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ABSTRACT

One of the most controversial and most decisive actions undertaken by
the Catholic Church in the conversion of the Indians of the New World was the
destruction of their pre-Hispanic religion through the extirpation of their objects of
worship: clay, wooden and stone idols. In the case of Yucatan, the focus area
for this study, the Institution or network that oversaw the arrest and punishment
of the Yucatec Maya for idolatry was not the Holy Office of the Inquisition as
argued by previous scholars, but rather the little known and less studied
institution of the episcopal court of the provisorato de indios. This dissertation
examined the little known institution, its procedures and ministers and their
impact on colonial Maya religion.

Using new sources of primary documentation the dissertation suggests a
new trend in the conflict between the Catholic Church and the Maya in colonial
Yucatan: specifically an increase in the intensity and an institutionalization of the
extirpation of idolatry. The dissertation titled "The Indian Inquisition and the
Extirpation of Idolatry: The Process of Punishment in the Ecclesiastical Courts of
the Provisorato de Indios in Yucatan, 1563-1821" analyzed the role played by
this episcopal court in the "spiritual conquest” of the Maya by examining its
significance as a catalyst and often the only Spanish tool of colonial acculturation
on the frontier in three parts.

The First part examines the origin and procedures of the colonial
episcopal court [Chapters 1-7]. A Second part traces the historical development

of the “Great Campaigns” against Maya idolatry as they evolved through



particuiar historical developments in the early colony [Chapters 8-10). A Third
and final part examines the impact that this institution had on local Maya religion
and its central role in inter-ethnic conflict. This case study for colonial Yucatan
offers a new approach to the study of colonial Indigenous religion and
Spanish/Indian inter-ethnic relations in the New World. The importance of the
public administration of ecclesiastical punishment as a form of didactic
missionary theatre is emphasized. The dissertation's conclusions suggest that
the punishment inherent in the extirpation of idolatry served as the Yucatec
Maya's main means of contact with Christianity. In the face of the repressive
measures of the ecclesiastical courts and the Spanish colonial system that it
enforced, the colonial Maya chose either to resist or to engage in flight. This
dissertation concludes that both of these options, previously discovered and
studied by various authors, were the outcome of their interaction with the

process and ministers of this ecclesiastical court.
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INTRODUCTION
FRANCISCO PECH AND THE EXTIRPATION OF IDOLATRY

"You shall destroy their altars, cut down
their groves, and break all their idols....
Deuteronomy 12:3

For more than fifty years after the conquest of Yucatan, Franciscan friars
dominated the workings of the Catholic Church in the province. The King of
Spain had entrusted the mendicant orders throughout New Spain with the
conversion of the native Indian populations. In colonial Yucatan, the Franciscan
order virtually monopolized the conversion of the Maya. The friars established
the first missions and built the first churches. They baptized tens of thousands of
Maya and instructed them in the basic tenants of the Christian faith. Within thirty
years after the conquest, the Franciscan order claimed a victory in the
conversion of the Maya. The earliest friars accomplished impressive results,
establishing the first parishes and expanding the territory served by the Church
and controlied by the Crown. This initial missionary euphoria, however, did not
last long. By the 1560s, the Franciscans discovered flaws in the delicate spiritual
fabric of their new converts. Unknown to the friars, the Maya continued to
conduct their spiritual lives as had their ancestors. Although the Maya hesitantly

accepted the new teachings of the friars, they continued to worship the old gods.






