrounding areas of Jalisco, Durango, Nayarit, and Zacatecas, 

Mexico. These geographical spaces have Spanish names, but are also named in the 

Wixáritari language, which means that the oral tradition in this community has survived 

and will continue to do so as long as there is memory. Even though these regions have 

been renamed and have been penetrated by mestizos and other outsiders, the geographical 

areas such as the rivers, streams, and mountains continue to have sacred meaning and will 

always be part of the oral history and cultural memory for the Wixáritari (Leza 2001: 48).  

In fact, my work and all of the auto-ethnography I have experienced will always be part 

of my cultural memory. Huejuquilla el Alto is where I was made and where I will 

continue to return just like the golondrinas (spring birds that return to their nest), but as I 

have stated before, I have the opportunity to ‘fly’ back and forth without having to worry 

about crossing the national border. Thanks to my grandmother, father, and mother, I can 

return to Huejuquilla el Alto and Guadalajara, Mexico to continue to work and focus on 

Wixáritari women and their children, and to help this community in anyway humanly 

possible.  

      According to José Luis Iturrioz Leza, Huicholes have more than one name. Most 

Huicholes have three names a Wixárika name, a Nahuatl name, and a European or 

Christian name. All names have meaning related to places, spaces and people. This is 

how many of the stories and oral histories have remained in circulation since pre-
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conquest, which also applies to Huichol art and artists who live in urban spaces.  

Depictions of oral histories and narratives may change but the art will continue to be 

created in and out of the Sierra Madre (Leza 2001:6-8). In future research, I will further 

explore how neoliberal state government law and policy affect Wixáritari artists and non-

artists and how this population continues to exist and resist state oppression while 

honoring their ancestors and remembering their culture through their art. I will also 

expand on the theoretical notion of ethnogenesis and ethnoexodus as this is a work in 

progress.  

Mexican state policies and laws force Wixárika to relocate, migrate and 

sometimes emigrate thousands of miles away from their homeland to seek a better living 

for themselves and their families, either by creating and selling Huichol art, music, as 

migrant workers, and by going to school. Wixárika art, artists, and non-artists cross 

national and transnational borders, visible and invisible borders, as they migrate and 

emigrate throughout Mexico and the United States. Wixárika always carry with them the 

racial, gender, ethnic, class, economic, cultural, and psychological borders, yet they also 

resist racial, gender, economic, psychological, and spiritual oppression by also carrying 

with them their cultural memory and spirituality which is a form of resisting a counter-

hegemonic strategy against state oppression in Mexico. 
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