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Creoles thought of themselves as loyal American
Spaniards, but with so many mestizos around, the
shadow of a possible Indian ancestor and illegiti-
macy always made their status suspect as far as the
Europeans were concerned. Still, Creoles dominated
the local economies, held sway over large numbers
of dependents at their haciendas and mines, and
stood at the top of society, second only to the penin-
sulares. Increasingly, they developed a sense of iden-
tity and pride in their accomplishments, and they
were sensitive to any suggestion of inferiority or to
any discrimination because of their American birth.
That growing sense of self-identity eventually con-
tributed to the movements for independence in
Latin America.

The hierarchy of race intersected with traditional
Iberian distinctions based on gender, age, and class.
The father of a family had legal authority over his
children until they were 25. Women were in a sub-
ordinate position; they could not serve in govern-
ment and were expected to assume the duties of
motherhood and household (Figure 25.9). After
marriage, women came under the authority of their
husbands, but many a widow assumed the direction
of her family’s activities. Lower-class women often
controlled small-scale commerce in towns and vil-

lages, worked in the fields, and labored at the looms
of small factories. Marriages often were arranged and
accompanied by the payment of a dowry, which
remained the property of the woman throughout the
marriage. Women also had full rights to inheritance.
Upper-class women who did not marry at a young
age were placed in convents to prevent contacts or
marriages with partners of unsuitable backgrounds.

THE18TH-CENTURY
REFORMS

BE Incrensing attacks on the Iberian empives by
Sforeign vivals led to the Bourbon reforms in
Spanish America and the veforms of Pombal
in Brazil. These changes strengthened the two
empires but also generated coloninl unvest that
eventuanlly led to movements for independence.

No less than in the rest of Europe, the 18th cen-
tury was a period of intellectual ferment in Spain and
Portugal as well as in their empires. In Spain and its
colonies, small clubs and associations, calling them-
selves amigos del pais, or friends of the country, met in
many cities to discuss and plan all kinds of reforms.

Figure 25.9. Women in colonial
Latin America engaged in
agriculture and manufacturing,
especially in textile workshops,
but social ideology still reserved
the household and the kitchen as
the proper sphere for women, as
seen in this scene of a kitchen in a
large Mexican home.

Their programs were for material benefits and
improvements, not political changes. In Portugal, for-
eign influences and ideas created a group of progres-
sive thinkers and bureaucrats open to new ideas in
economy, education, and philosophy. Much of the
change that came in both empires resulted as much
from the changing European economic and demo-
graphic realities as from new ideas. The expansion of
population and economy in Europe, and the increased
demands for American products, along with the long
series of wars in tl“}e 18th century, gave the American
colonies a new importance. Both the Spanish and Por-
tuguese empires revived, but with some long-term
results that eventually led to the fall of both.

The Shifting Balance of Politics
and Trade

By the 18th century, it was clear that the Spanish
colonial system had become outmoded and that
Spain’s exclusive hold on the Indies was no longer
secure. To some extent the problem lay in Spain itself.
The Spanish kings were weak by the late 17th century
and did not provide adequate leadership. Beset by
foreign wars, increasing debt, declining population,
and internal revolts, a weakened Spain was threatened
by a powerful France and by the rising mercantile
strength of England and Holland, whose Protes-
tantism also made them natural rivals of Catholic
Spain.Since the 16th century, French, Dutch, and
English ship captains had combined contraband trade
with raiding in the Spanish Empire, and although
Spain’s European rivals could not seize Mexico or
Peru, the sparsely populated islands and coasts of the
Caribbean became likely targets. Buccaneers, owing
allegiance to no nation, raided the Caribbean ports in
the late 17th century. Meanwhile, the English took
Jamaica in 1654, the French took control of western
Hispaniola (Haiti) by 1697, and other islands fell to
the English, French, and Dutch. Many of the islands
turned to sugar production and the creation of slave
and plantation colonies much like those in Brazil.
These settlements were part of a general process of
colonization, of which the English settlement of east-
ern North America and the French occupation of
Canada and the Mississippi valley were also part.
Less apparent than the loss of territories, but
equally important, was the failure of the Spanish mer-
cantile and political system. The annual fleets became
irregular. Silver paymients from America declined, and
most goods shipped to the Indies and even the ships
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that carried them were non-Spanish in origin. The
colonies became increasingly self-sufficient in basic
commodities, and as central government became
weaker, local aristocrats in the colonies exercised
increasing control over the economy and government
of their regions, often at the expense of the Indian
and the lower-class populations. Graft and corruption
were rampant in many branches of government. The
empire seemed to be crumbling. What is most
impressive is that Spain was able to retain its Ameri-
can possessions for another century.

Even with Spain in decline, the Indies still seemed
an attractive prize coveted by other powers, and the
opportunity to gain them was not long in coming. A
final crisis was set in motion in 1701 when the Spanish
king, Charles II, died without an heir. Other European
nations backed various claimants to the Spanish throne,
hoping to win the prize of the Spanish monarchy and
its American colonies. Philip of Anjou, a Bourbon and
thus a relative of the king of France, was named suc-
cessor to the Spanish throne. The War of the Spanish
Succession (1702-1713) ensued, and the result at the
Treaty of Utrecht (1713) was recognition of a branch
of the Bourbon family as rulers of Spain; the price was
some commercial concessions that allowed French mer-
chants to operate in Seville and permitted England to
trade slaves in Spanish America (and even to send one
ship per year to trade for silver in the Americas). Spain’s
commercial monopoly was now being broken not just
by contraband trade but by legal means as well.

The Bourbon Reforms

The new and vigorous Bourbon dynasty in Spain
launched a series of reforms aimed at strengthening
the state and its economy. In this age of “enlightened
despotism,” the Spanish Bourbon monarchs, espe-
cially Charles I1I (1759-1788), were moved by eco-
nomic nationalism and a desire for strong centralized
government to institute economic, administrative,
and military reforms in Spain and its empire. The goal
of these rulers and their progressive ministers was to
revive Spain within the framework of its traditional
society by applying the principles of rational and
planned government. Thus, the aim was to make
government more effective, more powerful, and bet-
ter able to direct the economy. Certain groups or
institutions that opposed these measures or stood in
the way might be punished or suppressed. The Jesuit
order, with its special allegiance to Rome, its rumored
wealth, and its missions in the New World (which
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controlled almost 100,000 Indians in Paraguay
alone), was a prime target. The Jesuits were expelled
from Spain and its empire in 1767, as they had been
from the Portuguese empire in 1759. In general,
however, the entrenched interests of the church and
the nobility were not frontally attacked as long as
they did not conflict with the authority of the crown.
The reforms were aimed at material improvements
and a more powerful state, not social or political
upheaval French bureaucratic models were intro-
duced. Ministers who took direct responsibility for
policy were appointed. The system of taxation was
tightened. The navy was reformed, and new ships
were built. The convoy fleet system was abandoned,
and new ports were opened in Spain and America for
the Indies trade. In 1778, the policy of commercio
libre opened trade to many ports in Spain and the
Indies, although trade still was restricted to
Spaniards or to ships sailing under Spanish license.
Still, the more open policy undercut the monopoly
of the consulados, and by stimulating trade, it made
contraband less attractive.

In the Indies, the Bourbons initiated a broad
program of reform. New viceroyalties were created in
New Granada (1739) and the Rio de la Plata (1778)
to provide better administration and defense to the
growing populations of these regions. Royal investi-
gators were sent to the Indies. The most important
of them, José de Galvez, spent six years in Mexico
before returning to Spain to become Minister of the
Indies and a chief architect of reform. His investiga-
tions, as well as reports by others, revealed the worst
abuses of graft and corruption, which implicated the
local magistrates and the Creole American land own-
ers and aristocracy. Galvez moved to eliminate the
Creoles from the upper bureaucracy of the colonies.
New offices were created. After 1780, the corregi-
dores, or local magistrates, were removed from the
Indian villages, and that office was replaced by a new
system of intendants, or provincial governors, based
on French models. This intendancy system was intro-
duced throughout the Indies. Such measures did
improve tax collection and made government more
effective, but the reforms also disrupted the patterns
of influence and power, especially among the Creole
bureaucrats, miners, and land owners as their politi-
cal power declined.

Many of the reforms in America were linked
directly to defense and military matters. During the
century, Spain often was allied with France, and the
global struggle between England and France for

world hegemony made Spain’s American possessions
a logical target for English attack. During the Seven
Years” War (1756-1763), the loss of Florida and the
English seizure of Havana shocked Spain into action,
particularly because when England held Havana in
1762, Cuban trade boomed. Regular Spanish troops
were sent to New Spain, and militia units, led by local
Creoles who were given military rank, were created
throughout the empire. Frontiers were expanded,
and previously unoccupied or loosely controlled
regions, such as California, were settled by a combi-
nation of missions and small frontier outposts. In the
Rio de la Plata, foreign competitors were resisted by
military means. Spain sought every means to
strengthen itself and its colonies.

During the Bourbon reforms, the government
took an active role in the economy. State monopolies
were established for items the government considered
essential, such as tobacco and gunpowder. Whole
new areas of Spanish America were opened to devel-
opment. Monopoly companies were granted exclu-
sive rights to develop certain colonial areas in return
for developing the economies of those regions. The
Caracas Company, formed in 1728, stimulated the
development of cacao production in Venezuela and
ensured an inexpensive supply of chocolate for Spain,
but by eliminating contraband and controlling the
price of imports, it also provoked complaints and
even rebellion from the colonists.

The commerce of the Caribbean greatly
expanded under the more liberal trading regula-
tions. Cuba became another full-scale plantation
and slave colony, exporting sugar, coffee, and
tobacco and importing large numbers of Africans.
Buenos Aires, on the Rio de la Plata, proved to be
a great success story. Its population had grown
rapidly in the 18th century, and by 1790 it had a
booming economy based on ranching and the
export of hides and salted beef. A newly prosperous
merchant community in Buenos Aires dominated
the region’s trade.

The commercial changes were a double-edged
sword. As Spanish and English goods became cheaper
and more accessible, they undercut locally produced
goods so that some regions that had specialized in
producing cloth or other goods were unable to com-
pete with the European imports. Links to interna-
tional trade tightened as the diversity of Latin
America’s economy decreased. Later conflicts
between those who favored free trade and those who
wanted to limit imports and protect local industry

:

often were as much about regional interests as about
economic philosophy.

Finally, and most importantly, the major centers
of the Spanish Empire also experienced rapid growth
in the second half of the 18th century. Mining inspec-
tors and experts had been sent to Peru and New Spain

' t0 suggest reforms and introduce new techniques.

These improvements, as well as the discovery of new
veins, allowed production to expand, especially in
New Spain, where silver output reached new heights.
In fact, silver production in Mexico far outstripped
that of Peru, which itself saw increased production.
All in all, the Bourbon reforms must be seen
from two vantage points: Spain and America.

 Undoubtedly, in the short run, the restructuring of

government and economy revived the Spanish
Empire. In the long run, the removal of Creoles from
government, the creation of a militia with a Creole
officer corps, the opening of commerce, and other
such changes contributed to a growing sense of dis-
satisfaction among the elite, which only their relative
well-being and the existing social tensions of the
sociedad de castas kept in check.

Pombal and Brazil

The Bourbon reforms in Spain and Spanish America
were paralleled in the Portuguese world during the
administration of the Margquis of Pombal (1755-1776),
Portugal’s authoritarian prime minister. Pombal had
lived as ambassador in England and had observed the
benefits of mercantilism at firsthand. He hoped to use
these same techniques, along with state intervention
in the economy, to break England’s hold on the Por-
tuguese economy, especially on the flow of Brazilian
gold from Portugal to England. This became crucial
as the production of Brazilian gold began to decline
after 1760. In another example of “enlightened despo-
tism,” Pombal brutally suppressed any group or insti-
tution that stood in the way of royal power and his
programs. He developed a particular dislike for the
Jesuits because of their allegiance to Rome and their
semi-independent control of large areas in Brazil.
Pombal expelled the Jesuits from the Portuguese
Empire in 1759.Pombal made Brazil the centerpiece
of his reforms. Vigorous administrators were sent to
the colony to enforce the changes. Fiscal reforms were
aimed at eliminating contraband, gold smuggling, and
tax evasion. Monopoly companies were formed to
stimulate agriculture in older plantation zones and
were given the right to import large numbers of slaves.
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New crops were introduced. Just as in Spanish Amer-
ica, new regions in Brazil began to flourish. Rio de
Janeiro became the capital, and its hinterland was the
scene of agricultural growth. The undeveloped Ama-
zonian region, long dominated by Jesuit missionaries,
received new attention. A monopoly company was cre-
ated to develop the region’s economy, and it stimu-
lated the development of cotton plantations and the
export of wild cacao from the Amazonian forests.
These new exports joined the traditional sugar,
tobacco, and hides as Brazil’s main products.

Pombal was willing to do some social tinkering
as part of his project of reform. He abolished slavery
in Portugal to stop the import of slaves there and to
ensure a steady supply to Brazil, the economic cor-
nerstone of the empire. Because Brazil was vast and
needed to be both occupied and defended, he
removed Indians from missionary control in the
Amazon and encouraged whites to marry them.
Immigrant couples from Portugal and the Azores
were sent to colonize the Amazon basin and the
plains of southern Brazil, which began to produce
large quantities of wheat and cattle. In 1778, a treaty
between Spain and Portugal established the frontier
between their American colonies. Like the Bourbons
in Spain, Pombal hoped to revitalize the colonies as
a way of strengthening the mother country. Although
new policies were instituted, little changed within the
society. Brazil was just as profoundly based on slavery
in the late 18th century as it had ever been: The lev-
els of slave imports reached 20,000 a year.

Even in the long run, Pombal’s policies were not
fully effective. Although he reduced Portugal’s trade
imbalance with England during this period, Brazilian
trade suffered because the demand for its products on
the world market remained low. This was a classic
problem for the American colonies. Their economies
were so tied to the sale of their products on the Euro-
pean market and so controlled by policies in the
metropolis that the colonies’ range of action was
always limited. Although Pombal’s policies were not
immediately successful, they provided the structure
for an economic boom in the last 20 years of the 18th
century that set the stage for Brazilian independence.

Reforms, Reactions, and Revolts

By the mid-18th century, the American colonies of
Spain and Portugal, like the rest of the world, were
experiencing rapid growth in population and produc-
tive capacity. Scholars disagree on the roles of the
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Bourbon and Pombaline reforms in this process, but
the growth was undeniable. By the end of the century,
Spanish America had a population of almost 13 mil-
lion. Between 1740 and 1800, the population of Mex-
ico, the most populous area, increased from 3.5
million to almost 6 million, about half of whom were
Indians. In Brazil, the population reached about 2 mil-
lion by the end of the century. This overall increase
resulted from declining mortality rates, increasing fer-
tility levels, increasing immigration from Europe, and
the thriving slave trade. The opening of new areas to
development and Europe’s increasing demand for
American products accompanied the population
growth. The American colonies were experiencing a
boom in the last years of the 18th century.Reformist
policies, tighter tax collection, and the presence of a
more activist government in both Spanish America and
Brazil disrupted old patterns of power and influence,
raised expectations, and sometimes provoked violent
colonial reactions. Urban riots, tax revolts, and Indian
uprisings were not unknown before 1700, but serious
and more protracted rebellions broke out after that
date. In New Granada (present-day Colombia), pop-
ular complaints against the government’s control of
tobacco and liquor consumption, and rising prices as
well as new taxes, led to the widespread Comunero
Revoltin 1781. A royal army was defeated, the viceroy
fled from Bogota, and a rebel army almost took the
capital. Only tensions between the various racial and
social groups, and concessions by the government,
brought an end to the rebellion.

At the same time, in Peru, an even more threat-
ening revolt erupted. A great Indian uprising took
place under the leadership of Jose Gabriel Condor-
canqui, known as Tupac Amaru. A mestizo with a
direct link to the family of the Incas, Tupac Amaru led
a rebellion against “bad government.” For almost
three years the whole viceroyalty was thrown into tur-
moil while more than 70,000 Indians, mestizos, and
even a few Creoles joined in rebellion against the worst
abuses of the colonial regime. Tupac Amaru was cap-
tured and brutally executed, but the rebellion smol-
dered until 1783. It failed mostly because the Creoles,
although they had their own grievances against the
government, feared that a real social upheaval might
take place if they upset the political balance.

This kind of social upheaval was not present in
Brazil, where a government attempt to collect back
taxes in the mining region led in 1788 to a plot
against Portuguese control. A few bureaucrats, intel-

lectuals, and miners planned an uprising for indepen-
dence, but their conspiracy was discovered. The plot-
ters were arrested, and one conspirator, a militia
officer nicknamed Tiradentes, was hanged.

Despite their various social bases, these move-
ments indicated that activism by governments
increased dissatisfaction in the American colonies. The
new prosperity of the late 18th century contributed
to a sense of self-confidence and economic interest
among certain colonial classes, which made them sen-
sitive to restrictions and control by Spain and Portu-
gal. Different groups had different complaints, but the
sharp social and ethnic divisions within the colonies
acted as a barrier to cooperation for common goals
and tended to undercut revolutionary movements.
Only when the Spanish political system was disrupted
by a crisis of legitimacy at the beginning of the 19th
century did real separation and independence from
the mother countries become a possibility.

Conclusion

The Diverse Ingredients of Latin
American Civilization

In three centuries, Spain and Portugal created large colonial
empires in the Americas. These American colonies provided
a basis of power to their Iberian mother countries and took
a vital place in the expanding world economy as suppliers of
precious minerals and certain crops to the growing econ-
omy of Europe. By the 18th century, the weakened posi-
tions of Spain and Portugal within Europe allowed England
and France to benefit directly from the Iberian trade with
American colonies. To their American colonies, the Iberian
nations transferred and imposed their language, laws, forms
of government, religion, and institutions. Large numbers of
immigrants, first as conquerors and later as settlers, came to
the colonies. Eventually, the whole spectrum of Iberian soci-
ety was recreated in the New World as men and women
came to seek a better life, bringing with them their customs,
ideas, religion, laws, and ways of life. By government and
individual action, a certain homogeneity was created, both
in Spanish America and in Brazil. That seeming unity was
most apparent among the Europeanized population.
Underlying the apparent continuity with Spain and
Portugal and homogeneity among the various colonies
were great variations. Latin America, with its distinct envi-
ronments, its various economic possibilities, and its diverse
Indian peoples, imposed new realities. In places such as
Mexico and Peru, Indian cultures emerged from the shock
of conquest, battered but still vibrant. Indian communities
adapted to the new colonial situation. A distinctive multi-

ethnic and multiracial society developed, drawing on Iber-
ian precedents but also dependent on the Indian popula-
tion and the proportion of various mixed racial categories.
In areas where slavery predominated, African cultures also
played a major role. Argentina with few Indians, Cuba with
its slaves and plantations, and Mexico with its large rural
Indian population all shared the same Hispanic traditions
and laws, and all had a predominantly white elite, but their
social and economic realities made them very different
places. Latin America developed as a composite civiliza-
tion—distinct from the West but related to it—combining
European and Indian culture and society or creating the
racial hierarchies of slave societies in places such as Brazil.

From the perspective of the world economy, despite the
decline in production of precious metals, Latin American
products remained in great demand in Europe’s markets. As
Latin Americans began to seek political independence in the
early 19th century, they were confronted by this basic eco-
nomic fact and by their continued dependence on trade with
the developing world economy. Latin America’s world eco-
nomic position, with its labor force organization and outside
commercial control, was yet another difference between this
new civilization and that of Western Europe.

Further Readings

James Lockhart and Stuart B. Schwartz’s Early Latin
America (1982) provides an interpretation and overview.
Lyle N. Macalister’s Spain and Portugal in the New World
(1984) is particularly good on the Iberian background and
the formation of societies in Latin America. John H. Parry’s
The Spanish Seaborne Empive (1966) is well written and par-
ticularly good on commerce and government.On the con-
quest period there are excellent regional studies.
Geographer Carl O. Sauer’s The Early Caribbean (1966)
describes the discovery, settlement, and conquest of that
region, with much attention to Indian culture. James Lock-
hart’s Spanish Pern (1968) is a model reconstruction of
conquest society, and his Men of Cajamarca (1972) is an
in-depth look at a group of conquistadors. The conquest
of Mexico can be seen from two different angles in Bernal
Diaz del Castillo’s The Discovery and Conguest of Mexico,
trans. A. P. Maudsley (1956), and in James Lockhart’s edi-
tion of the Aztec testimony gathered after the conquest by
Bernardino de Sahun, published as We Peoples Here (1962).

The transformation of Indian societies has been studied
in books such as Steve J. Stern’s Peru’s Indian Peoplesand The
Challenge of Spanish Conquest (1982) on the early colonial era
and William B. Taylor’s Drinking, Homicide, and Rebellion
in Coloninl Mexican Villages (1979) on the 18th century.
Another approach to the impact of conquest is presented in
Noble David Cook’s Demographic Collapse: Indian Peru,
1520-1620 (1981), and Murdo MacLeod’s Spanish Central
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Americn (1973) presents an integrated regional study of soci-
ety and economy. Particularly sensitive to Indian views is
Nancy Farriss’s Maya Society Under Colonial Rule (1984).

Social and economic history have received considerable
attention. The establishment of colonial economies has been
studicd in detail in books such as Eric Van Young’s Hacienda
and Market in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (1981), Stuart
Schwartz’s Sugar Plantations and the Formation of Brazilian
Sociezy (1985), and Peter J. Bakewell’s Silver Mining and Soci-
ety in Colowinl Mexico (1971). Very good social history is now
being written. For example, Susan Socolow’s Women in Colo-
ninl Latin America (2000) examines the changing role of
women. In Louisa Schell Hoberman and Susan Migden
Socolow, eds., Cities and Society in Colonial Latin America
(1986), urban social types are examined. A different kind of
social history that examines popular thought can be seen in
Jacques Lafaye’s Quetzalcontl and Guadalupe (1974).

The best starting place on the Bourbon reforms is David
Brading’s Miners and Merchants in Bourbon Mexico (1971),
and John L. Phelan’s study, The Comunero Revolt, The Peo-
ple and the King (1978), examines the Bourbon reforms’
unintended effects. Dauril Alden’s Royal Government in
Coloninl Brazil (1968) shows Pombal’s effects on Brazil.

On the Web

The methods by which Europeans extracted wealth from
Latin America by the manipulation of old or imposition
of new patterns of mining, labor and land ownership (the
mita and encomendero systems) and the impact these
new patterns of economic life had on both the indigenous
population and the imported African slave population is
examined at http: / /www.cmoryv.edu/COLLEGE/
CULPEPER/BAKEWELL /index.html and hrep://
www.hist.umw.edu/~rmccaa/colonial / potosi/

outline. html. Both sites also illuminate the efforts of Por-
tugal’s Marquis of Pombal and the parallel policies of the
Bourbon kings of Spain to gain control over the new
economies of Latin America.

Indigenous resistance to Latin America’s dependent eco-
nomic position is given a human face through a discus-
sion of the rebellions of Tupac Amaru and Juan Santos
Atalhualpa at http: //www.dickshovel.com /500 htm!. The
composite nature of Latin American civilization is
revealed in its celebration of the “Day of the Dead,”
(http://www.daphne. palomar.edu/muentos).




