
9/19/11 6:32 PMhistory of Latin America -- Britannica Online Encyclopedia

Page 1 of 31http://0-www.britannica.com.opac.sfsu.edu/EBchecked/topic/331694/…,60882,60883,60884,60885,60886,60887,60888,60889,60891&view=print

Early Latin America

Spanish America

The Spaniards were not only the first of the Europeans to reach the Americas in early modern times, but they also quickly located

and occupied the areas of greatest indigenous population and mineral resources. They immigrated in force and created a far-flung,

permanent network of new settlements.

The Caribbean phase

The islands of the Caribbean would soon become a backwater, but during the first years of Spanish occupation they were the arena

of the development of many practices and structures that would long be central to Spanish-American life.

When Columbus returned to Spain from his voyage of 1492, having hit upon the island of Hispaniola (now divided between the

Dominican Republic and Haiti) as his base, his concept of what should be done thereafter was in the Italian-Portuguese maritime

tradition. He wanted to explore further for trading partners, and he considered all who came along with him to be employees of an

enterprise headed by himself. The Spaniards, however, immediately started moving in the direction of their own traditions. The

expedition that returned to Hispaniola in 1493 was far more elaborate than it needed to have been for Columbus’ purposes,

containing a large number and variety of people, animals, and equipment for a large-scale, permanent occupation of the island. A

conflict of purpose between the Spaniards on the one hand and Columbus with his Italian relatives and associates on the other soon

ensued. By 1499 the royal government was intervening directly, naming Spaniards to the governorship and sending further large

parties of settlers. Spanish ways soon gained the upper hand.

Santo Domingo, founded on the southeastern coast of Hispaniola in 1496, became a real city, with a rash of ephemeral secondary

Spanish cities spread over the island. These were oriented to gold-mining sites, which were soon at the base of the Spanish

economy. Indigenous demographic loss in this hot, humid area was quick and catastrophic, and placer mines (primarily in streams,

where unconsolidated deposits of heavy, valuable minerals settled) also soon began to run out. In the second decade of the 16th

century the Spaniards pushed on to the other large islands, where the cycle began to repeat itself, although more quickly; around the

same time, expeditions to the mainland began, partly to seek for new assets and partly to try to replace the lost population on the

islands.

The city

Santo Domingo became a type of entity that would reappear in every major area of Spanish occupation. The central city formed a

stable headquarters for the Spaniards in the midst of a chaos of population loss and economic shifts in the countryside. The majority

of all the Spaniards in the country lived there, at least when they could. Everyone of importance was there, with only underlings

doing essential tasks located in the country. Governmental offices, churches, large private dwellings, and shops soon materialized

around the city’s central square, together with all the people required for them. The urban core was well laid out and well built up. On

the city’s edge everything was different. Here were the ranchos, impermanent structures inhabited mainly by Indians temporarily in

town for work purposes. The Spanish-American city remained like this for centuries—Spanish in the centre, Indian on the edges,

growing indefinitely without changing at the core, the site of an enormous process of cultural change.

Indians and Spaniards

In the Caribbean phase several mechanisms developed, combining indigenous and Spanish elements, that long formed the main

structural ties between Indians and Spaniards on the mainland as well. The primary form through which Spaniards attempted to take

advantage of the functioning of the indigenous world was what came to be known as the encomienda, a governmental grant of an

indigenous sociopolitical unit to an individual Spaniard for him to use in various ways. On the Spanish side, the institution grew out of

the Reconquest tradition. Pressure among the Spaniards on the scene led to the arrangement; Columbus, while governor, had
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opposed it, and Spanish royal authorities tried to restrict it as much as they could. On the indigenous side, the encomienda rested on

an already existing unit and the powers of its ruler. The size and benefits of the encomienda thus depended on the local indigenous

situation: there could be only as many encomiendas as there were indigenous units; the encomendero (holder of the grant) could at

least initially receive only what the ruler had received before him. The larger islands were inhabited by the Arawak, a sedentary if

modestly developed people with kingdoms, rulers, nobles, and obligatory labour mechanisms. Their ruler was called a cacique, and

the Spaniards adopted the word and carried it with them wherever they went in the Americas. The cacique received labour but not

tribute in kind, and the encomendero, in practice, followed suit.

The encomendero used the indigenous labour in various ways: to construct houses in the Spanish city where he lived, to provide

servants, to produce agricultural products on properties he acquired, and above all to work in the growing gold-mining industry. The

encomienda set up most of the main forms of Spanish-Indian contact. Although based on traditional mechanisms, it involved major

movements of people and new types of activity. Through these dislocations and the exposure of the Indians to new diseases, the

encomienda was instrumental in the quick virtual disappearance of the indigenous population on the large islands.

The encomienda was primarily a transaction between the encomendero, the cacique, and his people, but it could not stop there.

Auxiliaries with European skills were needed to run mining operations and supervise the growing of European crops and livestock.

The encomendero would hire some Spaniards in supervisory capacities, augmented by African slaves when possible, but the limits

of his resources were soon reached. He needed permanent indigenous employees who could learn needed skills and act as a

cadre. The indigenous world already knew the naboría, a person directly and permanently dependent upon the ruler or a noble. This

role was appropriated by the Spaniards, who commandeered substantial numbers of Indians for their permanent employ, calling

them naborías. On the mainland the permanent indigenous worker was to become an ever-growing element of the equation, the

locus of the greatest cultural change, and a channel between the Spanish and indigenous worlds.

In the Reconquest tradition, the Spaniards believed that non-Christians taken in battle could properly be enslaved. Nevertheless, the

bulk of the sedentary population in the Caribbean and on the mainland was not enslaved. Only as the population declined seriously

did slave-raiding around the edges of the Caribbean become a major factor, the Spaniards attempting in vain to replace the losses.

All over Spanish America, Indian slavery was to be a secondary factor, brought into play mainly with less-than-sedentary peoples

and under economic pressures—that is, the lack of other assets. The slaves were always, as in this case, employed far from their

place and culture of origin.

A new Spanish subculture

Cacique was not the only word and concept incorporated into local Spanish culture in the Caribbean and spread from there

wherever the Spaniards went. Some of the new cultural goods were the result of Spanish action, like the encomienda or the

ranchos; others were straight out of the indigenous world, including naboría, maíz (corn; maize), canoa (canoe), coa (digging stick),

and barbacoa (grill, palisade, anything with pointed sticks, the origin of the English word barbecue). Still others came out of the

Portuguese Atlantic tradition, like rescate (literally rescue or redemption), a word for informal trading with indigenous people often

involving force and taking place in a setting where conquest had not yet taken place. This whole new overlay on Hispanic culture

maintained itself partly because it was adjusted to the new situation but above all because each set of new arrivals from Spain

readily adopted it from the old hands already there.

Conquest in the central mainland areas

The Spanish occupation of the larger Caribbean islands did not entail spectacular episodes of military conflict. Yet force was

involved, and the Spaniards developed many of the techniques they would use on the mainland. One of the most important was the

device of seizing the cacique in a parley, then using his authority as the entering wedge. The Spaniards also learned that the

indigenous people were not a solid unit but would often cooperate with the intruders in order to gain advantage against a local

enemy.
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Also during the Caribbean phase an expeditionary form evolved that was to carry the Spaniards to the far reaches of the

hemisphere. Spanish expansion occurred under royal auspices, but expeditions were conceived, financed, manned, and organized

locally. The leaders, who invested most, were senior people with local wealth and a following; the ordinary members were men

without encomiendas, often recently arrived. The primary leader of an important expedition was often the second-ranking man in the

base area, just behind the governor, ambitious to be governor himself but blocked by the incumbent.

There was no permanent organization and no sense of rank. The word “army” was hardly used, and the word “soldier” not at all; still,

the possession of steel helmets, steel swords and lances, and horses gave the Spaniards an overwhelming technical advantage

over any indigenous force they were likely to meet. On flat, open ground, two or three hundred Spaniards often defeated indigenous

armies of many thousands, suffering few casualties themselves. The conquering groups showed a surprising diversity, coming from

many different regions of Spain (plus some foreign countries) and representing a broad cross section of Spanish pursuits. It was

they who founded and settled in the new cities, and the later stream of immigration initially consisted primarily of their relatives and

compatriots. Conquest and settlement were a single process.

Having in about one generation largely exhausted the demographic and mineral potential of the Greater Antilles, the Spaniards

began a serious push toward the mainland in two approximately contemporary streams, one from Cuba to central Mexico and

surrounding regions and the other from Hispaniola to the Isthmus of Panama region and on to Peru and associated areas. The

Peruvian thrust started first, in Tierra Firme (the area of Panama and present northwestern Colombia) in the years 1509–13. The

results were appreciable, but the Panamanian occupation was thrown somewhat in the shadow for a time by the spectacular

conquest of central Mexico in 1519–21.

Conquest of Mexico

The leader of the Mexican venture, Hernán (Hernando) Cortés, had some university education and was

unusually articulate, but he conformed to the general type of the leader, being senior, wealthy, and powerful

in Cuba, and the expedition he organized was also of the usual type. Passing by the Maya of the Yucatán

Peninsula, the Spaniards landed in force on the central coast, almost immediately founding Veracruz, which

despite small shifts in location has been the country’s main port ever since. The Aztec empire, or Triple

Alliance, of the city-states of Tenochtitlán, Texcoco, and Tacuba, centring on the Mexica (Aztec) of

Tenochtitlán, dominated central Mexico. The coastal peoples among whom the Spaniards landed, however,

had only recently been incorporated in the Aztec tribute system, and they offered the Spaniards no open

resistance.

Moving inland, the invaders encountered the second power of the region, the Tlaxcalans. Tlaxcala briefly engaged the Spaniards in

battle but, suffering heavy losses, soon decided to ally with them against their traditional enemy, the Aztec. As the Spaniards moved

on toward Tenochtitlán, many of the local subordinate states (altepetl) also came to terms. Even in Tenochtitlán itself fighting did not

ensue immediately; the Spaniards as usual seized the cacique (that is, the king of Tenochtitlán, often called the Aztec emperor,

Montezuma or Moteucçoma) and began to exercise authority through him.

The expected secondary reaction was not long in coming, and fighting broke out in the capital. At this point the most unusual part of

the process began, for Tenochtitlán was on an island in the midst of a lake, shot through with canals and extensively built up. Here

the Spaniards lost much of their usual advantage. They were forced from Tenochtitlán with severe casualties. Although they retained

their superiority in the open country, they had to retire to Tlaxcala, accumulate reinforcements, and then come back to Tenochtitlán

to carry out a unique full-scale siege, including the use of European-style vessels with cannon on the lake. After four months the

Spaniards captured the Aztec capital and began turning it into their own headquarters as Mexico City.

Other parts of central Mexico came under Spanish control more easily, and several Spanish cities were established in the region.

Soon successor conquests were under way, to Guatemala, Yucatán, and the north. Those to the north led to little in the short run

because that area was inhabited by less-sedentary peoples. Cortés acted as governor for a time and was given great rewards, but
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rivalries among the Spaniards soon made it possible for the royal government to replace him, first with an audiencia, or high court,

and then also with a viceroy, direct representative of the Spanish king.

Conquest of Peru

The Spanish thrust toward Peru through Panama was diverted for some years by the attractions of nearby

Nicaragua. No one knew what lay along the southern coast, which because of contrary winds was very

difficult to navigate; the coastal climate was hostile, and little wealth was discovered among the people

dwelling there. Attempts in this direction were led by Francisco Pizarro, who despite being illegitimate and

illiterate had all the other familiar characteristics of the leader; not only was he the illegitimate son of a

prominent family but he also was one of the first captains on the American mainland, by the 1520s a wealthy

encomendero and town council member of Panama. At length Pizarro’s group came into contact with central

Andean coastal people connected with the Inca and saw evidence of great wealth and development.

Acquiring from the crown the governorship of the new region, which now began to be called Peru, Pizarro, in

1530, led an expedition that proceeded into Inca territory. In 1532, at the north-central site of Cajamarca, the

Inca emperor Atahuallpa was captured in the usual fashion, a parley and surprise attack. In 1533, after much

treasure had been collected, the Spaniards had Atahuallpa executed.

The process of conquest and occupation was much as in Mexico, though Pizarro was not thinking of Mexican precedents. Again,

once the Spaniards were in the fully sedentary lands of the Inca, the local people hardly attacked them, allowing them to proceed

unhindered into the very presence of the imperial ruler. In addition to a localism similar to that of Mexico, the situation was defined by

a large-scale Inca civil war that was just ending as the Spaniards arrived. A faction based in Quito, headed by Atahuallpa, had

defeated a faction based in Cuzco, the traditional Inca capital, but the victory had not been entirely consummated, and the parties

were still very bitter. After the events at Cajamarca, the Spaniards faced a certain amount of fighting as they advanced to Cuzco,

especially from adherents of Atahuallpa, but his enemies, who seem to have been the majority on the ground, tended to acquiesce

for the time being.

The Spaniards founded a major Spanish city in Cuzco, but they stopped short of making it their capital as their compatriots had

Tenochtitlán in Mexico. Deterred by the rigours and inaccessibility of the southern Peruvian highlands, after a bit of experimentation

they established the new settlement of Lima, on the central coast, as capital of Peru. The move was of vast significance. In Mexico

the bulk of the Spanish population concentrated in the area of highest indigenous population density, favouring contact, cultural

change, and merging. In Peru, the highland centre of indigenous population was separate from the centre of Spanish population on

the coast, which, in addition, quickly lost most of its indigenous inhabitants to disease. In consequence, the two peoples and cultures

underwent an overall slower and less thorough process of amalgamation.

As in Mexico, conquering expeditions soon went out from central Peru, in all directions: to Quito and on north to Colombia, to Chile

and Argentina to the south, and even to the Amazon. Peru proper seemed to be securely conquered, but a countrywide uprising took

place in 1536, centring in Cuzco, where the Spaniards were kept surrounded for more than one year, until an expedition returning

from Chile lifted the siege. After that, the conquest was definitive, although the successor to the Inca ruler and a group of followers

took refuge in a remote region, where they held out for more than a generation.

Peru’s history continued to be less placid than that of Mexico. Peru was much harder to reach from Spain, and travel within the

country was extremely difficult. In the conquest period and long after, Peru was far richer in precious metals than Mexico, since the

Spaniards profited from the silver mining already developed by the Inca. Thus there was more to fight over, and struggles arose

between the Pizarro brothers (Francisco had three) and a faction led by Diego de Almagro, Pizarro’s junior partner. Spaniards

flooded into the country, eager for encomiendas and ready to rebel in order to get them. Four large-scale civil wars among the

Spaniards rocked the country in the time between the late 1530s and early 1550s.

Like Cortés and like most leaders of successful expeditions, Pizarro became governor of the country he had conquered and actually
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held that position longer than Cortés. In 1541, however, he was assassinated, brought low by the second of the Almagrist rebellions.

A royally appointed governor from outside took over, followed in 1544 by a viceroy and audiencia based in Lima; the first viceroy was

in turn killed in a civil conflict, but his successors became more firmly established.

Conquest society in the central mainland areas

In the generation or two subsequent to the military phase of the conquest, Spanish immigrants poured by the thousands into Mexico

and Peru. Although still a small minority compared with the indigenous population, they constituted the great majority of all

Europeans in the hemisphere, so that these two regions could now be doubly called central areas. They combined the largest

European and indigenous populations with the liveliest economies, for they proved to be the sites of the richest deposits of precious

metals then known. The immigrants continued to come from all parts of Spain, constituting an even broader cross section than had

the conquerors, for women were now a standard part of the stream.

The central-area encomienda

Already crucial in the Caribbean, the encomienda now developed even further. The Mexican and Andean indigenous units on which

it was based were much larger, with stronger authorities who could collect tribute in kind as well as labour. Moreover, the products

could circulate in an economy with a great deal more liquid wealth, and there were now many more non-encomenderos, who soon

formed the great majority of all Spaniards. The encomenderos greatly enlarged their staffs and followings, with various levels of

stewards and many more African slaves, whom they could now afford. The ecclesiastics who now began serious work with the

indigenous people of the countryside operated within the framework of the encomienda and received their remuneration from it. The

encomenderos went not only into mining and local agrarian activity on a larger scale than before but also into a large variety of

ancillary enterprises. Their establishments in the city centre were often palatial, including shops rented to merchants and artisans, of

whom they were the best customers. They married Spanish women, ideally relatives of other encomenderos or of high local officials,

if only to have legitimate heirs to inherit the encomienda. They became an interlocking group dominating local Hispanic society and

virtually monopolizing the municipal councils of the Spanish cities. The process whereby Hispanic society penetrated into the

hinterland was begun by their usually humble rural employees, who combined tax collecting, labour supervision, farming, and

livestock growing.

Artisans

The Spanish crafts flourished in the encomenderos’ cities, practiced by artisans who had a far humbler social profile than the

encomenderos but were like them in being tied to the locality. They, too, frequently married Spanish women and acquired urban and

rural property. To increase their productivity, they bought African slaves, whom they trained in their own trades; the Africans in turn

helped train the larger number of Indian apprentices to be found in many shops. In this way the artisans were important in the

gradual creation of an ever-growing African, indigenous, and mixed group in the cities, able to speak Spanish and practice the

Spanish trades.

Spanish women

Spanish women were an important element in the sedentary urban society growing up in the central areas. The women were above

all relatives of Spanish men already present, brought from Spain explicitly to marry some local associate. As wives of encomenderos

and artisans, they managed households that included many Spanish guests and employees and even larger numbers of Africans

and Indians, whom they attempted to mold to their purposes. They also brought up both their own fully Spanish children and the

racially mixed children they often took or were given to raise. As widows and sometimes spinsters, they actively participated in

economic life, though women’s independent activity tended to be channeled into certain conventional directions, from indirect

investment and owning urban real estate at the higher levels to running bakeries and taverns at the lower. Women were at first a

small minority of the Spanish population, but their relative numbers steadily increased, reaching effective parity with men by the
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second or third generation after conquest.

Africans

Africans also were important to the society. As stated, encomenderos and artisans acquired African slaves, and any Spaniard of

means would try to own at least one or two. Thus Africans were soon a significant group numerically; on the Peruvian coast, at least,

it is thought that after several decades they equaled the Spaniards in numbers. Spaniards needed auxiliaries serving as

intermediaries between themselves and the much larger indigenous population. Africans, who shared the Spaniards’ Old World

immunities and much else, survived and adapted well; the main limitation on acquiring them was the great expense involved.

The gender ratio strongly favoured males, but females were present too, usually in household service, food trades, and petty

commerce. The women were frequently mistresses of their owners, to whom they bore mulatto children, with the result that mother

and children were sometimes freed. Other African slaves bought their freedom, and a mainly urban class of free blacks began to

emerge. Their roles were similar to those of the slaves, except for being exercised more independently.

In this society, the slave, or at least the African slave, was not at the bottom of society but ranked in Spanish terms higher than the

general Indian population. Africans were more closely associated with the Spaniards than Indians, culturally more like them, given

more skilled and responsible tasks, and in cross-ethnic hierarchies were normally in charge of indigenous people.

Indians among Spaniards

Spanish cities, from the very beginning, were full of Indians working for Spaniards in a great number of capacities, sometimes

temporarily, sometimes for long periods, but usually at a low level. One of the most important features of life in the first postconquest

decades was the prevalence of Indian servant-mistresses of Spaniards, the result of the fact that Spanish women were still much

less numerous than men, not to speak of the pattern of men waiting for full success before marrying. These indigenous women

retained many aspects of their traditional culture, but they had to learn good Spanish and master skills of Spanish home and family

life. They bore the Spaniards mestizo children, who were to become a very important feature of postconquest society.

Commerce

Merchants were present in force and vital to the existence of the overall complex. But as members of a far-flung network that

required high geographic mobility, they were at first less a part of local society. Once the wealth of the central areas became

apparent, Sevilla-based firms began to dominate the import-export trade—the exchange of American precious metals for European

cloth, iron, manufactures, and other goods. The representatives at American ports and capitals were junior partners in transatlantic

firms and in time expected to move on; hence they seldom married or bought property locally. The aim was to get silver back to

Sevilla in order to pay debts and reinvest in merchandise. Second-rank merchants, however, without direct ties to Sevilla, were more

likely to develop local roots.

Commerce in local goods, often but not always of indigenous origin, was carried on by members of a well-defined social type,

sometimes called tratantes, with a profile sharply distinct from that of the long-distance merchants. Often illiterate, and furthermore

without capital, they were recruited from among the most marginal members of local Hispanic society. They, too, were relatively

unstable; they were prone to move to another area or into other kinds of activity because their status was so precarious.

Mining

The mining sector drove the economy of the Spanish world and was an indispensable component of it, yet in several ways it stood

apart. It employed only a relatively small proportion of the total Spanish population. Mining complexes were often remote from the

main centres of indigenous settlement and hence also from the network of Spanish cities. Turnover was quick, whether in terms of

sites, mining enterprises, or individuals.
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Gold mining was often virtually an expeditionary activity; a gang of Indians, joined perhaps by some blacks and led by one or two

Spanish miners, might spend only days or weeks at a given river site. An encomendero, not himself physically involved, would likely

supply the finances and take most of the profit. In many regions gold mining was seasonal, with miners having neither special

training nor a full commitment to the industry.

In most regions placer gold was soon exhausted, though Mexico relied on it for a generation, and it eventually became the principal

export of New Granada (present-day Colombia). Silver mining was the successor, and it became the main export asset of the central

areas until the time of independence. Here too the encomenderos were the greatest investors and mine owners in the beginning, but

their dominance was short-lived. Silver mining was the type of technically demanding, capital-intensive enterprise that called for

close attention and much expertise on the part of owners. Very soon true silver mining experts began not only to operate the mines

but to become the owners as well.

Spanish law granted the crown residual ownership of mineral deposits, giving it the right to levy substantial taxes on the industry.

There was always a governmental presence at mining sites, and the silver tax was the crown’s principal source of revenue. Silver

mining camps began to resemble ordinary Spanish municipalities, with councils (dominated by local mining entrepreneurs) and

strong contingents of merchants, craftspeople, and professionals.

By 1550 strong differences had developed between the Mexican and the Peruvian silver mining industries. In the Andes the great

deposits, of which those of Potosí Mountain (in present Bolivia) were overwhelmingly predominant, were within the territory of

sedentary indigenous population; moreover, the Andeans had a strong tradition of long-distance labour movements. Thus

indigenous labour obligations, channeled first through the encomienda and later through other arrangements, could supply a large

stream of temporary workers. In addition, there were a number of permanent indigenous workers, some of whom possessed skills

inherited from the preconquest period, and, in an industry as technical as mining, this group was constantly growing. Even so, the

Peruvian mines used large numbers of temporary labourers under governmental obligation, and their presence greatly slowed down

cultural change among the indigenous mine workers.

In Mexico, most of the largest silver mining sites were discovered well to the north of the zone of sedentary population. Traditional

labour obligations could not be used, and the bulk of the labour force consisted from the beginning of sedentary Indians from the

centre acting as free agents, naborías, or permanent workers. The Mexican mines also used far fewer people, so that the Hispanic

element predominated more than in Peru, and the north of Mexico was soon on its way to having a Hispanized, mobile population

very different from that in the central part of the country.

Institutional, legal, and intellectual developments

From early in the Caribbean phase the crown had established the Casa de Contratación, or board of trade, in Sevilla, apparently

originally intended to operate the entire overseas enterprise on an Italian model. In fact, it soon became a customs and emigration

office, involved also in the organization of Atlantic convoys. Direction of the governmental aspect of overseas life went to a royal

council constituted much like others, the Council of the Indies (as the Spaniards continued to call America), which issued decrees,

heard appeals, and above all made appointments to high offices. Distances were such that almost everything governmental

depended on the officials actually in America.

During the conquest and immediately thereafter, royal government was nominal in the sense that the governor was invariably merely

the leader of the conquering expedition. But in the central areas, with the rivalries and wars among the conquerors and continued

strong Spanish immigration, the royal government was soon able to install its own institutional network, with the support of many

local Spaniards. As stated earlier, before 1550 both Mexico and Peru had a viceroy and an audiencia, based in the respective

capitals, and some secondary audiencias followed; there were substantial treasury offices as well, for the crown’s most urgent

interest in the new areas was getting silver revenue. A host of lawyers and notaries assembled in the capitals around these nuclei

and their branches in the secondary Spanish cities. The viceroys brought with them retinues including an element of high nobility.

Marriage alliances and business deals soon brought the officials into connection with the more important encomenderos.
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Church organizations, which in the Spanish scheme of things were part of the overall governmental framework (the crown appointed

bishops and many other high officials of the church), also came into the central areas in force on the heels of the conquest. Few

clerics of any kind were with the actual conquering expeditions, but soon parties of friars arrived. They were followed by bishops and

cathedral chapters, established first in the capitals and then in secondary cities; the culmination of the process was the seating of

archbishops in Lima and Mexico City. Both the friars and the priests began to penetrate the countryside, operating through the

encomiendas, with the ideal (long unrealized) of having one cleric for each encomienda. Like the governmental officials,

ecclesiastics were closely connected with the civil society; some were appointed in the first place because of family connections, and

many tried to marry female relatives to encomenderos.

These institutions were an important part of the general scheme, but they depended on local Hispanic civil society and reflected its

relative strength or weakness. Governmental and ecclesiastical hierarchies were as urban-oriented as all other aspects of Spanish

society; they were based in the cities, above all the largest cities, where one could find not only the largest concentrations of

personnel but all those of high rank. The religious orders were a partial exception, rotating their members frequently; nevertheless,

the most famous figures spent the bulk of their lives in larger centres. As for the government, it hardly existed outside the cities; the

local magistrates who gradually came to be appointed in the Indian areas were mainly laymen, often unsuccessful candidates for

encomiendas.

In the aftermath of the conquests, as they became integrated into the local situation, some ecclesiastics began to criticize Spanish

institutions, especially the encomienda. However, the various representatives of the church were not entirely unified. The secular

clergy said little; among the orders, the pragmatic Franciscans wanted a higher moral tone and better treatment of the Indians but

were prepared to work through the encomienda; the more doctrinaire Dominicans, of whom Bartolomé de las Casas was the most

famous and most persistent, spoke for the total abolition of the encomienda, with the clergy to be in charge of the Indians. At the

same time, the Spanish royal government was seeking to find ways to increase its authority and in alliance with the Dominicans

passed antiencomienda legislation. Resistance among the settlers and conquerors was fierce (the greatest of the Peruvian civil wars

was in direct reaction to the strongest legislation, the New Laws of 1542). But in combination with other factors (of which indigenous

population loss and the presence in the central areas of many non-encomenderos were the most essential), in the course of the 16th

century the encomienda lost its labour monopoly and had its tribute in kind curtailed, while many encomiendas without legal

successors reverted to direct crown administration.

The conquerors and early settlers produced a large number of histories describing and praising their exploits. The ecclesiastics, as

they came in, began to write similar documents about their own activities, but they also went much further. Some, with the

Franciscans most prominent, showed a strong interest in the study of indigenous history, language, and culture; others, especially

the Dominicans, wrote in a more polemical spirit; and sometimes the two currents converged. The arts of literacy were much prized

by the upper levels of the Spanish population, and universities, mainly for professional training, were soon established in the

viceregal capitals.

Trunk lines

Not only were the central areas different from the fringes in early Latin America, but important distinctions existed within the central

areas themselves. In some ways the centre was more a line than a region—that is, a line from Atlantic port to capital to mines, along

which European people and products flowed in and silver flowed out. For Mexico, the line went from Veracruz to Mexico City and on

to Zacatecas and other mines of the north. In the more complex Peruvian scheme, the line went from the Isthmus of Panama to

Lima and on to Potosí. It was along these routes that the Spanish and African populations concentrated, that social, economic, and

governmental institutions were first created, then gelled and thickened, and that cultural and social change proceeded most quickly.

Postconquest indigenous society

Although the majority of the indigenous population continued to live in their traditional units across the countryside, their lives were

nonetheless profoundly affected by the conquest and its aftermath. The most obvious development was drastic demographic loss; in
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a process marked by periodic large epidemics, the population declined through the 16th century and on into the 17th century to a

small fraction (impossible to determine with precision) of its precontact size. Only in hot, low-lying areas, such as the Peruvian and

Mexican coastal regions, however, were losses as disastrous as those of the Caribbean islands. The peoples of the temperate

highlands, however much they may have diminished in numbers, survived in the sense of retaining their local units, their language,

much of their cultural heritage, and the essence of their social organization.

The Nahuas of central Mexico are the people whose postconquest experience is best understood because of the voluminous

records they produced in their own language. These records reveal that the Nahuas were not overly concerned with the Spaniards

or the conquest, which seemed to them at first much like earlier conquests; they remained preoccupied to a large extent with their

internal rivalries. The local state, the altepetl, with its rotating constituent parts, remained viable as a functioning autonomous unit

and as bearer of all major Spanish structural innovations, not only the encomienda but also the parish and the indigenous

municipality. The Nahuas accepted Christianity and built large churches for themselves, but those churches had the same function

as preconquest temples, acting as the symbolic centre of the altepetl, and the saints installed in them had the same function as

preconquest ethnic gods. The status and duties of the commoners remained distinct from those of the nobles, who manned the local

Hispanic-style government of the altepetl as they had filled offices in preconquest times.

The household and land regime remained much the same in its organization despite reductions and losses. Household complexes,

for example, continued to be divided into separate dwellings for the constituent nuclear families. The Spanish concept “family” had

no equivalent in Nahuatl, and none was ever borrowed. The greatest internal social change was a result of the end of warfare, which

had been endemic in preconquest times. Performance in war had provided degrees of social differentiation, avenues of mobility, and

a large supply of slaves. Formal slavery among Indians soon disappeared, while internal social mobility tended to take the form of

commoners claiming to be nobles or denying specific rights to specific lords. However, the categories themselves were not

challenged: the strong distinction between commoner and noble was not soon erased. An entirely new type of mobility had come

into existence—movement of Indians away from the whole realm of indigenous society in the direction of the Spanish world to

become naborías or city dwellers.

The peoples from central Mexico to Guatemala had forms of recordkeeping on paper in preconquest times, and after the arrival of

the Spaniards a remarkable cooperation between Spanish ecclesiastics and indigenous aides led to the adaptation of the Latin

alphabet to indigenous languages and subsequently to regular record production. In the case of Nahuatl, the main language of

central Mexico, the records have allowed the tracing of some basic lines of cultural and linguistic evolution in three stages. During

the first generation, although cataclysmic change was occurring, Nahua concepts changed very little, and their language could

hardly be said to have changed at all, using its own resources to describe anything new. In a second stage, beginning about 1540 or

1545 and lasting for nearly 100 years, Nahuatl borrowed many hundreds of Spanish words, each representing a cultural loan as

well. But all were grammatically nouns; other innovations in the language were minimal. This was a time of change in a familiar

corporate framework, centring on areas of close convergence between the two cultures. A third stage began about the middle of the

17th century, when Spaniards and Nahuas had come into closer contact, and many Nahuas were bilingual. Now there were no

limitations on the kinds of things introduced into the language, and change increasingly took place at the level of the individual, with

mediation no longer necessary.

The Nahuas had structures perhaps more similar to those of the Spaniards than any other indigenous group, and nowhere else was

there such massive interaction of Spanish and indigenous populations, but broadly similar processes were at work across the central

areas. Among the Maya of Yucatán, the direction and nature of the evolution was closely similar but much slower, corresponding to

the relatively small Spanish presence there. The Yucatec Maya language stayed in something comparable to the second stage of

Nahuatl for the entire time up to independence.

In the Andes too the indigenous social configuration was sufficiently close to the Spanish that it could serve as the basis for

institutions such as the encomienda and parish. But Andean sociopolitical units were less contiguous territorially than those of

central Mexico or Spain, and the population engaged in more seasonal migration. Thus the local ethnic states of the Andes,

comparable to the altepetl of the Nahuas (though far less well understood) as the framework of social continuity, may have come
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under greater challenge of their essential character and identity. The Spaniards tended to reassign noncontiguous parts of one entity

to other entities geographically closer, thereby mutilating the original entity. As far back as can be traced, the postconquest Andeans

were inclined to migrate permanently from their home entity to another, whether to avoid taxes and labour duties or for other

reasons. Such movement occurred in Mexico too, but there the new arrivals tended to melt into the existing entity, whereas in the

Andes they remained a large separate group without local land rights or tribute duties, known in Spanish as forasteros. Another

challenge to indigenous society came in the later 16th century in the form of attempts by the Spanish government to reorganize

sociopolitical units, nucleating the population in so-called reducciones, with consequent social upheaval. Still another apparent

disruptive force was the Spanish use of obligatory rotary labour of large groups for relatively long periods at great distances. Yet

given the mobility of the Andean peoples from preconquest times, strong continuities may have been involved.

The Andeans had sophisticated recordkeeping systems in preconquest times but did not put records on paper with ink, and after the

conquest they did not engage in alphabetic writing on the same scale as the indigenous people of Mesoamerica. Some indigenous-

language records are now beginning to come to light, however, and so far cultural-linguistic evolution appears far more similar to that

of central Mexico in nature, staging, and timing than one would have expected.

The central areas in the mature period

In the 1570s and ’80s the central areas went through a process of codification and institutionalization marking the beginning of a

long time of slow transformation, which can be called the mature period. Among the new institutions were those formalizing functions

that had long been evolving, including the consulados, or merchant guilds, of Mexico City and Lima and tribunals of the Inquisition in

the same places (plus Cartagena on the Colombian coast). Entirely new was the Jesuit order, which entered in force at the

beginning of this time, quickly becoming strong in urban areas. During these decades nunneries inhabited by daughters of

substantial Spanish families came to be a normal feature in any thriving city.

Intellectual production began to include not only narrow chronicles but also broad surveys of the entire Spanish-American scene,

whether religious, legal, or general in focus. For a time most of the writers were acquainted with both hemispheres, but by the later

17th century locally born Spanish figures were becoming prominent, such as the famous poet, dramatist, and essayist Sor Juana

Inés de la Cruz, a Jeronymite nun of Mexico. The late 16th and early 17th centuries saw much significant writing by indigenous

authors, affected by both Spanish and indigenous traditions. A large corpus appeared in the Nahuatl language of central Mexico. In

Peru the indigenous historian and social commentator (don) Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala produced a vast work in Spanish.

An elaborate ecclesiastical art and architecture flourished in the main centres, much of it with a special regional style of its own.

Religious devotion became more localized, with the appearance of locally born saints and near-saints, notably St. Rose of Lima

(Santa Rosa de Lima), as well as miraculous shrines, of which the most famous came to be that of the Virgin of Guadalupe near

Mexico City.

The Hispanic sector continued to grow, still centred in the same cities founded in the conquest period. These cities maintained their

dominance because they attracted to them anyone from the countryside who was fully successful in any endeavour. They were

usually filled to overflowing, and consequently they ejected large numbers of lower-ranking Hispanics into the surrounding

countryside. As a result, new nuclei of Spanish society began to form outside the cities. The process of urban formation repeated

itself; a new entity came into being, Spanish at the centre, Indian at the edges, very much a replica of the original city, except that

none of the Hispanics rose above a certain rank, and the whole settlement remained dependent on its parent. In time, under the right

conditions, tertiary Hispanic-Indian satellites would arise around the secondary centres in turn, until the entire area was

honeycombed, and the original pattern of Spanish city and Indian countryside was obscured.

Racial and cultural mixture complicated and blurred society greatly after the conquest period, but many social criteria were still the

same under the surface. The intermediary functions were still the province of those ranking lowest in Hispanic society, but that

stratum now contained not only the least senior members (new immigrants from Spain and other European countries) and Africans

but also large numbers of mestizos as well as mulattoes and increasingly even Indians who had mastered Spanish language and
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culture. To organize the diversity, the Spaniards resorted to an ethnic hierarchy, ranking each mixed type according to its physical

and cultural closeness to a Spanish ideal. As mixture proceeded across the generations, the types proliferated until finally, at the

time of independence, the system collapsed under its own weight. The new categorizations were all at the intermediary level; despite

them, all these people, often simply called castas, assimilated to each other and intermingled, occupying the lower edge of Hispanic

society. The more successful and better connected among them were constantly being recognized as Spaniards, as a result of

which the Spanish category grew far beyond simple biological increase and included many people with some recognizably non-

European physical traits.

Silver mining in Peru and Mexico continued along the same lines as before, reaching new heights of production in the early 17th

century. After that a series of problems reversed the trend for a time. The absolute value of transatlantic trade seems to have fallen

during the same period. Scholarly controversies about the existence, nature, and extent of a general economic depression during

the 17th century have not been entirely resolved, but it is certain that the expansion of the Hispanic sector of society did not halt.

The most profitable mercantile operations still involved the trade of silver for European products, but some structural changes were

occurring. Most of the transatlantic firms of the conquest period had broken up by now. The merchants in the large Spanish-

American centres were still mainly born in Spain, but, rather than being members of Spanish firms, they were likely to be agents

working on a commission basis or to be operating independently, buying up goods from Spain that arrived in the annual fleets. The

change of company structure brought with it a localization of the merchant corps, who now stayed permanently in America, married

locally, bought property, and even acted as governmental officials, especially in the treasury and the mint.

This time saw the rise of forms of economic activity not present or not well developed in the conquest period, of which haciendas

(landed estates) and obrajes (textile shops) are the most prominent. The social organization of such enterprises, however, was

familiar from earlier encomienda operations, consisting of a city-dwelling owner, often somewhat removed from daily operations; one

or more majordomos; foremen; skilled permanent workers (functional descendants of the naborías); and less-skilled temporary

workers. The owner was usually Spanish, the middle levels poorer Spaniards or castas, and the temporary workers generally still

Indians. A powerful trend, corresponding to the growth of city markets and ethnic-cultural changes, was an increase in the proportion

of personnel in the middle levels and a decrease in those at the lowest, especially an increase in permanent workers at the expense

of temporary ones (though the latter were still very numerous).

All these developments ultimately had an immense effect on society in the indigenous entities of the countryside. In time, many rural

Indians were absorbed within Hispanic society, while leading members of local indigenous society would ally and even intermarry

with the humble Hispanics who were now beginning to dominate the local economy. Ties to specific local Spaniards and Spanish

organizations gained ever greater importance in the lives of the indigenous people, compared with their own corporate society; one

result was large-scale fragmentation of indigenous entities. In central Mexico, many altepetl broke into their constituent parts, and in

the Andes even many of these constituent parts (ayllus) went out of existence or changed their principles of organization.

The Spanish fringe

From the notion of “centre” as used above it follows that the remaining area of Spanish occupation was, from the Spanish point of

view at least, peripheral. Most of the Hispanic territories in the Indies were occupied by groups coming precisely from the central

areas. Conquering groups had always consisted largely of people of lesser position in the base area, and, as it grew clearer that the

central areas were unequaled in their assets, the marginality of the personnel going elsewhere became even more pronounced. In

addition to being new and uprooted, those who went to places like Chile, Tucumán (northwestern Argentina), or New Granada

(Colombia) were likely to be estancieros and tratantes in the centre—not well-born, well-educated, or well-connected. Among them

were a larger than average share of non-Spanish Europeans and free blacks. Since these movements were posterior to the initial

conquests, the first Hispanics arriving often included some mulattoes and mestizos born in the centre.

Even so, the first Spanish groups in the peripheral areas were comparable to the first conquerors of the central areas in being of

varied origins and commanding a variety of necessary skills. A greater difference showed itself later. The central-area conquerors,
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having struck it rich, sent out appeals to Spain that attracted huge numbers of people, especially male and female relatives, as well

as fellow townspeople and others. Fringe-area conquerors had not struck it rich. They were less able to pay for the passage of

relatives and less able to attract people in general. As a result, subsequent immigration to the periphery was a much thinner stream

than to the centre and was sometimes nearly nonexistent for long periods of time, as in Paraguay, and many activities that were

profitable in the centre were not viable. Hispanic society on the fringe was characterized then by its relatively small size, slow

growth, and lack of characteristic signs of the centre indicating vigorous development—the presence of Spanish women, practicing

Spanish artisans, and transatlantic merchants. The institutional overlay was a mere shadow of the complex network of the centre.

The silver-mining sector was entirely absent, though some areas maintained gold production as a second-best (Chile for a

substantial period and New Granada indefinitely and on quite a large scale).

From the above it is clear that society on the fringe was less differentiated than in the centre. Also, the encomenderos never rose

very far above the rest. Here, the indigenous people hardly knew tribute, and their labour could not be turned into large revenue;

moreover, there were far fewer of them. More Spanish intervention was needed, and yet there were not many Spaniards available.

Encomenderos on the fringe usually lacked a large staff of majordomos and estancieros. Since the Indians of these regions were

organized in much smaller units than those of the centre, many more encomiendas had to be granted among a much smaller

number of Spaniards, so that the proportion of encomenderos was greater. Encomenderos and others had to fulfill several functions

simultaneously.

When any of these societies began to prosper, however, sharper categorization reappeared, along with a general approximation of

central-area patterns. Areas that in one way or another were equipped to supply regions on the trunk line (Guatemala, Venezuela,

Chile, and northwestern Argentina) moved most quickly in that direction.

On the fringes, even in regions where it proved possible to establish some form of the encomienda, the relationship between

Hispanic and indigenous societies was not the same as in the centre. In extreme cases, as in Paraguay, one can hardly speak of

two separate worlds at all; there, in order to take advantage of the largest effective structure the indigenous people possessed—the

extended household—the Spaniards actually entered into those households as heads. This led to a permanent indigenous influence

on Spanish Paraguayan family structure, customs, diet, and language in a way and on a scale without parallel in the centre.

Something of the same effect is observable even in situations where indigenous society was somewhat more like that of the centre,

as in the central valley of Chile. The Spaniards dealt with the Indians directly, in small groups or as individuals, so that the distinction

between encomienda Indians and naborías, so clear in the centre, hardly existed after a time.

Another effect of the nature of the more diffuse indigenous society was that in fringe areas the city, which in the centre was the

stable bulwark of Hispanic society, was often notably unstable, shifting from one site to another because no location was

predetermined by indigenous settlement. Similarly, rural church activity in the central areas was built squarely on existing territorial

and sociopolitical units, using indigenous organization and customs. On the fringe the church for Indians, which here can be called a

mission, was founded on a site more arbitrarily chosen, to which indigenous people were attracted, changing their settlement pattern

and way of life. The late-arriving Jesuits, who had missed out in the ecclesiastical occupation of the hinterland in the central areas,

took a large part in this movement, with especially prominent theatres of activity in the north of Mexico and in Paraguay. The fringe

also saw of necessity the building of forts and the creation of standing military forces, paid, if poorly, by the royal government.

Interpenetration of the two societies occurred mainly when the Indians were semisedentary; where they were truly nonsedentary,

another pattern emerged. Here the relationship between Spaniards and Indians was of long-standing hostility, with a minimum of

social intercourse. Indigenous society remained quite radically separate from Hispanic as long as it survived, whereas the local

Spanish societies, though often little developed, were more purely European than in any other kind of situation; the only indigenous

people there were usually uprooted sedentary Indians from neighbouring regions. The far north of Mexico and the far south of Chile

are two such areas.

In general, one notes a slow tempo on the fringe, with the result that eventually many forms on the periphery seem archaic. The

fringe areas tended to maintain some form of the encomienda far into the 18th century, when it was forgotten in the centre; likewise
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Indian slavery, as well as parish activity among Indians by members of the religious orders, persisted indefinitely. The use of titles

was conservative, and many of the social complexities evolving in the centre were slow to reach the periphery.

Brazil

The Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) between Spain and Portugal, dividing the non-European world between them, gave the Portuguese

a legal claim to a large part of the area to be called Brazil. The Portuguese came upon the Brazilian coast in 1500 on the way to

India and would doubtless have acted much as they did with or without the treaty. For decades Brazil was doubly a fringe area. In

the Portuguese scheme, it was far behind longer-established and more profitable overseas ventures in Africa and India. In the

context of the Western Hemisphere, it was an area lacking known large deposits of precious metals and possessing a

semisedentary Tupian population similar and related to the Guaraní the Spaniards were to find in Paraguay; thus it had much in

common with the Spanish-American periphery.

The early period

The Portuguese at first thought of Brazil as an area analogous to Africa—that is, an area on the route to India where they would stop

for trade or barter in indigenous products and slaves but not establish permanent settlements beyond an occasional trading post.

The most commercially viable resource of Brazil in the first decades proved to be the item that gave the country its name,

brazilwood, a tropical hardwood useful as a textile dye. As with Africa, the Portuguese government let out contracts for the trade to

private individuals.

The brazilwood industry did not bring about the founding of cities or other marks of full development, but its bulk was considerable

for a time, and it was not a pure trade in natural products but involved some intervention on the part of the Portuguese. Though

indigenous men of the region were accustomed to cutting down forest trees to clear fields, they did not have a tradition of commerce

in trees, nor were they able to cut them on a large scale. The Portuguese therefore had to provide European axes and saws as well

as product specifications. A Portuguese factor, or trading agent, would acquire the logs and have them ready when the ships came.

Trading posts were often on islands, as in Africa, and a little later the first formal Portuguese settlements were also founded on

islands. The only Portuguese who could be said to be actually settled in Brazil were some outcasts living among the Indians, who

sometimes helped acquire useful Indian alliances.

About 1530 the Portuguese began to feel pressures to intensify their involvement with Brazil. Interlopers, especially the French, had

begun to appear; the India trade was in a slump; and the great successes in Spanish America represented both an incentive and a

threat. In response to such stimuli, the Portuguese sent an expedition to drive out the French and assert their authority. A number of

settlers accompanied the expedition, which established the first formal Portuguese settlement—São Vicente—in 1532 on an island

near present São Paulo.

The Portuguese had thus far acted entirely within their maritime-commercial tradition, and they continued for some time to do so,

adopting measures quite different from those of the Spaniards. Whereas the Spaniards expanded from one area to the next in relay

fashion, the Portuguese crown, in the mid-1530s, divided the entire Brazilian coast into strips of donatary captaincies, of which there

were eventually 15. It granted them to donatários, prominent people presumed to have the personal resources to carry out the

occupation and exploitation of their regions. The office was hereditary, with extensive judicial and administrative powers. The

Portuguese had previously used this type of concession for their Atlantic island possessions. The encomienda, the master institution

of 16th-century Spanish America, was not employed. From the first, though, leading Portuguese acquired large sesmarias, or land

grants.

In the event, several of the captaincies were never occupied at all, and others survived only for a short time. However, four of them

led to permanent settlements, and two of these, São Vicente in the south and Pernambuco in the north, proved distinctly viable and

profitable.

As on much of the Spanish fringe, the first Portuguese settlements in Brazil had to be fortified against Indian attacks. Provisioning
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was difficult, and for a time the Portuguese got much of their food through trade with the indigenous people, becoming accustomed

to manioc (cassava) as their staple rather than wheat, which grew poorly in much of the region. Two types of agricultural

establishments emerged: roças, which were food farms or truck gardens near towns, and fazendas, or export enterprises. The last

were mainly sugar plantations, which were not yet very prosperous, even though conditions for sugar growing and transport were

ideal in many places, because of lack of capital to build mills and buy African slave labour. The Portuguese at first tried to extract

labour from the indigenous people in exchange for European products, but the effort failed, in part because the men of these

semisedentary societies were not accustomed to agricultural labour. As had happened in Spanish America, the Brazilian settlers

soon turned to Indian slavery for workers; slaves were acquired through raiding or through purchase from other Indians. A minority of

more expensive African slaves formed a labour elite, much as in Spanish America.

In 1548, still in response to much the same pressures and incentives as in 1530, the Portuguese decided to set up direct royal

government in Brazil. The crown named a governor-general who took an expedition of a thousand people to Brazil, establishing a

capital for the entire country in Bahia on the northeastern coast. In 1551 a bishopric was created. Thus it was not until 50 years after

contact that Brazil achieved the level of institutionalization characteristic of the Spanish-American central areas almost from the

beginning. The pace of development was much more comparable to that on the Spanish-American fringe.

At about this same time the Jesuits began to arrive, soon becoming the strongest arm of the church, as opposed to in Spanish

America, where they arrived long after the other orders. They were prominent in the attempt to deal with the indigenous population,

founding villages (aldeias) on new sites much in the manner of the missions on the Spanish-American fringe. Thus the main forms of

European-Indian contact in Brazil—war, trade, slavery, and missions—were the same as on the periphery of Spanish America.

The Portuguese population in 16th-century Brazil remained sparse. Moreover, by all indications, including the Portuguese practice of

exiling convicts to Brazil, one can imagine that it was as acutely marginal socially as were the settlers of Spanish-American fringe

areas.

The sugar age

Starting in the last decades of the 16th century, the Brazilian sugar industry began an upswing that led to its being in the 17th

century the world’s largest producer of sugar for the ever-growing European market. The main structural changes had occurred by

1600, though the strongest growth came thereafter.

The more the industry prospered, the more it attracted Portuguese immigration, and the more it could afford African slaves as

workers. Both movements resulted in the diminution of the indigenous role; by the third decade of the 17th century, through death

and flight to the interior, Indians had become a negligible factor on the northeastern coast, where sugar growing concentrated. The

Portuguese coming into the area were not only more numerous but represented a much broader cross section of society, including

enough women for prominent men to marry. The northeastern cities were beginning to look more like their Spanish-American

counterparts. In a word, the northeast was becoming a new central area, with some noticeable differences from those of Spanish

America: it was built on bulk export rather than precious metals, with an Afro-European base rather than Indo-European, oriented to

the sea rather than to an indigenous hinterland.

Sugar production was almost as industrial an enterprise as silver mining. The dominant feature was the engenho, the mill. So

expensive were the mill, technicians’ salaries, and the force of African slaves to work there that mill owners normally depended on

cane growers called lavradores to produce cane for the mill. Under various kinds of leasing arrangements, the lavradores used their

own African slave crews to cultivate the land, grow the cane, and transport it to the mill. Some of the cane growers were from mill-

owning families, while others were more humble, and some even were racially mixed.

The sugar industry required a large number of Portuguese. Although Africans came to constitute the majority of the local population,

the Portuguese sector was also large. Instead of a sprinkling of masters among great masses of slaves, the predominant pattern

was the use of slaves in relatively small units, each in contact with some Portuguese. The mill owners had rural residences, but, as

with the Spaniards, their main seats were in the nearest city, where their group tended to dominate the senado da câmara, the
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equivalent of the Spanish cabildo. Portuguese with less capital went into growing tobacco for export or roças for provisioning the

cities and mills, and they employed relatively fewer slaves. In the backland (sertão), ranches grew up to supply the coast with meat

and work animals. Society was varied and complex.

The rural-urban continuum was strong, and the Africans took part in it as well as the Portuguese, so that the most skilled and

acculturated of them tended to end up in the cities, where there came to be an African population, increasingly racially mixed and in

part free, much as in Spanish America. With so many more Africans present than in the Spanish central areas, groups based on

African ethnicity could retain their language and cohesiveness longer. Christian lay organizations with an African ethnic base were

very strong, and many African cultural elements were preserved, especially in the areas of music, dance, and popular religion. The

same sort of strength allowed for the flourishing of independent communities of runaway slaves to an extent not known in Spanish

America, though the phenomenon occurred there too in some forested areas.

An elaborate scaled status system recognizing racial and cultural mixture and legal status, comparable to the Spanish-American

ethnic hierarchy, grew up in the Brazilian northeast, but it was different in being overwhelmingly bipolar—European and African—

with the indigenous factor hardly counting. It is not by chance that in Mexico and Peru the top category remained Spaniard, while in

Brazil it came to be white as well as Portuguese. If in the Spanish central areas the Africans were intermediaries, here they had a

more complex function, replacing the Indians at the bottom of the functional ladder as well as filling many intermediate niches.

The northeast now assumed many of the other characteristics of a central area. The mercantile interest grew strong, localizing the

form of men of business (homens de negócios) who both invested in merchandise and owned sugar mills. They intermarried with the

planters and served on the town councils. Not only did a governor-general, later a viceroy, reside in Bahia, but there was (most of

the time) a high court of appeal, or relação, like the Spanish-American audiencia, with the associated network of lawyers and

notaries. Monasteries and convents became part of the picture, and authors writing on local topics appeared, some of the most

prominent of them Jesuits.

Institutionalization stopped short of what was seen in the Spanish-American central areas, however. Transatlantic contact remained

more essential to local society than in Spanish America. Universities and printing presses were not established; students went to

Portugal for advanced education, and books were printed there. Transatlantic careers spanning not only Portugal and Brazil but also

including Africa were common. So much a part of the Atlantic world was the northeast of Brazil that Europe continued to make itself

felt strongly. It was perhaps a somewhat secondary phenomenon that the king of Spain was also the king of Portugal from 1580 to

1640, but the impact of the Netherlands was more directly felt, for the Dutch seized Bahia in 1624, holding it to 1625, and controlled

the important captaincy of Pernambuco from 1630 to 1654.

The south

Only the northeast of Brazil was thoroughly transformed by the sugar industry. The remainder long stayed much as it had been

before, a sparsely inhabited fringe with a weak economy, more indigenous and European in composition than African. São Paulo,

the dominant centre of the south, had a small Portuguese population, and much if not most of it was racially mixed. Not unlike the

Paraguayan Spaniards, the Paulistas (citizens of São Paulo) lived in large households and estates among numbers of Indian slaves,

freedmen, and dependents, strongly affected by indigenous language, customs, diet, and family structure.

The products of the estates being in little demand elsewhere, much attention went into the area’s most negotiable commodity,

indigenous slaves. Desired at first to work on coastal plantations, Indian slaves lost marketability as the sugar industry was able to

make the transition to Africans. But when the Dutch seized a part of the northeast and disrupted the African slave supply in the first

half of the 17th century, the Paulistas’ Indian slaves were more salable until the African supply lines were once again secured after

mid-century. Thereafter the Paulistas turned more to exploring the interior, establishing new settlements there and searching for

precious metals.

The Paulistas are known for an expeditionary form, the bandeira (“banner”), which, though by origin related to the conquering and

exploring expeditions seen elsewhere, evolved almost beyond recognition and became a key element of Paulista culture. As time
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went on, it was necessary to go farther and farther for slaving, eventually to the areas of the Paraguayan Spaniards and even

beyond. The bandeirantes, as the participants were called, might spend many months or even years in the backlands. Although led

by Portuguese or people of mixed heritage passing for Portuguese, the highly mobile columns were mainly indigenous, being made

up of direct dependents or slaves of the leaders or members of allied Indian groups. Though possessing some European weapons

and cultural elements, they were highly adapted to the surroundings, using indigenous food, language, transportation, and much

else. It was they above all who were responsible for making Brazil more than a coastal strip.

Spanish America in the age of the Bourbons

A series of important changes occurring in Spanish America in the 18th century is often associated with

dynastic changes in Spain—the replacement of the Habsburgs, who had ruled Spain since the early 16th

century, by a branch of the French Bourbons in 1700. Little altered in the Spanish territories until more than

50 years later, however, especially during the reign of Charles III (1759–88). Internal evolution and

worldwide developments were doubtless more important in bringing about the new phenomena than the

policy of a particular dynasty or ruler.

Economy and society

Demographic growth picked up sharply after about the mid-18th century in all areas about which information

is available and in all sectors of the population. At the same time, economic activity increased in bulk, and prices rose steadily

instead of fluctuating as they had been doing for centuries. Silver production, which was still at the base of the export economy of

the old central areas, increased sharply, especially in Mexico, and so did the scale of operations and the input of capital, with strong

participation by merchant-financiers. At the same time, local textile production had grown in size and economic importance, as

demand rose in its market—humble Hispanized people in the city and countryside.

The large merchants had continued the process of localization to the point where only their birth was foreign; large firms tended to

pass from a Spanish immigrant owner to his immigrant nephew. In every other way—marriage, investment, and residence pattern—

the merchants were part of the local milieu, and, since export-import commerce was so important to the economy, they had risen to

the top on the local scene; the wealthiest of them owned strings of haciendas in addition to their commercial and mining interests,

and they acquired titles of high nobility.

Racial and cultural fusion had advanced so far that the categorization embodied in the ethnic hierarchy could no longer capture it.

Labels proliferated to designate complex mixtures, but the new terms sat lightly on those so labeled and often had no legal status. In

everyday life, people who were able to function within a Hispanic context were often not labeled at all; many others changed almost

at will from one category to another. One reaction to the excessive categorization was simplification, with only three categories—

Spaniards, castas, and Indians—and often only two—Indians and others. The people of mixed descent were now so fully

acculturated and so deeply embedded in local Hispanic society that they were qualified for and began to compete for nearly all

positions except the very highest. There was, naturally, a reaction on the part of those most highly placed. With mulattoes entering

the universities in numbers, ordinances began to declare that they were not eligible. With the children of wealthy Spaniards, humbler

and racially mixed Spaniards, and castas all intermarrying widely, government and the church began to resist, declaring marriages

between those differently labeled to be illegal and reinforcing the authority of parents in disallowing matches.

Such reactions did little to change the basic reality: the intermediate groups had grown and were continuing to grow to the extent

that they could no longer be confined to their traditional intermediary functions. There were too many of them for all to become

majordomos and artisans, and, in any case, many people called Indians by now could speak Spanish and handle tasks very well

themselves for which intermediaries had previously been required. Since the people in the middle were no longer at a premium, their

remuneration often decreased. If some pressed on into the higher strata, others were reduced to positions traditionally belonging to

Indians, such as permanent labourer. In many areas the mixed groups were pouring into indigenous settlements at such a rate as to

disrupt them and change their character.

http://0-www.britannica.com.opac.sfsu.edu/EBchecked/media/2112/Spanish-and-Portuguese-America-in-1784
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Transformation of the east coast

Well into the 18th century, the perception that Mexico and Peru formed the centre and all the rest the periphery was still valid. By the

last decades of the century, however, things were moving quickly in a different direction, favouring the Atlantic seaboard. European

demand for tropical crops and even for temperate products, especially hides, increased substantially. At the same time, ships grew

larger and faster. As a result, transatlantic shipment of bulk products became more viable, and trade routes shifted.

Argentina

The Río de La Plata region had been very much on the edges of the Latin American world since the conquest. The first founding of

Buenos Aires in the early 16th century had failed, the survivors having taken refuge in the lands of the semisedentary Guaraní of

Paraguay. The most developed area was the northwest interior, closest to the Potosí mining region, which supplied the mines with

various products. Paraguay remained in relative isolation and poverty, participating in the money economy by sending its yerba maté

(a tealike beverage) toward Peru. Buenos Aires was eventually refounded but remained a tiny, struggling port. The plains were

inhabited by wild cattle (descendants of domestic animals introduced into the region earlier), nonsedentary Indians, and some highly

localized mestizos later to be called gauchos.

Starting in the 1770s, improved transatlantic navigation, combined with liberalization of the imperial trading system, transformed the

region. Buenos Aires began to be able to compete with the older route through Panama and Peru in importing European goods for

the mining region and exporting silver. The immigration of merchants and others increased. Taking advantage of the opportunity, the

crown created the Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata based in Buenos Aires (1776), including the Potosí mining region, which was

taken from Peru. Buenos Aires became a capital with all the institutions associated with Lima or Mexico City. The city’s population,

including a substantial number of Africans because of its location on a slave route and its new wealth, grew explosively, and it began

to exercise dominance over the interior, reversing the older scheme.

Yet Buenos Aires was not quite like Lima or Mexico City; it showed its newness, and traces of peripherality remained. The

merchants of Buenos Aires had the same Spanish origins as their counterparts in Mexico City, but they were more closely tied to

Spain, much like central-area merchants in the conquest period. They were more dominant locally, for there were no long-

established families to compete with, and they came close to monopolizing the capital’s municipal council. But they were far less

wealthy than the largest Mexico City merchants, established no noble titles, and owned few or no rural estates. Indeed, there were

no estates to buy: haciendas existed in the older northwestern region, but on the plains or pampas around Buenos Aires estate

development had hardly begun. The hide export industry that now began to become prominent rested at first mainly on hunting wild

animals; the merchants who exported hides were still secondary to those importing merchandise and exporting silver. Only in the

last years before independence did merchants and others finally begin to build up estates and raise cattle in the more customary

manner.

Venezuela

With its Caribbean coast, Venezuela had long been in a relatively favourable position in regard to potential availability of markets. By

the 17th century the Caracas region was exporting cacao to Mexico, where most of the market for that product was then located,

enabling it to begin buying African slaves for labour. As Europe joined the market and absorbed larger quantities of cacao by the late

18th century, Caracas became an urban centre comparable in size and institutionalization to Buenos Aires (though without a

viceroy), and it had a better-developed hinterland of secondary settlements. The population along the coast was mainly European,

African, and mixtures thereof. The situation, then, bore some similarity to that in Brazil.

The Caribbean islands

The Spaniards from the first had concentrated on the Greater Antilles, leaving the smaller islands virtually unoccupied. As

developments passed the Spanish Caribbean by, even portions of the larger islands were left under-occupied. Thus, in the course of
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the 17th century, the French and English, aided by buccaneers of their respective nationalities, were able to take over the small

islands, Jamaica, and the western end of Hispaniola to grow tropical crops, above all sugar, for themselves. The societies that grew

up there were not exactly Latin American in the usual sense; though in a way comparable to the society of northeastern Brazil, they

were different in that the African slave population vastly outnumbered the Europeans, who were not only very few but also not well

rooted, retaining intimate connections with the home countries. By the late 18th century the non-Spanish Caribbean islands had

replaced Brazil as the world’s greatest sugar producers.

The Spanish Caribbean islands (primarily Cuba and Puerto Rico) did not participate in the sugar boom, which was predicated on the

notion of self-supply by the northern European nations. The population was more balanced between European and African than in

the French and English possessions. In the second half of the 18th century the Cuban economy grew rapidly on the basis of tobacco

export and provisioning of fleets and Spanish Caribbean ports. Only after the slave revolt in French Haiti in 1791, with great loss of

French production, did Cuba begin to move in the direction of large-scale sugar export.

The Bourbon reforms

The Enlightenment, emanating to a large extent from France, penetrated both Spain (aided by the French origin of the Bourbons)

and Spanish America in the 18th century. By the late part of the century individuals and organized societies in many of the American

territories were producing journals and books in the manner of the work of the French Encyclopédistes, promoting reason,

universality, science, modernity, and efficiency. Most Spanish-American writers, while staying in close touch with European currents,

were concerned with the development, in practical terms, of their own regions.

Enlightenment philosophy bore importantly on government, which was called on to be more rationally unified, efficient, and free of

church influence. Such ideas affected policy makers for the Spanish crown, and a series of activist royal measures of the 18th

century were carried out in that spirit. Yet the timing and the nature of these moves had at least as much to do with changing

conditions as with ideology. Most reforms came in a bundle in the late 18th century, the creation in 1739 of the Viceroyalty of New

Granada based in Santa Fé (Bogotá) being an exception.

A major Bourbon reform, taking place mainly in the 1780s, was the creation of large districts called intendancies (the word and

model were French). Each was headed by an official with extensive powers called an intendant, who was directly responsible to the

crown in Spain. The measure was meaningful because royal government in the provinces, outside the seats of the viceroy (the

province ruler) and the captains general, had hardly existed. It was as though a host of provincial cities received their own viceroy.

One result, and indeed the one most intended, was an increase in revenue collection; another, not intended, was decentralization

and bickering. The intendancy seats were not arbitrarily created or chosen but were mainly large cities that had once been

encomendero centres and were still bishoprics, or long-lasting, large-scale mining centres. The change was realistic in that it

recognized the immense growth and consolidation of provincial Hispanic centres that had occurred in the centuries since the first

establishment of the viceroyalties, and for that reason it took hold. Less successful was the attempt to introduce similar officials at a

lower level in the Indian countryside.

Military affairs were a second target of reform. Spanish America had long been defended by a patchwork of viceregal guards, port

garrisons, half-fictional militias, and some forts and paid soldiers on frontiers with hostile Indians, but it had not had a formal military

organization. In the late 18th century it acquired one, partly because of an increased foreign threat (Havana was occupied by the

British in 1762–63), partly because the Bourbons imagined the army to be the most responsive branch available to them, and partly

because professionalization of the military was an international trend of the time. A relatively small number of regular units formed

the backbone for a larger, more rigorously organized militia. At first the regulars were brought in from Spain, but before long the

lower ranks were mainly locals, and locals found entry even into the officer ranks, though the top commanders were usually

Spaniards born. The military was primarily Hispanic, with Indians taking part only under exceptional circumstances, and it reflected

local society, with officers drawn from prominent families and many persons of mixed descent and Africans among the enlisted men.

Organized in local districts, the units’ loyalties were above all local as well.
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Government in Bourbon times was not antireligious, but it was sufficiently affected by the spirit of the times to be quite anticlerical.

The most decisive of the measures taken was the expulsion of the Jesuit order from Spanish America and Spain in 1767. Preceded

by similar actions in Portugal and France, the move was part of an international wave, but it also made excellent sense in purely

Spanish-American terms. Although the Jesuits were the wealthiest of the orders, they had arrived last, had fierce rivals in other

branches of the church, and counted few locals among their members. Thus their expulsion was greeted with (usually hidden)

approval by many. The crown in general tried to further the secular clergy over the religious orders (imagined to be more

independent-minded), but the policy had little effect except in areas where the secular clergy, which grew with the expansion of civil

society, was already on the rise. Almost on the eve of independence, the crown attempted to confiscate church property, but the

measure proved hard to enforce.

The late Bourbons favoured more active encouragement of the economy and even intervention in it. They provided tax reductions

and technical aid for the silver mining industry; they expanded state monopolies beyond the mercury needed for mining to some

other commodities, of which tobacco was the most successful. Their largest reform, however, went in the opposite direction,

consisting in the declaration of free trade within the Spanish empire, so that any port could trade with any other at will.

In earlier times the bulk of transatlantic trade had been directed at Mexico and Peru, and annual convoys sponsored by the Spanish

government were an efficient way not only to organize the traffic but also to protect it from pirates, who were the main threat. By the

18th century the northern European powers had naval superiority and could easily have destroyed any convoy. Moreover, in

Spanish America new central areas had arisen, with a consequent diversification of destinations, and in Spain the north had revived

at the expense of the south, where Sevilla and Cádiz had monopolized Indies navigation. Under these changed circumstances, the

best arrangement was to allow individual ships to travel between any Spanish port and any American port. The fleet system

gradually fell apart in the 18th century. Imperial free trade was introduced between 1765 and 1789, first affecting Cuba and

spreading to all Spanish possessions. The measure coincided with a marked increase in commercial volume; to what extent free

trade caused the increase, as opposed to demographic growth in the Indies and industrial growth in Europe, is not clear. Nor are the

effects entirely clear. The deluge of goods made it harder for the largest American merchants to be as dominant as previously, and

for the first time local textile producers had real competition for the lower end of the market. Even so, the large firms of Mexico City

were not destroyed, and the Puebla textile industry continued to grow.

Brazil after 1700

In the late 17th century the explorations of the Paulistas finally led to the discovery of major gold deposits in a large district inland

from Rio de Janeiro that became known as Minas Gerais. As the news spread, outsiders poured into the area. A time of turbulence,

with the frontier Paulistas trying to assert their rights, ended after a few decades with the victory of the newcomers and the entry of

royal authority. The south-centre, both the coast and the near interior, now took on the essential characteristics of the northeast—of

a land living on European exports and inhabited by a population mainly Portuguese, African, and mulatto, with a large sector of

slaves, along with many recently freed persons. The mining district flourished during the time of the boom, generating a network of

settlements where none had been before and a local culture that included the now-renowned architectural style of its small

churches.

More importantly for Brazil as a whole, Rio de Janeiro began to become an important urban centre in the usual mold, and the

institutional component thickened, just as it had earlier on the basis of mineral wealth in the old Spanish-American central areas. By

1763 Rio had become the capital of Brazil, replacing Salvador in the northeast. Although the northeastern sugar industry continued

to export more by value than the gold region, the latter had newer wealth and perhaps a higher profitability, and distant regions

began to orient themselves to it in important ways. Stock-raising regions both in the northern interior and on the southern plains sent

their animals to the mines, thereby both growing and helping unify the country.

The chronology of Brazil does not mesh closely with that of Spanish America in the late period. The gold boom was a type of

development that had occurred much earlier in the Spanish territories; moreover, it did not last into the second half of the 18th

century, when the most marked economic growth was occurring elsewhere, but began to decline by mid-century. Brazil had already
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experienced the bulk export revolution in the 17th century with sugar, and in the later 18th century exports were actually declining

much of the time. Some growth, however, occurred late in the century in response to the decline of the French sugar industry in the

Caribbean after the slave revolt in Haiti and some experimentation with new crops that were beginning to be of interest in Europe.

Thus, though the Portuguese were as much affected by the Enlightenment as the Spaniards and had their time of active reform

under the marquês de Pombal, prime minister and in effect ruler of Portugal in the period 1750–77, the context was hardly

comparable. Outstanding among the actions taken under his ministry was a wave of expulsions of the Jesuits, in 1759. During his

long rule Pombal instituted numerous fiscal and administrative reforms and even attempted social legislation. He gave much

attention to the far north of Brazil, attempting to develop the region, and a time of considerable local development and change did in

fact coincide with his activity.

Preindependence phenomena

The position of the locally born Spaniards, often called Creoles or criollos (though they were slow to call themselves that), had been

growing stronger all across the postconquest centuries. From an early time they owned most of the rural estates and dominated

most of the cabildos. By the 17th century they were a large majority among the secular clergy and prominent in the orders, and as

time went on they received more and more of the bishoprics. In the course of the 17th century they achieved appointments as

audiencia judges in various centres, and by the second half of the 18th century they were dominating, sometimes virtually

monopolizing, the membership of audiencias all over Spanish America. As the military came into existence, they found prominent

places in it. Large mining producers might be either born locally or Spanish-born. Large merchants remained predominantly born in

Spain, but they married into local families, whose interests they often served. Each major local Spanish family had members placed

strategically across the whole system, creating a strong informal network. Only the viceroys and usually the archbishops were

normally recruited from the outside, and even they had local entourages.

As the Bourbon government in Spain became more active late in the 18th century, it wanted a larger place for its own Spanish-born

associates and began to view the extent of local American dominance with alarm. The audiencias were gradually filled

predominantly with Spanish-born judges; nearly all the intendants were outsiders and so were the highest military officers. Yet the

basic situation hardly changed, for the Spanish-born appointees had to function in a local milieu, into which they were rapidly

absorbed. As independence approached, the local Spaniards or Creoles had influence and experience at all levels of society,

economy, and government, but they had been under challenge for a generation or more and were correspondingly resentful.

Consciousness of separateness of various kinds had been growing for a long time. In Mexico, starting as early as the mid-17th

century, the illustrious indigenous past and the cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe had become a basis for national pride, promoted

above all by Creole priests and scholars. Other areas had approximate equivalents, if not as well-defined. Awareness of ethnic

distinctions within the Spanish category increased in the 18th century along with the proliferation of ethnic terminology in general.

The Creoles were still mainly called Spaniards, but the new arrivals from Spain, now a small minority, were distinguished from the

rest as peninsular or European Spaniards, and in Mexico they received the insulting nickname gachupín.

The middle groups, whether humble Spaniards or people in the racially mixed categories, had much reason for discontent. The

expansion of the middle left a large segment of the population without employment corresponding to its expectations and capacities.

Corporately organized indigenous groups, however, though not in an admirable state economically or in many other respects, were

generally little concerned about conditions at a countrywide level. It is not that they were apathetic; all through the intervening

centuries they had stood up for themselves, through litigation and sometimes through disturbances and revolts, but they had done

so as individual communities. On the nonsedentary fringe, wars and rebellions continued, but this was not different from earlier

times. The most volatile element were Spanish-speaking Indians in and around Hispanic communities, who had mobility and broad

awareness and whose profile no longer corresponded to the implications and duties of the label “Indian.”

Two large manifestations of the late 18th century can be seen as foreshadowing independence, though it is possible that they did as

much to retard it. In 1780–81 the Andean highlands experienced the Túpac Amaru II revolt, which wrested control of much of the

region from the ordinary authorities for many months until it was forcibly put down. Although references were made to the Inca
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heritage and the rebellion was indeed based in the indigenous countryside, its leaders were largely provincial mestizos (as was in

fact Túpac Amaru himself), and some were even Creoles from the middle levels of local society. The Comunero Rebellion in

Colombia began in 1780 in the provincial town of Socorro, a tobacco and textile producing centre. From there it spread widely before

disbanding a year later largely as a result of negotiations.

Both movements were in immediate response to Bourbon fiscal measures, and both proclaimed ultimate loyalty to the Spanish

crown. In Peru especially, there was a strong reaction afterward against both dissent and the indigenous population. The impetus for

independence in Spanish South America would eventually come from the newly thriving Atlantic seaboard regions—the former

fringes, Venezuela and Argentina—which had mobile Hispanized populations and lacked large groups of sedentary Indians. In

Mexico too, things would start in the very similar near north of the country.

In Brazil, the local Portuguese population had a position quite comparable to that of the Spanish-American Creoles, but it was not so

far advanced, and the situation had not become polarized. Transatlantic mobility still made itself felt, with many leading Brazilian

Portuguese having been educated in Portugal. Locally born Portuguese had long participated in the Brazilian high court system, but

they had never been a majority as in Spanish America. Two well-known rebellious incidents occurring in the 1780s and ’90s, in

Minas Gerais and Bahia, did not have full support even locally.

Latin America approached independence after a thoroughgoing ethnic and cultural transformation across a period of over three

centuries. That process did not destroy the indigenous component, which was still very much alive corporately and culturally in the

old central areas and some other regions and had also affected and entered into the mixed Iberian societies that had come to

dominance. Even where it almost disappeared, the indigenous factor was important, for its weakness or absence was what allowed

certain regions to become more European and African. Most of the independent countries that arose in the early 19th century went

back to indigenous culture areas that had been re-formed into functional units under Iberian management in the 16th century.

James Lockhart

The independence of Latin America

After three centuries of colonial rule, independence came rather suddenly to most of Spanish and Portuguese America. Between

1808 and 1826 all of Latin America except the Spanish colonies of Cuba and Puerto Rico slipped out of the hands of the Iberian

powers who had ruled the region since the conquest. The rapidity and timing of that dramatic change were the result of a

combination of long-building tensions in colonial rule and a series of external events.

The reforms imposed by the Spanish Bourbons in the 18th century provoked great instability in the relations between the rulers and

their colonial subjects in the Americas. Many Creoles (those of Spanish parentage but who were born in America) felt Bourbon policy

to be an unfair attack on their wealth, political power, and social status. Others did not suffer during the second half of the 18th

century; indeed, the gradual loosening of trade restrictions actually benefited some Creoles in Venezuela and certain areas that had

moved from the periphery to the centre during the late colonial era. However, those profits merely whetted those Creoles’ appetites

for greater free trade than the Bourbons were willing to grant. More generally, Creoles reacted angrily against the crown’s preference

for peninsulars in administrative positions and its declining support of the caste system and the Creoles’ privileged status within it.

After hundreds of years of proven service to Spain, the American-born elites felt that the Bourbons were now treating them like a

recently conquered nation.

In cities throughout the region, Creole frustrations increasingly found expression in ideas derived from the Enlightenment. Imperial

prohibitions proved unable to stop the flow of potentially subversive English, French, and North American works into the colonies of

Latin America. Creole participants in conspiracies against Portugal and Spain at the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th

century showed familiarity with such European Enlightenment thinkers as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Montesquieu, and Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. The Enlightenment clearly informed the aims of dissident Creoles and inspired some of the later, great leaders

of the independence movements across Latin America.
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Still, these ideas were not, strictly speaking, causes of independence. Creoles selectively adapted rather than simply embraced the

thought that had informed revolutions in North America and France. Leaders in Latin America tended to shy away from the more

socially radical European doctrines. Moreover, the influence of those ideologies was sharply restricted; with few exceptions only

small circles of educated, urban elites had access to Enlightenment thought. At most, foreign ideas helped foster a more questioning

attitude toward traditional institutions and authority.

European diplomatic and military events provided the final catalyst that turned Creole discontent into full-fledged movements for

Latin American independence. When the Spanish crown entered into an alliance with France in 1795, it set off a series of

developments that opened up economic and political distance between the Iberian countries and their American colonies. By siding

with France, Spain pitted itself against England, the dominant sea power of the period, which used its naval forces to reduce and

eventually cut communications between Spain and the Americas. Unable to preserve any sort of monopoly on trade, the Spanish

crown was forced to loosen the restrictions on its colonies’ commerce. Spanish Americans now found themselves able to trade

legally with other colonies, as well as with any neutral countries such as the United States. Spain’s wartime liberalization of colonial

trade sharpened Creoles’ desires for greater economic self-determination.

Occurrences in Europe in the early 19th century created a deep political divide between Spain and its American colonies. In 1807

the Spanish king, Charles IV, granted passage through Spanish territory to Napoleon’s forces on their way to invade Portugal. The

immediate effect of that concession was to send the Portuguese ruler, Prince Regent John, fleeing in British ships to Brazil. Arriving

in Rio de Janeiro with some 15,000 officials, nobles, and other members of his court, John transformed the Brazilian colony into the

administrative centre of his empire. When Napoleon turned on his Spanish allies in 1808, events took a disastrous turn for Spain and

its dominion in the Americas. Shortly after Charles had abdicated in favour of his son Ferdinand, Napoleon had them both

imprisoned. With these figures of legitimate authority in his power, the French ruler tried to shatter Spanish independence. In the

process he set off a political crisis that swept across both Spain and its possessions. The Spanish political tradition centred on the

figure of the monarch, yet, with Charles and Ferdinand removed from the scene, the hub of all political authority was missing.

In 1810 a Cortes (Parliament) emerged in Cádiz to represent both Spain and Spanish America. Two years later it produced a new,

liberal constitution that proclaimed Spain’s American possessions to be full members of the kingdom and not mere colonies. Yet the

Creoles who participated in the new Cortes were denied equal representation. Moreover, the Cortes would not concede permanent

free trade to the Americans and obstinately refused to grant any degree of meaningful autonomy to the overseas dominions. Having

had a taste of freedom during their political and economic isolation from the mother country, Spanish Americans did not easily

consent to a reduction of their power and autonomy.

Two other European developments further dashed the hopes of Creoles, pushing them more decisively toward independence. The

year 1814 saw the restoration of Ferdinand to the throne and with it the energetic attempt to reestablish Spanish imperial power in

the Americas. Rejecting compromise and reform, Ferdinand resorted to military force to bring wayward Spanish-American regions

back into the empire as colonies. The effort only served to harden the position of Creole rebels. In 1820 troops waiting in Cádiz to be

sent as part of the crown’s military campaigns revolted, forcing Ferdinand to agree to a series of liberal measures. That concession

divided and weakened loyalist opposition to independence in the Americas. Many supporters of the crown now had doubts about the

monarchy for which they were fighting.

The wars of independence, 1808–26

The final victory of Latin American patriots over Spain and the fading loyalist factions began in 1808 with the political crisis in Spain.

With the Spanish king and his son Ferdinand taken hostage by Napoleon, Creoles and peninsulars began to jockey for power across

Spanish America. During 1808–10 juntas emerged to rule in the name of Ferdinand VII. In Mexico City and Montevideo caretaker

governments were the work of loyal peninsular Spaniards eager to head off Creole threats. In Santiago, Caracas, Bogotá, and other

cities, by contrast, it was Creoles who controlled the provisional juntas. Not all of these governments lasted very long; loyalist troops

quickly put down Creole-dominated juntas in La Paz and Quito. By 1810, however, the trend was clear. Without denouncing

Ferdinand, Creoles throughout most of the region were moving toward the establishment of their own autonomous governments.
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Transforming these early initiatives into a break with Spanish control required tremendous sacrifice. Over the next decade and a

half, Spanish Americans had to defend with arms their movement toward independence.

Spanish America

The southern movement in South America

The movements that liberated Spanish South America arose from opposite ends of the continent. From the

north came the movement led most famously by Simón Bolívar, a dynamic figure known as the Liberator.

From the south proceeded another powerful force, this one directed by the more circumspect José de San

Martín. After difficult conquests of their home regions, the two movements spread the cause of

independence through other territories, finally meeting on the central Pacific coast. From there, troops under

northern generals finally stamped out the last vestiges of loyalist resistance in Peru and Bolivia by 1826.

The struggles that produced independence in the south began even before Napoleon’s invasion of Portugal

and Spain. In 1806 a British expeditionary force captured Buenos Aires. When the Spanish colonial officials

proved ineffective against the invasion, a volunteer militia of Creoles and peninsulars organized resistance

and pushed the British out. In May 1810 prominent Creoles in Buenos Aires, having vied with peninsulars for power in the

intervening years, forced the last Spanish viceroy there to consent to a cabildo abierto, an extraordinary open meeting of the

municipal council and local notables. Although shielding itself with a pretense of loyalty to Ferdinand, the junta produced by that

session marked the end of Spanish rule in Buenos Aires and its hinterland. After its revolution of May 1810, the region was the only

one to resist reconquest by loyalist troops throughout the period of the independence wars.

Independence in the former Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata, however, encountered grave difficulties in the years after 1810.

Central authority proved unstable in the capital city of Buenos Aires. An early radical liberal government dominated by Mariano

Moreno gave way to a series of triumvirates and supreme directors. More troubling still were the bitter rivalries emerging between

Buenos Aires and other provinces. From the start Buenos Aires’ intention of bringing all the former viceregal territories under its

control set off waves of discord in the outlying provinces. At stake was not only political autonomy per se but also economic interest;

the Creole merchants of Buenos Aires, who initially sought the liberalization of colonial restraints on commerce in the region,

subsequently tried to maintain their economic dominance over the interior. A constituent assembly meeting in 1813 adopted a flag,

anthem, and other symbols of national identity, but the apparent unity disintegrated soon afterward. This was evident in the

assembly that finally proclaimed independence in 1816; that body received no delegates from several provinces, even though it was

held outside Buenos Aires, in the interior city of Tucumán (in full, San Miguel de Tucumán).

Distinct interests and long-standing resentment of the viceregal capital led different regions in the south to pursue separate

destinies. Across the Río de la Plata from Buenos Aires, Montevideo and its surroundings became the separate Estado Oriental

(“Eastern State,” later Uruguay). Caught between the loyalism of Spanish officers and the imperialist intentions of Buenos Aires and

Portuguese Brazil, the regional leader José Gervasio Artigas formed an army of thousands of gauchos. By 1815 Artigas and this

force dominated Uruguay and had allied with other provinces to oppose Buenos Aires.

Buenos Aires achieved similarly mixed results in other neighbouring regions, losing control of many while spreading independence

from Spain. Paraguay resisted Buenos Aires’ military and set out on a path of relative isolation from the outside world. Other

expeditions took the cause to Upper Peru, the region that would become Bolivia. After initial victories there, the forces from Buenos

Aires retreated, leaving the battle in the hands of local Creole, mestizo, and Indian guerrillas. By the time Bolívar’s armies finally

completed the liberation of Upper Peru (then renamed in the Liberator’s honour), the region had long since separated itself from

Buenos Aires.

The main thrust of the southern independence forces met much greater success on the Pacific coast. In 1817 San Martín, a Latin

American-born former officer in the Spanish military, directed 5,000 men in a dramatic crossing of the Andes and struck at a point in

Chile where loyalist forces had not expected an invasion. In alliance with Chilean patriots under the command of Bernardo

http://0-www.britannica.com.opac.sfsu.edu/EBchecked/media/99790/Simon-Bolivar
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O’Higgins, San Martín’s army restored independence to a region whose highly factionalized junta had been defeated by royalists in

1814. With Chile as his base, San Martín then faced the task of freeing the Spanish stronghold of Peru. After establishing naval

dominance in the region, the southern movement made its way northward. Its task, however, was formidable. Having benefited from

colonial monopolies and fearful of the kind of social violence that the late 18th-century revolt had threatened, many Peruvian Creoles

were not anxious to break with Spain. Consequently, the forces under San Martín managed only a shaky hold on Lima and the

coast. Final destruction of loyalist resistance in the highlands required the entrance of northern armies.

The north and the culmination of independence

Independence movements in the northern regions of Spanish South America had an inauspicious beginning in 1806. The small

group of foreign volunteers that the Venezuelan revolutionary Francisco de Miranda brought to his homeland failed to incite the

populace to rise against Spanish rule. Creoles in the region wanted an expansion of the free trade that was benefiting their

plantation economy. At the same time, however, they feared that the removal of Spanish control might bring about a revolution that

would destroy their own power.

Creole elites in Venezuela had good reason to fear such a possibility, for a massive revolution had recently exploded in the French

Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue. Beginning in 1791, a massive slave revolt sparked a general insurrection against the

plantation system and French colonial power. The rebellion developed into both a civil war, pitting blacks and mulattos against

whites, and an international conflict, as England and Spain supported the white plantation owners and rebels, respectively. By the

first years of the 19th century, the rebels had shattered what had been a model colony and forged the independent nation of Haiti.

Partly inspired by those Caribbean events, slaves in Venezuela carried out their own uprisings in the 1790s. Just as it served as a

beacon of hope for the enslaved, Haiti was a warning of everything that might go wrong for elites in the cacao-growing areas of

Venezuela and throughout slave societies in the Americas.

Creole anxieties contributed to the persistence of strong loyalist factions in the Viceroyalty of New Granada, but they did not prevent

the rise of an independence struggle there. Creoles organized revolutionary governments that proclaimed some social and economic

reforms in 1810, and in Venezuela they openly declared a break with Spain the following year. Forces loyal to Spain fought the

Venezuelan patriots from the start, leading to a pattern in which patriot rebels held the capital city and its surroundings but could not

dominate large areas of the countryside. Some saw the earthquake that wreaked particular destruction in patriot-held areas in 1812

as a sign of divine displeasure with the revolution. That year certainly was the onset of a difficult period for the independence cause.

Loyalist forces crushed the rebels’ military, driving Bolívar and others to seek refuge in New Granada proper (the heart of the

viceroyalty).

Bolívar soon returned to Venezuela with a new army in 1813 and waged a campaign with a ferocity that is captured perfectly by the

army’s motto, “Guerra a muerte” (“War to the death”). With loyalists displaying the same passion and violence, as well as obtaining

significant support from the common people of mixed ethnicity, the revolutionists achieved only short-lived victories. The army led by

loyalist José Tomás Boves demonstrated the key military role that the llaneros (cowboys) came to play in the region’s struggle.

Turning the tide against independence, these highly mobile, ferocious fighters made up a formidable military force that pushed

Bolívar out of his home country once more.

By 1815 the independence movements in Venezuela and almost all across Spanish South America seemed moribund. A large

military expedition sent by Ferdinand VII in that year reconquered Venezuela and most of New Granada. Yet another invasion led by

Bolívar in 1816 failed miserably.

The following year a larger and revitalized independence movement emerged, winning the struggle in the north and taking it into the

Andean highlands. The mercurial Bolívar, the scion of an old aristocratic Creole family in Caracas, galvanized this initiative. Hero

and symbol of South American independence, Bolívar did not produce victory by himself, of course; still, he was of fundamental

importance to the movement as an ideologue, military leader, and political catalyst. In his most famous writing, the “Jamaica Letter”

(composed during one of his periods of exile, in 1815), Bolívar affirmed his undying faith in the cause of independence, even in the
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face of the patriots’ repeated defeats. While laying out sharp criticisms of Spanish colonialism, the document also looked toward the

future. For Bolívar, the only path for the former colonies was the establishment of autonomous, centralized republican government.

Although liberal in some respects, in the Jamaica Letter and elsewhere, he expressed strong doubts about the capacity of his fellow

Latin Americans for self-government, revealing his socially conservative and politically authoritarian side. “Do not adopt the best

system of government,” he wrote, “but the one most likely to succeed.” Thus, the type of republic that he eventually espoused was

very much an oligarchic one, with socioeconomic and literacy qualifications for suffrage and with power centred in the hands of a

strong executive. And though he favoured the granting of civil liberties to all male citizens and the abolition of slavery, Bolívar also

worried that the death of so many peninsular soldiers during the wars would condemn Latin America to a system of “pardocracy,” or

rule by pardos (people of mixed ethnicity), an outcome he deemed threatening. He believed that a virtuous governing system would

not be possible if the nation was divided by ethnicity.

The Liberator emerged as a strong military and political force in the struggles that began in 1817. At this point he expanded the

focus of the movement, shifting his attention to New Granada and courting supporters among the casta majority. A group of llaneros

of mixed ethnicity led by José Antonio Páez proved crucial to the patriots’ military victories in 1818–19. A major step in that success

came in the subduing of the loyalist defenders of Bogotá in 1819. After leading his army up the face of the eastern Andes, Bolívar

dealt a crushing defeat to his enemies in the Battle of Boyacá.

Consolidating victory in the north proved difficult. A congress that Bolívar had convened in Angostura in

1819 named the Liberator president of Gran Colombia, a union of what are today Venezuela, Colombia,

Panama, and Ecuador. In reality, sharp divisions permeated the region even before Angostura; these

ultimately dashed Bolívar’s hopes of uniting the former Spanish colonies into a single new nation. The

Bogotá area, for example, had previously refused to join in a confederation with the rest of revolutionary New

Granada. Furthermore, loyalist supporters still held much of Venezuela, parts of the Colombian Andes, and

all of Ecuador. Still, the tide had turned in favour of independence, and further energetic military campaigns

liberated New Granada and Venezuela by 1821. A constituent congress held that year in Cúcuta chose Bolívar president of a now

much more centralized Gran Colombia.

Leaving his trusted right-hand man, Francisco de Paula Santander, in Bogotá to rule the new government, Bolívar then pushed on

into Ecuador and the central Andes. There the southern and northern armies came together in a pincer movement to quash the

remaining loyalist strength. In 1822 San Martín and Bolívar came face-to-face in a celebrated but somewhat mysterious encounter in

Guayaquil, Ecuador. Accounts of their meeting vary widely, but apparently San Martín made the realistic evaluation that only Bolívar

and his supporters could complete the liberation of the Andes. From that point on, the northerners took charge of the struggle in

Peru and Bolivia. After standing by while Spanish forces threatened to recapture the lands that San Martín’s armies had

emancipated, Bolívar responded to the calls of Peruvian Creoles and guided his soldiers to victory in Lima. While he organized the

government there, his lieutenants set out to win the highlands of Peru and Upper Peru. One of them, the Venezuelan Antonio José

de Sucre, directed the patriots’ triumph at Ayacucho in 1824, which turned out to be the last major battle of the war. Within two years

independence fighters mopped up the last of loyalist resistance, and South America was free of Spanish control.

Mexico and Central America

The independence of Mexico, like that of Peru, the other major central area of Spain’s American empire, came late. As was the case

in Lima, Mexican cities had a powerful segment of Creoles and peninsular Spaniards whom the old imperial system had served well.

Mexican Creoles, like those in Peru, had the spectre of a major social uprising to persuade them to cling to Spain and stability for a

while longer. For many of the powerful in Mexican society, a break with Spain promised mainly a loss of traditional status and power

and possibly social revolution.

What was unique to the Mexican case was that the popular rebellion that exploded in 1810 was actually the first major call for

independence in the region. Between 1808 and 1810, peninsulars had acted aggressively to preserve Spain’s power in the region.

http://0-www.britannica.com.opac.sfsu.edu/EBchecked/media/99781/Gran-Colombia-1830
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Rejecting the notion of a congress that would address the question of governance in the absence of the Spanish king, leading

peninsulars in Mexico City deposed the viceroy and persecuted Creoles. They then welcomed weaker viceroys whom they knew

they could dominate. Peninsulars’ efforts could not, however, prevent the emergence of an independence struggle. In 1810 the Bajío

region produced a unique movement led by a radical priest, Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla. When officials discovered the conspiracy that

Hidalgo and other Creoles had been planning in Querétaro, the priest appealed directly to the indigenous and mestizo populace. A

rich agricultural and mining zone, the Bajío had recently undergone difficult economic times that hit those rural and urban workers

particularly hard. Thus many of them responded eagerly to Hidalgo’s famous Grito de Dolores (“Cry of Dolores”). Although framed as

an appeal for resistance to the peninsulars, the Grito was in effect a call for independence.

The enthusiasm that Hidalgo stirred among Indians and mestizos shocked and frightened both Creole and peninsular elites. Under

the banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the movement’s ranks swelled rapidly. Hidalgo’s untrained army grew to have some 80,000

members as it conquered towns and larger cities and ultimately threatened Mexico City itself. During their campaign the members of

this force attacked the persons and property of peninsular and Creole elites. The movement for independence was becoming a race

and class war.

Perhaps fearing the atrocities his troops might commit there, Hidalgo prevented the movement from entering Mexico City. Shortly

afterward troops of the viceregal government caught up with the rebels. After a dramatic military defeat, Hidalgo was captured in

early 1811 and executed.

The death of its first leader did not mean the end of Mexico’s first independence campaign. Soon another priest, the mestizo José

María Morelos y Pavón, took over the reins of the movement. Under Morelos the rebellion gained clearer objectives of independence

and social and economic reform as well as greater organization and a wider social base. With the defeat and death of Morelos in

1815, the potential national scope of the movement came to an effective end. Although smaller forces under leaders like Vicente

Guerrero and Guadalupe Victoria (Manuel Félix Fernández) continued to harass the powerful through guerrilla warfare in several

regions, the popular movement for independence in Mexico was no longer a grave threat to elite power.

Final independence, in fact, was not the result of the efforts of Hidalgo, Morelos, or the forces that had made up their independence

drive. It came instead as a conservative initiative led by military officers, merchants, and the Roman Catholic Church. The liberals

who carried out the 1820 revolt in Spain intended to eliminate the special privileges of the church and the military. Anxious over that

threat to the strength of two of the pillars of the Mexican government and newly confident in their ability to keep popular forces in

check, Creoles turned against Spanish rule in 1820–21.

Two figures from the early rebellion played central roles in liberating Mexico. One, Guerrero, had been an insurgent chief; the other,

Agustín de Iturbide, had been an officer in the campaign against the popular independence movement. The two came together

behind an agreement known as the Iguala Plan. Centred on provisions of independence, respect for the church, and equality

between Mexicans and peninsulars, the plan gained the support of many Creoles, Spaniards, and former rebels. As royal troops

defected to Iturbide’s cause, the new Spanish administrator was soon forced to accept the inevitability of Mexican independence. A

year later, in 1822, Iturbide engineered his own coronation as Agustín I, Emperor of Mexico.

The following year, a revolt that included the former insurgent Guadalupe Victoria (who, like Guerrero, had abandoned the cause of

a popular independence) cut short Iturbide’s tenure as monarch. The consequences of that overthrow extended from Mexico through

Central America. In Mexico the rebellion ushered in a republic and introduced Antonio López de Santa Anna, who occupied a central

place in the nation’s politics for several decades. The provinces of the Kingdom of Guatemala—which included what are today the

Mexican state of Chiapas and the nations of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica—had adhered to

Iturbide’s Mexico by 1822. With the exception of Chiapas, these Central American provinces split off from Mexico in the wake of

Iturbide’s fall. They formed a federation, the United Provinces of Central America, which held together only until 1838, when

regionalism led to the creation of separate countries in the region.

Brazil
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Brazil gained its independence with little of the violence that marked similar transitions in Spanish America. Conspiracies against

Portuguese rule during 1788–98 showed that some groups in Brazil had already been contemplating the idea of independence in the

late 18th century. Moreover, the Pombaline reforms of the second half of the 18th century, Portugal’s attempt to overhaul the

administration of its overseas possessions, were an inconvenience to many in the colony. Still, the impulse toward independence

was less powerful in Brazil than in Spanish America. Portugal, with more limited financial, human, and military resources than Spain,

had never ruled its American subjects with as heavy a hand as its Iberian neighbour. Portugal neither enforced commercial

monopolies as strictly nor excluded the American-born from high administrative positions as widely as did Spain. Many Brazilian-

born and Portuguese elites had received the same education, especially at the University of Coimbra in Portugal. Their economic

interests also tended to overlap. The reliance of the Brazilian upper classes on African slavery, finally, favoured their continued ties

to Portugal. Plantation owners depended on the African slave trade, which Portugal controlled, to provide workers for the colony’s

main economic activities. The size of the resulting slave population—approximately half the total Brazilian population in 1800—also

meant that Creoles shied away from political initiatives that might mean a loss of control over their social inferiors.

The key step in the relatively bloodless end of colonial rule in Brazil was the transfer of the Portuguese court from Lisbon to Rio de

Janeiro in 1808. The arrival of the court transformed Brazil in ways that made its return to colony status impossible. The

unprecedented concentration of economic and administrative power in Rio de Janeiro brought a new integration to Brazil. The

emergence of that capital as a large and increasingly sophisticated urban centre also expanded markets for Brazilian manufactures

and other goods. Even more important to the development of manufacturing in Brazil was one of the first acts undertaken there by

the Portuguese ruler, Prince Regent John: the removal of old restrictions on manufacturing. Another of his enactments, the opening

of Brazilian ports to direct trade with friendly countries, was less helpful to local manufacturers, but it further contributed to Brazil’s

emergence as a metropolis.

Brazil headed into a political crisis when groups in Portugal tried to reverse the metropolitanization of their former colony. With the

end of the Napoleonic Wars came calls for John to return to Lisbon. At first he demurred and in 1815 even raised Brazil to the status

of kingdom, legally equal to Portugal within the empire that he ruled. The situation was a difficult one for John (after 1816 King John

VI). If he moved back to Lisbon, he might lose Brazil, but if he remained in Rio, he might well lose Portugal. Finally, after liberal

revolts in Lisbon and Oporto in 1820, the Portuguese demands became too strong for him to resist. In a move that ultimately

facilitated Brazil’s break with Portugal, John sailed for Lisbon in 1821 but left his son Dom Pedro behind as prince regent. It was

Dom Pedro who, at the urging of local elites, oversaw the final emergence of an independent Brazil.

Matters were pushed toward that end by Portuguese reaction against the rising power of their former colony. Although the

government constituted by the liberals after 1820 allowed Brazilian representation in a Cortes, it was clear that Portugal now wanted

to reduce Brazil to its previous colonial condition, endangering all the concessions and powers the Brazilian elite had won. By late

1821 the situation was becoming unbearable. The Cortes now demanded that Dom Pedro return to Portugal. As his father had

advised him to do, the prince instead declared his intention to stay in Brazil in a speech known as the “Fico” (“I am staying”). When

Pedro proclaimed its independence on Sept. 7, 1822, and subsequently became its first emperor, Brazil’s progression from

Portuguese colony to autonomous country was complete. There was some armed resistance from Portuguese garrisons in Brazil,

but the struggle was brief.

Independence still did not come without a price. Over the next 25 years Brazil suffered a series of regional revolts, some lasting as

long as a decade and costing tens of thousands of lives. Dom Pedro I was forced from his throne in 1831, to be succeeded by his

son, Dom Pedro II. The break with Portugal did not itself, however, produce the kind of disruption and devastation that plagued much

of the former Spanish America. With its territory and economy largely intact, its government headed by a prince of the traditional

royal family, and its society little changed, Brazil enjoyed continuities that made it extraordinarily stable in comparison with most of

the other new states in the region.

Building new nations, 1826–50

While Brazil maintained its territorial integrity after independence, the former Spanish America split into more than a dozen separate
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countries, following the administrative divisions of the colonial system. The difficulty for the inhabitants of these units was not,

however, as simple as the demarcation of geographic boundaries. Rather, the recently emancipated countries of Latin America

faced the much more daunting challenge of defining and consolidating new nations. With the structures of the old system removed,

the inhabitants of each country set out on programs to create a postcolonial political, economic, and social order. The obstacles

confronting them were myriad and imposing. As Bolívar himself exclaimed in a final cry of despair, “America is ungovernable for

us…; he who serves a revolution ploughs the sea.” Indeed, it was only toward 1850, at the end of a 25-year period sometimes

known as “the long wait,” that the outlines of that new order began to take their definitive form across the region.

Political models and the search for authority

One of the most pressing and also most enduring problems that leaders of Latin American nations faced in the decades after

independence was establishing the legitimacy of their new governments. In this regard the break with the colonial system proved

traumatic. In Iberian political traditions, power and authority resided to a great extent in the figure of the monarch. Only the monarch

had the ability to dominate the church, the military, and other powerful corporate groups in Iberian and colonial Latin American

societies. Representative government and the concept of popular sovereignty, as a corollary, had a weak presence in Iberian

political culture. With the Spanish king removed—and with him the ultimate source of political legitimacy—Creole elites had to find

new foundations on which to construct systems of governance that their compatriots would accept and respect.

Although in practice they were unable to abandon the legacies of three centuries of Iberian colonial rule, leaders in Latin America

turned generally to other political traditions for solutions to the problem of legitimacy. Adapting models from northern Europe and the

United States, they set up republics across the region. Doing so not only helped justify their separation from Spain but also enabled

Latin American elites to try to follow the example of countries they most admired, particularly Great Britain, the United States, and

France. Many in the upper classes of Latin American societies identified political institutions as sources of the economic progress

those countries were enjoying. At the same time, efforts to implement those political systems in Latin America brought to the region’s

new countries Enlightenment conceptions of politics based on rationality and a vision of politics as an interaction of individuals who

enjoyed specific, definable rights and duties.

Constitutions

Particularly in the first, heady years of independence, elites throughout Latin America exhibited the influence of the Enlightenment in

their propensity for producing constitutions. Those documents demonstrated not only attempts to impose rational plans on new

nations but also the changing attitudes of elites toward their societies.

The earliest constitutions appeared in Venezuela, Chile, and New Granada in the years 1811–12. The authors of those founding

documents rather optimistically intended to create representative government in independent Latin America and to declare

inalienable natural rights of liberty, security, property, and equality. To implement those ideas, these constitutions set up a division of

power in which the executive was comparatively weak.

From the mid-1810s to mid-century the overwhelming tendency was to move away from those early schemes. With different regions

and elite factions battling against each other, the first liberal constitutional governments had failed. Now leaders in the region sought

to erect stronger and more highly centralized states, again carefully laying out their programs in constitutions. This shift was not a

rejection of foreign models. On the contrary, this change followed the evolution of European political thought; Latin American elites

were now basing their ideas on different foreign theories, turning away from those of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and toward those of

more conservative thinkers like Montesquieu and Jeremy Bentham. At the same time, the movement toward stronger executives and

more centralized states reflected specific circumstances of these emerging new nations. At first, elites wanted a more powerful state

to complete the victory over Spain and then to gain recognition from a Europe by this time dominated by antirepublican attitudes. As

political order proved difficult to achieve, many Latin American leaders also looked to a more centralized state as an instrument

against political and civil unrest.
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Hopes for a new and stronger government only rarely centred on the idea of monarchy. Leaders in Argentina and Chile discussed

the possibility of introducing a constitutional monarchy with a European king at its head. Mexico had emperors, first with Iturbide and

then in 1864–67 with the Austrian emperor Francis Joseph’s brother Maximilian, and Brazil enjoyed relative stability in a

constitutional monarchy that lasted from independence until 1889. Still, such initiatives were temporary and exceptional. Latin

Americans encountered a great deal of difficulty in finding suitable European princes to rule their countries. Local figures,

furthermore, lacked the necessary authority to be accepted as monarchs. Thus, for practical as well as ideological reasons, republics

were the rule during the 19th century. As leaders sought greater centralization, they adopted new forms of republicanism. Some,

particularly military leaders such as Bolívar and the generals who had served under him, followed the model of a Napoleonic state.

Bolívar’s recommendation of a powerful president-for-life and a hereditary or life senate, resembling the structures of constitutional

monarchy with republican ornamentation, was never followed. The predominant model was that of the regime that Spanish liberals

had set up in 1812. Not all new constitutions after 1815 jettisoned federalism; Mexico in 1824, for instance, embraced that ideal.

Overall, Latin America moved toward stronger, more-centralized republican governments by the mid-19th century.

Disorder and caudillismo

Written constitutions were not, however, sufficient to enforce order in the new countries of the region. Particularly in the 1825–50

period, Latin America experienced a high degree of political instability. National governments changed hands rapidly in most areas,

which only prolonged the weakness and ineffectiveness of the emerging political systems. In Mexico, to take but one example, the

years 1825–55 saw 48 turnovers in the national executive. Neither those in power nor those seeking office evinced consistent

respect for the often idealistic provisions of constitutions. In some cases the very authors of constitutions broke the rules laid out in

them to gain or preserve control over governments. Like any other member of their society, they knew better than to expect their

fellow political actors to stay within the strictures of the law. Extralegal maneuvers and the use of force became common elements of

politics.

Much of the conflict that characterized these years consisted of simple disputes over power. Still, by the end of the 1830s and into

the 1840s, politics in many areas coalesced around two ideological poles, usually known as liberal and conservative. These

groupings were not mass-based political parties in the 20th-century sense but rather factions of the elite; believing the majority of

society to be ill-prepared for democracy, both liberals and conservatives intended to construct governments for the people but not by

the people. Nonetheless, at times groups of artisans or peasant villagers took sides in the factional battles, hoping thus to press their

own interests.

The precise definition of the sides in those fights is very difficult, owing to variations between countries and time periods. Urban

merchants, rural landowners, and other economic interest groups overlapped so frequently—often within a single family—that it is

impossible to generalize about the different origins of political factions. Moreover, the positions taken by one group could be

surprising; in Venezuela in the 1840s, for instance, it was conservatives who supported free trade with the exterior, a stance that

elsewhere was one of the classic tenets of liberalism. In general, however, one can say that liberals pressed harder for free trade

and the rationalization and modernization of their societies—which essentially meant the adoption of European and North American

liberal understandings of society as a collection of autonomous individuals. Conservatives, on the other hand, proved more

favourable to old institutions, particularly the Roman Catholic Church, and to traditional visions of society as grounded in corporate

groups. Indeed, in many contexts the question of whether or not to curtail the power of the church was the key point of divergence

between otherwise similar liberal and conservative factions.

To an extent, the role that violence or the threat of violence played in politics reflected a militarization brought about by the long

period of the wars of independence. Only in Peru and even more so in Mexico did this phenomenon involve the continued influence

of a regular, professional military class. Elsewhere the professional military failed to form a coherent interest group, and in many

countries civilian politicians managed to control or even reduce the size of their national armies. It was rather in the power of militias

and individual military leaders that the militarization of society was most visible. Throughout the region such forces grew to influence

or even head national governments.
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The military men who rose to positions of dominance were examples of the caudillo, a figure that epitomized this unstable period.

Often coming to power through the use of violence, these leaders imposed themselves through the force of their own personalities,

their control over armed followers, and their strategic alliances with elite groups. Some caudillos rose to power from humble

beginnings, while others came from wealthy, landowning sectors and used their dependent workers as the core of their support. The

stereotype of the caudillo as charismatic enough to win the enduring loyalty of his men and skilled enough to ride or fight better than

any of them did not, of course, apply to all, but these were domineering and macho leaders. Whatever their social origins, caudillos

in the postcolonial period became key political actors, working in alliance with, and at times under the control of, the economically

powerful and civilian political leaders of the new nations of Latin America.

In a few cases caudillos contributed to political order. In Chile in the 1830s, for instance, the caudillo Diego Portales was a key figure

in the establishment of a comparatively stable government. Allying with conservative elements, Portales helped found a political

order that survived his death in 1837. It was an order based, as he put it, on “the weight of the night,” meaning the ignorance and

passivity of the popular majority—something he made little effort to change. Juan Manuel de Rosas, a caudillo who is said to have

been able to outrope and outride his gaucho supporters, imposed a brutal political regime in Argentina from 1829 to 1852. Seeing

his homeland split into partisan factions, Rosas sought to ensure a kind of peace by achieving the ultimate victory of one side. His

iron-fisted administration, which made use of propaganda and a secret police force, pursued the interests of Rosas and his fellow

Buenos Aires ranchers; still, caudillos from other provinces repeatedly tried to oust this violent leader. Indeed, the very foundation of

their power in personal relations and in violence meant that the legitimacy of caudillos’ rule was always in doubt. Few were able to

set up networks of alliances that could withstand the challenges of new leaders who emerged with their own armed supporters and

wealthy allies. The system of caudillismo was a volatile one. Although the general type continued to exist throughout the 19th

century, it was the postindependence period that represented the golden age of the caudillos.

Economic obstacles

Complicating the construction of stable, constitutional governments in the decades after independence were the economic

circumstances that prevailed in the period. Creoles who had expected the dismantling of colonial restraints on Latin American

economies to produce a wave of new wealth found their hopes dashed in the 1820s. In many ways the region’s economies were

poorer and less integrated in the first decades after independence than they had been in the late colonial period. Political disorder

was both a cause and result of this situation. Unable to rely on old taxes for revenue and faced with military and bureaucratic

expenses greater than those of the colonial regime, new governments commonly found themselves in tight financial straits. Their

resulting weakness contributed to political instability, which at the same time impeded the reorganization of economic systems.

The wars of independence contributed to the disappointing postwar economic picture. In some areas, such as Venezuela, damage

from the wars was extensive. Even where the destruction of human life and economic resources was less widespread, disruptions in

financial arrangements and systems of labour relations provoked a decline in important economic sectors. Mining suffered

particularly in many countries. The richest mineral producer, Mexico, needed roughly half a century to regain its preindependence

levels of production.

As they emerged from their battles for emancipation, the new nations encountered other difficulties. The mere fact of political

independence did not eliminate long-standing problems of transportation, but it did break down some traditional commercial

networks. The entrance of foreign merchants and imported goods, although on a much more limited scale than would later be the

case, led to competition with, and in some areas the displacement of, local traders and producers. Apart from loans that left most

countries in debt, the region received little capital from foreign sources. The departure of, or discrimination against, peninsular

Spaniards reduced what had been a major source of skilled labour and administrative know-how, as well as capital for investment.

Relatively few exports, such as coffee, sugar, and cattle products, found world markets favourable enough to stimulate the

expansion of their production in Latin America. Colonial patterns had been destroyed, but the economies of the region had not yet

found a consistent new orientation.

Mobility and hierarchy
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The Creole elites who had headed the independence cause throughout Latin America had no intention of losing their social,

economic, and political power in the construction of new nations. Managing to solidify and even expand their influence after the

removal of colonial administration, these elites emerged as the great beneficiaries of independence.

The situation of other social groups and institutions was more mixed. Leaders across the region quickly eliminated the system of

separate ethnic castes. Persons of mixed race were, in theory, to have the same legal rights as members of the white upper classes.

Indeed, the period of independence saw the ascension of individual mestizos and castas to positions of prominence. Service in the

wars was particularly useful in this regard. Men such as the mulattoes Manuel Piar in Venezuela and José Padilla in New Granada

rose to the rank of general and admiral, respectively, in Bolívar’s forces. In practice, however, the old hierarchies did not fall so

easily and continued on informally. Those nonwhites who managed to achieve the status of elites were clearly exceptions to the

general rule. The destruction of the caste system allowed for only limited loosening of racial and class hierarchies. Indeed, both Piar

and Padilla were executed under rather questionable circumstances.

The position of Indians changed rather slowly in the postindependence era, despite some early and energetic initiatives. Spain had

ended Indian tribute in 1810, and in the years after that several Latin American nations saw fit to repeat that measure with abolitions

of their own. More generally, leaders frequently spoke of breaking down the barriers between the indigenous and more Hispanized

sectors of their societies. Still, in the aftermath of independence, governments tended to reverse their positions toward Amerindian

populations. The countries of the Andes, for example, reinstated Indian tribute, albeit under different names. Bolivian governments

derived as much as 80 percent of their revenues from that source through mid-century. Full-scale attacks on indigenous

communities’ lands came later in the century.

Strong measures against African slavery similarly appeared in many areas by the late 1820s. Lawmakers declared the children of

slaves to be free, banned the slave trade, or even ended slavery itself. Once again, however, there was a pattern of backsliding, so

that, where slave labour played a significant economic role, the final abolition of the institution of slavery came about in most

countries only about 1850. The growth of sugar production in Cuba and coffee production in Brazil, furthermore, meant that those

two slave societies continued to flourish. Both areas continued to receive large numbers of new enslaved workers from Africa until

after mid-century (1865 in Cuba, 1851 in Brazil) and only abolished slavery in the 1880s (1886 in Cuba, 1888 in Brazil).

Social institutions

Both as part of their ideological commitment to liberal individualism and as a means of increasing the power of their new states,

leaders in the postindependence years tried to establish their control over the formidable colonial institutions of the Roman Catholic

Church and the military. Success came more easily in the case of the military. Only in Mexico and to a lesser extent in Peru did

professional armies form fairly coherent interest groups pressing for the maintenance of their traditional privileges. After mid-century,

however, those special privileges were lost even in these countries. The church, on the other hand, though losing a great deal of

power, held on to a position of influence in much of the region. Armies of independence and some subsequent governments took

over church properties and resources to meet their financial needs. In Buenos Aires and Montevideo, liberals were also able to trim

the privileges of the church; elsewhere, however, attempts to do so either appeared later or, as in Mexico and Guatemala, provoked

serious conflicts.


